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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 that 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 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 that 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, noticed 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 left 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 leaving, 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 companion 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 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 tried 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. 
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    During their travels, a full moon came, the first one since Selene had joined their party. It was both an exciting and a scary prospect, which could bring them either joy or suffering. 
 
    While the night before didn’t seem to be tough for her, unfortunately, Ast’s treatment hadn’t been enough to completely get rid of Selene’s issue and she still experienced some pain during the actual full moon. 
 
    To make it more bearable for her, Asterios transferred part of her experience onto himself, accompanying Selene throughout the night until the worst phase passed. With both drained from the exhausting activity, they fell asleep banded together after Miria joined them. 
 
    The next morning, the girls jumped to her home and took a quick bath in Selene’s spacious bathhouse which was part of her mansion. The mischievous fox lady couldn’t stop herself from teasing the shy panthergirl during their time together. 
 
    After Miria escaped her clutches, Selene met Lerisse, the Matriarch of the Spiritual Foxes tribe waiting at her in her bedroom. She came to check on the younger woman as she usually had around a full moon. 
 
    The two talked briefly and Selene explained how Asterios had been helping her since the moment she had been summoned. Noticing the tone with which Selene regarded the human youth, Lerisse advised her not to lie to herself as it could bring her great regret and they parted ways soon after. 
 
    Selene returned to Ast’s and Miria’s side for an uneventful day. By the end of it, she invited the panthergirl to her home and confessed her intention to pursue Asterios as her mate if she would allow for it. Miria happily agreed and decided to support Selene in getting together with their master. 
 
    Back in Ast’s realm, their party stumbled on a broken cart on their path. After getting closer and speaking to the other travelers, Asterios and his team helped them change the damaged wheel thanks to Miria’s father’s having a spare back in her realm. But, Roalt found a runestone in the dirt and they quickly realized that the cart had fallen into a trap. 
 
    Asterios quickly prepared his party to intercept the ambush and they all took positions while waiting for the bandits to arrive, observing their movements through Selene’s senses. A small armed group soon reached them, led by a fierce woman with a rapier. 
 
    With a little bit of trickery and a good amount of skillful fighting, they dealt with the assailants and captured the leader alive, taking the woman with them to the nearby town. After handing her to the authorities, they split from the merchant with now fixed cart and resumed their journey to Tyrienheim. 
 
    Asterios was surprised that her mother’s lineage was so easily recognizable by the guards at the city’s gates that they were let through with ease. He had only known that she belonged to a merchant family and had just learned how important it was. 
 
    While walking through her family mansion’s premises, Kindra’s much older sisters, Cerina and Latua, approached them and instantly began badmouthing him and his mother. After a brief but extremely poisonous exchange, he berated them strongly and took his mother away. 
 
    She quickly introduced him to her parents, and they immediately took a liking to Asterios. Kindra’s father, James, invited him to officially join their family and his wife, Anna, agreed wholeheartedly. They went through a traditional ceremony which involved checking his potential and heart, which both turned out to be something else. 
 
    Before heading out of the city a few days later to visit Teira, the nearby village, supposed birthplace of Asterios, Kindra dragged him to her blacksmith friend. They met Imadil and Cynthia, a father-daughter duo belonging to the high elf race. 
 
    None of their common products caught the eye of anyone in Ast’s group so Imadil brought his memory-reading artifact to analyze the best weapon for him. When replaying a sensitive memory from his early childhood when Asterios had killed his mother’s assailant, things got a little out of hand and Imadil lost control over the trinket. 
 
    Thankfully, he gained what he wanted from the session and brough Asterios a gauntlet with hidden blade with a mechanism that could shoot poisoned needles stored in a reinforced gauntlet.  
 
    Accepting the Poison Fang, Asterios mentioned Spellslingers, powerful weapons from the old times that Imadil’s lineage of blacksmiths might have possibly worked on. The man confirmed his guess and they agreed to create one for Asterios since they trusted Kindra. Such an upgrade would greatly enhance Ast’s combat effectiveness. 
 
    Leaving the creation of the Spellslinger to the elves, Ast’s party moved to the local Adventurer’s Guild to ask for a good place for their next summoning. They met a very peculiar dwarf advisor and registered Truvi as their helper. She did an amazing job at marking the best spots for them and they quickly headed out to conduct the ritual. 
 
    Before they got to prepare it, Asterios decided to try something out and attempted to recreate the circumstances of the spiritual explosion which had taken place during Mii’s death, when he had called Miria to his world subconsciously. 
 
    During that activity, while he was exploring his internal circuits, his second source suddenly pulled him in and Asterios woke up in an unfamiliar place, filled with volcanoes and nothing else. He walked around the weird realm and entered one of them, finding a throne inside. 
 
    All will kneel before the true overlords, said the ominous script on it, which Asterios could understand but not recognize. After he sat down on the throne, something scanned his memories until a piercing pain assaulted his head. With it fading away, the volcano began to rumble, and the lava flooded the chamber. 
 
    In the outside world, Asterios burst in powerful flames which were barely stopped by Selene’s efforts. After the violent inferno receded, they noticed that his eyes became much more regal. The weird outburst affected even Grea back in Rosewind, who burned the wooden panels with her hands. They analyzed the event as much as they could and moved on to the summoning. 
 
    During the attempt, the sky turned dark, and an ominous atmosphere filled the surroundings. A deep shadow seeped into Ast’s realm and revealed its name as the Duke of Umbra, coming from a sealed, cursed Abyss. 
 
    After a short conversation, the Duke decided to test Asterios and the two fought a spiritual battle of the minds. The Duke dove into Ast’s head and tried to use some techniques to force him to surrender. But he ran into a weird barrier which overpowered him and pushed the Duke out of Ast’s mind. 
 
    They have learned about a seal on Ast’s memories, and the Duke agreed to accompany Asterios as his summon to discover the secrets behind it. Testing Umbra’s abilities, they noticed that he could freely travel between the points Asterios had visited in the past and transfer non-animate objects through the shadows. 
 
    Through one of Umbra’s abilities, Asterios found Kindra’s sisters forcing her to write her inherited businesses onto them and got really angry. He used his new familiar to take control of his mother’s body after her approval and baited her sisters into talking about it again while their father waited outside the room. 
 
    Later, he met with his mother and learned that they have been banished and punished with managing far, rural branches of their business. After his mother left, the party discussed Umbra’s connection with Kaguya and learned more about the princess of Spiritual Foxes. 
 
    Asterios used Umbra’s ability to briefly meet with Tina in her class. They talked a little and he left soon after, not wanting to disturb his friend any longer. 
 
    The next day, they left towards Teira. Arriving in front of the ruined village, they confirmed that it seemed frozen in time. After finding the ruins of Ast’s supposed home, they found a weird, uncharred spot which triggered something in his memories. 
 
    They learned that someone had left him in the fire, which hadn’t affected Asterios in the slightest. His assumed parents, most likely. Selene noticed something under that spot and they found a weird crimson scale hidden under the floor. 
 
    Looking for more clues, they entered the ruins of the main market, and the scale flew away from Asterios, activating a Lizardman-shaped Golem. The party bested their opponent with some struggle and continued their exploration, unfortunately, not finding much more traces. 
 
    But, even so, the information they had gathered allowed them to assume that Kaguya might be Ast’s mother as Umbra felt her energy in the hair wrapped around the scale. After the Golem had been defeated, the curse on Teira was broken and the village was quickly overgrown by greenery. 
 
    They rested a bit away from the village and Selene entered the main temple in her own world to ask the Matriarch about Kaguya. Unfortunately, she met Ronye, a younger Foxkin who really hated her. The two clashed, and Ronye lost consciousness. 
 
    Lerisse arrived at the spot soon after and they took the unconscious girl with them to her chambers. After Selene and the Matriarch discussed a few things regarding Asterios, Lerisse reminded her pupil about the words she had spoken the last time, noticing that she was ignoring the signs her body had been giving her. 
 
    The following night, Selene decided to finally act on it and confess. But, before she could do so, she was plagued by intense pain again. They quickly learned that she was advancing a stage and her energy was going haywire. 
 
    Nothing that Asterios tried worked in lessening her pain, so Miria suggested a different method. A little hesitant, Asterios agreed and embraced Selene after she urged him not to think too much about it. They shared a passionate moment, with her pain soon disappearing as they joined their bodies together. Unfortunately, their actions aroused their feline friend and Miria later joined them for the rest of the night. 
 
    The next morning, they found out that Selene had advanced one more tier than she was supposed to. She was ecstatic and extremely grateful. After they spent some time together, she jumped back to her realm to meet Lerisse and boast a little. The two clashed together as they were now on a similar level, surprising Ronye greatly, who had been left behind. 
 
    After everyone rested enough, they returned to Tyrienheim and visited the elven blacksmiths again. Cynthia and Imadil had created an amazing armblade for Asterios which could use his crystal sigils to fire off powerful spells. He received it and thanked them for their help. 
 
    They met with Ast’s mother later and talked about what they had learned. For the next few days, their family looked around for a prominent seal master while Asterios went on a few short dates with his mates since they hadn’t gotten much time to spend together in a big city until now. 
 
    The person Kindra’s parents had found turned out to be Grea’s father and Asterios returned to Rosewind, meeting up with his ex-teacher and Tina. After they discussed the case a bit, Tina expressed her wish to create the same connection with him as Grea had and Asterios obliged, allowing them to communicate mentally. 
 
    Afterwards, Asterios suggested helping her by hosting Joint Summoning and they borrowed a chamber from the Principal. During the process, Asterios brought up the matter of Tina’s feelings and how he perceived them. In the end, he accepted her wholeheartedly and they became a couple, successfully summoning a Primordial Spirit of Water together. 
 
    Tina suggested introducing Asterios to her father and he agreed. They met Thomas and he asked the man for permission to date his daughter, explaining everything about his current lovers. Thomas was surprised to learn that Kindra was such a bigshot, and after a brief discussion, he allowed Asterios to get together with Tina, making his daughter really happy. 
 
    They parted ways and Asterios headed for the Adventurer’s Guild to find the best route to the Demon Continent. They met with Ellie and Guildmaster Suanori, having a little chat about their next goal. The guildmaster suggested the port town of Nebula as the next step, asking for a favor. 
 
    Asterios and his companions accepted the task of checking the weird activity of monsters in the close vicinity of the town and soon left, with him riding on Miria since they traveled alone this time. 
 
    After arriving at their destination, they noticed that the ships seemed to be running away from the port and the shore for some weird reason. Miria smelled blood and Asterios prepared for the worst as they closed in… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 1
The Consequences of Greed 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Miria was running alongside the main, completely empty road, Umbra’s voice echoed in everyone’s heads. 
 
    ~I’ve reached the first signs of battle. There are monsters everywhere.~ 
 
    “Shit. Selene, hold me just in case. Umbra, I’m joining you.”  
 
    Without waiting for confirmation, Asterios started deepening their connection at the same time as Umbra did. After a second, their minds were in an almost perfect sync thanks to Umbra being quite skilled and experienced in that field. 
 
    Asterios instantly focused on completely fusing their vision and looked through Umbra’s eyes. It took him a moment to get accustomed to the weird, wide perspective and the constant jumps into and out of the darkness, but he managed to control his urges to break the connection. What he saw confused him greatly. 
 
    A lot of monsters could be spotted in the part of the forest where Umbra was currently found, but the weird thing was the fact that there were no people around. Yet, the place couldn't be called anything other than a battlefield. 
 
    Monsters fought monsters. Beasts fought beasts. And monsters fought beasts. No person of a humanoid race was involved in any of the bouts. Urged by Asterios, Umbra swiftly moved from spot to spot but didn’t find anyone. It was just monsters. 
 
    ~Is this normal in this realm?~ Umbra asked. 
 
    ~Definitely not. Quickly, head for the town.~ 
 
    While Asterios was thinking over the completely out-of-place situation, Umbra arrived in front of the wooden walls erected around Nebula. The gates were closed, and they could spot people standing on top of them, holding spears, bows, magical staves, and other weapons, clearly ready for battle. 
 
    Yet, all of them looked utterly confused as much as they were scared. The people up there weren’t doing anything else besides staring at the spectacle unfolding below. In front of their eyes, in front of their gate, a small army of monsters was decimating itself, not even bothering to glance towards the human settlement. 
 
    Noticing a few arrows and charred spots over the battlefield, Asterios understood that whoever oversaw defenses had made the correct call and stopped everyone from mindlessly attacking the monsters. Since they did not show any intentions of storming the town, it was best not to unnecessarily draw attention to the settlement, letting the monsters duke it out between themselves, for whatever reason. 
 
    Confirming that there was no immediate danger that needed their quick intervention, Asterios asked Miria to slow down while he still observed the battle through Umbra’s eyes. 
 
    Without having to worry about potential casualties, for now, he was able to notice patterns in the monsters’ behavior, even though it still all looked like one huge chaotic conflict. 
 
    Amongst the fighting creatures, he spotted monsters of the undead type. It was mostly Skeletons, Ghouls, Zombies, and various variants of these, ranging from humanoids to beasts. They were clearly on the same team. 
 
    After noticing that fact and watching the undead for a bit longer, Asterios came to the conclusion that there were more than two sides in this struggle.  
 
    It took him a moment to define the other ones besides the undead as they weren’t as distinctive, but in the end, he was almost sure that three groups fought in this battle—the undead, monsters and beasts that could be categorized as having reptile-like features, and monsters and beasts of the amphibious type. 
 
    All three types fought against each other without consideration for anyone besides their own kind. Clearly, no alliances existed in this war. 
 
    The moment the word war appeared in Ast’s mind, he instantly recalled reading about such occurrences when he had been studying dungeons. He stopped looking through Umbra’s eyes and asked him to return. 
 
    “Miria, stop for now. We shouldn’t get any closer,” he ordered shortly after regaining his full capabilities. 
 
    She slowly came to a halt, letting the duo riding on her back jump off, and morphed into her humanoid form. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Master?” she asked, slightly confused. “We were almost there. The stench of blood is getting heavy.”  
 
    “Isn’t there anything weird about it?” 
 
    After hearing his question, Miria focused on her sense of smell and started sniffing the air around them with her eyes closed. Not even a few seconds had passed before they shot open in realization. 
 
    “There’s… only monster blood?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    She gave him a confused stare. 
 
    “I’ll explain in a moment. First, Umbra, get in touch with Guildmaster Suanori and let her know about the situation, including my thoughts and observations. Technically, there’s no immediate danger for Nebula, but she better starts preparing the paperwork. I will contact her after confirming some things.” 
 
    Umbra nodded his beak and disappeared into nothingness. Asterios then turned to the girls and sighed heavily. They all broadened their connection with each other, and he shared with them some of the images. 
 
    “What we are looking at here is called a Dungeon War. I have no idea if we should call ourselves lucky or unlucky to show up in the middle of such a situation.” 
 
    “Dungeon War?” Selene glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “Guildmaster Suanori mentioned that Nebula is in the vicinity of three dungeons, remember? That also means that the dungeons are close to each other. And, as we all know, dungeons expand, especially underground. Then, what happens when they run into each other down there?” 
 
    “Oh! I know! They are going to fight for the territory and the resources, right?” Miria beamed a smile at him, sure that she was correct. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” Asterios petted her ears with a smile too. “Dungeons rarely can coexist together. They are often way too different for that to happen. And the Dungeon Cores are too greedy to share, usually.” 
 
    “That’s awfully similar to us. There have been wars between neighboring countries since the dawn of time,” Selene commented. 
 
    “That’s natural. It’s all driven by the same, primal principle—the desire to conquer for oneself. Even beasts create their own territories or hoard game.” 
 
    “But, what now, Master? Are we going to just wait until this war is over and then sail to the Demon Continent?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “There’s no guarantee that Nebula won’t be pulled into it at some point. Judging by the monsters that the dungeons have sent out, we are in the initial phase, the first bout. That would align with the fact that nothing like this was reported before, and it’s not really possible that a few battles took place while we were on our way here. Each side needs to recover like everyone else.” 
 
    “Then?” Selene raised a brow at him. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “I can’t really just close my eyes and walk away while knowing all of this is happening. And we are here on a mission from the guild anyway.” 
 
    “We can take advantage of this and get more monster cores for you, no?” Miria suggested. 
 
    “I would rather not poke a stick into this anthill and disrupt this chaos. But we could take them from the monsters after the fight is over since the dungeons can’t absorb the remains outside of their domain,” Asterios pondered out loud. “Anyway, we shouldn’t involve ourselves in this battle and head to the town to observe it with the people in case something happens. Then, we should question the local Adventurer’s Guild about this. Dungeon Wars don’t just start overnight.” 
 
    The two nodded at him and noticed Umbra flying out of Ast’s shadow, perching on his shoulder. 
 
    ~I bear a message from the guildmaster.~ 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    ~I give you my full authority to investigate this. Things like these don’t happen overnight. I’ll wait until midnight before submitting a mobilization request based on what you’ve told me so far,~ Umbra mimicked Suanori's voice. 
 
    Asterios smiled hearing his own words coming from the guildmaster. 
 
    ~Also, if there’s a next time, please warn me about your familiar having the voice of an ancient archevil beforehand. I broke one of my favorite cups.~ 
 
    He sighed again. “You are doing that on purpose.” 
 
    The shadowy raven sitting on his shoulder started tilting and moving its head like any normal, clueless bird, making Asterios roll his eyes. He definitely enjoyed messing with people. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s move on. We need a way to get to the town without having to run through all these monsters.” 
 
    “But that would have been a great exercise…” Miria complained gloomily. 
 
    “We can just move above them,” Selene suggested with a mischievous grin while making eye contact with Asterios. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, gods, not again. Umbra, any chances that you can change sizes and let me ride you somehow?” 
 
    “Why must you hurt me this way, my Lord? Don’t you enjoy the feeling of your body rubbing against mine while I look at you from above, panting heavily as I move to the limits of my own endurance?” Selene stepped closer and ran her finger over Ast's chest. 
 
    A moment later, the figure of a woman with white hair could be spotted in the air. She was making her way through the sky by running over light blue platforms appearing under her feet while carrying a man in her arms. A proud smile of a victor adorned her lips while the passenger could only sigh at his fate. 
 
    Making use of their position, Asterios watched the unfolding battle from above as they slowly closed onto the port town of Nebula. Miria jumped back to her realm to wait for their arrival while Umbra flew by Selene’s side. 
 
    Around twenty minutes later, the guards on the walls noticed something weird heading their way, exactly at the height of their stations. They readied their bows, spears, and spells while calling for their leader.  
 
    How great was their surprise when the unidentified object got close enough for them to recognize the figure of a person carrying another, who was frantically waving at them. Ordered to stand down, they watched how a beautiful woman brought someone over the walls by running over semi-transparent platforms, not sure if they were stunned by her beauty or the hilarity of the situation. 
 
    They made some space for them to land on top of the gate and a man with short dark brown hair and beard, wearing studded armor and with a halberd in his hand, approached them. Most of his hair was covered by a yellow bandana with a metal plate that had a constellation of stars engraved on it. Asterios recognized the symbol as associated with the port town. 
 
    “Who might you two be, arriving here in such an… unusual way?” he asked them. 
 
    “Apologies for not coming through the gate like any normal person would, but your neighbors aren’t exactly allowing us to approach through normal means,” Asterios responded, causing the men behind and in front of them to chuckle heartily. 
 
    “A funny one, eh? I’m Jorn, the captain of Nebula’s watchmen. I would kindly ask you to state your intentions.” 
 
    “Asterios, D-rank adventurer. I have been sent here from Rosewind to check on the reported monster sightings, but I didn’t expect a whole show by the time I arrived.” Asterios tapped the plate on his shoulder. “How long has this been going for?” 
 
    “About five hours now. We’ve been scared shitless by a swarm of monsters suddenly showing up from every single side except the sea at first, but they have been like this since the very beginning. The atmosphere is still tense. Gods know what we should think about this.” 
 
    “They should disperse after having enough, but better stay on guard. You can never know if some stray won’t try sneaking in.” 
 
    “Oh? A monster expert? Where does that confidence come from?” The captain raised a brow. 
 
    “You don’t usually destroy the thing that you are fighting over with others, right, Captain? Especially if it’s your favorite food.” 
 
    The men started looking weirdly at him, including the leader of the guards, perhaps not really getting Ast’s analogy.  
 
    He sighed. “Anyway, my goal is the Adventurer’s Guild. May I know its location and head there or do we have to follow some procedures?” 
 
    “No, we don’t. Especially under the current circumstances. We are obliged to shelter people from this… incident. It was just a formality. Tresh! Show them the way! Not like we have anything else to do right now.” 
 
    Asterios nodded at the captain and followed the man chosen as their guide. As expected, albeit still nervous, people had gotten used to the hours of fighting that didn’t have any direct relation to their town and continued with their lives, often sending glances towards the walls or the bell towers meant to sound an alarm. 
 
    Of course, it definitely wasn’t everyone. They could see people looking through the windows of their homes, most likely waiting for a clear confirmation that the danger was gone. Amongst those who walked the streets, most were guards or adventurers, people who could protect themselves to a certain extent. 
 
    Surprising their temporary companion, Miria jumped out of the gate and joined them. Umbra was still keeping watch over the gates to report any changes firsthand. It was great to have eyes over the battlefield that could quickly relay reliable information. 
 
    After arriving in front of the Adventurer’s Guild building, the guard started heading back to the gates. They could hear the heated discussions happening inside even before going in. As expected, countless adventurers were sitting in the inn section and standing around the whole lobby, some clearly unhappy about not being able to join the fight. 
 
    Since no one really cared about their entrance, Asterios walked toward a free receptionist. An elf woman with dark brown hair smiled at them professionally. 
 
    “I apologize, but I don’t know when the guildmaster might change the orders for the adventurers to stay put. We’ll let everyone know immediately after a new decision is made.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. A lot of people must have bothered them with countless questions like that for the receptionists to start conversations with such a line. 
 
    “We are not here to inquire about that. We’ve just arrived in Nebula on a quest and wanted to ask a few questions.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry! Even though the services are currently limited, I’ll try to help as much as I can! My name is Raziel.” The receptionist bowed at them as an apology. 
 
    “It’s okay. That reaction is understandable. I’m Asterios. Here’s the quest form.” 
 
    Raziel took the piece of paper from him and checked it thoroughly. 
 
    “I see. Yes, I’ve read about this. It seems that you’ve wasted your time traveling here to investigate the sightings, considering all that’s happening now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say so. While it is obvious now why there were visible changes to the surrounding ecosystem, making my main purpose no longer valid, I still need to get to the bottom of this. Could you tell me in detail when the first report about the unusual behavior had been filed?” 
 
    “Ummm… I’m afraid that I can’t provide such information… Besides, it says nothing about that in your quest…” 
 
    Asterios reached into one of his inner pockets and brought Suanori’s token out, handing it to the receptionist. 
 
    “There was a change of plans. I’m in direct contact with Guildmaster Suanori from Rosewind. So?” 
 
    Only silence answered him. Asterios was sure that Raziel recognized the token but still refused to talk. They could all feel the tense atmosphere around the receptionist. Something was clearly going on. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Take me to your guildmaster.” 
 
    “He is currently bus—” 
 
    “Do yourself a favor and don’t obstruct an investigation authorized by another guildmaster. I might not have the right to order you, but you can’t deny my request to meet the person in charge of this branch.” 
 
    She nodded after a moment and led them to the higher level. After knocking on the door to the guildmaster’s office, they all went inside. A quite hefty man sat behind a fancy desk. At the first glance, Asterios could tell that he was a non-combatant. 
 
    “What’s this about, Raziel?” the man asked. 
 
    “We apologize for showing up unannounced.” Asterios bowed his head lightly. “We were sent here by Guildmaster Suanori from Rosewind to investigate the unusual sightings.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I remember that one. Looks like you arrived late, unfortunately. We are in quite a predicament currently.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed. That’s why I wanted to ask why you haven’t done anything to prevent it.” 
 
    “Huh?” The Guildmaster blinked at him in confusion. 
 
    Asterios threw at him the metal token and rolled his eyes. “Let’s not play dumb. You are smart enough to withdraw everyone from attacking shortly after the battle started. Just answer honestly and I’ll be sure to note down your voluntary cooperation. When were the first sightings reported?” 
 
    “I think you are misunderstanding something…” 
 
    “I think not.” Asterios crossed his arms over his chest. “Why did you conceal information about monsters from lower floors showing up on the higher ones?” 
 
    ~His pulse just spiked, Master,~ Selene informed him telepathically. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about. Where did you even hear that from?” the guildmaster asked, glancing at Raziel for a brief moment. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Why did you not report finding corpses of monsters from the other dungeons inside the ones that clearly don’t fit their type?” 
 
    ~And again. He is good at hiding his emotions, but he’s clearly getting nervous,~ Selene noted. 
 
    ~Looks like my guess was right,~ he answered her. 
 
    “Listen, I have no idea—” 
 
    “No, you listen,” Asterios interrupted the man while walking closer and slamming his hands onto his desk. “If you don’t stop this farce, I swear I’ll use whatever means necessary to bring you down completely. This is a conscious—if not deliberate—exposure of civilians to mortal danger by concealing critical information. It won’t end with just demotion.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to him, Ast’s eyes changed to fiery red with vertical pupils, intimidating the guildmaster greatly as he stared right at him. Miria and Selene could feel that Asterios wasn’t just putting up a show but got really angry at the man for his actions. 
 
    “A-Alright… I’ll talk… It was around a month ago…” 
 
    “Fuck…” Asterios cursed and turned around, placing his hands on his hips. “And?” 
 
    “Some people reported beasts migrating back and forth from West to East and from South to either. It was all weird and we couldn’t understand the reason behind it.” 
 
    “Until?” 
 
    “Until some adventurers started noticing monsters from lower floors appearing on higher ones. It went like that for two weeks. Then, they started finding monsters from the other dungeons inside environments that didn’t really match their characteristics, as you said.” 
 
    Asterios turned again to face the man. “Care to tell me then why none of this made it to the interguild network? I don’t believe that you forgot.” 
 
    The guildmaster was visibly hesitant to speak but finally broke the silence with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Monsters from lower floors appearing on higher ones made it so much easier to kill them for materials and cores. Outside of their usual habitats, and in much smaller numbers, sometimes even alone, made it possible for even lower-ranked adventurers to take care of them. Our profits started to skyrocket with three dungeons doing that…” 
 
    “Good gods…” Asterios rubbed his temples. “You ignored the first signs of a Monster Outbreak for such idiotic reasons? How did no one figure it out?” 
 
    “I’ve ordered the staff to bribe the adventurers to keep silent about it whenever someone noticed something wrong inside the dungeons…” 
 
    “And caused Nebula to end up in the middle of a three-way Dungeon War! For what?! More money?!” 
 
    Asterios threw his hands into the air and exhaled heavily after a brief moment, turning away from the guildmaster again. After a few seconds of silence, the man spoke up hesitantly. 
 
    “So… You are going to keep your word, right?” 
 
    He threw the guildmaster a glare over his shoulder. “You better start working your ass off fixing this shit, or you’ll never be able to see the sun again.” 
 
    Asterios left the office without looking back and stopped only after getting outside of the guild. Miria and Selene appeared by his side from a crimson gate. 
 
    “I can’t believe that man…” the panthergirl commented with a disgusted expression. “What now, Master?” 
 
    “I’m going to let Guildmaster Suanori know about this. Then, we have to figure out how to stop this war or the lands in front of Nebula will stay unsafe for who knows how many months. Monsters will keep constantly moving between the dungeons and battles like the current one will also happen, unable to be predicted.” 
 
    “To lead one’s settlement to such a predicament while knowing well the possible consequences of not taking action…” Selene shook her head. 
 
    “One step at a time. First, I need to calm myself down. I can feel my energy influencing my emotions again.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
First Signs of a Plan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After hearing Ast’s words, Miria stepped closer to him and took his hand into hers, leading it to her cheek. She brushed her face against it while closing her eyes and releasing quiet purrs. The faint vibrations traveled through his skin and tickled his muscles, bringing a smile to Ast’s face. 
 
    Asterios placed his right hand on her hair and began scratching behind Miria’s rounded ears as she kept nuzzling her cheek into his left palm. His mind slowly calmed down, and Asterios took a deep breath.  
 
    Sensing the change, Miria opened her eyes and stared into his, which were blue again. She smiled shyly and pulled herself up to join their lips in a gentle kiss. Asterios moved his hands to her waist and softly caressed her tail as they pecked each other’s lips. 
 
    A few moments later, Miria broke the affectionate kisses and backed away a little after brushing her cheek against his. 
 
    “How is it now, Master?” she asked with a tinge of rosiness covering her cheeks. 
 
    “Much better. Thank you.” He smiled at her. 
 
    Two hands suddenly slid onto his chest from behind and the face of a certain fox lady appeared next to his own, resting her chin on his shoulder while hugging him tightly. 
 
    “Quite bold of you to make such a display in the middle of the street.” Selene chuckled softly at the panthergirl. 
 
    Asterios and Miria glanced around and noticed a few people giving them curious looks as they walked in different directions. Her face instantly turned crimson, and she dropped her gaze, making Asterios chuckle quietly. 
 
    “It’s my turn to tend to him next time, alright?” Selene announced then left a peck on Ast’s cheek. 
 
    Miria’s strategy of calming Asterios down might have worked, but as a side effect, it had caused her to require calming down next. They had to move aside for a moment to wait for the timid panthergirl to regain her composure before continuing with their business. 
 
    They found an open inn and went to register there for a room and dinner. After receiving the key, they ate their fill together. The journey and the recent bustling emotions increased their appetite quite a bit.  
 
    Filled to the brim, they moved to their room to rest a little and Asterios asked Umbra to make contact with Guildmaster Suanori. She had been awaiting his message and they quickly connected. With Umbra’s help, Asterios materialized in front of her desk. 
 
    “I wonder if I will ever get used to this weird feeling of being in another place while at the same time not existing there,” he commented, looking around the office. 
 
    “Spatial Transfer?” Suanori raised one of her eyebrows at him. “No. You said something about not being here. Astral Projection? That’s quite a high-level spell which I’ve never heard to be in the repertoire of Summoners.” 
 
    “I’m just an illusion. Remember? Umbra is a master of mind arts. He is simultaneously feeding my brain with sensory information from your place while messing with your mind too, putting me in your field of vision. A fine way to hold a private conversation, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I guess as creepy as they are, illusions do have various different uses. If I understood you correctly, I’m pretty much speaking to myself right now, correct?” 
 
    Asterios nodded and moved to look through the window, amazed to be able to see a certain distance into the town. At some point, dark purple walls rose from the ground in the form of a dome, most likely presenting the boundaries of how far Umbra’s senses could register things without him focusing on them. 
 
    “You can also speak to me in your mind, with your thoughts. That way, we can converse even in public, without anyone noticing anything. But, if no one is around, speaking out loud might feel more natural with me present in front of you, right?” 
 
    Suanori chuckled as she shook her head. “Full of surprises… So, what’s the situation?” 
 
    “One blinded-by-greed guildmaster that coerced his subordinates into ignoring the clear signs of a Monster Outbreak for some easy profits. And while he was at it, he decided to go all-in and also ignored the evidence of an upcoming Dungeon War. It was swept under the rug for over a month.” 
 
    She sighed heavily and swiped down her face with both hands. “That’s why almost every guildmaster who is a retired adventurer is against letting civilians run the guilds… No one who has experienced the atrocities encountered in dungeons or amongst monsters would take such risks…” 
 
    They remained silent for a moment before Suanori spoke again. 
 
    “I’ll mark your quest as completed. Considering the trouble to get into the town, it will most likely have its grade raised. I’ll submit the prepared emergency request and head there myself. I know that you are heading to the Demon Continent, but could you do me one more favor and keep an eye on them and the monsters until I arrive?” 
 
    Asterios turned to her and walked closer to the desk, taking a seat in front of it. 
 
    “That was my plan anyway. I can’t just walk away while knowing all of this is happening behind my back.” 
 
    “Thank you. With your group there, I have much less to worry about. Now, there’s just this one huge mess to somehow clean up. A Monster Outbreak from even one dungeon is usually a B-rank or higher emergency, and with three dungeons sending out waves of monsters it could as well be deemed an S-rank one. I have no idea how long it will take to gather enough forces and resolve this issue.” 
 
    “If you want to cull the armies of three dungeons at once, then surely, it will take long weeks if not months. After enough adventurers show up in Nebula, that is. And coordinating them won’t be an easy feat,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “Do you have any better ideas? Should we just take them on one by one somehow?” Suanori asked, leaning back into her chair. 
 
    Asterios asked Umbra to share with her their conversation about Dungeon Wars from earlier and then continued after making sure that Suanori fully assimilated the memories. 
 
    “You should be already aware of the things I explained to my familiars, but nevertheless, those do give me a few ideas. First, we could try to take their war to the underground. The dungeons are sending monsters outside because that’s the only way to attack their opponents. You know that. It’s certain that their territories are almost, if not directly, touching. We could send out a team, or a few, made of elites, to break the walls and create passages between neighboring floors.” 
 
    “I see. It certainly isn’t an easy task to complete but the dungeons shouldn’t be able to heal bigger damage to their structure quick enough to prevent leakage of monsters inside. That would certainly reduce their presence on the surface since they would have to focus on either offense or defense of their own territory.” Suanori nodded in understanding, rubbing her chin. 
 
    “Second, since this is a three-way war, and each of the dungeons is in a different direction, we could launch an attempt to clear the middle one completely, destroying the core for good. Yes, that could potentially reduce the profits that having three of them present offer, but honestly, I personally think that an order to get rid of one should have been issued long ago, before the youngest one was able to grow too much, instead of the usual prohibition to do so. Three is just too much. And Nebula is not a huge megalopolis with high numbers of adventurers but a medium-sized port town.” 
 
    “I have to agree with that. The presence of three dungeons surely brings many adventurers to Nebula but it will always be much fewer compared to what big cities can cough up innately, even with just a single dungeon in their vicinity. But I digress. Clearing a whole dungeon is an even harder task than breaking its walls.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “That’s why the best option would be to do both of these at once. It will be much easier with the target dungeon weakened from expending its resources to fight the invaders back or to send its own forces outside, and rebuilding the damaged structure at the same time, assaulted by adventurers that flood the other ones. But these are just my hastily gathered ideas. You should host a proper strategy meeting after getting here. I'm not the most experienced one here.” 
 
    Suanori gazed into the distance while in deep thought and Asterios waited for her response. It certainly wasn’t easy to get permission to remove a dungeon, but in the current predicament, she could be able to achieve it with her influence, if the other guildmasters she was friends with supported her. 
 
    “I’ll bring that up to the lord in whose territory the three dungeons are located, just in case,” she said, refocusing on him again. “If we ended up going with what you suggested, the only leftover issues would be organizing and managing everything and finding powerful and skilled adventurers to form a team that would tackle the middle dungeon. Unless…” 
 
    Feeling the guildmaster’s eyes on him, Asterios could guess what she was thinking about and smiled wryly. 
 
    “Unless your party agrees to take on that role. I dare to say, while you are acting low-key a lot, your strength and coordination are very likely on par with S-ranked teams, judging by everything that I know about your doings. What do you say?” Suanori leaned forward and supported her chin on her folded hands as her elbows rested on the desk; a calm smile adorned her beautiful face. 
 
    “A D-rank leading an assault on an old Dungeon Core? That can’t go well with the other adventurers.” 
 
    “If I endorsed you as one of my trusted aides, a holder of my Token of Fealty, no one would have anything to say about your current rank. Successful completion of such a grand event could boost it up nicely, in an official way. Receiving the right to clear a whole dungeon alone could be an extremely profitable opportunity. Do you know how expensive even the tiniest fragments of a Dungeon Core are?” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    Asterios pondered for a moment. He had certainly considered joining the whole operation anyway, perhaps to help break the walls or just deal with monsters, racking up some useful cores in the process, but he hadn't thought even for a moment that they would go after the Dungeon Core personally when he had suggested that solution. 
 
    Certainly, the number of materials, cores, and potentially magical artifacts or other items that could be gained from such an endeavor was incredibly high. And a huge portion of that would belong solely to them, with just a small part getting seized by the guild as a tax. 
 
    “What about the failure penalty? Something on this scale would surely have an astronomical one. Even if I would take on this request, the safety of my familiars would be my utmost priority and I would withdraw after judging the situation greatly exceeding our capabilities.” 
 
    “Emergency quests have no penalty. That would be counterintuitive. Bringing the attention of as many adventurers as possible to them is their main role. Yes, it can be potentially abused, but resolving the crisis is much more important. Besides, quests in the current times rarely have one. Unless it’s a direct request or something that can be attempted by a limited number of people,” the guildmaster explained. 
 
    Asterios nodded. “If it’s like that, then I guess we could try it. I would like to consult with my partners first.” 
 
    “Naturally. I can wait for you to contact me again.” 
 
    ~That won’t be necessary,~ Umbra’s voice boomed throughout the room. 
 
    In the next moment, the figures of Miria and Selene materialized behind Asterios. The former started waving her hands around in complete bewilderment, trying to catch balance before she fell to the ground while the latter curiously scanned the room with her eyes. 
 
    “Waaaaaah! What’s this?!”  
 
    Miria managed to fix her stance and quickly placed her hands on the weapons hanging behind her back. She noticed Asterios and Suanori looking at her and soon realized where they were. She chuckled awkwardly as a faint blush showed up on her cheeks. 
 
    Asterios sighed and shook his head. “Don’t just pull them in without a warning.” 
 
    To Suanori’s surprise, the chair that Asterios had been sitting on suddenly morphed into a wide sofa and the two girls sat down on his sides. It was an unimaginably confusing show to watch. 
 
    With Umbra’s help, Asterios relayed their conversation to the beastfolk duo, again sharing his memories with them. 
 
    “I have nothing against you taking that request up, my Lord. I’m even looking forward to it. It’s a great way for us to test our limits after growing stronger. Isn’t that right, Miria?” Selene started after they caught up. 
 
    “I agree. And since Master wanted to find more cores, this would be a good opportunity to do that, no?” Miria asked, leaning into Ast’s shoulder while glancing up at his face. 
 
    “Also,” Suanori captured their attention, “I will personally join your team heading for the core if you’d allow me. Thanks to my affinity with Nature, I’m quite good with Healing Magic. That would further increase the safety you mentioned, right?” 
 
    “Aren’t you retired, though?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean all I do is sit behind a desk and fill in documents. I’m still an adventurer. And as an S-rank, it’s my responsibility to help in situations like these. Even if not that many high-ranked adventurers adhere to that.” 
 
    Miria and Selene exchanged glances while smiling at each other. Asterios could only shake his head at that, having a pretty good guess on what was going through their minds. 
 
    “Everyone seems to be on board with this. If we really end up doing it this way, I guess my party will assume the aforementioned role. Fighting alongside a veteran S-rank could be a great learning experience too,” he gave Suanori an answer. 
 
    “Great. I truly appreciate your cooperation. Leave the paperwork to me and we’ll discuss all the details on-site. I should be able to wrap things up in a day or two at most, so I’ll arrive in Nebula in four or five.” 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled slightly after she realized that the guildmaster could cover the distance a day faster than her, even though Asterios hadn't boosted her on the way to Nebula. She grew curious about her means of travel, wondering if it was magic or something else. 
 
    “Alright. Just one more thing that I wanted to confirm. If I’m not mistaken, according to the rules and regulations, the monsters that kill each other outside of their home dungeon are considered belonging to no one in particular and gathering materials from their corpses is a free-for-all, right?” Asterios asked, raising one of his eyebrows. 
 
    “That’s… technically correct.” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s all I needed to know. Now, if you’d excuse us, we need to make haste or we’ll miss out on front seat tickets for an all-you-can-eat buffet,” he exclaimed with a smile and the trio disappeared into thin air, alongside the sofa. 
 
    “He is going to ransack all three armies, isn’t he?” Suanori chuckled to herself then moved out of her office. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios, Miria, and Selene found themselves back in their room at the inn. After noticing Miria lying on the bed flat on her belly, he realized the reason behind the panthergirl’s unusual reaction from earlier. She gasped for air after being brought back. 
 
    Since just sitting on the walls surrounding Nebula and waiting for the monsters to finish their battle would be pointless and a huge waste of time, Asterios asked Umbra to keep watching their movements from above and inform them of the first signs of retreat. 
 
    He was a little hesitant to request that, feeling like he was overworking his shadowy familiar, but Umbra assured Asterios that it was nothing and that he would speak up whenever he had something against any of Ast’s orders, which weren’t exactly considered ones since Asterios never used his contracts to force his commands on his familiars. Unless they were going to do something stupidly dangerous. 
 
    They enjoyed a calm night together and then went to the town to look around some more, maybe ask captains of the still docked ships if any of them was heading to the Demon Continent anytime soon. 
 
    The fight continued for the whole day, so they didn’t really get to do that much besides spending time together and keeping an eye on the guildmaster from this branch of the Adventurer’s Guild to make sure that he was taking proper steps under the current predicament. 
 
    Of course, Asterios didn’t know a lot about the internal procedures, but it wasn’t that hard to notice the change in the man’s behavior and him becoming much more active in the life of the guild, which was certainly a good sign, meaning that he had started working on things he had previously neglected or ignored. 
 
    Finally, near the evening of the third day after their arrival in Nebula, Umbra notified Asterios about the monsters backing off from each other and heading back to their dungeons. He didn’t waste any time, and they jumped straight in. 
 
    With the shadowy raven’s guidance, Asterios and the girls avoided the areas still infested with retreating monsters and focused their efforts on retrieving magical cores from the deceased, only stopping for a bit longer to gather other materials if they stumbled on something extraordinary. 
 
    For the next few days, after their initial harvest, they came back for more only occasionally since many more scavengers joined the fray after the gates of Nebula had been opened. 
 
    Umbra’s help allowed them to avoid running into other people, but Asterios wasn’t so greedy as to scoop every single monster core. They would have a much better opportunity soon enough. He just wanted to resupply his crystal sigil collection before they would have to head down. 
 
    Finally, just as Guildmaster Suanori had promised, she arrived in Nebula five days after their meeting. She flew in on top of a giant hawk. The landing attracted quite a lot of attention. Asterios and his party headed to the guild to meet up with her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
The Actual Strength 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It required some effort to push through the crowds that had gathered in front of the Adventurer’s Guild. Plenty of people rushed there to lay their eyes on the magnificent bird that was now perched on top of the building and looking around. Not only adventurers had been lured in to admire it. 
 
    Selene entered the first stage of her Awakening and started creating bluish translucent stairs that led above the people with steps wide enough for all three of them to walk side by side. 
 
    After growing much stronger, this much wasn’t too straining for her, which resulted in Asterios squinting his eyes at her. He was pretty sure that if she could do this right now, she could have also provided for two people five days ago, without exerting herself a lot. Selene just chuckled at him with a mischievous smile. 
 
    With her help, they moved past everyone by traversing through the air inches above the heads of the onlookers, creating a much more interesting spectacle for some than the big hawk. Jumping down in front of the entrance, they went inside. 
 
    Immediately, they noticed a different atmosphere than usual. The adventurers present in the main hall were less loud and chatty, standing around while creating an almost straight path with two clear sides, leading towards the counters. 
 
    Asterios spotted a familiar receptionist—Raziel, if he wasn’t mistaken—and headed for her post. She smiled wryly after recognizing the trio. As they reached it, the adventurers quieted down even more, almost as if waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Raziel bowed to them lightly. “Welcome back. If you are going to meet the guildmasters, I was instructed to let you through. Do you remember the way, or should I guide you again?” 
 
    “We do, thank you. What’s up with everyone?” Asterios asked, pointing behind him. 
 
    “Oh, nothing to worry about. Just the usual reaction after seeing an agitated retired S-rank adventurer, recognizable in most guilds for their achievements, head straight for the counter and demand to see the person in charge. They are listening so closely because she mentioned that her trusty aide would soon arrive too, so everyone made space for them and waited to see who the person was.” 
 
    Asterios glanced back over his shoulder, and he could certainly see some people whispering between themselves while almost all of them were looking at his party. Fortunately, he wasn’t too well-known in this guild yet and no one knew about his rank, or they would surely be much more surprised. 
 
    “I see. We’ll move ahead, then.” 
 
    They walked to the stairs while under everyone’s intense gazes and started heading up. Shortly after their feet disappeared from the bottom level, they could hear an instant explosion of chattering as the adventurers started discussing most likely what they knew about the trio.  
 
    Asterios just sighed heavily. Suanori had accidentally brought some unnecessary attention to them with that mention. 
 
    Within a few minutes, Asterios and the girls found the door to the guildmaster’s office. After knocking and not receiving any reply for over ten seconds, he pushed onto the knob and the door opened. 
 
    “—ot in prison for all of this! You should have seen how furious the lord was when he learned about it! You’ll be lucky to still have your head after we deal with the situation!” 
 
    Suanori’s loud shouts made him flinch. They noticed the elf woman pressing her hands on the other guildmaster’s desk and looming over the man who curled into himself in his comfy chair, listening to her scolding. 
 
    She noticed the door opening and made a heavy sigh. “You are here. Get inside.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly and they entered the office. He noticed an active Alcove of Serenity formation glowing on the door, explaining the complete silence on the other side. He wondered if every guildmaster’s office had one or if it was her doing. 
 
    “How are things going?” Asterios asked after moving closer. 
 
    “Not any better yet,” Suanori answered, turning to him. “But I managed to push everything through. Adventurers should start showing up at any moment. Some high-ranking officials will make an appearance too, including a few strategists. They were in favor of your plan. Mostly. We’ll have to wait until everyone is gathered. At least the important people.” 
 
    “Fine by me. Carving sigils takes time. I have quite a few available cores to process.” 
 
    She gave him a curious glance and nodded. “Good.” Then, Suanori turned to the other man again. “Send an order to bring out all the information you have on the three dungeons immediately. Prepare a room to store it, and a room for strategy meetings, preferably connected to each other. Keep the adventurers off the dungeons until we decide on the course of action.” 
 
    The man kept nodding as she spoke to him. Asterios almost felt sorry for him, but you reap what you sow. He was sure the worst was still in front of the man as the officials Suanori had mentioned surely weren’t going to give him a pat on the back. Maybe one with a bit more force. 
 
    “That’s it for now. Get to work. It’s the only thing that can still save your fat ass.” 
 
    Suanori glared at the man for the last time and started walking away. Asterios and his crew followed after her. In the corridor outside of the office, she made another heavy sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “I knew the father of this one. How far has the apple fallen from the tree… Anyhow, it’s the third time you guys mention the cores. What do you need them for so badly?” 
 
    Asterios brought out one of his crystal tokens and handed it to her. Suanori examined the carving with an impressed expression. 
 
    “Self High Heal. Smart. Looks like you are covering for your lacking areas properly. But can your body handle the input? I’m aware of the usage of these amongst the adventurers but this is a spell of a higher level than usual.” 
 
    “It can’t. But I found a solution.” 
 
    He pointed his hand to the ceiling and curled his fingers, pulling on the trigger. The black blade with crimson edges sprung out of hiding, slightly surprising Suanori. She hadn't expected an armblade hidden under a gauntlet. 
 
    “Wait… These inscriptions… Is that…” 
 
    “Looks like you know about them. Yes, that’s a Spellslinger.” 
 
    “Of course I do. Most elves grow up on tales about these. How did you manage to lay your hands on one? They are almost impossible to get these days with everyone hunting for them. And the number of fakes is overwhelming. I assume this one is the real deal.” 
 
    “Family connections. And yes, it’s very much real. So much that you will most likely not find something like this in the current era. Unless you have access to some king’s personal vault or armory.” 
 
    Suanori furrowed her brows at him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Nothing important. It works and it works well, it's all that matters. Maybe a little too well, to be honest.” 
 
    She was even more curious about his statement but decided to leave the topic for later as they reached the stairs to the main hall. As previously, the moment the first person noticed someone’s feet going down the stairs, they immediately began silencing everyone in a rush. 
 
    Suanori didn’t pay too much attention to their behavior and led the group to Raziel. 
 
    “Has the previous quest been processed?” she asked the receptionist. 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster Suanori.” 
 
    “I’m outside of my own guild. It’s just Suanori here. Start slowly making preparations according to articles thirty-seven, forty-eight, and seventy-eight. If you don’t remember these, check the rulebook immediately. Proceed according to the regulations. We’ll take over in a few days when everyone shows up.” 
 
    “Understood. Shall I assume that I was granted the permission and authority to issue and execute commands required for the aforementioned clauses to be implemented?” 
 
    “Yes. Until the proper person for it shows up, it’s on you. If anyone questions your authority, send them to me.” 
 
    “Then, I’ll excuse myself to begin immediately.” 
 
    Raziel bowed respectfully and disappeared behind the curtain located on her side of the counter. Suanori turned around and ran her eyes over the entire, completely silent crowd, from right to left. 
 
    “Alright. Listen up. We’ll be holding an emergency meeting in a few days. Everything will be shared publicly then. For now, just know that we are in quite the deep shit. There’s no reason to panic since as you all have seen, we aren’t under a direct threat, but things can’t stay like this for long. And, to fix this mess, we’ll need everyone’s help. So, until the proper announcement is made, and the orders are issued, go and prepare yourselves as much as you can. Restock your supplies, sharpen your weapons, take a good rest, enjoy a good time with your lovers. There will be a lot of fighting soon. Enough for everyone to have their fill. And the pay won’t be anything to scoff at. We understood?” 
 
    The whole hall roared in response while raising fists into the air. The adventurers returned to their usual not-so-silent behavior and some of them started heading outside, most likely to follow the advice.  
 
    Suanori noticed Ast’s gaze on her. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just had a slightly different image of you after our usual meetings. Like, slightly more refined one.” 
 
    “If you want to get through to the common adventurers, you need to keep it simple. I’ve learned that swearing and crude language helps a lot. You won’t see elves use the popular curses that often, sticking mostly to our cultural equivalents, but it does happen. Now, come on. Let’s move to a less crowded place. I’m hungry after three days of flight.” 
 
    “You didn’t eat anything during that time?” Miria asked in surprise. 
 
    “Simple meditation. At least for us, elves. Worst case scenario, I can survive for slightly over three months without any sustenance. But I wouldn’t be able to do anything else besides acting like a dried-up mummy waiting for rescue after the initial two. Of course, that’s without any magic specializing in things like that taken into consideration.” 
 
    “That’s still amazing…” 
 
    “Fun trivia—in a situation where they wouldn't be able to acquire food in their own realm, for whatever reason, summons can survive just off the Summoner’s essence if it’s shared with them regularly, and it won’t impair them much,” Asterios informed them as they were walking through the streets. 
 
    Miria blushed instantly at the mention of essence, averting her gaze to the side. Selene chuckled at her teasingly, knowing very well what kind of sharing the panthergirl had just imagined. Meanwhile, Suanori had no idea why she had reacted like this. 
 
    The elf lady led them to a restaurant she knew from her past visits in Nebula and placed an order. Ast’s group had already eaten not that long ago, so they just accompanied the guildmaster while chatting casually about each other since they would be working together during an important task. 
 
    Since Suanori was curious about his crystal sigils, he kept carving a few low-level ones that didn’t take too much time while she ate. She admitted that the process was much more mesmerizing than what she had heard while Miria assured her that it was even better with a lit campfire present. 
 
    Afterward, Suanori suggested getting to know each other’s fighting styles and abilities a little better and everyone agreed to have some simple joint training and showcases while leaving more complex practice for the next few days, giving her a night to rest properly after the journey. 
 
    Miria and Selene jumped back to their realm as Asterios was invited to ride on Suanori’s giant hawk. It was not a summon but a tamed beast. She had supposedly raised it herself from the very egg after saving it from a predator. It imprinted on her and was now her personal flying mount. 
 
    Asterios hopped onto the back of the giant bird and hugged Suanori tightly. There was no saddle or reins; they had to hold onto the feathers to avoid falling down due to the air currents. With him completely inexperienced in such means of travel, Asterios decided to just rely on her expertise to keep everything in check. 
 
    They circled the nearby region a few times, and the hawk was led towards the middle dungeon they would be launching an assault on if nothing changed. Choosing a proper place to land, without any monsters around, it let the two people riding on its back down and flew into the sky again after receiving some scratches from its master. 
 
    “Now then. I more or less know what you can do, but that only comes from the official reports and my own research, so it’s not much. I assume that you don’t mind us speaking without any honorifics since we are now part of the same party. So, does Selene turn into a huge fox like Miria does?” Suanori spoke up first. 
 
    “The Summoner’s Harem secures a new member,” Selene commented and hit a high-five with Miria.  
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. “No, she doesn’t. At least not that way. Selene?” 
 
    A ripple of spiritual energy traveled through the air and made Suanori shiver when powerful pressure exploded from the white-haired lady as four more tails appeared behind her back, shimmering enchantingly. 
 
    “While Miria is purely a close-combat specialist with her dual shortswords and abilities, Selene is more fluid, currently focusing on ranged attacks and defense through her spiritual arts while jumping to the frontlines under her Awakening, which you are witnessing right now. In this state, she is much more powerful than Miria, but it’s not something she can use constantly and for longer periods of time.” 
 
    Selene withdrew her transformation and nodded with a soft smile. 
 
    “Before we move onto a short presentation, there’s also Umbra.” As he finished speaking, dark smoke started rising from his whole body. “He is not just a one-trick pony specializing in mind arts. Currently serving kind of as my undergarments, he can protect me from most non-magical attacks.” 
 
    Asterios pulled out his normal dagger he had used in combat in the past and lifted part of his clothing above his belt, revealing a dark shadowy substance under it. He tried stabbing himself a few times, but the tip of the blade couldn’t pierce through the unusual armor, sliding over it each time. 
 
    “While not wrapped around my body, he usually moves around to scout for us since he can jump between pretty much any shadow or takes to the skies to watch over us from above. Ah, but his combat ability is on par with the other two.” 
 
    “And I thought just Miria was incredibly powerful when we first met... Each of them is a monster on their own…” Suanori could only shake her head after the insane explanation. 
 
    Then, they used Umbra’s scouting to find packs of monsters for them to show Suanori how each person dealt with their opponents. Just the accuracy and safety of the reconnaissance the shadowy raven provided was unbelievable to her. It even allowed all of them to witness what Umbra saw if they had a need for it. 
 
    The middle dungeon was the one with its theme revolving around the undead so the monsters they found were packs of Ghouls, Skeletons, Zombies, or Death Hounds. Miria’s slashing weapons were at disadvantage there, but she properly covered for that weakness with her abilities.  
 
    After fighting alone for a few minutes, she got supported by Asterios and the pace of the bouts changed completely, causing Miria to shred through enemies with ease, making incredible use of Haste and elemental enchantments provided by him. She was like a different person. 
 
    Selene first showcased her defensive role by using her spiritual energy to block attacks and trap her enemies. She soon switched to launching her own blows in the form of orbs of mana and other shapes. But what was most effective against Skeletons were her Martial Arts. 
 
    Even without her Awakening, she was able to smash the frailer monsters into pieces with her enhanced fists. The spiritual apparitions she could bring out after filling her external circuits with mana also increased the repertoire of her moves. 
 
    But, of course, the most shocking part was her destructiveness in the Awakened state. Suanori couldn’t believe her eyes while watching the fox lady basically teleport from place to place as she caused earth-shaking tremors with each punch or kick, creating huge craters in the ground or casually pulverizing rows of trees into nothingness. 
 
    And, to top all of that, there was Umbra. He didn’t show much, but the fact that he was pretty much impossible to wound by the monsters with his elusive body that seemed to exist and not at the same time certainly was a big deal.  
 
    Additionally, he could strike from literally any angle, exercising full control over the shadows. That was without even using his prided mind arts since most of the undead didn't really have a mind to be properly attacked.  
 
    Suanori was going to take her turn now that everyone from Ast’s side was done, but she stopped when something she completely didn’t expect happened. Asterios went after the monsters himself. She was fully convinced that he was a support-type Summoner, but he proved her wrong. 
 
    Drawing a few different magical sigils, he slapped them onto his gloves. The first one borrowed Miria’s physical prowess. The second one borrowed her sharp senses. The third one seemed to be some kind of protective charm. Additionally, his hair and eyes changed, creating a different aura around him. 
 
    Utterly confused, she watched Asterios use his armblade to swiftly deal with numerous Zombies, cutting through them without much trouble, which usually required quite a bit of strength. He was able to avoid getting hit, letting some attacks reach him only to show how he could guard against such strikes with his gauntlets. 
 
    Then, when much more mobile Death Hounds joined the battle, he started raining spell after spell at them, perfectly picked according to the situation he found himself in, with the use of his Spellslinger, of course. 
 
    The air was filled with countless whizzes and pops as crystal tokens were spent one after another, sent into the air in tiny pieces by the magical mechanism. His hand was speeding to slap a Runic Chip in before the previous one got launched out of it. 
 
    Arm to the sky, blade into the ground, swipe to the right with it still sunk in the earth, and then a quick push forward after pulling it out. Blinding Light into Vine Snare into Area Geo Spike into Arc Lightning and the whole pack was annihilated before it could do anything.  
 
    The single enemy that got a jump on him by not joining on the group attack, appearing from behind shortly after its comrades had been defeated, got sent back by a perfectly timed activation of Force Dome just moments before its fangs sunk into Ast’s body, maximizing the damage from the blast. 
 
    Amongst the crackling of the leftover spiritual energy turned into lightning particles, and the sizzling of the overheated from the constant stream of activations slot in the Spellslinger, stood Asterios as a winner; only mutilated bodies surrounded him. 
 
    “Am I even needed here?” Suanori chuckled to herself wryly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
Getting Along 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria started clapping enthusiastically and Selene had a soft smile adorning her lips as Asterios made it back to the group standing on the side. Suanori couldn’t help but smile too, with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Are you sure you are a Summoner and not a Spellsword or something?” 
 
    “Honestly, at this point, I’m not sure about anything. Just Miria and Selene as my summons aren’t normal. But it doesn’t really matter to me. It’s still Summoning in my eyes; the path that I care about and fell in love with.” Asterios shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Right. It’s good to see someone who isn’t relying on a single ability or skill type all the time. Those are a pain to deal with, but, of course, good for certain scenarios. Summoners were always considered quite diverse and flexible, but you are bringing that to another level.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment. I’m just doing what I can. I didn’t really expect to one day almost die and suddenly start being able to use all the things I couldn’t even begin invoking for countless years. And who knows if it will stay that way.” 
 
    “Good thinking. I feel like we’ll have a great time working together. Alright. I guess it’s my turn now. Considering our team composition, I will most likely be focusing more on supporting, alongside you, allowing all three of your summons to take on the battlefield. But I’m not completely defenseless either.” 
 
    Noticing another pack of Ghouls slowly making their way towards the source of the previous commotion, Suanori nodded at the group and began walking forward. As she traversed the short grass with graceful steps, she brought her right wrist to her mouth and started whispering something, what Asterios recognized as an elvish chant. 
 
    A wooden bracelet resembling intertwined tree branches that she wore glowed with a greenish light. The inconspicuous at first accessory started unraveling itself and gaining size. In a few moments, Suanori had a thick wooden staff in her hand with a curled top; a dark emerald gem embedded in the middle of the spiral. 
 
    Seeing that the enemies had recognized her as a threat, she hit the ground with the bottom end of her staff while closing her eyes. A faint pulse of mana traveled through the earth and Suanori’s eyes started glowing in green after she opened them again. 
 
    Now perfectly aware of the exact numbers and positions of the Ghouls, she also noticed a few Skeletons approaching from the side. A very useful ability in the hands of magicians specializing in Nature—Rumbling Survey. It allowed not only to perceive one’s surroundings in extreme detail but also to keep tracking marked points over time. It also worked in most dungeons. 
 
    Suanori could end the whole encounter with a single high-level spell, but since this brief expedition was just meant to serve as a simple showcase for the others, she decided against it and reached for a variety of techniques. 
 
    With another hit of her staff into the ground, tens of thorny vines shot up from below the Ghouls and quickly restrained them all. It was a similar spell to Vine Snare that Asterios had used before, but with much more control on her side. 
 
    She moved her staff up and pointed it to the sky. Six spinning objects started materializing above it, quickly forming into thick needles of a fist’s size. With a simple swing, they were sent towards one of the Ghouls while whizzing faintly. The targeted enemy’s body was obliterated into pieces, hit in all four main joints, head and heart, as the powerful drills pierced it and dove into the earth behind it. 
 
    Four more struggling ghouls were left. To quickly reduce their numbers, even though they had no chance to escape her viny prison, Suanori pointed her staff towards the ground and traced a few glowing sigils with its tip, making a circle. Finished in a flash, she pushed her weapon into it and penetrated the earth. 
 
    Immediately afterward, a loud boom echoed through the forest. In the place where the Ghouls had been located, stood now two huge blocks of hardened mud after they had risen from the sides and slammed into each other, turning two of the remaining enemies into a paste. 
 
    Suanori’s long ear twitched, and she let go of the staff that was still impaled in the ground, clasping her hands together. Greenish energy started surrounding her body, and Ast’s group could notice a brown layer quickly covering the woman’s skin. 
 
    A moment later, a crude arrow flew at her back. It bounced off the steel-like bark protecting most of Suanori’s body, making her look like she was wearing a tight suit from the tips of her toes to her very cheeks. 
 
    Condensing mana in her palm, she spun around and made a horizontal swing with it. A wide blade of wind surged forward and dove into the trees, cutting them in half. After a few trunks fell down, they revealed a pack of three skeletons—one less as the archer had gotten split in two by the attack. 
 
    With the remaining Ghouls still restrained and pretty much harmless, Suanori turned her focus to the Skeletons. She snapped her fingers and broke into a run. The magical staff vibrated and surged from the ground, flying back into her hand. 
 
    Approaching the Skeletons wielding crude shields and rusted swords, she dug into the earth with the tip of her weapon while still running and made a powerful swing towards them. The small lump of mud that had been sent flying due to that action, morphed in the air and formed a brown net that fell on the enemies, causing them to struggle to get it off. 
 
    As they were attempting to cut the now-hardened trap, she spun her staff a few times in front of her with its crystal glowing brightly and jumped into the air. A pillar of earth appeared under her feet and kept expanding diagonally, lifting Suanori higher and higher. 
 
    After reaching a satisfying point, she tapped her footing with the tip of her staff and jumped off the leaning tower, doing a somersault in the air. The weapon connected with the raised mud as its wooden branches expanded and dug into it, and a huge chunk of the pillar broke off, being taken with Suanori as she began falling. 
 
    With a gigantic hammer made of stone-hard mud, she descended on the still-struggling Skeletons and slammed them with the weapon, causing a huge impact as if a meteor had fallen, shaking the whole area hard enough for Asterios and his party to get knocked off their feet. 
 
    As the huge hammerhead crumbled into dust, only Suanori was left behind in a deep crater after her attack had landed on the Skeletons, now most likely ground literally to dust. She took a deep breath and spun her staff again, calling forth a wave of gurgling earth to bring her back to the Ghouls, waiting for their turn. 
 
    If they weren’t undead, brainless monsters, they would most likely be trying to flee after such a show of might. But they could only follow the basic commands imprinted in their bodies, not even their minds. And those were to attack anything unrelated to the dungeon on sight until their demise. 
 
    To wrap things up, Suanori started quietly chanting something and a few small sprouts peeked out of the ground around them, forming a glowing magical circle. When it flashed brightly, the Ghouls started wriggling even more, clearly in pain. On their type of undead, Healing Magic caused damage instead of its intended effect. And thus, the Ghouls’ bodies slowly fractured and broke into pieces. 
 
    Suanori invoked Rumbling Survey once more to make sure that no enemies were drawn to the loud crash she had caused and nodded to herself after not spotting anything in their closest vicinity. She was sure this should serve as a decent display, even though she hadn't brought out any of her aces. But she was sure neither had Asterios and his team. 
 
    She came back to a round of applause from everyone and bowed courteously. 
 
    “That was amazing. Great versatility. Nature Magic might be partially suppressed in an undead dungeon, but it still should be plenty powerful. It’s kind of weird to have a full team of this size with members that all can pretty much fight for themselves if necessary. Above duos, the third one and up usually have at least one pure backliner,” Asterios said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Suanori agreed with his words. “At least in those teams that actually think about their performance. You would be surprised how many are there that just band up because they got to know each other in a pub or something or are long-time friends. Well, it doesn’t matter that much for simple commissions and quests but is certainly a problem at higher levels.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Asterios nodded. “Now, shall we head back? I don’t think there’s a need to stay here any longer. You should rest a little and then we’ll get into some more practice together until the officials arrive.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s fine. Let me call—” 
 
    “Let me return the favor this time,” he interrupted her. “Have you ever ridden on a big, Haste-boosted panther summon?” 
 
    Moments later, Suanori was holding onto her dear life—and Ast’s back—as they sped through the forest so fast, she didn’t dare to even peek over his shoulders to not have her head instantly blown off. Her trusty hawk had never achieved such speeds, not even during the sharpest peaking. 
 
    She tied herself to Asterios with tight vines when their surroundings were reduced to nothing more than a brown-green smudge and her body started being subjected to immense force, pulling her in every direction as Miria made twists and turns around the trees. 
 
    They arrived back in Nebula in a flash and spooked the guards at the main gate when a big black panther suddenly popped into existence from the woods, creating long and deep trails with her paws as it decelerated perfectly to end up right in front of the tall and wide entrance. 
 
    “This… This was no Haste…” Suanori exclaimed with a shaky voice, still collecting herself. “You guys are monsters…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled after seeing her completely messed up hair and apologized sincerely. Fortunately, Suanori didn’t get angry at them after finally catching a breath. Instead, she was impressed, really impressed. Both by Miria’s speed and Ast’s ability to withstand it. 
 
    Selene helped Suanori fix her hair with her huge collection of combs, and they escorted the guildmaster back to Nebula’s branch. They agreed to meet the next day and parted their ways, with Suanori heading to oversee the inner workings of the guild. 
 
    Asterios and the girls returned to their inn, and he focused on crafting more crystal sigils for the rest of the day. The cores they had gotten from the armies weren’t any better than just the common ones they could find in the beginning floors of dungeons, but they were good enough to prepare some safety spells. 
 
    Selene figured out to try getting rid of the leftover bits of the crystals or cores with the spiritual fire she could invoke, and they learned that those caused even flashier reactions when met with it than when thrown in the normal fire. The colorful spectacle was extremely mesmerizing for the girls, almost making it difficult to concentrate even for Asterios. 
 
    In the span of the next few days, Asterios teamed up with Suanori to patrol the areas of the three dungeons and also take a few peeks inside them while they waited for the strategists and officials to arrive. For more adventurers too, of course. 
 
    After a few initial fights together, they found their synergy fairly easy. Suanonri fit in their team composition nicely, often casting crowd-control spells to assist Miria and Selene, and able to take a more direct approach with Umbra and her staying by Ast’s side. 
 
    All in all, they had no issues with the common monsters coming from the first floors of any of the three dungeons. Unfortunately, the one they would be tackling to the very Core was also the one where Umbra’s mind arts were the least effective due to the many of the undead not having a mind to affect or control, per se. 
 
    He could still use a plethora of abilities and magical spells but a majority of those revolving around controlling or affecting the mind of his opponent was rendered useless. It slightly saddened Umbra and he only hoped that there would be stronger monsters deeper in the dungeon that weren’t just mindless Skeletons or Ghouls. 
 
    In another five days, many adventurers reached Nebula and reported their intentions on joining the emergency quest. The port town started becoming packed with people and it was getting increasingly harder to find a free spot at any of the inns. Some adventurers were already forced to agree on sharing. 
 
    The last of the people Suanori had been waiting for also arrived after that period and the emergency meeting was going to finally be held. Naturally, Asterios was invited to participate too, not just because he was a crucial element of the plan but also because the whole thing had come from him and Suanori hadn't even wanted to think about stealing that contribution. 
 
    Therefore, after a pleasant breakfast with Asterios, Miria and Selene returned to their realm to watch over him from the fox lady's house, leaving just Umbra wrapped around Ast’s body for some additional protection. He could make his presence disappear almost completely when not facing some powerful entity. 
 
    As Asterios had expected, the guild was packed with people to the brim, waiting for any information. It was almost impossible to push through the solid wall of adventurers and reach the counters, or the stairs leading up. Trying to shout over the incredibly loud mass didn’t feel like an option either. 
 
    He sighed and decided to take a different approach since he was slightly in a hurry. Drawing on his fiery mana, he started releasing it into the air in the form of oppressive intent, boosted additionally by Umbra's magic that weakened the resistances of people present in the hall. A powerful spiritual wave suddenly flared through the room. 
 
    In an instant, everyone fell silent and frantically turned around, taking a step or two backward by reflex. All eyes fell onto the white-haired and crimson-eyed man, staring into the crowd calmly. A few people recognized him, but the majority were new and not present here when he had dealt with the guild. 
 
    As he started silently walking forward, the adventurers split to the sides, making a way for him to reach the counters while keeping at least a few meters of distance. Asterios nodded appreciatively and dispelled the energy before arriving in front of the receptionist he knew the best—Raziel. 
 
    She made a courteous bow as he came closer. “Welcome back. Guildmaster Suanori and the other officials are awaiting your arrival in the main meeting room. Shall I guide you there?” 
 
    “No need. Thank you, Raziel. I just need to get to the stairs somehow.” 
 
    Some rustling and shuffling took place, and when Asterios glanced to his right, the path had already been cleared. He chuckled internally. Showing off wasn’t exactly his thing since he wouldn’t risk the additional attention, but it certainly didn’t feel bad. 
 
    “I’ll be off then. There should be some news regarding the situation soon.” 
 
    Raziel nodded and Asterios walked to the stairs in complete silence. Just like the last time, the moment he disappeared from their sight, everyone returned to their loud chatting, now a bit more dominated by the new arrivals asking who the hell had just walked in. 
 
    Asterios reached the meeting room without an issue and reached out to knock on the door. But, before he managed to do it, they flung open inside. 
 
    “—st ignore that. I’ll check it myse—woaaah there!” 
 
    A very short girl with dark brown hair woven into a very wide single braid almost walked into him due to not looking ahead, but she noticed the obstruction in time and stopped herself before slamming her head into Ast’s stomach. 
 
    The girl—clearly a dwarf—looked up at his face. “Would you kindly not stand in front of the door? Now, move aside because we have no time to waste. I need to check on that pressure from earlier.” 
 
    “Ah. I apologize. That was me. The main hall was really crowded, so I released a bit of my mana to push through,” Asterios replied. 
 
    The dwarf girl snorted. “Yeah, right. Like some janitor could exude such aura. Move your ass or—” 
 
    Asterios flared his blazing mana once more, letting his appearance change for a brief moment. The dwarf’s eyes widened in shock as she fell onto her butt from the unexpected burst of spiritual energy that had washed over her from up close. 
 
    They stared at each other for a brief moment and Asterios reverted back to his usual self, smiling at the dwarf girl softly. 
 
    “Was that enough to prove my words?” 
 
    She made a stiff nod with a pale expression. A hearty laugh exploded somewhere further in the room and Asterios located its source without an issue. A tall and quite muscular man in leather armor and two huge, curved swords behind his back was holding onto his stomach. Besides a short grey beard and mustache covering his face, he had no hair left on his head. 
 
    “Hahahahaha! Ey, Suanori, is that the guy you’ve been talking about? Hahahaha! I already like him! Not anyone can make Tishnera almost wet herself with just their aura alone! Hahahaha!” 
 
    Ast’s smile switched into a wry one as he swept his gaze over the meeting chamber. There were plenty of people inside, something around fifteen or more. Amongst them, he could easily discern two groups of people—adventurers and guild officials. And, from both of those, five figures sat by the main table while the rest stood behind them or just somewhere in the back. 
 
    Before heading inside, Asterios reached out to the fallen dwarf girl. “Sorry about that. As you’ve said, we have no time to waste. I hope you won’t hold it against me.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue after getting ahold of herself and grabbed it. “I’ve brought that on myself alone. I just wish that oaf wasn’t here to witness it.” 
 
    “Hahahaha! I’m never going to forget this! Anyone have a memory sealing crystal?” 
 
    Tishnera rolled her eyes and groaned while Asterios helped her up. He closed the door and they walked back to the middle. He stopped behind Suanori. With how everyone kept looking at him, Asterios wasn’t sure if it was due to his recent display or the guildmaster’s words about him. Nevertheless, the meeting before the giant operation could finally proceed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5
The Emergency Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright. Let’s get things moving,” Suanori began after Tishnera took her place, making it six people sitting by the main table. “All of you have surely already familiarized yourselves with the situation and the initial plan submitted by Asterios, who was the first one to report the issue.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and she turned to Asterios, standing behind her chair. “Since I’ve already introduced you to the others, let me just quickly fill you in on the members of this meeting. You’ve met Tishnera a moment ago. She is a promising A-rank adventurer, an Artificer dealing in gadgets and such. I think you can imagine how her skills and experience fit in with our objectives.” 
 
    The dwarf girl nodded. Asterios had noticed during their short encounter a familiar vibe from her, one that people who loved to tinker with things emitted subconsciously. And her outfit also told him the same as Tishnera wore a short, pleated skirt and a tank-top leather armor, both strapped with countless small bags and pouches. Safety goggles rested around her neck. 
 
    “Then, the man who belongs to the same party and loves to tease her is Darlick. S-rank. A frontliner. Dual blades, as you’ve seen. Similar to Miria, but on a bigger scale. Well, at least physically. I’m sure her mana-coated weapons could easily tower over his own.” 
 
    “Oi. Who is that Miria and when can I teach her that no one has bigger blades than me?” The man squinted his eyes at Suanori. 
 
    “Don’t challenge her. We need you at full strength in the next few days or longer and that would be at risk after having your ass handed to you by her. Unless she fought completely alone, without her master’s support, but even then, I’d bet on her.” 
 
    Darlick’s eyebrows raised to the extreme after hearing Suanori’s words. Asterios was sure the man wasn’t known for losing in his area of expertise, considering the guildmaster’s introduction. 
 
    “Anyway, next, that young demon in the black edgy trench coat—Svertaniel, an A-rank Void Mage. As you already know, the Void element is the best at restricting and nullifying spiritual energy, and that also includes the one managed by dungeons. Its offensive power is nothing to scoff at, but Umbra definitely showcased it to you as some of his magic and abilities do use that element.” 
 
    The person in question sent Asterios an uninterested glance and then returned to sitting with his eyes closed like he was above this whole thing. His specific subrace was hard to distinguish as he didn’t have too many characteristic features that could be easily associated with a particular one. His skin was ash-grey, and his waist-long hair was white. Four short black spikes poked out of Svertaniel's forehead in a single row, curved to the sky. 
 
    “And finally, reaching the last of the adventurers except for myself, Yuuze. He’s also a Summoner, focusing on the backline. An A-rank but isn’t that far from reaching S-rank. His summons are quite destructive. At least by the usual standards…” Suanori smiled wryly. 
 
    Asterios exchanged glances with the mature man. He had short dark blue hair and a quite tough-looking face. He wore simple leather armor in similar colors and had a shortsword strapped to his waist. Asterios could tell that Yuuze clearly had some doubts about him or something, judging by the man’s calculative and not-so-friendly gaze. 
 
    “As for the rest, many of the people around here are either guild strategists or advisors and a few of them were sent by the local lord. One person I should mention is Marina, authorized to make decisions on the lord’s behalf and currently sitting with us here.” 
 
    It was easy to notice Marina as she was pretty much the only one at the table in a full butler outfit and with a completely calm, professional demeanor. She nodded her head courteously while being introduced.  
 
    With that, Suanori covered the most important people who would have the biggest influence over the operation, and most likely also the highest contribution. 
 
    “Since everyone here knows the strategy we are planning to use, I’ll just briefly summarize. The key element will be the Elimination Squad, which includes me and Asterios. We’ll head to the middle dungeon and destroy the Core. In the meantime, Tishnera and Svertaniel will delve into the two other ones and start wreaking havoc inside, trying to cooperate well enough to damage their structure at the same point. Darlick and Yuuze will escort them with their own parties. Who gets who is up to you.” 
 
    Suanori swept her gaze over the people sitting then continued after assuming that they were following. 
 
    “The other adventurers will receive orders to pretty much raid the three dungeons and kill everything that moves. With a slight delay on the middle one to give us a head start. We will go inside after a certain amount of time to make sure that all the dungeons are starting to get busy with the guests from their neighbors. That would be it. I don’t think I need to tell you how to do your jobs. And you know the fine details already. Anyone against? We do have the permission from the lord to clear it, right?” 
 
    Marina nodded. “Yes. Please, proceed as you deem necessary. Lord Bayweld wishes for the safety of Nebula and its people. Having its territory periodically overrun by monsters is a huge issue for trade too.” 
 
    “Great. Nothing has changed then.” 
 
    “I can’t wait, hahahaha! This will surely be an exciting delve! We haven’t yet tried to sabotage a dungeon! All this obsession with explosions will finally be useful for once, right, Tishnera?” Darlick erupted into a laugh again and started poking the much smaller girl with his elbow. 
 
    “It’s not an obsession, you dumb oaf. Explosions are art. It’s adoration and respect. And it’s not like all I make is bombs! Did you already forget who tweaked all of your armor?” 
 
    “Hmmm… I think it was some tiny armor fairy that snuck into my tent at night and had her way with it, hahahaha! Because, who else would be so short and working after sunset, hahaha! I surely do love her though. I hope she visits more often so I can tell her that. Maybe I should sleep less.” 
 
    “Musclehead idiot…” 
 
    Tishnera looked away while clearly blushing. Asterios heard giggling in his mind and couldn’t help but smile. He certainly hadn't expected their relationship to turn out like that after the initial introduction he had with the duo. 
 
    “Why do we have to leave the most important part to some no-name?” Yuuze raised his voice, turning to Suanori and Asterios. “I believe you’ve said that he’s a D-rank, barely registered like a few months ago. And you expect me to believe that with just the two of you, an old dungeon can be conquered? That usually requires a well-prepared raid party.” 
 
    Suanori sighed. “Do you think I would pick anyone for this? Or that I did it because he came up with the whole plan? Do you think I would take some clueless newbie to the heart of an old dungeon? He has my token. It should tell you enough.” 
 
    “Like that matters. You can give them to whoever you want.” Yuuze threw his legs onto the table and started rocking his chair back and forth. “I don’t doubt your capabilities, but this is a huge mistake. Trust me, I’m a Summoner too. And a much better—” 
 
    “I would pick him rather than you ten times over.” 
 
    Yuuze almost fell backward from the sudden statement but caught his balance just in time. Stopping the rocking, he stared at Suanori with wide eyes and then moved them onto Asterios with a frown. Pulling his legs off the table, he stood up and walked up to Asterios, glancing all over him. 
 
    “What beast is your strongest summon?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Asterios replied calmly. 
 
    “What? How can you not know? Are you blind or something? Or did you never read a single book about them?” 
 
    “I studied at Rosewind’s academy for a few years.” 
 
    “How could they let someone who doesn’t even know what his summon is graduate? Did it degrade so much under the leadership of those old geezers?” 
 
    “I didn’t graduate. I was kicked out.” 
 
    “Bah! A fucking dropout!” Yuuze threw his arms into the air. “You have to be unbelievably stupid or talentless to get kicked out of there! What the hell were you thinking giving someone like that your token, Suanori! Even self-taughts are better than dropouts!” 
 
    “Should you really judge by just a few words?” Suanori asked, without even looking at the man. 
 
    “Of course! I went there myself! And the only thing I can recommend there is the library! Everything else is just overexaggerated by all those nobles that send their kids there! How could you pick this dead weight ten times over me?” 
 
    “Did you already forget the presence from earlier?” She still didn’t look back at Yuuze. 
 
    The man slammed his hands onto the table and stared at Suanori from the side. “So what! There are many more variables that define a good Summoner! A vast mana pool is not the most crucial element!” 
 
    “And he fulfills all of them better than you.” 
 
    Yuuze was speechless again. He looked between Asterios and Suanori in utter confusion, not believing what he was hearing. A chuckle from Tishnera clearly didn’t help defuse the situation. 
 
    “Alright. I’m done with this.” He took his hands off the table and stepped very close to Asterios, almost throwing his face into his. “How can this wet-behind-the-ears kid be of any use in this raid? Even if he can summon ten familiars with his huge mana reserves, what after he gets spent in like two hours? Look, I can just literally snap this wannabe adventurer in half like a twi—” 
 
    Yuuze grabbed Ast’s vest and pulled with all of his strength, just to be met with unexpected resistance. He not only didn’t succeed in doing anything else besides stretching Ast’s clothes a bit but even was thrown forward from his own force and slammed his head into Ast’s chest with a loud thud, getting sent onto the floor. 
 
    “Ugh! Fuck! Dude! Are you hiding stone plates under your shirt? What the fuck?” he shouted while rubbing his forehead. 
 
    Suanori sighed again. “I purposefully didn’t mention a lot of details and just gave them a general idea to avoid revealing too much, but could you…?”  
 
    She glanced up at Asterios and he nodded.  
 
    “I appreciate the thought, but it isn’t necessary for situations like these. I’m not exactly hiding things either, just not flashing them right and left. But I guess we’ll have to change that soon.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled at him softly and turned to the others sitting by the table. “Despite what he said, I would like you not to share what you are about to see unless it would be really unavoidable. Especially you, Marina. Can I actually request that of you?” 
 
    The female butler nodded courteously. Asterios sighed and walked to the man still sitting on the ground, who was looking up at him with a mix of confusion and irritation on his face. 
 
    “For your information, no, I’m not wearing stone armor or anything. You are doing a similar thing with that spider familiar sitting in your inner pocket, but you haven’t noticed mine?” 
 
    Yuuze’s eyes widened. “How can you—” 
 
    Interrupting his question, black ominous smoke started seeping through Ast’s clothes and dripping onto the ground. Slowly, bit by bit, it began rising and forming a tall, shapeless pillar of light-consuming shadow, thrice as tall as Asterios, reaching almost the very ceiling. Two sharp purplish spots lit up in the intense darkness and turned towards the man. 
 
    “Let me introduce you. Yuuze, I don’t know. I don’t know, Yuuze,” Asterios gestured with his hand between Umbra and the Summoner. 
 
    ~Greetings, mortal.~  
 
    Umbra’s deep, bone-chilling voice resounded in everyone’s heads, causing a wave of shivers to pass through the attendees. Yuuze’s face paled instantly. Not only had he not been able to notice any trace of a familiar near Asterios, but he couldn’t even fathom the might of the entity currently towering over him with all his knowledge and experience. He could feel his familiars tremble and the spider that Asterios had mentioned had fled back to its realm long ago. 
 
    “By the gods…” 
 
    Everyone’s gazes turned from the ominous shadow to the demon man, who stood up while toppling his chair. Svertaniel’s eyes were as wide as possible, and his vertical pupils were narrowed into thin needles. He walked closer to Asterios and Umbra with an unsteady step and fell onto one knee in front of the shadow. 
 
    “My Lord…” 
 
    Asterios raised his brows at the man and glanced up at Umbra. 
 
    ~Uhhh… Don’t ask me. I don’t know that guy.~ 
 
    “But of course, oh Great Lord of the Abyss… How could you know this insignificant soul…? It is our first meeting, my Lord… Your darkness blesses this fortunate soul, grateful to bask in your shadows… If you have any wishes, please, grant this unimportant scholar of the Void and Abyss the pleasure to hear them.” 
 
    Everyone started looking at Svertaniel like some crazy guy. But perhaps it wasn’t that far off the mark. 
 
    ~Uhhh… Ummm… Maybe… return to your seat for now?~ 
 
    “Your wish is my command.” He stood up, walked back to his chair, picked it up, and sat down with grace. “I have no qualms with the plan. We should proceed immediately.” 
 
    Suanori was the one to receive all the gazes next and she smiled wryly. In the meanwhile, a single crimson gate opened on Ast’s side, and his companions walked out of them, surprising everyone greatly. Yuuze’s eyes were practically bulging out at the sight of two humanoid girls getting summoned to this realm. 
 
    “To dispel all the possible doubts about the two of us—Suanori and I—being unable to clear the dungeon by ourselves, let me introduce you to the rest of the squad. You’ve already met Umbra, our scout and overall crowd control support. This cute panthergirl is Miria and she is our CQC specialist.” 
 
    Miria bowed towards everyone with a cheerful smile but not without flaring her own killing intent and mana, making them flinch again. She glanced at Darlick and waved at the man, causing him to gulp audibly. He could tell that she wasn’t a pushover. 
 
    Asterios then put a hand on Selene's shoulder. “And this is Selene. Our Spiritualist. She usually takes care of our safety and defenses, but she prefers much more to fight on the frontline while releasing the limiters on her spiritual energy.” 
 
    Selene bowed and entered the fifth stage of her Awakening, causing a huge spiritual explosion that made a lot of documents fly into the air. The pressure in the room got so heavy that the non-combatant personnel had issues just breathing while all the adventurers—excluding Suanori and Asterios—felt like they were in deep water, restricting their movements significantly. 
 
    She quickly withdrew it with a soft smile and stepped back to return closer to Ast’s side, not without leaving a mischievous peck on his cheek, followed by a quiet chuckle. Seeing that, Miria just had to peck Ast’s other cheek while giving her a stare. 
 
    Asterios sighed at their antics and looked down at the other Summoner. Yuuze was just lying there, unconscious. He had directly experienced the full brunt of spiritual auras emitted by both girls, and Umbra earlier. 
 
    Moving his eyes back to the other attendees, who were in a much better state but still clearly shaken, he stepped closer to the table to let them see him better. 
 
    “And finally, there’s me. I mostly support all of them with my techniques, but I can also utilize crystal sigils to fire off a variety of spells that fit the situation. Like this.” 
 
    With the correct motion, the black blade revealed itself, and Asterios slotted a Runic Chip into his weapon. After supplying some of his mana into the circuit, the inscriptions glowed in golden light as he raised his arm up into the air.  
 
    Everyone received the calming effects of Lion’s Heart, washing off all the stress, pressure, and anxiety that had built up in their minds during the last few minutes. It was easy to notice people slowly turning much less tense and shocked the longer the light shone onto them. 
 
    Then, the crystal cracked and got launched out of the slot with a whizz of pressurized air accompanying it. Asterios glanced over everyone and noticed Tishnera looking at him with her eyes literally sparkling.  
 
    He chuckled. The dwarf girl had most likely recognized a thing or two. 
 
    “Alright.” Suanori clapped her hands to gather everyone’s attention. “I presume that there are no more doubts.” 
 
    “Isn’t it like… you have your own versions of me, Tishnera, Svertaniel, and Yuuze by your side?” Darlick asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Now that you’ve said it… yes, it seems so. Pretty well-balanced party, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I can see now why you’ve been so confident about this, hahaha…” He laughed, but with much less enthusiasm than before. 
 
    “Since everything is cleared up, let’s begin the operation. First phase—informing the adventurers about the situation and their role. Then, all of you know what to do. If everything goes smoothly, we might see the start of this even today.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and started leaving. Svertaniel carried Yuuze outside, saying that the Lord of the Abyss should not concern himself with such insignificant matters. Asterios could notice how Tishnera had been sending him glances all the way to the door. The two of them would definitely share their knowledge and experiences soon enough. At least that’s what he felt. 
 
    With just him and Suanori left in the chamber, she sighed heavily and fell onto the table. “Ugh… Sorry about that…” 
 
    “It’s fine. Nothing unexpected. You should have told them a little more about me. But I guess there was the chance they wouldn’t believe it either.” 
 
    “I’m going to boost your ranking as much as possible from this…” 
 
    “And we’ll start showing off a little more. It’s not just Miria and me anymore so it’s fine now. I plan on another attempt in the Demon Continent. Maybe this dungeon run will net us some valuable materials for that.” 
 
    Suanori sighed once more and raised herself to stretch her arms and back. “Let us move out too then. It’s so weird to have almost all your supplies stored in huge storage in another realm. So similar to spatial magic yet so different.” 
 
    “I’m glad to be of use!” Miria chimed in cheerfully. 
 
    “Time for some dungeon delving then.” Asterios ruffled through Miria's hair, and they all headed out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
Aura of Authority 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They exited the meeting room and started walking through the corridors while Suanori led them. Since the hall would surely be busy with the guild employees explaining everything to the adventurers present there, she decided to smuggle them out through the back entrance known only to part of the staff. 
 
    Asterios sent Umbra out and asked him to check on the state of things in the reception hall after they entered the streets of Nebula. The receptionists were in the middle of conveying the information and orders to everyone, keeping them under a decent level of control. 
 
    Hearing that, Suanori asked Asterios if he could keep an eye on them for longer to let them know when they would start making their moves and he naturally agreed. Thus, while Umbra kept reporting to them about the progress, they strolled through the city for the last-minute preparations and check-ups. 
 
    After half an hour, their group found themselves on top of Nebula’s walls surrounding the main gate, looking into the distance in the directions of the three dungeons. The monster-infested lairs weren’t placed too close to the port town, fortunately, but you could spot the difference in scenery far ahead, around the entrances to the underground structures. 
 
    “Do you have any holy spells amongst those sigils of yours?” Suanori asked while they were enjoying the breeze and watching the adventurers march out towards the two dungeons on the sides. 
 
    “A few. I managed to craft a small number of stronger ones in recent days, but most are quite weak, coming mostly from the common cores we recovered from the battlefield. Perhaps I should have bought actual gems in preparation. They work much better than low-grade cores, even medium grade at times.” 
 
    “I’m fairly sure what you have should be enough for most situations, excluding stronger boss monsters,” she replied. “A lot of their power comes from the user, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, quite a bit. It’s user, blade inscriptions, blade material, token material, enchanting quality, spell effectiveness when talking about the highest influence ranking. But, that’s just something I’ve read so it could very well be one of many approaches, created by a certain lineage of artificers.” 
 
    Suanori nodded. That certainly was a possibility. But it didn’t really matter. 
 
    “You have the first three tightly secured, which is amazing already. Not that I know much about Spellslingers, but yours seems to be one of very good quality. I honestly can’t wait to see it in action more. If the need arises, of course.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry, Miss Suanori. We’ll definitely encounter enough chances for my Lord to show off his might a little, fufufu~” Selene commented with a soft smile. 
 
    “Even so, I will make sure that Master doesn’t need to overexert himself!” Miria announced with a determined expression. 
 
    Suanori chuckled lightly. “What devoted companions you have there.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile while stepping closer to Miria to scratch behind her adorable ears, evoking a satisfied smirk on her face. Meanwhile, Selene hugged him from the back, planting a kiss on Ast’s lips as he turned his head to check on her. 
 
    “Fufufu~ It’s only natural to be devoted to your chosen one, isn’t it?” She pecked his cheek this time. “It’s the Summoner’s Harem for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Miria enthusiastically agreed with her friend and also joined her and Ast’s lips for a brief moment, causing her cheeks to turn a shade rosier. 
 
    Asterios could only sigh warmly at their affectionate display while sneaking a glance at the guildmaster standing not that far from them. Suanori watched them curiously, seemingly not bothered by it, but he was able to notice a very faint change in her fair complexion. 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head again. “For real. We are changing this as soon as we get to the Demon Continent. You are starting to treat Umbra like he’s not even part of this group. And he certainly is not as happy as you two to be in some random guy’s harem.” 
 
    “Master!” Miria pouted at him while furrowing her brows.  
 
    She liked that funny name. 
 
    “If that’s your wish, my Lord, then I won’t really stand against it. Shouldn’t you first ask the person in question though?” 
 
    ~I’m still learning about harems and all that from Master’s memories as he’d allowed me, but I guess I don’t really have a preference towards male or female species? Genders rarely were a thing in my realm. I’ve also never experienced the feelings of ‘love’ myself so it’s hard to say. But, if it allows me to escape that prison of endless darkness, I will gladly allow myself to be called a member of this harem.~ 
 
    Asterios had a wry smile on his face while listening to Umbra’s response. While he had certainly imagined, sometimes even dreamed about close relationships with various mythical beasts and entities of different species, shapes, nature, or elements, he had never really gone as far as that certain Summoner researcher from the essence transmission theory.  
 
    He had never expected to one day call his summons his lovers or harem members. Closest, best friends, or family? Of course. But having intimate relationships with those beasts and beings? Even if his love and fascination were incredible, he didn’t feel attracted to them that way. Women of humanoid races were still his preference. With the emphasis on women.  
 
    Asterios didn’t have any problems with all the other matches, including the ones mentioned by the researcher, as he believed every person was to themselves and it was of no concern to others what they were like if their partners were also similarly interested, but personally, he was a simple man when it came to these things. 
 
    But that was relevant pretty much only to the more intimate relationships. He would still accept Miria’s or Selene’s feelings if they were just beasts, able to properly talk and communicate. Just, most likely without taking the step further. At least that’s what he thought at the moment. He could never be sure what the future would bring. No one could. 
 
    “I think it could actually be a good idea. At least temporarily.” Suanori brought him back from the depths of his mind. 
 
    “How so?” Miria asked, tilting her head towards the woman. 
 
    “Asterios should have read a thing or two about demons back in the academy, so he probably knows the answer, but, it’s just that amongst certain demonic races and subraces, the more an individual has partners infatuated with them, the stronger they are in the eyes of others, potentially attracting even more pursuers.” 
 
    “Oh. That is certainly interesting,” Selene commented with her smile growing into a slightly mischievous one. Asterios was already getting a bad feeling about it. 
 
    “And,” Suanori continued. “While it’s quite common amongst their kin, you can believe me that the effect would be magnified quite a bit if a human showed up with a loving harem of girls of different races. As we all know, humans as a race aren’t really something. So, the demon women would certainly get intrigued much more than when met with a harem around a demon. I think you can see where I’m getting at.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Yes. At least I do. Step into the wrong neighborhood and get yourself a crowd of thirsty demon girls chasing after you over the whole continent.” 
 
    Miria giggled while still leaning her side against Ast’s chest. “That would be a funny sight.” 
 
    “I think you meant scary.” He petted her ears. “Don’t forget that the more girls in our little family, the less time I will have for each of them, including you and your favorite scratches.” 
 
    Miria squinted her eyes at no one in particular and assumed a serious expression for a brief moment. “I changed my mind. We need a new name.” She then giggled and pushed her head into Ast’s palm as his fingers brushed through her hair again. “But only if it has something about Dragons in it,” she added. 
 
    “You and your obsession with Dragons...” Asterios rubbed her head a little harder with a smile. “Alright. We’ll think about it after the current quest. We might get some ideas until then. Looks like the diversion squads are on their way now too.” 
 
    And just as he said, they noticed the two parties with Tishnera and Svertaniel in lead. The adventurers must have seen them at some point because Darlick was waving at them with a lot of enthusiasm while his dwarf partner seemed slightly embarrassed by his behavior. The demon man kept himself with dignity as if trying to impress someone. Yuuze was clearly avoiding looking their way. 
 
    “We should depart now too. There’s no need to rush to the dungeon. We can just take it slow while they start causing a ruckus in the other two as we arrive at our target,” Suanori suggested, and they all nodded.  
 
    Their recent trip must have left quite an impression on the guildmaster. 
 
    They came down from the walls and started their stroll through the woods. Umbra didn’t need to keep an eye on the guild anymore, so he was asked to check the two dungeons in turns. First of all, to see if they could communicate with one side being inside and the other outside, and also if his movement would be somehow limited if he wished to jump straight through the walls. 
 
    He confirmed that in both cases, he could efficiently do the mentioned things until he reached around the tenth floor where the dungeon’s interference started becoming quite troublesome with his current power limits. Beyond that point, he had to head back up through the corridors before transferring himself outside, and not all mental messages were coming through. 
 
    While listening to Umbra’s reports about the adventurers’ advances, they reached their destination. Receiving Ast’s permission, he had even dived in to help a few of them in a tough spot, for his own amusement. Asterios could tell that he enjoyed not just overpowering his enemies but also making quite an intimidating impression on the allies, but he said nothing, letting the Duke of Umbra have some fun. 
 
    “So, we are going in,” Asterios said as they stood in front of the entrance. 
 
    “Yes. From your familiar’s scouting, it seems that the dungeons did react like we’ve expected them to. We can begin the descent at any moment. The floors shuffled recently so they shouldn’t have enough time to do it again. We can use the maps for the first few levels,” Suanori replied. 
 
    ~Do not fret. Even if the layout has changed, I will quickly find the correct paths to the boss rooms,~ Umbra exclaimed proudly. 
 
    “Let’s stick to formation A for now. Miria in the front, Selene in the back, and the two of us in the middle. Umbra can take any angle he thinks is the best when not spotting ahead, but he will mostly focus on checking for enemies and traps,” Asterios added. 
 
    “I will keep my Spiritual Sight on to help with those too, my Lord. With my current constitution, I can use it almost effortlessly.” Selene nodded her head at him. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s move in then.” Asterios started drawing a sigil mid-air while changing his appearance from reaching for the blazing energy. He stopped after the first stroke. “Wait. This is an undead dungeon. I’m fairly sure it will be dark as hell there. We have our tricks, but do you have anything for yourself, Suanori?” 
 
    “Your tricks?” 
 
    Seeing her curious expression, he finished the sigil and closed his eyes for a brief moment. After slapping the magical rune onto his glove, he opened them again. His crimson irises with vertical pupils were glowing even more than usual, releasing a faint glimmer. 
 
    Miria suddenly stepped between him and Suanori and gently placed her hands on his cheeks, staring straight into his eyes. She slowly closed the distance and joined their lips in a passionate and loving kiss, purring affectionately. 
 
    She jerked and backed away after a short moment. “I’m sorry. They are even more enchanting than before, in the cave. After that explosion of fire, they turned more ferocious and regal. I just couldn’t hold back.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It might be a little embarrassing in front of our friend here, but you can get some whenever you want.”  
 
    Miria nodded at him with a sweet smile and stepped to the side while still clinging to Ast’s arm, sneaking glances at his imposing eyes. 
 
    “Ekhm. Back to the topic. I can borrow Miria’s Darkvision while Selene can use her Spiritual Sight. Umbra’s situation should be obvious; he’s a shadow. What about you?” 
 
    They found Suanori also deeply staring into Ast’s shining eyes. It took her a few seconds to break out of the faint daze and realize she had been spoken to. 
 
    “I see. That is great to hear, but I, unfortunately, don’t know a spell or technique that could help me here, besides those that emit light, which would kind of invalidate your efforts in keeping us stealthy.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “Hmmm… You are right. If we all could see in the dark, that would be quite beneficial…” He turned to look at Miria, who was still fascinated with his irises and pupils. “Could you grab something for me?” 
 
    “Anything,” she answered a split-second after he finished his question, startling Asterios a little with her enthusiasm. 
 
    As he blinked a few times, she also seemed to realize her tone and started jumping away with her eyes while slightly blushing, but coming back to glance at him, nevertheless. 
 
    “Uhhh… There are a few vials in a cone shape with glowing light blue liquid and a label with a moon on the flasks. Can you fetch them for me?” 
 
    “Right away, Master.” She nodded and jumped into a dark scarlet portal. 
 
    While Asterios was pondering over Miria’s unusual, even for her, reaction, Selene stepped closer to him and also gazed deep into his eyes. 
 
    “My Lord… I don’t think it’s just her who can’t hold back. I’m quite eager to receive a kiss from you too when I admire your fascinating eyes. Even more now while they are slightly glowing than when you just enter your awakening. Do you remember the kneeling incident?” 
 
    “Of course. How could I forget?” 
 
    “It was slightly different back then when we first saw your own vertical pupils on the crimson glow, yet partially similar. I feel… compelled… to consider your wish. It’s just my assumption, but when you channel your mana into them, something changes. They are already captivating without that, but it’s raised to another level when they glow.” 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows. “Compelled to what extent?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. Maybe try asking me to do something?” 
 
    He thought for a moment and spoke while gazing into Selene’s blue eyes. “Tell me something you normally wouldn’t.” 
 
    “When I was still in pain that unfortunate night when I wanted to confess, I actually started enjoying it a little when you were po—” 
 
    “Stop.” He interrupted her and moved his gaze off her eyes. 
 
    Selene’s hands instantly shot up to gently cover her mouth in shock. Her cheeks showed a tinge of rosiness as she sent him a clearly embarrassed glance. 
 
    “I did not use a Summoner’s order there,” he informed her. 
 
    “Ekhm. I think I was just taken by surprise. Like that time. Can we try it again?” 
 
    He nodded and decided to try something different. “Rip off your collar and throw it away.” 
 
    Selene’s hands moved to the white band but stopped in front of it. “Must I really?” she asked with a slightly sad glint in her eyes. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    She sighed softly. “I think I get it. It’s not really forcing me to comply but suggests that I would make you happy if I did. And I won’t lie that making you happy is something that I already wish for by myself, my Lord. While there’s some persuasive power in your eyes, I wouldn’t call it Mind Magic like in Umbra’s case. It’s more like… an innate, natural charm.” 
 
    Asterios nodded while pondering over her words, and Miria came back with the potions. 
 
    “I agree with Selene. I think I reacted so strongly because it was something really small and simple to complete, therefore easy to make you happy. And while you know that I was always drawn to your eyes when you copied mine, I don’t think they are the same now. It’s weird, but I can clearly tell that they are… yours. From that moment in the fire.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He received the vials and gave Miria some pats. “More mysteries, I guess.” 
 
    “My Lord, if Miss Suanori would be willing, why not test it on someone who isn’t as close to you as we are?” 
 
    Everyone’s gazes turned to the guildmaster. 
 
    “This seems quite important and serious, so I think I could help,” Suanori answered with a nod. 
 
    “Okay. Hmmm… I don’t know you as well as them so I’m not sure what to ask… To make it a proper test, I should go for something as unusual as Selene’s tasks… I might ask something outrageous. Are you fine with it?” 
 
    “Go ahead. Just stop me if you can really force me into doing it.” 
 
    “Of course. Here we go then.” Asterios made eye contact with her and focused on his request. “Strip all your clothes.” 
 
    Suanori’s eyes widened in surprise, and she blinked a few times, but her hands didn’t start taking off her clothes, which they found quite fortunate. 
 
    “There certainly is some kind of influence, like they said. I didn’t exactly have that feeling to please you with my actions, but it did seem to suggest me to consider complying with the demand.” 
 
    Umbra popped out of a shadow by Asterios and perched on his shoulder. 
 
    ~I think I know what’s going on after observing for a while. I believe this is what would be often called Aura of Authority or Monarch’s Pressure in my realm. In simple words, some powerful beings can flaunt their mighty spiritual energy to influence others to some extent, sometimes focusing on condensing it in their eyes for example. I can do something like that too. It can be used in many different ways, like inducing fear for example. Some predators do that subconsciously when they meet their much weaker prey. Meanwhile, those who willingly follow someone like that, partially allow for it to affect them more due to the trust they hold in their much stronger guardian. Of course, there are many more variables here like a powerful bloodline or such, and it can be completely different.~ 
 
    “All will kneel before the true overlords…” Asterios muttered under his breath. A phrase he clearly remembered from that weird day. 
 
    “Then, should Master be able to put a scary pressure on others too?” Miria asked Umbra. 
 
    ~I believe he already did, back when you first confronted the guildmaster in this town.~ 
 
    “Hmmm…” Asterios tried to recall that moment and he definitely was a little bit riled up back then. 
 
    “Want to test that out too?” Suanori suddenly asked. 
 
    “Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t think you would like putting pressure on your close partners, right? And I can’t say that I’m not intrigued. If it’s something you can control, it can be useful for us.” 
 
    Asterios couldn't disagree with that. 
 
    “Before that, Master.” Miria caught his attention. “I somehow feel like you don’t need to borrow my sight. I can’t really explain it. I just feel like it when looking into your eyes. Perhaps you should also try doing this pressure thingy without that technique of yours.” 
 
    Following her suggestion, he deactivated the shared vision sigil and his eyes started glimmering, still staying crimson red and with vertical pupils. 
 
    “How are they now?” he asked. 
 
    “Charming, as usual, Master, but not as strongly captivating as when they glow,” Miria answered. 
 
    “I agree with her, my Lord.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s different. They do look kind of pretty but it’s nothing compared to before.” Even Suanori joined in. 
 
    Asterios gazed into Miria’s eyes. “Show me the patch.” 
 
    She tilted her head at him, and her cheeks exploded with red after she realized what the request was about, dropping her gaze to the ground. Seeing that she wasn’t even considering following his request, Asterios nodded to himself. 
 
    “Sorry. It was the first thing that came to my mind.” He brushed through her hair. 
 
    “Ehehe~ It’s fine. I think it was a good idea.” 
 
    Suanori stared at them slightly confused, not getting what could be so embarrassing about some patch. She concluded that perhaps Miria’s clothes had torn in some inappropriate place, and they made a makeshift fix or something. 
 
    Asterios turned to her. “Let’s see then. I’ll try to do as Umbra said, with just my energy.” 
 
    She nodded and braced herself for something possibly uncomfortable. Asterios closed his eyes for a brief moment and gathered his hot mana, condensing it in them. His eyelids slowly lifted while he assumed a serious face. The very moment Suanori’s gaze met his gleaming, scarlet eyes, she shivered instantly. 
 
    A heavy dread descended onto her the longer she looked into those glowing crimson irises adorned with vicious, savage vertical slits. Bit by bit, it felt like Ast’s aura was towering more over her until her body began to lightly shake and her instincts screamed at her to run before it was too late. She felt almost paralyzed as the two now giant blood-red spheres flared at her like two moons. 
 
    At once, they disappeared and Suanori gasped for breath, realizing that she had begun holding it at some point. The others stared at her slightly sweating and breathing roughly. They had all witnessed how the guildmaster had suddenly started getting paler and paler as her eyes widened at the beginning, certainly sensing something in the air but not being directly subjected to it. 
 
    Asterios sighed after bringing the glow in his eyes back down. “I think Umbra was right. I can recognize a familiar sensation that also appeared during a few events in the past, mostly when I got quite angry. No wonder I felt somehow drained later on those days. This requires quite a bit of focus and spiritual energy. You okay?” 
 
    Suanori nodded, finally getting ahold of herself. “Yes… That truly felt like I was standing in front of a monstrous predator… I’ve never felt anything like this… Now I understand the phrase to get dragonified…” 
 
    “To get dragonified?” Miria’s fascination with Dragons tingled. 
 
    “Many elven chronicles from the Era of Dawn mentioned countless times that even the mightiest adventurers get petrified to the bone just with a single gaze from an adult Dragon. While I didn’t faint standing, I’m pretty sure I wasn’t that far off.” 
 
    Miria turned to Asterios with sparkling eyes and a euphoric expression, making him smile wryly.  
 
    “I guess we now have no choice but to include something about Dragons in our new name after this.” He chuckled and patted her head. 
 
    They rested for a brief moment while Asterios examined his eyes with his senses from the inside and with the help of Umbra and Selene from the outside. They couldn’t deny the mighty pressure they emanated when he focused on it and he was able to pinpoint some parts of the mana flow, which weirdly only moved from his scorching hot source and couldn't draw from the normal one. It just didn’t work. 
 
    “I’m good now. We can continue,” Suanori informed them, standing up. 
 
    “Great. I apologize again. And thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mind it. Consider that a favor for running so many errands for me recently.” 
 
    “Alright. Catch.” Asterios threw at her three of the vials that Miria brought earlier. 
 
    “This is?” 
 
    “Duskbrew. Grants a quite decent Darkvision. Don’t use it outside. Trust me. A single flask lasts between one to two days.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m starting to wonder what other interesting concoctions you have in store.” She smiled softly. 
 
    “Master’s collection is truly amazing!” Miria turned to her with a proud expression. “He made many incredible potions! Like that other blue liquid which makes his—mwhmhmhhmhmh…” 
 
    Asterios covered Miria’s mouth with his hand, interrupting the slightly overenthusiastic panthergirl. Suanori raised a brow at him. 
 
    “Trade secret.” He smiled wryly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
Ice to Meet You 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They checked all their gear and descended the crude stone stairs leading into the dungeon. Just from the very entrance, one could instantly guess its theme, which clearly had something to do with scary, withered, spooky things, judging by tens of cracks in the walls, dirty webs, weird dust, and even bone fragments. 
 
    “Oh. You were right, Miria. I can see in this darkness, even better than I previously could with your sight in the past.” Asterios glanced around with his brows slightly raised; his crimson eyes with vertical pupils shimmered as he did so, without glowing as much this time. 
 
    “Then Master now has an innate Darkvision too?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Something like that, I guess. The picture is even sharper and more vibrant than yours. You can check it out.” 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes after Asterios wrapped his arm around her waist to support Miria and prevent her from falling as they were still going down the stairs. 
 
    “Wow. It’s amazing. I didn’t know it could be so detailed. You can literally see the rough texture of the stone bricks up ahead. I might be the one to borrow your eyes now, Master, ehehe~” 
 
    He brushed through her hair with a smile while they continued heading down as he pondered over the recent discoveries they made together.  
 
    Was it something he could have inherited from Kaguya? But Selene’s eyes weren’t vertical slits. His father then? Considering the weird Lizardman golem back in Teira, it could be possible if the man was of a race similar to it. But the legends in Miria’s and Selene’s world stated that Kaguya fell for a human. 
 
    Unless he was a bastard son, obviously. Umbra had portrayed Kaguya as someone at least a tad crazy about fighting strong opponents. If she had met someone strong in this realm while traveling alongside that human, it wouldn’t be impossible for her to elope with them, especially if she also had been affected by full moons. 
 
    It was already clear that Kaguya—even if nobody had piqued her interest before that human summoned her—had mated with others before they had met since the whole lineage had to come from someone or Selene wouldn’t exist, being her direct descendant.  
 
    It was even possible that her human partner hadn't minded her sleeping or even having children with others. No one could know that. Or, he had just died of old age, and she had then found someone else after some time. All of this had happened centuries ago, hadn't it? With her longevity, she could outlive a normal human many times. That sounded the most believable. 
 
    Around the time he finished with that thought, they reached the bottom of the stairs. As expected, the main chamber was empty. Adventurers had been kept out of the dungeons for some time already, so it was obvious, but Suanori still suspected that there were people who had snuck in even under the prohibition and the orders to stand back. She just hoped that this number wasn’t high, and they didn’t become overconfident in an empty dungeon. 
 
    Allowed to enter the guildmaster’s mind, Umbra quickly memorized the maps she had studied earlier with incredible attention to detail in case their copies would be destroyed somehow, and he began leading them through the first floor while checking ahead. 
 
    Suanori instantly noticed Ast’s method to mark their progress and commented on it positively. She had thought he would leave it to her, but she was glad there was another person who could keep an eye on their position. It was always much safer with two returning trails instead of one. 
 
    They moved through the first three floors with almost no interruptions, only encountering a Skeleton or two, even barehanded, or bareboned. It was the first good sign. As they have learned from the documents, the first five floors were mostly Skeletons with varying weapons and professions, but it seemed that the ones with more combat power had been moved down to help defend or attack where the holes were being created by the diversion teams. 
 
    Asterios was allowed to cut most of them down to practice with his weapons a little bit more. Each Skeleton had a core somewhere around its body or in its bones so those that had their hearts placed in the open served as good practice targets for his Poison Fang. 
 
    Floors three to five had some enemies with crude rusted shortswords and polearms, which also were of no challenge to anyone in this party. Miria joined in to fight alongside Asterios after asking for permission. They hadn't fought together like that a lot, and she found it incredibly fun and entertaining. 
 
    Finally, they reached their first boss room on the fifth floor. The huge stone doors were unfortunately closed. 
 
    “Do you think someone is fighting there?” Miria asked. 
 
    “The dungeon might have closed all of its Gates to prevent or slow down the spread of the enemies that managed to infiltrate its floors,” Suanori suggested. 
 
    ~That’s simple to check.~ 
 
    Umbra left Ast’s chest as he had been serving as his emergency shield and seeped into the almost non-existent gaps between the doors and the doorframe.  
 
    ~There’s no one here. Except for the boss. It’s a Skeleton with the body of a horse and a humanoid one instead of the animal’s head. Master called it… a Centaur in his memories?~ 
 
    “Alright. Any weapons?” 
 
    ~A rusted lance and a kite shield. And a bronze cuirass, I think. Or it’s completely covered in rust. I think it’s the latter.~ 
 
    “Thank you.” Asterios turned to Selene. “Would you be so kind as to open these doors for us?” he asked with a subtle smile. 
 
    She chuckled and bowed. “With pleasure.” 
 
    Everyone else stepped back and Miria stood in front of them. Selene closed her eyes and placed her hand on the stone gate. After examining it with her spiritual senses, she nodded to herself and entered the first stage of her Awakening. 
 
    A small circle appeared around her palm still present on the grey surface, and a few runes lit up inside of it. She placed her other hand a bit to the side and started drawing her right arm back. 
 
    Strong pulling force opposed to letting her hand go while she steadily increased the distance between her fist and the stone slabs. The others were able to spot the shimmering of air in that little space she kept widening. Rising pressure could be felt from it. 
 
    Reaching a satisfactory point, Selene opened her eyes, and her fist trembled a little before it stopped resisting the pulling force and rushed back into the formation. The external circuits of her right arm lit up as she landed an incredible thundering blow into the door, shaking the whole place. 
 
    The stone Gate stood no chance and was crushed into bits while thrown inside, creating a huge hole, covering almost the entire double doors. Just a little bit of them was left behind on the diagonal sides of the door frame. 
 
    “To one-shot a Gate… Impressive…” Suanori praised her performance. 
 
    Selene chuckled with her side to them. “After like a century at the temple, I’ve gotten quite good at opening doors.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and they headed inside before the Skeletal Centaur would rush at them from behind the still-hovering dust. Suanori cleared it up with one simple wind spell and they watched how the giant monster could not move an inch while bound by Umbra’s shadowy tentacles. 
 
    A moment later, tens of sharp black spikes surged from the ground and made the Skeletal Centaur into a Skeletal Porcupine, with one of them piercing through the monster’s core, making it tremble and begin to fall down in pieces. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Miria made a sad pout. 
 
    Ast’s fingers brushed through her hair. “We are here on a mission, remember? The less effort we expend till the harder enemies appear the better. We’ll have plenty of fun in the Demon Continent, I promise.” 
 
    She nodded and released a few cute purrs under his caresses. They joined the others who had already walked inside to look around. Nothing of notice was visible at the first glance so they decided to move on. But the door on the other side did not open. 
 
    “So, it’s really locked.” Asterios pushed them a little. 
 
    “Let me use the key, my Lord.” Selene gently pushed him away with a smile. 
 
    “Won’t it deteriorate?” 
 
    “After you gifted me with a keyring two levels more durable than the previous one, this much is nothing. Thank you for your concern, my Lord.” She bowed her head courteously. 
 
    He nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “Keyring?” Suanori whispered to Miria. 
 
    “She means her Awakening. The thing when her fur goes sparkly. After Master mated with Selene while she was breaking through, she reached even a level higher than she should.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    A very faint blush covered Suanori’s cheeks as she glanced at Ast’s back and imagined the scene for a brief moment before shaking off those wandering thoughts. Fortunately, due to the loud boom Selene caused, he didn’t hear their conversation, or he would definitely bonk Miria on the head for not leaving out that certain detail. 
 
    On floors six to ten, the area was dominated by different versions of Ghouls, starting with the weakest, slow, and awkward humanoids, and ending at bear-sized beasts with mighty attacks, still not that fast though. 
 
    Miria’s blades worked the best against them, so she did most of the work, slicing the rotten meat and tissue into pieces like a professional butcher. One that was also an incredible dancer in secret. 
 
    Selene jumped in to drill through the fatter and tougher enemies with her spiritual orbs or spinning cones. Since those monsters weren’t anything rare, they always aimed for the cores if they were able to locate them. The worst part about many undead was that it could be found pretty much at any spot inside their bodies instead of being in the same place for all the same-species enemies. 
 
    Just as they reached the door to the boss room on the tenth level, Miria spotted something in the distant corridor leading to the side. 
 
    “Look, Master! That must be a Trial, right? Should we try it?” 
 
    Certainly, the obelisk did have the signs pointing out at it being a possible Trial. Asterios captured her attention back with a tame peck on her lips. 
 
    “Let’s not take additional risks, okay? Especially in front of a boss room.” 
 
    She nodded with a slight blush. “Okay.” 
 
    “Umbra?” 
 
    ~Flesh Golem, I think? It looks like someone grabbed a huge handful of the meaty monsters we’ve encountered until now and squeezed it into one mass, shaping it into an awkward humanoid.~ 
 
    “This will get a bit more annoying,” Suanori commented. “Any way of binding it will just cause it to fall into pieces and then rebuild while we have to fight a small horde. There’s always the Queen Ghoul in that mass, controlling everything. We need to identify it and destroy its core.” 
 
    “You heard her, girls. Give that long-expired schnitzel a good pounding and be on the lookout for the important piece of meat. As far as I know, it’s hard to say how it’s different since it can vary, but we should be able to find it,” Asterios added. 
 
    “Or we can just completely pulverize it if it doesn’t work.” Selene smiled at him and proceeded with the opening. 
 
    Suanori cleared the dust instantly and they jumped inside, spreading out a little, with just Asterios and Suanori staying together. The huge, horrendous-looking flesh doll screamed at them with many mouths. It was closer to a screech due to most of those being beast ones. 
 
    While his two companions dove in first to launch their attacks at the amalgamation of rotten bodies, Asterios brought out a light blue Runic Chip and slotted it into the hole in his weapon. It started emanating a very faint whitish mist with the transcriptions glowing in blue. 
 
    “What’s that?” Suanori asked after sending an Earth Spike at the enemy. 
 
    Asterios smirked and made a powerful swing with his right arm, bringing it way to the back before that. The moment his blade made a wide arc of half a circle, an ice projectile shot out of it, or rather, from above it, and pierced into one of the Ghouls, freezing it. 
 
    “Nothing much. Just a simple Ice Javelin.” He smiled. 
 
    “How many times can you fire that?” 
 
    “Don't know. Let’s test that out.” 
 
    And they both kept launching earth and ice spears at the boss monster while Miria and Selene rained slashes and blows at its body from up close, with the latter trying to force the opponent’s focus onto herself to allow the panthergirl to make surgical cuts that revealed the Ghouls inside the mass. 
 
    Ast’s token shattered after six projectiles, which was quite a decent number. Unfortunately, they had a hard time finding the correct mob and they were only slowly eliminating single Ghouls with their efforts, which would take so long that they would tire out first before luckily stumbling onto the correct one. Even Umbra didn’t notice anything special with his omnidirectional vision. 
 
    Miria jumped back to the duo of magicians. “There’s no end to them. Should we use a stronger technique, Master? I can start drilling through it with my Spiralling Lunge.” 
 
    Suanori grunted lightly after sending a spinning disc of earth with vertical wooden blades protruding from its top and bottom. “I guess we could try to force it into the severed state and risk looking for the Queen Ghoul with tens of them coming at us instead of one.” 
 
    “That could end badly. Or bad enough for us to have to bring out even more strong abilities,” Asterios replied. “Alright. I’ll have a go at it. You two deal the finishing blow.” 
 
    Miria didn’t even ask what he planned to do and just nodded before heading back to her friend. Suanori also decided to trust Asterios and observed his movements to help him out in a crisis. 
 
    He pulled out a good-quality dark blue crystal token and slotted it into his Spellslinger. A moment later, after activating it with his scorching energy, his black blade got covered by thick frost, and a clear, cold mist began rising from it. 
 
    “Ever heard of Permafrost?” He saw Suanori’s eyes widen slightly at his question and Asterios broke into a run towards the giant monstrosity. 
 
    As he ran forward, more and more of the white frost gathered over the blade, making it two times thicker and around three times longer when he covered two-thirds of the distance between his starting position and the enemy. He had to quickly discharge the accumulated ice particles, or they would soon start heading the other way, towards his body. 
 
    ~Stairs!~ 
 
    Selene reacted immediately and started creating spiritual platforms in front of him while Miria moved to defend her from the attacks that could be hard to dodge. Asterios jumped up and up from one platform to another until he was slightly higher than the monster.  
 
    He then leaped off the last one and both of the girls quickly jumped back, receiving his warning through their connection. 
 
    “Hey! You rotten meatloaf!” 
 
    The huge amalgamation tilted its body to the back to look up—if it even could or had to look at things—and noticed a single opponent falling onto it from above, a little too late to react now. 
 
    “Here’s your long overdue pinch of spice!” 
 
    The long white blade easily pierced and sunk into the fleshy body of the boss monster, to the very tip of Ast’s knuckles, coming out on the other side. The monstrosity started screeching again as the intense frost began spreading from the wound at an impressive speed, turning more and more of its internal flesh into rock-solid ice. 
 
    A huge snowstorm in the shape of a sphere arose around it too, taking care of the external coating of Ghouls, effectively causing both the inside and the outside of the Flesh Golem to turn into a giant ice block. In a blink, it turned into a huge statue and the blizzard died down. 
 
    “Uhhh… Small change of plans!” Asterios shouted, failing to break his blade off, now welded into the ice too. “I need a little help here before you start with the smashing!” 
 
    Miria and Selene chuckled at each other, and the latter started preparing a strong blow while the former drew on Ast’s fiery mana and focused it in one of her shortswords. With a few steps over the platforms Selene made for her, she freed Asterios with three quick slashes and jumped back with him in her arms. 
 
    The moment the two of them reached a safe distance, Selene’s right arm's external circuits glowed much brighter than before and the demonic-looking apparition appeared above it. She made a huge swing and the big ethereal fist launched itself at the frozen target, smashing it into tiny bits with an ear-splitting boom. 
 
    With countless pieces of ice and flesh in the air, Umbra spotted a different-looking core and quickly pierced it with his sharpened shadow, finishing off the boss for good. Not like it would be able to gather its thousands of pieces while frozen with pretty much never-melting ice. 
 
    Fortunately, magical fire did have some effect on it—and Ast’s fiery mana too, as he noticed quickly—and with Miria’s help, Asterios got rid of the leftover cube she had cut around his blade to get him out. Under their intense treatment, it melted fairly quickly. 
 
    “Should Permafrost melt this easily?” Suanori asked after coming closer. 
 
    “Any element when boosted with Master’s mana is much stronger. Especially fire,” Miria answered with a proud expression. 
 
    “Pretty much what she said. And the ice rod that serves as the core of the spell that I shoved into the Flesh Golem has now no connection with this ice so it can’t regenerate as much and as quickly.” 
 
    “Still. That was quite an impressive show of spell power.” 
 
    “And expensive. That was one of the pricier crystals I had on me. Let’s hope we can find a good replacement down below.” 
 
    ~I think the chances of that will be only getting higher and higher, Master.~ Umbra’s voice echoed in their heads. ~There are many enemies right from the other side of the Gate. This is where things are going to escalate, most likely.~ 
 
    “Of course. It would be too easy if we strolled through like one-fifth of the dungeon with just boss fights.” Asterios nodded. “Alright. Let’s take this chance to rest for ten minutes before moving further.” 
 
    “Smart. The boss will take at least fifteen minutes to spawn on a floor this high. Maybe even longer if the dungeon is focusing its resources elsewhere,” Suanori praised his suggestion. 
 
    Asterios sat down on a non-frozen piece of the ground and glanced at his companions. “Miria. Selene.” 
 
    A smile appeared on Miria’s face, alongside a small blush, and she quickly ran to him. But shortly before she reached Asterios, she tripped over something and flew past him while trying to regain balance. 
 
    A soft chuckle traveled through the spacious chamber and Selene gently lowered herself onto her knees, leaning towards Asterios with her hands gently placed on his chest. She connected their lips in a very ladylike manner and with her eyes closed. 
 
    “Selene!” Miria shouted at her after coming back, clearly aware of the reason why she had tripped. “We agreed on the order!” 
 
    The mischievous fox lady chuckled again, not even lifting her lips from Ast’s. His hands were now caressing her single bushy tail, which made her feel so good she experienced slight shivers each time his fingers touched the base. 
 
    “Ghhhnnnnn…” Miria grunted angrily while shaking her fists and then sighed. She sat down by Ast’s side and calmed herself down, waiting patiently. 
 
    Asterios broke the kiss by pulling back. Selene glanced at him with a pleading expression, but he only raised his brows at her. She pouted a little and chuckled again, leaving a quick peck on his cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Miria ignored her words and remained sitting still. Only when Ast’s forehead rubbed against hers from the side, she showed a faint smile and tilted her face to meet him, joining their lips in a passionate kiss, letting him dive deep into her mouth for a dance of tongues, with one eye half open and glaring at her sly friend. 
 
    She was the one to back away first and smiled shyly at Asterios, who plopped a hand on her hair and started to scratch behind her ears while caressing Selene’s tail with the other. Suanori didn’t know if she should feel surprised, confused, embarrassed, or what else. 
 
    Noticing her mixed gaze, Miria turned to look up at her. “Master can refill our mana faster through kisses. Or was it saliva actually? Anyway, we always replenish our reserves like this after bigger fights.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “If that makes you uncomfortable, we can stick to more traditional means,” Asterios added. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I just never heard about a technique like this.” 
 
    “There’s an even better one, fufufufu~” Selene chuckled with a cryptic smile, causing Miria to turn red almost instantly. 
 
    Suanori raised a brow at them and Asterios could only sigh with a slight smile. They then took a short rest with the beastkin girls bringing some refreshments in and prepared to tackle the next floors. Things would turn a tad harder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Crushing Some Skulls 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How deep do you think this dungeon runs, Master?” Miria asked while they were resting. 
 
    Suanori spoke before he could answer the question. “If I’m not mistaken, the lowest delve has been registered as forty-seventh floor in the interguild system. This dungeon is quite old, but I don’t think it reaches lower than a bit over fifty or sixty floors.” 
 
    “I see. And after we reach the end, will the Core be waiting there?” 
 
    “Waiting is a good way to phrase it, but in a different meaning than you might think. The Core definitely won’t be just floating in some chamber, defenselessly waiting for us to come there after dealing with all of its security mechanisms. If we even manage to find the entrance to the Core Chamber, it will be waiting for us with its strongest defenses for sure.” 
 
    “Ah. Right.” 
 
    Asterios brushed through Miria’s hair. “While the Core itself shouldn’t be able to do much, we’ll most likely be faring against its strongest Guardian or Guardians, in a room full of deadly traps. But, as Suanori already said, we first have to find it as it won’t be just hanging out in the open after we reach the lowest floor. It can actually hide on a higher one. Its spiritual energy and essence should be extremely powerful and condensed so we’ll be relying on Selene and Umbra to notice it.” 
 
    The fox lady nodded with a smile. “Leave it to us, my Lord.” 
 
    ~I definitely won’t miss it,~ Umbra added. 
 
    Miria pondered over something before turning her curious gaze to Asterios. “What will happen to the dungeon after we destroy the Core? Will it start crumbling with it? Do we have to quickly escape then? Is it even possible from so deep?” 
 
    Asterios noticed Suanori preparing to speak after taking a sip of water, so he let the guildmaster answer again. It was possible that she knew better than him anyway, with his knowledge coming mostly from books, while hers certainly had been gathered through various experiences. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s never certain what will happen after the Core disappears. But it's extremely rare for a dungeon to collapse. Usually, everything just stays like it was at the moment of its death. All the connections the Core had with the monsters, traps, and the structure are cut off, but the already spawned entities and mechanisms still work until they are triggered if they are single-use or destroyed if else.” 
 
    As she finished, he joined in to add his two cents. “Countless ruins of dead dungeons exist throughout this realm. And same as with monsters or traps, the treasures and rewards are also left behind after the Core is gone. Such dungeons are prime targets for explorers and archeologists interested in studying and learning about these structures since they are much safer, especially after adventurers have their turn at them first. And don’t forget that dungeons assimilate parts of underground remains on their path of expansion, so they also accumulate lots of interesting stuff.” 
 
    “It’s exactly as Asterios said. A lot can be learned from dead dungeons, so they are much more popular amongst scholars and researchers than functioning ones. They are still not completely safe, and danger can lurk behind every unexplored corner, but in the eyes of those who pursue the knowledge or other things, they are a much safer and cheaper alternative. There’s no more Stupor inside those, for one.” 
 
    Selene finally decided to join in. “Isn’t it possible for a new Core to form in the remains of an old dungeon, taking control over it? There should still be plenty of contaminated essence in the whole structure for that to happen at some point.” 
 
    Suanori nodded. “Yes, that’s a valid possibility and it naturally happened a few times in the past. But let’s not forget that it takes years or decades for a Core to be born and gain partial sentience, so the process isn’t that fast. And it’s even slower since the contaminated essence is much more dispersed than when the first Core spawned in its condensed hub.” 
 
    “Plus, it’s not like we can do a lot to prevent that from happening,” Asterios continued after her. “Even if a kingdom, the guild, or some other organization expended enough resources to collapse the whole dungeon from the bottom to the top, which is already an unimaginable expedition of insane cost, it wouldn’t guarantee that a new Core wouldn’t spawn somewhere there anyway. The only sure-fire way would be to get rid of all the contaminated essence, and that could take decades with a sizable force of magicians wielding the Holy element and Spiritualists.” 
 
    “So, there really is not much that people can do,” Miria commented. 
 
    “No, there isn’t. But, pretty much every dead dungeon is being monitored by the Adventurer’s Guild to make a quick report if something starts changing inside, judged as the first signs of a new Core taking over. Killing a freshly created Core is way easier than dealing with an old one. Many retired high-rank adventurers take these patrolling jobs in hopes of it actually happening, allowing them to rake in some good money for their retirement.” 
 
    “And we’ll be facing an old one, right?” 
 
    “Most likely the oldest from the three present in this area,” Asterios answered. “It certainly will be tough, but I think it is doable with your strength. Without you girls though, and you Umbra, it definitely wouldn’t be possible for us to even reach that far.” 
 
    “Asterios is right. We would have to send out a huge raiding group or a few of them in turns to deal with this situation if you weren’t here to help. I’m really grateful for it. Thank you for lending us your power.” Suanori bowed her head lightly. 
 
    Miria quickly shook her hands. “It’s fine! Really! We are just following Master!” 
 
    Selene chuckled. “That is true. Wherever my Lord goes, I follow.” 
 
    She leaned in and pecked Ast’s cheek from her side, gazing at him lovingly until the shy pantherkin appeared by his face too, rubbing herself into him. Asterios chuckled and petted their ears. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Tone down all this affection in front of the guildmaster. We are really making her uncomfortable.” He gave each of them a peck and stood up with their help. “Let’s wrap it up. The goal is to reach the half-point before we tire out, if possible.” 
 
    They collected everything and moved it back to Miria’s and Selene’s realm, readying up to continue the journey down the undead dungeon. While the fox lady prepared a key to the door, Umbra squeezed through the almost non-existent gaps to check ahead. 
 
    ~A lot of flying skulls right from the start.~ 
 
    “Are they on fire?” Asterios asked. 
 
    ~Yes, dark blue one.~ 
 
    “Ignituls then. Weak alone but annoying in a flock. Don’t let them bite you. It will burn like hell and sting like the coldest frost at the same time. Pure force is the easiest way of dealing with them.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and prepared their own means to fend off the flying skulls. Suanori chanted a few lines in Elvish, and her wooden staff thickened, also making up the shape of a double-edged hammer at its tip. 
 
    Miria didn’t bring out her swords but covered her fists and feet with a similar Mana Coating as she used for her blades but focused on increasing the pressure instead of sharpening the edges. 
 
    Asterios revealed his black armblade and slotted a Runic Chip in it before retracting it back and cracking his knuckles. Asked what that token would do, he just answered with, “You’ll see soon,” and smiled. 
 
    Selene nodded after everyone finished their preparations and obliterated the wooden door into splinters. A loud wave of chattering created by tens of bony jaws hitting each other repeatedly instantly reached their ears. 
 
    Spotting a few flashes of blue flames through the kicked-up dust, Suanori made the first move and dug her heel into the floor. A slab of stone got launched into the air and she hit it with her wooden hammer, sending the huge brick forward, clearing the obstruction, and crushing a few enemies behind it. 
 
    No one else wasted any time and they all jumped forward into the grey corridor. Miria and Selene took the lead while Umbra stayed near Asterios and Suanori. They started pushing through groups of flying skulls, shattering each of them with a punch or kick. Or a hammer strike in Suanori’s case. 
 
    Asterios didn’t even have to activate his stored spell until much later on the floor since Umbra kept puncturing every Ignitul that managed to slip past the beastfolk duo with his sharp spikes of hardened shadow, surging out of Ast’s body like some reactive armor. 
 
    But, at one point, the number of the skulls grew so much that they formed almost a solid wall when flying together at the party. That was when Asterios finally fed the prepared crystal his fiery mana and colorless rings appeared around both of his forearms. 
 
    “Miria! Selene! Get back!” He recalled his companions and extended his arms to the sides. 
 
    The beastfolk duo jumped back in a flash and Asterios made a powerful clap in front of him. A thundering wave of pressure strong enough to bend and shake the air as it traveled was shot forward, turning all of their opponents in a twenty-meter-long path ahead into bone dust. One ring disappeared from both of his arms, leaving three more pairs to be used. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Miria shouted as she jumped to him with a big smile. 
 
    “Was Seismic Burst always this strong?” Suanori asked. 
 
    Asterios shook his head as they began moving again. “It was Dissonant Echo. It’s mostly used to deafen the enemies while pushing them back, but while that’s the intended use in the open air, here, it’s much more condensed and controlled instead of shooting in every direction. And well, my energy and this Spellslinger do play a role in its power too. But it’s mostly because I’m forcing it to go in a straight line and it then bounces from all the walls, increasing the vibrations even more.” 
 
    “From the weakest to the strongest in about two months… If you keep this up, you might accidentally create an unrealistic image of Summoners, you know?” 
 
    He only chuckled and shook his head. Asterios was starting to be quite powerful with his repertoire of spells and the scorching energy supporting him, but a talented frontline Summoner like Tina could easily reach the same level.  
 
    Suanori was right, though. No one would expect a Summoner to be this strong in both paths—direct and indirect fighting. Even the legendary figures always focused on one of them, achieving incredible feats by either commanding mystical beasts or using their powers to turn themselves into walking calamities.  
 
    He might be the first person to achieve mastery in both, if one would accept using external means to fill in the direct path instead of only using techniques that boosted and enhanced his body through his summon’s abilities and skills. In the end, his direct approach was currently much weaker than the indirect one if he threw away the Spellslinger. He should start working on that more after reaching the Demon Continent. 
 
    Before they found the stairs to the twelfth floor, Asterios had to use Dissonant Echo two more times to clear up the path ahead. He could imagine how annoying this floor would be for people specializing in single-target attacks. It would literally be hell. 
 
    After catching their breath, the party moved on. They didn’t encounter a swarm of enemies this time and traveled the twelfth floor at a decent pace. Besides small groups of a few Ignituls, only one different kind of enemy they hadn't met yet crossed their path. They stumbled on some Skeletons or Ghouls from the previous floors sporadically. 
 
    But the new opponent seemed to be a ghost-type. They were slightly surprised at first that the monster density on the twelfth floor was extremely low when compared to all the earlier levels, especially the previous one. The reason became clear after around twenty minutes of wandering. 
 
    As they were moving through a wide, seemingly empty corridor, something ethereal quickly flew from one side to the other right in front of Miria’s face, spooking her greatly and causing the panthergirl to step back right into the pressure plate they had previously avoided thanks to Umbra’s scouting. 
 
    Selene was able to shield her with ease from the triggered trap that shot a wall of metal needles at Miria, causing the panthergirl to blush slightly and giggle at her mistake. After that, they were often assaulted by some ethereal beings that would only reveal themselves to surprise them and push them into some trap. 
 
    Even knowing about the triggers and the mischievous enemies, it wasn’t completely possible to avoid getting spooked. Due to them trying out various new actions and strategies and such, the party had to tread very carefully, especially while fighting other monsters.  
 
    But, in the end, there was nothing that would stop them from reaching the thirteenth floor. Although, that was where things turned really weird. They could barely spot a single monster here and there and the traps weren’t anything special, thanks to Umbra being able to squeeze into almost every possible crack. 
 
    It wouldn’t even be surprising to not meet a single enemy if the whole floor was designed to be a trap stage with nothing but elaborate devices of death, each deadlier and more unusual than the previous one, but even Umbra would have some issues with those. But he didn’t yet. 
 
    The level was just too empty and easy. They used that opportunity to rest a little while traveling through it. After around fifteen minutes of looking for the exit, the whole structure shook, causing everyone to falter slightly. It didn’t seem like a normal occurrence. 
 
    They decided to check it out and followed the tremor since Umbra was able to catch the direction. As they were heading to where the shadowy familiar was leading them, another tremble passed through the dungeon, slightly stronger this time, most likely due to them getting closer. 
 
    And soon, everyone realized why the floor seemed so empty and what were the weird tremors. Behind one of the corners, they found a huge hole in the stone wall. A few Dagons could be spotted walking out of it and engaging some Ghouls and Zombies. Dagons were humanoid-looking monsters covered in fish-like scales and with various aquatic heads, closely resembling creatures of water. 
 
    But, judging by a couple of bodies lying here and there, this hole wasn’t the most recent one, and another huge wave of shaking confirmed their guess. Suanori asked them to follow the explosions to check on the party that was creating them since it looked like they luckily stumbled on each other on this floor. 
 
    The monsters fighting at the opening were left to their own fun and the party kept following after Umbra. They passed two more holes as they ran, with the last one not having any monsters around yet being quite fresh. But they arrived too late to catch the demolitionists. 
 
    Umbra informed Asterios that he could see a pattern to the explosions and was asked to guide them to the place that he assumed would be next. When they reached the area in which he was expecting another breach, they noticed a swarm of various enemies gathering around. 
 
    Amongst many Skeletons, Ghouls, Ignituls, and Cheekies—the mischievous ghosts—they spotted a single Draugr Knight, which was two tiers above a Ghoul and a Zombie. It was around two-and-a-half meters tall and donned full copper armor with all the pieces present. In its hands, an iron claymore, ready to attack or defend. 
 
    Before Ast’s group decided on what to do, another huge explosion took place right in front of the gathered monsters, blasting a few of them into the opposite wall while killing a bunch. The rest started immediately going into the hole or shooting spells and arrows inside. 
 
    “What the fuck?! How come there are so many monsters on the other side!” A voice none of them recognized came from the opening. 
 
    “Hahahaha! Finally! You can’t say we have to avoid going in with this one anymore! I was getting bored! It’s time to dance, baby!” A different one soon followed, clearly belonging to a certain very enthusiastic adventurer they’d met before. 
 
    “Let’s help them out a little,” Suanori suggested with a faint smile. 
 
    “On it,” Asterios replied and fueled with mana the last pair of circles around his forearms he had been keeping for an emergency situation. 
 
    Making a quick and powerful clap to send the attack before Darlick jumped out of the hole, Asterios spent the last charge of Dissonant Echo and the immense wave of pressure and vibrations washed over the group of monsters, deleting all Skeletons and Ignituls from existence. The Ghouls got partially deformed while the Draugr looked only a bit shook and shot them an angry glare with its glowing eyeballs. 
 
    “Oi! Who is interrupting my fu—” 
 
    Suanori rotated her staff a few times and drove its bottom end into the stone floor, causing a surging wave of tree roots to emerge and head towards the monsters, effectively knocking over those that hadn't fallen from Ast’s spell, and pinning them to the ground. Only the Draugr remained standing. 
 
    Miria and Selene had rushed ahead at the same time as the wooden tendrils and started decimating the Ghouls lying on the floor as it toppled them. Reaching the Draugr, they stepped to the side as it made a powerful vertical swing between them, easily dodging the wide attack. 
 
    The panthergirl didn’t stop moving and kept slashing her magically elongated shortswords at the fallen Ghouls while Selene focused on the Draugr. She parried its second slash with a quickly created spiritual disc and punched the monster right in the chest, denting the armor a lot and sending it stumbling a few steps backward. 
 
    She boosted her limbs with spiritual energy and followed with a set of precise strikes into every single joint of the wannabe Death Knight, disabling almost all of its motoric abilities. The Draugr did the only thing it could at that point and fell towards her to try and bite its opponent, but Selene spun around and launched it flying backward with a powerful kick. 
 
    The monster didn’t get to fly too far as something crashed into its back with enormous friction and drilled through the middle of its body while releasing sparks and heating up its armor to almost glowing levels. It split the Draugr into two halves, heavily shredded at the edges, and sent the pieces into the ceiling and floor. 
 
    Miria stopped her Spiralling Lunge and landed in front of Selene on all fours with her back to the foxkin, scraping over the floor as she came to a halt. As far as the two of them could see, a long trench of ripped and torn monsters spanned through the middle of the corridor. She had mutilated all the remaining monsters on that side of the tunnel with her offensive movement technique while returning to Selene. 
 
    To the right side of the girls, a lone, burly man stood with his mouth agape and his two big, curved swords in his hands, hanging down by his sides, watching as the two women sighed contentedly and proceeded to high-five each other, unable to utter a word. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Monarch of Blood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria turned to the side and spotted the adventurer with the rest of his party a distance behind him. She waved at them with a beaming smile. 
 
    “Hello, Mister Darlick!” 
 
    Her voice brought him from his stupor and Darlick shook his head to regain his composure. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys doing here?” 
 
    Miria tilted her head at him. “Heading down to the Core?” 
 
    “But you were supposed to start a few hours after us, weren’t you?” 
 
    “And we did.” Suanori walked closer to the gap with Asterios by her side. 
 
    “What?” Darlick couldn’t believe what he heard. “And you have already caught up to us?” 
 
    “As you can see,” she replied with a smile. “We would most likely be walking down to the fourteenth floor now if we haven't decided to check out the weird rumbling.” 
 
    He kept blinking at her with both eyebrows raised. Tishnera showed up by the big man’s side and glanced at them. 
 
    “Amazing. We weren’t moving that slow. And we got lucky with the Guardians. I guess you did too, huh?” 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Well, the first one was a Skeletal Centaur, so it was done in a few seconds, but the tenth floor’s boss was a Flesh Golem, and finding the Queen Ghoul wasted quite a bit of our time, like ten minutes or so.” 
 
    Tishnera’s eyes widened. “How did you deal with a Flesh Golem this fast with your team composition? Did you make it split and searched for the right one? That’s so dangerous.” 
 
    He waved his hand. “No, no, no. I froze the whole thing and Selene shattered it.” The dwarf furrowed her brows, so he revealed his black blade, which instantly launched the previously spent token into the air with a loud whizz. “Permafrost, ever heard of that?” 
 
    She was once more overtaken by shock. “Then… That thing that obliterated every bone monster…” 
 
    “Dissonant Echo. Its remains were just sent out of the runic slot.” 
 
    “There’s no way a lure spell can be this destructive,” she retorted. 
 
    “And yet it is,” Suanori joined in. “Asterios said it’s because he compressed it and directed it in one way thanks to the area being an underground tunnel. Something about crashing waves of vibrations. Anyway, how is the operation going?” 
 
    While Tishnera and Darlick remained stunned, a female demon stepped closer from behind them, also a member of their distraction party. 
 
    “Reporting to the guildmaster. The situation seems to be under control. Both squads are proceeding according to the schedule with no bigger issues. This swarm of enemies was the first setback.” 
 
    “You need to diversify your breaches a little,” Asterios commented, bringing the duo’s attention back to them. “This wasn’t a swarm but an ambush. You were creating holes at around the same distance from each other, right?” 
 
    Tishnera nodded. “Yes, it was fairly easy to judge from our side.” 
 
    “This Core seems somewhat smart and experienced. It must have noticed the pattern and prepared a welcome party for you. We’ve also arrived here after my familiar’s calculations related to the two previous explosions.” 
 
    “Well, at least they made this floor easy for us, my Lord, by bringing most of the monsters to the openings, so there are some positive points to that,” Selene commented with a chuckle. 
 
    “Asterios is right,” Suanori agreed. “Change things up a little to be less predictable. Your safety and well-being are quite important for this operation.” 
 
    The three adventurers nodded in agreement and Suanori continued. 
 
    “It would be good if we could inform the other team about this too.” 
 
    “Umbra?” Asterios glanced to the side and the shadowy raven formed in the air after seeping down from the ceiling. 
 
    ~Give me five to ten minutes. I can’t directly move there since we are below the tenth floor, and I need to find them.~ 
 
    Then, he flew into Ast’s shadow and disappeared. 
 
    “Thank you.” Suanori nodded at him. 
 
    “No problem.” He smiled and turned to the other party. “How are your supplies? Need something to drink or eat? Potions?” 
 
    “You will be going much deeper than us so you should save as much as you can,” Darlick replied. 
 
    “It’s fine. We have access to almost unlimited amounts of food and drinks, and to a warehouse of various potions by our side at all times.” 
 
    Miria jumped out of a dark crimson portal with a tray in her hands, containing a bunch of glasses and a big jug of lemonade. Her mom had prepared a lot of stuff for them when she had told her that she would most likely be spending a long time in a dungeon in Ast’s realm. And she was making more and more snacks and drinks for them even right now. 
 
    While Umbra was gone to complete his task, Tishnera’s party refreshed themselves a little with the soothing drink, amazed at the fact that they could have a sip of such a thing while deep in the dungeon. Who would normally bring a special artifact that could keep things like that cool and ready while they could reduce the burden and just pick up normal, bottled water? Or rely on magic? 
 
    Before his familiar returned, Asterios let Tishnera examine his Spellslinger a little while they chatted casually. Miria was approached by Darlick to talk about her combat experience and fighting style. She was clearly not used to being the one under heavy praise and to receiving so much curious attention. Even the people back in her realm had never gotten interested in her moves this hard. She slightly understood how she looked to Asterios when she revered him for every curious thing that he did in front of her and blushed a little. 
 
    Then, after the short break, they bid farewell and returned to their respective missions. Umbra was back and started scouting for them again, checking for the enemies and traps present ahead as much as he could. His information gathering was making it so much easier for them. 
 
    Since most monsters were busy going through or defending the breaches, they had an easy time reaching the fifteenth floor, with just a little bit of combat on the passage leading down from the fourteenth one as a few packs of monsters were moving up. 
 
    They expected Draugrs on the next level or two, but it looked like the one they had recently met had been moved by the Core from slightly more below as floors fourteen and fifteen consisted mostly of the same monsters as usual, with the addition of Necrotic Slimes, Wisps of Death and Plagueshrooms. 
 
    Already used to the tricks of Cheekies and the behavior of the other enemies, they bulldozed through the floors at a breakneck speed, slowing down only when met with the Plagueshrooms, which weren’t that much of a challenge but a clear annoyance. 
 
    Plagueshrooms released a lot of different toxins and diseases as their form of attack. Additionally, they would release all of their accumulated spores, dust, and toxic mists on death, pretty much blocking the path ahead for quite some time. Ast’s party often had to find a route around them or wait since they didn’t want to risk going through the clouds of poison even with protection from Selene. 
 
    Fortunately, Wisps of Death weren’t that much of a problem as the fox lady could easily disintegrate them with her spiritual energy from a distance since they were pure energy themselves. If one would fly through or graze a normal humanoid, their flesh would quickly start rotting, requiring fast application of specific medicines to stop it. Or proper Healing Magic.  
 
    After around forty minutes, Ast’s party arrived in front of the boss room on the fifteenth floor. As usual, the Gate was locked. Umbra squeezed himself inside to check on their upcoming opponent. 
 
    ~Weird. There’s nothing really there.~ 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s camouflaged, like that Deathscythe Grasshopper we fought in the past?” Miria suggested. 
 
    ~Except for a wide bloodstain covering over half of the chamber’s floor, there’s nothing else that’s noticeable. Some blood is also on the walls and the ceiling, dripping down into the big flat puddle.~ 
 
    “Some vampiric monster that can perfectly conceal its aura? Maybe through invisibility?” Suanori pondered. 
 
    “I don’t think there are any Elites like that amongst the mobs we’ve encountered. But then, it’s also possible that the dungeon is shuffling things a little due to everything that is happening, and we just haven't encountered that type since it was ordered to move somewhere else,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “What now then, my Lord?” 
 
    Asterios changed the Runic Chip in his Spellslinger for a different one, a crystal of light-yellow color, and hid the blade. 
 
    “We go in like usual. Keep your guards up and focus on defense until we figure out what we are up against. Let’s keep some distance between us but not split too much; Selene in the center so that she can react toward everyone. Clear the dust as soon as possible please, Suanori.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and readied themselves as much as possible. Selene destroyed the entrance and Suanori blew the obstruction away. They gathered up together and walked inside, looking all around the cave-like chamber. 
 
    They paced through the room by moving near the walls, wary of the blood-red puddle in the very middle. Nothing happened for a whole minute. Then two. Then three. No one was able to find anything resembling a monster in the boss chamber. If it was camouflaged, it was waiting for a perfect opportunity to strike. 
 
    Wanting to try and break this stalemate, Suanori picked up a stone and threw it at the puddle after glancing at the others for confirmation. It landed in the middle of the bloodstain with a soft plop and a low splash. 
 
    Just a moment later, a whirlwind appeared in the scarlet liquid and the puddle began rising up. Numerous streams of blood trailed over the walls and dripped from the ceiling, connecting to the main reservoir, making it bigger and bigger. 
 
    After around ten seconds, it stopped growing and formed a gigantic blob of blood, around three times as tall as Asterios and something like five meters wide. The only thing that protruded from the huge mass of liquid was a clear shape of a small crown of the same tissue at the very top of the red mountain. 
 
    “Ah, shit…” Asterios cursed. “I should have figured out it would be a Monarch of Blood…” 
 
    “We might not come out unscathed from this encounter,” Suanori commented with a sigh. 
 
    “Is it that dangerous?” Miria asked, taking a defensive stance. 
 
    “Much worse than the Flesh Golem with our setup. You will see soon.” 
 
    He quickly drew two sigils and slotted them onto his left glove. Miria and Selene noticed a faint barrier appearing over their skin. Suanori wasted no time and covered herself in Barkskin, even creating a full face-mask to maximize the coverage. 
 
    The girls quickly realized that the living blood might be a problem. 
 
    “What about you, Master?” Miria glanced at him with concern. 
 
    Asterios briefly closed his eyes and his clothes fluttered as a crimson aura enveloped his body. He started condensing his spiritual energy around himself as tightly as possible. His control over it wasn’t as great as Selene’s, but the sheer amount and power behind his mana coming from the second source allowed him to brute force the process without losing that much. 
 
    He then opened his eyes, now glowing quite brightly. “We have to end it as quickly as possible. Miria, you are first.” 
 
    She was suddenly pulled into a hug and Asterios sealed Miria’s lips without any warning. Surprised at first, she was quick to understand and focused on drawing on Ast’s fiery energy as much as she could while his hands roamed over her back, creating scorching hot marks on it. Miria didn’t stop herself from fully enjoying the wild kiss as their tongues danced together. 
 
    Meanwhile, numerous tendrils shot out of the huge blob of blood and rushed at them, only to get stopped by Selene, who created a spiritual wall between their enemy and its target. They started assaulting it from every angle and direction, but the fox lady kept her defenses impenetrable. Not without some struggle, though.  
 
    Asterios finished up with Miria and she burst into crimson flames as they separated. She smiled at him and jumped outside of the barrier after leaving a quick peck on Ast’s cheek. The flaming panthergirl filled her blades with his mana and they lit up too. Pairing it with her Mana Coating, extended into a longsword’s length, she now wielded two long flaming blades. 
 
    A bunch of tentacles rushed at her, but Miria gracefully stepped aside and cut through all of them. The blood that she separated lost its density and fell onto the ground with a sizzling sound, starting to slowly flow back to the Monarch of Blood. 
 
    “Vaporize as much of it as you can,” Asterios commanded her while pulling Selene towards him next. 
 
    “My Lord, the barrier—” 
 
    “Leave it to Miria. Your turn now.” 
 
    She nodded and dropped the spiritual wall, hastily embracing Asterios and diving in for a deep kiss. Savoring the taste of his tongue, she shivered when Ast’s fingers snuck under her dress from below and moved to her back, showing off her black panties to everyone who would glance their way. But she didn’t care about it in the slightest. 
 
    Miria jumped around and decimated countless scarlet tendrils that aimed at her or the others with perfectly timed slashes that left flaming trails after themselves. When some of the tentacles tried to pass her by moving out of her reach, she sent an arc of crimson fire in their direction, cutting off their path instantly. 
 
    Even though Asterios was focusing on Selene now, he was also partially supporting her with Sensory Boost while observing her movements from Umbra’s perspective. It was truly a test of his capabilities, but they had no time to waste and no mistake to make. They had to prepare themselves as much as possible before the monster began using more serious attacks. 
 
    Selene backed away from the kiss after Asterios finished with the formation on her back and exhaled pleasurably into his face. Surprisingly, a whitish mist escaped her mouth as she breathed out, causing Asterios to shiver a little. 
 
    “My Lord? I feel… weird.” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “This is not what I expected… but I guess it works too.” 
 
    She suddenly saw her figure through his eyes and her own pupils narrowed from shock. Similar to Miria, Selene’s hair and fur were now literally on fire. But there was one small difference. Hers was sapphire blue. And she could tell it wasn’t all. As stupid as it sounded, her fire was cold. 
 
    “I must have messed something up. Or this is your natural affinity. Either way, go. This changes our plans only a little.” 
 
    Still slightly in awe of the change and the newfound power that was coursing through her spiritual circuits, Selene nodded and left a frosty peck on Ast’s lips before jumping in to join Miria at the front. With a wave of her hand, she created a wall of blue fire that cut the tentacles and froze the separated ends solid, preventing them from crawling back to their source. 
 
    “Wooooaaah! Selene!” 
 
    She chuckled after hearing Miria’s amazed voice.  
 
    “I’ve caught up to you now. It’s time for a change in the first mate’s position.” With a wink, she lunged forward. 
 
    “In your dreams!” Miria grinned to herself and rushed after her. 
 
    With most of the monster’s attention directed at the two beastgirls, only a few tendrils reached the rest of their party, and they were swiftly dealt with by Suanori’s Wind Blades and Umbra’s shadows. 
 
    She stepped closer to Asterios while he was fiddling with some glyphs in the air, with one of his eyes closed. 
 
    “I’m starting to get a little jealous.” 
 
    “Of the kiss?” he asked with a faint smile. 
 
    She shook her head with a soft chuckle. “Of the variety of things that they can receive from you, it’s truly amazing. Where were all the Summoners like this when I was an active adventurer?” 
 
    “Half of the techniques I use end up with a different result from what I have learned. I don’t think that’s safe to be jealous of.” He chuckled too, squeezing one of the floating runes that helped Miria condense a lance of spiraling fire with her two weapons joined together, which then pierced into the gigantic blob of blood. 
 
    “The other half seems to be working fine though,” she commented. 
 
    “Thankfully,” he replied while watching two huge rectangular slabs of blood form from the Monarch of Blood’s body and fall onto the girls attacking it.  
 
    With a snap from each of his hands, they both disappeared before the impact. 
 
    “Is this not extremely draining?” 
 
    “I still haven’t found out my limits after getting accustomed to the new energy and I feel like it also keeps growing over time. But yes, what I’m currently attempting is quite mentally taxing. Fortunately, Umbra is here to support me with his mastery over the mind and was training me in the past too.” 
 
    While observing how Selene created three giant blue flaming greatswords and hurled them at the scarlet blob with a wave of her hand, Suanori cast Rejuvenate and Forest’s Respite on Asterios to relieve him a little. He took a relaxing breath as the pleasant smell of the forest moments after a morning rain filled his nostrils. 
 
    The fire-ice projectiles started freezing the enemy, but it separated itself from the affected parts quickly, without losing too much of its body. It was truly a formidable opponent that could withstand Miria’s vaporizing strikes and Selene’s freezing blows while attacking them back relentlessly with various forms of its bloody body. 
 
    Miria suddenly showed up in front of Asterios and Suanori, cutting a few tentacles during her arrival. 
 
    “Does this thing even have a core or something, Master? We’ve been destroying chunks of its body for a few minutes, and nothing has changed. Even Umbra can’t pinpoint it,” she said. 
 
    “Technically, yes. But it can be very small and constantly moving.” 
 
    “Let me have a try.”  
 
    Suanori finished tracing an array on the ground with her staff and hit it with its bottom end. The lines illuminated with an orange glow, and they heard a loud thud from ahead. Similar to the time when they had been showing off their abilities, two pieces of stone crashed into each other with the Monarch of Blood in the middle. 
 
    Its body got squeezed with enough force to send the scarlet liquid flying in a vertical arc created by the two rectangles hugging each other. Selene returned to them in time and erected a tall wall of blue flames that protected them from the splash. 
 
    After retracting it back, they glanced around the cavern completely dyed in red. No more liquid was moving around, except for the one dripping slowly from the walls and the ceiling. 
 
    “Was it really that easy?” Asterios raised his brow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
The Kitsune of Destruction 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, maybe we got lucky—” 
 
    Before Suanori could finish her sentence, a single ripple traveled through the splattered puddle of blood, and both Miria’s and Selene’s ears twitched. The former lunged closer to Asterios and covered him with her body and swords from his front while the latter pushed Suanori into his back and created a spiritual shield to cover the other side. 
 
    Tens of sharp spikes surged out of all the possible bloodstains and shot at them from numerous angles. The girls managed to block most of those that aimed at their vital spots, but some went through their guards and grazed their bodies at a few places, penetrating through the barrier that Asterios had laid over their skin. 
 
    After the initial attack, Selene joined her hands with a loud clap and extended them to the sides, erecting a circle of blue flames around them, cutting off the dangerous tendrils that infiltrated their defenses. Even Asterios and Suanori had gained a few cuts and the guildmaster’s mask had a small chunk of it ripped off. 
 
    The defensive wall was recalled, and they took proper stances again, observing their enemy that was currently regathering its body back into one place.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” Suanori apologized. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. We’ve let our guards down,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Miria glared at the rising scarlet mountain with an intense gaze. “I’m going to evaporate every single drop of its body for hurting Master…” 
 
    “I concur,” Selene added, slightly squinting her eyes at the blob. 
 
    “Too bad I don’t have another Permafrost. It would make things so much easier.” Asterios sighed. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it myself. Miria, can you protect Master?” Selene entered the third stage of her awakening and asked, not even moving her gaze from the monster. 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    “Thanks. My Lord. May I ask for permission to act alone?” She glanced at him over her shoulder. 
 
    “Just be safe.” He nodded, and she smiled at him softly. 
 
    “I’ll make it quick. Let’s see what these freezing flames can do.” 
 
    With a soft chuckle, Selene disappeared from their sight, leaving an afterimage in the form of a blue glow that quickly dissipated. Miria took a deep breath and pressed her back into Ast’s chest. 
 
    “I’m not letting you get hurt like the last time, Master. I will properly protect you. And Miss Suanori too. I’m not going to hold back.” 
 
    He stroked through her flaming hair. “I know.” 
 
    ~You are not alone with this task, my friend.~ Umbra’s voice resounded in their heads. 
 
    Asterios and the rest focused their efforts on repelling occasional attacks that came from their enemy while leaving the main fight to Selene. Suanori sat down on the ground and started chanting a spell that slowly healed their shallow cuts. Umbra materialized himself from her shadow and formed a thick sphere around the guildmaster, preventing any attacks from hurting her. 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched and she noticed a blob of blood falling onto them from above just in time to cut it in half with a wide swing, releasing sizzling sounds into the air alongside the smell of burnt blood. It seemed like the enemy hadn't sucked in all of its body back and left some of it to pester them. 
 
    The ambusher she had cut also didn’t merge back and instead started launching tentacles at them from both bodies. She danced around Asterios and trimmed all of them while he supported her with Sensory Boost. Instructed not to strike back to avoid creating more copies of their enemy, she fully focused on defense. 
 
    Meanwhile, Selene was dodging the Monarch of Blood’s attempts to hit or capture her with grace. She could easily send flaming orbs that froze chunks of its body while doing so, but the enemy had already gotten used to their attempts at freezing or evaporating it and quickly cut off the damaged blood to avoid spreading the frost. Its blood was hot enough to slowly melt what Selene had frozen too. 
 
    Avoiding another pressurized jet of scarlet liquid, making sure she didn’t lead it towards the others but in the opposite way, she quickly shaped a spiritual javelin surrounded by swirling blue flames and sent it at her opponent right into the source of the deadly stream, freezing that part solid. 
 
    “I don’t want to overexert myself too much for you, but I’m sure my Lord will be kind enough to relieve my fatigue if I push myself a little bit too far, fufufu~ So, let us wrap it up and make sure you can’t revive again.” 
 
    With a deep breath, Selene spread her spiritual energy through her whole body and connected to both sets of her external circuits. The demonic apparitions appeared over her arms, also made of the sapphire fire, retaining their previous shape. Her legs got covered by demonic-looking flaming greaves too, tightly wrapped around her calves. 
 
    “First things first. Let’s prepare the finale.” 
 
    Her posture blurred and Selene appeared on the other side of the monster, immediately getting down to one knee before it had a chance to react. She started making hand signs faster than a human eye could perceive and slammed her hands into the ground just moments before a scarlet tendril shot towards her head, completing what she aimed for in time. She blurred again and left a blue glimmering seal in her place. 
 
    To buy some more time, she appeared above the enemy and conjured a huge greataxe of the cold flames, throwing it down onto her opponent right into its middle. Not even checking the result of her attack, she created a platform under her feet and pushed herself into a different spot on the ground the moment the spiritual weapon left her hands. 
 
    As the axe slammed into the Monarch of Blood, she was already finished with the second seal, rushing to a different position while it focused on separating the frozen parts of its liquid matter. She got to place the third magical circle before the mass of blood opened like huge jaws and attempted to swallow her, escaping in time and leaving a frosty orb as a parting gift for her duel partner. 
 
    Just like that, the fourth one was of no issue too. But, during the placement of the fifth seal, the monster seemed to notice the pattern and prepared an ambush for her. The moment Selene showed up in the required spot, tens of sharp spikes surged at her from the ground. She obliterated most of them, but some did graze her skin. 
 
    She wiped off her own blood from the cut cheek. The wound stung like hell from the acidic nature of the enemy’s fluid that found its way through the protective layer over her body. 
 
    “How dare you scar the face that belongs to my Lord…” Selene squinted her eyes at the huge glob of blood. “This is your end.” 
 
    She sent Asterios and the rest her intentions through the bond they shared and jumped into the air, avoiding a wide sweep of a thick tendril coming at her horizontally near the ground.  
 
    Miria turned around to face Asterios and pushed him onto the ground, strongly pressing her body into him. She drove both of her flaming swords into the stone ground while lying on top of him and he quickly hugged her as tightly as he could. 
 
    A moment later, they both tilted their heads towards the fight and saw Selene levitating in the middle of the chamber, not that far from the ceiling, with both her own arms and the spiritual appendages spread wide while slightly arched up. A huge orb of spiritual energy swirling in chaos could be spotted above her. 
 
    It suddenly pulsed and they felt a strong pull. Miria grunted, pushing her Physical Strengthening to its limits, keeping Asterios pinned down to the ground. He kept sending her more of his scorching mana to let her fuel it constantly. Suanori was still covered by Umbra's shadowy dome, protected from the strong pulling force. 
 
    The suction grew bit by bit until the point where even the bloodstains over the whole chamber began getting dragged into the artificial black hole and traveled through the air in red streams. The Monarch of Blood had been caught by it almost from the very start and could only swirl around the center point with no control over its body. 
 
    After confirming that every drop of blood had been sucked into a single point, Selene threw her arms down and the suction stopped. All the gathered liquid fell down in the form of a huge ball of crimson that dropped onto the ground, retaining its shape with some ripples passing through the semi-solid membrane. 
 
    Selene’s body flashed, and she appeared on the floor too. The five seals she had placed glowed brightly, illuminating the whole chamber in a bluish hue. A complex array made its appearance, connecting all of them, with the Monarch of Blood in its center. 
 
    The demonic apparitions shrunk and covered her arms in the same way as her legs were wrapped with the bluish demonic flames. She clasped her hands together, sending a powerful ripple through the air. 
 
    “Five Flagpoles of Extremity: Everlasting Inferno of Heaven Freezing Flames!” 
 
    Just as she shouted, five spiritual pillars surged up in the places of the seals and created a pentagonal formation around the monster. Translucent energy surged from them after they reached the ceiling, and it formed see-through walls, finishing the cage.  
 
    The moment the Monarch of Blood got tightly locked in a gap-less chamber of bluish spiritual energy, the whole array lit up even stronger and a gigantic tower of swirling flames of dark blue color shot up from the very middle, quickly engulfing the entire crimson blob and pushing against the spiritual fence. 
 
    Everyone watched the show of flashing lights and listened to the hum of violent flames trying to break out of the spiritual cage that restrained them while they rotated fiercely. Both the ceiling and the floor were being covered in thick frost more and more, spreading further with each second. 
 
    Selene stood in front of it with a tense expression, fueling the technique with her mana, not wanting to get distracted for even a split second. Unbothered by the cold atmosphere that escaped the array, she pressed on. 
 
    The powerful inferno retracted into the middle after fifteen seconds, dying out a moment later. Selene canceled the rest of the formation and the see-through walls and pillars escaped back into the ground. All the glowing sigils and formations faded out. Only the Monarch of Blood, frozen crystal solid, remained. 
 
    Selene took a deep breath while closing her eyes. Opening them abruptly, she pushed herself off the ground with a loud shout and expanded her ghostly apparitions, forming a huge flaming hammer above her head, which she grabbed with her demonic arms. 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
    Three wide spiritual circles appeared one over another above the frozen Monarch of Blood. As the gigantic hammerhead passed through each of them, its speed and force gained another strong push. For the others, it looked like the weapon instantly slammed into the enemy after touching the topmost formation. 
 
    *BOOOOM* 
 
    The whole chamber shook violently, and small chunks of ceiling fell down from the intensity of the blow. Asterios managed to hug Miria’s head to his chest before the mighty blow and prevented her from getting hurt as their bodies bounced from the impact. 
 
    The Monarch of Blood got ground into a thin mist that spread throughout the entire cave and hung in the air at knee-high, creating a slightly chilly atmosphere. The cloudy carpet of white caused Miria to sigh in amazement when she poked her head over the mystical layer. 
 
    Asterios stood up with her help and lifted Suanori too after Umbra retracted his shadow and entered his raven form. All of them were fine, with no injuries. The previous ones had been healed by the guildmaster before Selene’s attack. 
 
    “Incredible,” she whispered. “Such power. I don’t think it had any chances of surviving.” 
 
    “And that wasn’t even the best she could do!” Miria commented, proud of her friend. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s check on her first. And stay alert.” Asterios scratched behind Miria’s still-flaming ear and passed her, heading towards the roughly breathing Selene, resting on one knee. 
 
    *CRACK* 
 
    “Selene!” Miria shouted instantly after both of them heard the first sounds of cracking stone. 
 
    She lunged towards Suanori since the guildmaster was closer and picked up her shortswords along the way, throwing them at the nearby wall as she ran. Selene had turned around even before Miria’s shout reached her ears and appeared in front of Asterios, picking him up into her arms. 
 
    Louder cracking followed, perceivable now also by him and Suanori, and Miria pushed herself off the ground the moment it crumbled into bits. She swept the guildmaster off the ground before she began falling, and they slammed into the wall between the two weapons Miria had lodged in it earlier. She caught onto one while holding the woman with her other arm. 
 
    After some rumbling and the noise of stone pieces bouncing off each other and the walls faded out in the distance, the whitish mist also dispersed and revealed a gaping hole underneath them. Almost the entire chamber had now no footing.  
 
    Selene stood in the middle of it on a spiritual platform with Asterios in a princess-carry, still panting slightly. 
 
    “Thank you.” He smiled wryly after glancing up at her. 
 
    She chuckled softly between the heavy breaths and nodded. With a few steps over the translucent platforms, Selene reached the hanging duo, now also held to the wall by Umbra’s shadowy tendrils and let them step onto the temporary foothold too. 
 
    “Looks like I might have used a little bit too much strength there.” She chuckled again after all of them stood together.  
 
    Both Miria and her deactivated the formations turning them into flaming beastgirls. 
 
    Asterios gently ruffled through Selene’s hair and pointed to their feet. “I don’t think boss chamber floors are normally this thin and with such a huge dropdown. This thing goes deeper than we can see.” 
 
    “I agree. I would go as far as to theorize that this was prepared specifically for us and would crumble after we took enough time to fight the Monarch. It surely eroded the surface with its acidic liquid too. I wouldn’t be surprised if we found something like sharp spikes at the bottom of this pit,” Suanori added and nodded at Asterios. 
 
    “For us?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “This Core seems quite smart, remember? If it noticed the pattern in the destruction of its structure, it might have also realized that we are the only ones moving through its premises, which clearly poses a threat to it in the current situation. The fifteenth floor is far enough for it to have time to spice things up a little before we reach it if it has deemed us a threat early on.” 
 
    “I do think destroying two sets of Gates by force does earn us that label, my Lord,” Selene added, slowly calming her breathing. 
 
    “Right. But we could possibly use this to our advantage and skip some floors, if there’s any other exit leading out of this pit at any level.” Suanori stroked her chin. 
 
    Asterios turned to Selene and wiped some sweat off her face. “How are you hanging?” 
 
    She reduced her Awakening to the first stage, retracting the two additional tails. “I’m fine, my Lord. I can keep these platforms up consistently while in the first stage, which doesn’t strain me that much anymore. An hour or so should be okay. I would prefer to rest a little after that. I did expend a bit of my energy recently.” 
 
    “Got it. Team decision. Are we going down and looking for a spot to recuperate a bit or do we push through the Gate on this level and camp in the safe zone on the sixteenth floor?” 
 
    “I think we should try heading down,” Suanori answered. 
 
    “I concur,” Selene replied. 
 
    “I’m fine with whatever Master decides but I also think we should make use of this failed trap if there’s a chance that we can safely skip some floors.” Miria nodded at him. 
 
    ~Just give me a moment and I’ll check it out. The interference is increasing the deeper it goes so I can’t scan it with my senses or report back through telepathy,~ Umbra spoke in their minds and flew down the hole. 
 
    While the Lord of Shadows scouted the vertical tunnel, the others took a quick sip of cool water and Suanori dealt with Selene’s cuts and bruises since she had been out of the range of her spells earlier. After three minutes, the shadowy raven returned. 
 
    ~By my own judgment and calculations based on the fifteen floors we have traversed so far, this well reaches somewhere between the thirtieth and fortieth floors. I can sense the ominous condensed energy from that point. As the guildmaster said, there are countless huge spikes at the bottom. There are also various holes throughout the whole structure.~ 
 
    “Let’s try getting as low as we can then,” Suanori suggested. 
 
    Everyone nodded and both she and Asterios were picked up by the girls into a princess carry. Miria insisted on holding him this time, so Selene ended up with Suanori in her arms. 
 
    Then, the beastfolk duo jumped from one platform to another while traversing down the huge hole. It took them ten minutes to reach the beginning of the sharp spikes. Umbra led them to a ledge with an exit somewhere around the floor thirty-two or so, as he judged by the distance. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s focus on finding the safe zone first, even if we have to backtrack a little to the passage leading to the level above. And we need to stay alert. The monsters and traps present here definitely aren’t anything to scoff at.” 
 
    Everyone nodded at Ast’s words, and they walked through the natural-looking cave until they encountered a stone brick wall. Selene had to bring out the third stage of her Awakening again to destroy it and they stepped back into the proper corridor of the dungeon. 
 
    Fortunately, there were no monsters on the other side, so they started moving immediately, sending Umbra forward to scout for the resting chamber. The first enemy they encountered was an actual Death Knight. A monster around three meters tall and wide like a muscular person. It wore heavy black armor and wielded a greatsword and a huge shield. 
 
    Since it was alone, the party used it to test themselves against such an opponent and took their time dealing with it. Miria’s sharpened blades barely scratched the metal and Selene’s punches with the first stage of her Awakening couldn’t even dent it.  
 
    The difference between it and the monsters they had previously fought was huge. They instantly agreed that rest was necessary before they continued so that Selene and Miria could be at their full strength. 
 
    While they were fighting, Umbra found the spacious chamber near the stairs and Asterios finished the monster with a Runic Chip that heated his blade with a Phoenix's Blaze spell, beheading it after Suanori restrained the Death Knight with her vines. 
 
    Thanks to Umbra’s guidance, they avoided any other encounters and reached the safe room with no more fights. Well, while it was often called safe, this deep in the dungeon certainly wasn’t as safe as high up. This was the depth where the Core would definitely think of anyone as a grave danger. But it was the best place to rest. 
 
    Miria brought out a picnic mat and they shared a meal together after Suanori sealed off all the exits with her Earth Magic and set up vines that would release loud noises when something touched them on the other side. Seeing that the chamber was slightly illuminated by green crystals in the stone walls, Asterios withdrew his transformation for a moment. 
 
    “How are your circuits, Selene?” he asked afterward. 
 
    “That little stunt did put some strain on them, and I won’t be able to enter the highest stage now without repercussions, but I only spent around thirty-five percent of my mana during that fight, thanks to your support. And you, my Lord?” 
 
    “Around twenty percent, I think. I should regain most of it with a quick rest. I also have a few concoctions that should help with it. Miria?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I didn’t do that much and mostly used your hot energy, Master.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m the least spent out of all of us so I’ll take the watch while you guys rest a bit,” Suanori suggested. 
 
    “Thank you.” Asterios nodded and turned back to Selene. 
 
    ~Do you want me to help you reduce that strain? Or maybe get rid of it completely since that’s a possibility?~ he asked her mentally. 
 
    Selene’s eyes widened a little, but she quickly composed herself. ~Does this mean…~ 
 
    ~Yes.~ 
 
    ~Are you okay with this, my Lord? What about Guildmaster Suanori?~ 
 
    ~Your well-being is my utmost priority. If you are fine with it, I don’t mind it. And I do think you’ve earned yourself a little reward.~ He smiled at her. 
 
    ~Then, I would very much oblige, my Lord, fufufu,~ Selene chuckled softly.  
 
    Suanori then watched how the three of them stood up and Miria jumped into the crimson gate, bringing out some camping equipment. They quickly set up a spacious tent and Asterios then thanked her again with Selene before they moved inside. Miria plopped down by the guildmaster’s side and Umbra perched on her shoulder. 
 
    “Is that tent really needed? I didn’t take Asterios or Selene as someone this shy,” Suanori asked the panthergirl, glancing at the portable material shelter. 
 
    Miria giggled quietly while taking a bite of a sandwich. “It’s not for them but for us. Master is going to help Selene recover faster.” 
 
    Suanori furrowed her brows in slight confusion. She didn’t really mind them kissing in front of her. But she concluded that maybe they didn’t want to make her too uncomfortable. 
 
    “You are not going to join them?” 
 
    Miria shook her head. “I don’t really need it. And, during the last time, when it was supposed to be Selene’s night, I couldn’t hold back and they took me in, so I want Selene to have a chance to enjoy some time alone with Master,” she answered with a faint blush. 
 
    Noticing it, Suanori recalled Selene’s words from earlier when they had been taking a short rest after the boss fight and instantly realized what she had meant back then. 
 
    “I see… You are a very kind and considerate person.” 
 
    Miria giggled again at the compliment and nodded. They sat in silence for a few minutes and Suanori glanced toward the tent behind them. 
 
    “Aren’t they going to start? Do you think they’ve fallen asleep?” 
 
    Miria stared into the distance with an absent gaze and instantly turned completely crimson, smiling wryly. 
 
    “Umm… They… They did…” She started twirling her tail. “Master can mute the sounds around him with a spell, so...” 
 
    Hearing that, Suanori’s cheeks also showed a tinge of rosiness, and she moved her eyes back to the front, trying not to think about the scenes occurring inside the tent behind them that could cause Miria to blush so heavily this fast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
Quick Recovery ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment Asterios closed the entrance to the tent, two slender arms wrapped themselves around his chest from behind and he felt a soft, delicate pressure spread over his back. Selene’s face appeared by his and she sighed contentedly. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and rubbed her hair between those fluffy ears, making her smile beautifully. “This eager to recover?” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Very, my Lord.” 
 
    She let him go and Asterios led them to the middle, sitting them down. He extended his hand towards Selene, and she took it, letting herself be pulled closer, leaning into his chest as their lips connected in a soft and gentle kiss. She smiled faintly from the tender peck filled with affection. 
 
    Pulling back, she chuckled at him charmingly. “Let me do the honors, my Lord~” 
 
    Receiving a nod of approval, Selene pressed her elegant lips against his again and began taking off Ast’s coat while showering him with small and fluffy kisses. She removed his clothing piece by piece while they were comfortably making out. 
 
    She started running her hands over his chest and stomach, slowly trailing down with her delicate fingers. Not wanting to waste too much time, she quickly started fiddling with his belt, letting Ast’s tongue into her mouth now. He instantly shivered, noticing that some of the chilliness from their previous technique still remained in Selene’s body. 
 
    With a tame chuckle, she started mischievously sucking on his tongue while pulling off his pants. Selene’s fingers found their way onto the dark material of Ast’s underwear, and she could feel the growing heat from the beast hidden inside, slowly waking up from its slumber. She was very eager to help it fully rise up. 
 
    Letting their lips finally part, she licked hers while playfully squinting her eyes. Moments later, she was leaving a trail of fragile pecks over Ast’s neck, chest, stomach, and abdomen, reaching the border of the forbidden land. 
 
    Asterios leaned slightly to the back and supported himself with his hands on his sides, spreading his legs a little bit. Selene laid herself on her stomach in front of him and slowly pulled his shorts off while giving Asterios a sensual gaze from below. His almost fully erect member sprung into the air. 
 
    Selene stopped kissing his underbelly and moved her face closer to the towering monument of desire, taking a long, slow whiff of it with her eyes closed, which made her sigh blissfully afterward. Her lips curved into a wide, delighted smile.  
 
    Seeing her expression made Asterios chuckle a little. “What it is with you girls relishing in the smell of my cock.” 
 
    Opening her charming blue eyes, she gave the hard pole in front of her face a tender peck from below. “I don’t think you realize how potent your thick and alluring scent is, my Lord. I dare to say, it can bring any beastfolk girl of the species with a slightly better sense of smell into heat within a few breaths. Perhaps even the others. No wonder Miria can get a little bolder with an incentive this strong.” 
 
    “If I ever find myself surrounded by beastfolk girls, I’ll have to be really careful.” 
 
    She chuckled softly at his remark and continued placing slow kisses over his shaft, adding gentle brushes of her fingers to the play. Asterios just watched how Selene kept perfect eye contact with him while showering his dick in noble affection, making it twitch from time to time, clearly happy with the treatment it was receiving. 
 
    “You can play with them as much as you want, my Lord~” she suddenly said, noticing how his eyes darted to her ears a few times. 
 
    Invited so warmly, Asterios placed one of his hands over her hair and began gently caressing Selene’s long ear, trailing his fingers over its external surface and soft edges. She sighed pleasurably into his cock, starting to give it unhurried licks from the bottom to the top. 
 
    Asterios released a delighted breath when she switched her approach. Selene’s warm tongue tickled his jewels and glans in turns, bringing him some tame pleasure with each stroke. She still remained low near the ground, clearly knowing how to make herself look like a good submissive mate to bring her partner the feeling of carnal dominance. He watched how her bushy tail moved enchantingly. 
 
    Having savored enough of his delicious taste, Selene lifted herself on her elbows and slowly descended her lips onto the eager rod that was pointing to the sky. She slid it inside her mouth and immediately started caressing the glans and the shaft with her tongue from below. Asterios sighed again when met with the slowly warming atmosphere in Selene’s mouth. 
 
    As he played with her soft ear, she continued giving him a very gentle and careful blowjob, unhurriedly pleasuring his cock with slow and controlled movements. He thought she would work him up with these as it was very pleasurable, but Selene withdrew after a moment and licked her lips with a sly smile. 
 
    “We should make sure that all of your essence gets transferred through the proper channel, don’t you think, my Lord?” 
 
    He smiled back at her, watching Selene stand up. “And what is the proper channel for that?” 
 
    She placed her foot right in front of his member and leaned forward, sensually bringing down her long black knee sock, which was part of the whole shoe. Looking him in the eyes, she took it off and repeated the motion with the other one. 
 
    Then, Selene proceeded to slide off her sleeves and reached behind her back. A moment later, she pulled her arms through the holes in her dress and allowed it to fall to the ground, revealing her beautiful body in its full glory.  
 
    Ast’s eyebrows raised from surprise when he didn’t find the black panties covering her precious place, which was laid completely bare right in front of his eyes at just the perfect level, leaking some faint drops of love nectar that announced its longing for some sweet affection. He had no idea when she had snuck them off, and a soft chuckle from Selene confirmed that she had gotten him good. 
 
    With a graceful step, she moved over him and slowly lowered herself onto Ast’s waist while placing her arms around his neck. Her ample breasts brushed over his chest as she descended, grazing his skin with their hard peaks before it received the sensation of heavenly softness when she finished and pressed her lips against his, squishing her considerable bosom between their bodies. 
 
    “Last time, I didn’t present myself properly to you, my Lord, so feel free to check every nook and cranny of my body today,” she said with a soft smile after they parted. 
 
    Asterios stroked her cheek with his hand and pecked her lips again. “I already knew how dazzling you are for quite some time, but I appreciate your gesture. Now then, would you mind showing me what is the proper channel to transfer my essence through?” 
 
    She chuckled and lowered herself even more, already having his glans pointed against her entrance and giving Ast’s cock a few wet kisses with her lower lips as she was moving her waist back and forth while they spoke. 
 
    Her warm pussy welcomed Ast’s member with a tight, loving embrace as it unhurriedly moved further and further through her snug passage. In a brief moment, she fit it all inside and released a dreamy sigh, just so close to a faint, amorous moan.  
 
    Asterios quickly drew Alcove of Serenity sigil on the floor beside them and used the other hand to place a contraceptive rune on Selene’s underbelly, making her peck his cheek appreciatively. 
 
    “No need to hold back anymore,” he announced with a smile. 
 
    Selene sealed his lips and began shaking her hips up and down, poking her tight insides with his dick as they kept exchanging loving kisses. Wet sounds soon filled the tent surrounded by the noise-canceling barrier and both of them started releasing sighs of pleasure into each other’s mouths. 
 
    She was the first one to break the connection and leaned back while holding onto his neck, still rocking her waist at the same pace. Such a change of position allowed Asterios to observe her delicious breasts bouncing up and down right in front of his eyes and Selene smirked at him, announcing that it was exactly what she had been aiming for. 
 
    “Mhnnn… Nhhhnnn… Mhnnn… You can play… with these too… my Lord… Mhnnn… Nhnnn…” 
 
    He would not refuse another invitation and moved his hands to Selene’s considerable peaks, cupping them up with his hands. As they gazed into each other's eyes, he began softly kneading them. Selene shivered a little when he lightly pinched her nipples. Her pussy squeezed his cock in response. 
 
    The corner of Ast’s mouth raised itself into a sly half-grin. “I think I remember someone saying they enjoyed a little bit of pain during our first time.” 
 
    A slightly more visible blush covered Selene’s cheeks and he pinched her nipples again, a little bit harder this time. 
 
    “Nhhhhnnnnn~! My Lord!” 
 
    Selene’s pussy convulsed and she hugged him tightly, pressing her body strongly against his. A charming moan was released straight into Ast’s ear as she came a little. He stopped her movements by placing his hands on her plump butt and let Selene finish her high. 
 
    She loosened her grip on him and returned her face in front of his. Her chest heaved up and down considerably as Selene breathed roughly with a soft smile. 
 
    “I guess I can’t hide this shameful side of mine any longer from you, my Lord.” 
 
    He joined their lips in a passionate kiss for a brief moment before pulling away. “It’s nothing shameful. And I’m pretty sure it’s my fault, isn’t it?” 
 
    She chuckled lightly. “Then, if I agree, will you take responsibility for it, my Lord?” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    Selene smiled charmingly. “I appreciate it, my Lord. But before that—” 
 
    Asterios was suddenly pushed onto his back and Selene moved into a squat over his waist, placing her hands on his underbelly. 
 
    “—we need to finish the first transfer.” 
 
    Sitting straight and showcasing her everything to him, Selene started slamming her pussy down onto his cock from above, releasing a myriad of alluring moans into the air.  
 
    “Ahnnn~ Ahhh~ Ahhh~ Nhhhhnn~ My Lord~ Nhhnnn~” 
 
    She did not hide how good she felt. Not in the slightest. And Asterios did nothing less, also letting his facial expressions and occasional sighs or grunts inform Selene how well she was treating his hot member, nearing its first peak. 
 
    “Here is… your essence!” 
 
    Asterios moved his hands to her waist and grabbed it firmly. Timing it just to the moment when Selene’s hips were at the highest point, with his glans barely making out with the insides of her lovely pink slit, he pulled her down while thrusting his hips upwards, pushing his dick far into her snug pussy. 
 
    “Nhnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn~!” 
 
    A loud slap traveled through the tent as they both came at the same time. Ast’s creamy seed rushed through Selene’s uneven tunnel in numerous waves while her internal walls attempted to squeeze him dry. Her knees banged together, and her legs began to shake from the received pleasure. Two more tails materialized behind her back. She stared down at him with an enamored expression, lightly biting her lower lip.  
 
    When their orgasms faded down, Asterios lowered Selene onto his chest, and she started placing gentle kisses on it. 
 
    “First transfer complete.” She chuckled, glancing up at his face with a smile. 
 
    “How many until we reach full capacity?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have enough time for that, my Lord, fufufu~” 
 
    “I see…” A smirk on Ast’s face caused Selene to raise a brow. “I should get serious then.” 
 
    His black hair changed into white in the motion of a passing tide and his eyes turned red, with their pupils shrinking into vertical slits. Asterios pushed Selene to the back while shielding her head from the impact as he pressed her to the floor.  
 
    Without further ado, he thrust his hips into her again, filling up her beautifully lily with his cock. She quickly moved her legs around his waist and locked them behind his back, pulling Asterios into her even more as they started to roughly make out. 
 
    “Mfffffmmmm… Nhhhnnnn… Mmmhhhhmmppphh… Mffffhhhmmm…” 
 
    Muffled moans escaped Selene’s lips from the joint battle as Ast’s member ravaged her craving hole. He knew how much the girls liked his gleaming crimson eyes, so he spared no effort to lock them with Selene’s sapphire-blue ones. And he could tell she loved that. 
 
    To further increase his partner’s pleasure, Asterios began using one of his hands that didn’t hold Selene’s body down to play with her sizable, squishy breast, giving her nipple a good squeeze and pull in sync with his thrusts. 
 
    “Mhhhhh~! Mhhhnnn~! Mffffhmmm~! Nnnnmmmpphhhh~! AH!” 
 
    Somewhere in the middle of giving her alluring slit a good pounding, Ast’s arms wrapped themselves around Selene’s back and she suddenly found herself in the air, having her leaking snatch hammered in a standing position. She left his lips alone and continued openly showing her pleasure while being dropped onto his eager cock from above as it additionally rushed into her from below. 
 
    “Ahhh! Ahhh! Ahnnn! Yes! Ahhh! Ahhh!” 
 
    During the wild motions, Asterios stumbled a little and Selene quickly created a spiritual barrier behind herself, causing them to slam into it like a stone wall, pushing Ast’s penis even deeper into her wet pussy. 
 
    “AHHHHHHHNNNNNNN~!” 
 
    With the unexpected prop, Asterios began making the best use of it and caught Selene’s legs under her knees, spreading them wide to the sides while increasing the pace of his thrusting. Selene’s butt bounced back and forth between his waist and the solid disc of blue mana as he relentlessly nailed her pink crevice. 
 
    Nearing another peak, Asterios made a quick nibble on a passing nipple that kept jumping up and down near his face, causing Selene’s body to orgasm first from the sudden spike in ecstasy. She moaned loudly as her whole figure started to shake and he pushed his dick into her furthest depths to deliver another load to her very core. 
 
    Catching their breaths after the powerful explosions, they breathed heavily into each other with their gazes locked together. Selene closed her legs behind Ast’s waist to ease his burden a little and removed the temporary wall behind her.  
 
    He noticed a new one forming horizontally this time, by their side. Realizing its purpose immediately after seeing the height at which the new spiritual platform hung in the air, Asterios pulled himself out of the warm embrace of Selene’s insides and pushed her onto the flying rectangle. 
 
    After she landed flat on her belly on it, he reunited her pussy with his cock by slipping it in from behind and leaning himself over Selene’s body, squishing her three bushy tails into her back, tickling his chest with them in the process.  
 
    He was glad his scorching hot energy was somehow boosting his stamina too, so he didn’t need to employ the help of a certain blue liquid in the middle of the session. He was finding more and more weird perks of properly circulating it. 
 
    Asterios cupped Selene’s chin from behind and tilted her face a little to match his, appearing over her shoulder, and they exchanged a sloppy kiss as her whole body kept jumping forward from the strong pounding that released rhythmic clapping into the air. 
 
    “Mhhhnn~ Nhhhn~ Fufufufu~ Mhhhhnnn~ You love these~ Nhnnnn~ Isn’t that right, my Lord~ Ahhhmmm~” 
 
    “You know me so well, Selene.” 
 
    She chuckled again and continued raining kisses on Ast’s lips as he drilled her pussy, using the spiritual platform like a desk of the perfect height. Asterios moved one of his hands to the base of her tails and started giving them slight tugs each time he thrust into her snug passage, causing it to narrow even more. 
 
    He thoroughly enjoyed running his fingers through the cloudy fluff as much as Selene loved having her fur stroked and gently pulled. She really couldn’t believe that something like this could feel so good. Especially when having her insides poked in just the best spots by Ast’s hard dick. She almost felt like her tail and pussy were somehow connected, which was kind of silly. 
 
    Sensing another orgasm building up, even bigger than the previous ones, she freed his lips and gazed into his crimson irises while moaning into his face. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Ahhh~ I’m close~ Nhhhnn~ My Lord~ Mhhhmmm~ Fill me up~ To the brim~” 
 
    “Ask and you shall receive.” 
 
    To her short confusion, Asterios left a peck on her cheek and moved his face away. Short because she quickly realized where it had headed, and her eyes widened. With her peak so close, she suddenly felt a much more violent tug on her tails, forcing Selene to release a lusty moan while her head shot to the back, and she was brought to the very edge. 
 
    But, at that moment, her soft earlobe received a firm bite and Asterios shoved his cock as deep into her tight hole as he could, throwing her off that orgasmic cliff with no hint of mercy.  
 
    She screamed into the air, almost howling from the intense pleasure that surged through her whole body enveloped in violent shivers from the sensory overload. The fresh surge of hot liquid spraying her internal walls in short bursts was just the cherry on the top. 
 
    Asterios held Selene tightly to himself because the spiritual platform disappeared shortly after he had closed his teeth around her sensitive ear. They stood there in an awkward position, with Selene hunched forward, limply, both panting roughly. 
 
    He brought them down to the floor and sat down, leaning Selene back onto his chest while lovingly wrapping his arms around her waist. She rested her head on his shoulder and pecked his cheek with her iconic soft smile. 
 
    “It seems I have been mistaken. I couldn’t feel any fuller even if I tried, fufufu~” 
 
    “Always at your service.” 
 
    Selene sighed softly and kissed him on the lips this time. 
 
    “I love you, my Lord.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
A Floating Arsenal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Around fifteen to twenty minutes after Asterios and Selene entered the tent, he walked out of it alone, without his dark brown coat this time. Miria smiled at him brightly as he approached the trio and sat down by their side with a long sigh. 
 
    “How is Selene, Master?” 
 
    “She’s gone to refresh herself a little back at home. I also advised her to rest there instead of here since we can avoid the dungeon’s influence with that. You should do the same.” 
 
    With slightly flushed cheeks, she snuggled to his side. “Okay. I’ll go in a bit.” 
 
    Asterios began patting her head, scratching behind those adorable round ears of hers, making Miria purr quietly. He glanced up at the guildmaster and smiled wryly. 
 
    “I apologize.” 
 
    “What for?” She raised her brow at him. 
 
    “Well, everything. This certainly isn’t a typical delve, considering my party and its peculiarities.” 
 
    Suanori chuckled softly. “Harem parties aren’t that unheard of. It’s not my first time joining a quest with one. And trust me, you are nowhere close to the most flirty and open ones I’ve met back in the day. You are actually a quite tame person. Travels with such parties often involve lots of groping, squealing, giggling, and dirty jokes pointing out certain things or body parts of the male leader.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. What kind of a man would act so playful in a dungeon or other dangerous place with his lovers where uncertainty lurked behind every single corner. Such actions would be clearly distracting, not to mention awkward for the bystanders. 
 
    “And naturally, with this kind of relationship between the members, it’s unavoidable for them to want to embrace each other from time to time, sometimes in the dungeon too. In the end, it does kind of serve as a morale boost for the included parties,” she continued. 
 
    Miria giggled. “Certainly, it does, but I don’t think the others around would appreciate it as much.” 
 
    “I agree.” Asterios nodded, scratching under Miria’s chin now. “That’s why I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “As I said, it’s fine with me. You are much more mindful than I would think. Most others that I've seen wouldn’t even bother with setting up a tent or placing a silencing barrier around themselves and I appreciate it. Honestly, one time the harem even tried to rope me into a five-girl orgy with their lover while I kept watch over them as they enjoyed themselves quite rambunctiously. No tent, of course.” 
 
    “Demons?” Asterios chuckled and she nodded with a wry smile. “Don’t worry. An ever-growing harem is not my life goal. I never thought about a normal one even, until this precious lady here insisted on me not holding back when some feelings develop between a nice girl and myself, or the other way around. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, not even talking about aiming for you, guildmaster. I’m already insanely lucky to earn the affection of three amazing women.” 
 
    Miria shyly hid her face in Ast’s neck as her tail danced timidly behind her back, causing him to chuckle again. Suanori smiled at the duo.  
 
    All of them were truly unusual individuals. Many men courted her over the ages, be it due to her dazzling beauty, earned fame, personal strength, or achieved rank and position, but he desired none of these and just treated her with respect and understanding even when she was the one intruding on their time. 
 
    One thing caught her attention, though. “Three? Isn’t Umbra kind of genderless? Of course, I’m not saying that it’s an issue. People hold feelings not just for members of humanoid races. I’m just curious since you seemed like someone more favorable towards women. I apologize for sounding rude.” 
 
    An ancient chuckle reverberated in their heads. 
 
    ~There’s no such relationship between me and Master. I’m not really interested in these matters as I don’t possess a desire for pleasure or love. Although, I admit that the pure essence I receive through the pact does provide me some satisfaction.~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. “There’s a friend who is still staying back at the academy in Rosewind. It turns out that she had been silently supporting me from the shadows, taking quite a liking to me even before Miria showed up. I’ve decided to answer her feelings not that long ago.” 
 
    “Oh. I see. She must be very happy then if she doesn’t mind being part of your harem.” 
 
    “Very!” Miria butted in with a cheerful smile. 
 
    “Alright. Go get some rest. We’ll call the two of you before heading out,” Asterios said to her. 
 
    She purred obediently. But, before standing up, Miria glanced timidly towards Suanori with slightly rosy cheeks and the guildmaster nodded at her with a gentle smile. With her face turning a shade redder, she pulled herself up and joined her lips with Ast’s in a loving kiss. They exchanged a few tender pecks while he shared some of his mana with her in the meantime. 
 
    Having enough of his sweet mouth, Miria giggled silently and walked through the portal after bowing to them. Umbra chose his shoulder to perch on this time. 
 
    “You should rest too. You are the pillar of this party. One night without sleep won’t really affect me,” Suanori suggested shortly after Miria left. 
 
    ~I think you are forgetting that I do not need such things at all,~ Umbra spoke to them in their minds. ~Feel free to leave the guarding duty to me.~ 
 
    “Is what he says.” Asterios smiled at the guildmaster. “I’ll grab a mat and something to cover us with if you don’t mind me staying around. I would like to be close, in case of an emergency.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’ll be obliged.” 
 
    Thus, Asterios walked up to the tent and brought back a wide and comfortable mat that they unrolled together and two sheets of warm material for the covers. Selene had transferred them from her realm shortly before she jumped back to take a bath. With Umbra watching over them, the duo took a short nap, drinking a regenerative potion beforehand. 
 
    Their rest time passed uneventfully, and everyone shared a filling meal together that wasn't too heavy on their stomachs. They tidied up after themselves, collected all the equipment, and prepared to resume the journey through the dungeon. 
 
    “Okay. We are now not only quite deep but also gave the Core some time to rearrange stuff. While I would appreciate it if we were able to collect some valuable parts or cores from the monsters we stumble onto, let’s not take it too far and prioritize safety. And I’m not sure I will be able to recognize all of them so there’s that too,” Asterios briefed everyone, and they all nodded. 
 
    “I did destroy a Dungeon Core in the past, but it was a quite young one so it might be a bit harder here. I’m afraid we’ll have to burn through a decent amount of your supplies, Asterios,” Suanori responded. 
 
    “It’s a bummer that like half of them are poisons and toxins that usually don’t work on undead. It would have been so much easier if the middle dungeon was any of the other two.” He sighed. 
 
    “I’ll make sure the reward is proper after we return, so please, use whatever you can.” 
 
    “You don’t need to ask. What’s the point in hoarding all the stuff if you don’t use it when the need arises? No pile of treasure will be of help to the dead.” 
 
    Asterios reached for his fiery energy, and they set off towards the passage to the lower floor, which Umbra had located during their breakfast. He and Selene kept their senses spread to watch for any signs of the Core since its presence was much clearer now, announcing that they weren’t that far from its chamber. 
 
    The one good side of them being so deep and the monsters being much stronger and tougher at this level was the fact that the Core couldn’t easily replenish or give birth to a high number of them. Therefore, the floors from then on would rarely consist of swarms of enemies. 
 
    Naturally, when they would get close to the Core Chamber, it could be very different as it was only logical to save a lot of strong defenses and monsters for its own protection. Until then though, they had to fare against a single opponent at a time or a small number of them, which lowered the danger only a little bit considering the threat of each entity at this level. 
 
    Selene permanently stayed in the first stage of her Awakening while having her external circuits connected to the internal lines, awaiting quick activation when necessary. Miria had a Sensory Boost sigil engraved on her skin for her own use since she was the one the furthest in the front. 
 
    While traversing through the floor, they clearly noticed the increased number of traps. And they were much, much deadlier. Even with Umbra’s scouting, it wasn’t possible to find a route completely safe and without any dangerous mechanisms. It was clear that the Core had riddled their path with these. They even stumbled on a few that hadn't yet finished forming. 
 
    As for the style and design of the corridors, rooms, and chambers they were moving through, they switched into much more detailed fashion. The ones much higher had clearly been in the form of spooky stone structures you could find in most underground places, now 
 
    The alleys took the form of decorated passages with regularly placed artistic pillars on the walls, creating an image of hallways present in sacred temples or cathedrals. The rooms also supported that observation and often had their ceiling in the form of cylindrical cupolas with myriads of decorations. Torches with green flames hung on the walls at even intervals. 
 
    They were starting to understand where the whole undead theme of the dungeon came from. It was possible that some sanctuary had existed deep down under the ground centuries ago, or it had been buried due to tectonic movements or other events.  
 
    “I just really hope the last Guardian isn’t a powerful Lich…” Suanori spoke quietly as they were traversing a corridor with various stone carvings. 
 
    “There weren't that many magic users amongst the monsters we have encountered so far so I hope not too. This floor is mostly Death Knights, Death Marauders, and Skeletal Sharkenbears. But who knows what we have skipped,” Asterios responded. 
 
    Before they reached the passage leading lower, a group of different enemies blocked their path with no other available routes. A few flying weapons made of bones and with various gems embedded into them floated in the air, surrounded by auras of different colors. They were swords, axes, shields, bows, magical staves and foci, and other shapes. 
 
    “Shit… I had to jinx us…” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “This might feel like we are against a party of experienced adventurers. Are you all ready?” Suanori asked. 
 
    Miria and Selene nodded. Asterios activated Steel Skin for both of them, and Umbra perched on his shoulder. 
 
    “Miria and I will keep the melee weapons busy. You three will aim to get rid of the casters with Umbra assisting me whenever necessary,” he suggested. 
 
    “Good thinking. Let’s move then.”  
 
    Suanori began chanting and Selene shaped a katana out of her spiritual energy, sending a vertical slash of blue mana into the cloud of weapons and revealing their position to them. Miria jumped to the front and ran to meet them before the enemies reached their party, with Selene following soon after her. 
 
    She let two simple swords pass her and swung her weapons at a greataxe to stop its approach. Her blows barely scratched the tough bone but managed to send it away. Selene shielded Miria with spiritual discs from two arrows aimed at her knees, making them ricochet to the sides, and lunged further, noticing one of the staves preparing some kind of a spell. 
 
    Asterios unsheathed his black blade and intercepted the two enemies Miria had intentionally missed before they decided to stab her in the back or reach Suanori. They did seem to prioritize magicians just like they had decided to.  
 
    He had borrowed Miria’s instincts and reaction speed before engaging and could somehow keep up with the barrage of blows from two opponents trying to slash him at the same time, feeling quite confident. 
 
    Of course, he was still far from what Miria could do. She nimbly danced and jumped around under the assault of six various enemies without letting them even graze her fur. Not without breaking a sweat, of course, but she valiantly held her ground while often striking back. 
 
    But even she couldn’t completely avoid the attacks of both the opponents surrounding her and the ones in the back, thus Selene focused her efforts on pushing all the arrows heading her way off the path as she closed onto the enemy’s backline. 
 
    One of the magical staves managed to finish casting before she got to it and a hail of ice spikes surged at her, covering the whole corridor. Not wanting it to reach the others, she stopped abruptly and poured mana into the external circuits on her arms, and also into her eyes, taking a drawing stance. 
 
    When she gripped the ethereal hilt harder and focused her senses, time seemed to slow down for her. Not as much as when she was supported by Ast’s Sensory Boost, but just enough to be able to spot every icicle coming her way with no issue. 
 
    Her expression tensed as she began cutting them one by one as they came, swinging her spiritual katana barely in time to intercept the ice projectiles thanks to the demonic apparitions wrapped around her arms like gauntlets, allowing her to move her arms much faster than she normally could at this stage of Awakening. 
 
    To the others, it looked like Selene leaned forward a little bit and the storm of little ice javelins began turning into white dust the moment it reached her position. Neither Asterios nor Miria could perceive her movements, accompanied by a continuous whizz of air. It was all a smudge to them. 
 
    At that point, Suanori finished setting up her spell and numerous magical circles of a light brown hue appeared on both walls throughout the corridor. A pillar of hardened earth surged from each of them and slammed into the ranged weapons in the backline, pinning them into the opposite walls and interrupting their casting or shooting. 
 
    Meanwhile, Miria’s counterattack hit one of the crystals embedded into a flying shield that accompanied a longsword and it fell to the ground after the gem shattered. She instantly realized what had happened. 
 
    “One of the crystals is the core!” 
 
    Catching Miria’s shout before she lunged forward, Selene smiled to herself and located a few gems protruding from the weapons clasped between the walls and Suanori’s horizontal pillars. She stabbed whichever ones she could while passing them and reached the last one in a flash. 
 
    Out of the five weapons she had damaged, three lost their colorful auras while the other two seemed to have their cores in a different gem. Even entrapped, one of the magical orbs managed to cast a spell and Selene’s ear twitched.  
 
    A lightning bolt shot towards her back, but she managed to turn around in time, taking it onto her katana. The force was much stronger than she had expected after repelling the ice spell earlier and the electricity shattered her weapon, traversing into her arms with the leftover energy, causing her to groan and stumble, semi-paralyzed in her upper limbs. 
 
    Something whizzed by her ear, and she heard a shattering sound behind her. Turning her head to the back, she noticed a bony staff held in the air by brown vines and with a needle in all three of its gems. It must have somehow snuck out of its hold and swung down at her. 
 
    Glancing forward, she found Asterios aiming his hand with the Poison Fang at her while blocking a dual slash from above with his other arm, not even looking her way. She smiled to herself and thanked him through their bond, quickly spreading spiritual energy through her arms to regain control of them. She destroyed the remaining magical orb before it tried anything else then started heading back to the party. 
 
    In the meantime, Miria had managed to get rid of three more weapons after noticing their weakness. Asterios, unfortunately, hadn't been that lucky and destroyed only one, all with Umbra’s help, who pierced the correct gem during one of Ast’s parries. 
 
    With just three remaining enemies in total, the rest of the battle wasn’t that dangerous. One of the greatswords did attempt to send a flaming arc at Miria while its scythe partner assaulted her, but was quickly stopped by Selene, who grabbed it and slammed it into a wall. 
 
    Suanori tied the sword to it and allowed the fox lady to easily shatter all the crystals to fully disable their opponent. With just the scythe in front of her, Miria unleashed a flurry of blows until the correct core got damaged enough to get rid of her flying enemy too. 
 
    It seemed that the magical bone weapons possessed some intelligence as the last remaining one stopped trying to hack Asterios after all of its comrades fell to the ground. It just hovered in the air while turning towards each of them with its guard up. Unfortunately, it was surrounded, with no escape path available. 
 
    “Sorry, little guy. No hard feelings, okay?” 
 
    Asterios managed to land a hit on the last remaining crystal in the sword’s blade while it was distracted and finished the encounter. He quickly approached Selene to check on her arms, asking her to roll down her sleeves. 
 
    “I’m fine, my Lord. It was just a little tingly for a moment.” 
 
    Seeing no real damage on her skin and no internal ruptures after checking it out with his spiritual sense, he sighed in relief. 
 
    “We shouldn’t underestimate any attack or spell down here. You’ve seen for yourself how tough the enemies are.” 
 
    “Yes, I apologize for worrying you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s obvious we won’t be able to avoid getting hurt now. I’m glad it wasn’t anything serious. Drink this. You are still feeling the aftereffects, right?” 
 
    She nodded and obediently emptied the yellow potion, even though it tasted awful. But she immediately noticed her muscles relaxing a little and the remaining discomfort began fading away. 
 
    Suanori quickly treated their cuts and bruises while they collected the weapons and gems. They should earn them some decent coin even with just the crystals that weren’t shattered in their attempts to find the true core. And who knows, maybe someone fancied some creepy bone coffin shield. 
 
    Wrapping up, they descended to the next floor before the sounds of battle could lure something else to their position. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
In a Labyrinth Trial 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking the steep passage leading down, Ast’s party slowly traveled towards the safe room on the next floor. No one was exactly sure which one it was, but definitely one between the thirtieth and fortieth level. 
 
    “How is the presence?” Asterios asked, throwing the question at Umbra and Selene. 
 
    “Closer but still quite far. Certainly lower than us, though.” 
 
    ~I agree. The interference grows steadily. I can’t make long jumps even though there are a lot of shadows and dark areas. It’s definitely due to the pressure of the Core.~ 
 
    “I know that it's our enemy, but I can’t wait to see how a Dungeon Core looks!” Miria exclaimed with an enthusiastic yet slightly wary smile. 
 
    Asterios reached to her head and petted her ears a little. “Nothing wrong about it. I would lie if said that I’m not eager to personally experience such an encounter. There’s a lot to learn from it that books can’t really convey.” 
 
    “To not spoil your fun, I will only say that a Dungeon Core is truly something visually magnificent. And spiritually too. The feeling of standing near one is impossible to properly put in words. You have to experience it, as Asterios said. And I’m sure such an old Core like this will be a much more prominent specimen than the one that I had the pleasure to see.” Suanori smiled softly at Miria, who beamed at her in response, gleefully moving her tail. 
 
    “Well, technically speaking, Cores aren’t exactly evil entities or monsters, even though they prey on people, kind of. Personally, I would say they are neutral. They are greedy, yes, but so are many sapient races. It’s a little sad to kill a Core that does provide a lot to the people, like actual jobs, treasure, experience, challenge. But it’s similar to culling predators for the safety of other species in the area. Something necessary,” Asterios thought out loud. 
 
    “They might not be all evil, but they certainly are a danger that can’t be ignored. No matter how useful they are. And the current situation is a great example of it. It’s good to not think of them as the spawns of evil gods meant to bring destruction to the realm but they aren’t beings that can be treated only like a harmless farming orchard or field,” she added. 
 
    “I wonder if a dungeon exists somewhere that is actually smart enough to coexist with people? Like, actually communicating with them, allowing adventurers to explore it, kill monsters, and find treasure, in exchange for the essence they generate while fighting. Like finding some harmony to actually profit from it without many deaths,” Miria pondered. 
 
    Suanori shrugged. “Who knows. Dungeon Cores are mysterious things. We know so little about how they function besides the fact that most of them operate on spiritual essence and energy.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “If you were to trust some rumors and books popular amongst certain circles of female adventurers, one that grows from the sexual pleasure it gives to the women through its quite lewd monsters and traps exists somewhere in this realm.” 
 
    Miria blinked a few times, processing his words. “What?” 
 
    “Ah yes, the fabled sex dungeon.” Suanori shook her head with a wry smile. “You’d be surprised how many women dream of finding it. I personally know one with similar… tastes.” 
 
    “How do you know about them then, Master? Are you…” 
 
    “Gods, no, hahaha. I thought it was a typical journal of some adventurer when I picked the special book. How surprised I was to learn that it wasn’t exactly what I expected.” He brushed through Miria’s hair. “No offense to them, but that kind of thing is not my cup of tea.” 
 
    She sighed in relief and giggled quietly. They have finally reached the safe zone and walked inside while glancing around. Miria stepped closer to Asterios and hugged his arm. 
 
    “I also can’t see myself enjoying such a weird situation. But if it’s about doing lewd things with Master—” 
 
    ~Not good! RUN BACK!~ 
 
    The moment that Umbra’s shout resounded in their heads, a complex white pattern illuminated the whole floor of the safe chamber. Before anyone had a chance to react, a blinding light enveloped them, and a strong pull followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ugh…” 
 
    Asterios found himself on the floor. Instead of the stone pavement, itchy gravel irritated his skin. Quickly opening his eyes, he rotated his body and warily looked around.  
 
    This was no safe zone. It was immediately clear to him that they got transported somewhere. 
 
    He quickly stood up to a crouch and examined his surroundings carefully.  
 
    First, he was alone. Second, he was in some kind of a corridor, similar to the ones they had been traveling through before, but with no ceiling. Only the path ahead was open. A wall blocked the other way. 
 
    Above his head, a thick layer of dark stormy clouds spanned, flashing with blue and purple streaks of lighting from time to time. A muffled thunder arrived at his ears moments after a flashy line traveled through the ominous blanket of grey. The distance to it was hard to estimate but clearly more than a ten-story building or so. 
 
    Not noticing any immediate danger, Asterios reached with his consciousness to the bond with his familiars. 
 
    ~Anyone can hear me?~ 
 
    ~Mhhhhmmm… Mas… ter? Master! Where are you?!~ Miria’s voice replied to his call, clearly announcing that she had just woken up too. 
 
    ~I don’t know, but I’m fine. What about you?~ 
 
    ~I think I’m okay. Ah! Selene and Miss Suanori are lying near me too! They look fine. I’ll wake them up and come to you in a moment.~ 
 
    ~No, wait. Stay with them for now. You won’t be able to go back to their location. Umbra? Are you there?~ 
 
    His shadow flickered and the black raven popped out of it, stopping in the air in front of him while slowly flapping its smoking wings. 
 
    ~Yes, I am. I’ve also been separated and transported with them, but I can still travel between us with no issues.~ 
 
    ~Good. Any ideas of what happened and where we are?~ 
 
    ~My Lord, Suanori suggests that it was some kind of teleportation array. And the condensed spiritual essence is much stronger here than before. We are a lot closer to the Core now.~ 
 
    Asterios pondered for a brief moment. ~No matter how I look at it, it seems that the Core clearly attempted to split me from you guys for some reason. Maybe it noticed that I was empowering you girls and acting as a leader. But where are we?~ 
 
    Umbra flew into the air through the non-existent ceiling and glanced around. Mere seconds after he gained some altitude, an immense magical formation of acidic green color covered the entire visible sky. It was truly an enormous array. A bolt of green energy smote Umbra with no warning and the shadowy raven exploded in a puff of black mist. 
 
    “Umbra!” 
 
    ~Ugh… That actually hurt a bit…~ 
 
    Ast’s shadow flickered and his familiar flew out of it again, shaking its head to get rid of the dizziness. 
 
    “Thank gods…” Asterios sighed in relief. “You okay?” 
 
    ~It’s not that easy to kill me, Master. But whatever this spell was, it can wound me pretty badly. I’m fine. I managed to escape shortly after it connected with my shadow.~ 
 
    They watched the enormous formation fade out from the sky. 
 
    “So, the sky is a no-go. Better remember that.” 
 
    ~From what I managed to gather, this place looks like a huge labyrinth with a cathedral-like building in the middle. I did spot a few monsters and traps spread throughout the paths, but I wasn’t able to identify them at that quick moment.~ 
 
    “Great. Looks like we have been thrown into the dungeon’s last line of defense. I don’t think the Core is in the middle since that would have been pretty stupid of it and its previous actions clearly weren’t. I just hope this location does have an actual exit.” 
 
    ~I haven’t noticed any of the paths leading to a door or anything looking like a passage at any of the furthermost walls. This location is still underground, even though the ceiling is covered by those weird clouds. The cathedral in the middle might be the only place with something if it isn’t just a huge trap.~ 
 
    Asterios sighed. “The Core certainly couldn’t create something like this in a few hours or even days. I feel like it placed the teleportation trap barely in time to catch us and is relying on this location to do the rest. This means it’s possible that it’s not something unbeatable. Perhaps a Trial. Our best bet is to reach the middle right now.” 
 
    He relayed what they learned to the others, and everyone agreed that there was not much else they could do in the current situation. 
 
    ~Should I come to you, or would Selene be better, Master?~ Miria asked afterward. 
 
    ~Both of you stay with Suanori. She is a support at the core so you should protect her like you were protecting me.~ 
 
    ~But—~ 
 
    ~I will manage with Umbra somehow. If something serious happens, I’ll call one of you. I’m not that weak now.~ 
 
    ~Miss Suanori warns you to not be overconfident, my Lord,~ Selene joined in. 
 
    ~I know. I won’t. I promise. Umbra, did you manage to catch the plan of the labyrinth up there?~ 
 
    ~Some of it. We should be able to partially navigate it, but all in all, we have been placed on the opposite ends of the structure with the cathedral between us. Each team has to just head in a direction that isn’t blocked at their starting point. I’m sending what I managed to catch into your minds.~ 
 
    Asterios received Umbra’s memory and nodded, confirming for himself that what he said was true. 
 
    ~Alright. We’ll try to meet by the entrance. Be careful. You can’t jump into a portal to get supplies anymore and—~ 
 
    He furrowed his brows for a moment and rubbed his chin. 
 
    ~Actually… If Miria opens the portal and Selene walks in, then she should be able to come back even if it closes, with Miria opening another one. And vice versa. Well, be careful anyway. And remember about the portals. You won’t be able to return if you enter and close your own.~ 
 
    Both girls gave him a mental nod, and everyone focused on their side of things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well then, we should try to reunite with Asterios as soon as we can and make sure the Core can’t pull off any more tricks,” Suanori said and the duo of beastfolk girls nodded. “Are you two fine with me temporarily taking the leadership of this part of the party?” 
 
    “I have nothing against it, Miss Suanori,” Miria replied. 
 
    “Neither do I.” Selene smiled softly. 
 
    “Good. And you really can drop these formalities.” 
 
    “Ehehe~ Sorry.” 
 
    Suanori chuckled and shook her head. “Let’s get moving then. I can’t support you the same way as your master, but I’ll do what I can in my own way.” 
 
    They checked the image transferred to them by Umbra and began heading forward. Without Umbra looking for traps and enemies ahead, Selene had to take over that role and used her Spiritual Sense and Spiritual Sight to detect as much danger as possible. 
 
    It wasn’t as perfect as the shadowy immortal’s guidance, but she managed to avoid the most obvious pitfalls or triggers that would launch some spikes, projectiles, or even spells at them from the walls or the floor. And thanks to moving in the front, Selene could quickly protect herself with spiritual energy whenever she missed something, gaining enough time to escape with just a bruise or two. 
 
    As for the enemies, it didn’t seem like the difficulty had spiked immeasurably and the monsters were comparable to those they had met on the floor they explored before getting teleported.  
 
    Without Asterios, the girls had to put much more thought into their approach. Suanori turned out to be a better leader than they first expected, which was a slight miscalculation on their side considering that she had much more experience adventuring than Asterios and just hadn't seen the need to replace him since he was doing a very good job and knew his girls better than she did anyway. 
 
    So, while their side didn’t have that many issues with the monsters and struggled slightly with the traps… 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※※※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn it. I’ll burn through all the spells before we get to the Core at this pace,” Asterios cursed after Umbra immobilized a ghost-type Phantom Revenant with his shadows and he pierced it with an activated Holy Blade enchantment, barely evading the swipe from another one. 
 
    ~At least the traps here are much more visible than on the previous floors.~ 
 
    “I guess—ngh! Ethereal monsters are the worst,” he cursed again after his Spellslinger hit a wall when the blade chased after the fleeting opponent. 
 
    ~Three o’clock.~ 
 
    Asterios extended his arm towards the direction pointed out by Umbra and the second Phantom Revenant flew straight into his shining weapon after coming out of a wall, dispersing into black smoke with a loud wail. Black tattered cloth fell onto the floor from it. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    ~You are welcome.~ 
 
    With both enemies defeated, Asterios sighed. “I guess there’s no better place to test out the offensive and auxiliary techniques than this labyrinth. I prefer the supporting role much more, but at times like these, I’m thankful to myself for learning both paths.” 
 
    ~Oh?~ 
 
    “Umbra, watch over me. I need a moment.~ 
 
    ~As you wish.~ 
 
    Asterios then rolled up both of his sleeves and pants. Sitting on the floor, he brought out a small cylindrical container with a dark purple substance and started drawing complex markings over his arms and legs. 
 
    Finished with the ominous-looking lines and symbols, he pulled out two vials with some liquids, one black and one blue, and began pouring the first one onto the ground, very slowly tracing a magical circle. He used them both to create two different formations. 
 
    “Alright. Makeshift but should do.” He nodded to himself after standing up. “Let’s see what the three of you can bring to the table.” 
 
    Asterios closed his eyes and sent his fiery mana into the markings over his arms and legs while focusing on his contract with Umbra. After a few seconds, they started releasing purple smoke and extended further into his body, covering most of his skin, even on his face. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he examined himself and the purple mist his body now emanated. He felt light, free, unrestricted. Slowly understanding the ability, Asterios moved his gaze further into the corridor and his perspective shifted. A moment later, he found himself where he had been looking and spotted some remaining shadow plunging into the ground in the spot where he had previously stood. 
 
    “Shadow Movement. Neat. ” 
 
    Taking a step, he returned to where Umbra hung in the air by walking out of the nearby wall. He quickly stood over the blue circle and cut his hand with his ceremonial knife, dripping some blood onto it. The formation flashed brightly and the edges of the purple lines on his body changed into glowing blue ones. 
 
    Asterios waved his hand, and a wisp of spiritual fire similar to Selene’s appeared above his palm. He tried changing its shape, form, and consistency, succeeding in all of it. He condensed a spinning spiritual orb and launched it into a wall. The blue projectile was stopped by the stone but drilled a sizable hole in it. 
 
    “This feels nice.” 
 
    Then, he stepped into the other circle and repeated the motion, dripping some of his blood onto it too. The moment the black circle flashed with a dark grey aura, he clutched his chest and groaned. It felt like his whole body was changing, transforming. Asterios could swear his canines grew longer and he started releasing quiet growls. 
 
    After the uncomfortable feeling ended, he noticed that his senses were much sharper than when he just borrowed some from Miria. Touching his teeth, he confirmed that, in fact, they were much longer and pointy.  
 
    “Does this make me a Werehuman or something?” 
 
    ~Considering your much more feral facial features, perhaps. But, judging by the three white tails and two long ears on your head, I would say it’s closer to a Werefox.~ 
 
    Asterios glanced behind his back and noticed three bushy tails, just like Selene’s. Moving his hand over his head did in fact cause it to run into something and he could even sense the weird feeling of his ears dodging away his hand. 
 
    “Interesting. Well then, here goes the Werehumanpantherfoxshadow. Let’s try and wrap it up in under an hour. This is quite draining since it's my first time doing it.” 
 
    Asterios started running forward with Umbra diving into his shadow. He took the turn and immediately noticed an almost invisible, sharp, deadly string at neck height in the air with his heightened senses. He ducked under it with no issue and continued onward. 
 
    A little bit further, the floor suddenly crumbled under his feet and a gaping hole with no end in sight opened beneath him for around twenty meters ahead. Without panicking, he created spiritual platforms to use as steppingstones and reached the other end in a flash. 
 
    Behind the next corner, he noticed five Jiangshi—a high-level Zombie equivalent with much more strength and combat power—before they saw him. Taking advantage of the first strike, Asterios shaped a spinning spiritual orb and sent it towards one of the monsters, disappearing in a puff of black smoke a moment later. 
 
    When the first Jiangshi was hit by the sphere, which exploded in a storm of condensed spiritual cuts and mutilated its torso, he appeared behind the second one and made five quick slices with his armblade, dismembering it completely. 
 
    The fist of the third enemy rushed towards his head but pierced through a cloud of black smoke after the hit connected, confusing the Jiangshi greatly. It didn’t get to understand what had happened because something cut it vertically in half from behind a moment later. 
 
    The two remaining opponents banded together and launched themselves at Asterios. Before they reached him, he threw his arms to the sides with his palms up and a powerful force pushed both Jiangshi into the nearby walls, pinning them to their surface with a loud boom. Umbra quickly sent his shadowy tendrils at them and ripped off all their limbs. 
 
    “I might be more of a support type, but man, this is kind of exhilarating.” 
 
    Known only to Umbra at that moment, Ast’s face was adorned by a quite ferocious grin before he disappeared in a puff of black mist again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
Mirror Hall 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Duck!” 
 
    Miria dodged a vertical slash coming from an Animated Armor and quickly jumped to the back while making a bridge after Suanori’s call reached her ears. A storm of very sharp-looking leaves flew over her body in a furious cloud, heading for their opponent. It passed above her perfectly the moment she finished her move, letting her safely raise herself without slowing down. 
 
    Selene was already there to cover for her and used a condensed spiritual orb to push the enemy away. Unfortunately, she only created shallow scratches on its chest plate. The Animated Armor staggered and glared at them. At least that was what they got from its posture since it didn’t have any eyes. 
 
    Before it could launch another attack, all the leaves that had snuck into its armor through the huge gaps and glued themselves into it from inside started glowing brightly. The monster got quickly covered in a myriad of little sprouts and tendrils that began greatly restricting its movements. 
 
    With their opponent significantly slowed down, Miria and Selene had a much easier time trying to slide their weapons into the gaps between the floating pieces of metal to aim for the always-moving core. It still was a challenge but not as hard as when the monster could properly defend itself and launch its own attacks. 
 
    They struggled to nail the source of the Animated Armor’s power. Miria used her enchanted shorstwords and Selene used a spiritually condensed katana. Seeing the constraints that Suanori had put on it getting gradually ripped off faster than they regenerated, the fox lady decided to try a different approach. 
 
    “Hold it down for a moment!” she shouted to her feline friend and placed both hands on the Armor’s back. 
 
    Miria hastily caught both flying gauntlets under her armpits and pushed some more mana into her Physical Strengthening. Even though the monster had no physical body, it was strong as hell, and she could do this only thanks to Suanori’s spell slightly inconveniencing it. 
 
    Selene began gathering and condensing spiritual energy inside the Animated Armor, increasing its pressure more and more. Reaching the point where she could barely contain it, she nodded mentally at Miria, and they both quickly jumped away. 
 
    Suanori seemed to realize what was cooking up with the high density of mana that started going out of control the moment the girls stepped back and quickly raised a solid wall of earth in front of them. 
 
    A loud screeching of thousands of tiny blades scraping over a metal surface reached their ears behind the cover, accompanied by a huge flash of blue light and a powerful explosion that made the floor tremble. 
 
    Looking around the edges of their respective walls, they saw the monster with most of its armor comically bulged outwards, almost bursting open at a few points. An uncountable number of cuts and slices scarred the surroundings, and the earth barricades Suanori had created had been ground halfway in. 
 
    The Animated Armor staggered forward, and all the pieces fell onto the floor with a loud clunk, losing whatever held them together in the air. There was no way its core had survived such a ferocious explosion of spiritual energy. The girls stepped out of hiding and examined the remains. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything we can collect for Master… Again…” Miria sighed dejectedly. 
 
    Selene chuckled and patted her head. “I’m sure he would appreciate seeing us unscathed more than us bringing in some ingredients while getting hurt in the process.” 
 
    “You are right.” Miria nodded with a warm smile and turned to Suanori. “Should we continue?” 
 
    “How are you girls faring? Need a break? You don’t have Asterios to replenish your energy now,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Suanori! We have been making sure not to overspend and use as few techniques as we can! And... Well… We don’t really need to rely on Master to regain it all the time… But… Ummm…” 
 
    Selene brushed through Miria’s hair with a mischievous smile. “What she is trying to say is that it’s usually just an excuse to act a little lovey-dovey with Master, fufufu~” 
 
    Miria’s cheeks grew rosy as she moved her gaze to the ground. Suanori smiled faintly seeing her reaction that pretty much confirmed the fox lady's words and started walking forward, passing the duo. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go then. The earlier we regroup, the earlier you can ask for some more mana.” 
 
    Selene chuckled again and Miria’s face turned a shade redder. The shy panthergirl quickly regained her composure and they followed Suanori, refocusing on their task again, which was protecting the woman and reaching their master safely. 
 
    After defeating the Animated Armor, the path they were following led them towards a bigger area. The moment they stepped into the square-shaped room, both the entrance and the exit immediately got sealed off by thick black metal bars. 
 
    Suanori turned around and approached the gate behind their backs. A purple circular formation lit up over it from their side, preventing her from even touching the barricade. She examined it for a moment and sighed, glancing at the girls again. They were keeping an eye on the insides of the chamber, ready for anything to happen. 
 
    “Looks like this seal is designed to drain spiritual energy on contact, which renders most skills and techniques useless against it, including the ones the three of us use. We are trapped,” she informed them. 
 
    “That’s not good. Master said not to peek over the walls, or we’ll get hurt. What now?” Miria asked, still keeping her guard up. 
 
    “I don’t think this trap is meant to just hold us here forever. Since no monster appeared, there must be something to this room. This whole maze is like a huge Trial, as Asterios said, so this might just be a puzzle room,” Suanori shared her thoughts with them. 
 
    “Let’s examine these weird towers then. While being extra careful, of course,” Selene suggested, and they all nodded. 
 
    As she said, they weren’t in an empty chamber. Numerous short pillars spanned over its stone floor, around a person’s height. Each of them had something akin to a partially see-through oval mirror attached to the top which was upheld by two metal arms. 
 
    Miria tried to touch one of the slightly dark surfaces and her finger went through it, surprising her greatly, and causing a small ripple to travel over the weird ethereal membrane. She felt no resistance when poking through it. She looked around, but nothing happened as a result of her action. 
 
    Meanwhile, Selene noticed that they could rotate the weird mirrors, both vertically and horizontally. She started looking through hers while spinning it around, trying to find some clues or hints to the reason behind the existence of these small pillars. 
 
    “All as one and one as all, the light shall travel through the mirror hall. As dense as the densest fog, the path shall lead through the rising smog. Shall the path stray away, your only choice to kneel and pray. Join the dead will the living, shall too bright be the bridging.” 
 
    Both of them turned to face Suanori as she read some text engraved on one of the walls. Miria and Selene approached her and glanced at the metal plate too. 
 
    “Is that a riddle on how to get out?” Miria pondered. 
 
    “Seems like it,” Selene answered. “I assume we have to lead some light through the weird mirrors? But where to?” 
 
    Suanori pointed to the side, and they followed with their gazes. A big round gem was embedded into the stone surface just by the gate that would be their exit if it wasn’t covered by a complex array and locked tight. 
 
    “The next question is, what light? Is there a source somewhere here? Or do we have to create it?” Suanori rubbed her chin while walking closer to one of the pillars. 
 
    “I can try with my spiritual fire,” Selene suggested. 
 
    Not finding any other options, the other two backed away with their guards up and let her create a small flame that emanated blue light. Selene nodded at them and brought it close to one of the mirrors and… nothing happened. She tried the same from the other side, but the result did not change. 
 
    “Maybe it has to be a specific one?” Miria thought out loud. 
 
    Selene then started walking between all seven towers and bringing the flame closer. After the next four tries, they were beginning to think about the riddle again, sure that they must have missed something. But, during her sixth attempt, one of the surfaces lit up and a pillar of blinding light shot from the other side, aimed at the wall. 
 
    “Looks like this is the starting point,” Selene commented. 
 
    “Should we try aiming it at the crystal?” Miria asked. 
 
    Suanori instantly shook her head. “No. The riddle says something about all being one. This is just a guess, but we might have to use all of them, or something will happen. Try pointing it at another mirror, Selene.” 
 
    She did as instructed and rotated the top towards the nearby obelisk, trying to aim the light at the dark surface. The moment all of it was directed at the other oval with nothing leaking outside of its rim, another beam of light shot out of it, continuing the path. But it looked weaker and slightly less blinding than the first section. 
 
    “Ah! I know!” Miria jumped up in excitement. “It says that we have to tone down the light before it reaches the crystal, using these mirrors, right?” 
 
    Suanori nodded. “This might be it. And I guess it’s our best bet currently.” 
 
    They then told Selene to move the first beam away from its current target and she started pointing it at the other six. One by one, they checked the brightness of the light and chose the weakest before continuing the path, repeating the same process of elimination forward. 
 
    Finally, after around ten minutes, all of the beacons had been lit, and only aiming the last mirror at the crystal was left. Everyone prepared themselves for the worst and Miria finished the path. The instant she did, the gem started glowing increasingly. 
 
    Assuming that it was charging, they smiled at each other. But the crystal suddenly turned black. Moreover, the path of light quickly switched to the same color too, segment by segment until it reached the first mirror, starting from the huge gem. 
 
    All the hair on Selene’s and Miria’s bodies stood up and they instantly boosted their senses and physiques to the max. The former lunged towards Suanori and scooped her off the floor a second before all of the obelisks started spinning, still spitting the black light from one end. One of the beams passed right through the spot where the guildmaster had been standing. 
 
    Using her spiritual platforms, Selene jumped around in all directions and axes, dodging the ominous rays of darkness, focusing her all on evading the energy beams that gave her goosebumps for whatever reason. 
 
    Her eyes caught the sight of Miria dancing between and under the black lasers, barely avoiding any contact with them. Selene got a little too engrossed with her friend’s state and almost jumped into one of the beams but managed to tilt her body barely in time.  
 
    Part of her dress was caught by it and her eyes widened at how fast it disappeared, decaying into nothingness quicker than she could blink, leaving just some ash behind. Fortunately, whatever it was, it didn’t spread further. 
 
    After five minutes of this dance with death, the beams finally slowed down and gradually turned off, returning the pillars to their initial state. The big gem also turned back to light grey, as it had been originally. 
 
    Miria and Selene dropped to the ground, panting erratically. They had pushed themselves to their limits while evading. Selene had to reach for the third stage of her Awakening since she had Suanori in her arms and didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    “What did we… haaah… do wrong?” she asked, lying on the floor on her back and gasping for air. 
 
    No one answered her. Neither Suanori nor Miria knew what to say. They both had been sure that their interpretation of the riddle was correct. But now, they were back to the starting point. They could avoid the punishment for making a mistake, but it would drain them a lot if they were stuck in a loop until they figured things out. 
 
    They waited for a moment so that the beastfolk girls could catch their breaths and stood up again. Many pieces of Miria’s and Selene’s clothing were damaged by the black rays causing anything to decay at an unthinkable rate. Even the walls had multiple streaks of slightly crumbling stone over them now. 
 
    “So, what now?” Selene asked, arriving in front of the starting mirror and confirming that it shot a white beam again after she brought up her spiritual fire in front of it. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Both she and Suanori turned to look at Miria, who suddenly gasped in surprise. They found her playing with another pillar, looking through the dark surface while turning it around. 
 
    “I get it now! The mirrors are the fog! When you look through one, the other ones seem to have a different density, being darker or lighter! And there is some weird smoke around the darkest one! I guess that’s the smog, right? And the order seems to be different from how we directed the beam previously.” 
 
    The other girls went ahead to check that out and Miria was right. Barely, but they could spot some visual effects around one of the other mirrors when looking through the dark surface of their ring. 
 
    “I was wondering what that part about fog and smog was. With this, I guess all the sentences are covered,” Suanori said. 
 
    “Sorry…” Miria apologized, her ears dropping down. She was the one to suggest their previous strategy and felt bad for not noticing this earlier. 
 
    “Don’t be. I think all of us thought the same when the beam of light turned weaker. And, if you are right about this, you would be the one to contribute the most to this puzzle. Let’s try it and leave this room. We have wasted quite some time here. Asterios might already be waiting for us.” 
 
    She smiled faintly and nodded. They all took their positions and began the second attempt at clearing the room. Miria started checking the mirrors before Selene lit them up and she positioned them correctly with Suanori’s help. They made sure everything was like it should before the foxkin brought up her spiritual flame. 
 
    They watched anxiously how the beam of light shone from one ring to another, gradually turning weaker and weaker, even more than during their previous attempt. A specific combination must have been the key to solving the puzzle in its intended way. 
 
    Finally, the very faint pillar of light reached the crystal on the wall, and it started filling up again. They readied themselves for another wave of spinning beams of black destruction, with Suanori standing close to Selene, and waited. The gem turned white, glowing brightly, and… the formations on the gates disappeared with the sound of glass breaking. 
 
    Everyone sighed in relief, and they all chuckled at each other. 
 
    “Let’s go. We need to catch up.” 
 
    Just as they were going to leave after nodding to Suanori’s words, they heard the sound of stone scraping against stone behind their backs and quickly turned around. A differently shaped pillar rose from the ground in the middle of the room, looking more like a pedestal. 
 
    Noticing something lying on top of it, they sent Selene to see what the thing was. After reaching the pedestal, she found a medium-sized thin silver ring. She quickly realized that it had the same membrane as the mirrors. Assuming that it was a reward for the challenge, she warily picked it up. 
 
    Nothing unexpected happened and Selene was able to get back to the others, showing them the weird thing. They agreed that this must be some kind of an artifact and hid it away, for now, to verify its use later, focusing on meeting up with Asterios. 
 
    According to the image Umbra had shared with them, they weren’t that far from the center now, just a few intersections short.  
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t show if there were any dangerous-looking monsters on the path, so they still had to tread carefully, especially after their recent encounter. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn’t stumble on anything too serious, and the girls dealt with some Jiangshi, Death Cavaliers, Death Knights, and more of the flying bone weapons, with the tough opponents being usually alone.  
 
    Of course, many more traps riddled their path, but none were as elaborate as the complex room with the puzzle. They could tell that there were many more of such locations when checking the image from Umbra, but they could avoid them with some effort, definitely much less than trying to beat the challenges. 
 
    Finally, less than an hour later, they saw the corridor leading to the area with the cathedral and hastily approached its edge, very cautious against any last-moment traps or ambushes. They had already experienced a few after taking a turn. 
 
    Verifying that the passage looked safe, they made their way into the small plaza. Miria instantly started glancing around but didn’t find Asterios anywhere in sight and quickly turned gloomy. She knew he was okay through their bond, but she had been really looking forward to meeting up with him already. 
 
    “Damn. I ran as fast as I could, and you girls still beat me here. I guess that’s the advantage of numbers for you.” 
 
    Her ears perked back up when her favorite voice reached them, and she immediately turned towards its source as a wide smile began rising on her face. 
 
    “Master! We have arrived just—” Miria paused when her eyes landed on Asterios. “Now?” 
 
    She knew it was him, but the appearance of the man standing at the entrance to another passage was one she had never seen before, and it caused her to freeze for a moment.  
 
    All the visible skin over her master’s body was covered in ominous purplish lines, including his face, which had very sharp, feral angles now, and a pair of fox ears and three tails were somehow part of his appearance. 
 
    She was quickly brought back from her stupor when a monster in the form of a black phantom wielding a giant scythe materialized behind Ast’s back, already swinging its weapon down. 
 
    “Watch o—” 
 
    She stopped her lunge forward when the violet blade reached Ast’s shoulder and… passed through his body with no resistance, which surprised even the wielder. Ast’s figure then dissipated into black smoke, shocking everyone greatly, especially Miria. 
 
    The wraith suddenly screeched loudly and exploded in a puff of violet mist, revealing Asterios with his hand surrounded by blue spiritual flames, tightly closed around its core from behind, which he had shattered a moment later. 
 
    He smiled at her. “Finally. That guy refused to show up for like fifteen minutes now.” 
 
    Miria just stared at him with her mouth agape, not knowing what to think. After her brain finally caught up with everything, she smiled back at Asterios and stepped forward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
The Master of the Labyrinth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before Miria could take more than one step, something flew by her side with a gust of wind. She shielded her eyes for a second and saw that Selene had just passed her, slowing down in front of Asterios. She came to a halt shortly before him. 
 
    Only he could see her enchanted expression, which surprised him greatly. She stood there with her mouth slightly gaping, moving her eyes all over his face and the new features, especially ears and tails.  
 
    “So… handsome…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly, which brought their gazes together. When their eyes met, Selene reached out with her hand towards his cheek but halted the movement, slightly hesitant. He smirked at her, and it was enough to break that hesitation. 
 
    She threw herself at him and joined their lips together, passionately entwining her tongue with his. Met with the fierce assault, Asterios had to hold his ground and hug Selene tightly. She rained deep kisses on him fervently enough to keep pushing him back. For around a minute, he let her pursue his lips in a quite passionate manner. 
 
    When they finally split, Selene’s cheeks were heavily flushed, and she had to gasp for air. As they stared into each other’s eyes, she smiled a little awkwardly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my Lord… I’ve lost myself in your charming appearance for a moment… It’s just… something I never expected to see…” She glanced repeatedly at his ears as she spoke. 
 
    “Do they look that good?” 
 
    “I didn’t really take myself for someone that interested in their own kind, not really thinking about what subrace my Soul Mate would be, but… very...” 
 
    He chuckled again and pulled her in for one more kiss before they turned to the remaining two. Miria also approached Asterios, and Selene moved to his side while her tail started entwining with his. With a faint blush, the panthergirl kept stealing glances at his lips. 
 
    Asterios extended his hand towards her, and Miria stepped closer, tilting her head slightly up to give him a gentle peck. He brushed through her hair with his hand that wasn’t holding onto Selene and smiled at her. 
 
    “Thank you for the warning. How are you girls doing? Your clothes are pretty roughed up.” 
 
    “We had some issues on our way here, but we are fine,” Suanori answered him, slowly walking closer to them. “You seem to be doing much better than us, though. I honestly thought it would be the other way. What’s up with you turning into a spooky male version of Selene?” 
 
    “One or two techniques that I had used ended up with this look as a side effect. I had to try something different because I was burning through my crystals at an insane rate. Thus, I borrowed a few things from Miria, Selene, and Umbra, turning into… this.” 
 
    “This very handsome-looking fox, fufufu~” Selene chuckled softly by his side while stroking Ast’s ears. He could feel her hands playing with them and it was really nice. 
 
    “Anyway, this will revert in like ten minutes or so since I’ve been in this form for some time already. If you are all fine, we should check out the cathedral while I can still make use of it.” 
 
    Suanori nodded. “I healed us up, so we are ready to go. I’ll give you girls some time to replenish your mana. Then we can head inside.” She smiled at Asterios and turned away, walking towards the stairs leading onto the platform that housed the building. 
 
    “What was that about?” He glanced at his two companions, clearly sensing the emphasis in the guildmaster’s words. 
 
    “Nothing. We just talked a bit on the way here.” Miria showed a bright smile. 
 
    “The last time you talked a bit with someone, the number of women in my harem increased by one not that long after.” Asterios squinted his eyes at her and Miria giggled. 
 
    “I can assure you that it was just a casual banter, my Lord,” Selene added with a mischievous smile. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “Alright, whatever. I’m glad you girls are safe. How are your reserves?” 
 
    Moments after he finished the question, Selene pulled his face to the side and joined their lips in another passionate kiss. 
 
    “Not fair! You already kissed Master so much! It was my turn!” Miria grumbled, causing her mischievous friend to chuckle into Ast’s mouth. 
 
    She soon pulled back while seductively licking her lips. “You are just too slow to act, fufufu~ Early bird gets the worm~” 
 
    Asterios chuckled after seeing Miria’s pouting expression and put both of his hands on her cheeks, pulling her face closer. She awaited his lips with a soft smile and let Asterios pepper her mouth with a myriad of tame pecks she loved so much. Their tongues tickled each other gently without invading their partner’s domain. He spent some extra time pampering her and could feel the appreciation through their bond. The loud purring was another proof. 
 
    The trio exchanged a few more kisses and then walked up to Suanori. She stood up from sitting on the stairs and raised her hand while sighing. 
 
    “Don’t apologize. We have already talked about it. You are really too considerate for your own good. Some girls might be turned off by it, you know?”  
 
    “Then that’s an actual reason for me to keep doing it. I’m already kind of swarmed by beauties.” 
 
    She shook her head with a smile, and they all refocused on their objective. Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Umbra quickly exchanged thoughts and talked mentally about their experiences in the labyrinth, relaying some crucial things to Suanori to keep it short. 
 
    They checked themselves all over to make sure everyone was okay before entering and Selene pushed the giant marble double doors open. They walked inside a cylindrical construction with a very high cupola. All the columns were stylized, and every wall had some carving on it. But unfortunately, the building wasn’t empty. 
 
    Right in the middle, stood a giant marble throne. And on that throne, sat a huge humanoid figure. It had dark purple skin over its massive, muscular chest, strong arms, and the head of a bull. Its legs were covered in black fur and ended in hooves. By the side of its royal chair, an impressive, single-edged greatsword laid in rest, almost the size of its owner, being around six or seven meters tall. Its crimson eyes gleamed and the monster began raising itself from its slumber. 
 
    “Not good… That’s a Voidtaur… This will be tou—” 
 
    ~HAHAHAHAHAHA! FINALLY! FINALLY, SOMETHING I CAN SHOW OFF WITH!~ 
 
    Umbra’s almost maniacal laughter interrupted Suanori and spooked everyone greatly. He quickly detached himself from Ast’s body since he had been wrapped around it and shot toward the rising enemy. 
 
    ~Just give me five minutes! No! Two is enough!~ 
 
    And with that comment, he plunged into the Voidtaur’s chest, disappearing from their sight. The monster staggered for a brief moment, looking at the spot where the weird had shadow seeped into it but didn’t find any wound after examining its body. It then grabbed the giant weapon and roared at the four enemies in front of it. 
 
    “Well, two minutes it is then,” Asterios commented and lowered his posture. “Let’s quickly think on how to keep that purple cow bus—ahn~” 
 
    An unexpected moan suddenly escaped Ast’s lips as he was speaking, and he quickly turned his head to the back. Slightly confused, the girls did the same, and they saw Suanori, with her fair cheeks tainted by a tinge of rosiness, holding onto one of Ast’s white bushy tails. 
 
    “Sorry… They started moving and looked so fluffy…” she apologized with a slightly embarrassed smile and hastily let go. 
 
    The girls chuckled, causing a little more of the rosy blush to appear on Suanori’s cheeks. They turned back towards the monster, which was now speeding their way while preparing to cleave through them with its huge sword. 
 
    Asterios shook his head and extended his arms toward Miria and Selene with a soft smile. “Care to dance with me?” 
 
    They both nodded and grabbed his hands, smiling back at him. Suanori was confused about what he was talking about when the two girls suddenly flung Asterios straight at the monster, doing a graceful spin afterward and then bowing to each other. 
 
    With a loud shout, Asterios quickly arrived in front of the Voidtaur’s ugly face and drove his fist enhanced with spiritual energy right into its cheek, pushing the monster back a few steps while a loud thud reverberated through the air. 
 
    In its unstable retreat, the Voidtaur swung its free arm at the human hanging in the air, but its target exploded into a puff of black smoke when its palm connected, confusing the monster greatly. It roared in pain a moment later as something pierced into its back and created a long cut from the top to the bottom. 
 
    Asterios landed on the ground behind it on one knee and rolled to the side to avoid getting stomped on. He slashed the monster’s ankle with his black blade, now extended into a greatsword’s length through Miria’s Mana Coating and covered in blue spiritual flames from Selene, causing the Voidtaur to release a scream of agony again. 
 
    It wasn't even all the pain it would feel as Miria showed up in front of Asterios and he grabbed her hand while she was still on the move, using centrifugal force and his increased strength to throw her straight up.  
 
    She immediately started spinning the moment he let go of her and created another long vertical wound on the monster’s body, this time on its chest, as she cut it with her blades while rotating around her own axis. Miria passed by its face and sliced its cheek as she flew above it, reaching the highest point of her ascent. 
 
    Selene created a spiritual platform for her, and Miria used it to propel herself back down at the Voidtaur. It anticipated the follow-up attack and swung its greatsword at her. But, before it reached its target, the monster groaned and staggered in pain as a thin beam of intense white light struck it right into its eye, burning it to the extent of some sizzling sounds getting released into the air.  
 
    The painful pillar of white caused the Voidtaur to miss Miria with its sword by a hair’s breadth and she fell onto its chest from above, sinking both of her shortswords into it for a brief moment before she jumped away and landed on the ground near Asterios. 
 
    He glanced back to follow the mischievous ray and saw Selene holding some small ring with one hand and putting her spiritual flame behind it. She smiled at him, and he nodded, thanking her for the assistance. 
 
    Throwing it into a pocket inside her dress, she quickly lunged towards the duo and Asterios joined his hands with Miria in the middle, launching Selene into the air after she stepped onto their connected palms. 
 
    She conjured a big axe with her spiritual energy and swung it at the Voidtaur vertically from above. It had already recovered from the previous assault and easily blocked the strike with its own weapon, punching Selene back down onto the ground with a loud roar. Asterios caught her before she slammed into the floor and put her down. 
 
    Some thick roots and vines started covering its hooves, but they didn’t manage to restrain the monster for long. Its chest began rising gradually as its eyes started glowing even brighter. Selene and Asterios quickly put up a spiritual barrier together, sensing what was coming, and a powerful sea of purple flames flooded the whole chamber after the Voidtaur released its fiery breath into the floor. Suanori got to them just in time to get protected too. 
 
    For a brief moment, their vision was completely obstructed by the violent tongues of fire that surrounded the spherical barrier the duo had erected. Then, not even a second after the storm of hellfire receded, they saw that the monster had jumped into the air and was flying straight at them with its weapon held in two hands above its head. 
 
    Asterios and Selene prepared for the incoming impact and… the Voidtaur suddenly winced in the air. The weird motion slightly altered its trajectory and its greatsword slammed into the ground by their side with a powerful boom that shook the whole place. The monster faceplanted into the floor right after it. 
 
    Everyone was confused by its strange behavior, but they quickly got into a fighting stance when the purple body began awkwardly rising up. The Voidtaur shook its head and groaned. Before they could launch themselves at it in its moment of weakness, it directed a hand at them and waved its finger. They stopped, confused even more than earlier. 
 
    Still wary, they watched the monster shakily stand up while almost losing its balance a few times, having to use its sword to support itself. It then seemed to sigh heavily and turned its bull-like head towards them. 
 
    “Ghk… Khrrrk… Ngeeh… Nee… One… One… Two… Three. Test. Test. Good, this thing can actually use its throat properly.” 
 
    They all looked amongst each other as the monster started making some rough noises and then began speaking with its deep, hoarse voice. It then cracked its neck a few times while using its hands and stretched with a loud, reverberating groan. 
 
    “Mhhhhhnnnn… Apologies, Master. It actually took me three minutes. I’ve grown a little bit rusty, it seems, hahahaha.” 
 
    Asterios raised a brow after the booming laughter quieted down. “Umbra?” 
 
    “One and only.” 
 
    “Woah!” Miria glanced at him with excitement written all over her face. “You can control the boss monster?” 
 
    The Voidtaur chuckled loudly. “Not just control it. I now know pretty much everything that it does, be it about itself, this dungeon, or even the location of the Core. It seems that this monster was an old Core Guardian before it was replaced. Well, now it’s our Guardian.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Asterios commented. “How long can you manipulate it for?” 
 
    “Until I no longer want to. It’s technically gone now. I’ve almost completely eroded its mind from the inside. The moment I let go, it will fall down, and all its life functions will slowly cease because the brain is unable to control them anymore. It’s pretty much an empty husk with me inside, holding the reins.” 
 
    “That’s… scary…” Suanori smiled wryly, and Umbra laughed again. 
 
    “Yeah, but pretty useful. I get that you can now lead us to the Core? Or this monster can’t leave the labyrinth?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Fortunately, the Core severed its connection with it the moment I killed its mind, so it's no longer restricted by anything. And yes, I know where the Core Chamber is.” 
 
    “At least it can’t spy on us through it. What about the new Guardian? We should prepare as much as we can before the final encounter,” Suanori said. 
 
    “I apologize but this Voidtaur knows nothing about the new Guardian. It was kicked out of the Core Chamber before its replacement arrived. But from what its instincts are telling me, it fears the new Guardian greatly, to the extent that it would run at the first sight of it.” 
 
    “Such a big and strong monster and it would cower this much…” Selene wondered out loud, slightly shocked by the revelation. 
 
    “That’s bad news.” Suanori rubbed her chin. “But at least we have this one on our side now. It will definitely make things much easier than with just us.” 
 
    “Ummm…” Everyone glanced at Miria after she brought their attention to herself. “So, what now? I don’t see any exits. Is there a reward? Or did it not count because the monster is technically still alive?” 
 
    “The reward is actually this sword that I’m holding,” Umbra answered. “As for the exit, stairs were supposed to reveal themselves around the throne, leading down, but you might be right about us not beating the Voidtaur in the truest sense of it.” 
 
    “The sword? How could anyone even make use of something so huge?” Selene pondered. 
 
    “It can change its size to match the owner perfectly. It has a few other interesting functions too.” 
 
    “That explains it.” She nodded. 
 
    “How are we going to get out then? Can the stairs be opened some other way?” Miria asked. 
 
    Umbra pulled the giant greatsword out of the floor and walked towards the marble throne while dragging it over the ground. Arriving in front of it, he kicked the structure with its massive hoof and sent it flying to the back, crashing into the wall of the cathedral. 
 
    He then lifted the weapon above his head, and it lit up in violent purple flames, covering the blade completely. Umbra rotated it and shoved the tip into the marble pavement, sinking the greatsword more than halfway into the expensive stone with moderate effort. 
 
    The flames erupted from the crevice surrounding it, and he began pulling the sword while walking in a circle, cutting a ring with it and leaving a trail of molten marble behind himself. Completing the sizzling path, he pulled the weapon out then pushed it into the floor at a different spot, leaving it to rest there. 
 
    “Better grab onto something,” he warned them as he started taking a few steps back. 
 
    Suanori quickly created a wooden railing for them to hold onto just when Umbra launched himself into the air as high as to almost hit the furthest point of the cupola with his head and plunged down into the circle he had created previously. 
 
    With an earth-shaking thud, he slammed into the ground with his hooves and the point of impact caved in a little. He walked back and repeated the motion, again and again, causing immense tremors with each descent. Chunks of marble were sent flying in every direction and the platform moved lower and lower into the ground. 
 
    Finally, after the sixth try, the ground cracked much louder than before and Umbra almost fell into the pit he had created after his footing disappeared. He managed to extend his arms quickly enough to grab onto the edges of the hole. 
 
    He dragged himself out of it and everyone walked up to him, checking out their newly created exit. In the meanwhile, Ast’s techniques reached their end and he slowly turned back to his normal, human appearance, saddening the girls a little, especially Selene. 
 
    “With this thing, I can get us straight to the Core with a few more tunnels. We are actually on the forty-second floor. The Core is on forty-fifth, hidden outside of the usual paths for adventurers,” Umbra announced. 
 
    They all glanced at each other and nodded. Umbra grabbed his sword and jumped down first, with everyone else following after him.  
 
    It was time to wrap this expedition up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
Skeletal Surprise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks to the huge sword and the abilities of the Voidtaur which Umbra could freely utilize, they dug through the dungeon’s floors and walls with moderate ease. While he focused on creating more passages leading straight to the Core Chamber, the others dealt with any monsters that were lured in by the noise and the powerful shaking. 
 
    Those that would prove some challenge without using stronger techniques or spells were dealt with by him and the flaming weapon. Thanks to that, Asterios and the girls could save their strength for the final encounter as much as they could.  
 
    Therefore, even Death Paladins, much tougher enemies than Death Knights or Death Marauders, focusing fully on defense and evil spells that further increased their durability, couldn’t stand against the Voidtaur’s Abyssal Flames for longer than thirty seconds. 
 
    After around forty minutes of digging horizontally and vertically, Umbra stopped in the middle of a chamber. While it still retained the temple-like style, it was of a much lower height than some of the corridors and rooms, forcing the tall Voidtaur to hunch forward just to move around. 
 
    “We are directly above the Core Chamber now. It was smartly positioned between the two floors to make it easy to miss even with the strong pressure that the Core is releasing. There’s another bundle of condensed energy that interferes with it, being most likely a fake Core Chamber to mislead the invaders,” he said. 
 
    “That’s true. People would most likely assume that the one below us is some strong monster while the one further down is the Core. I can sense some disparity between them,” Selene commented. 
 
    Suanori nodded to herself. “And that could explain how the furthest registered delve is on the forty-seventh floor. Whoever challenged this dungeon must have thought the same as there were no reports about the Core.” 
 
    Asterios turned around and glanced at everyone. “Well then. Are we ready to get it done? Whatever protects the Core down there is strong enough to induce fear into the quite scary Voidtaur. This might be very dangerous as we don’t really know what we are up against.”  
 
    “I don’t think delaying it will help us much, my Lord. The sooner we act, the less time the Core will have to prepare, and it already knows that we have dealt with its old Guardian so it should assume that we will be strong enough to reach it at some point, even if it doesn’t already know it due to all this destruction,” Selene shared her opinion. 
 
    “I agree with her, Master. We are good to go. I don’t think the Core would expect us to use its Guardian against it like this, so we have at least that going for us.”  
 
    Miria smiled at him and stepped closer, leaning her body onto Ast’s chest. He started playing with her ears while moving his gaze to Suanori and she nodded. 
 
    “It’s as they say. Any longer rest would just be detrimental to us. Not like we require any. It wasn’t easy, but we managed to push through without overexerting ourselves.” 
 
    “Alright. Time for the last preparations.” 
 
    Asterios scratched behind Miria’s ear and gently pulled her a bit away from his chest. She glanced at him curiously as he picked out a vial with pure white liquid from a pouch. He uncorked it and drank half of the contents, making a slightly sour expression, which made Miria giggle at him. His eyes flashed briefly. 
 
    With a smirk, he then pointed the potion toward her. “Let’s see what face you make.” 
 
    She glanced at the flask and smiled awkwardly before opening her mouth a little for Asterios to feed her the potion. He gently cupped her chin and obliged, slowly pouring the contents into Miria’s mouth as she stared at him with flushed cheeks. After a few gulps, she squeezed her eyes shut and scrunched her face but still kept going. 
 
    “Bleh! It’s so bad!” she muttered with her tongue out after they emptied the vial. 
 
    Asterios chuckled, noticing her eyes flash briefly too, confirming that the effect properly settled in. While patting Miria’s head to cheer her up, he pulled out another small vial with the same and threw it at Selene. 
 
    “You two drink it too. It will repel most kinds of possession and similar magic and reduce the effects of spells that affect the mind. Not as well as Umbra does, but he will be focusing on the Voidtaur most of the time. At least until it gets hurt too badly.” 
 
    She nodded and started drinking immediately, flashing a sly grin at Asterios for a second. Suanori walked closer to receive the potion after Selene would finish. But, after half of the white liquid disappeared, the fox lady wasn’t stopping. 
 
    “Wait, wasn’t it meant to last for both of u—mmmphhhmmm?!” 
 
    Suanori attempted to confront her but was interrupted by Selen suddenly sucking in all the remaining contents of the potion and diving in for her lips. The guildmaster’s waist got grabbed, pulled in, and the mysterious liquid was gradually fed to her mouth-to-mouth by the mischievous woman.  
 
    Asterios sighed and shook his head while watching the clearly intentional show. Miria giggled by his side, still enjoying Ast’s hand on her head.  
 
    After a few short moments, Suanori broke off the kiss and escaped the hold on her waist. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” she shouted with clearly rosy cheeks, wiping off her mouth from a little bit of the potion that escaped during their struggle. 
 
    Selene sensually licked her lips. “I just thought I could sweeten the taste a little with this to make it easier for the both of us~ Did it not work, fufufu~?” 
 
    Suanori glanced toward Asterios and Miria. She was trying not to show her slight embarrassment by keeping a composed face after exhaling heavily but everyone could see the tips of her long ears turn a shade redder, which paired with her fair complexion was quite distinctive. 
 
    “Next time ask first, Selene,” Asterios berated her with a faint smile. 
 
    “I apologize, fufufu~” 
 
    “Alright. Go and bring us some mana and healing potions from the storage, Miria. You can start digging, Umbra.” 
 
    She nodded and disappeared into the crimson portal while the controlled Voidtaur began the process of excavating the floor, creating similar circle-shaped cuts with the flaming greatsword to before, but this time lifting the chunk of stone up with Selene's help since he couldn’t even stand up straight, not to mention jumping. 
 
    Miria brought a few flasks to Asterios and Suanori. He pulled out two more, with the liquid of dark orange color this time, and sensing the occasion, Miria shyly asked to be fed mouth-to-mouth too. He fulfilled her wish, and they shared a vial while he threw the other one at Suanori this time. She quickly gulped down half before handing it to the chuckling Selene. 
 
    Umbra jumped out of the deep tunnel he had created; finished with his work. “I left a thin strip of stone to not alert the Core too early. It’s ready to be broken.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at everyone. “We are going all out from the very start. No holding back. Bring out all the strongest techniques whenever the opportunity presents itself. The Core can’t really do much to us so the faster we eradicate the Guardian the faster we win.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Suanori covered herself in mineral-looking green scales, including her face, and prepared her staff. She pulled out a handful of gems and threw them at the crystal inside the spiral on the top of it. The colorful stones began floating around the head of her weapon. 
 
    Miria closed her eyes and spread her Physical Strengthening over her whole body, making sure every single muscle was covered by at least one layer. She applied her Mana Coating to her blades, not using any element for now and letting it be just neutral energy until Asterios supported her with some technique. 
 
    Additionally, she took a deep breath and reached toward her heart with her spiritual consciousness. A moment later, everyone noticed an increasingly loud growling coming from the panthergirl and they watched as the fur on Miria’s arms and legs grew, moving up and up until it reached her shoulders and hips. Her face turned much sharper too. 
 
    She opened her eyes and glanced at everyone with a fierce gaze, stopping at Asterios, who stood by her side. He didn’t even get a chance to react when his collar was pulled, and Miria forcefully stole his lips. She froze after a short moment and pushed herself away with a faint blush. 
 
    “I’m sorry! It’s still something new and hard to control!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and pacified her with some pats. “I don’t mind you being a little more ferocious. What’s this about?” 
 
    “Dad told me that when they grow strong enough, Werebeasts can draw out more power from their bloodline. I started practicing it with him and some Elders after he said that I’m ready. For now, I can only bring out twenty-five percent of my full potential. But… I get a little more… feral... when using it…” 
 
    “That’s amazing. It’s like your own Awakening, isn’t it? Besides, you always wanted to be a little bolder, didn’t you?” 
 
    Miria nodded with an embarrassed smile. He pulled her in for one more quick peck then moved his eyes onto Selene.  
 
    She took a deep breath too and entered the fifth stage of her Awakening, surrounding herself with strong spiritual pressure. The external circuits over her limbs glowed strongly. 
 
    “Time to get moving then. We are going to use the Voidtaur as much as we can. Until Umbra is back out of it, focus on protecting me and Suanori, Selene. I’m fully opening my mind with all of you right now.” 
 
    Miria, Selene, and Umbra felt their connection with Asterios and each other widening and consolidating. Their thoughts, vision, senses, and intentions could easily flow between all of them, with Asterios acting like some kind of managing and sorting artifact, taking control of the chaos. 
 
    They didn’t need words to communicate and began jumping down the hole, starting with Umbra. Selene grabbed both him and Suanori and descended with them by her sides. A loud bang echoed below, and everyone fell into the Core Chamber together. 
 
    The sheer size of it surprised them the instant they found themselves still falling through the air after exiting the hole Umbra had dug out earlier. There were still like thirty meters till they reached the ground and the whole place looked like a gigantic natural cavern. 
 
    They immediately spotted a huge black orb sitting on a very short pedestal with four fang-like protrusions tightly holding it in place. At a first glance, it was around five or six meters in diameter, so it was almost as tall as the Voidtaur. But it wasn’t the most impressive thing in the chamber. 
 
    Almost the entire floor was riddled with bones. Piles as tall as the Core had formed at a few locations. It was hard to find a place completely devoid of the white shapes of various sizes. The whole place reminded them of some kind of bone storage or dump. 
 
    Umbra hit the ground first, clearing up the area around him from all the crunchy sticks with a wide swing of his greatsword, allowing the rest to land comfortably without any risks. They immediately spread out and took battle positions, scanning the wide and tall natural underground formation. 
 
    “Are we going to fight an army of Skeletons?” Miria pondered out loud. 
 
    “Let’s strike the core quickl—” 
 
    The cave began rumbling and interrupted Suanori. All the massive bone mountains started crumbling and the party watched how a few of them pretty much exploded as huge fragments of something flew out of them and traveled towards the Core. 
 
    Bit by bit, one by one, countless big pieces assembled into a shape sprawled around the huge black orb. Two front legs, two hind legs, long and spiky tail, two bony wings, and a long neck with a reptile-like skull on its end, looking quite ferocious. The enemy finished waking up and roared loudly into the air, showcasing its massive body consisting entirely of bones. Four white walls arose around the Core and hid it away. 
 
    “No way…” Suanori exclaimed in shock, staring at the mighty undead beast. 
 
    “Is that a Dragon?!” Miria shouted excitedly; a little bit more enthusiastic than worried. Even if it was just bones, she had seen that shape many times in books. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Well, at least it doesn’t seem to be a Dracolich. We would be dead for sure. Still, to stumble on the remains of a Dragon, this Core has quite some luck.” 
 
    “Skeletal Dragon is a league of its own too,” Suanori added. “Nobody has fought one in hundreds of years. They did show up during the Age of Dawn or Draconic Conquests but that was quite some time ago. I don’t know if the Core is lucky, or we are unlucky.” 
 
    “Anyway, how do we kill that thing?” Selene asked. 
 
    Just after she spoke, the Skeletal Dragon released another roar which sent out numerous serpents of green mana that plunged into the ground. All the bones started to shake and tremble. A moment later, everyone could see them rising up and forming shapes of various skeletal beasts and humanoids. Fortunately, they rarely held any weapons or had any armor. 
 
    “I saw it! It has a green crystal inside its upper jaw!” Miria shouted to the others. 
 
    “Great. It couldn’t have been placed in a worse spot,” Asterios cursed. “Umbra, Selene, go at it. Miria, stay around us. We’ll focus on the army of the dead. I’ll keep your boosts coming.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and headed out. Umbra started laughing loudly and rushed towards the Dragon over two times his current size. Selene’s figure blurred and she reappeared in the air above the battlefield, standing on a spiritual platform and already preparing a technique. 
 
    Suanori dug her staff into the ground, finishing a spell she had begun casting after her last line and three thick trees suddenly arose from the stone floor, without any leaves covering their crowns. The spooky Treants she created had a gem in their bark, allowing her to control the animated wood and use it to attack the incoming swarm of Skeletons. 
 
    As requested, Miria took protecting her and Asterios seriously and danced through the sea of white humanoids and beasts faster than she ever had before. With her awakened bloodline and a Haste sigil that Asterios was activating for her every time she thought about jumping forward, thanks to their linked minds, she decimated the Skeletons in dozens. 
 
    Umbra crashed into the Dragon’s huge body with his sword engulfed by purple flames. The weapon cut a little bit into its left front leg but stopped before reaching one-third through it. Even the Abyssal Flames had a hard time melting the sturdy bones of his enemy. 
 
    “So tough—ugh!” 
 
    The right skeletal paw sped towards him, but Umbra managed to stop it with one hand. Unfortunately, it pushed him away from the Dragon after a brief moment of struggle. It packed quite a punch as the Voidtaur could boast some strength itself and Umbra was even utilizing it as much as the monster’s body could handle. 
 
    He heard some rumbling and noticed the beast's tail heading his way from the other side, sending all the bones on its path flying. Before it could reach Umbra, two huge spiritual greatswords bore into the ground in front of it and stopped the attack. The Dragon’s tail bounced back with barely any scratch despite having slammed straight into the sharp edges. 
 
    Turning its glowing green eyes to the ceiling, the Skeletal Dragon saw a blue flash, and something smashed into its skull from above, sending it crashing into the ground with a loud thud and strong tremors. 
 
    Even though Selene had condensed a lot of mana into her spiritual hammer and boosted its speed with additional formations, it didn’t cause the slightest crack in her opponent's forehead. She clicked her tongue and jumped back before the giant jaws of death lunged at her with the intention to bite her in half. 
 
    A bit further away, Miria was relentlessly annihilating countless Skeletons. They didn’t come any close to posing a threat to her or the others, kept a distance away from Asterios and Suanori by the three Treants and her own efforts.  
 
    She saw through their joined minds how tough the Dragon was, and while she wanted to fight it too, she was content with having the chance to practice her bloodline activation in this sea of bones while being near her master. 
 
    Suanori knew she wouldn’t be able to do much against the giant enemy so she focused fully on its army, taking away as much of the battle happening here from Asterios as she could so that he was able to focus on supporting the girls. 
 
    The trio then heard a roar that shook the whole place and turned towards the Skeletal Dragon. After repelling an impressive spiritual javelin from Selene, it pushed her and Umbra back with its battle cry. The two still hadn't managed to find a way to safely reach the crystal inside its jaws, neither from the front nor from underneath it. 
 
    The Dragon then spread the bones of its wings up into the air. Greenish smoke began forming between the skeletal joints, creating a semi-transparent membrane. It quickly filled all the gaps and covered them entirely. 
 
    “Surely, it won’t be able to—” 
 
    A powerful flap sent a wave of sharp air everywhere around the Dragon, hitting the trio slightly further from it too, and knocking most of the Skeletons off their legs. It repeated the motion a few times and its massive skeletal body rose from the ground, starting to hover over the battlefield, leaving green trails of dissipating smoke after its wings. 
 
    They all noticed its empty ribcage getting filled by swirling flames of the same color and everyone could tell that they were bad news. Selene immediately appeared amidst the fighting trio and erected a powerful barrier around them while Suanori raised multiple layers of stone walls outside of it.  
 
    A moment later, all they could hear was the loud hum and noise of the violent flames engulfing everything and crashing into them like a ferocious wind. Not even three seconds had passed when all of Suanori’s defenses were gone and the green firestorm started burning through Selene’s barrier, segment by segment, shattering each layer into nothingness. 
 
    “Ugh… They are incomparable to the purple ones…” she groaned, creating another layer in the time it took for two of them to shatter.  
 
    If nothing changed, they would end up a toast in less than fifteen seconds. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
Extreme Mid-Air Chopping 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fortunately, before the fierce emerald storm ate away two-thirds of Selene’s barrier, the flames died out. The first thing they noticed was an unimaginable number of melted bones, some still burning with green fire here and there. The second thing explained why the attack had stopped. 
 
    Umbra, still in control of the Voidtaur, hung down from the Skeletal Dragon’s lower jaw with one hand while bashing the side of its chin with the greatsword in the other. No one understood how he had even gotten himself there, but the fact that he was effectively redirecting the Dragon’s breath anywhere but into them was a lifesaver. 
 
    Noticing the annoying entity continuously pushing its head to the side, the Dragon stopped the violent flames and switched to attempting to swat Umbra away.  
 
    Already expecting it, he lodged the weapon between the teeth of his much bigger opponent and used it to launch himself higher, causing the Dragon to strongly slap itself for no reason. 
 
    Landing on top of its skull, Umbra reignited his blade and ran over the Dragon’s spine. He reached the wings and started repeatedly chopping the thick bones like a lumberjack cutting down an old tree. It would look quite comical if not for the whole situation everyone was in. 
 
    The Skeletal Dragon of course was not happy with someone slowly chipping off the base of its wings and began flying around the entire cave while doing impressive aerial acrobatics. Standing on the ground, the rest of the party watched it make loops, barrels, spins, hammerheads, and some erratic movements that resembled pretty much nothing. 
 
    But, amongst all of that, they could hear Umbra’s rough and roaring laughter coming from the Voidtaur’s throat as he kept repeatedly driving his flaming blade into the persistent white bone tree, releasing regular thumps into the air. He chose to damage the Voidtaur’s body a bit and sent out his shadows from inside it, wrapping them around the bones and spikes on top of the Dragon, firmly locking himself in place. 
 
    “That’s not something I’d have ever thought I’d see in my entire lifetime…” Suanori said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Quite a limiting mindset for an S-ranked adventurer, Guildmaster.” Asterios chuckled and then glanced around. “While dangerous, this breath had dealt with all the Skeletons for us. We can hit the Dragon together with everything we have. After it falls to the ground.” 
 
    “It will take some time if we leave it just to Umbra, my Lord. He’s not even halfway through the bone,” Selene commented. 
 
    “I know. But now, the two of you can help him without worrying about us.” 
 
    Asterios snapped his fingers and the formations he had placed on Miria’s and Selene’s back during the preparation they had done earlier activated. Both of the girls lit up in flames, respectively crimson and blue, just like when they had fought the Monarch of Blood. 
 
    “Go and take care of the other wing. You already know what I’m thinking of. I’ll stop its thrashing for a brief moment.” 
 
    Selene closed her eyes and began shaping a very sharp woodcutting axe with her spiritual energy. After finishing forming the tool rather than a weapon, she surrounded it with the blue fire that emanated an aura of frost. 
 
    Miria sheathed one of her shortswords and focused solely on a single one, extending its length and width with her Mana Coating into something akin to a single-edged greatsword. She began filling it with mana, and it exploded in crimson flames after heating up to an almost blindingly white level. 
 
    They both nodded at Asterios and started running through the air with the help of Selene’s ethereal platforms. He, in turn, removed the current token from his Spellslinger and brought out a Runic Chip of mesmerizing golden color, pushing it into the niche. 
 
    He turned to Suanori. “I need something to cushion the blowback. Can you take care of it?” 
 
    Albeit slightly confused, she nodded and began chanting a spell in Elvish as a green aura surrounded her staff. 
 
    “It better be both soft and durable.” Asterios chuckled and focused on his own preparations. 
 
    He began drawing out more of the scorching hot mana and filling his circuits with it to the brim. He would need a huge amount of spiritual energy to fuel the spell, which might be currently the most powerful in his arsenal. Additionally, he had a feeling that he could boost it much more if he charged fully not just the crystal but also the formations in his Spellslinger. If Cynthia really had created one with the same quality as in the legends, they were in for a show. 
 
    Suanori finished her spell and readied it for activation just the moment Asterios filled his circuits to the fullest. She saw him surrounded by a leaking crimson aura that formed a barely visible mist. The pressure the young human exuded was unbelievable. 
 
    While she was admiring the captivating atmosphere, Asterios extended both of his arms to the front and then angled them slightly up, with his black blade sheathed. It looked like he was holding onto some invisible polearm horizontally. 
 
    She squinted her eyes when she noticed a faint trace of yellow motes of light forming inside his palms. Something suddenly flashed and forced her to quickly cover her face with her arm for a brief moment.  
 
    When the glow faded, she noticed that there was now a very wide and elaborate arc of solid golden light coming out of Ast’s hands, on both sides, forming a bow of an impressive size. It seemed to be bigger than him if he held it vertically. 
 
    Asterios moved his right hand a little lower, closer to himself, and closed his fingers into a fist. A thin white string materialized and completed the bow. He drew his right leg to the back to stabilize his posture and began pulling on the bowstring. 
 
    The moment the white line tensed just a little, intense pressure shot out of Ast’s hand, hitting Suanori like a powerful storm and causing both her and his clothes to start wildly fluttering. The more he drew the bowstring back, bit by bit, the stronger the spiritual wind became, almost pushing her away. 
 
    Above his right arm, something started forming out of the golden light while the bow tensed more and more. The sheer size of what Suanori first assumed would be an arrow, quickly made her change her mind. It was no arrow. The holy projectile resembled a hefty harpoon or a ballista bolt, increasing in size with each centimeter Asterios managed to pull the bowstring back, clearly struggling against the resistant line as his whole body kept shaking. 
 
    Finally, after a good fifteen seconds since he started, Asterios reached as far as he could and brought the white line to his very chest while surrounded by a spiritual storm that was going berserk. The whole golden-white contraption he had created looked divine, impressive, mighty, and powerful. Something that a mere human of his stature shouldn’t have been able to wield. 
 
    “Ready?!” Asterios shouted and Suanori was brought back from the depths of her mind, focusing on the spell again. 
 
    A second passed. Then two. Then three.  
 
    Then ten. Then twenty.  
 
    Nothing was happening.  
 
    Asterios waited, trembling, struggling. She started wondering if perhaps he was unable to launch the huge javelin that had formed while he was drawing the bow.  
 
    But then. It happened, surprising her even more. 
 
    He roared loudly and pushed his left foot up and against the bow’s grip near his hand. In one strong motion, he kicked forward, fully extending his leg, and pulled on the bowstring even further back with both hands, taking a position that made his body look like an actual ballista aimed at the sky.  
 
    The holy spear gained in size again, flashed, and got launched into the air with a powerful explosion that sent Asterios flying to the back at a breakneck speed the moment he let go of it. 
 
    While he tore through five walls of comfy greenery and vines that Suanori had erected, stopping only at the sixth one, the impressive golden projectile soared through the air with a loud hum and bright glow until it met with the passing Dragon and nailed its ribcage to the cavern’s ceiling, lodging itself between its bones. 
 
    Miria and Selene had been waiting exactly for this to happen and appeared by its right wing. Umbra barely managed not to get squished into the stone surface by letting his body slightly slide to the side from being on the very top of the Dragon’s spine. 
 
    He resumed the chopping with even more vigor and force as the girls began their own work. With a spiritual platform set perfectly to grant them unobstructed access to the base of the wing, they stood side by side. 
 
    Miria was the first to move and slashed at the bone with her blazing hot, flaming greatsword with a loud shout. It did not penetrate the structure, creating only a minuscule dent in it, but both the flames that exploded on impact and the white-hot blade caused its temperature to spike substantially. She withdrew her sword after the attacked point glowed orange. 
 
    Selene took her place after Miria jumped to the side and she drove her axe surrounded by freezing flames into the heated section before it could cool down by itself. A loud hissing was released into the air, accompanied by plenty of steam. Her cold fire lowered its temperature to the point of white frost starting to run over the bone and she made space for Miria to strike again. 
 
    They entered a cycle of violent tempering which when correctly used with some metal alloys and other materials caused them to toughen, instead made the Dragon’s bone more brittle with each too intense cycle. It didn’t take long before cracks began appearing on the whitish surface and small chunks began falling off with each rotation. 
 
    The Skeletal Dragon struggled to free itself from the impressive shining javelin with how it pinned it to the ceiling, but bit by bit, the monster was sliding down its length. Finally, with enough thrashing and wriggling, the Dragon freed itself completely. 
 
    But the moment it flapped its massive wings, two loud cracking sounds traveled through the stone cavern and it came crashing down while roaring and spinning around its own axis until it slammed into the ground with a loud thud.  
 
    High above it, on a spiritual platform, stood the trio of bone cutters. Miria and Umbra held a skeletal wing each like their own trophies and Selene just posed between them with her arms crossed over her chest and a proud smirk on her face. 
 
    “Unbelievable…” Suanori commented with an amazed expression. 
 
    “You get used to it after a while.” Asterios chuckled, getting himself out of the web of green wines that had tightly wrapped themselves all around his body, forcing him to tear them off one by one. “Save the astonishment for later. We still have to kill it.” 
 
    “I know. I could try to force its jaws open, but I have a feeling that it would just fill its belly with that green fire again and burn all my vines, wood, earth, or stone away shortly after. Do you have any other strong spells stored?” 
 
    “I’m afraid none that could be of much help with how tough it is. Even that Divine Warspear I had launched earlier wouldn’t pierce the bones alone. It’s all in the hands of the girls and Umbra. I think its bones are even sturdier than when it was alive if my knowledge is correct.” 
 
    As he said that, three figures slammed into the Dragon, which had been raising itself from the small crater its body had created after falling from the air. The trio of familiars started working together to defeat their enemy. 
 
    While Selene and Umbra held its front legs down for a moment, Miria attempted to sneak into its body from between its ribs, but the moment she passed through them and turned towards its neck, emerald swirling flames began forming in its stomach again and she had to quickly escape before they rushed forward, forcing everyone to jump back from the fiery assault. 
 
    “Looks like you were right,” Asterios said to Suanori. 
 
    “I would have loved not to be,” she responded with a sigh. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s help them out. We can do this.” 
 
    She nodded and they ran towards the ongoing battle together.  
 
    While Asterios had said that they should help the trio out, he had been supporting them all the time since the very beginning, activating various smaller techniques that aided either Miria or Selene, like Sensory Boost, Haste, Blur, with the short exception of when he had fully focused on casting the Divine Warspear. He obviously knew everything that had transpired amongst the three of his familiars too. Besides the sudden shift in Umbra's position during the green inferno, somehow. 
 
    They didn’t arrive right in front of the Dragon, which was entangled in a battle with the trio, and stopped somewhere on the side. If it decided to breathe fire again, they would have a hard time avoiding it and would most likely need to rely on Selene again, who was relentlessly bombarding her enemy with incredible punches and kicks, pushing its body parts into all sides while using her Ethereal Shift to move around it. 
 
    Their current strategy consisted mostly of the attempts to bring the Dragon’s head to the ground and try to pry its jaws open before it had time to spew more flames, obstructing their path to the crystal embedded into the inner side of its skull. The monster’s incredible toughness and annoying fire made it quite challenging. Fortunately, it didn’t know that many other tricks. 
 
    Additionally, Umbra’s toy was starting to really wear down. The Voidtaur had been bleeding from the holes in its abdomen for quite a while already, and its strength was seeping away with the purple liquid. Just a few more minutes and it would be completely useless. Therefore, Umbra decided to utilize it to the fullest, sharing with his master and companions his quickly assembled plan. 
 
    “Can you pin it to the ground the moment they bring it down?” Asterios asked Suanori. 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” She recalled a few of the gems that were circling the head of her staff and began chanting. 
 
    Selene’s posture blurred and she disappeared again in a blue flash, dodging an attempted chomp at her. She showed up in the air above the Dragon and the visible spiritual aura shot out of her body much more after she clasped her hands together. All five of her tails began shaking behind her back. 
 
    At first, four small orbs of swirling condensed mana appeared behind her in a horizontal line, but they quickly started growing more and more. Soon, they were bigger than her. A moment later, they were already twice Selene’s size.  
 
    While she continuously poured mana into the giant violent balls, Miria took it on herself to capture the attention of the Dragon. The flaming arcs her extended shortsword kept shooting at its skull didn’t have that much of an effect on it but they clearly annoyed the overgrown undead lizard. She swiftly dodged all of its swipes without even using Haste, thanks to her boosted performance through drawing from her bloodline. 
 
    When Selene finished her preparations, each of the four orbs of spiraling mana was almost as wide as the Dragon's ribcage at its widest point. She threw her arms down and the spiritual spheres fell from the air onto the monster, pushing it into the ground by spreading all along its spine and nailing it to the stone floor hard enough for it to crack and cave in. The giant spinning orbs kept pressuring it continuously, grinding its bones just a little at the same time. 
 
    Suanori didn’t waste any second and activated her prepared technique. Five gigantic arms of obsidian-black stone surged from the sides of the Dragon and curled around its four limbs and neck, diving back into the floor to grab onto it. 
 
    At the same time, Miria and Umbra appeared by each side of its skull, and using all of their strength, they heaved open the Dragon’s mouth, leaving its lower jaw resting on the ground. Asterios quickly arrived in front of it, jumped inside, and activated the Runic Chip stored in his Spellslinger.  
 
    A cage of lightning formed between the monster’s top and bottom teeth, entrapping nothing inside. But it allowed Miria and Umbra to let go of the Dragon’s jaws and quickly join him as the cage stopped the teeth from closing for a brief moment before it relented under the heavy pressure. 
 
    The moment that the duo arrived by Ast’s side, Umbra immediately set his giant greatsword in the place of the cage before the Dragon closed its maw. The Dragon’s jaws dropped onto the weapon and stopped again, digging the blade deeper between its sharp teeth like a giant toothpick that had somehow ended up in a vertical position 
 
    All three of them started noticing a green hue from further ahead and knew perfectly what was coming. While Asterios knelt down and slotted another token into his weapon, Umbra took a few steps towards the Dragon’s spine and took a huge, deep breath. 
 
    The moment the fierce swirling firestorm reached their position, he released his own flames from the Voidtaur’s mouth. A thin purple stream crashed into the violent emerald river, splitting it in the middle and redirecting the green inferno to the sides around him and the other two behind his back.  
 
    Everyone knew that this state of things wouldn’t last long and Asterios finished filling the crystal with his fiery mana. Miria was sweating profusely from the insane heat that surrounded them from the green flames. She jumped up into the air and landed on Ast’s joined hands, pushing him into a crouch with the weight of her body. 
 
    He roared loudly while the Overdrive spell activated, filling his muscles with power. The stored technique was a less-frowned-upon cousin of the Limit Breaker crystal he had used in the past, which wouldn’t completely devastate his insides with a single, short use. 
 
    Nevertheless, he heaved upwards at the same time as Miria pushed off of his hands, launching her vertically, spinning about her own axis. Over her head, she held a single shortsword clad in the sharpest Mana Coating she'd ever created. 
 
    She crashed into the emerald crystal in the upper jaw of the Dragon and began relentlessly drilling into it, putting her all into the strike that would decide their lives. The gem seemed to be even tougher than the reinforced bones of the Skeletal Dragon and released violent sparks of malachite color as she kept continuously scratching its surface. 
 
    Intent on making it break before Umbra’s fire breath ran out, she continued to burn through Ast’s fiery energy coming through their connection. The crimson flames that had replaced her fur intensified, soon beating the green hue from the Dragon’s and illuminating the inside of its skull in a scarlet shade. 
 
    The Voidtaur’s front was starting to literally melt from the intensity of the heat that the Dragon’s breath emanated, slowly reducing the length of its own flames and bringing the point where it split the ferocious stream into two closer to its head. Soon, they would swallow it whole and engulf the others too. 
 
    But just moments before the disaster struck, everyone heard a loud ceramic crack, and Miria’s blade finally pierced into the gem, shattering it into tiny pieces. Her sword bore into the bone behind it and quite quickly drilled through it, stopping the spinning with the blade embedded halfway into the white matter. She hung from it with one hand and quickly glanced down. 
 
    The Voidtaur’s body had gotten burned by the green flames, but they had died out before reaching Asterios, who was being sheltered by Umbra’s shadow after he had escaped before getting encased in fire.  
 
    They didn’t see any more movement from the Dragon. It was finally dead. This time for good. 
 
    Miria sighed in relief, relaxing a little bit too much and causing her grip to slip off the handle of her blade. She tried to quickly grab it again but failed and came falling down straight into Ast’s arms, waiting for her at the bottom. She giggled at him with an awkward smile amongst the rough breaths she was releasing from all the exhaustion. 
 
    He smiled back at her and brought her outside of the Dragon’s skull while Umbra followed. Selene dismissed the swirling orbs of death and also began descending from the air. Suanori canceled her spell too and the obsidian arms crumbled into dust. They all turned towards the Core which was still surrounded by four plates of thick bone.  
 
    It was not the end yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
Rewards and Upgrades 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after Asterios, Miria and Umbra jumped out of the Dragon’s jaws and regrouped with the rest of the team, the bones that had been held together by spiritual energy and controlled by the crystal embedded into the skull, started dropping down. Nothing was there to command them anymore. 
 
    “We need to deal with the Core fast. The other monsters that it’s still connected to might have received an emergency call and could be heading here even at this moment,” Suanori spoke first. 
 
    “But it’s still surrounded by walls of bone. I attempted to strike them earlier and they are as sturdy as the Dragon’s skeleton,” Selene said. 
 
    “After we have dealt with the gem in its head, the bones lost a lot of their toughness and Miria drilled into its skull with her sharpened blade. Hopefully, these did too as they seemed to be brought up by the Dragon when it awoke,” Astorios pointed out. 
 
    ~There’s only one way to find out,~ Umbra spoke in their minds, back to his own voice. 
 
    Asterios turned to Selene. “You are the strongest of us currently. Anything you could try?” 
 
    “Since I’ve already drained myself quite a bit, one more powerful technique won’t change too much. The backlash will be the same. I’ll have to drop my Awakening afterward, though. Would you mind supporting me, my Lord?” 
 
    “However you need.” 
 
    She nodded at him with a soft smile and started walking towards the shielded Core before stopping some distance from it. Placing her palms together in front of her, she closed her eyes and began gathering mana. Asterios stepped closer to her and put his hands on Selene’s back, supplying her with his own energy. 
 
    While little motes of blue light began surfacing around the two, Miria quickly jumped towards one of the bone shields and slashed at it a few times to test its durability. Her heated shortsword left some marks and shallow cuts in it, definitely much bigger and deeper than when she had attempted the same with the Dragon earlier. 
 
    Sensing the intense spiritual energy behind her, she quickly moved aside and turned to the duo. Selene had drawn her right arm back while closing her fingers into a fist, and extended her left to the front, with her palm facing up. Her external circuits on the right limb were turning brighter and brighter. 
 
    Then, the pressure increased substantially, and her entire arm got swallowed by the sapphire blue surface that glowed faintly. Her and Ast’s clothes fluttered from the chaotic mana that surrounded the preparing duo. Selene opened her eyes, which flashed briefly with profound light. 
 
    Her figure then blurred and reappeared right in front of the bone wall, with her fist getting in contact with it immediately. A loud, powerful thud was released into the air and the stone floor shook heavily.  
 
    Surrounded by a fierce helix of sapphire spiritual threads, Selene’s fist bore into the surface of the tough bone. A huge web of cracks covered its whole length and width. She released a fierce war cry and pushed her arm with even more strength, causing it to glow brighter. As the spiritual storm originating from the point of impact grew in intensity, the shield fractured more and more. 
 
    After just two seconds, the bone shattered into tiny pieces, and Selene’s fist pushed through it while still retaining all of its strength and momentum. Everyone quickly covered their ears as an earth-shaking noise of someone hitting a massive glass wall reverberated through the air, accompanied by a loud buzzing that made the whole place, including the air, tremble. 
 
    Barely keeping themselves standing while shielding their ears from all the tremors, everyone watched two immense spiritual pressures fight each other—Selene’s sapphire helix of mana and the Core’s pure black wisps of energy.  
 
    Both were destroying the stone floor around the duo and small chunks of rock and bone were lifted into the air by the sheer intensity of the force. The dark mana did not let the fox lady's glowing knuckles reach the Core’s surface and kept them hovering slightly above the heart of the dungeon as she pushed herself to her limits.  
 
    Then, the blue serpents started narrowing down, getting sucked into Selene’s glowing right arm. The spiritual storm on her side went completely silent and everyone thought she was done for, unable to finish off the Core.  
 
    But it suddenly came back and exploded with tripled intensity, quickly overpowering the black energy as Selene’s arm flashed the brightest yet. 
 
    She screamed even louder, and the dark barrier shattered into tiny particles with the sound of glass breaking and the final form of Selene’s empowered fist crashed into the surface of the pitch-black core.  
 
    The moment it did, a wave of deafening vibration echoed through the cavern as if somebody had hit an enormous metal gong, sweeping everyone off their legs while they were protecting their ears. 
 
    Something cracked again immediately after that impact and the whole black orb got launched forward like a gigantic cannonball, breaking two of the fang-like protrusions that held it in place and the bone barrier on its other side. 
 
    Selene’s punch bore so much force that the others only saw the huge black sphere literally disappear from their sight and reappear encased deep in the opposite stone wall of the cave with another unimaginable tremor. 
 
    Gradually, all the noises slowly faded out, with the sound of the gong being the last one to disappear. But the atmosphere didn’t turn completely silent. Faint streaks of white light appeared over the Core’s surface until it was fully covered in cracks. It then shattered into tiny fragments like an orb carved out of glass, contrary to the metal sound it had made earlier when struck by Selene. 
 
    She exhaled heavily and fell to her knees, clutching her right arm. Both her Awakening and the sapphire flames covering her fur disappeared in an instant. Asterios hastily collected himself from the ground and ran to her side. She smiled at him while wheezing for air and holding down her heavily trembling limb, gradually returning to its natural color as the markings retracted back to their original paths. 
 
    “How is your body?” he asked with a look of concern. 
 
    “Haaah… Haaaah… Just a little tire—cough!” 
 
    She suddenly coughed a bit of blood that stained her white dress as she had no free hand to stop the scarlet liquid. Selene chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. I can feel how hurt you are.” Asterios started rummaging through one of his pouches. 
 
    “I apologize, my Lord… Haaaah… All that pressure, vibrations, and spiritual tension might have caused a few internal injuries and ruptures… Haaaah… I did receive the brunt of it…” 
 
    “Don’t speak then and drink this slowly.” He pulled out a vial with acidic green liquid and uncorked it. “It will taste really horrible but it’s the strongest one I currently have.” 
 
    Asterios brought it closer to her mouth, but Selene tightly closed her lips. He shook his head with a sigh and a wry smile, knowing exactly what she was going for. Pouring some of the potion into his own mouth, he leaned in and fed it to her mouth-to-mouth, slowly and carefully to not spill even a single drop. 
 
    They parted with a strained chuckle from her. “Even the worst medicines taste sweet when administered by you, my Lord, fufufu~” 
 
    “Then you better drink it all.” He chuckled too and fed her the rest, letting their tongues dance with each other for a short while after all of the liquid disappeared from Selene’s mouth. 
 
    She was already sensing its effects and slowly healing up her insides. Even if the process wasn’t very quick, it did take care of the intense pain she was subjected to. Her right arm’s shivers toned down a little, but she still could barely feel it. 
 
    A moment later, the rest of the squad arrived by their side too. Suanori immediately started inscribing runes on the ground around Selene. Asterios stopped her and explained that he could use his own techniques now that they took care of the first aid, but she told him to leave it to her since he had already spent great amounts of energy. 
 
    And that was certainly true. Ast’s fiery source stored now somewhere between thirty and forty percent of the blazing mana after all the techniques and spells he had activated, and all the energy he had shared with his familiars. It was still a good amount, but he had never gotten so low since the appearance of the second core. His normal mana was spent almost completely. 
 
    Selene entered meditation to calm her body and focus on recovering while Suanori called forth a myriad of beautiful flowers that grew alongside the soft grass covering the ground under the fox lady. It started releasing a pleasant and fragrant smell that boosted Selene’s regeneration substantially. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios walked towards the shattered Core with Miria by his side and Umbra circling above them. Her fur retracted back to its previous length and uncovered her moderately toned arms and legs. She supported herself by hugging Asterios from the side, also quite spent physically. He kept gently brushing through her black hair. 
 
    They arrived in front of the dark remains and crouched together as Umbra perched on his shoulder. 
 
    “There’s quite a bit of dust amongst all the fragments. I wonder if it can be useful for summoning,” he pondered. 
 
    “Maybe you can carve strong sigils from this material, Master? But, Suanori said this might be very expensive so should we sell most of it?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll save all of this for ourselves. This was quite a big Core, not that I’ve seen any other ones. We could sell like a half. There’s a lot of this stuff here. And I’m sure Mom and the rest would be glad to help us financially when in need anyway, so we don’t have to worry that much about money.” 
 
    “I’ll go ask my dad to bring out some empty barrels and crates. Be right back.” 
 
    She pecked his cheek then stood up, a little wiggly. He smiled at her. 
 
    “Take your time. Sit down and rest a bit. I can feel how light-headed you are after that whole Werepanther thing.” 
 
    She giggled and nodded before stepping through the dark crimson gate. 
 
    “And you, Umbra?” He turned to glance at the big raven on his shoulder. 
 
    ~I’m fine. Part of my shadow was burned when I was escaping from the Voidtaur, trying to hold the flames for as long as I could, but it’s nothing that I can’t recover from with a good rest in my realm.~ 
 
    “Thanks for that. It was a quite risky move back there.” 
 
    ~Not just for me but for all of us. Even though I had secured our way back with the sword, it wasn’t certain that we would have been able to escape in time if things went south. Fortunately, that Voidtaur was decently strong. Additionally, consuming its mind and soul helped me consolidate myself in this realm a little more, actually.~ 
 
    “That’s great to hear. The stronger you get the better for us. And for you too, naturally.” 
 
    ~The stronger enemies we fight that I can devour, the quicker I’ll grow, simply speaking. I currently can use around forty percent of my full power here. That seal over my realm is partially to blame. But I’m not in a rush anywhere. By my standards, it’s happening quite fast.~ 
 
    “Well, from the perspective of a millennia-old ancient being, I guess it is. Speaking of the sword, did it survive?” 
 
    They moved to the front of the Dragon’s skull and the weapon was still present between its teeth, just the way it had been left there by Umbra. It didn’t look damaged, besides all the wear and scratches that were already part of it before. 
 
    “I guess we’ll pick it up a little later after the girls recover a bit.” Asterios kicked the six-meter-long blade a few times, but it didn’t even budge. “It’s lodged into the top and bottom of the skull damn deep.” 
 
    ~You should be able to pull it out with my help, Master.~ 
 
    Umbra’s raven form lost its shape and his shadow seeped under Ast’s clothes. He felt his body getting covered by the thick black mist as his familiar turned himself into the suit mode. 
 
    “Worth a try.” 
 
    Asterios unsheathed his Spellslinger and slotted a brown token into the hole. He activated the spell with just a little bit of mana and a bright orange rope shot out of the blade, which was also glowing in the same color. It coiled itself around one of the teeth in the upper jaw, and he started pulling himself up. 
 
    Reaching the same height as the handle of the greatsword, Asterios hugged the thick grip while putting his legs stretched between the two teeth that surrounded the weapon. In one swift motion, he unwrapped the magical lasso from its previous target and coiled it around the hilt. 
 
    He lowered himself into a horizontal crouch and grabbed the glowing line with both hands. Umbra’s shadow supported him, and the duo began pulling strongly. After around ten seconds of struggle, the hilt jumped a bit and began scratching over the bone with its pommel, and finally popped out of its hold. 
 
    At the same time as the huge sword began falling, Asterios of course did too. But Umbra took care of that and sent out his shadowy tendrils towards the ground to slow down their descent. The blade slammed into the ground first, before Asterios safely followed it. 
 
    “So, what now? It’s still way too big for any of us.” He glanced all over it. 
 
    ~Put both of your hands on the flat side and pour some of your essence into it.~ 
 
    He knelt down by the side of the purplish blade and did as instructed. Its surface got covered by a myriad of various runes and sigils and he watched how the whole weapon shrunk right in front of his eyes, stopping at the size of the usual longsword, just still single-edged. 
 
    Asterios grabbed the hilt and lifted the weapon up. “It’s quite light,” he said after making a few test slashes. 
 
    ~It’s enchanted with magic that makes it fit the owner perfectly, as I’ve said previously. And that includes not just size but also weight.~ 
 
    “Quite useful. Were the flames part of it too?” 
 
    ~No. Those were the Voidtaur’s abili—~ 
 
    The blade suddenly lit up with crimson flames over its single edge after Asterios sent some of his blazing mana into it. 
 
    ~—ty… That’s peculiar… Does ‘fitting the owner’ cause this too?~ 
 
    He moved his hand over them, and they didn’t feel hot to him. Actually, they didn’t have any effect on him.  
 
    Asterios walked closer to the Dragon’s cheekbone and attempted to slice it. The tip of the blade cut through the material much easier than he expected and he almost tripped. A quite deep, melting crevice entered his sight after he lifted his eyes up again. 
 
    “I am aware that the structure is now weaker, but… isn’t that still too much?” 
 
    ~I think the same. Perhaps it’s due to your fiery mana?~ 
 
    “We really should have tried it out before the fight, shouldn’t we?” 
 
    ~It might have been a little bit easier if you were the one wielding it, yes.~ 
 
    Asterios sighed. He plunged the tip of the flaming sword into the bone, easily pushing it through until it came out on the other side, and almost effortlessly traced a circle like he was moving a knife through butter, leaving a melting trail behind the weapon’s edge. It did consume a noticeable amount of his energy, but the effect was quite something. 
 
    With a kick boosted by Umbra’s suit, he pushed the disc out and stepped outside of the Dragon’s skull, walking towards Selene and Suanori. They both glanced at him and at the blade in his hand. 
 
    He dismissed the crimson fire and turned the hilt towards the guildmaster. “Try pouring some of your essence into this.” 
 
    The moment she took it from Asterios, she almost slammed into the ground from its weight. He quickly caught both her and the weapon and the pulling stopped. Suanori straightened herself while staring at it with wide eyes. 
 
    ~Seems like it has imprinted itself on you, Master,~ Umbra spoke in their minds. 
 
    “Does it mean I have to die for it to be usable by anyone else? That kind of complicates things. Are you now good enough to have a try too, Selene?” 
 
    The fox lady nodded and stood up from the fragrant patch of grass. This time carefully, he lent her the weapon. It didn’t plunge itself and Selene into the ground like in Suanori’s case. After she filled it with a bit of her essence, it changed a little but still stayed at around a longsword’s length and size. 
 
    “Looks like I can use it. Maybe because I’m your summon? It’s quite comfortable.” 
 
    “Now try filling it with your mana.” 
 
    She did as she was told. “Nothing seems to be happening.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “Try mine?” 
 
    The edge got covered by a thin, mesmerizing layer of glowing sapphire energy.  
 
    She examined it from up close. “It doesn’t feel cold. Actually, it doesn’t feel in any way.”  
 
    Then, she made a vertical swing with it and a spiritual arc shot out of the blade, zooming through the air faster than they could blink. It was sent towards the Dragon’s skeleton and cut through every single bone on its path, diving into the wall much further behind it. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh.” Asterios chuckled after seeing the perfectly halved path the arc had created. 
 
    “It consumes quite a lot of it, though it’s understandable with this much power.” Selene stared at the weapon with amazement in her eyes. 
 
    “I guess we’ll be taking this one with us then. Are you fine with that, Suanori?” He turned to the guildmaster. 
 
    “If it really is bound to you guys then what am I even supposed to say here?” She smiled wryly. “And, well, I was wondering what we would do with the Dragon’s bones since I didn’t think many of them would fit through the portals, but I guess this makes things easier.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yeah. I thought we would have to leave it here too. I can’t imagine dragging even a few bigger pieces through forty-five floors. It’s not like all the traps and monsters suddenly disappeared.” 
 
    “Right. But at least more of them won’t be appearing during our ascent.” 
 
    ~We might not have to walk back to the surface, possibly. Or throw the bones into Eabiarhia.~ 
 
    All three of them glanced at Asterios as Umbra seeped outside of his clothes and perched on his shoulder. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked his shadowy familiar. 
 
    ~The biggest interference that was coming from the Core is now gone, which means that it’s much easier to use my spatial movement through the shadows. I should be able to bring the bones back to the surface if I take them one by one.~ 
 
    “I see. And that part about us not having to walk?” 
 
    ~As I’ve said earlier, my power has grown a little after devouring the Voidtaur. Even if they didn’t have a soul, if you would let me consume the Dragon’s crystal, and around one-third of the Core, I should be able to convert the essence stored in them to boost myself enough to be able to carry a single living entity with me. From now on, not just once.~ 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin while pondering over the given option. Gaining such a useful ability was certainly worth this sacrifice. He had been looking really forward to the day when Umbra could transfer him through the shadows since the moment that he had mentioned it after his summoning. 
 
    He turned towards Suanori again. “Your opinion on this? The Core’s remains were certainly amongst the loot to split between ourselves. One-third of it will be lost if we do that, and that’s a small fortune, right? Personally, I don’t mind taking it from my half if we were going to split it evenly, but considering that the Dragon’s crystal is included, would you rather have more?” 
 
    She started waving her hands at him. “Wait, wait, wait! When did I say that I want things split equally? I was just a support for you guys. You were the party registered for the emergency quest. Thus, you have the full right to ask for most of the things here. Not that I don’t appreciate your consideration, of course.” 
 
    Selene chuckled. “My Lord wouldn’t have any of that.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “She’s right. It was and is a joint effort, so it’s obvious that we should start from a half-half split. Why does everyone always insist on us taking a bigger part?” 
 
    “Well, you guys were the main force—” 
 
    “No, all of us were a team. As Selene said, I’m not having any of that. And I don’t care if you are secretly rich after your whole adventuring career. It would just leave a bad taste in my mouth.” 
 
    Suanori sighed with a soft smile. “Alright. I won’t argue then. Let’s take half from the leftover Core after Umbra consumes his part. We don’t have to count the Dragon’s crystal. And the sword since no one would be able to use it anyway.” 
 
    “There’s also that small mirror thingy. You can take it so both of the sides end up with an artifact.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. We should leave that for later, after getting out.” 
 
    He nodded and Miria came back a moment later, informing them that they had set up the barrels and crates. Umbra swooped one-third of the core to the side to allow them to transfer the rest and started assimilating the essence from the fragments and the Dragon’s crystal. 
 
    They finished before he was done so Asterios decided to cut the Dragon’s bones into small fragments to make it faster and store them in Eabiarhia too. To not clutter Miria's whole house and garden, Selene offered her own spacious mansion as temporary storage for it. 
 
    Using the artifact blade, she sliced through the bones with ease. It turned out that the sapphire edge was as sharp as the spiritual arcs it could shoot so she chopped the Dragon into pieces like a carrot on a cutting board. 
 
    Obviously, they didn’t chop all of it. Suanori and Asterios pointed out parts that would be a waste to damage further, such as the whole skull, claws, wings, and tail. The rest was turned into pieces, partially to be sold and partially to be saved for materials. Miria couldn't stop talking about them summoning a real Dragon with those. 
 
    And thus, they slowly prepared everything while Umbra took his time to absorb all of the stored essence, which was plenty. It was fun and engaging activity during which they could both work and partially rest, unwinding after the intense fight, casually chatting about the whole dungeon run. Of course, without artificially delaying it. The sooner they were done, the sooner they could move out and check on the situation up there. Who knew what was happening on the surface and how the operation was going for the other teams. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
Shadow Movement 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After around two hours, they were done collecting all the pieces of the Core and the Dragon’s bones, which had been cut into comfortable parts. Umbra was still busy absorbing the abundant essence, so they all sat together to catch a breather. Miria quickly snuggled to Asterios from one side while Selene seated herself on the other, with her arm still slightly shaking from time to time. 
 
    While brushing through Miria’s hair, he glanced at the fox lady. “How are you feeling now? You should have left the cutting to me instead.” 
 
    She smiled at him softly. “It wasn’t too straining, my Lord. And while I am much better, it won’t be that fast for me to recover from all the backlash, even with your and Suanori’s support. I will, unfortunately, have to reduce any additional strain to a minimum for a few days at least. But the internal pain has almost subsided.” 
 
    “Good. Rest as much as you need and want. You’ve done plenty for us during this whole expedition. We can take care of the rest alone.” 
 
    “That’s right. We were able to blast all the Gates so easily thanks to you, Selene. And even the Core!” Miria beamed at her while enjoying some pats from Asterios. 
 
    “Fufufu~ I’ve only been fulfilling my duty.” Selene’s tail started charmingly moving behind her back, clearly showing that she appreciated the praise. 
 
    Asterios rubbed Miria’s head with some more force. “And that includes you too. Don’t even think about acting strong when I have to catch you from suddenly falling now and then with how wiggly you are.” 
 
    “Ehehehe~” Miria blushed and glanced away. 
 
    He sighed and moved his hand to gently scratch behind her ear just the way Miria loved it and she quickly melted into a blissful smile, purring quietly. He glanced at Suanori and refilled her glass with the tasty apple juice the panthergirl had brought for them from her home. 
 
    “So, assuming that we have succeeded and there’s no unexpected cataclysm happening on the surface, what should we do next?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, I’d like to ask you to lend us Umbra’s services for a moment to inform the diversion teams that their job is done if they haven’t surfaced yet, but after that, we’ll have to report the completion of our task, of course. Then, you don’t have to worry, I’ll handle all the formalities.” 
 
    “It would be good to observe the changes for a few weeks. I don’t think there’s a need for any additional restrictions and things can go back to how they were, but better warn the adventurers that the dungeons might be a little more unpredictable than usual while they are recovering,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    She nodded. “Right. The other Cores should quickly notice that the middle dungeon is now a graveyard, even more than it was before.” Miria giggled at her words. “The war should stop, and they will most likely focus on slowly expanding into the dead zone. With how far the two are from each other, we should have gained a few hundred years with this if they were to start another war after running into each other again.” 
 
    “And that isn’t so sure to happen either. The Cores don’t just dig around wherever they can, as we all know. The two might not meet ever. Parts of this dungeon will definitely be consumed though, around the edges. It could be dangerous but also quite interesting for adventurers.” 
 
    “In any way, you don’t need to bother yourself with that too much. I’ll make sure to get you a boat as soon as possible. You guys were delayed long enough already. Unless you wish to wait for everything to get processed so that you can receive the additional rewards that I had promised you, besides the completion ones.” 
 
    “If Umbra succeeds, there’s a chance that we’ll be able to return at any given moment, so it’s fine with just the completion. And we’ll stay in Nebula for a bit to recuperate.” 
 
    “I should be able to work on your rank before you guys depart then. Might come useful in the Demon Continent. If you were an A-rank, this stunt would have definitely boosted you to an S-rank instantly. Not many can boast of crushing an old Core into bits.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “You are praising the wrong person. I would break all my fingers if I tried that. I feel kind of bad stealing all your glory,” he said while glancing at Miria and Selene. 
 
    “Our strength is yours to command, my Lord. A mere tool in your skillful hands. Even if the tool is of amazing quality, it’s only natural for the wielder to be surrounded with the same, if not greater praise. In the end, a tool is nothing without the one that operates it.” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “You are not tools, even though I get your analogy. Anyway, it feels like Umbra is finishing.” 
 
    They all turned towards the half-sphere of black shadow that had remained on the floor since the moment Umbra started his thing. It would occasionally swirl or tremble, but other than that, the ominous half-orb that leaked grim shadows from its structure just lay there silently. 
 
    Shortly after Ast’s words, a powerful spiritual pressure exploded from it and the shadow morphed into a tall pillar, just like on the day that Umbra had been summoned. The looming dark mist spread over the stone floor while the surroundings seemed to lose illumination a little, creating a scary atmosphere. 
 
    Fifteen seconds later, all of it retracted to the center and two purple spots lit up at the top of the tall shadow. Umbra slowly sucked all of his body in and switched into his usual shape of a head-sized raven, flying down to sit in the middle of them. 
 
    “How did it go?” Asterios asked. 
 
    ~Perfectly as expected. Or even a little better. I’ve completely recovered and pushed my power to around fifty percent, maybe slightly more. Before you suggest, consuming more of the Core won’t have that much of an additional effect on me now. Nevertheless, I should be able to do as I said.~ 
 
    “Well then. Should we move out?” 
 
    Suanori nodded and they all stood up. Miria and Selene jumped back to their realm, to the fox lady's house, and promised to rest properly until he would call for them. Umbra first approached the Dragon’s skull and enveloped it in his shadow. It then plunged into the ground, leaving no trace of the bone structure. 
 
    Ten seconds later, Asterios could see through Umbra’s eyes that the skull popped out near the entrance to the dungeon, toppling a few trees in the process with how big it was. But the first experiment was a success. 
 
    Then, he offered to be the actual living test subject before having Suanori try it, feeling quite responsible for his familiar’s power and possible complications. He could feel Miria and Selene wanting to offer their own participation instead, but he quickly turned them down. Just to be safe that nothing suddenly happened down here while he was gone, he asked the former to stay behind in his realm. 
 
    “Alright. Anything I should know about this beforehand?” he asked as Umbra started swallowing him whole. 
 
    ~You have already partially experienced my Shadow Movement through the technique you had used earlier. It might feel a bit more twisty this time, though.~ 
 
    “Here it goes then. See you in a second.” Asterios waved at Suanori and Miria and plunged into the floor after getting completely covered in a black shadow. 
 
    His vision got enveloped by a darkness that seemed to be very close and at the same time unending. Something tugged his body in random directions at a very fast pace. He traveled the black abyss in complete silence. Only the noise of his blood flowing through his veins and the thumping of his heart seemed to break that stillness. 
 
    Then, after what felt like five minutes or so, his eyes were hit with light and colors again. The shadow surrounding Ast’s body retracted, and he found himself next to the giant skull. A calm breeze ruffled his hair. Asterios stumbled a little and supported himself on the nearby bone. 
 
    “Ugh… That was quite… scary… and longer than I expected…” 
 
    Umbra shifted into his raven form and hung in the air in front of him. ~It took ten seconds to get here. After you get used to the darkness, your perception of the flow of time inside will change too. Are you fine, Master?~ 
 
    “Just a little dizzy but nothing else. I’m glad it worked. You can grab Suanori while I calm my body down. Let her know about my experience first.” 
 
    The misty bird nodded its beak and dove into his shadow. Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “I pity anyone who gets forcefully taken for a ride through that darkness without their consent.” 
 
    A moment later, a black shadow rose from the ground and formed a humanoid shape. After retracting itself, it revealed the elf woman, who frantically gasped for air and fell to the ground on all fours. Asterios quickly knelt by the side of the distressed guildmaster, who was calming down her palpitating heart. 
 
    She looked up at him with a ghastly face. “You said… five minutes… ughhhh…” 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “I was stuck in a never-ending… horrifying... darkness… for three hours… Gods take me…” 
 
    He glanced at Umbra while gently rubbing Suanori’s back and supporting her to a sitting position.  
 
    ~I don’t know,~ the shadowy raven answered before the question came. ~It could be because of our bond that it affects you less. Or it’s just your mind that’s really strong. I do think it’s quite impressive. I’ve never transported an entity that wasn’t somehow familiar with the darkness.~ 
 
    Asterios sighed, feeling bad. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    Suanori shook her head, slowly regaining color on her face. “You couldn’t know… It’s good you went first… This could make people lose their minds… You feel completely helpless inside whatever that is… I’ll respectfully pass on any further attempts...” 
 
    “Looks like I’ll have to remember not to transport random people with this. Anything you need?” 
 
    “Just a few more minutes… I’m fine… Thank you…” 
 
    They waited until Suanori recollected herself. In the meanwhile, Umbra scouted their surroundings and confirmed that adventurers were still heading in and out of the two dungeons and there weren’t any weird events taking place on the surface. 
 
    He then was sent to find Tishnera’s and Svertaniel’s teams and instruct them to return if they were still inside. Suanori covered the Dragon’s parts that had been brought to the surface by Umbra with her Earth Magic after calming down. She also called for her flying companion. 
 
    They traveled to the guild together on its back. The impressive bird landed on top of the building, and the two jumped off. The inside was very lively, as expected. Many adventurers were reporting back their delves and attempting to cash in on their spoils of war. Some were being briefed about the dungeons, looking for a party, or just generally spending their time in the lobby. 
 
    After Asterios and Suanori walked inside, most of the people instantly recognized them and went silent. The bunch that was still talking, quickly caught on that something was wrong and also quieted down until the whole hall turned their attention onto the slightly roughed-up duo. 
 
    “The middle dungeon is dead! The main part of the operation was a success! But! Do yourself a favor and don’t rush into it blindly! It will take time before the created holes heal up! More official statements will follow soon!” 
 
    After Suanori relayed what she wanted, she nodded at Asterios, and they began heading toward the stairs. 
 
    “What? Already? Did even a day pass since they entered?” 
 
    “Impossible. No one can reach the Core so fast and even destroy it.” 
 
    “Hahahaha! Told you suckers! Where’s my money now? I knew the brat was something special the moment he glared at me!” 
 
    “Piss off you fucking cheat! This is all one fucking scam! You are in cahoots with them!” 
 
    Various different comments and shouts filled the air even before the pair disappeared on the stairs leading up. Asterios could only smile wryly and Suanori chuckled softly. She had known very well that the reaction would be something like this with what they had done. But she didn’t worry about being accused of lying or altering facts. An official announcement would be made after she showed the remains of the Core to the others. 
 
    They went together to meet this branch’s guildmaster and shortly informed him about the completion on their side of things. He was as surprised as the adventurers but didn’t dare to doubt the duo and began to work on the formalities immediately. 
 
    Suanori thanked Asterios for his willingness to help but sent him back to rest or do whatever else he wanted while leaving the guild’s things to her and the others. She would call for him after everyone from their previous meeting session gathered to wrap things up. He let her know that Umbra would be checking on her regularly for that then left the office. 
 
    Not wanting to walk through the main hall again with everyone now definitely interested in their delve or him specifically, Asterios decided to wait for Umbra to return and use Shadow Movement to escape the unnecessary attention. Fortunately, the raven in question came back around ten minutes later. 
 
    To test if the distance affected the time inside the black abyss, he made a jump to the inn they were staying at since it wasn’t that far. He judged the time spent in the darkness to be around twenty seconds, which was clearly shorter. But then again, they had jumped forty-five dungeon floors worth of distance before. 
 
    He checked on the girls through his bond, surprised that Miria wasn’t joining him, and found both her and Selene peacefully sleeping on the latter’s bed, with the panthergirl comfortably snuggled to the fox lady from the front. He smiled at the adorable sight and left them to rest. 
 
    After getting something to eat at the restaurant part of the inn, he thought about what to do until he was called and decided on practicing the transportation method more while taking care of some errands. 
 
    First, he wanted to try getting to Tyrienheim. The single-edged purple blade was currently strapped to his belt with a makeshift holder so it would be a wise thing to do to get an actual scabbard for it. He wasn’t sure if he would be the one to carry it or if he would give it to Selene, but nevertheless, a proper sheath was required. And he knew just the person to turn to for such a thing. 
 
    With just a thought, his body was swallowed by darkness again and plunged into the ground. This time, it felt like he was stuck in the black abyss for about eight to ten minutes, which was surprising considering the distance. 
 
    During that time, he tried to explore it with his senses, but it was really hard. He didn’t feel exactly helpless as Suanori had stated, albeit he definitely wasn’t in control. But he could probe the abyss to some extent, even if his attempts were suppressed by a horrifying pressure shortly after they began. He did feel like he was gaining some understanding the more he tried to fight it, though. 
 
    Meanwhile, in Imadil’s workshop, Cynthia was carrying a crate with supplies from the entrance towards the door behind the counter when some weird black shadow started swirling on the ground right in front of her feet. She quickly stepped back. The moment a pillar of darkness shot out of it, she dropped her cargo in shock. 
 
    Before she reached for a nearby sword from the showcase, the ominous mist retreated, revealing a person in its place. 
 
    “Hi.” Asterios waved and smiled wryly at the wide-eyed elf girl. 
 
    Cynthia’s mouth went agape. “Wha—? Whe—? Ho—? What?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I apologize. I should have chosen to show up in front of the entrance, I guess.” Crouching down, he reached for the crate. 
 
    “Wait, that’s hea—” 
 
    In one swift motion, Asterios lifted it and raised his brow at even more flabbergasted Cynthia. She was using special gloves that greatly boosted strength and even they had barely kept up with the quite hefty alloys in that box. Of course, she couldn’t know that Ast’s body was enveloped in a much stronger Umbra-type suit. 
 
    “Where do you need it? I don’t mind helping out a little. There’s something I’d like to ask if you guys have time.” 
 
    She shook her head with a faint smile. “Follow me. Father is in the storage room, waiting for this package.” 
 
    He walked behind her as instructed, and they entered a room with plenty of barrels and crates arranged in a neat formation, making it easy to access any of them. Imadil stopped moving one of the boxes and glanced up. 
 
    “Put it next to—… this one…”  
 
    He seemed as surprised as his daughter seeing Asterios casually walk around with the crate towards him and place it down where he pointed to. Looking at Cynthia, he only got a shrug of her shoulders in response. 
 
    “Well then, nice to see you again, Asterios. Didn’t you leave Tyrienheim, though?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Technically, I was in the port town of Nebula a minute ago. I might be looking for something to order, so I figured I'd come to you guys.” 
 
    “What?” Imadil furrowed his brows. “Did you make some teleportation sigils? It’s such a waste to use them for something like this though. They certainly couldn’t have been made out of some cheap crystal.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “No, I don’t have any spells like that currently. One of my familiars gained quite a bit of power after our recent adventure and I can now jump to any place I have visited in the past. It’s a quite scary trip, though.” 
 
    “Ah. The shadow?” Cynthia asked and he nodded. “That’s insane. How long did it take for you to get here?” 
 
    “Umbra?” Asterios asked and his shadowy familiar moved to his shoulder. 
 
    ~Thirty seconds, more or less. I had to avoid a few spots since they were interfering with my ability. It’s not omnipotent, unfortunately.~ Umbra’s ancient voice resounded in their heads. 
 
    “And it was like eight minutes in a bottomless void for me. Trust me, you don’t want to try it.” 
 
    “Why? It’s so useful. Not that I even thought about using you as my personal teleporter.” 
 
    “Do you know who Suanori is?” 
 
    Cynthia smiled. “Of course. What elf wouldn’t?” 
 
    “A jump that felt to me like five minutes was three hours for her, causing her to almost faint afterward. She would prefer to never go again.” 
 
    “Okay, forget about that…’’ Cynthia paled a little. “So, what brings you here anyway?” 
 
    Asterios brought forth the longsword and held it in front of the father-daughter duo. “I want to get a nice sheath for this little guy. It might be a bit troublesome, though.” 
 
    Imadil whistled at the sight of the longsword and his eyes began to glow with a faint light. They quickly widened to the brim. 
 
    “This is some serious stuff. A real masterpiece, even if really, really old. It’s even covered with a myriad of arrays preventing me from using my Spellsong abilities to pry into its secrets. I do get that it can change the size and its weight, at least. It’s extremely sharp but I don’t see why it would be a problem to make something for it.” 
 
    Asterios pointed the tip towards the floor and rested it on the stone pavement, leaning the hilt towards the elf while raising one of his brows. Slightly confused, Imadil grabbed the handle and almost fell forward when he tried raising it and instead pulled himself down. 
 
    “Wha—” He grabbed Ast’s shoulder to stop himself while Cynitha snickered softly. “Come on. I thought you were different from that devilish woman, and here you are pulling such a prank. I saw how strong you are with that crate already.” 
 
    Chuckling and shaking his head, Asterios brought the weapon up and laid it down on a nearby pile of boxes. 
 
    “Try it now then.” 
 
    Imadil sighed and grabbed the hilt again. Unfortunately, he did so with a bit too much force again and ended up pulling himself into the boxes, toppling them in the process. The sword fell onto his back with a soft thud. 
 
    “Ow, ow, ow! It’s crushing me! I can’t breathe!”  
 
    He was barely able to shout while wriggling under it. Both he and his daughter were looking at the purple weapon with wide eyes. Asterios chuckled again and lazily lifted the mischievous blade by picking it up with two fingers. He then helped Imadil up. 
 
    “Get it now?” 
 
    The elf rubbed his back and smiled wryly. “Unbelievable… I think I do. Unless you accompany us during a few steps, we might have quite a problem getting measurements and such. Or even moving it around.” 
 
    “I can drop by whenever you have some time.” 
 
    “What about now?” 
 
    “Should be fine.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s do it then. Want to join, Cynthia?” 
 
    His daughter nodded. “Of course. This seems very interesting. And I would gladly hear more about the circumstances behind its discovery.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. I’m almost sure some rumors will start spreading about us in a week or two, so you at least won’t fall for the fake ones.” 
 
    “Now I’m even more interested.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
The Demon Continent Awaits 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios helped Cynthia and Imadil move the rest of the crates they had recently received through delivery, and they all headed to one of the workshop chambers together, closing the smithy for a moment. 
 
    “So, can you do something about it being so heavy?” Imadil asked him after the sword was put down on a wooden counter. 
 
    “I’m sorry but it seems that it’s some kind of a safety measure after the artifact chose me as its master or something like that. But my familiars can wield it too so I could send one of them here if necessary, or show up myself.” 
 
    The elf nodded while rubbing his chin. “Right. This will help a lot if we would need to recheck something. Do you have anything special you want from the scabbard?” 
 
    “There’s no need to make it fancy or anything. As simple as possible is fine. Of course, I won’t mind it if you feel like something could suit the weapon. But, one thing I have to ask, is it be possible to have the sheath change sizes too?” 
 
    “Why? Can you order the sword to change? As far as I could check, it does shape itself automatically, without any input.” 
 
    “His companions can wield it, Father. I assume it changes its form accordingly,” Cynthia joined it. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “Ah. Of course. That’s very interesting. But not to digress, it’s possible. It will take more time than usual, but we should have the required materials on site. I think you are already familiar with some of them.” 
 
    “Same thing as the guild uses for collars?” 
 
    “Exactly. At least the leather part. Nevertheless, let’s not dawdle for too long and start with the measurements first.” 
 
    “Would it be better if I called my companions here and had them hold it too so that we had their sizes?” Asterios asked while placing the sword on a big sheet of blue paper. 
 
    “Unnecessary. We will use your version as a base and add some plus and minus to the size threshold,” Imadil answered as he and Cynthia started using various tools to examine all the parts of the blade. “I can’t guarantee that we’ll be able to create something that can shift from a dagger’s shape to a buster sword, but we’ll try to get as much out of what we have as we can.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Selene’s doesn’t look that far from mine and Miria’s is a shortsword. I think the former will be using it the most.” 
 
    “Not you?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    He smiled at her and waved his right arm. “I’m very happy with your previous creation. Perhaps I’ll carry it with me just in case, but Selene is better suited for it, I think.” 
 
    She smiled back, nodded, and returned to her work. The elf duo quickly took the required measurements with Asterios helping them flip or hold the weapon. For a few moments, it looked like two artists were walking around a model and making quick sketches to choose the best angle for their painting. 
 
    After they were done, Cynthia took Asterios to a different table and they started coming up with some simple designs for the sheath. She was quick to create a bunch of drafts while following his brief ideas or random thoughts. He noticed that she enjoyed this process a lot. 
 
    In the end, they agreed on a black scabbard without any additional decorations. Cynthia suggested using materials that would cause the runes inscribed into it to have a purple shade to fit the stylistics of the blade. They would glow slightly when activated. There were a few formations she wanted to include in this work even though Asterios tried to convince the elves not to go overboard with it. 
 
    Wrapping up everything they needed his help with, Imadil and Cynthia informed Asterios that he didn’t have to accompany them for longer and could take the blade with him too. He agreed and they chose a few specific hours in the day during which Umbra would check on them to see if they wanted to contact him. 
 
    Leaving the blacksmiths to their craft, he decided to pay his mother a quick visit before returning to let her know that he was fine and about his new method of transportation. Finding out that she was in one of the offices in her family’s mansion, he jumped through the shadows to the corridor in front of it. 
 
    Kindra was extremely surprised to see him enter but she instantly launched herself at her son and snuggled to him. They sat together by her desk and Asterios decided to help her out with her work a little while they chatted for a moment. 
 
    As he had expected, Asterios was quickly roped into talking about his love life and revealed to his mother that the things between him and Tina had taken a small step forward.  
 
    He recounted his meeting with Viscount Nobelle, and Kindra was clearly very happy about it. She promised to get in contact with them immediately, to bring their families closer.  
 
    Asterios could only shake his head. He started pitying Tina’s parents a little bit. A small storm was coming their way. Small but very powerful. 
 
    They talked for a few short hours while working on various documents. After Kindra told him that it was enough, she gave him a warm hug with a kiss on the cheek and rushed to meet with her father, wanting to talk about Nobelles right away. He chuckled to himself after they parted and jumped back to Nebula, aiming to take a quick nap too. 
 
    Three hours later, Umbra woke him up and notified him about Suanori’s request to meet everyone in the guild. Asterios opened his eyes to find Miria and Selene snuggled to his sides and chest. They weren’t asleep so they all got up a moment later after both of the girls exchanged a few affectionate pecks with their master and mate. 
 
    He transported himself to the guild alone, leaving testing how the girls perceived the darkness for another time after they would rest a bit more. They jumped back to his realm straight after he showed up in one of the wooden corridors and quickly hugged his sides. Asterios could only smile at them while knocking on the door to the meeting room. 
 
    Assuming that the silencing arrays were active again, he entered without waiting for someone to answer. Everyone was sitting by the long table again and their gazes instantly turned to the trio that walked inside. This time, Suanori prepared a seat for him by her side and invited him there with a polite gesture of her hand. Miria and Selene proudly stood behind him. 
 
    “Alright. I’m glad to see that no one is hurt too seriously,” Suanori began, glancing at Darlick for a moment, who looked quite bruised but smiling widely. “Anything anyone would like to report from the other two dungeons?” 
 
    “There were no issues nor deviations from the usual behavior in mine,” Svertaniel answered first. 
 
    “The only issue on our side was fixed by you guys before it even popped up, hahaha!” Darlick laughed merrily while slamming his fist onto the table. “Barely anything fun or challenging happened afterward! It was so boring!” 
 
    “I can confirm that there were no deviations in the other dungeons either, Guildmaster,” Tishnera elbowed him lightly and joined in. “We continued creating breaches and left the monsters to duke it out between themselves. After your intervention, we’ve been careful, but there weren’t any more ambushes.” 
 
    Suanori nodded. “The Core must have focused on us after we fell to the thirty-second floor. I’m glad to hear that. What about the adventurers?” 
 
    One of the guild strategists standing in the back stepped closer. “Overall, it’s looking good, Guildmaster. Most of them are following the guidelines and instructions. Naturally, we do have some deaths reported, but that’s unavoidable.” 
 
    She sighed. “Yes, it is. No use wasting time thinking about it. We all know it’s a dangerous profession. And, unfortunately, almost everyone can join it, even if they aren’t exactly suitable.” 
 
    “That’s what differentiates it from the military or any other organization.” Asterios shrugged. “People know what they are getting themselves into. For the most part.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, we need to warn them about exploring the now dead dungeon. The Core was clearly trying to get us and I’m sure there are plenty of traps on the deeper floors that were left behind, designed to stop us. And trust me, some of them are very elaborate.” 
 
    “If not for Umbra, we could have been stuck in that labyrinth for who knows how long. People without any safe way to check the layout are pretty much thrown to their deaths there,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “And the puzzles! The mirrors with deadly lasers made even the labyrinth’s walls wither in a blink! It’s so scary to think that there are plenty more things like that.” Miria shuddered. 
 
    “I don’t think you are describing floor layouts with this. What’s up with that labyrinth?” Yuuze finally spoke up for the first time, staring at Asterios a little weirdly. 
 
    “We stepped into a teleportation array covering the whole safe zone on the thirty-third floor and were transported into a literal labyrinth full of monsters and traps on the forty-second floor.” 
 
    Some of the people in the room gasped, some whistled, and some clearly showed bewilderment. 
 
    “May I ask what bosses you encountered before that?” Yuuze continued. 
 
    “Skeletal Centaur, Flesh Golem, and Monarch of Blood,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “Damn. Two of the most resistant types back-to-back, one worse after another. The Core really was after you. What the hell did you do to rile it up so much to bring those Guardians out and even set up a teleportation array?” 
 
    “I think it was because I broke every single Gate on our way down with a single punch, fufufu~” Selene chuckled while gingerly covering her dainty lips. 
 
    Everyone stared at her in disbelief, except for Suanori, of course. Asterios could spot a faint smile that she hid behind her joined hands, moving them from supporting her chin to her mouth. 
 
    “And? What next with the labyrinth?” Darlick urged them to continue, clearly invested in the story. 
 
    “Nothing much. We were split up by the array and I then proceeded to traverse its southern part with the girls while Asterios pushed through the northern part with his shadowy familiar. We met in the middle and attempted to down the master of the labyrinth.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you telling me that he fought his way through countless traps and monsters alone?” Yuuze was at it again. 
 
    “Not alone,” Asterios responded. “Umbra was with me to scout ahead. But yes, we did manage. It was nothing much, just some Jiangshi, Death Knights, Death Marauders, Death Paladins, Specters, Phantom Revenants, and such. They usually didn't work in big groups.” 
 
    The other Summoner paled a little after listening to the names of the monsters Asterios had stumbled on. Those were all quite high-tier monsters and with different characteristics that would require different approaches. Even with his summons, Yuuze wasn’t sure if he could tackle each of them. 
 
    “What was the boss?” Darlick interrupted Yuuze’s next question. 
 
    “A Voidtaur.” 
 
    Everyone gasped again. 
 
    “But we didn’t kill it.” 
 
    “Then how—” 
 
    “Umbra eroded its mind and took control of the monster.” 
 
    All the eyes in the meeting chamber opened wide. Suanori couldn’t hold back a quiet chuckle, enjoying this way too much, but fortunately, nobody seemed to notice. They were too shocked about the revealed ability. 
 
    “What did you do with it then? Was it possible to leave without killing the boss?” Tishnera asked, recollecting herself first of them all. 
 
    “It had a powerful weapon which we used to cut through the floor and the dungeon walls until we reached the Core, digging down straight to it,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “The mind, remember? The Voidtaur was the previous Core Guardian. We kind of stole it and brought it back to its creator with not so kind intentions.” 
 
    Darlick whistled. “Damn, brother. I’ve never heard of anyone using the Core Guardian to fight the Core. That’s some next-level shit. This must have been a breeze.” 
 
    Suanori chuckled, more openly this time, and shook her head. “It would have been if the new Core Guardian wasn’t a Skeletal Dragon in control of a whole army of Skeletons.” 
 
    Another round of disbelief and gasping followed. 
 
    “You have downed a Skeletal Dragon with such a tiny party?!” Yuuze pretty much shouted into the open. “How in hell?! Was it a weak one? Not fully in control? Impossible! It’s said they are even sturdier than normal Dragons!” 
 
    “If you can’t believe it so much, we can always show you.” Asterios raised his brow at the man. 
 
    “That’s actually a great idea, Asterios. And it would save us a lot of time. Is there anyone who wouldn’t want to see the fight for themselves?” Suanori asked. 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    “Asterios, would you mind?” 
 
    “Alright. You will feel something prodding your mind. Don’t fight it. I promise you won’t feel anything.” 
 
    After everyone nodded, Ast’s shadow suddenly expanded behind his back and seemed to cover the whole room. Two giant purple eyes appeared inside the misty darkness and Umbra took control of their minds, showing everyone the fight with the Skeletal Dragon and the Core, masterfully hiding any sensitive information. 
 
    A few minutes later, everyone shuddered at the same time and was brought back to the meeting chamber. Each person had a different expression on their face. Darlick, Svertaniel, and Tishnera were the only ones looking excited or in awe while the rest was clearly terrified. 
 
    Suanori smirked at them. “So, I don’t think anyone would disagree with my official request to move Asterios to at least B-rank after this, right?” 
 
    Many people started nodding, especially all of the guild officials present in the room. The guildmaster was very happy with this development. She had been expecting to spend a lot of time convincing others to support her request, but now, she had a good number of guaranteed votes. 
 
    Svertaniel coughed softly, bringing everyone’s attention to himself. “From what I understood through this batch of memories, this seems to have happened earlier today. How did you return to the surface so fast? Is the Core Chamber connected with it somehow?” 
 
    Suanori smiled wryly. Seeing that she would rather not talk about it, Asterios took it onto himself to provide the answer. 
 
    “Like this.” 
 
    After Svertaniel’s gaze moved to him, Ast’s body got swallowed by darkness and disappeared, shocking everyone greatly. The demon man felt someone place a hand on his shoulder and almost jumped to his feet, but he was held down with a strong grip. His vertical pupils narrowed into thin slits when he saw Asterios standing behind him. 
 
    Without a word, Ast’s body was enveloped by black mist again and plunged into the floor, reappearing back in his chair. 
 
    “Shadow Movement,” he said, causing everyone’s heads to turn again. “I do not recommend it for those of weak mind.” 
 
    The number of unexpected and surprising revelations of pure power and ability was so high that the people inside the meeting room stopped believing that nothing would shock them anymore. It was just useless. 
 
    Since the silence was starting to get long and heavy, Suanori clapped her hands to bring everyone’s attention back to her. 
 
    “Alright. That’s pretty much it for the short recap of our expedition. Same as before, I would ask all of you to not reveal too much of what you have learned. Asterios did tell me that he isn’t going to specifically hide his abilities anymore after I move his rank up, but we all know how to respect an adventurer’s repertoire. Just speak in general terms if you really can’t stop yourself from spreading rumors.” 
 
    Then, for the next hour, the discussion went over their spoils of war, including the Dragon’s bones and the Core’s remains. To be completely safe from any doubts later, Asterios mentioned that his familiar had consumed one-third of the Core to get them back to the surface, even though Suanori hadn't planned on revealing that part. But, with that, he unintentionally made some people believe that his long-distance transfer required immense resources to activate, which certainly would help keep his secrets in check. 
 
    After the meeting, everyone dispersed to take care of their responsibilities. Darlick dragged Asterios, his companions, Suanori, Tishnera, and Svertaniel—Yuuze quickly escaped—to a fancy restaurant so they could celebrate in a more casual environment. Of course, he did so through the main lobby, so they did garner quite some attention. 
 
    The rest of the evening was spent with them talking about their respective experiences in this operation and how it was the quickest attempt to get rid of a Core ever recorded. Asterios agreed after Suanori’s nagging to take the credit for it this time so it would be connected to his data the guild had on adventures, letting him get at least some recognition. 
 
    For the next few days, Asterios spent his time mostly relaxing with the girls and resupplying what they had used up and could be restocked in Nebula. He also started carving a few spells with the use of the Core fragments to see how they would fare with stronger magic.  
 
    Not that he knew a lot of high-tier ones, but some could certainly become a lifesaver. The Demon Continent was a good place to try and learn some more. Demons were known for their quite overblown magic spells and being obsessed with sheer power. He hoped an opportunity would arise to study some grimoires or talk with a respectable magician. 
 
    Asterios and his team quickly noticed that people started recognizing them in Nebula, be it adventurers or townsfolk. The rumors and official information did spread really fast. They were getting some respectful nods even, from time to time. 
 
    On the fifth day, Cynthia informed Umbra that the scabbard was done and Asterios visited Imadil’s smithy to receive it. Everyone from his party was pleased with the result. It ended up exactly as they had agreed on and the sheath emanated an ominous aura just from its jet-black color decorated with mystical purple runes.  
 
    The bottom end of it was slanted, perfectly fitting the form of the weapon when Selene was using it. For now, they insisted on Asterios holding onto it as it further increased his safety and combat ability. He would pass it to Selene whenever it was needed. Thanks to the magnetic metal holder, it was childishly easy to attach the scabbard to the back of his coat. Asterios now carried more weapons than he could physically use, but he had to admit, it looked cool. 
 
    Finally, a week had passed since the destruction of the Core. Things calmed down again, and many adventurers were preparing to depart after receiving their rewards for participation in the emergency quest and the whole operation. Some would still stay and dive into the two dungeons, not wanting to waste the opportunity, of course. Some would attempt to explore the dead one, which was officially open to everyone now, without permission to enter first. 
 
    Suanori called for Asterios and his party, saying that everything was finalized, including the monetary reward that he had asked to be sent to his family account which had been created during his first visit to the mansion.  
 
    Kindra had tried to convince him that he could just use hers or a few others that their family had, but he really preferred not to have access to sums of money that were unimaginable to him for most of his life. It had taken a few tries, but she had finally relented, and they created his personal account. Of course, Asterios quickly noticed that his mother had snuck some allowance into it when he hadn't been looking. 
 
    The adventuring trio walked through the guild’s main lobby this time, getting some tame cheers as they passed a few groups of adventurers. Asterios nodded at Raziel, who smiled at him, and they went upstairs, heading to the guildmaster’s office. 
 
    Reaching the correct door, he let Miria knock, and a voice none of them recognized asked them to enter. Inside, they found Suanori standing in front of the guildmaster’s desk. An older human with neatly combed greying hair sat behind it. A classy beard and a fancy mustache decorated his noble face. 
 
    Suanori turned to them, and the man stood up. “In case you are wondering, this is Schafran. He will be replacing the previous guildmaster. For obvious reasons.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure to meet you.” Schafran made a courteous bow and extended his hand towards them. 
 
    “Asterios. And this is Miria and Selene. Likewise.” 
 
    Just from the simple handshake, Asterios could tell that the man with the appearance of a thin elder was anything but another weak and inexperienced non-combatant. He noticed that Asterios had realized it and smiled at him, seemingly nonchalantly. 
 
    “As I’ve said to Umbra, everything should be finished. Let’s start from the simplest things,” Suanori said and stepped away from them. 
 
    Schafran pulled out a decorated box and placed it on his desk. He then cleared his throat and lifted the lid while looking at the trio. 
 
    “After taking into consideration your previous achievements and the recent input into the crisis that befell Nebula, I have the honor to inform you that the request for promotion has been approved. Welcome amongst B-rank adventurers, Asterios.” 
 
    On the scarlet cushion inside the box, lay a golden rank plate of a B-ranked adventurer. On its sides, two more plates made of the same material shone appealingly, having Ast’s Summoner Brand instead of the letter B in the middle. 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled when she realized what these were, and she could barely stop herself from shaking. It was clearly noticeable and made Asterios and Selene chuckle at her, causing the shy panthergirl to blush a little. 
 
    Asterios nodded at the man, who responded with the same, and he picked up the leftmost badge. It revealed a smooth and high-quality black strap underneath. He stepped closer to his feline companion and Miria quickly raised her chin while a bright smile painted her face. 
 
    Within a few seconds, her old collar had been replaced and she got lost in admiring the shiny new one. Selene received hers with much more grace but couldn’t stop herself from showing a soft smile too. Her bushy tail was completely betraying her happiness, unbeknownst to her. 
 
    When Asterios reached for his own plate, the girls quickly stole it right from the tips of his fingers. He raised a brow at them but only a giggle from Miria responded to him. Selene grabbed his palm and pulled his arm towards herself. He quickly caught on and gave Miria a better angle to change his shoulder plate. She replaced it in a flash, visibly proud of herself. 
 
    “Congratulations. Now you are somewhat in your proper rank.” Suanori smiled at him. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Now, all the funds have been transferred properly. I’m sure you will say that there’s no need to check them, so I won’t bother asking.” She chuckled while shaking her head. “Is there anything else you need from me, Schafran?” 
 
    “We are all done here.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s move on to the less simple things then. Thank you and see you later.” 
 
    Suanori then motioned at Ast’s group, and they left the office. They stepped outside of the guild and started walking through the city. It didn’t take them long to realize that they were being led toward the docks. After getting close to a certain vessel, Suanori started speaking again. 
 
    “Without much effort, I was able to secure a ship for you, which will be heading to the Demon Continent later this evening.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear. Thank you very much.” Asterios nodded politely. 
 
    “But… Here comes the not so simple part…” 
 
    Seeing her wry smile, he followed the guildmaster’s gaze and noticed a certain demon man sitting on a crate by the ramp leading to the ship while reading a black book. They were also spotted and Svertaniel quickly stood up. 
 
    “It’s an honor.” He made a respectful bow towards them and Asterios could clearly tell that it was aimed at him specifically. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too. Heading to the Demon Continent?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. In fact, this vessel belongs to a company with which I have quite a good standing. After hearing that you are planning to travel to the Demon Continent to look for someone, I have requested for the guildmaster to allow me to accompany you as your guide. It will be your first time visiting that region, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Asterios started to slowly understand what Suanori had meant and smiled wryly too. The demon man’s expression, clearly excited and full of respect and awe, was making his intentions very obvious. It seemed that Umbra had left a much stronger impression on Svertaniel than they had first thought, even with his weird reaction back then. 
 
    “That is correct. We haven’t visited any other continent yet,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “Then, I would be extremely honored to be of help. I spent most of my life on the Demon Continent and I’m sure that my knowledge of the region and its people will come useful, including my connections. If it would be okay with you, of course.” 
 
    “Well, any help will certainly be appreciated. And I’m sure an A-rank adventurer like you is quite experienced. We’ll be happy to have your guidance.” 
 
    “You have my thanks! I swear on my soul to the Lord of the Abyss that I’ll do everything in my power to assist you!” 
 
    Asterios nodded, wondering if he hadn't made a mistake there. But, even if Svertaniel was in a complete fanboy mode for Umbra, his experience and knowledge of the Demon Continent certainly couldn’t be disregarded, and they were heading into an unknown land to look for a person who could be anywhere at this moment. 
 
    With everyone agreeing to join hands with the Void Mage, they left the docks together to spend some time talking about various things before the ship had to depart. Svertaniel was very eager to share what he knew about his birthplace and the always curious Miria just fanned the flames of his enthusiasm, making the rest chuckle at the two. 
 
    The hour of departure arrived and Suanori escorted them back to the ship where Ast’s party boarded it alongside Svertaniel. It was time for their first-ever sea voyage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
A Big Catch 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s so much blue everywhere! It almost looks as if the sky has become one with the water! This is so amazing!” 
 
    A few hours had passed since the ship called the Bellowing Kingfisher had left the docks. Miria was as enthusiastic about their voyage as at the very beginning of it. Supported from behind by Asterios holding her close, she was leaning over the railing and looking in all directions in front of her, enjoying the pleasant breeze. 
 
    A soft chuckle arrived at their ears, originating from a white-furred fox lady resting her back on the wooden balustrade. Miria instantly moved her eyes to Selene, with her expression still overtaken by pure joy. 
 
    “Isn’t this so exciting, Selene? It’s completely different from traversing a lake! I’ve never thought the difference would be so incredible!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it is for someone’s first time. Considering the location of your tribe, I’m not surprised that you didn’t get to experience a real sea voyage.” 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled. “You’ve been on a ship this big before, then?” 
 
    “Twice or thrice. I did have to travel a little during my lifetime. I had my first sailing experience while much older than you, though.” 
 
    “And you, Master?” Miria turned her head to face Asterios, pushing herself more into his embrace. 
 
    He smiled and started brushing through her fluffy hair. “You should know this is my first time too. I’m just glad none of us are suffering any discomfort, unlike a certain someone.” 
 
    They glanced back at a demon man trying to somehow act strong and dignified, which was very hard with his legs clearly shaking like they were made out of jelly, forcing him to traverse the ship’s deck alongside something he could use to support himself. 
 
    Svertaniel noticed their gazes and showed a slightly strained wry smile. They all nodded and turned their heads towards the sea again to not make it more difficult for their new temporary companion. 
 
    For some reason, most of the medicines and drugs that were supposed to help with seasickness just didn’t work in the slightest in his case. And, unfortunately, Asterios couldn’t help much either since even if he had a few ideas that could possibly solve the issue, it was all magic he could only use on his companions, which fortunately wasn’t necessary. 
 
    “We should have asked the enchanter in Nebula to make us some Runic Chips with a spell for such situations. There’s no way someone working by the sea wouldn’t have it in their catalog.” Asterios sighed. 
 
    “In full honesty, my Lord, he was so decisive and adamant on joining us that we were fully convinced such a trip is nothing to him. And he did mention having decent relations with the company behind this transport. It’s only natural to assume that he was alright in the past.” 
 
    Miria giggled quietly, rubbing her ear into Ast’s cheek. “It was so surprising to see him like this.” 
 
    “I can’t rebuke nor deny that.” Asterios chuckled too. “Can you go and tell him to take it easy, Umbra? He’ll listen to you quicker than us.” 
 
    The shadowy raven materialized on Ast’s head after the black mist had fully gathered up. 
 
    ~Don’t worry, Master. I have some experience in dealing with fanatics. Albeit not that many, there were some beings trying to act as if I was their god back in the Nethernight Realm.~ 
 
    “Oooooh! That sounds interesting! You have to tell us about that story someday!” Miria turned around in Ast’s arms and gave Umbra a wide smile. 
 
    ~I don’t mind. It’s not as interesting as it sounds though. And most likely much more horrific than you imagine.~ 
 
    Seeing Miria’s eyes widen in shock, Asterios chuckled a little and began petting her adorable ears. “Why do I have a feeling it was something akin to a cult?” 
 
    Umbra took off from his head and flew to fulfill his task. The trio that was left alone, returned to enjoying the humid breeze in each other’s company. After a few more hours, they moved to their cabin to rest for the night. 
 
    The ship that served as their transport to the Demon Continent was designed as a cargo vessel. But, even with that, it didn’t lack in comfort when it came to the resting or sleeping areas for the crew. There were even a few fancy rooms for possible VIPs, with one of them now taken by Asterios and his party. 
 
    Miria was extremely curious how it would feel to sleep on a sailing ship, so she naturally decided to stay with him. Selene, now without any leftover reservations, didn’t stray away from joining them, wanting to spend the night by their side too. 
 
    To further enhance the experience, they chose to jump into one of the hammocks hanging near the walls of their small personal chamber. They did have a bed but doing it this way was much more interesting. If not for the offer from the ship’s captain, they would have just chosen any normal cabin with those hanging sheets instead. 
 
    Fortunately for Miria and Selene, the hammock was big enough to fit the three of them together, albeit not without some squeezing. But, to them, it was just a bonus. 
 
    Asterios ended up lying on the bottom of it on his back, with the two girls snuggled to his chest from above and pushed more into him by the hammock’s fabric. It felt like they were in a cocoon together, cuddled with each other lovingly. And all the fluff coming from Miria’s and Selene’s fur was just a comfy bliss for Asterios, as much as his close presence was to them. 
 
    In the morning, Miria woke up feeling slightly dizzy, but it was nothing that a few caring kisses from Asterios couldn’t get rid of. Or maybe it was his energy she had received through them. In the end, it didn’t really matter as long as she could get some more love from her master and shower him with her affection in return. 
 
    After a short and light breakfast, they moved to the upper deck together. It looked like Svertaniel was staying in his cabin for now. Miria showed great interest in seeing things from the captain’s perspective and they walked up to the man currently standing at the ship’s helm. After asking the crew if it was okay, of course. 
 
    They were let through and quickly arrived at the highest position on the deck. A single man stood by the huge wooden wheel with many handles to grab onto. Asterios could tell how excited Miria was to come even closer and examine it in much more detail. Selene couldn’t help but chuckle at their enthusiastic friend. 
 
    The captain had obviously noticed them and tipped his black tricorne with crimson feathers, smiling politely. He was a demon. Judging by the red skin and three eyes in a triangle formation on his face, he was most likely partially related to Grea’s Dahaka subrace of demons.  
 
    He did not possess horns, his third eye was just a normal one, and all of them closely resembled human ones, not glowing in a single color like that of a certain researcher woman. Plenty of almost waist-long brown dreadlocks flowed from under the man’s hat, hanging over the back of his black trench coat. 
 
    After hitting some slanted platform under the huge wheel with his foot, the captain left it alone and stepped towards them. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble helm. I’ve been wondering how long it would take for you to show up here after seeing the cute cat-eared girl eyeing up every single piece of my ship, hahaha.” 
 
    Miria blushed and shyly lowered her gaze, evoking one more laugh from the man. He then gestured to his side. 
 
    “Come closer. You can look and touch as much as you want. I’ve locked the wheel in place, so you won’t accidentally mess anything up. Just don’t hit that small pedal on the deck.” 
 
    A thrilled expression quickly took over her face. But, before jumping forward, Miria glanced up at Asterios, who nodded at her with a smile. She rubbed her cheek into his for a split second and dashed towards the wheel, causing everyone else to chuckle at her. 
 
    “Such an energetic girl by your side, lad. And the other lady seems very unique too. You must hardly ever get bored with such companions. Ah, but where are my manners? I’m Moreso, as you might have heard from Svertaniel or Guildmaster Suanori.” 
 
    “I’m Asterios. And the girls are Miria and Selene, starting from the overly curious one.” Asterios chuckled, glancing at the panthergirl poking the steering wheel. ”And if you spot some shadows moving around the ship then that’s Umbra, also my comrade, and not your mind playing tricks on you. He usually shows himself as a raven.” 
 
    The captain laughed heartily. “So that’s what has been scaring my crew recently. Some people reported seeing a huge ominous shadow looming over Svertaniel, with him acting like some servant. I was sure they had drunk a bit too much before our departure. He always acted like everything was just beneath him, so it was quite unbelievable.” 
 
    “Although the two of us met just recently, I know what you mean.” 
 
    They all observed how Miria examined the captain’s position with extreme attention to detail while they chatted casually. After a few minutes of leaning over the wheel, grabbing it at various points, and looking all around, she came back to them with a tinge of rosiness covering her cute cheeks. 
 
    Miria passed by Moreso and hugged Ast’s left arm, half-hiding her face in his neck. 
 
    “Finished with your fun?” the man asked with a grin. 
 
    She nodded lightly. Asterios moved his hand to scratch behind her fluffy ear. 
 
    “Hahahaha! No need to be so shy about it! Many people get curious and excited when they board a big ship for the first time. If you would like, I can find you some tasks to help the crew whenever you feel like it.” Moreso laughed and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Really?” Miria stopped hiding and glanced at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, really. There’s always something to do and another pair of hands can be very useful. Just come to me or my first mate and we’ll find something for you.” 
 
    “You have more than one mate too?”  
 
    Selene chuckled softly from the side. “That’s not what he meant. Mates are like the captain’s assistants on big ships. First Mate is like the highest rank amongst them.” 
 
    Miria instantly blushed, releasing a quiet giggle from her misunderstanding, causing everyone to laugh.  
 
    “Anyway, Captain, how’s our path planned?” Asterios helped get the attention off her by changing the topic. 
 
    “Almost straight to Ashen Barrel, with just a single stop in Dagger’s End in the territory of the Mountain Dwarves. We were planning to take a roundabout way and avoid some of the more dangerous waters but since we now have the escort of an A-rank Void Mage, we chose not to delay our arrival and follow the shortest route.” 
 
    “I see. Just like Suanori mentioned to us. Although, Svertaniel doesn’t seem to be in the best condition to protect the ship.” 
 
    “No need to worry about that. I’ve sailed with him twice already. If push comes to shove, he can quickly focus on the important matters. It’s just too tiring for him to fight his sick body all the time. And, we also have you with us, don’t we? The Dungeon Slayers, nay?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “I don’t know where that name came from, but I guess it’s at least better than the current one.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with our name? It’s good. And this one doesn’t even have anything to do with Dragons.” Miria pouted at him. 
 
    “We’ve already talked about that. And we do need to change just to be safe, you know? We should have done that in Nebula. I guess this will be the first thing we do in Ashen Barrel.” 
 
    “Let’s not act too selfish, Miria. We’ve had our fun with the previous name. We shouldn’t inconvenience Master too much,” Selene added, coming closer to embrace Ast’s other arm. 
 
    “I know… Can it be linked with Dragons, Master?” Miria glanced up at Asterios with hopeful eyes. 
 
    “I don’t see any reason for it not to be. We have like—” He turned to the captain. 
 
    “Forty days since we are taking the short route.” 
 
    “—to come up with something everyone likes. I’m not really picky either. It’s just that while the joke has been funny, I don’t want you girls to be only associated with being my women.” 
 
    “That’s plenty of time to think. We’ll definitely figure something out, my Lord.” Selene smiled at Miria, and they nodded at each other. 
 
    “Hahahaha! Good luck then! Maybe this voyage will help boost your creativity! I’ve always been terrible at naming things. Even this ship was named by my daughter. She loves birds. I’m sure she would like lovebirds like you too.” Moreso winked at Asterios, causing Miria’s cheeks to redden again and Selene to chuckle playfully. 
 
    Asterios didn’t want to disrupt the captain too long and took his companions back to the main deck. They spent some time observing how the crew worked and Miria happily joined the men and women of various races while receiving some tasks from them. Even things like scrubbing the wooden floor didn’t bring down her enthusiasm. 
 
    Asterios and Selene left the panthergirl to her own machinations and decided to spend some time together. As they were having a pleasant chat at the ship’s bow during which the fox lady sat on the railing and kept combing through Ast’s hair from above, one of the crewmates approached them and suggested some fishing for their sea date. 
 
    It was an interesting idea, so they agreed. Three men who were currently trying their luck with the fish quickly explained to them how it worked while onboard a sailing ship and let Asterios and Selene have a few tries in front of them to make sure that they understood the lesson. A bit over half an hour was enough for them to catch on and the sailors moved to a different spot to let them be alone. 
 
    Luck seemed to not be on the duo’s side as they barely were getting any bites. But the fun time they spent together, helping each other and laughing at their misfortune, was very enjoyable. Selene didn’t even notice when she had moved back to Ast’s side to lean onto him instead of keeping some distance. They rested their heads against each other and kept trying to catch something worth bragging about while surrounded by a calm and sweet atmosphere. 
 
    For the next two weeks, that was pretty much their routine. They slept together in their cabin, enjoying cuddling with each other in the hammock, then ate a small breakfast before splitting off to go do different things. 
 
    Miria would often help with the ship or observe the various people with different roles from up close whenever it was possible. She could be found anywhere, starting from the helm, through the crow’s nest, to the various lower decks, including the kitchens. She sometimes prepared a snack for the three of them to eat together, learning more about cooking in the process. 
 
    Meanwhile, the other two would either enjoy fishing together, competing against each other or joining the contests run by the fishermen amongst the crew, or sit in the party’s cabin, where Asterios was slowly resupplying his Runic Chips by carving various sigils from the Core’s remains and other materials. 
 
    Selene had learned that her spiritual energy and fire could achieve almost the same effect as the knife that Asterios used to work on the hard minerals and monster cores. She could form a very accurate and sharp spiritual knife and envelop the edge with her spiritual flame, which also made the materials less resistant. Thanks to that, he offered to teach her a little about this craft, and she got absorbed in it extremely quickly.  
 
    She was glad to be of help but also found the activity really entertaining, gratifying, and satisfying. It took her a few days to start carving sigils that weren’t damaged or had to be slightly tweaked by Asterios, but each time she properly finished one that he gave a nod of approval to, she couldn’t hide her excitement and pride. He had never seen her tail moving so fast and her face so purely bright, almost competing with Miria’s. 
 
    And naturally, during that time, a full moon had arrived. It was inevitable. Thanks to Ast’s Alcove of Serenity, they could spend an affectionate night together without disturbing anyone else around them.  
 
    Asterios could tell how much Miria wanted to try it on the hammock, and they ended up going at it a few times while surrounded by the soft material, embracing each other slowly and lovingly.  
 
    Selene ended up joining them, and Asterios pretty much drowned under their exquisite bodies, surrounded from both sides, or top and bottom, by his beautiful and affectionate companions, with the mischievous fox lady always finding some way to tease him or Miria while she wasn’t the one in Ast’s care. 
 
    Soon, it was the fifteenth day—two more before they reached Dagger’s End—and Asterios was sitting behind Selene. She was holding a fishing pole and trying to get a nice catch. They didn’t compete today, just spent some pleasant time together. Selene enjoyed leaning into Ast’s chest while he hugged her from behind as they both held onto the rod extending over the ship’s side. 
 
    She sighed softly, and Asterios kissed her long ear, making her chuckle quietly. 
 
    “What are you thinking about? he asked. 
 
    “Nothing much. Just how happy I am doing nothing more than sitting on the lap of the man I love. I’ve never thought I would spend my days like this, free of the worries about the curse and with a Soul Mate who cares for me greatly by my side. I could stay like this forever.” 
 
    Asterios nibbled gently on her ear with just his supple lips, evoking a rather pleasant sigh from Selene. She turned her face to match his, and they gazed into each other’s eyes, both a similar shade of blue. 
 
    Just as they leaned forward to join their lips in a tender kiss, something tugged the fishing line with incredible strength, instantly pulling both of them, evoking a grunt and a yelp of surprise from them. 
 
    They quickly braced themselves while sliding over the deck and hit the railing with their feet, starting to resist. 
 
    “Ugh… What the hell is this strong?! Did we hook a steel crate or something?!” 
 
    “It must be a big one, my Lord! Let’s get it out!” 
 
    Selene’s spiritual energy flared up and Asterios reached for his source. Both of them entered their respective awakened states. While he focused on retracting the line, she did her best to hold the rod steady, without straining the pole too much. 
 
    The contest of strength was so flashy that people started gathering around them and cheering the duo on. Even Miria and Moreso arrived by their side, excited to see what was giving the quite strong fox lady this much of an issue. 
 
    After a good three minutes, the mysterious opponent was out of the water and both of them were launched back a few meters, pushing themselves off the railing. With a loud thud, something of an impressive size landed behind them while the whole crowd turned silent in a flash. 
 
    Asterios and Selene found themselves on top of each other and chuckled together. She rolled off him and they glanced towards their trophy… just to see the captain drive his saber between the sharp teeth of an over-two-meter-tall humanoid figure with the head, fins, and tail of a shark. 
 
    “TO ARMS! LOOKS LIKE WE ARE ON THE MENU TODAY, BOYS!” 
 
    And the bell rang.

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
Spinning Panthergirl of Death 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The unusual figure lying dead on the deck and the hasty action of the captain made Asterios and Selene slightly confused, but they quickly gathered their wits and jumped to their feet. No matter how surprising, the situation was clear. 
 
    “Captain! It’s a whole swarm! At least a few dozen!” someone shouted from the ship’s side as they leaned over the railing. 
 
    They followed Moreso to take a peek too. What they saw shocked them greatly. Countless fins broke the surface of the water and kept circling the ship next to each other, surrounding it in a small vortex created by their movements. 
 
    The captain threw some expletives under his nose and turned around, starting to shout more orders to his crew. Asterios quickly notified Umbra about the sudden assault and the misty raven flew into the air immediately after materializing from his shadow. 
 
    Asterios quickly ran to Moreso and stopped by his side. 
 
    “What’s going on? I’ve heard about blood luring in monsters and why you should never let it fall into the water, but I don’t think anyone was hurt.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t even get me started! I made sure to ask about any possible sightings of these freaks on the way to Dagger’s End, but no one reported anything. These fish-brains are very territorial. They must have moved in recently and we had just enough luck to pass above them. WHAT ARE YOU DOING WITH THAT CRATE, YOU CRETIN! LEAVE THAT SHIT ALONE AND GET YOURSELF ARMED!” 
 
    “I guess the only way now is to fight them off?” Selene asked. 
 
    “You are goddamn right, mifoxylady. They are a ferocious bunch that won’t let go unless they are annihilated. Curses! The last time we stumbled on their kind, we lost one-third of the crew!” 
 
    Svertaniel soon joined them. He looked better than before, much more suitable for combat. What Moreso had said about him just not bothering himself to fight the seasickness must have been true. 
 
    “At least we have some actual power onboard this time!” The captain smiled wryly. 
 
    “How strong are these creatures?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Strong enough to rip you in half but the main issue lies in numbers. They don’t know much more than how to grab, swipe, bite things, and perhaps swing their bone weapons. They rarely possess any meaningful abilities. Unless a big one shows up. Damned Finards.” 
 
    “Got it. Order everyone to get under the deck. We’ll take care of the uninvited guests.” 
 
    Moreso glanced at him and furrowed his brows. “Are you insane? You will get surrounded in no time! We need every man we can muster, even if they have to run here from the kitchen with a fork and a knife in their hands!” 
 
    A loud splash reached their ears and they watched as another humanoid shark jumped onto the deck by their side. Before it could even land properly, its head was blown off by an orb of spiritual energy and the lifeless corpse fell over the railing back into the water. 
 
    Selene stood by them with her arm still nonchalantly extended to the side. “Rather than being surrounded, we’ll be able to attack in every direction. The fewer people around, the less we need to worry about hitting someone by accident.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “What she said. Leave everything to us. This is our area of expertise. Go, before they decide to start jumping in together instead of scouting ahead.” 
 
    The captain matched Ast’s gaze for a brief moment and sighed. “Be sure to keep my precious safe, aye?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    Moreso then turned around and began informing his men about the change of plans. Soon, everyone started running towards the big door leading to the stairs below. Three more enemies showed up during the evacuation, but Miria and Selene hastily took care of them, protecting the sailors. 
 
    The entrance was closed from the inside and Svertaniel cast some kind of a barrier onto it. A giant eye appeared on the dark purple matter that covered the wood and it started glancing around. A few tentacles of the same color surged from the ominous void and began lashing at the air in front of it. 
 
    Walking back to the group while fixing his clothes with style, Svertaniel brought out a floating book that opened by itself and started releasing a purple mist. It was the same one they had seen him read for a brief moment during one of the meetings. Asterios had no idea that it was actually a grimoire. 
 
    “Now then. I shall show these insignificant beings what it means to challenge the Void.” 
 
    Svertaniel had a proud smirk on his face which caused Asterios to smile wryly at the demon man. The spark in his eyes was quite easily perceptible and it was more than obvious that he wanted to show off in front of either him or Umbra. 
 
    “Just don’t damage the ship,” Asterios reminded him, not knowing what the nature of most of his magic was. “Here they come. Selene, catch.” 
 
    She received the sword from Asterios, and it instantly changed its size in her hand. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord.” 
 
    “Better avoid using its ability. We don’t want to accidentally bring down the mast or pierce through the whole hull.” 
 
    Nodding, Selene dashed to the port side and cleaved a Finard in half while it was mid-air. Many more splashes followed and eight of the creatures jumped onto the deck at various spots. They quickly realized that the only opponents were in the center of the ship and rushed towards the group of adventurers. 
 
    Asterios connected to his blazing source and focused on creating a bridge between himself and his summons. Before Svertaniel could act, they had already formulated a plan on how to deal with the first wave of the enemies while communicating through the shared bond. 
 
    Leaving a quick peck on Ast’s cheek, Miria received the Haste sigil in return, placed on her slim belly. She giggled briefly from the pleasant sensation and turned around, unsheathing her shortswords. Lowering herself and leaning forward, she started enhancing her legs with Physical Strengthening. 
 
    With a shadowy trail, Umbra descended from the sky and stopped above their heads. He curled his wings into himself and the air around him started to shimmer with dark energy. A loud shriek was released the moment he spread them wide again, heard only by the enemies. All the monsters staggered, catching their shark heads. 
 
    The creak of a wooden board arrived by Svertaniel’s side, followed by a soft thump of air. The black-haired panthergirl was gone. A moment later, one of the Finards lost its head and Miria appeared behind it, crouching on a horizontal spiritual platform created by Selene. 
 
    In a few seconds, she lunged from one enemy to another, sending their heads flying with each unperceivable swing of her blades. Decapitated bodies kept falling onto the wooden deck until the very last monster lost its life. 
 
    Umbra stopped whatever he was doing, and Miria appeared back in the group. She trotted towards Asterios with a wide smile and lowered her head to receive her reward for working hard. She soon started purring from Ast’s fingers pleasurably stroking her ears.  
 
    “Good job,” Asterios praised her and noticed Svertaniel looking at them with raised eyebrows. “Next wave is yours. We can take turns.” 
 
    Selene chuckled while sweeping the bodies off the deck with her spiritual energy to clean it up a little. Soon after she finished, over ten Finards jumped out of the water this time. Most of them were armed. They must have gotten angry after seeing many of their brethren return dead. 
 
    Svertaniel immediately started casting and a purple fog spiraled around his body, gathering above the pages of the opened grimoire. He extended his hand towards the group of shark monsters running at them from the ship’s bow. A single bone javelin headed his way, but Selene parried it with ease, using her new weapon. 
 
    The Void Mage finished gathering his spell and a head-sized orb of swirling purple mist slowly levitated at the enemies. Acting on instinct, the group parted and split to the sides to avoid the unknown energy that was heading their way. 
 
    Unfortunately, as the ominous ball passed between them, they gradually slowed down their run, and everyone could notice how faint tongues of violet smoke connected to their bodies, clearly seeping out their life force as the Finards turned thinner and thinner. After the orb passed them completely, all of the monsters fell down, unable to move. 
 
    Asterios nodded at the interesting technique. It seemed very useful against living creatures. But, even if he had access to it before, it wouldn’t help much in their recent delve, considering the nature of that dungeon. 
 
    Nevertheless, while Svertaniel got rid of the Finards coming at them from the bow of the ship, the group from the stern was almost at their position now, and the demon still had his back directed to them.  
 
    A few of the incoming enemies jumped off the raised helm and came crashing down at the party while the other enemies used stairs on the sides.  
 
    In the end, Ast’s team didn’t have to intervene as a loud thud reverberated through the air from Svertaniel abruptly closing the grimoire. A powerful wave of dark energy pushed every monster away. Three of the Finards ended up hitting the sinister seal on the door and were ripped into pieces by the monstrous tentacles. Everyone could tell that the big eye had a lot of fun dismembering the prey that had fallen into its hands. 
 
    Another spell had already been in preparation when the sharks were being thrown away and Svertaniel raised the grimoire high above his head, causing it to open again. A glowing dark violet ring of various sigils appeared in the air, sparkling with sharp particles. 
 
    In the next moment, they started spinning in a circle. With moderately loud thunder, violent streaks of purple lightning shot out of its edges and struck the monsters repeatedly, turning their skin and scales more charred with each hit. Nothing but smoking corpses were left on the wooden deck in less than thirty seconds. 
 
    Just like earlier, Selene took care of the remains and swiped the floor clean, walking up to Asterios with a soft smile afterward. He smiled back at her waiting in front of him and pulled the charming fox lady into a brief kiss. It was only natural to reward both of his companions for their help. 
 
    Umbra perched on his shoulder. ~I detect around thirty to forty more presences underneath us. They don’t seem to possess that much intelligence.~ 
 
    “Judging by their approach of sending small waves at us, I must agree. But that’s for the better. We clearly have the advantage here so it would be unwise to try and bring the fight to them. The best we can do is to wait for them to act.” 
 
    “We should try to deal with this situation as quickly as possible, nevertheless,” Svertaniel commented. “It’s also unwise to leave the ship without the captain for too long. It might not seem like there is any trouble ahead, but the crew knows better what’s under the surface of the water ahead of us.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Right. That is true. Do you have any ideas? Ones that wouldn’t be too dangerous for the ship?” 
 
    “I’m afraid my Void Magic can be quite volatile and destructive. These were some of the weakest spells I could use. The hull could get damaged if I tried an area spell.” 
 
    As they were chatting, fifteen more Finards hopped onto the deck, not learning a single thing from their previous attempts. A few different ideas traveled between the minds of Ast’s party as the enemies started closing in on them. He merged a few into one and nodded to himself. 
 
    “Alright, let’s try that one.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ I won’t let you down, my Lord~ I hope you will reward me with a nice massage after we are done here~” Selene chuckled and pecked Ast’s cheek before stepping away. 
 
    “Whatever you wish for.” He smiled back at her and turned to the demon man. “Let’s keep them busy for a few minutes with the three of us. Preferably, without killing them too fast to not rouse the others.” 
 
    Svertaniel nodded, not really aware of the plan, but the instructions were clear and simple. Miria received a new sigil and her figure blurred into nonexistence, without any other effects accompanying it this time. Svertaniel could still notice her moving at a normal pace from the sound of her footsteps on the wooden deck, different from her previous lunges. 
 
    Asterios borrowed her heightened senses and intercepted a group of the enemies from the stern, engaging them in close combat while focusing on dodging and leaving precise cuts on the tendons and other muscles to reduce his opponents’ maneuverability. 
 
    The enemies coming at Svertaniel suddenly started tripping or turning around. He noticed shallow wounds on the monster’s knees or backs. The Finards were clearly as confused about them as he was. Noticing a cut appearing on the chest of one, he realized that it was Miria's doing while she somehow stayed invisible.  
 
    Meanwhile, Selene sat down on the floor in a cross-legged position and kept gathering her mana after entering the third stage of her Awakening. She had her eyes closed and completely shut herself off from the surroundings, requiring the protection of others. 
 
    Thanks to Asterios acting as an intermediary, her mind was currently connected almost straight to Umbra’s and his energy was flowing into her too. The more they fused together, the more visible the black spirals that appeared over her three tails became. 
 
    Using just her own mana, Selene shaped up a giant bowl with tall walls above their heads. It was see-through as most of her spiritual creations but had a tint of blue and purple mixed together, swirling around the insides of the structure in a mesmerizing way. 
 
    With the vessel ready, she put her hands together and a powerful aura shot out of Selene’s body. Visible streaks of purplish-blue spiritual energy surrounded her, causing her clothes and tails to flutter. 
 
    Everyone stopped to glance at the fox lady, even the enemies. Closely synchronized with Umbra, Selene could perceive every single entity in a two-hundred-meter radius much more accurately than with just her Spiritual Sense. She reached towards the closest one with her mind, watching the Finard get swallowed by darkness. 
 
    On the outside, the others saw a small explosion of ominous smoke above the bowl, and one of the humanoid sharks fell into the spiritual vase, hitting the bottom with a soft thump. One after another, more of them popped up in the air and suffered the same fate. An enemy which had previously been engaged with Svertaniel suddenly disappeared in a puff of black mist before reappearing in the obvious place. 
 
    Selene utilized her control over spiritual energy with Umbra’s unrivaled senses and dragged every single monster into the giant bowl, marking them with her mana and then pulling them through a Void Corridor created by the ancient shadow’s power. Their enemies didn’t have enough mental resistance or strength to fight the technique. In a matter of seconds, it was filled halfway with wriggling Finards, trying to climb out. 
 
    Miria showed up between Asterios and Svertaniel, surprising the latter greatly. Asterios drew a few sigils and slapped two complete runes onto his left glove. 
 
    “Let’s not use the fire transformation in this case. The smell would be horrendous.” 
 
    “Roger that, Master. Here I go then.” 
 
    She lowered her stance and twisted her body as if she was preparing a strong, wide slash. One of the glowing marks on Ast’s hand activated and Miria shaped her Mana Coating—now additionally enhanced with wind mana—into a very curved form. The edges of the extended blades ran around her body, making a full circle when she held them at the same height. 
 
    She pushed herself off the deck. Immediately after, she was gone in a puff of black mist too, snatched by Selene just like the Finards. Asterios and Svertaniel raised their gazes and saw her pop into existence above the trapped monsters. 
 
    The second sigil Asterios had prepared was activated. Miria crouched on a spiritual platform he had created for her through Air Walk, retaining the momentum from her jump. As she started to rotate around her own axis, her footing followed the motion, also beginning to spin faster and faster, increasing the speed of Miria’s turns exponentially. 
 
    In a second, she was a blur, creating her own wind current around herself. Asterios snapped his fingers and the platform pushed Miria down, towards the bundled-up monsters, before disappearing in the grey mass. 
 
    The spiraling panthergirl of death plunged into the bowl, hitting the first layer of Finards. She drilled through every single monster with no resistance until she reached the bottom of the container. A small fountain of blood and mutilated chunks of flesh shot into the air, staining the deck around it. 
 
    Asterios was prepared for this carnage and activated a previously slotted Runic Chip which created a thin barrier, sheltering him, Svertaniel, and Selene from the rain of scarlet liquid and the hail of ripped flesh. 
 
    The two men watched how the mass of Finards started spinning with Miria in the bottom center of a tornado of fish meat, created by her movements. With each passing second, more of the monsters were pulled into her relentless and merciless blades, sending out waves of blood and tissue outside of the bowl. 
 
    After nothing else was left behind other than flesh ground into a paste, Selene teleported Miria back onto the deck before she stopped spinning and the whole stinking mass had a chance to crash into her from all sides. As the panthergirl landed on the wooden floor and gradually slowed down, Selene dragged the filled-up vase away and emptied the contents into the sea. 
 
    Miria finally stopped spinning and stumbled over her own legs, feeling extremely dizzy. Asterios immediately caught her bloodied body in his arms and pulled her into his chest. She kept giggling uncontrollably for a good minute as the world was still an unstable mess for her.  
 
    The seal Svertaniel had placed on the doors was recalled and they slowly opened. Moreso was at the front of the crowd gathered behind the wooden gate. Everyone’s eyes turned as wide as possible after seeing the havoc spanning over their whole ship.  
 
    “Bloody hell…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Looks like it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23
New Champion of the Sea 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria also giggled, slowly coming back to herself. She still stayed in Ast’s arms, leaning onto him, a pleasant smile painting her lips. With careful steps, Asterios walked up to the sitting Selene and helped her up as Umbra popped out of her shadow and perched himself on his shoulder. 
 
    Moreso’s crew made it onto the deck and looked around in disbelief and horror.  
 
    Disbelief because it was unimaginable to create such a mess out of Finards, not even mentioning dealing with the whole swarm that fast. Their previous encounter with the monsters—those who lived through it to tell the tale—had been a long battle of life and death. 
 
    Horror because the whole ship, from top to bottom, was painted red, including the sails. And somebody had to clean everything up. It wasn’t hard to guess who.  
 
    It would take hours if not days to return the ship to its previous state. But at least not a single part seemed to be damaged, besides a few singed spots on the wooden deck here and there. 
 
    The captain approached the group and made a heavy sigh. “Well… You did keep the promise… I guess I can only blame myself for not expecting this…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain. It’s not like we’ll hole ourselves in our cabins and not come out until you are done. We made this mess, so it’s only natural we’ll help get rid of it too,” Asterios said. 
 
    “Master is right. I just need a few minutes more, ehehehe…” 
 
    “Take as many of them as you need. All of this would be us and not these fish-brains if not for all of you. Alright, I need to head to the helm. Better change the course slightly. I ain’t taking any more risks before we reach Dagger’s End even if we have to waste a day or two.” 
 
    “A wise choice with how much food we have just recently deposited into the water.” Selene chuckled. 
 
    Moreso raised his brow at her and waved his hand with another sigh. He started walking towards the stairs leading up with visible struggle. Besides the circle around the group, pretty much everything else was wet with blood and he slipped a few times on the steps. They could also hear an occasional thud as someone from the crew landed on their back after moving too fast. 
 
    Asterios turned his face to look at Miria and she lifted her gaze to meet his eyes. A slight blush peeked from under the blood splatters on her slightly embarrassed face. 
 
    “Let’s wash you up before all of this dries off. We don’t want your beautiful fur and hair to get damaged.” Her cheeks reddened a little more and she nodded, snuggling her face to his vest. “We’ll be leaving for a moment then. Sver—” 
 
    Asterios was going to ask Svertaniel if they could talk about some of his spells later but stopped after seeing the man supporting himself on the mast as his legs were all wobbly again. Svertaniel smiled at him wryly. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll just wait here until someone clears up the path to the door…” 
 
    “Selene, would you kindly assist our friend to his room?” 
 
    “With pleasure, my Lord.” She bowed then turned to the man.  
 
    He had a bad feeling about her smile. 
 
    Picking Miria up into his arms, Asterios headed under the deck without looking back. If he had, he would witness how a quite scary-looking demon with ashen skin and four short sharp horns on his forehead was being princess-carried by a charming fox lady with an angelic expression. 
 
    She delivered Svertaniel to his cabin just like her master had requested and quickly walked to the bathroom cabin that Asterios and Miria were in, joining the duo under the pretext of washing the sweat off her body that accumulated quite a lot during her very exhausting technique.  
 
    They could tell that was a huge lie, partially at least, but it’s not like they had anything against showering together. They spent twenty minutes inside as Asterios thoroughly cleaned Miria’s whole body, to the panthergirl’s delight, and did the same for Selene, albeit focusing more on her actual skin rather than fur and hair, knowing well that she just wanted to feel his gentle fingers roam over it. She had grown to love his touch from their training sessions and massages. 
 
    After drying up and getting into fresh clothes—Miria held some spares for Asterios in her own room in her realm—they moved back to the surface to help with the cleaning. The other two tried to convince Selene to rest, but she insisted on coming with them, saying that a short moment in her third stage was not that straining now due to all that progress she had thanks to Ast’s support. It was pointless to argue, so they just went with it. 
 
    With Selene’s ability to create spiritual platforms, it was much easier for them and the crewmates to access all the spots around the ship and the operation was proceeding fairly quickly. Asterios utilized Umbra’s Shadow Movement, using the chance to practice it and experience the feeling of being lost in the Abyss more. 
 
    They couldn’t finish before it got dark and left the last touches for tomorrow. Fortunately, during the night, they stumbled on a small but quite ferocious storm that got rid of almost everything they had left for later and just some hard accessible spots had to be taken care of in the morning. 
 
    The following evening, they were around a day’s worth of sailing from Dagger’s End and Captain Moreso asked some of his men to roll out a few marked barrels. They set up a table in the middle of the deck. He brought everyone to the surface, including Svertaniel, and stared at them with a mysterious smile, putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Alright, you landlubbers. Time for a little celebration in thanks for your valiant efforts in protecting our precious vessel. We have brought out our best spirits. But, as the tradition requires, since this is a first-time voyage for a few of you, we have to host a challenge. Fortunately, its contents align with what we would be doing anyway.” 
 
    Asterios could notice Svertaniel's pupils narrowing for a brief moment, looking quite distressed before he hid his reaction. Naturally, he and his companions knew nothing about the tradition, and Miria was already getting very excited. 
 
    “I… I still don’t think I feel well enough to participate… I should return to my cabin and let you guys—” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Moreso shouted and wrapped his arm around Svertaniel’s neck. “There’s nothing better to deal with a little seasickness than good alcohol! You are their senior in this! Act like it and be an example for your juniors!” 
 
    Svertaniel swallowed his saliva and nodded faintly.  
 
    “Um, Captain? What’s this challenge about?” 
 
    Moreso turned to Asterios. “I’m glad you asked! It’s very simple! We open the barrels with increasingly stronger alcohol, and everyone has to down their glass during the turn! If you can’t stand it and have to chase it down with something else, you get eliminated! Or when you are unable to even bring the cup to your mouth!” 
 
    “Oh, interesting. I do enjoy some good alcohol. I’m curious what the people of this realm have in store.” Selene glanced at one of the barrels. 
 
    “Me too! Mom loves drinking! Dad always goes down first when we attend parties!” Miria was clearly getting into it. 
 
    Asterios could only smile wryly. He had barely drank anything in his life. In his opinion, it was a little risky to hold such a contest in the open sea, but a tradition was a tradition.  
 
    Even if his girls got completely wasted, he had a way of nursing them back up to peak performance with a technique or two. He just had to keep himself from blacking out. But he was sure he would get eliminated in a flash. 
 
    Not seeing any other objections, Moreso sat them down at the makeshift table. Besides Asterios, Miria, Selene, Svertaniel, and him, a few of the crew members joined in on the fun too to increase the competition a little and prevent the game from instantly moving to the final showdown. 
 
    A human woman with short hair and half of her face tattooed brought the first barrel and opened it. She filled everyone’s cups and placed them on the table. Holding the wooden tray that she had used to distribute them to her stomach, she bowed sarcastically and stepped away. 
 
    “So, for our incredible saviors!” Moreso lifted his drink, and everyone made a toast with him. 
 
    He and the other sailors emptied their mugs in a flash, letting out a sigh to the side afterward. Svertaniel followed suit, scrunching his face when he was done, trying not to show it too much but failing completely. 
 
    Selene took a quick sniff of the liquid and raised an eyebrow, nodding to herself. She then proceeded to gracefully gulp it down bit by bit until no more remained. She placed her cup down and smiled at the others. 
 
    Miria downed her drink almost as fast as the captain and his crew, bringing out a wide smile afterward. Her tail was gleefully dancing behind her back and her eyes were glued to the woman standing further behind, clearly announcing how much she was looking forward to the second round. 
 
    As for Asterios, he took a slower approach, and like Selene, also gradually emptied his mug, with a bit more struggle than her. It wasn’t the worst thing he had drunk in his life, but his throat was already pretty spicy. That was only natural with his inexperience. Although, he still seemed to be doing better than their demon friend. 
 
    “Good! No one got eliminated in the first round! Let’s start for real then!” 
 
    Moreso snapped his fingers, and the woman filled their cups with different alcohol from the next barrel. This one had a deep scarlet color and the surface of a glistening mirror. 
 
    “Oh, wine? I thought we were going to turn up the difficulty each time?” Selene pondered out loud. 
 
    “Hahaha! Try it first before assuming things!” 
 
    She brought the drink to her lips and took a sip. Her eyes instantly widened but Selene still nodded and finished it slowly, wiping her dainty lips with the back of her hand after finishing. 
 
    “I must admit, it did take me by surprise. It’s really good, though. Could I hear the name of this liquor?” 
 
    “Bloody Mary. You are a lucky lass. It’s the specialty of Ashen Barrel, the port town to which we are heading. If you like it that much, I can whisper a few words to a good merchant or two for a nice discount. But they usually sell in bulk.” 
 
    Selene glanced at Asterios, and he nodded with a smile. Space wasn’t an issue for them. Neither was money. Unless they would be trying to buy something truly priceless. And they could perhaps send a few barrels back home for Ast’s family. 
 
    She thanked him mentally, and Asterios tried the drink himself. He immediately noticed how much stronger it was when compared to the previous one and almost choked on it from surprise.  
 
    But, after calming himself down, he managed to empty the cup and couldn’t deny that in any other situation, this liquor could possibly be really nice with its very unique taste. He understood where the name came from. It had this metallic aroma of blood while still being quite sweet. 
 
    Naturally, Miria had no issue with it either, finishing her share in a blink, staring at his reaction. Asterios smiled at her and Miria’s own grin grew bigger. She really enjoyed drinking with him and Selene like this. 
 
    Unfortunately, Svertaniel didn’t survive the second round and chugged a full bottle of water after gulping down half of his drink. One of the crewmates also surrendered, albeit without such a heavy reaction. 
 
    The game continued, turn after turn. Asterios withdrew during the fourth one. He was having issues just pouring the pitch-black liquid down his throat. The whole challenge was happening shortly before dinner, so it also quickened the effect the alcohol had on their bodies. 
 
    After leaving the table, he filled a green-colored crystal with mana while holding it in his hand and felt his mind clearing up. His body gradually regained stability. Just to be respectful, he didn’t do it openly. He preferred to be safe. Someone had to take care of the girls and the others if anything happened. 
 
    Five people entered the fifth round. Miria, Selene, Moreso, and two people from his crew. Everyone was at least slightly tipsy. One could expect the captain to be the strongest but one of his friends was clearly a much heavier drinker than him. The girls were pretty much on par with Moreso. 
 
    The captain admitted defeat during the seventh turn. Just a whiff of the pure white liquid caused his whole body to shake, and he knew there was no chance of the cloudy delicacy making its way down his throat. He still made a brave attempt but ended up with his face in a barrel containing drinkable water shortly after. 
 
    Only three people were left for the next round. Everyone watching the spectacle was starting to cheer loudly at the final trio, amongst which were both of Ast’s girls, facing off against supposedly the best drinker in Moreso’s crew. 
 
    Selene was visibly swaying, and a jubilant smile didn’t leave her soft lips even for a moment. Miria was giggling to herself at random times for no clear reason while supporting her body with her elbows placed on the table. Their opponent also showed clear signs of getting weaker, but less than them. 
 
    The panthergirl who turned way more cheerful and merry from all the alcohol was eliminated in the ninth round. She toppled her drink instead of lifting it up and spilled the mesmerizing contents of orange and red liquor, looking like a colorful and sparkling galaxy. 
 
    When Miria dropped her cheek onto the table and started using her tongue to desperately lick the spirit off, giggling uncontrollably during the motion, Asterios knew it was time for him to pull her aside, even though her actions looked unbelievably cute. She was in no state to continue so he wiped her cheek and placed her on his lap. Miria immediately started to snuggle with him while purring loudly, giggling occasionally, and hiccupping from time to time. 
 
    It was time for the final showdown. Moreso stumbled towards the table and slammed his hands onto its hard surface, catching his balance. 
 
    “Con... gratelotions… We ha… have… oar final con… tenders… Drovia! Bring the… the… the… Dragon’s Piss!” 
 
    Even in her very muddled state, Miria immediately caught on to the word Dragon and her ears twitched as she turned her face towards the table. Asterios chuckled at how much she loved those majestic and mythical creatures. She was squinting her eyes to see what all of that was about, so he brought them closer to the table. 
 
    The woman who had been serving drinks the whole time didn’t reach for another barrel after Moreso’s request. She saluted and ran under the deck, coming back in less than a minute. In her hands was a dark fancy bottle, labeled “DANGER” with countless stickers on its surface. 
 
    She replaced their mugs with much smaller glasses that had the capacity to hold one or two swigs of liquid at most. It looked like for the final round they were switching to shots. Asterios could already imagine how much stronger this Dragon’s Piss would have to be if this was necessary. 
 
    Everyone went silent when the bottle was uncorked, observing the table intently. A faint grey mist came out of the unsealed hole. The woman poured the liquid into the two glasses. Those for whom it was their first time seeing it, immediately understood where the name came from. 
 
    The alcohol had a clear golden color, very enticing and noble. But the moment the glasses were filled, the surface of the drink caught on fire and beautiful rainbowy flames burst out. Miria gasped at the sight and hiccupped again while trying to clap her hands, failing at hitting them together. 
 
    The two final challengers glanced at each other and then at the magnificent drink. Selene marveled over its beauty. It almost felt like a waste consuming something so dazzling. She could stare at the pretty flames for eternity. But the curiosity got better of her and she lifted the glass with her slightly wobbly hand. 
 
    They glanced at each other again and poured the contents into their mouths in one go. Selene’s ears started twitching furiously and her eyes widened to the brim as the magma-hot liquid traveled down her throat. 
 
    In a flash, she felt like her whole body was consumed by a ferocious inferno. The scorching hot energy reached the very tips of her fingers and then bounced back, gathering in her stomach. She grabbed it and sensed something rushing up her windpipe. 
 
    Her lips parted before she could do anything and a ball of a rolling flame of rainbowy shade left her mouth, accompanied by a loud burp. Selene’s whole body shivered, and she banged her elbows on the table, trying not to fall onto it. She wanted to rush for water instantly but tried her best to fight back the urge. 
 
    A loud wave of cheering reached her still-spasming ears and urged her to struggle in raising her gaze. To her surprise, the man wasn’t in front of her anymore as the people around kept shouting and screaming in excitement. Someone walked up to her opponent’s seat, and she saw the man’s unconscious body being lifted and dragged away. It took a few long seconds before Selene’s brain registered what had happened. 
 
    “Captain! The verdict!” the waitress shouted, looking around. 
 
    Everyone quieted down and also searched for their captain. They noticed loud snoring and immediately found him sleeping soundly while hugging one of the barrels making the makeshift table’s leg. They all laughed heartily, and the woman shook her head with a wry smile. 
 
    “Alright, boys! We have a winner!” She walked up to Selene and raised the fox lady’s hand into the air, almost causing her to slam her face into the table. “Selene of the Foxkin is our new champion!” 
 
    “AYE!” 
 
    “I can’t hear you!” 
 
    “AYEEEEEE!” 
 
    “Come on! Are you seamen or noble ladies stuck in the castle!” 
 
    “AYEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” 
 
    After the loudest wave of cheering, she let Selene’s wrist down. Asterios was already by her side and supported the very unstable fox lady by leaning her onto himself, still having Miria latched to him from the front, sitting on his lap. 
 
    Selene turned her face to look up at him while steadily gasping for air. Each breath she took resulted in a tongue of rainbowy flame shooting out of her mouth. 
 
    “Ehehehe~ Hiccup… Slene… Dragon… Fox… Ehehehe~” 
 
    Miria reached out to catch the flames and kept giggling to herself while hiccuping occasionally. Selene showed a silly smile and also chuckled.  
 
    Then, with no warning, she pushed herself at Asterios, wrapping her arms around him and Miria. He completely didn’t expect that and fell to the back, hitting the deck with a loud grunt. 
 
    “Ehehehe~ Mashterrrr… I luv youuuuuu… So mushhhh...” 
 
    “My Lord~ Fufufufu~” 
 
    Both of them started kissing and licking his face and neck, causing him to chuckle from the sudden show of affection and the ticklish sensation. The sailors exploded into a laugh again, and the waitress gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
Dagger’s End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A good five minutes had passed since Selene had pushed Asterios onto the deck, and he was still being showered in affectionate licks and kisses from both girls, clearly drunk to quite the level from the challenge they had partaken in earlier. The people from the crew laughed all around them, and some whistles could be heard now and then, inciting the beastfolk duo to continue their caresses. 
 
    After his lips were stolen a few more times by both Miria and Selene fighting over the soft surface, he managed to slightly tame down their advances and sit them all up. The woman that had served as the waitress during the event helped him stand and pushed Asterios towards the door that led under the deck, giving him a hearty slap on the back as she chuckled. 
 
    With a bit of struggle, due to the unstable state of the girls and their still ongoing advances, Asterios somehow reached their cabin without tripping. He threw Miria and Selene onto the bed, but both of them grabbed his clothes during the motion and they all landed on it together. It was of no surprise that he ended up between the tipsy girls who resumed their kisses as they snuggled up to their beloved. 
 
    Asterios considered using a spell to clear up their intoxication already but decided against it. They were clearly having fun and didn’t look uncomfortable or sick in any way. The worst part would come in the morning, and he had his means of nullifying their hangover so there was nothing to worry about. 
 
    Therefore, he humored their silly antics and let Miria and Selene awkwardly cuddle with him until they fell asleep in his arms. With one more peck on the forehead of each of his precious companions, he followed after them soon, listening to their blissful breathing, slightly tainted with the smell of alcohol. 
 
    As expected, the unpleasantness came to the duo shortly after they woke up, feeling even dizzier than before going to bed. Selene was suffering the consequences of her actions much, much more than Miria, curling herself into a ball and holding her head. The Dragon’s Piss was clearly an opponent one should never underestimate. 
 
    With Miria in a slightly better state, Asterios quickly prepared and activated the proper technique, rejuvenating Selene back to life while getting rid of all the pain and discomfort, taking care of the slightly unstable panthergirl next. 
 
    Both of them were surprised to recover so fast and thanked Asterios wholeheartedly for the mercy, making him chuckle at their overexaggerated reaction. Soon after, the events of the previous night came back to them and Miria instantly turned crimson from embarrassment while Selene blushed just a little, also a little flustered from losing control of herself. 
 
    He told them that they hadn’t done anything improper, pulling each of them in for a brief loving kiss, and they all headed to wash themselves together. While Asterios planned to help the duo if they still felt any uneasiness, the situation quickly got reversed and he ended up being the one getting cared for by the girls. 
 
    For the whole day, Miria stuck by Ast’s side while hiding her red face in his shoulder. Every time someone from the crew greeted them, she would shiver from embarrassment, remembering her silly behavior from last night. It was a very cute sight to behold. 
 
    Surprisingly, Captain Moreso was all fine and nothing showed that he had been heavily drinking just a few hours earlier and had ended up asleep in the middle of it. The other challengers also seemed to be in a more than just operable state. The captain definitely had his own method of taking care of his people’s hangovers, which worked really well considering the intensity of the drinking competition. 
 
    And just like they had planned, the ship reached Dagger’s End a few days later, without any other inconveniences popping up. Miria was the first one to spot the port in the distance, spending her time in the crow’s nest, shocking the barrel man stationed there with her far sight. 
 
    Arriving closer, they could spot the finer details of the town located by the sea. Most buildings were out of stone blocks and dark grey was the dominant shade in the whole area. Only roofs and some minor finishings added other colors to the slightly gloomy view. 
 
    Svertaniel jumped off the ship moments after the vessel docked properly, which didn’t surprise anyone. Asterios and his companions followed shortly after him, using Selene’s spiritual platforms to descend onto the ground. 
 
    While Miria gawked at the impressive harbor which housed plenty of other vessels in various states of loading, Selene took notice of the people walking around busily. 
 
    “A fitting name for the inhabitants of this land. Damascu Clan, hm? I can see where it came from.” 
 
    With a loud thud, a wooden plank hit the platform they were standing on and Captain Moreso joined them. 
 
    “Aye. Many assume it comes from the fact that most of the dwarves living in this region focus first and foremost on excavating the damascu ore from the mountains to the west. It is their primary trading commodity, overshadowing all the other areas.” 
 
    “What is the real reason then?” Miria asked with her iconic curious gaze. 
 
    “Their skin most likely,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “You are right, lad. As you can already see, pretty much every dwarf here has a skin tone in a silvery-grey shade, so close to Damascus Steel. It’s rare to find other subraces here, making this whole place swarmed by short burly boys and girls almost blending with the surroundings.” 
 
    That statement was very true and something very noticeable. Even the docks were dominated by silver-skinned dwarves. They could still spot a different one now and then, or a person of another race completely, but the numbers were just incomparable. 
 
    “Alright. We have things to do.” Moreso fixed his tricorne and put his hands on his hips. “I and my crew will deal with everything alone, so you guys spend your time however you want. The whole resupplying process shouldn’t take longer than a day, or two at best. There’s a small business I have to take care of here, but it shouldn’t delay us. Enjoy your break.” 
 
    He then tipped his fancy hat and waved at some men from his crew before they left for the town as a group. 
 
    Svertaniel, visibly better after planting his feet on the solid ground—to some extent at least since they were still above the water—walked up to the party and nodded his head. 
 
    “I’ve been here a few times so please do let me know if you would like me to guide you around. Or if you would have any questions about this place.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria and Selene. “What do you girls want to do?” 
 
    “Let’s take a stroll through the city! I want to see how it looks from inside!” Miria beamed a smile at him, earning herself a few gentle pats. 
 
    Selene turned to their demon friend. “Is there an Adventurer’s Guild here?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. A small branch but fully functional. It’s located near the western gate, leading out of the city.” 
 
    “We could pay it a visit, my Lord, and perhaps change the name of our party there.” 
 
    “Good idea. It will be much better to do it now if we can than after reaching the Demon Continent.” 
 
    “Yes! Let’s go then!” Miria grabbed Ast’s arm and started dragging him towards the buildings in the distance. 
 
    He managed to nod at Svertaniel with a wry smile before the energetic panthergirl brought them out of the man’s sight. Selene quickly ran after them and joined her arms with Asterios, chuckling at him softly. He walked into the city with both of them by his side. 
 
    But that state didn’t last for long.  
 
    Shortly after they dove into the bustling streets of Dagger’s End, Miria split from them and began shooting her gaze in every direction, admiring the sight of the grey buildings and constructions which created almost a solid mass split only by the occasional alleyways. 
 
    Yes, she had seen quite a lot of buildings from hard and beautiful stone back in Tyrienheim or even Rosewind, but this style of architecture was a first for her. Almost every building looked like a dark castle she had previously only seen in various picture books at home. Her tribe used mostly wood for construction and Selene’s people had carved their city in a huge mountain of marble. 
 
    Asterios and Selene could only smile at each other seeing her already have this much fun. She danced between silver-skinned dwarves moving in all directions, sticking out like a sore thumb just with her height, not to mention her tourist-like behavior. 
 
    The streets were full of them. It felt a little weird to Asterios and Selene at first. It might have been a slightly offensive comparison, but they felt like they were walking through a town full of children, which made them chuckle after their thoughts seemed to be in sync. Miria didn’t even notice those, too busy being lost in her own world. 
 
    The less enthusiastic duo also kept glancing around and taking in the new sights. Many shops, stores, and other types of locums were built into the stone-block walls, in the form of differently sized niches and compartments. It allowed the streets to stay clear of unnecessary stands, stalls, and booths. Some colorful canopies did decorate a store or two now and then, adding a little more color to the whole grey palette. 
 
    After around ten minutes, which would be less if they didn’t have to stop a few times to apologize for Miria bumping into random people due to her not paying attention to the road, the party reached the guild’s building. And that was quite easy to spot, even though it was from the same grey bricks. 
 
    Miria couldn’t hide her amazement when they stood in front of what looked like a small fortress. It even had stylized archer towers and catwalks at a few different levels. Orange tapestries decorated small defensive windows and a few fancy shields with some crest on them could be spotted here and there. In one word—impressive. 
 
    As expected, the inside was kept in the same, castle-like style. The social area was furnished with tables, chairs, and benches carved from dark wood. All the decorations, torches, and lamps were made of heavy iron, including a big chandelier above the middle of the main hall. And the guild’s staff consisted pretty much only of the Damascu Clan's dwarves too. Some other races could be spotted amongst adventurers, of course. 
 
    Asterios caught Miria before she ran off somewhere and pacified her with some ear scratches, making her melt under his caresses fast. 
 
    “Let’s not bring everyone’s attention to us. At least here. After we take care of our business, you will be allowed to roam freely around.” 
 
    “Ehehe~ Sorry, Master. I got a bit too much into it.” She hugged his side and left a peck on Ast’s cheek, letting him continue petting her fluffy ears. 
 
    Slowly walking closer to the counters, they noticed how they all were at the usual height, which effectively made them as tall as some of the dwarves. And since that would be really inconvenient for both parties, the customer side had a portable stepladder by each section. Naturally, the employees had their own platforms to match them.  
 
    They arrived in front of a free receptionist, a woman with long black hair and a braided beard. Yes, females amongst a few subraces of dwarves did in fact have beards and the Damascu Clan was one of them. Asterios tried to keep Miria from staring too much, sensing how excited she was to see a bearded girl. 
 
    “Welcome to Dagger's End’s Adventurer’s Guild, travelers. I’m Nerst. How can I help you today?” 
 
    While Truvi was a special case, Nerst had a clearly gruff voice, but with a trace of femininity hidden in it, not as hoarse and deep as male dwarves. Asterios could sense some fascination even from Selene. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Asterios and this is Miria and Selene. I wanted to ask if we would be able to change our party’s registered name at your branch.” 
 
    “But of course. We are naturally connected to the interguild system. There will be a small fee accompanying the change if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “That’s to be expected. Anything else that is required?” 
 
    “I have to ask for the current name that your party is using and the adventurer’s ID of the leader. I hope it’s one of you because I can’t accept it from someone else, even if that person is a member of the group.” 
 
    Miria glanced at Asterios, and he smiled at her, nodding. She then turned her gaze to the receptionist. 
 
    “It’s Summoner’s Harem! And Master is the leader so there won’t be any problems!” 
 
    Nerst raised one of her eyebrows at the panthergirl for a brief moment, wandered with her gaze over all three of them, and chuckled heartily to herself. 
 
    “I see. Certainly, a peculiar party you have there. I would have expected a demon as its main pillar after hearing that name.” 
 
    “What can I say? It came out as a joke and then somehow stuck to us.” Asterios smiled wryly as he handed his ID to the receptionist. 
 
    “It’s a good name! And it’s true too!” Miria pouted at him. “But we have to change it or Master will get in trouble in the Demon Continent.” 
 
    Nerst nodded with understanding. “I get what you mean. A B-rank adventurer surrounded by beauties, a human at that, would certainly catch the attention of plenty of demon ladies.” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “Alright then. What would be the new name that you want to register?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Miria and Selene, and they both nodded with a smile. The four of them, of course including Umbra, had spent quite some time coming up with some ideas and finally decided to pick one shortly before reaching Dagger’s End. 
 
    It wasn’t an easy task. Even if Miria was incredibly fascinated with Dragons, she didn’t really want to go with something basic or common like Dragon Slayers, Dragon Fang, Crimson Dragon, or any other variations that, for obvious reasons, were very popular amongst adventurers. Selene and Asterios were with her on that too, trying to figure out something that still preserved that relation to the legendary creatures, but wasn’t so average.  
 
    In the end, it was Asterios who had brought up the topic of a certain item they had come into possession of in the past. Its impressive sturdiness could have been viewed as a symbol of the solidity of their bonds, all revolving around one individual, just like the single piece of hair that had been wrapped around the object. Everyone quickly grew fond of the idea as they felt it fit their circumstances perfectly. 
 
    “Scarlet Scale,” the three of them announced together. 
 
    While the name didn’t refer to Dragons directly, it was enough for just them to know its true meaning. Even Miria was in agreement that any of the direct mentions they had considered before choosing it weren’t as relatable and suitable for them as this one.  
 
    “I’ll have to complete a few quick procedures to update that so please wait here for my return. I promise it won’t take long. As for the fee, it’s ten silver coins so please prepare that.” 
 
    Nerst waited for Asterios to nod and then stepped off her raised platform, disappearing behind an orange curtain. Miria turned to him with a curious expression. 
 
    “I wonder how exactly that system works, Master. It’s brought up quite often.” 
 
    He brushed through her soft black hair. “We can always ask Suanori if she could reveal some details about it to us. I’m sure though that most of it is a trade secret to some extent. I do know a thing or two from the books, but I have no idea if any of it is true.” 
 
    “And what is that, Master?” 
 
    “Well, it’s common knowledge that there exists an Adventurer's Guild Association with its headquarters in the center of the high elf nation. That’s where all the information is supposedly stored and what the guilds are connected to. It’s said to be like a giant magical library. Each guild has its own means of getting in touch with it, most likely with some complex artifacts.” 
 
    Miria’s expression grew more and more thrilled as she listened to his explanation and guesses, causing Selene to chuckle at her softly. She made a mental note to herself to ask Guildmaster Suanori about this whenever they would have a chance to hold a casual conversation. 
 
    The silver-skinned receptionist came back a few minutes after they finished their discussion about what kind of artifacts could this guild use to transfer their information. She handed back Ast’s ID and collected the money from him. 
 
    “Things should already be updated. From now on, you can officially call yourself Scarlet Scale in your dealings with the guild or other adventurers. That said, I have to admit that I didn’t expect you to have a dungeon kill in your records. You honestly don’t look that strong to me, hahaha.” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving, fufufu~ We can assure you that our leader is plenty strong~” Selene chuckled while covering her mouth with one hand and pulling herself closer to Asterios with the other, pressing her chest against him. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at the mischievous fox lady while shaking his head. There was barely anything she wouldn’t turn into a teasing innuendo. 
 
    “Say, aren’t you guys maybe interested in culling another one a bit?” Nerst asked. 
 
    Asterios glanced at her, moving his eyes from his charming fox companion. “Is there some problem with a nearby dungeon?” 
 
    “It’s a fresh one. It just opened around two weeks ago. And they are the most dangerous during that time since the Dungeon Core doesn’t really know how to properly tweak its defenses for the interlopers. It would be nice if someone experienced explored it a little before we let the newbies or less skilled adventurers go in.” 
 
    “Ah. We would be glad to help but our ship is departing tomorrow or the day after. It would be hard to do more than one or two floors.” 
 
    “Right. You are heading to the Demon Continent. It’s a shame but understandable of course. Don’t mind it then.” 
 
    “Aren’t there any other experienced adventurers around?” Selene asked. 
 
    The receptionist shook her head. “This is an industrial region. Not that many beasts or monsters appear in this area. There were no dungeons in the close vicinity of any of the towns or villages either, so it just wasn’t too lucrative for the stronger people to remain or come here. Considering your records, you might be currently the strongest adventurers in Dagger’s End.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin.  
 
    ~Umbra?~ 
 
    ~No issue here. I think it would take me about ten minutes, considering the distance. Perhaps a bit quicker.~ 
 
    He then glanced at the dwarf woman. 
 
    “I can get in contact with a few guilds in the Human Continent pretty quickly. If the situation requires it, I should be able to bring a party or two here if anyone agrees, which might not be as easy since my means of transportation are very peculiar and not something anyone can handle.” 
 
    Nerst’s eyes widened at his statement. “Are you saying that you can bring people here in less than a day and it’s not through a long-range teleportation array?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Something like that. Should I?” 
 
    The receptionist bowed her head slightly. “We would appreciate your help a lot. I’m sure the guildmaster wouldn’t mind rewarding you for it. Perhaps it could even be registered as an official quest. I can ask about it if you wish.” 
 
    “That would be nice. I’ll see what I can do then. I can’t promise anything though. It depends on people agreeing to come back with us.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll excuse myself to request a meeting with the guildmaster, then. I wish you a nice stay in Dagger’s End!” Nerst then threw a toothy smile at them, bowed, then ran off to the back area again. 
 
    Miria giggled and rubbed her ear into Ast’s cheek. “I don’t think Suanori will be willing to travel through Umbra’s ability again.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled too. “I know. We might have a hard time finding anyone willing to come, actually. I guess we’ll have to test those who show signs of being interested before making the big jump.” 
 
    “That would be wise. We can’t have you accidentally breaking this realm’s strongest adventurers, my Lord, fufufu~” 
 
    He shook his head while imagining that. “Anyway, let’s leave that for later. Do you want to hang out a little in the town?” 
 
    “Yes! A sightseeing date with Master! We could go to the beach together! Or watch the sunset while cuddling with each other!” Miria started bouncing up and down while smiling at him. 
 
    He petted her adorable ears and turned to Selene to ask for her opinion, but before Asterios could open his mouth, a slender hand brushed his cheek, and his lips were sealed by the dazzling fox lady. 
 
    Chuckling softly, she withdrew with a warm smile. “I’m in~” 
 
    After Asterios let Miria pepper him with some kisses too, staring daggers at the mischievous fox lady, they left the guild and strolled around the town while either holding hands or linking their arms together. Whatever they would pick from a stand, the girls almost competed in feeding the various foods to him. Everyone knew it was just friendly bickering, and they had a few good laughs about it. 
 
    Just like Miria had suggested earlier, they found a great spot to watch the sunset and sat down on a grassy cliff outside of the town. The cheerful panthergirl squeezed onto his lap, enjoying Ast’s pleasant caresses while Selene hugged him from behind, placing her chin on his shoulder.  
 
    They enjoyed the serene atmosphere for a short moment before deciding to return to the ship. Miria was starting to get a little in the mood and Selene quickly picked up on that, beginning to tease Ast’s neck with her delicate lips. It was better to return before things escalated too much and he got swept in the duo’s advances. 
 
    But the moment they showed up at the docks, they knew that something was up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25
An Unexpected Connection 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The port was in much more turmoil than when they had left it around late noon. And that was quite an achievement with those hours being the busiest ones when many crews took care of their cargo, loading and unloading the docked giants.  
 
    All that commotion should have slowly calmed down the later the hour became, but even with the sun almost finishing its travel behind the horizon, slowly causing the clear blue sky to darken with its gradual disappearance, countless people were running around in a hurry. 
 
    The party quickly noticed the presence of armed guards belonging to the Damascu Clan, stationed by almost every ship. Many of them were clearly arguing with the crew or the captain. That included Moreso, who was lively gesturing at one of the leaders of the town's sentinels. 
 
    Asterios and the girls picked up the pace and quickly arrived behind the three guards standing shortly after their boss, who was engaged in a discussion with their sailor friend. 
 
    “—ur men leave even a scratch on a single barrel or crate, I’m going to squeeze your pathetic militia dry! Those are sealed with the best preservation enchantments and there is no way for anyone to tamper with them without my crew noticing!” 
 
    “Even so, we still have to make sure that you are not hiding—” 
 
    “You’ve been snooping all over my ship for almost an hour now and found nothing! You are either utterly incompetent, or maybe, WHAT YOU ARE LOOKING FOR. IS. NOT. ON. MY. SHIP! Stop wasting my damn time! My men can’t even go fucking drink before you won’t let them pick up their damn wallets from their cabins!” 
 
    Moreso’s remark clearly irritated the leader of the guards, but he kept himself in check and continued with the same official tone. 
 
    “The temporary quarantine is necessary to prevent anyone from further aiding the criminal—” 
 
    “What’s going on here?”  
 
    Asterios passed the three dwarves blocking the whole path to the captain by walking on blue translucent spiritual platforms created by Selene on the side of the wooden dock, surprising them with that maneuver.  
 
    The girls followed after him and they all stopped in front of the arguing duo. 
 
    “These dimwits keep going through everyone’s cargo and whole ships for hours already, looking for some crook that has supposedly escaped into the docks!” Moreso explained with an annoyed expression. 
 
    “Not supposedly. We know he is here. Stop raising an unnecessary fuss and be cooperative. Obstructing the duty of the town’s officials is a serious offense if you didn’t know,” the leader of the dwarves barked back at him. 
 
    “I’ve been cooperative for almost an hour! You have made three full laps on every single deck! NOTHING. IS. THERE!” 
 
    Asterios left the two men to their argument and connected to his companions a little deeper, diving into his thoughts. 
 
    ~Umbra, Selene, have you noticed anything unusual?~ 
 
    ~I could try to scan the ship for any new mana signatures but that would most likely catch the eyes of the guards, my Lord~ 
 
    ~There’s no need to do that, Selene. I can confirm that there’s a person inside that didn’t accompany us during the voyage, Master.~ 
 
    While acting like he was listening to the bickering, Asterios made a mental nod at them. ~Anything else that you could tell us about them?~ 
 
    ~It’s a young dwarf, a boy, hiding in a sizable chest filled with preserved meat. He somehow managed to remain unseen during the search, but it’s only a matter of time before he is found. I can tell that one of the dwarves is going to check that place again soon,~ Umbra answered. 
 
    ~Hmmm… This is a tough situation… If we inform the guards about it, they might very well accuse us of aiding that boy. At the same time, they can come to the same conclusion anyway, finding him after so long. Do we somehow know how dangerous that person is?~  
 
    ~The child is definitely scared, if not terrified. The intensity of these emotions doesn’t match the image of a petty thief or a skilled criminal. Neither would be this shaken by the thought of being found out. I am almost certain the boy is… just a boy. A little weak at that. Possibly poisoned.~ 
 
    Asterios frowned. For what reason would the town’s guard pursue a sick kid? And with this much intensity? The whole operation looked more like they were after a psychopath or some other high-risk fugitive. 
 
    ~What’s the position of the people checking the ship?~ 
 
    ~There are six of them. Only one is on the same deck as the boy, currently closing on his location.~ 
 
    ~Can you do anything to prevent them from finding him? And getting me in there without getting noticed?~ 
 
    A deep chuckle resounded in his head. ~Is trapping every single one of them in an endless illusion good enough to be anything?~ 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. He then exchanged faint nods with Miria and Selene and stepped closer to the still arguing Moreso. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s stop this back and forth before they lock you up for obstructing the investigation or something. I don’t want to end up without a captain and would like to depart on schedule. Or slightly delayed at most.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He threw his arm over the demon’s shoulder. “We clearly can’t do anything here. It’s a waste of time, as you have said. Drinks on me tonight. Come on, gather your men. Would you rather keep running your mouth dry here or dip your lips in some delicious mead?” 
 
    After a few seconds of staring into Ast’s eyes, Moreso sighed and nodded. 
 
    “Aye. This is just stupid. If you offer, we’ll oblige.” He waved his hand to the side. “Corinth! Go gather up the boys at the Sunkissed Tit! We’ll join you in a moment!” 
 
    One of the sailors standing behind the short wall of armed dwarves saluted and ran off towards the exit from the docks, followed by the other crew members a moment later. Moreso glanced at the leader of the guards one more time. 
 
    “I’m going to file a fucking complaint! Just you watch!” 
 
    Asterios then walked with Moreso towards the men blocking the path to the ship and they stepped aside with some grumbling after their boss nodded at them. They were clearly looking forward to arresting a person or two for misbehavior. 
 
    The four of them reached the city’s grey walls and disappeared from the sight of anyone standing at the port’s pathways. Miria and Selene knew what was coming and stepped into an empty alleyway. Asterios dragged the slightly confused Moreso into it shortly after. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” the captain asked, glancing at all three of them. 
 
    Planting the Alcove of Serenity sigil on the nearby stone bricks, Asterios turned to face him. 
 
    “It seems that someone truly is hiding on our ship.” 
 
    “What? When would they sneak in? We were working on it all the time. And every piece of cargo has been checked thoroughly. We are not some amateurs. How can you be sure if even they couldn’t find anything for almost an hour?” 
 
    “My companions checked. It’s just a matter of time before one of the dwarves stumbles on the stowaway.” 
 
    Moreso groaned while rubbing his temples. “They will definitely ground us for more than a week if that happens.” 
 
    “I can prevent them from finding him if you allow it. Personally, I would like to speak with that person as it all seems fishy. It’s your ship and your decision. But better make it quick.” 
 
    Moreso thought about their options for a brief moment and sighed. “Do whatever you want if it will prevent us from being chained here for months.” 
 
    ~Umbra?~ 
 
    ~Already done.~ 
 
    “Alright. I’ll be going then. Here’s the money for the drinks. Have fun.” 
 
    Asterios threw a small sack at the man and his body got swallowed by darkness that plunged into the ground in a blink. Moreso caught the money in his hands and looked around in confusion, realizing that he had been left completely alone. Miria and Selene had stepped through the crimson gate leading to the latter’s home somewhere near the end of their talk. 
 
    The same black shadow materialized on one of the ship’s decks and Asterios stepped out of it. The first thing he noticed was the presence of a single dwarf standing still a few meters from him, with a heavily unfocused gaze and cloudy eyes. 
 
    “How strong is it?” Asterios asked the black misty raven that popped out of his shadow and perched on the dwarf’s shoulder. 
 
    ~As long as we don’t cause them any pain, the illusion should remain unbroken. We can freely move them if necessary.~ 
 
    “Useful. Let me know if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    Umbra nodded his beak and dissipated into the darkness.  
 
    Asterios had already asked his companion about the hiding place of the boy and quickly approached the wide and deep chest at the back of the deck. He deactivated the preserving formations and lifted the lid, revealing plenty of supplies. 
 
    At first sight, nothing seemed out of place, but knowing that something was definitely down there allowed him to notice the slightly raised middle of the meat pile. It could easily be disregarded as the placement of individual pieces, but the longer he looked at it, the clearer the outline became. 
 
    To not startle the boy buried under all this meat, Asterios decided to speak to him first. 
 
    “I know you are there. I’m not with the guards that are looking for you. I’m just an adventurer. My companion noticed you hiding on our ship. If you show yourself and explain why they are after you, I promise that we won’t hand you to them.” 
 
    As expected, no reply came immediately. But Asterios knew it could take a moment for the distressed boy to wage his final decision that would determine the further course of action. His exclamation could have very well been taken as a trap. He decided to wait for a moment. 
 
    Fortunately, only around half a minute passed before the pink-red mass of flesh began shifting and a figure of a person surfaced. Asterios immediately squinted his eyes and cursed under his breath. The dwarf boy in front of him had plenty of scars from cuts and punctures, and his skin was much different from the other members of the Damascu Clan they had met, being of a much darker, clearly sickly shade. 
 
    Asterios crouched by the chest and helped the boy step out of it. He was much skinnier than the average dwarf of his subrace at this age. Everything was pointing at an obvious lack of proper nutrition. Or even starvation. 
 
    “Are you well enough to speak?” 
 
    The boy nodded but immediately started trembling. Sitting inside a box with a really low temperature had chilled his body substantially. 
 
    Selene and Miria stepped out of the crimson portal and walked closer. The former put a thick blanket over the teenage dwarf and the latter handed him a cup of hot water, not wanting to upset his stomach with tea since they didn’t know when the last time was the boy had eaten an actual meal. 
 
    They all sat down around him and waited for the boy to get a little better. It didn’t take long, and he glanced at Asterios from above the mug that was being constantly refilled by the slightly gloomy panthergirl. Miria didn’t understand why someone would hurt a child so much and all the evidence proved that he had gone through a lot. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s start with something simple. I’m Asterios. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Risvi, sir.” 
 
    “You don’t need to address me like that. Speak freely. We are just simple adventurers.”  
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “So, could you tell me why everyone is looking for you? Did you do something bad?” 
 
    “I escaped.” 
 
    “I see. Where did you escape from?” 
 
    Risvi hesitated for a brief moment, which didn’t escape their attention. 
 
    “I… I shouldn’t say… You seem like a good person…” 
 
    “Assuming that I am a good person, why shouldn’t you tell me? I’m not going to scold you right now or anything.” 
 
    “They… always said that everyone who learns will end up dead… and all of their family… and friends… I don’t want them to kill your family, mister. Not if you are a good person.” 
 
    “My Lord.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Selene. She had been sitting behind the boy, gently rubbing his back through the blanket as they were talking. Part of it was pulled away and revealed some of the young dwarf’s grey skin. He accepted her mental request to share their vision and his brows furrowed the moment he looked through her eyes. 
 
    For a few short seconds, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at until a few images he had seen in the past resurfaced from his memories. The unexpected connection, something Asterios wouldn’t have thought they would stumble on again by chance, shocked him greatly, and at the same time, disgusted him. 
 
    A black mark in the form of a dagger with a drop of some liquid dripping from its tip was visible over Risvi’s shoulder blade. One that Asterios and his companions were already familiar with.  
 
    They had stumbled on this symbol back when they were looking for the missing boys in the town near the forest dungeon. Dane’s logs—the supposed overseer of that jail-like place who had been murdered and turned into a Phantasmal Horror—and some other documents had the same thing drawn on the bottom of some pages. It was instantly obvious to them that both the location that Risvi had escaped from and the one they had visited in the past were connected. 
 
    Asterios recalled one more detail—Dane’s poison. He had studied it sometime after they had dealt with the Phantasmal Horror and still remembered some of its effects. If he wasn’t mistaken, the boy was showing some of the symptoms associated with it.  
 
    He canceled the sharing and returned his gaze to Risvi. “If you are afraid of telling me, then that’s okay, don’t force yourself. But you look a little unwell. Could you let me check your throat and eyes to see if you didn’t catch a cold in that box?” 
 
    The boy stared at him for a moment and nodded faintly, letting Asterios examine him. He was a bit confused by the unusual request of showing the bottom and upper side of his eyeballs to check for a cold but didn’t speak a word about it. 
 
    Asterios sighed internally after finding faint regular stripes on the whites of Risvi’s eyes. He was right. While the boy hadn't strictly been dosed with the poison at its full strength and concentration, he had come in contact with it to some extent, perhaps during its testing if the facility he had run away from functioned in a similar way to the one in the Human Continent. 
 
    Fortunately, Asterios was in possession of an antidote he had created from the actual poison. He mentally asked Miria to bring it to him and the panthergirl soon handed him a tiny vial with a clear liquid. 
 
    “It looks like you are only a little bit sick. This should make you feel better. It has a very bitter taste, but please, drink all of it.” 
 
    He waited for the boy to nod before he helped Risvi drink the contents. Not without struggle, but the medicine had been administered in full. Its effects would start showing in a few minutes if Ast’s assumptions were correct. 
 
    “Okay. Now, about that place you have escaped. What if I told you that you can tell us about it without having to tell us about it?” Asterios asked with a cryptic smile. 
 
    Risvi furrowed his brows at him. “How can I tell you without telling? Wouldn’t that still be telling?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I know some fun magic. If you allow me, I can take just a quick peek into your head and see it for myself. What do you think? You won’t be telling me that way.” 
 
    The boy visibly pondered, looking between him and Miria, both having warm smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. It might feel funny or even silly. Maybe a little ticklish. So?” 
 
    “If you say so… Alright.” 
 
    Umbra materialized himself behind Risvi to not spook the boy and connected to his shadow, reaching for Ast’s, Miria’s, and Selene’s too. A moment later, their vision shifted and all four of them entered the boy’s mind. 
 
    Since Risvi was just a teenager without any experience in magic or combat, Umbra was able to easily guide them through his memories, starting from the most recent ones. They watched in reverse how Risvi hid in their ship, kept avoiding the town’s guards, ran through some forest, and finally, how he escaped from some warehouse in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Then, things turned dark. Just like under the watchtower they had visited in the past, this structure had a hidden underground section too. Contrary to that one, this facility was clearly active. 
 
    While watching Risvi take a god-sent opportunity to slip away from the two people that had been intending to take him somewhere, they saw many of the cells and cages have at least one person in them. Pretty much everyone belonged to the Damascu Clan. Those were people of various genders and ages, in different conditions. 
 
    Since Asterios didn’t want the boy to relive whatever he had gone through before that point in time, they stopped reading his memories and withdrew from Risvi’s mind, leaving just Umbra to skillfully scan through all of them while remaining unnoticed. 
 
    Sensing Miria growing angry, furious even, he quickly placed his hand on the panthergirl's hair and ruffled through it affectionately, calming his partner down a little. He understood the reason behind her rising emotions. He wasn’t any different in regard to the boy’s situation. But they were still on the ship with the town’s guard present on all decks. 
 
    “And? Did it hurt?” he asked Risvi with a smile. 
 
    “No.” The boy shook his head. “It was… weird… but the good weird.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Now, as I promised you, we are not going to hand you out, but we are pretty much surrounded, and the leader of the guards is still present outside. I might be able to sneak us out of here, but we have to test that first. It might be a little scary. You will see only darkness for a moment. Are you brave enough to try?” 
 
    “I’m not scared of darkness. Please, if I can run away from them, I will do anything.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s try it out then. A black shadow will surround your body, you will feel a little tug, and then you will disappear. A moment later, you will pop back out near that box.” He pointed at a crate near the middle section of the deck. “You might feel a little dizzy. Ready?” 
 
    Risvi stood up and nodded with a determined expression; his skin slowly regaining its rightful silvery color. 
 
    “Try not to raise your voice. Here we go.” 
 
    At Ast’s command, Umbra slowly swallowed Risvi’s body with his shadow and the boy plunged into the ground, reappearing in the previously pointed spot almost immediately after. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Risvi’s reaction to the transfer was very tame. After the darkness retreated, he stood there while glancing at his hands in awe.  
 
    Noticing them staring at him, Risvi turned to Asterios with the corners of his mouth slightly lifted. 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and smiled wryly.  He has either gone through much worse stuff or kids just see things differently. 
 
    With Risvi’s mental well-being assured, Asterios moved with him outside of the city while Miria and Selene used their portals. Umbra stopped the illusion cast on the minds of the searching dwarves, making sure that the transition was as seamless as possible. 
 
    “What are we going to do now, Master?” Miria asked after returning to his side. 
 
    “First, we need to find a safe place for Risvi. Then we can think about this. It’s definitely much bigger than we had thought, possibly even reaching the scale of an intercontinental cult or organization. I don’t think you girls would be willing to ignore this, right?” 
 
    Both Selene and Miria stepped closer to him, and the former answered first. 
 
    “I understand that our goal was to reach the Demon Continent as soon as possible, but if I were to give an honest opinion, I would have a hard time leaving things here as they are. In the end, I will follow your decision, whatever it may be, but it’s my selfish desire to help those people, who are treated in such an inhumane way.” 
 
    Miria gave a faint nod. “I agree with Selene, Master. I do not intend to play a hero, and you already know that your safety and happiness are my utmost priority, but if we are strong enough to help them, I would like for us to try. But the same as Selene, I won’t think of you badly if you decide to not involve us in these matters. I can see how this can potentially be very dangerous. I will always follow you, wherever these choices lead us.” 
 
    Asterios nodded back at her and placed his hand on Miria’s cheek. He leaned forward and pulled her into a gentle kiss, showering her soft lips in pure affection. Miria left herself in his hands and lips and started purring quietly, enjoying this warmth spreading through her whole body. 
 
    After breaking off and slowly pulling back, Asterios moved his other hand to Selene’s cheek, and she was the one to lean her face towards him with her iconic, ladylike smile. She didn’t join their lips herself but let Asterios initiate the loving kiss on his own. She gladly took her turn in receiving his feelings. 
 
    A brief moment later, both of them were staring at Ast’s face with a tinge of rosiness showing on their cheeks. He smiled at them warmly while brushing Miria’s and Selene’s hands he held in his own. 
 
    “My past might be something that I really want to discover, but you girls are much more important to me. And just as you want to keep me happy, so do I want for you to not be haunted by my decisions. Let’s try to figure this out together as much as we can. Go and find Svertaniel. I will transport Risvi to Tyrienheim. Then we will talk.” 
 
    They both nodded with dazzling smiles and left a peck on Ast’s cheeks at the same time, running back to the city a moment later. 
 
    Asterios turned to the young dwarf and chuckled at his scrunched face and squinted eyes. 
 
    “Come on. We have a much longer trip to make this time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
A Bigger Scale 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since Asterios had already verified that Umbra didn’t have any issues moving both him and Risvi through the Void, they jumped straight back to it shortly after the girls left to search for their demon friend and briefly explain the situation to him. His help could prove to be useful if they decided to take on the vile complex that ran on this continent. 
 
    To Asterios, the trip to Tyrienheim felt like half an hour, more or less. He didn’t suffer any discomfort after showing up in his family mansion’s gardens. Neither did Risvi. The boy looked pretty much the same as before they made the jump, which was quite impressive. 
 
    Led by Umbra, they found Ast’s mother in one of the offices shortly after walking inside. 
 
    “Oh, Asti? I didn’t expect to see you back so soon. And who is that boy?” Kindra stood up from her desk and trotted to give her son a warm hug before glancing down at the young dwarf. 
 
    “It’s a complex issue, Mom. I’ll need to find a shelter for him for some time. But first, we should talk with your parents about it. This whole situation is just too big to gloss over.” 
 
    Kindra immediately noticed his serious expression and nodded. “Alright. Do you mind if I ask the maids to wash our friend? And prepare something to eat for him? He looks starved. We can talk in the meanwhile.” 
 
    “Fine with me. Just make sure it’s something very light. You might not be that far off with the starving part.” 
 
    She then took Risvi’s hand and led the boy outside of the office while instructing Asterios to go meet James and Anna, who were taking care of their work in their usual, favorite spot in the garden. 
 
    He followed her advice and found his grandparents in the same bower inside which they had first met. The older couple noticed him approaching and his grandmother smiled at him softly. 
 
    “Greetings, Grandmother, Grandfather.” Asterios bowed slightly. 
 
    “Oh, stop with these formalities. We are at home, Asterios.” The woman gestured at him to sit, and he obliged, taking a seat next to James. 
 
    “I remember hearing about your departure to the Demon Continent. It’s a surprise to see you here with not that many days passing since that news.” The man raised his brow at him. 
 
    Asterios smiled. “I have a way to travel to every place I have visited, in a quite short time. We are currently at Dagger’s End, scheduled to depart tomorrow. But some issues came up and the guards might delay everyone’s plans, not just ours.” 
 
    “That’s amazing! I knew you were something from the moment I saw you!” James laughed heartily and slapped Ast’s back a few times. 
 
    “Did you come back just to visit us while you wait for that issue to be resolved or…” 
 
    “It’s just like you think, Grandmother. My arrival here is connected to it. There’s something I need to consult with you about. The help I require could be dangerous to you and everyone in close relations with our family. There are very minimal chances for that, but they exist, nevertheless. That’s why I wanted to ask for permission first before involving any of you in it.” 
 
    James and Anna glanced at each other, assuming serious expressions too, and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s hear it then. I commend your consideration,” the grandfather said. 
 
    “I would like to wait for Mom to come—and she is almost there so never mind that.” 
 
    Just as he stated, Kindra showed up by the bower soon after. Anna was impressed by his environmental awareness, but James already knew that Asterios employed the help of quite skillful and powerful individuals so something like this surely couldn’t have been hard for the young man. 
 
    Kindra instantly saw through the atmosphere between them and sat down by Ast’s side without acting all snuggly and giddy with him. 
 
    “Alright. I'll keep it simple. First, promise me that this conversation won’t make it outside of this bower unless I allow for that,” Asterios started, drawing Alcove of Serenity sigil on the table. 
 
    Everyone gave their word without a hint of hesitation. 
 
    “Some time ago, during a quest, we stumbled on hidden underground ruins of some prison. We fought its previous overseer-turned-monster and proceeded with our task. We didn’t share it with anyone to avoid getting involved in very dubious things because we found some information leading us to believe that it was a facility focusing on researching some kind of poison and testing it on humans.” 
 
    He could see his mother’s and her parents’ faces change after hearing the last part. It wasn’t surprising. They could easily imagine that it wasn’t a lawfully run official complex, taking care of the volunteers that helped with the development. 
 
    “Since digging the long-forgotten past can lead to unnecessary attention or even a disaster, we just moved it aside for the time. But the young dwarf you had escorted, Mom, seems to come from a similar place, located in the territory of the Damascu Clan.” 
 
    Kindra gasped, covering her mouth. “That’s why he looked so sick!” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “He managed to slip past the guards and escape, hiding on our ship. We found him before the guards did it and learned about that facility, doing pretty much the same thing but with dwarves living on that continent.” 
 
    “Hateful!” Anna cursed under her breath. 
 
    “All I wanted from you was the permission to shelter the kid here, far from those people. Umbra and Selene did a quick check on him so there shouldn’t be anything that allows them to track his location, making it impossible for them to find the boy’s whereabouts after I teleported him this far. But I’m almost sure we are dealing with something bigger here, so we really need to act carefully.” 
 
    James nodded, rubbing his chin. “You are right. I wouldn’t be surprised now if such a place was built somewhere in the territories of all the main races. But you have also taken enough safety steps before bringing him here, which is good. We can take care of the kid, right dear?” 
 
    “Naturally. While not that common, it’s not unheard of for Damascu Clan members to live this far from their homeland so we should be able to reintroduce him into the society if the boy would wish for it. But it would of course be better to lay low for now.” 
 
    “Yes, for now,” Asterios agreed. “I plan to investigate that facility and destroy it if possible so there is a chance that he could potentially return to his home if it still exists. Anyway, I don’t plan on involving you any further into this and will act alo—” 
 
    “Father, do you still have that token Great-Great-Grandfather received from the king for our family’s input in the development of trade back then?” Kindra interrupted him, directing her question at James. 
 
    “Naturally. For what reason would I use a personal right to request an audience with the king? There won’t be a better moment than this.” 
 
    “I agree, dear. It’s possible that another facility still exists in the human lands, or many more. We should bring the information on this organization to the royal family and let them take care of letting the other leaders know about it.” 
 
    “Are you completely sure that the royal family isn’t involved in this?” Asterios asked. “The abandoned prison was under a watchtower, also ruined.” 
 
    “Yes,” both of them answered in unison. 
 
    “The current king is a kind man, caring for his people, and not only. Our lands weren’t always as welcoming to the other races if you remember some bits of history. He would not let something so clearly inhumane take place anywhere in the kingdom,” James followed. 
 
    “I understand where you are coming from, Asterios,” Anna continued after her husband, “wanting to move incognito and without revealing any connections to us to avoid any retaliation towards the Hestizos, but I think all of us would agree that things on such scale should be met with a response of an appropriate might. It’s a serious international issue.” 
 
    Kindra placed a hand on Ast’s hair and gently ruffled through it. “Mom is right. The earlier we let powerful people know about it, the better. And if the leaders of the nations will take action themselves, this evil organization will less likely pay attention to anyone else, letting you move much safer.” 
 
    James smiled, capturing his attention. “Do not underestimate the Hestizos, young man. Our connections run deep, very deep. We are not a fresh lineage. You investigating and potentially bringing down the facility back there is a good thing, but in the end, you are just one person, one team. Or are you planning on making it your personal mission to track down and eliminate the whole organization?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “Of course not. I’m not a hero, nor am I aspiring to become one. If it became too dangerous, I would immediately retreat for the safety of my companions. That’s why I’m trying to plan this out to the smallest detail.” 
 
    His grandfather nodded. “I know you well enough, albeit shortly, to understand that you aren’t the type to do things half-heartedly. We are not going to tell you how to handle this on your side but there are also things that we can help with on our side. If your operation ends up being successful, there’s always a chance that you will find some critical evidence on those people or even the location of their other hideouts. Do your part and then pass the rest on to the others. I believe the king and the other rulers would be more than happy to pursue this cult or whatever it is. Their own people are being kidnapped and tortured if I understand this correctly.” 
 
    Asterios pondered over James’ words, rubbing his chin. He hadn't wanted to involve anyone else in this at first, but if his family really had the means to contact people of high standing, this could be the better choice than just him clearing out another underground prison without a follow-up. If he really stumbled on some valuable information this time, it would be wise to share it with someone who could actually do something about it. 
 
    “Alright.” He raised his gaze. “We’ll do it as you say then. From how it looked, it seems that this organization controls the guards in Dagger’s End, or at least has a lot of influence on it, so I don’t think they will release any ship before the boy is found, and that means ours too. I’m fairly confident in infiltrating the facility. We can look for as much information as we can. Being a Summoner comes in handy here. Both my girls can safely store almost anything we find, throwing it into their realm. We already have some valid proof of their nefarious activity and valuable intelligence. How fast can we arrange a meeting with the king?” 
 
    “Immediately,” James responded. “The moment I use the token, he will be informed about our request and is obliged to send someone to escort us. I wouldn’t be surprised if a Transfer Magician showed up at our doorstep a few hours later.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Good. Let’s activate it after we finish here. It will give me enough time to discuss things with some friends. There’s one more thing I have to take care of while I’m here, albeit not as important. Since you are obviously much more experienced in these things, I will leave everything on this side to you. I will fill you in on the details in a moment.” 
 
    “While we will take care of all the formalities and everything else related to that, I believe it should be you who meets with the king,” Anna suggested with a smile. “You are a Hestizo in the end, and you know the situation the best.” 
 
    “Me? Meet the king? Oh, gods…” Asterios smiled wryly, already sensing Miria’s growing excitement. 
 
    Kindra slid her arm under his and hugged Ast’s side. “Mom is right! There’s no way you can pass such an opportunity! Do you know how hard it is to receive a personal audience? And I know for sure that you will make a great impression on the king and his people! Connections run the world and you are standing in front of a chance to make a quite powerful one!” 
 
    He chuckled while stroking his mother’s arm, who was beaming a wide smile at him. 
 
    “Fine. But if our whole family ends up declared a national enemy because I have somehow offended the great monarch, it’s going to be your fault.” 
 
    She giggled, and her parents chuckled together. Afterward, Asterios shared a few more details with them since they had agreed on taking this on together and they ended the short meeting. James went to get the token while Asterios traveled back to Dagger’s End first to talk with Svertaniel. 
 
    The girls had instructed their demon friend to wait outside of the city and so he had. Asterios found him in a state of some trance or meditation with his grimoire hovering above the man’s lap. Svertaniel soon finished and Asterios filled him in on what was happening. Knowing how much the demon respected Umbra, he was sure that trust wouldn’t have been an issue in his case. 
 
    After listening to the whole story, Svertaniel offered his help in this operation. He would do so even if taking care of it wouldn’t get rid of their issue with leaving Dagger’s End. Asterios naturally accepted it. They most likely wouldn’t be able to receive official support from the Adventurer’s Guild this time so any skillful person joining their side was of great value. 
 
    Since Asterios would be bringing this matter to the higher authorities, it was unnecessary to involve the guild. Who knew where the members of this questionable organization could have been placed if they had enough influence to have the guards hunt down their escapee like he was an international criminal. From the beginning, Asterios didn’t want to spread the information about this to too many people. 
 
    Miria, Selene, and Umbra joined them, and they decided to hold an initial briefing. Umbra had gone through all of Risvi’s memories and invoked a technique that pulled everyone into his own mind, where they watched them in extreme detail while discussing the underground facility and how to approach it. 
 
    Through the very unpleasant scenes that were quite tough to observe at a few moments, they managed to learn some more about the group’s possible goal. Since its members didn’t really care about hiding their discussions in front of test subjects that would end up dead anyway, Risvi managed to catch a few crucial details from occasional talks. 
 
    Asterios already had a few assumptions, and one of them was starting to look more and more probable. These people were clearly developing and testing some kind of poison, for some reason, using members only of a certain race as test subjects. Humans back there and Damascu Clan’s dwarves here, possibly following the same pattern in other nations. 
 
    Their actual reason behind it, or their main goal, remained unknown to Risvi, and effectively to Ast’s group. Asterios was thankful that the antidote he had prepared was able to work on dwarves too. He made a mental note to let his family know about this so that they kept an eye on the boy in case some unexpected reaction took place at some point. 
 
    Finished with their show, Miria ended up quite riled up from all the atrocities and inhumane treatment the people in Risvi’s memories had been subjected to. Everyone felt at least a little angry or bothered by their actions, but they also knew that various things were happening around the world and in other realms and definitely not all of them were good. People just didn’t know about it, like in this case. 
 
    After coming up with a believable story they could feed to Moreso and his crew, Svertaniel left to meet with the captain, taking it on himself to explain why they would still be most likely restricted from leaving for at least a few days. Asterios returned to the Human Continent, showing up in Rosewind to pay Suanori a visit while they waited for any notices from the king. 
 
    Verifying through Umbra that she wasn’t busy, he notified her about his arrival and transported himself straight to the guildmaster’s office. The silencing arrays activated shortly after the black shadow uncovered his body. 
 
    “Welcome back. I still can’t believe you can travel long distances like this in just a moment. Did you guys run into some trouble on your trip? If I’m not mistaken, it’s still too early for you to have arrived in Ashen Barrel,” Suanori spoke from behind her desk. 
 
    Asterios sighed heavily. “You can say that. Trouble seems to not leave us alone for even a moment. We have reached Dagger’s End this afternoon. But we might have to stay there for longer than we have planned. The whole port is on lockdown.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You really are one unlucky man. Perhaps it’s balancing out all that luck of you finding so many amazing companions and growing stronger so quickly.” 
 
    At her remark, Miria and Selene stepped into the room from their respective portals and wrapped their arms around Ast’s. 
 
    Suanori smiled at him with one brow raised. “See what I meant?” 
 
    He chuckled and glanced at each of his girls, smiling at him softly. “I guess I can’t refute that. Anyway, there’s something I’ve been asked to inquire about.” 
 
    Asterios briefly summed up the request from the branch in Dagger’s End and explained his idea of how to help them out. 
 
    Suanori rubbed her chin as she listened to the story. “I see… So, you’d like for me to find some strong and willing people to check out that dungeon. I can do that. Getting the first run will be a great incentive for many adventurers. We’ll have enough to pick from. But, since you’ve said that you guys will be forcefully staying there anyway, why not take part in it?” 
 
    “Well… We didn’t know about the whole lockdown at the moment of agreeing to help, and… there is another very complex and sensitive issue we have to take care of, unfortunately. We are in the middle of working on it even right now. I just dropped by to pass this request onto you while we wait for something.” 
 
    “Is there anything I could help you guys with there? It really sounds like a pain.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “I really don’t want to pull you into this. Especially since you are a guildmaster. We need to be very careful with this. Thank you for your consideration, though. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Suanori could tell from Ast’s serious expression that it really was something difficult. It showed even on the girls’ faces. She sighed and looked straight at him. 
 
    “It’s dangerous, isn’t it? You sure don’t need my healing, just in case? I’m asking as a friend, not as a guildmaster.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t separate the two in this case. Someone could recognize your identity. And that could spell trouble for both you and me.  You aren’t exactly a common adventurer. I don’t want to risk it, that’s all. I assure you that what we have will be enough. Svertaniel will support us too.” 
 
    She raised a brow at him and stopped staring straight into Ast’s eyes after a moment, understanding that she wouldn’t be able to persuade him. 
 
    “Alright. I won’t ask you to explain it to me either. I’m really curious, but I can tell that this is something tough. If there would be anything I could actually help with, please, let me know.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and was going to leave when he thought of something. “Actually… Have you ever met the king?” 
 
    Suanori was glad she had just finished taking a sip of her water or that liquid would have certainly gone a different way than down her throat. Her eyes widened to the brim, and she looked at Asterios with utter shock as she finished putting the glass down. 
 
    “I take that back. What have you gotten yourself into this time?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
The Audience 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios showed a wry smile while shrugging his shoulders. “I have no idea how, but things just suddenly went that way.” 
 
    Suanori sighed. “Seriously… And here I thought nothing that comes from you would surprise me anymore… I assume you aren’t asking just because you’ve heard about him from someone and are curious?” 
 
    Back to her joyful attitude now that the discussion had switched topics, Miria giggled at the guildmaster while proudly rubbing her cheek into Ast’s. 
 
    “Master is going to meet with the king today. I still can’t believe we will be able to see the ruler of humans. I wonder what he looks like. Is he old and wise? Or young and handsome? Ah, but I don’t think he would be more handsome than Master!” 
 
    Selene chuckled as Asterios petted Miria’s ears. “If it’s the latter, then after you fall for him, I will have Master all for myself for some time, fufufu~” 
 
    “That will never happen! I’m Master’s mate and will stay one forever!” The panthergirl squinted her eyes at the grinning fox lady. 
 
    “Alright, alright. You know very well she’s just teasing you,” Asterios interjected, applying some more strength to his fingers and causing Miria’s legs to wobble as she released a faint moan. “Let’s not cause a scene in front of Suanori. We are in the middle of a serious conversation here.” 
 
    But Miria wasn’t done. While resisting Ast’s powerful, affectionate caresses, she turned her face to the guildmaster, managing to keep one eye open. 
 
    “You met the king, right? Who would you like to date more if you had to choose? Him or Master?” 
 
    Suanori’s eyes widened at the completely unexpected question. She could see Selene’s mysterious smile grow bigger as the fox lady drew her hand to her lips to partially hide it, which clearly looked more like an intentional tease than an attempt at being discreet. 
 
    Asterios bonked his frivolous partner on the head, causing her to make a silly face, and glanced at the guildmaster. “You don’t have to answer that question. I would appreciate any actual information on the man, though.” 
 
    “Well… I don’t really mind…”  
 
    Suanori tried to act as her usual calm and collected self, looking at them properly without running away with her gaze, but everyone could spot a very faint blush on her fair cheeks, which made Selene secretly swat Ast’s back with her tail. He barely held back from rolling his eyes.  
 
    “Under the current circumstances, I think I would choose Asterios. Yes, I did meet the king in the past, but it was a short and very official meeting. I spent much more time with you guys, and know Asterios much better than I do him, so the choice would be pretty obvious. I did enjoy hanging out with all of you.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Too bad the Summoner’s Harem is no more. You would make a great fourth member.” Selene winked at her. 
 
    Asterios sighed at all the teasing coming from both of his girls. It almost seemed like they were the ones interested in growing his harem instead of him. “Thanks for the compliment, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh? You renamed the party already? I guess it happened in Dagger’s End. What’s the new one?” Suanori swiftly changed the topic, grabbing a hold of the presented opportunity. 
 
    “Scarlet Scale!” Miria informed her with a radiant smile. 
 
    “Catchy. Knowing you guys, it’s not without meaning if we assume it’s the same as the previous one.” 
 
    “You are right.” Asterios nodded. “It’s a small reference that pretty much only we can understand.” 
 
    “Considering how much Miria wanted it to be related to Dragons, I guess it implies a Dragon’s scale. Red Dragons were said to be the most ferocious ones, even more than the black ones. I have no idea if you chose it intentionally because of this but you are pretty much the opposite of that, Asterios, with your quite thoughtful and caring nature. Or I’m just looking into it too much and you just chose it because of your eyes and mana.” 
 
    He smiled wryly as the girls chuckled, all of them just noticing the connection. Only they knew that Asterios tended to turn a little bit fierce under heavy emotions, which additionally supported Miria’s thesis that he was related to a Dragon, or his father somehow implanted a Dragon’s source into him. 
 
    “Maybe we will fill you in on all the details one day. For now, I would like to return to talking about the king. I might have to leave at any moment so whatever you could share with me would be really appreciated. Know that I would repay this favor, of course.” 
 
    “Don’t even mention it.” Suanori waved her hand at him. “I’m pretty sure you know the basics. Welrond the Fifth is the name. Like everyone in the royal family, he has red-orange-yellow hair, depending on the angle and length. The king seems to like them short. He is pretty young himself, I think between forty or fifty, so you don’t have to worry about offending an old geezer with your manners that much.” 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled at the mention of the unusual hair. She tried to imagine the mix of the mentioned shades but couldn’t exactly figure out what would the combination be, which made her even more curious about the king than she already had been since the start. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, my time with the king was short and not really a personal one. Some years ago, there was a certain emergency and most of the guildmasters were called to discuss the course of action. During that time, we did interact with him and his aides. Welrond seemed like a decisive man, but not overbearing. He fully considered anything that people said to him before sharing his own opinion. He does seem to care about the kingdom. Not all of his subjects might be as understanding, but as long as you express yourself straight to him, he should let you finish without them interfering.” 
 
    Asterios nodded, rubbing his chin. “That’s good to hear and might help us a little.” 
 
    “There’s one thing he cares about more than the kingdom. Possibly. It’s just my own impression. And that is his daughter. Not that you have any reason to—I hope—bring her up, but just avoid mentioning her if it’s not completely necessary.” 
 
    “So, an overprotective father. Got it. I’ll have to keep the girls on a short leash.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly, and Miria pouted at him with her expression getting replaced by a smile after Asterios patted her head. Then, Umbra, who was staying back at the mansion, notified him and the rest of the party about the king’s man showing up. 
 
    “It seems that the time for our night visit to the royal castle has arrived. Thanks for the advice.” 
 
    “Good luck.”  
 
    Suanori nodded at him and Asterios responded with the same, getting swallowed by darkness a moment later. Shortly after he disappeared, Miria and Selene glanced at each other and smiled. They started walking closer to the slightly confused Suanori. 
 
    “So~ About that date~” 
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    To avoid revealing his transfer ability, Asterios resurfaced again inside his home, leaving through the door to join his mother, grandparents, and the person waiting by the main gate. The man currently talking with them wore grey robes and a cape with a hood. He had a decently long white beard, making him look like an old and experienced magician. 
 
    “Oh, Asti, you are here!” Kindra noticed him approaching and waved at him with a cheerful smile. “This respectful magician will bring you to the king!” 
 
    The man glanced at Asterios, looking him over, and nodded, to which he politely responded with the same. 
 
    “If everything is ready then we should depart without delay,” the magician spoke. 
 
    James approached Asterios and handed him a crimson shield-shaped token the size of his whole hand. It had an engraving of a fiery sun on one side. 
 
    “We will most likely have to return this so take it with you. And in case anyone would doubt your identity, show them this.” 
 
    He brought out another badge, a much smaller one and made of silver this time, bearing the crest of the Hestizo family, which consisted of a tilted scale with a quill on one plate and an inkwell on the other. 
 
    Asterios hid both of the symbols inside one of his coat’s internal pockets and James patted his shoulder with a smile. He nodded at his grandfather and walked toward the royal wizard. 
 
    “Anything I should know about?” Asterios asked as the man started creating glowing runes on the ground around them with the tip of his staff. 
 
    “Have you ever been teleported before?” 
 
    “I guess you can say that. I did walk into a teleportation trap.” 
 
    The magician raised a brow at him but didn’t question Asterios any further. “Then you should be fine. It’s usually the first time that’s the most uncomfortable. You will experience a strong pull, from head to toe. Don’t fight it. It only makes things worse.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and waved at his mother, who was still smiling at him. Bright light soon covered his vision, and everything blurred. Just like the man had said, he felt a slight tug, but it wasn’t as strong as back then in the dungeon. It wasn’t any close to what he experienced during Umbra’s transfers either. 
 
    Almost instantly, the white obstruction faded, and he found himself in front of a huge gate surrounded by even bigger marble walls. Asterios heard a plop and saw the magician drink a mana potion before sighing heavily. Looking through the crossed metal bars, he could make out an impressive castle in the back. 
 
    “Any reason we couldn’t appear closer?” he asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “Anti-teleportation arrays and special metal plating inside the concrete. You don’t want someone to just pop in the royal castle uninvited.” 
 
    “Ah, right. That’s quite logical.” 
 
    After waiting a moment for the mage to rest, they passed through the gate and headed towards the majestic structure in the middle of the inner ward. 
 
    ~Umbra?~ 
 
    ~Piece of cake. I do sense some slight interference, but we can still move freely.~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled inwardly. The more of the royal castle they explored, the more places they could later show up at, for whatever reason. Just in case, he asked Umbra to detach from him and take the sky or follow closely when inside. No one seemed to notice his movements. 
 
    Of course, Miria couldn’t miss such an opportunity and he could feel her focusing on looking through his eyes intensely. She had enough tact not to just pop out and inconvenience her master in such an important situation, but that wouldn’t stop her from taking in the sights through a bit less direct means. 
 
    Led by the magician, they soon reached the actual castle and went inside after the man showed something to the guards stationed in front of it. They started moving through the inner areas of the stylish fortress. Every piece of the wall or columns was remarkably decorated.  
 
    As they were walking through an area with an open ceiling, surrounded by many pillars which separated the path-walk from the center, sounds of metal clashing against metal echoed through the air. It was obvious that the small arenas were used for practice purposes. 
 
    Shortly after they entered one of such chambers, the noise grew louder, and a small explosion occurred, shaking the floor a little. Umbra instantly warned Asterios by sending him images from his position above and he immediately reached for the scorching hot energy, hastily grabbing the hilt of the artifact sword hanging on his back. 
 
    Following the transferred vision from his familiar, Asterios ignited the weapon, covering its single edge in crimson flames as he swung it vertically down, just in time to cut through an impressive greatsword coming straight at him and the wizard while spinning horizontally, somehow making it through the gap in the columns. 
 
    The incoming blade was split in half, missing the two people, and crashed into the wall on their sides, with both pieces ending up lodged in the white mineral. Some of the melted metal dripped down the facade, onto the floor. The wizard looked around slightly startled. 
 
    Glancing towards the direction the blade had come from, Asterios made eye contact with a girl holding onto a battle staff which was surrounded by orange flames. It immediately became obvious to him who this young woman was just by taking a single glimpse at her. 
 
    Wearing black material pants, a beige shirt, and a studded practice vest, she stared right back at him while breathing heavily. Her most striking feature was definitely the waist-long straight hair of a crimson color. On the outside, at least, because the inner threads were of a mesmerizing orange shade, revealing it the moment they parted due to the movement of her shoulders. The closer to the girl’s hair endings, the more even the external ones changed from red to orange. 
 
    Asterios dispelled the flames covering his blade and withdrew the mana he had gathered, causing his appearance to shift back to normal. He broke off their connected gazes while sheathing the sword and glanced to the girl’s side, noticing a heavily armored man clearly lacking a weapon. Asterios was sure his face was painted with shock even though it was hidden by the helmet. 
 
    A cough from the magician captured his attention, and Asterios turned to his guide. 
 
    “Thank you for the intervention, young man. Let’s hurry up and move on. We shouldn’t make the king wait. Accidents like these aren’t exactly uncommon so someone will soon come and take care of it.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and followed after the man, sighing softly. There goes avoiding involving myself with the princess. 
 
    A few minutes later, they reached a big ornate black metal double doors and the wizard stepped closer to one of the armored guards standing watch by the sides. Their armor was made of white metal, decorated with red and orange streaks of material and other details. 
 
    The other sentry approached Asterios and asked him to hand over his weapons. He of course followed the request and took off both of his gauntlets, confusing the man slightly. But the sentry got even more surprised when Asterios rested his scabbard with the longsword against the wall instead of passing it to him, just smiling at him.  
 
    To make sure that he wasn’t accused of smuggling in some dubious substances, Asterios got rid of all his pouches too. It looked almost comical watching a single man leave a pile of goods in front of the huge metal gate. 
 
    After the other two men briefly spoke, the sentry nodded and both guards pushed the heavy gate open. The same man followed the two of them and walked into the impressive throne chamber, stopping shortly after getting inside. 
 
    “Now entering, Asterios Hestizo, son of Kindra Hestizo of the Hestizo Household!” 
 
    A man exactly like Suanori had described sat on an impressive black throne. He had short and slightly spiky hair, quickly switching from red to orange to yellow at the tips. The same as his daughter, he had bright topaz eyes. He wore something akin to a white military suit with a noble cape that had crimson insides.  
 
    Six figures surrounded him, clearly the king’s advisors from various fields, including someone looking like an even more respectable magician than the one escorting Asterios, and also most likely the royal strategist, judging by the military garb of a different person. 
 
    As the huge door closed with an audible thud, they reached the spot in front of the throne and the magician knelt on one knee. Asterios followed, already instructed about this beforehand. 
 
    “You may rise.” The king spoke in a clear and powerful tone, waving his hand at them. “Son of Kindra? What about the father?” 
 
    Noticing the king’s gaze on him, Asterios bowed his head. “I’m an orphan, Your Majesty. I have been saved and raised by Kindra Hestizo, recently being officially accepted into the Hestizo Household. My mother has no husband yet.” 
 
    The king nodded. “Please show us the Royal Favor used to request this audience so that we can validate its authenticity.” 
 
    Asterios brought the large token out and passed it to the magician by his side, who walked up to the king and presented it to the monarch. After the man checked it around, he gave it to one of his aides, an old-looking scholar. 
 
    “It is authentic, Your Majesty. And it has been used recently.” 
 
    “Good. I have accepted your request to speak with me, Asterios Hestizo. Speak freely of what has brought you here. As promised by my ancestors, I shall hear you out, whatever your reasoning behind using a Royal Favor might be.” 
 
    “If I may make a small request before I divulge the topic of my visit, Your Majesty…” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “I would insist on moving to a different location for this conversation. One that is surrounded by the best possible silencing and protective arrays, to prevent anyone from eavesdropping. I do not mean to be disrespectful, but I do not sense any in this throne chamber.” 
 
    The king raised a brow at him while some of the advisors standing behind the throne had clearly dissatisfied expressions on their faces. The Court Magician was glancing at Asterios curiously. 
 
    “And for what purpose do you require such preparations?” Welrond asked, his tone unchanging. 
 
    “I’m afraid I have to act disrespectful here, Your Majesty, as I really shouldn’t reveal anything related to the reason behind my visit. I would even go as far as to suggest limiting the participants of that conversation to the bare minimum.” Asterios made a low bow. 
 
    “Who do you think you are to—” 
 
    One of the advisors spoke up but was quickly silenced by the king raising his hand. 
 
    “Is this matter of really such great importance?” 
 
    “I swear on my family’s name, and my life, that it is not anything trivial. If Your Majesty deems it so, I will naturally accept any punishment for my offense.” Asterios kept himself low, without yet raising his head. 
 
    The king pondered over it for a moment, glancing at Ast’s guide, who showed that he didn’t know anything about it, and then sighed softly. 
 
    “Granted. Raise your head and follow after me. Do not worry about offending me with your bearing, I have spent a lot of time interacting with adventurers. Guards, stay here.” 
 
    A few of the advisors weren’t too happy with the situation but still followed the king’s decision. Ast’s guide nodded at him and stepped back. It looked like it was just the king and his aides that would be attending the special audience. 
 
    Asterios quickly walked after King Welrond, positioning himself between him and the other men, trying to keep a respectful distance. He could feel the not-so-kind stares directed at his back but didn’t really pay attention to them. 
 
    ~This is so exciting! But I wonder why the king doesn’t bring any guards with him? I mean, even if you left all your weapons outside, there are still other ways to attempt anything, right?~ Miria finally spoke to Asterios, finding a good moment to not interrupt him in the middle of things. 
 
    ~This man is strong. He is not even trying to hide it. The king is not just some pushover whose only power is authority. I can tell he means business in more than one way. And amongst his aides, at least two are powerful magicians. I’m sure that the military advisor isn’t just a theorist either. Additionally…~ 
 
    ~It seems that you have noticed too, Master. Your senses are growing sharper.~ Umbra’s voice echoed in Ast’s mind. ~We are being monitored. At least ten people. They are skilled at hiding their presence. But they can’t hide from me, huhuhuhu.~ 
 
    After walking through a few corridors, the group soon reached a normal-looking entrance to some chamber and the king went inside, followed by everyone else. Asterios could tell from a single glance that the room was equipped with a myriad of arrays; it just emanated spiritual energy, even when deactivated. 
 
    The king stopped behind a round marble table, with his advisors by his sides, and Asterios took place on the opposite end. The formations were activated by the wizard-looking man, and they all glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “Well then, Asterios Hestizo. What is this very important matter that you wish to discuss with me in such secrecy?” 
 
    Asterios took a deep breath and looked straight at the king. 
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Not So Impenetrable Fortress 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me first introduce myself in a bit more depth, Your Majesty. I think my words could use some credibility other than just possession of the Royal Favor.” 
 
    The king nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. Asterios reached into one of his inner pockets. 
 
    “I believe everyone present here knows how adventurers are ranked so my plate should be self-explanatory. I’m Asterios, a B-rank Summoner hailing from Rosewind.” 
 
    He brought out a coin-sized token and showed it to the others in his fingers. 
 
    “Additionally, I was granted a Token of Fealty by Guildmaster Suanori, who leads the Adventurer’s Guild in that town. Can I assume that Your Majesty is familiar with what it represents?” 
 
    The king nodded again. “Yes, I do. As I’ve mentioned before, I’m familiar with how adventurers function, including the fealty system. But… Hmmm… Suanori… Suanori… Ah, isn’t she a blond-haired elf that dresses mostly in green and white?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “I remember now. She is a great person and a skilled adventurer. As far as I know, she had only gifted her token to one person in the past. Judging by your youthful appearance, I assume you are not them. Gaining the favor of such a figure while at B-rank is commendable.” 
 
    “To be fully honest, Your Majesty, I received the token while at E-rank.” 
 
    The king raised his brow at Asterios. “That’s even more commendable.” 
 
    One of his advisors, the person who had previously voiced his discontent in the throne room, scoffed at the boy on the other side of the table. 
 
    “No guildmaster would grant it to someone this fresh and inexperienced. This sounds like an abuse of power for the benefit of camaraderie. I wouldn’t be surprised if your whole path to B-rank was paved by her with easy promotions.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. If anyone looked at the guild’s records, it might possibly look like that due to him jumping a few ranks quite quickly, even if that wasn’t the whole truth. 
 
    “Or she saw something more in him,” the old wizard spoke while brushing his magnificent beard. Asterios could feel the man’s inquisitive gaze on him. 
 
    The king raised his hand. “It’s of no matter to us who she hands her tokens out to and for what reasons as long as they are not misused, and I believe Guildmaster Suanori is not the person to ignore such actions. Please, continue.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty. I will briefly present the whole situation since it’s quite complex. While undertaking a quest to find a missing child in the town of Ridenia, located a few days of travel from Rosewind, my party found a secret underground facility under a ruined watchtower, closely resembling an abandoned prison. We eliminated a Phantasmal Horror there and rescued the kid. But what we have learned about the place was a little disturbing.” 
 
    “What do you mean by disturbing?” the man in the military garb asked. 
 
    “Judging by the leftover evidence, it was a place of torture that focused on developing a poison which was then tested on the prisoners of the human race. We have kept silent about that fact to avoid bringing unnecessary attention to ourselves in case it had been run by someone higher in power, like possibly… the kingdom or other big organization. Pardon my rudeness, but I didn’t know much about that facility back then. I assume you weren’t aware of its existence.” 
 
    The king turned to the military strategist, giving him an inquiring look, and the man shook his head. 
 
    “Obviously not. We had no prisons or other facilities in that area, Your Majesty. Besides the watchtowers, of course, but our soldiers have been withdrawn from that region a long time ago. I would have to check for the exact date. Those were built when the nearby dungeon had been acting up if I remember correctly. There was no reason to have the knights stationed there after the situation had been tamed down.” 
 
    The king then returned his gaze to Asterios. “That evidence you have mentioned, anything more you could tell us about it?” 
 
    “I have secured any leftover notebooks we have found in the overseer’s office. And also a few vials of the poison from his personal stash, most likely. The former doesn’t reveal that much but you still can figure out the facility’s purpose from them.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will understand, but I have to request that you hand them to us for the sake of investigation. We will send someone to collect the items after this meeting.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Of course, but that won’t be necessary. My familiars can bring them out for us.” 
 
    “Oh? You have hidden them in another realm? Quite a clever idea, albeit equally risky,” the old magician commented. 
 
    “My summons are quite special. They have a much easier time storing things for me than the beasts that everyone here might be familiar with. May I request permission to call them? Ah, and please, don’t be surprised by their appearance.” 
 
    “Very well. You may do so,” the king answered and turned to the wizard. “Ghuller, disable the—” 
 
    He stopped when the magician’s eyes suddenly widened, and he spotted some kind of movement in the corner of his vision. A gate of crimson shadow stood by the youth’s side, who was currently exchanging glances with a black-haired girl holding a stack of old notebooks in front of her. 
 
    Another woman stepped out of the mesmerizing portal, bringing in more journals. The two of them kept going in and out of the gate in turns until the table was filled with old notebooks and some wooden boxes. 
 
    Finished with their task, the duo bowed towards the dumbfounded crowd and disappeared into the scarlet passageway, which sank to the floor a moment later. Asterios smiled wryly when all gazes landed on him. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “How did you…?” The king was the first to speak, still slightly in a daze. 
 
    “I’m not sure myself. They might have humanoid appearances, but—” 
 
    “Not that!” the old wizard interrupted him. “How did you use your Summoning Magic with the interference arrays still working?!” 
 
    “Uhhhh… Was I supposed to not be able to?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s the whole point of Mana Scattering Formations placed on your side of the room! You shouldn’t have been able to condense enough spiritual energy to activate the spell that fast!” 
 
    Asterios scratched his head. “Well… To be honest, it did feel more draining than usual to uphold the spatial corridor, but I assumed it was a side effect of all that teleportation-preventing plating that my guide had mentioned after we had arrived in front of the castle.” 
 
    Ghuller looked flabbergasted with Ast’s answer. Everyone else, excluding the king, seemed to turn a bit more nervous. After a moment, the magician hastily walked around the table and stopped by Ast’s side. He started making some movements with his staff while mumbling something quietly, but nothing happened in the next fifteen seconds. 
 
    “They are working properly…” He glanced at Asterios with raised eyebrows after giving up on whatever he had been trying to achieve. 
 
    “Interesting…” The king rubbed his chin. “Not only are your summons quite special but you can also force your way through the weakening arrays…” 
 
    Asterios had a hunch that it definitely had something to do with either his second source or the fiery mana which had been consumed to open the gates to the girls’ realm. Usually, his normal one had been the one to be used in that process, but for some reason, it had been different this time. Fortunately, since it had been a passive siphoning instead of conscious circulation of mana, his appearance hadn’t changed during it. 
 
    “In any way, thank you for bringing out these items. And for bringing our attention to this questionable facility. I can promise you that we will investigate this thoroughly. Is this all you had regarding this topic?” the king continued while he and his aides started looking through the notebooks. 
 
    “I would have been extremely glad to say that it is, Your Majesty, but unfortunately, it’s just the beginning. And it only gets bigger.” 
 
    “Oh?” He glanced at Asterios again, putting one of the journals back down. “We are all ears then.” 
 
    “After reporting back, we chose not to involve ourselves with the people from that hidden place, no matter if they were all dead or still lived somewhere. But a few weeks ago, my party departed to the Demon Continent from a port in Nebula. We stopped in Dagger’s End today to resupply and rest. And that’s when the whole place was put on lockdown due to some dangerous criminal escaping. That supposed criminal was found by my familiar on our ship. Supposed because it was actually a young dwarf, heavily starved, dehydrated, and seriously poisoned.” 
 
    “You don’t mean…” one of the advisors spoke. 
 
    Asterios nodded. “It’s as you most likely think. We have learned that he had escaped an almost exact same facility but located in the territory of the Damascu Clan. An active one at that. One of my familiars has the means to check a person’s memories and we quickly recognized the similarities when viewing them. We were able to confirm a few things. We believe this is a bigger cult or organization, with facilities like these in many other regions, most likely belonging to other races. I think they are trying to come up with some kind of super poison.” 
 
    “And that means there might be more of these in our lands…” the king added while furrowing his brows. 
 
    “Possibly. The people behind it had enough influence to move the guards in Dagger’s End, thus I was slightly hesitant to bring this up to any governmental bodies, but my grandparents convinced me to share this with you, Your Majesty. They believe that we should inform the other leaders about it. Personally, I planned to infiltrate that facility and destroy it, collecting whatever information I can find on the way.” 
 
    “Wait a moment!” The distrustful man interrupted them again. “You said that you have arrived there today! How come you are here then? The transfer magician was sent to Tyrienheim! And even that was quite far for personal teleportation! This doesn’t add up!” 
 
    The king and his other aides moved their gazes to Asterios. The man was right. Transcontinental teleportation was not something this trivial and required quite a lot of preparation or powerful arrays set up on both ends of the connection. 
 
    “I have my own means of transportation that can reach far distances. But it’s not without a downside. It’s quite dangerous,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s leave the discussion about your unusual abilities for later,” the king interjected. “Are you able to back your claims with evidence?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “We rescued the boy. He is all the evidence we need. The poison is not yet gone from his system.” 
 
    “Good. Where is he currently?” 
 
    “Under the care of my family back in Tyrienheim.” 
 
    “We should send the transfer magician to get him then, as soon as possible, so that we can question the boy.” 
 
    “Is that completely necessary?” Asterios asked. “I pretty much own a copy of his memories in my mind and could share them. That is if everyone here wouldn’t be against my familiar diving into their minds to create a connection between us.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” one of the advisors shouted. “Why not let yourself be subjected to mind-reading spells?!” 
 
    “Yes, that could work, but generally, I would advise against that unless you can find people who in one hundred percent won’t try to stray off the path of the memories related to the case.” 
 
    “Why?” the king asked curiously. 
 
    “I don’t want to feel responsible for anyone’s death. I’ve learned in the past that my mind is not exactly a completely safe space. I apologize for sounding rude but I would ask for permission not to elaborate on that.” 
 
    “That’s crazy! Why are we even still listening to this kid? Everything about him is extremely suspicious from the very beginning!” The man unhappy with Asterios from the start voiced out his thoughts again. 
 
    The king silenced everyone with his raised hand. “Then our best option is to speak with the child in person. Even shortly is fine. We can prepare a few memory sealing crystals for you to record what you know later.” 
 
    Asterios pondered over something for a moment. Then he sighed, deciding to trust in the king who had shown an understanding side so far. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to mention this, but I can bring him here at any moment.” 
 
    Everyone turned silent, stopping discussing who should head out to inform the transfer magician about his task. They all glanced at Asterios together. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the old wizard asked. 
 
    Asterios extended his left hand slightly to the side. Black mist seeped out of his sleeve and dripped onto the floor. Soon after, it formed a humanoid shape in the space between his palm and the ground. Risvi appeared in its place after it had receded, with Ast’s hand placed on his hair. 
 
    “Mister? Where are we? The trip was much shorter this time.” He looked at Asterios and then all around the chamber. 
 
    Everyone, including the king, was taken completely by surprise by the sudden appearance of another person in the tightly protected and safeguarded room. Many of the advisors had their mouths hanging open and the eyes of those more knowledgeable about magic were bulging out to the limits of their sockets. 
 
    To the slight horror of his aides, the king walked closer to the peculiar duo and placed his hand on Risvi’s hair after Asterios took his own away, noticing the man’s intentions. 
 
    “This… is not an illusion?” he said in slight disbelief, ruffling through Risvi’s hair. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are but it’s rude to call another person an illusion,” the young dwarf replied while looking up at him. 
 
    Asterios chuckled inwardly and dropped to one knee by Risvi’s side. “They are some very powerful friends of mine, and they would like to help stop the bad people from doing bad things to the others in your home. I know it might be hard, but could you try to answer a few of their questions?” 
 
    “Can’t they look through my memories like you did, Mister?” 
 
    “You would have to stay with them for some time if we were to do that. Is that okay?” 
 
    Risvi shook his head. “I’ll speak then. Miss Kindra told me not to be late for dinner. I don’t want to make her angry.” 
 
    Just as Asterios said, the king then asked the young dwarf a few simple questions while a few of his advisors joined in. At least those who had managed to get through their bewilderment of the previous stunt from Asterios. 
 
    Afterward, Risvi was sent back to the mansion through the same means. The king rubbed his chin while watching the moving darkness. 
 
    “So, if I get it right, even the anti-spatial plating doesn’t work on your abilities, right?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “I apologize, Your Majesty. Even I was surprised to learn that. As I said, my familiars are a tad peculiar.” 
 
    “Familiars? I didn’t see you call those two back here. Did Summoners make some breakthrough that I’m not aware of?” 
 
    The black smoke that had previously transported Risvi inside arose from Ast’s chest and formed the shape of a head-sized raven perched on his shoulder. The ominous bird turned its misty purplish eyes towards the crowd. 
 
    ~Greetings, Your Majesty.~ An ancient-sounding voice resounded in everyone’s minds, causing a shiver to pass through the people present in the room. 
 
    “For how long… has it been here?” the king asked, visibly shocked. 
 
    “Since the very moment, I appeared in front of the castle.” 
 
    He then turned to his aides. “And no one has noticed anything?”  
 
    They looked between each other and shook their heads. 
 
    “No formation has picked anything up?” 
 
    They shook their heads again or shrugged. 
 
    The king sighed and rubbed his temples. “This is mind-boggling…” 
 
    “How could you sneak your familiar into an audience with the king like that!” The man with a problem was at it again. “This guy is dangerous!” 
 
    “With all due respect, it was just my means of assuring my own safety in the case the kingdom was involved in this malicious research. I’ve left all my actual belongings in the hands of the guards.” 
 
    “Verdan, quit it. I understand your concern, but you’ve said nothing except insults and accusations toward our guest. I would have intervened if I had sensed any malicious intent from him. And so would the others,” the king berated the lousy aide, effectively shutting him up. 
 
    He then turned to Asterios. “You are an interesting one. I appreciate you not hiding these things from us. It only makes you more trustworthy. Although, I’m sure there are still plenty of secrets you would like to keep to yourself. But rest easy, I don’t plan on interrogating you. Instead, I would like for us to join forces in front of a common goal—to get rid of this underground cult.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’m not a hero, though, and I am currently in pursuit of something. Therefore, I’m not sure if I can lend you my strength for a longer period. I do want to take down the facility in Dagger’s End but I’m unsure about further actions.” 
 
    “That’s of no issue. You are an adventurer and I’m sure you would prefer to remain in that occupation like most of your kind do. You do not have to join any of the kingdom’s forces. It wouldn’t be the first time the kingdom cooperated with other people and organizations. Does the guild know about this?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that I have discovered a hidden prison under the watchtower during my quest, no. I’ve kept the matters a secret, worried that they might have people inside the guild too. Guildmaster Suanori knows about this meeting but nothing more. And I trust her.” 
 
    “Good thinking. We should act quickly on this. My men will go through the evidence you have provided us in less than a day and I will discuss things with everyone. I will contact the rulers of the other races to explain the situation to them too. Hopefully, we will be able to learn something about this organization from our upcoming operation and will be able to share it with them. Regarding that, I don’t think we will be able to quickly move our forces to Dagger's End so I will have to get in contact with their patriarch. I’m certain he isn’t involved. But that will also take at least a few days to reach them…” 
 
    “If I may, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Yes?” the king turned to Asterios after stopping his monologue. 
 
    “I could possibly act as a proxy. I can travel here and there in a few short moments.” 
 
    “Right. Your weird teleportation ability that bypasses all the safety mechanisms.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Perhaps it’s due to the fact that it’s not teleportation or a spell. My method relies on traveling through shadows. Maybe this will serve as a hint on how to improve security. I’m not sure what else I could say about it that would help. But anyway, instead of jumping back and forth with messages, I could also make an actual conversation between people happen.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I would need the permission for my familiar to connect to Your Majesty’s mind to demonstrate.” 
 
    The king rubbed his chin while pondering for a few seconds. “Fine. I’ll allow it. You made me very curious. I feel like I don’t need to remind you of this but don’t think about trying anything funny. I can fight back.” 
 
    Asterios nodded with a smile. “I’ve noticed.” 
 
    Welrond raised his brow at the youth and then felt something prodding his mind. Shielding its core, he let the invader into the outer part, wary of anything suspicious. But nothing else besides some weird connection being established happened. 
 
    Then, another Asterios suddenly appeared by the first one’s side by rising from darkness, surprising the king greatly. The original nodded his head and plummeted to the ground after getting swallowed by a black shadow. 
 
    “And, just like this, I can easily connect one or more people together,” the leftover Asterios spoke. 
 
    “I don’t think I follow… What was the purpose of this?” 
 
    Asterios smiled and motioned with his eyes towards the king’s side. He looked that way and found his aides staring at him in confusion. 
 
    He furrowed his brows. “What?” 
 
    “Your Majesty… Why… are you talking to yourself?” the old magician asked. 
 
    The king furrowed his brows at the man, clearly puzzled by the question. Then, someone knocked on the door to the meeting chamber. Everyone turned their gazes towards the entrance. 
 
    “Go and open it,” he ordered one of his aides. 
 
    After the man followed the order and opened the door, first unlocking it and deactivating all the arrays, they found Asterios on the other side, making their confusion grow even more. He nodded at the person who had opened the door and walked inside, stopping by his doppelganger’s side. 
 
    “I’m afraid they can’t see me, Your Majesty. You spoke with a live illusion that is only visible to you while I was outside of the room.” 
 
    Then, Ast’s clone morphed, taking the image of the king. “I think the purpose is easy to figure out,” it spoke perfectly in his voice. 
 
    Welrond didn’t hide his amazement. “Then, if I understand this correctly, when the other person agrees to this too, we can hold a conversation through you just like we would be standing in front of each other?” 
 
    Both Asterios and the king’s double nodded and spoke at the same time. “Yes.” 
 
    Only Asterios continued next. “And it’s not just speaking. My familiar can recreate pretty much any sensation. But, of course, the downside here is that both I and he will know about everything that transpires since it’s pretty much happening in his mind.” 
 
    “Still, that is quite impressive. If you were my trusted man, that would make long-range communication arrays almost obsolete. Not only do they burn a lot of mana, resources, and money, but it’s not like they are perfectly secure either. I assume it’s not that easy to intercept this as it’s happening right in our minds.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “It’s definitely not easy to break into a Summoner’s mind, and I would say almost impossible if we are talking about my familia—” 
 
    ~Someone is leaning onto the door from the other side, Master,~ Umbra informed him. 
 
    Asterios stopped and raised a brow at the king. “Are we completely sure that the silencing arrays are working properly?” 
 
    Welrond furrowed his brows and looked at the man who had opened and closed the doors, who nodded, signaling that he had properly reactivated them. 
 
    “They should,” the king answered. “Why?” 
 
    “There’s someone outside.” 
 
    “No one should be able to bypass them. Well… No one should have been able to bypass them. I’m not so sure after meeting you. Unless…” 
 
    The king walked to the doors and swiftly opened them, disabling all the formations in a flash.  
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    A familiar girl with fiery hair fell inside, crashing into his chest. She quickly collected herself and respectfully nodded her head, managing to keep a calm demeanor. 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    Asterios noticed something disappearing from her hand as she moved it behind her, most likely getting sent into some kind of storage artifact. 
 
    “Silvia. What are you doing here?” 
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    “I apologize, Father. I was returning from my training and stopped to rest a bit. I made a blunder and leaned on the door instead of the wall. I wasn’t aware that you were inside,” the girl responded, slightly bowing her head. 
 
    The king looked at her with a calm and neutral expression, but she could feel that it was a stern gaze. From it, she quickly realized that bringing up such an obvious lie might have not been the best choice. And his next reaction only proved that. 
 
    Welrond extended his hand toward his daughter. “Hand it back.” 
 
    Silvia sighed softly and nodded. She brought her own hand forward and Asterios watched as something materialized itself in her open palm, quickly recognizing the item that had disappeared from it just recently. 
 
    With it in full view this time, Asterios could clearly see the rectangular metal plate, which was decorated with various runic inscriptions on the front side and had a smooth back. A short orange tassel hung from its bottom end. 
 
    The king took the item from Silvia and glanced towards Asterios, holding it towards him. 
 
    “As I have been saying, no one should be able to ignore the security mechanisms and formations unless they possess this token. It allows the holder to bypass most of them, and that includes the silencing arrays.” 
 
    He then turned towards his daughter again. 
 
    “How much did you hear?” 
 
    Silvia knew it was pointless to lie or try to hide anything, so she just kept bowing her head and decided to answer truthfully. 
 
    “Only the part about no one being able to bypass the formations, Father. I swear on my name that it was all.” 
 
    Welrond nodded. “As a punishment for the misuse of this token, I will be confiscating it for two months. You will lose access to the restricted areas. Do you have anything to say about this?” 
 
    “No, Father. I accept this punishment. It’s just and adequate to my transgression.” 
 
    “Good. Now, would you kindly tell us why you decided to eavesdrop on the special meeting room?” 
 
    Silvia raised her head. “Returning from my training, I saw this man standing in front of the door. Someone opened them and let him in. I got extremely curious since it’s not every day a person looking like an adventurer gets invited this deep into the royal castle and enters the special meeting chamber.” 
 
    The king sighed. “I know there’s always the first time, but I thought you were better than this. There are things that I can’t share with you, and you should be aware of that.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry. But…” She turned her face towards Asterios, and their eyes met again. “How did you condense your Aura Flame to such an incredible level while being so young?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Asterios blinked a few times in confusion. 
 
    “You sliced through Sir Jeral’s magmasteel greatsword in a single swing while melting the metal like heated butter. Only Father has been able to damage it so much. Its fire resistance is of the highest tier. How?” 
 
    “Oh?” The king glanced at Asterios and raised a brow at him. 
 
    In the next moment, the man’s amber eyes glimmered with a fiery glow. Suddenly, the fake king made by Umbra disappeared and Asterios could tell that his familiar had been completely pushed back from Welrond’s mind in an instant. 
 
    The king’s short hair erupted in flames and his cape soon followed. In a matter of seconds, he was wearing majestic flaming armor over his royal clothes. He extended his right hand to the side and summoned an impressive longsword made purely of violent tongues of fire too. 
 
    Before anyone had a chance to utter a word, the king disappeared in a bright orange flash, leaving only a small flaming wisp in his previous position. 
 
    Something resonated inside Asterios, and his heart made a strong beat, filing his body with scorching hot mana. His eyes barely registered the disappearance of the man who had been standing in front of him, but his body was already reacting by itself. Or rather, his second source was. 
 
    Asterios let the blazing wave wash over him, changing his appearance in a flash, and one single thought appeared in his mind.  
 
    Behind. 
 
    With his heart beating like crazy and everything moving much slower than it was supposed to, he started rotating his body while making a horizontal swing with his right arm. Just as he had somehow been able to tell, the figure of the king in his flaming armor appeared in front of his eyes, also mid-swing with his sword. 
 
    The king’s weapon moved much faster than Ast’s body and he immediately understood that it was pretty much impossible to stop the fiery blade with just his bare hands, not even covered by the gauntlets he had received from the elves. But even so, the scorching sensation guided his arm towards the sword as if he still had the ways to block it. 
 
    Just moments before the two clashed, they both stopped at the same time. The king’s sword hung millimeters from Ast’s neck and Ast’s arm was almost pressing against the flaming weapon, with his extended fingers aimed at the man's throat. They stared at each other with deeply focused expressions. 
 
    “Hmmmm… Your eyes…” 
 
    Before Asterios could ask what the hell had happened, a literal hell descended onto the chamber. Everyone except for him and the king shivered when a wave of unimaginable killing intent and bloodlust washed over them. 
 
    A crimson portal appeared behind Asterios, and two silhouettes flew out of it faster than everyone’s eyes could perceive them. At the same time, the floor had been flooded by ankle-deep darkness that began crawling up the walls before completely swallowing the room.  
 
    An immense spiritual storm pressured the meeting’s participants as five-tailed Selene materialized by Ast’s side, with her arms and legs covered by the demonic appendages. She had a cold and stern expression as she hugged Ast’s waist with one hand and extended the other forward, creating a multi-layered barrier in a blink. It pushed the king’s sword away with ease. 
 
    Miria showed up right in front of Welrond with both of her blades crossed and pressed into his neck. Her face kept twitching from the fear-inducing and air-shaking growls she was releasing while piercing the man with her murderous glare from almost point-blank. 
 
    A quiet gasp reached everyone’s ears before it was muffled by something and they noticed a tall, purple-eyed shadow towering over Silvia, connected to the darkness that had enveloped the whole chamber. The princess had numerous black tendrils wrapped around her body, with a very sharp-looking one aimed at her slender neck. 
 
    “Wait!” Asterios shouted. 
 
    He felt how riled up Miria and Selene were. They were on the brink of going on a killing spree. And Umbra wasn’t that far behind them, with how tightly he was hugging Silvia. He might not have been as emotional as them, but he was not the one to just stand back when everyone was jumping in. 
 
    Just the appearance of the beastfolk duo and the unending darkness that had covered the whole room brought in so much pressure most of the people present inside had fainted on the spot. Only the old magician and the man in the military garb were barely holding onto their consciousness while having trouble breathing. Of course, the king was barely affected, and Silvia was just a little shaken. 
 
    With Miria still right in front of his face, the king smirked for the very first time since they met, causing her to glare at the man even harder, digging the edges of her blades into his skin. 
 
    “I apologize. I meant no harm to your master. I only wanted to test him a little bit.” 
 
    His words seemed to only make Miria even angrier as her growling turned louder. 
 
    “Miria, come back, please.” 
 
    Her ears twitched after hearing Ast’s request and she began slowly walking backward while not turning away from the king, keeping her blades in an attack position the whole time. She passed through Selene’s barrier with no resistance, stopping by Ast’s other side. 
 
    Sensing Ast’s intentions, Umbra released the princess and retracted his oppressing shadow from the ceiling and walls. Silvia gasped for air the moment her mouth had been freed from the misty tendril and fell to her knees. 
 
    Placing his hands on the girls’ heads, Asterios started brushing through their hair and scratching behind their ears to slowly calm them down. They were still glaring at the king with quite an intensity. Selene withdrew her Awakening. 
 
    He looked at the man too. “So, what’s the result?” 
 
    The flaming sword and armor disappeared into thin air, bringing the king to his previous state. Except for his glowing amber eyes. 
 
    “Surprising. Very surprising. I did not expect you to even react but you almost managed to counter my swing. And you held them back, right?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. It had been done subconsciously but he had blocked his familiars from acting until the very last moment. He had sensed their intentions to intervene the second Welrond had disappeared. 
 
    “You felt that too, didn’t you?” the king asked him while helping his daughter up. 
 
    He nodded again. Pretty much everything that had happened had been guided by his scorching hot energy which was still coursing through his spiritual circuits even now. It had somehow reacted to the king’s actions. It was pretty much the second or third time Ast’s energy had reacted by itself, with the first being during Mii’s death and the second after learning about his mother’s situation in Rosewind. 
 
    “What was that?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But our bloodlines reacted to each other. I don’t know what your bloodline is, but I felt like it has even better control over fire than ours, even though it hasn’t fully manifested,” the king said, glancing at Silvia. “And that’s quite surprising considering that the True Sun’s Bloodline was believed to be the strongest in that element.” 
 
    “True Sun’s Bloodline…” Asterios murmured to himself. 
 
    “Master, what is True Sun’s Bloodline?” Miria asked, a bit less heated now but still keeping an eye on the king. 
 
    “Please, put your weapons down first.” He scratched behind her ear a little bit stronger, causing Miria to shiver a little.  
 
    She had to listen if she didn’t want to accidentally drop her shortswords from the pleasant rubs. Both she and Selene withdrew their stances and just stayed by Ast’s side while hugging his waist. Umbra turned back into a big raven and perched on his shoulder. 
 
    “So, the legend is true? ” Asterios asked the king. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What legend?” Miria glanced at Asterios curiously. 
 
    “There was a story saying that a Primordial Spirit of Fire which achieved strength great enough to allow it to create a humanoid body had bonded with a human in the past. It assumed the form of a female and fell in mutual love with a human man. Their children inherited an incredible fire affinity from their mother, starting the True Sun’s Bloodline.” 
 
    “That sounds like a very lovely tale,” Selene commented with a soft smile. 
 
    “And…” Asterios looked at Silvia and Welrond. “There was quite a big rumor that the members of the royal family which is currently watching over the Human Continent are their descendants. It mostly came up from their flame-colored hair and the fact that all members showed a good affinity with fire, but it had never been officially confirmed by anyone.” 
 
    “Ummm… Isn’t it bad that we know now, Master?” Miria asked, slightly uncertain. 
 
    The king smiled at them. “It depends on what you are planning to do with that knowledge. But you wouldn’t be the first one to claim that our family has the True Sun’s Bloodline. And most likely not the last.” 
 
    Asterios moved his eyes onto Silvia, who had been staring at him for quite a while. As their gazes connected, he could discern a tinge of determination in her eyes. 
 
    “Duel me,” she suddenly exclaimed. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Asterios raised his brows at her. 
 
    “I’ve been stuck at condensing my Aura Flame for months. I can’t get any better no matter how much I practice. Even Father’s help is not enough. But your Aura Flame was condensed so tightly even though we are of similar age. I want to see it again. I feel like it could be it, so please.” 
 
    “I’m sorry but what you saw wasn’t my control over fire. That power came from the artifact sword I had used at that time. I only supplied it with my mana. I’m a Summoner, not a Spellsword. I’m not sure I would even be your match. I can tell that you’ve been training a lot.” 
 
    Silvia’s expression turned a little bit dejected, but she nodded. Welrond placed a hand on her head and patted it gently. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s all,” he said. “Can you show me the artifact?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I left it in front of the gate with all of my belongings.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. We can send someone to grab them.” 
 
    The king looked towards the pile of bodies made by the unconscious advisors with just the wizard and the strategist standing by the table while supporting their weight over it. They were still partially recovering from the intense pressure. 
 
    “No need. If I do have the permission to bring them here, then…” 
 
    Asterios extended his hand to the side and the sword, and its sheath materialized in his grasp, brought to him by Umbra through his shadows. Seeing that, Silvia’s eyes slightly widened. She understood that he had somehow teleported it here from the entrance to the throne chamber. 
 
    He unsheathed the sword and filled it with his energy, covering the single edge of the blade with scarlet flames. He waved it in front of them a few times, making a few simple swings too. The king attentively watched the sword with his gleaming eyes. 
 
    “As I thought, that fire still feels like it belongs to you. It gives the same vibes as your spiritual energy. I feel like this sword enhances and refines the wielder’s ability to some extent.” 
 
    “That… might actually be true,” Asterios replied as he handed the weapon to Selene. 
 
    After she made a very weak swing which sent a short arc of energy that stopped before damaging the walls, they realized it was as the king had said.  
 
    For Selene, it strengthened her spiritual attacks. She could make something similar without it. For Asterios, it brought out powerful flames for some reason.  
 
    Was it due to his scorching hot energy? That was what he had thought previously, but maybe there was something more to it. There had been many instances of fire appearing when it hadn’t been expected to. 
 
    Asterios turned towards the king. “Can you tell us anything else you feel about it or me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Welrond rubbed his chin. “You don’t know much about your own bloodline, do you? If I remember correctly, you said you were an orphan. I think my daughter’s suggestion might be beneficial for both of you, considering the fact that our bloodlines seem to resonate with each other.” 
 
    He then smiled to himself and glanced at Asterios. “Let’s do it like this. You will accept Silvia’s request to spar with her, and I will, in turn, tell you my thoughts on your energy and bloodline. What do you say?” 
 
    Asterios pondered over the king’s suggestion only for a short while. It definitely could be beneficial for both of them, just as the man had said. He glanced at his companions and the girls nodded, sending Asterios their thoughts that they would follow him into anything. 
 
    “I will humbly accept your generous offer then, Your Majesty, Your Highness.” Asterios made a light bow towards the royal duo. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. And please, let’s not be so stiff and official when it’s just us around.” 
 
    “As Father says. Please, just call me Silvia. I don’t think I've had the pleasure to know your names yet. Besides one person.” The princess glanced at Miria and nodded respectfully. The panthergirl responded with the same. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly, looking at the advisors. “If that’s Your Majesty’s wish, then we shall oblige.” He then turned towards Silvia. “I’m Asterios. These two are Miria and Selene, and that shadowy raven is Umbra. They are all my familiars. It’s our honor.” 
 
    They all nodded their heads in perfect sync. He could spot a note of surprise in Silvia’s eyes after he had mentioned that the girls and the ominous black monstrosity were his summons. 
 
    “Alright. I believe we have managed to discuss all the important things before my daughter interrupted us, isn’t that right, Asterios?” Welrond captured back their attention. 
 
    “I think so. I have to deliver the Memory Sealing Crystals back while waiting for you to take care of things on your side, sir, if I’m not mistaken. Then, we are going to organize the meeting and discuss our next course of action with them, am I right?” Asterios spoke vaguely since he didn’t know if he should mention anything in front of the king’s daughter. 
 
    “That should be it for now. Hmmm… Since it’s getting quite late, I don’t think it will be a good idea to host the duel today. And Silvia has just finished her practice.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “But, if you don’t mind spending the night with us, we can hold it in the morning. That would be quite convenient for you too since you wouldn’t have to come back with the crystals, and we could just have you record them on the spot after I have my people bring them to us.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Father.” Silvia smiled at him softly. 
 
    “Ummm… Here? Like, in the castle?” Asterios asked, slightly surprised. 
 
    The king nodded. “Of course. Where else?” 
 
    Asterios wanted to politely refuse since he didn’t feel that someone like him could stay in the royal castle, but his mind was quickly filled with lots of excitement and expectation from a certain panthergirl. Even Selene was a little bit thrilled, although she tried to hide it. 
 
    He shook his head inwardly with a smile and bowed. “It would be disrespectful of us to decline such an offer. We will gladly accept this kind gesture.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    The king nodded and went to open the door to the meeting room again. After he snapped his fingers, a man in full black clothing that left only his eyes uncovered suddenly appeared in front of him on one knee. 
 
    “Tell the servants to prepare one of the guest’s wings immediately. And to send a personal maid here.” 
 
    Without a word or even a gesture, the mysterious figure disappeared as fast as it had shown up, in complete silence. Welrond turned around and threw something at Asterios. He caught it and realized that it was the Royal Favor he had handed back earlier. 
 
    “I have deemed the matter you brought my attention to serious enough to not claim the Royal Favor for your request. It will stay valid until the next use. I hope it’s us who will be able to help you through it then, just as it has been intended by our ancestors.” 
 
    The king nodded his head towards Asterios and a young maid with short black hair soon arrived. He explained to her that she should treat them like royalty, and they were led to their quarters after bidding farewell to everyone. At least to those who were conscious. 
 
    Miria took every chance to stare at everything they passed with her own eyes, inducing quite a few chuckles from Selene. Both of them walked with Asterios arm-in-arm, capturing the attention of their personal maid. 
 
    She led them to the bathing area first and informed them that they would be brought dinner to their chambers afterward. The young girl offered to help wash them, but Miria and Selene declined her offer by saying that they could take care of their master themselves. And they did exactly that. 
 
    All of them were amazed by the sheer size of the bathing chamber, not even mentioning its decorations and overall artistic style. Countless streams of water flowed out of statues, fountains, and other places, collecting into big pools of hot water. 
 
    They fully enjoyed their time and were led to their room after finishing. Just as the maid had mentioned, a few more servants entered soon after them, bringing in carts filled with plenty of incredible-looking food. It smelled even better than it looked. 
 
    Asterios had been taught to never leave food to waste so he attempted to eat whatever had been brought with the help of his girls, but even after he ordered Umbra to swallow the leftovers they couldn’t finish, the servants kept bringing more. In the end, he had to give up on that idea. 
 
    Almost completely full, the trio laid on the magnificent king-sized bed with beautiful canopies and unimaginably comfy bedding. Both Miria and Selene snuggled to his sides, sighing blissfully. They had even been provided dressing gowns of silky-smooth quality to wear for the night. They truly felt like royalty for that short moment. 
 
    While they were lying on the bed and just basking in that delightful atmosphere, Miria started to nuzzle her face into Ast’s neck more and more, beginning to sneak some faint pecks onto it too. He quickly noticed her hand diving under his robes and brushing over his chest. Miria’s mood was hard not to take notice of. 
 
    He sighed softly and brought her chin up to match their gazes. 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    “Miria, we shouldn't. Don’t forget where we are.” 
 
    “But… Can’t we really?” She glanced at him with a pleading expression. 
 
    “We’ve gone through a full moon not that long ago, how are you so eager?” Asterios asked, placing a tame kiss on her pretty lips, causing Miria to purr quietly. 
 
    “My Lord.”  
 
    Feeling Selene press herself into him a bit more from the other side, he turned his head towards his foxy companion. 
 
    “I think the food here was so delicious… that it might have made us a bit too relaxed…” 
 
    She moved her face closer and stole a kiss from him too.  
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Well, I guess there's no other choice. I can't just leave you girls like that." 
 
    Both Miria and Selene giggled quietly and pecked Ast's cheeks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
A Playful Night ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria and Selene pulled themselves even closer to Asterios, effectively crawling onto his chest from both sides. After the initial pecks, they started leaving a myriad of kisses on his face while Asterios rubbed their backs through the robes they were wearing. 
 
    A smile just couldn’t leave his lips as he was showered in affection from both of his mates, who clearly had a lot of fun caressing him together like this. When he turned his head to his right and shared a gentle kiss with the dazzling fox lady, the cuddly panthergirl switched to nuzzling her face into his neck, purring adorably. 
 
    She loosened Ast’s robe a little bit and snuck her hand under it, running her slender fingers over her master’s chest. Asterios could sense how badly Miria wanted to trail lower than just his abdomen, but she was holding herself back for some reason. 
 
    Physically, nothing was stopping her from crossing the line of his waist as all of them wore nothing under the dressing gowns. She could easily squeeze her hand under the gentle hug of the velvety belt that was the only thing keeping Ast’s clothes from opening up and revealing everything to the world. 
 
    When he turned to exchange a few intimate kisses with Miria, Selene’s hand joined the panthergirl under his clothing and mirrored her motions. A very faint shiver passed through Ast’s body now and then, caused by the gentle brushing of his girls’ fingers, so seductive and mischievous yet at the same time so innocent and affectionate. 
 
    After Miria broke their kisses, both of them began pecking his neck, one side each. At that moment, their palms moved in sync and finally dove deeper, reaching his nether regions together. A pair of hands brushed against Ast’s member, which was already eager and raring to go from their loving teases. 
 
    “Haaaaah… You girls are incredible…” Asterios sighed dreamily as another shiver passed through his body. 
 
    A cute giggle and a soft chuckle reached his ears, tickling his neck with faint vibrations as both girls kept kissing it. 
 
    “Should we move to the next step now, Miria? Or keep teasing our beloved master a little longer?” 
 
    “Seeing Master shudder under our fingers is so satisfying, but… I don’t think I can hold back anymore…” 
 
    “What a lewd kitty you are, fufufu~” 
 
    Right on cue, both of them began moving lower while leaving a trail of kisses over Ast’s whole body. They skillfully unraveled his cloth belt and parted the curtains hiding the lead actor of tonight's show. 
 
    Asterios sighed contentedly when their warm, supple lips reached his shaft and traveled up the stiff pole. Selene brought her tongue out and licked it very carefully while Miria continued to rain kisses on the tip and areas not actively pursued by her foxy friend. 
 
    “I’m at a loss for words as usual… Come here. I can’t be the only one feeling good.” Asterios scratched behind their ears while relishing in the wonderful sensation of their tongues and lips. 
 
    Perceiving his intentions through their bond, Miria and Selene raised their butts up and turned around, moving their bottoms towards their master’s head without stopping playing with his marvelous cock for even a second. 
 
    Two swaying bottoms soon appeared in front of Asterios, still covered by the silky-smooth robes. With one swift motion, he flung the fabric onto their backs, revealing a pair of dazzling pussies, already glistening with love juices in expectation of what was about to come. Their tails rose up to not obstruct the perfect view and danced charmingly in the air. 
 
    Without any second wasted, Asterios reached out and ran over the alluring slits with his fingers, making both girls shiver at the same time. For a few seconds, he moved past them and drew contraceptive runes on their underbellies while he still could think about things like those. 
 
    He then started rubbing up and down along Selene’s tightly sealed lower lips with one hand and used the other to trace circles with his thumb over the slightly open entrance to Miria’s most precious place. Their pussies looked so similar yet so different and unique, just as their owners. 
 
    “Mhhhhhmm... Master... More...” 
 
    Miria began to release some quiet sighs and moans of pleasure, pushing her butt more towards Asterios, aiming to have his thumb slip into her humid insides. Selene’s slit started to follow his vertical motions too, lubricating his fingers more and more, but he paid great attention not to fall for their tricks. 
 
    “It’s fun teasing others, isn’t it?” Asterios chuckled and the duo glanced at him from his waist with pleading expressions. 
 
    “I’m sorry... I’ll do it properly now... So, please...” Miria begged him and prepared herself to take Ast’s penis into her mouth, but she was beaten to it. “Ah! Selene!” 
 
    The fox lady took advantage of the situation and gulped Ast’s cock down to the very base while brushing away a lock of hair aside. She chuckled at her friend, sending some very pleasurable vibrations into Ast’s hot dick. 
 
    “Ahhhn~” 
 
    She involuntarily opened her mouth for a moment when Ast’s fingers parted the curtains hiding her pink tunnel and slid inside, starting to rub the sensitive walls just the way she loved it. Selene quickly regained her focus and resumed moving her head up and down on her master’s rock-hard cock while her pussy grew hotter and hotter from his firm fingers. 
 
    “Ghnn... Not fair...”  
 
    Miria pouted at her and peeked at Asterios, dejected that it wasn’t her who was the first one to receive their master’s love as his fingers still kept only brushing against her leaking entrance. But she wouldn’t let herself be beaten so easily and she quickly moved lower, beginning to suck and lick on Ast’s precious orbs. 
 
    “Nyaaahnn~” 
 
    The moment she did, her pussy got pierced too and she instantly pushed her hips more towards Asterios to invite his fingers even deeper into her yearning hole.  
 
    For the next few minutes, Miria and Selene kept caressing Ast’s penis with their tongues, switching their roles now and then to be fair to each other. Asterios did his best to reward them properly by tickling their insides with his fingers and rubbing their clits with his thumbs. Plenty of nectar dripped from their sweet honeypots, staining the high-quality fabric of the bedding. 
 
    “Girls… I’m close… Haaaah…” 
 
    Miria withdrew her mouth and released Ast’s cock from the clutches of her lips and tongue. They exchanged a quick glance with Selene and immediately got to work. Both of them brought out their tongues and started intensively licking Ast’s tip, planting sucky kisses on it. Miria kept gently kneading his family jewels and Selene pumped his shaft up and down faster and faster. 
 
    “Guh… Fuck!” 
 
    Feeling their master’s cock pulse much stronger than before, Selene nodded at Miria and the panthergirl quickly wrapped her lips around Ast’s glans just the moment the first serpents of milky white liquid exploded from the tip. 
 
    She happily received a few quick shots then skillfully switched with Selene who took the remaining tasty seed for herself, sucking it all out to the very last drop. As she released Ast’s tip with a quiet pop, Miria made sure to lick it all around to avoid wasting any of her master’s precious cum. 
 
    Asterios watched them turn their faces towards him and swallow his semen together, assuming very satisfied expressions afterward. 
 
    “Fufufu~ None of the dishes from earlier can hold a candle to Master’s delicious seed~” Selene chuckled while covering her dainty lips with her slender fingers. 
 
    “I agree. There’s nothing better in any realm,” Miria commented, adorably licking her lips. 
 
    He shook his head with a smile. “I’ll never get used to that…” 
 
    They all laughed a little, and the girls exchanged a nod. Miria and Selene sat up, causing Ast’s fingers to slip out of their love holes, and began gracefully taking off their robes. Their exquisite bodies basked in the moonlight coming through the window after the clothes fell down completely. 
 
    For a brief moment, Asterios was captivated by their otherworldly beauty, making Miria giggle at his expression as she instinctively covered her chest with her arms. Selene shook her head and hastily caught Miria's wrists, bringing them down in an instant.  
 
    The panthergirl yelped in surprise as her body got pulled into Selene’s and they hugged each other closely. Their fronts rubbed together, and the fox lady extended a hand to Asterios, which he took and let himself be lifted up. 
 
    He thought he would be pulled into the embrace but both girls laughed seductively and fell down where he had been previously lying. Miria landed under Selene, who glanced at Asterios over her shoulder, raising her fluffy tail to give him the best view of their eager pussies. She was so wet that her love juices kept dripping onto Miria’s black bush above the panthergirl’s slit. 
 
    “Now then~ Who will you do first, my Lord~?” 
 
    “That’s cheating! We both know how much Master loves mating with you in this position because of your incredible tail! There’s no way he will choose me over—NYAAAHNNN?!” 
 
    Focused on glaring at the impishly smiling Selene, Miria didn’t notice Asterios moving closer to them and aiming his tip right at her alluring folds. In one gentle thrust, he slid himself inside her slippery hole and leaned over Selene’s back. His face appeared next to hers and he smiled at the surprised panthergirl. 
 
    “How could I not start with my first mate?” He chuckled and started moving his hips back and forth. 
 
    “Fufufufu~ Just as planned~” 
 
    “Nyaahh... Nyaahnn... Nyaaa... Selene… Nyaahnn… You bully…” 
 
    The naughty fox lady smirked at her friend currently squirming in pleasure under her. There was no better feeling than playing a prank on the always so oblivious Miria. Well, maybe there actually was one but she had to wait a little bit before she could experience it again. For now, she was content with the pleasant rubbing of Miria’s jumping body over her own breasts as she was pounded by Asterios. 
 
    “Shower her in a lot of love, my Lord~ She deserves all of it~” Selene turned her head a bit and started pecking Ast’s cheek. 
 
    “I will. And then it will be your turn. You deserve nothing less, my dear Selene.” 
 
    She smiled at him sweetly and joined their lips together. Asterios kept thrusting into Miria’s leaking honeypot while lovingly making out with his foxy companion in the meanwhile. Selene’s fluffy tail tickled his chest as all three of them jumped back and forth as one single mass of bodies—a trembling and moaning mass of bodies. 
 
    Miria was slowly reaching her peak and Asterios obviously sensed it. Before it could arrive though, she managed to somehow overcome the overwhelming pleasure that prevented anything other than moans from escaping her lips and sent Asterios a mental message. He chuckled internally and sent her a mental nod in response. 
 
    “Nyaaah… Nyaaa… Nyaaa… I’m going to… Nyaahnnn…” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Good~ Cum for Master~ Show him how much you love his cock ravaging your pu—AHHNNNN?!” 
 
    Moments before Miria reached an orgasm, Asterios pulled out and thrust himself into the increasingly wetter slit on the upper level, belonging to the mischievous lady. At the same time, Miria’s hand shot towards Selene’s tail and tugged it as strong as she could. 
 
    As a result, Ast’s penis rushed through Selene’s constricting insides while bringing her so much pleasure that her head shot back as her whole body arched. Asterios started to slam his hips against her beautiful butt, following up the initial thrust with a rhythmic pace. 
 
    “Ahhhh~ Ahhhnn~ Ahhh~ Why~? Ahhh~ She was so close~ Ahhhnnn~” 
 
    Miria giggled while catching her breath. “Did you think only you can be the sly one? It’s time for payback. Do her good, Master!” 
 
    Asterios reaffirmed his hold on Selene by wrapping his arms around her body and did exactly as Miria requested, focusing his all on rubbing against the fox lady’s most sensitive spots, going after her long, soft ears with his lips. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Ahhh~ Not the ears~ Ahhnnn~ My Lord~ Ahhnnnnn?! Wait!” 
 
    A shiver passed through Selene's body when Miria slid herself a little lower and suddenly sucked on her nipple. All of her senses were getting overloaded with pleasure. Her pussy, her ears, her tail, her nipples, everything was receiving intense affection from her beloved master and precious friend. For the first time, Selene was reduced to moaning and trembling mess. 
 
    “Ahhnnn~ Ahnnn~ Ahhhh~ I’m sorry~ Ahnnn~ This is too much~ Ahhh~” 
 
    “Ehehe~ That’s what you get for—NYAAHNNN?!” 
 
    A moan of delight interrupted Miria’s words as she found Ast’s cock suddenly back in her pussy with no warning. Her eyes hastily darted off Selene’s supple peaks to meet his and widened when noticing a wide smirk on her master’s face. 
 
    “Can’t I play dirty now and then too?” he asked and moved his hands to hold Miria’s waist properly. 
 
    Selene chuckled amidst her heavy breathing and Miria knew it was not a good sign. 
 
    “Nyaahnn… Selene... Nyaaahh… Nyaahh… Let’s talk about—nyaaahaaannnnn!” 
 
    The fox lady immediately went on the offensive and started nibbling on Miria’s rounded ear while pinching her nipples. Miria’s plan to go after Selene backfired splendidly and now both she and her master were focusing on making her come as much as they could. 
 
    And since she was near her peak not so long ago, they brought her back to the edge in no time. The air was filled with Miria’s adorable cries and moans, accompanied only by indecent sounds their bodies created through these lewd activities. 
 
    Asterios moved his hands to her shoulders and leaned forward even more, pushing Selene’s body into Miria even stronger. He drew onto his scorching hot energy, and his appearance changed. Just as Miria was getting thrown into her high from gazing into his glowing crimson eyes, he joined their lips together in a loving kiss. 
 
    They both exploded together. Miria’s body spasmed from the overwhelming orgasm and Ast’s cock twitched inside her constricting pussy, launching waves of ferocious liquid deep into her furthest depths, flooding them completely. They rode their respective highs together until the very end. 
 
    Still full of vitality, Asterios didn’t stop for a break and slid himself back into Selene, surprising her greatly. There was no way he would leave his precious companion so close to cumming alone after having her watch another girl orgasm blissfully. Selene wrapped her arms around his and let him make passionate love to her until she began reaching her peak again too. 
 
    Her yearning gaze when their eyes met after Selene turned her face towards him reminded Asterios of her little slip-up from the past. Selene noticed him pondering over something for a fraction of a second and her eyes widened when she saw Ast’s hand moving away in a certain motion. 
 
    Before she could say anything, it came raining down and slapped her butt-cheek with moderate force. 
 
    “Ahnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn~” 
 
    Selene’s insides immediately tightened over Ast’s rushing cock and she shivered. 
 
    “My Lord~! Ahhh~ Ahhh~ Wait~! Ahhh~ Ahnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn~” 
 
    Another slap followed soon after and her pussy convulsed again, increasing pleasure for both her and Asterios at the same time. As Selene had accidentally mentioned before they had dived into the undead dungeon to kill the Core, a little bit of pain did in fact make her feel it even more. 
 
    Asterios sensed a faint trace of shame in her mind, but he quickly overpowered it with his love and understanding. And, of course, pleasure from their still ongoing act. 
 
    ~You don’t need to feel ashamed of such things, Selene,~ he whispered to her mentally. ~And as this is a result of my own actions, I have already told you that I will gladly take responsibility for causing this. Do you dislike it?~ 
 
    ~My Lord… I… I don’t… Please, do it more…~ 
 
    He had never felt Selene become so embarrassed, not even that time in the tent, and it was something new coming from the usually very refined lady whose mischievous side didn’t really let such emotions surface. Nevertheless, Asterios only focused on making her feel even better in his embrace and continued landing pleasurable slaps on her plump bottom. 
 
    “Ahhnn~ Ahhh~ Ahnnn~ My Lord~ Ahhh~ I’m almost there~” 
 
    Asterios was getting close himself too, and he embraced Selene even tighter, using both arms. She suddenly felt his tongue tickle her collarbone and got a little bit confused. She thought he would spank her butt even stronger to make her cum from it, but that was impossible with how he was hugging her. 
 
    Before she could understand her master’s intentions, Asterios thrust his hips as strong as he could and pushed his cock deep into her pussy just as it started constricting on him. Selene opened her mouth wide to moan in pleasure, and a loud cry escaped her lips, sounding like a musical howl. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn~!” 
 
    Ast’s teeth sunk into her shoulder, throwing her into an incredible orgasm that made her whole figure shake uncontrollably. Hot seed filled her love hole as she kept spasming and twitching. Asterios grunted heavily from how strongly Selene’s pussy wrapped itself around his shaft due to the pleasure he had brought her with that action. 
 
    After he finished cumming inside her, they both fell lifelessly onto Miria. He panted heavily while Selene still kept faintly trembling with a blissful smile on her lips. The panthergirl giggled at them and pecked Ast’s lips as they rested completely sandwiched. 
 
    “Mhhhhhhhmmmmmmmmm~ That was incredible~” Selene finally regained enough control to voice out her thoughts. 
 
    “Ehehe~ It looked so. Did it really feel so good when Master bit you?” Miria asked while running her fingers over the red marks on Selene’s collarbone. 
 
    The fox lady averted her gaze a bit. “Yes… It did…” 
 
    “I want to be bitten too, Master! And you can spank my butt whenever you want! You didn’t punish me enough, right?” 
 
    Selene shook her head with a smile. “What was I even worrying about…” 
 
    Miria giggled again. “So… Can I? Or are you tired, Master?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, I’m still very full of energy, even without any potions. And I’m very raring to go again after seeing your beautiful bodies glistening in the moonlight.” 
 
    The girls chuckled together, and they sat up. Miria was a little heartbroken after watching Ast’s precious seed escape her lower lips, but he made sure to fill her and Selene to the brim as much as they wanted for the rest of their nightly activities. 
 
    In the end, all of them went to sleep with countless bite marks all over their bodies. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
The Perfect Solution 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A light knocking woke Asterios up. He sighed while opening his eyes and stretching his arms. The first thing that entered his vision was the image of two peacefully sleeping girls snuggled to his sides. He smiled to himself and brushed through Selene’s white hair. 
 
    Somebody knocked on the door again, a little louder this time. Asterios wiggled himself out of their embrace and sat up, glancing towards the entrance. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Good morning, Sir Hestizo. May I enter?” a girly voice answered him. 
 
    Asterios quickly recognized its owner. It was the maid who had assisted them earlier. She must have been ordered to check on them in the morning. 
 
    “Feel free to come in. We are still in bed if that’s not a problem.” 
 
    The door opened and the maid walked inside. She made a quick and courteous bow before glancing his way.  
 
    For a moment, it looked like she was going to pass some message onto him, but after opening her mouth to speak, the maid stopped before she managed to utter a word. 
 
    Her mouth closed as a visible blush began surfacing on the maid’s pretty cheeks. She smiled at Asterios softly while her eyes roamed over his upper body. 
 
    Since she had offered to even help them bathe yesterday, Asterios was sure that just seeing his naked torso shouldn’t bring such a reaction out of her. She had certainly seen a lot of much better-looking guys during her time in the castle. 
 
    Asterios started wondering if she knew about their nightly fun, but he remembered putting down the silencing barrier even before they had started just to assure their complete privacy. Who knew what kind of formations could be hidden in the walls? She shouldn’t have been able to hear them even if she had been stationed by their room.  
 
    Ah. 
 
    He finally realized the reason after moving his gaze down. His body was still covered in a myriad of bites, all over. They hadn’t bothered themselves with healing them before falling asleep. One would have to be completely oblivious to not figure out the implications after noticing these marks. 
 
    Asterios raised his arm and scratched behind his head with a wry smile, meeting the maid’s gaze. A moment later, they heard a prolonged sigh and Miria pulled herself up with the help of Ast’s body. She hugged him tightly and snuggled to his side while rubbing her face into his neck, revealing her modest chest to the world. 
 
    “Mhhhhhmmmm… Don’t leave, Master… You are so warm…” 
 
    She then moved a bit and ended up embracing Asterios from the front, hugging him with her arms and legs wrapped around his body like a koala. He supported her back while lovingly scratching her ear. Quiet purring filled the silent air. 
 
    Before he had a chance to say anything to the slightly flustered maid, something pressed into his back and a pair of hands slid over his chest, embracing it. Selene’s face appeared over his free shoulder as she rested her chin on it from behind. 
 
    “I agree… Just a few more minutes in this heavenly bliss…” 
 
    Asterios could only smile awkwardly at the young woman who was witnessing quite a peculiar scene right now. He was being sandwiched by two beautiful girls, clinging to him affectionately. A pair of warm and soft breasts pressed into both his chest and back. 
 
    “Ummm… My apologies… It seems that my companions haven’t yet completely woken up…” he apologized. 
 
    The maid chuckled timidly while glancing at Miria’s back, covered in bites too. “It’s nothing. I should apologize for intruding on your privacy. I’m glad that you and your companions enjoyed the night, Sir Hestizo.” 
 
    The snuggly girls giggled together, announcing that they weren’t as unaware of their situation as the others had assumed. Asterios could only shake his head at their antics. 
 
    “The king wishes to share breakfast with you and your companions, Sir Hestizo. Would you be willing to join him, or do you want to rest a little more? If you require my assistance, I will gladly help you with anything,” the maid said with her cheeks flushing a little more as she glanced at the small tent visible in the sheets just in front of Miria’s butt. 
 
    Gods… It can’t get any more embarrassing than this, can it?　Asterios thought to himself. The girls have woken him up in more than one meaning of that phrase. 
 
    “Thank you, ummm…” 
 
    “Nola, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nola. We will naturally oblige. Give us a second to wash up, and we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    The maid made a small bow and headed out, but not without taking one more glance at them over her shoulder. Something that Selene didn’t miss and smirked proudly at the girl when their eyes met, making her blush even more. 
 
    “Alright, girls. Better not make the king wait. Come on, we need to get ourselves presentable.” 
 
    Miria groaned adorably and pulled herself back, arriving in front of Ast’s face with her hands still over his shoulders. They both leaned forward and rested their foreheads against each other, glancing down at their chests covered in bites. 
 
    “Ehehehe~ You are marked even more than me, Master.” 
 
    “And whose fault do you think it is?” 
 
    She giggled again and they shared a brief kiss full of affection. Miria then slid herself to the side and made some space for Selene to move closer, allowing the two to exchange some good morning kisses too. 
 
    Since their chamber had a private bathroom, they didn’t have to walk to the big one again. It was definitely much fancier and beautiful there, but they had no time to waste lazing around in a grand bathing hall. 
 
    Asterios helped the girls up and they walked together to wash each other. As he had expected, Miria and Selene were insistent on taking care of him first, so he let them give him a hand. Or four. 
 
    ~Yelloooo. Is the very mysterious and handsome summoner still asleep?~ 
 
    A voice rang in Ast’s head, and he jerked. The girls smiled, recognizing the owner, and continued covering their master in soap. 
 
    ~Grea. Long time no hear. No, we are awake. Taking a quick bath currently,~ he answered. 
 
    ~I bet they are making sure to wash all of you very, very attentively. Don’t forget the most important part, girls! Damn, I’m jealous.~ 
 
    Miria and Selene chuckled. Asterios could feel a pair of hands gently brush over his member, still quite lively from the stimulating sight and the early hour. 
 
    ~Alright, alright. No more teasing or a certain duo will get in the mood again. And I would have a hard time stopping myself too. We are short on time at the moment. How can I help you?~ 
 
    ~Did you finally embrace your primal urges? Took you long enough.~ 
 
    ~Watch out or I will embrace your primal urges instead.~ 
 
    ~Promise?~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head and sighed with a small smile making its way onto his lips. 
 
    ~Fine. I’ll stop. You are right as usual. I did contact you for a reason. I might have been useless so far, except for pointing you towards my papi, but this changes now. I got something.~ 
 
    She quickly captured everyone’s attention. 
 
    ~Oh? I wouldn’t call you useless, but please, elaborate before the girl’s curious gazes drill through my face.~ Asterios chuckled. 
 
    ~Remember all the samples you guys left me? Especially the blood? I have finally gotten some meaningful results from those. In simple words, your blood is weird, man. I’d hardly call it human. Its spiritual conductivity is abysmally different. And what’s the weirdest, it’s fucking hot. Can you imagine how much heat is needed to evaporate it? It’s like your blood is highly resistant to fire, and as we have already known, has quite an affinity with it. My assumption is that your bloodline might have something to do with flames.~ 
 
    They glanced at each other and nodded. Grea’s information matched with a lot of little details they had come across in the past, including the very recent situation in the meeting chamber. Ast’s unusual fire affinity was a fact. Many of his techniques had shown that. 
 
    ~There’s some more magical mumbo-jumbo but I’ll spare you from it for now. I don’t think either your father or mother were normal humans. If they were ones. You told me about that spiritual woman, so I guess the fire comes from the other side of the family tree. You have already considered that, haven't you?~ 
 
    Asterios made a mental nod to her. ~Yeah, we have. The whole double source thing does support that idea. But there is quite a number of fire-based entities of quite the power. If we assume that the man from that day is my father, they do need to be able to at least somehow imitate a humanoid.~ 
 
    ~Yeah. Primordials, Dragons, Phoenixes, there are many possible hits. And I have a suggestion that could possibly narrow it down, even to a single one.~ 
 
    Ast’s brows raised in surprise. ~Do tell, please. That would be amazing.~ 
 
    ~Blood Summoning.~ 
 
    He blinked a few times, surprised even more. The girls could feel Ast’s confusion and shock so they assumed that this Blood Summoning must have been a big deal or something. They obviously knew nothing about it as Asterios had never mentioned such a thing to them. 
 
    ~Now, I know what you are thinking. Yes, it is a technique prohibited by the academy but that’s only because those idiots know nothing about self-restraint and end up dead in the middle of it ninety-nine percent of tries.~ 
 
    ~It’s also quite frowned upon amongst Summoners, Grea,~ Asterios commented. 
 
    ~Hey, I’m not telling you to go with the forbidden version of sacrificing a couple of beasts or people during the ritual. You would be using your own blood, of course. All the normies might be dropping like flies from it but you are different. Your blood is different. There’s a high chance that the summoning will touch on your bloodline, and something closely related to you will answer. So? You know how to do it, right?~ 
 
    Asterios assumed a serious expression while washing Miria’s hair. Grea’s words carried some truth and facts with them. He did trust his former teacher and knew she wouldn’t suggest something so dangerous without being almost completely sure that he would be fine. 
 
    This method could possibly give them some more answers. Currently, only the seal in his mind was their main source of them, as they all believed.  
 
    Asterios thought about it for a moment. He did have Umbra and the girls now if things went south. And they all wanted to learn more for sure. 
 
    He sighed. ~Yes, I do. You were the one to teach me that if you have already forgotten. I guess we will have to try it. But that comes after we deal with our current predicament. Perhaps after we get to the Demon Continent.~ 
 
    ~Of course. No rush. I just wanted to bring some good news to you. I bet you don’t get that many of them.~ 
 
    ~Actually, we just stumbled on someone with a fire-related bloodline yesterday. I felt like something in me reacted to it. They also said something about mine being possibly superior to theirs.~ 
 
    ~That’s great, man! Do you know their bloodline? I could try to dig out some info on it!~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled. ~I’m not sure if I should tell.~ 
 
    ~Oh, come on! It’s not like I will blabber it out to everyone or even know who you are talking about!~ 
 
    ~Considering your wits, you would instantly realize who I am talking about the moment I name the bloodline.~ 
 
    ~Hmmm… That narrows it down quite a bit… Must be some bigshot or a famous dude…~ 
 
    ~See?~ 
 
    They all laughed a bit while Grea was racking her brain to figure out who it could possibly be. 
 
    ~I’ll tell you later. There’s not much you can find about it anyway since most of it is a rumor.~ 
 
    ~Fine. I already have an idea with just this. And I have my hands full at the moment anyway. Curse you and your overpowered girlfriends.~ 
 
    ~What did I do this time?~ Asterios asked, slightly confused. 
 
    ~Oh, you know exactly what you did the last time you were here. The whole academy is upside down over a certain girl and her summon. There’s not a single day I don’t have to shelter her from all the other professors constantly trying to get closer. Even the principal can barely hold them back.~ 
 
    Miria giggled while taking care of Selene’s tail with Asterios. “Seems like Tina’s new friend is very popular.” 
 
    “That was to be expected. I do feel sorry for her a bit, but she should have it easier now to get better results with Hydran’s help,” Asterios added and refocused his mind. 
 
    ~Thanks, Grea. I’ll make sure to return that favor.~ 
 
    ~No biggie. I like the exclusive rights to study this interesting summon. And having some company after you’ve been booted is nice too. I do enjoy spending my time with Tina.~ 
 
    ~Glad to know that. Now, we’ll need to wrap things up. Hear you later.~ 
 
    Asterios and the girls finished bathing and moved out to get dressed. They found a set of clothes for each of them lying on the bed. Nola must have delivered those while they were washing each other. 
 
    They quickly put the clothes on. The outfits were simple and very noble at the same time. Grey shades dominated the apparel and Asterios wore a neat shirt, pants, and a sleeveless vest. The girls received light, knee-length dresses. 
 
    Leaving the room, they found their personal maid standing by the side of the door. Asterios thanked her for the clothes, and she led them towards the king’s dining chamber. Miria and Selene walked by his sides with their arms entwined, glancing all around the royal corridors. 
 
    After guiding them to their destination, Nola announced their arrival and left after bowing towards the king. Welrond and Silvia were already sitting by the short table, which was completely covered in a multitude of simple dishes that fit the morning hour. They hadn't started eating yet. 
 
    The king gestured at the trio. “Please, take a seat. I hope you’ve slept well.” 
 
    They sat down opposite the father-daughter duo and nodded their heads. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. The bedchamber was incredibly comfortable and luxurious. We are very grateful for this chance to spend a night at the royal castle. It’s a first for all of us. I think.” 
 
    He glanced at Selene, and she nodded. While she did own a mansion herself, she hadn’t been to a castle such as this one. Most of the buildings and homes back in her realm were kept in a similar fashion, made of the white marble growing from the mountain. 
 
    After the greetings, the feast began. For a few minutes, everyone ate in silence. Asterios did his best to show proper table manners, as much as his mother had taught him. He had always wondered why she knew so many details until it had been revealed that she came from the Hestizo family. Her teaching sure helped him out in his current predicament. 
 
    Selene was a refined lady living in a quite high-class environment, so she held herself with perfect grace, even capturing the attention of the king and his daughter a few times. It was that noticeable. It was also surprising that Asterios knew quite a lot about noble etiquette. Most adventurers weren’t that well-informed about it. 
 
    Of course, the most noticeable out of all of them was Miria. She did her best to appear noble, but everyone could tell that she was from a simpler family, even just from her movements. No one minded that, naturally. She didn’t make any extremely rude mistakes or anything. 
 
    At one point, the king broke the silence. “Regarding our small business, things are going pretty well. We have already started organizing people and I will be contacting the other leaders today. Someone will hand you the memory crystals soon. It would be good to make contact with the Damascu Clan’s patriarch.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. What about your aides, sir? I hope everyone is fine.” 
 
    “They have already recovered from yesterday’s shock. I’ve spoken with them about this. They are loyal people, respectful to the kingdom, so you don’t need to worry about anything. Including that slightly rude one. I can give you my word that no one is going to hold a grudge over anything and that all your secrets will be safe with us." 
 
    Noticing a little smear on Miria’s cheek, Asterios quickly picked up a napkin and gently wiped it off her face. She gave him an embarrassed smile and apologized, blushing faintly. He scratched her ear briefly and withdrew his hand. 
 
    Both the king and his daughter were looking at him curiously.  
 
    “You seem quite close for a Summoner and his summons,” the man said. 
 
    Miria glanced at Asterios, and he nodded. She then turned to the king. 
 
    “That’s because we are not just Master’s familiars. He accepted us as his mates. Both me and Selene. I apologize for showing you something unsightly, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Welrond smiled softly. “Please, don’t. We are just sharing a meal together. Don’t feel nervous and act casually.” He then glanced at Asterios. “You are incredibly lucky to earn the affection of two strong and beautiful ladies.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “Actually, it’s three.” 
 
    “Three? That ominous shadow is a girl too?” Silvia looked at him curiously. 
 
    “Not exactly. Umbra is genderless. The girl I’m talking about is not my summon but my Summoner colleague. Her name is Tina and she’s still finishing the academy.” 
 
    The king chuckled quietly. “It must be hard for her to be separated from her beloved.” 
 
    “I bet it is. But Tina is a strong-willed girl. She’s been following me long before I realized that she had feelings for me. And before I even started considering any relationships. Even the fact that she’s a noble and I, at that point in time, was a commoner with two partners couldn’t stop her.” 
 
    Silvia raised her brows slightly and Welrond nodded. “They say that love knows no boundaries. She sounds like an amazing person.” 
 
    “She is. She’s not just pretty and dedicated but also extremely talented and devoted to her goals. I wouldn’t be wrong calling her the current ace of the academy. Her dream is to get accepted into the Royal Division. But she was ready to throw it away when she learned that I was kicked out, to leave with me. She really wants to accompany us, but I know she would be choosing between me and her dream. Honestly, I’m not sure what to do. I want her to chase after it, but my words would only make her sad. She could even think that I’m pushing her away.” 
 
    Asterios sighed and both girls grabbed his hands on the table, grazing them gently. Silvia stared at them in deep thought. She felt that everything the man in front of them had said was genuine. He really cared for his friend’s future. Many young noble heirs she had met didn’t have an ounce of this respect towards the girls they pursued. 
 
    Silvia turned towards the king. “Father…” 
 
    He was already pondering over something while rubbing his chin, knowing what she was going to ask.  
 
    “Hmmm… I think there’s a way… While it would be hard to stay in the main corps, she could join as a reserve member. The only difference is that she doesn’t need to always stay in the capital and can instead be called, when necessary, to either handle her tasks alone or with the others. You could bring her here during that time with your ability. In terms of prestige and privileges, they are all the same.” 
 
    Asterios stared at the king with wide eyes. “Is that really… possible?” 
 
    Welrond nodded. “Of course. I’m the one who has the final say on who is accepted into the Royal Division in the end. She would still have to go through some tests, but I feel like it won’t be an issue for someone you call talented.” 
 
    “This is a brilliant idea and I’m sure Tina would be overjoyed with this offer,” Selene commented. 
 
    “This… This would be the best possible solution. We could let her know about this during the graduation ceremony. I can’t think of any better gift.” Asterios stared at the king with respect. “What would we owe such a huge favor?” 
 
    Welrond chuckled and waved his hand. “Don’t mind it. You are soon going to do a lot for us, aren’t you? This doesn’t even compare.” 
 
    Silvia nodded to his words. “And Father could write her a personal invitation letter. I’m sure she would be delighted to receive such a gift from her beloved.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure what to say… I’m immensely grateful for this, Your Majesty, Your Highness. This would mean a lot to me. And to Tina.” 
 
    The king smiled at him. “I’ll take care of it soon then. In the meantime, I hope you can assist my daughter with her training a little. I’m sure it would help her a lot.” 
 
    Asterios made a courteous bow and the girls followed. “Certainly. I will give it my all to assist Lady Silvia however I can.” 
 
    “Then, would you mind if we started soon?” Silvia asked with a glimmer of expectation in her eyes. 
 
    “Of course not, Princess. We can even start now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32
Just Like That 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after Asterios agreed to Silvia’s request, they finished the small feast. She left to get herself ready and the king told them that he would send the maid they were already familiar with to guide them to the training grounds. They returned to their chamber while discussing how to best inform Tina about their small gift during the graduation. 
 
    Nola came for them fifteen minutes later and led them through the castle. They passed a few small arenas where they had seen Silvia practice earlier, but it didn’t look like they were going to use any of these as their guide walked past each of them without even glancing away from the front. 
 
    They had to walk through a slightly more guarded entrance and entered one of the inner areas of the castle. A few moments later, it was obvious they were heading towards more private training grounds, sheltered from the eyes of any passerby. 
 
    Soon enough, Nola brought them to a circular arena with high walls and an open ceiling. Asterios could tell from a glance that those were riddled with countless protective arrays that enhanced their structure, raising the concrete’s resistance to both physical and magical damage. 
 
    Inside, they found Welrond and Silvia already waiting for them near the center.  
 
    The king was in his stylish casual clothes while his daughter had donned a similar protective set as they had seen her wear the previous day. They could tell that it was a little better than that time though. Silvia held onto a black metal battle staff, around her size. 
 
    “You are here. Do you need to grab something, or do you have everything on you?” the king asked after they came closer. 
 
    “No, thank you, sir. This is pretty much all I have and use when fighting. Everything else is conveniently waiting for its turn in Miria’s realm,” he answered and moved his hand to caress Miria’s ear, evoking a warm smile on her lips. 
 
    “I see. That’s truly convenient. If our Court Summoner heard of this, he would die out of jealousy. The last time he tried to store something in his Rockrilla’s realm, it didn’t come back in the same state.” 
 
    Miria giggled. “When you have an actual house with storage space, things are a little bit safer.” 
 
    “Can we begin now, Father?” Silvia asked, joining the conversation. 
 
    Welrond glanced down at her. “Don’t be impatient, my daughter. I understand that you are excited about the bout but let’s proceed with this properly. First, do you need any preparation time, Asterios?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, sir. I thought about it overnight and came to the conclusion that since this spar is meant to stimulate our bloodlines, I should try to rely on my own strength.” 
 
    “Aren’t a Summoner’s familiars his strength? If I remember correctly, both of the most popular paths that Summoners can take rely on them. Will you be fine?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yes, that’s true. But I think this way should have a higher chance of being beneficial to you, Princess. I might be lacking in terms of personal combat experience and abilities, but I will do my best not to disappoint you. And honestly, it’s only fair. It’s one-on-one, not four-on-one. If you would like to fare against my companions, we can try that later.” 
 
    “I think that would be great. And don’t worry, I will try my best to control my power properly.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “I’m pretty sure that would be counter-intuitive for this exercise.” 
 
    “You are right, young man. Both of you should go all out. It’s only in tough situations during which we push ourselves over our limits that beneficial breakthroughs happen. And that’s why, please, wear this. Both of you,” the king said and waved his hand. 
 
    A pair of necklaces appeared from thin air. He held one each towards the sparring duo. They looked very simple with their silvery chains upholding green crystals. 
 
    “Oh, are we really going to use these, Father? I guess we can truly go all out then.” Silvia picked one and put it on. A thin green barrier flashed around her body for a brief moment before disappearing. 
 
    Asterios followed suit and put the other one on himself. He felt a wave of mysterious energy wash over his body. It was still there but he could barely sense it, and it didn’t inconvenience him in any way. 
 
    “What are those?” Miria asked, unable to hold back her curiosity. 
 
    “This enchanted jewelry puts a strong barrier around the wearer’s body, stopping one powerful attack that could potentially be lethal to them. When it breaks, an explosion of force is released around the owner, one that can both repel physical blows and disperse magic,” Silvia explained. 
 
    “That sounds expensive,” Asterios commented. “Is it really fine to use them for this? Not that I expect to be able to deliver a blow powerful enough to shatter the barrier.” 
 
    “It’s better to be safe than sorry. With this, you don’t have to worry about your opponent and can focus on the fight. These won’t activate from minor injuries so you still will be able to experience a real duel,” the king answered and placed a hand on Ast’s shoulder. “And don’t downplay yourself that much, young man. Lack of confidence can stunt your growth. Especially when there truly is something special about you.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and took the king’s words to his heart. After a whole life of failure, it certainly wasn’t easy to stop believing that he was the weakest. Even now, after everything that had happened, it was hard to believe in his own ability and some shadow of doubt persisted in Ast’s mind, causing him to wonder if it really was his own power that he felt inside. 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded at the king. “Let’s get over this, then. We have a quite important issue to take care of. I’m ready.” 
 
    Silvia and Welrond nodded at him. The former was going to turn around and start walking away to increase the distance between them when she was stopped by an unexpected sight. Miria stepped closer to Asterios and hugged him from the front with a visible blush.  
 
    Seeing her upturned expression, he quickly realized her intentions and let his feline companion pull him into a brief but affectionate kiss. 
 
    “Good luck, Master,” Miria said shyly after they parted. 
 
    He brushed through her hair with a smile. She was getting bolder and bolder with time. It would have been impossible for Miria to do this much in front of strangers not that long ago. 
 
    “Don’t forget about me, my Lord.” 
 
    As expected, Selene showed by his side and pecked his cheek, chuckling softly. He sighed and petted her ears too. 
 
    “Thank you both. Now, please release me so that I can show the princess and the king something other than my embarrassed face. And Umbra?” 
 
    A misty shadow seeped out of Ast’s clothes, and his ominous familiar materialized on his shoulder. 
 
    “If anything goes wrong, interrupt us. Just in case.” 
 
    ~As you wish, Master.~ 
 
    Umbra then disappeared, plummeting into the ground, and Asterios glanced at Silvia with a wry smile. 
 
    “Should we start?” 
 
    Ast’s question brought her back from staring at the mysterious smile of the white-haired lady, who was glancing her way. “Ah. Yes. Let’s do that.” She turned around and started walking away.  
 
    Asterios lightly bonked Selene’s head and apologized to the king. He also squinted his eyes at Miria, who blushed even more while averting her gaze. She was too adorable and precious, which saved her from the same fate as her vulpine friend. 
 
    Welrond laughed at them softly. “Don’t mind it. She is just surprised. Silvia spends most of her time either training her body or her magic. You can imagine how the few social gatherings she sparingly attends look. It’s not easy to be the king’s daughter. Your lack of attempts to court her favor and the casual demeanor of your companions is something new to her. She is not stupid. She knows that she made a mistake showing her interest in you after that accident, expecting you to take full advantage of her curiosity. Yet, you didn’t act according to her expectations. And you still keep doing that.” 
 
    “Politics are scary…” Miria commented. 
 
    “Yes, they are. The only thing I can do for her as a father is to let her experience this fresh gust of wind, so much different from what she knows. And I hope you can help me with that, young man. She could use a less scheming friend.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly after meeting the king’s authoritative gaze. He could already see many things that could go wrong there. 
 
    “I will try, Your Majesty. Just don’t expect too much from someone who also spent most of his life in books and practice.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will do fine. You have managed to befriend such vibrant ladies and that’s enough proof of your social capabilities, even if you won’t admit it. Another one should be a breeze if you just keep being yourself.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about…” Asterios mumbled under his nose, causing the girls to giggle. 
 
    “Well then. Silvia seems to be ready. Good luck, young man. I hope you can gain something from this exchange too.” The king nodded at him then disappeared in a flash of yellow flame. 
 
    Selene sensed the flow of mana left behind it and followed it with her eyes, noticing the man standing now in the safe zone above the arena’s walls. Asterios and Miria looked the same way for a second and he then returned his attention to his opponent. The girls quickly jumped to join the king. 
 
    Silvia stood a few meters away from Asterios with her staff held diagonally behind her back, leaning forward, low enough for her to have to support her body with her left hand on the ground. She was ready to lunge at him at any moment, emitting an orange aura. Her amber eyes were glowing brightly. 
 
    He quickly focused his mind. If he didn’t want to lose on the very first strike, he had to do his best. No, he had to do even better than that, as the king had said. Silvia was with no doubt a powerful opponent if she had received even a little bit of guidance from her father, and that was granted. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Asterios fully connected to his second source, drawing as much spiritual energy from it as he could, opening his circuits to their limits. Scorching hot mana filled him in a blink and crimson mist started seeping out of his body, causing the nearby air to shimmer like in a blazing desert. 
 
    Prompted by the king to go past his limits, after finishing filling up his body, he directed that impressive energy toward his eyes. He fed them as much mana as he felt they could take. That would have been all, but Asterios decided to try something else. Something very rarely attempted due to various risks involved. 
 
    He started filling all his important organs with that mysterious power, starting with his heart and brain. Normally, overloading any part of a person’s body would result in quite a lot of pain and other complications, but he had already attempted this with his eyes and suffered no backlash. And, if something went wrong, he was sure the king would help. 
 
    Asterios partially expected it but his heart and brain sucked in much more energy than his eyes. He spent over twenty percent of the scorching hot mana to fill them as much as he could. And that was a lot considering that his techniques barely used it. He started wondering if maybe that was the reason that he had so much of it.  
 
    After finishing dealing with his organs, he opened his eyes.  
 
    Silvia shivered the moment their gazes met, and her heart skipped a beat. She suddenly felt small, insignificant, unworthy. Ast’s gleaming crimson irises were even more intimidating than her father’s. And they were much stronger than the last time she had seen them the previous day. She barely held herself back from kneeling involuntarily. 
 
    Asterios, in the meanwhile, tried to process all the new sensations. The moment he had opened his eyes, he had noticed that almost everything in his sight was reduced to grayscale. The only exception was, as he assumed, spiritual energy.  
 
    He could clearly see it not just around Silvia’s body but even inside of it. He could literally follow its flow through her circuits. The orange mana was gathering under her feet. With just a single glance, he knew exactly what it was meant to do. 
 
    And that was not all. Albeit faintly because of the distance, he could spot trails of energy of many different colors over the walls. The more he focused on them, the more detailed they became, forming magical structures that shouldn’t be visible without being activated. 
 
    For now, though, he ignored everything and refocused on his opponent. He would have to analyze all this at a later date. Including the changes that made his body feel incredibly light right now. He could spot a dark crimson aura all over it after glancing down with his new sight. It was much denser than Silvia's. 
 
    Filled with unexplained confidence, he gestured at his opponent with his hand. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    He was immediately surprised by how indifferent and mighty his tone sounded. To Silvia, it felt like an order, and she responded immediately. Just as Asterios expected, the mana under her feet exploded in flames and propelled her forward. She covered the distance between them in… much more time than Asterios thought it would take her. 
 
    It was obvious that it should have been an instant, but to him, even though still fast, it felt like he had watched Silvia fly at a horse’s running speed at best. He dodged the boosted thrust with minimal effort and hit Silvia’s back with his palm after she passed him. He felt a slight ripple under his fingers and watched how she was sent into the wall in front of them at twice the previous speed, crashing into it with quite some force. 
 
    To all the spectators, it all happened in a flash. After Ast’s overbearing voice resonated throughout the arena, Silvia disappeared in a cloud of dust. The very next moment, a strong tremor shook the structure and they saw Asterios standing turned around with his palm extended. Everyone followed it and noticed their princess picking herself up from the ground after slamming into the wall, cracking it faintly. 
 
    They were as shocked as Asterios himself. Especially the king. No one was able to avoid Silvia’s Firestarter so effortlessly, except for him. He had overseen all of her more serious training sessions and sparrings but that was a first. Blocked or parried with some effort? Yes. Completely dodged and even countered? Never. 
 
    A few of the healers that were watching the fight with him and Ast’s girls wanted to jump in, but Welrond stopped them. Before they could even ask why, Silvia was already rushing at Asterios again. He smiled and reached for the power of his bloodline to boost his senses. He couldn’t miss any more of this. 
 
    Back on the ground, Ast's worries about going too far were quickly eased by seeing Silvia energetically lift herself up from the ground and instantly launch another charge at him while smiling faintly. He noticed her mana gathering in the staff and unsheathed his black armblade. 
 
    Watching attentively how her energy filled the weapon and started coursing through it, he attempted to copy that and apply it to his own blade. In the middle of Silvia’s lunge, her staff burst in orange flames and soared towards his head from the right after she closed the distance, digging her heel deep into the ground. 
 
    Asterios succeeded in imitating her technique and his armblade was also set ablaze, getting covered in scarlet fire. He blocked her strike in time and a powerful explosion of violent flames pushed them back after their weapons clashed. 
 
    For the next fifteen seconds, they kept exchanging blows, trying to land a hit on each other. Even though Asterios felt like he had an advantage with his unusually sharpened senses and enhanced body, he still couldn’t land a hit on the princess while blocking and avoiding her strikes. 
 
    The spectators watched a show of flashes and small explosions of fire in crimson and orange colors that accompanied the loud clashing of Ast’s and Silvia’s weapons. That was all the normal people could see in the arena, alongside the movement of dust and dirt, kicked up by the contestants. Only the girls and the king could follow them to some extent. 
 
    Since Asterios wasn’t using the abilities provided by his Spellslinger, fighting with his armblade just wasn’t efficient due to the awkwardness of some movements and its shortcomings in general. He needed any edge over Silvia he could get if he wanted to break this stalemate.  
 
    He understood that he was able to keep up with her only thanks to the surprising effects his energy had on his body, but deep inside, he somehow felt confident in beating her. Beating this insignificant ant trying to challenge him. There was no way he would lose to someone in terms of pure strength, in terms of pure fire. 
 
    Silvia noticed a sharp spike in Ast’s spiritual energy even without being able to see more than his leaking aura and quickly stepped back, putting her guard up. Unfortunately, she realized that it was a feint after seeing his smirk. 
 
    Making use of that opportunity, Asterios sheathed his armblade and brought forth his artifact sword from behind his back. Before Silvia engaged him again, he poured his scorching mana into it. With his special sight, he noticed how the sword circulated his energy by itself, causing the crimson flames to appear. And, thanks to it also condensing it heavily, they were only present over its single edge instead of covering the whole weapon. 
 
    Already somehow experienced in doing it manually after exchanging some blows with Silvia, he added his own control on top of the artifact’s and condensed the mana even more. The flames gradually died down and disappeared. 
 
    Silvia observed him very carefully and was ready for a much stronger attack. It was sure to come from the blade she had seen the previous day. But she frowned slightly when the crimson fire that covered its sharp edge suddenly ceased to exist. Before she could ask herself why, the answer appeared in front of her eyes, and they widened to the brim. 
 
    Previously, Ast’s proficiency in condensing Aura Flame had been almost on par with hers, and it was close to her father’s when he was using his sword, but, right now, it reached completely incomprehensible levels. 
 
    The flames hadn’t died down. They had been compressed so much that they became one with the weapon. The edge of Ast’s dark purple blade began changing color and soon assumed the same crimson shade as his fire. She could tell that this particular metal wasn’t as easy to heat up as iron, steel, or even magmasteel. 
 
    Finished with his preparations, Asterios made his first attack with the sword. It sliced through the air while leaving a crimson smudge as its trail. Since it was a simple horizontal slash, she blocked it vertically with some effort. Just after refocusing, her eyes went wide again. 
 
    His blade produced so much heat that it was dispersing her own Aura Flame wrapped around her staff, completely nullifying its influence in a radius of around five centimeters. This was unthinkable. Even her father's flames didn't negate her own. Additionally, her weapon, crafted from a metal one tier above magmasteel, was being slowly heated up and Ast’s sword started cutting into it at an unhurried pace. 
 
    She quickly deflected his blade, and they were brought into an exchange of blows again, but this time, Asterios had a bit more reach and maneuverability than before, so he had an easier time striking back. Each time his blade struck her staff, it caused more damage, chipping off some of its surface or creating dents in it. If they continued like this, she would inevitably lose. 
 
    Silvia decided to quickly change her approach and slammed one end of her staff into the ground under Asterios after parrying one of his attacks. His enhanced eyes immediately spotted the mana rushing from her body, through the weapon, and into the flooring as it started to form some magical structure. 
 
    Thanks to that, he stepped back just in time to avoid getting swallowed by a pillar of orange flames. He expected Silvia to rush through it and take him by surprise, but that spell proved to be a distraction.  
 
    His eyes caught her figure running on his right with five clusters of mana forming above her. He knew what they would become even before they finished condensing and started running the opposite way. A moment later, five giant Fireballs came into existence, and Silvia launched them at him with a swing of her staff. 
 
    With his fast reaction speed, Asterios easily dodged the first two spheres, but they additionally exploded on impact, increasing their radius, and the next ones would definitely reach him. Even if he somehow avoided the third and fourth one by stopping abruptly, the fifth orb of violent flames would crash straight into him. 
 
    Not having any other options, he did exactly that. But, before the last Fireball hit him, he poured even more mana into his weapon and made a powerful vertical slash.  
 
    Just like with Silvia’s Aura Flame, the barely visible arc of heat nullified the Fireball and split it cleanly in half. It exploded on his sides, leaving him out of any harm. 
 
    He didn’t have time to marvel over the fact that he had just cut a Fireball in two because Silvia was already finishing casting her next spell. Asterios noticed tens of swirling orange points in the air above him. He didn’t even need to analyze their structure to know what he had to do.  
 
    Run. 
 
    In a blink, countless fiery javelins formed in the sky, covering most of the arena. Moments after Asterios jumped forward, the first one fell to the ground where he had been standing and exploded in a small inferno just like the Fireballs.  
 
    As if on cue, it started raining. With fiery spears instead of droplets of water. 
 
    Asterios kept dodging from side to side, barely avoiding each attack. He could see Silvia standing still while spinning her staff, but it wasn’t as easy to reach her position as he would like it to be. She kept creating more projectiles and upholding this never-ending downpour. Ast’s sharpened senses paired with the way to see the mana flow could hardly keep up with so many targets. 
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn’t even hold a candle to Silvia when it came to the versatility of his magic. Without borrowing the abilities of his familiars, or having them fight by his side, his options were heavily limited.  
 
    But this was exciting in a different way. He still could somehow keep up with just his own mana. Was that how Selene felt during her Awakening? Was this actually his own Awakening he could have inherited from Kaguya? He had no idea, but he could only try to mimic her. 
 
    Asterios quickly gathered a lot of mana in his legs and poured it into his muscles, following some basic principles of Physical Strengthening he had read about in the past. It wasn’t much and it couldn’t compare to his knowledge about summoning, but it seemed to be enough. 
 
    His muscles tensed and the ground cracked under his feet. He pushed himself off it while releasing all the accumulated energy and lunged towards Silvia at breakneck speed. Even with him flying straight at her, she remained unfazed.  
 
    Midway, he noticed the orange flow on the floor around her and cursed in his mind.  
 
    When did she have enough time to set up a trap in the middle of this?  
 
    He had no idea but also no time to ponder over it. 
 
    Asterios hastily shoved his blade into the ground in an attempt to stop his lunge. He managed to do so just shortly before the magical formations showed themselves up and glowed in an orange hue, ready to be stepped on and activated. 
 
    To his surprise, it was Silvia who tapped them with her feet.  
 
    A wall of flames rose from the ground, forcing him to jump back. Shortly after, Silvia’s staff shot through it like a ballista bolt while surrounded by fierce swirling flames, creating a mesmerizing lance of a hellish inferno. 
 
    He blocked it in time with his sword but the force behind it sent him tumbling backward.  
 
    Fortunately, the sky was no longer raining fire. Unfortunately, Asterios realized why shortly after the wall of orange flames dispersed.  
 
    Silvia was in the middle of a mesmerizing dance, and he could tell it meant trouble with how the wisps of her spiritual energy followed her motions. Orange marks appeared over her skin, glowing strongly. 
 
    She finished the moment he stood up, clasping her hands together in the front of her and aiming them at him, panting heavily. With his enhanced vision, he could see every single bead of sweat on her exhausted face. And, of course, the immense mana surrounding her. 
 
    Asterios watched all the energy Silvia had accumulated for her technique suddenly disappear. For a fraction of a second, nothing happened, and he wondered if she had overexerted herself. Then, a brief moment later, a gigantic and stupidly complex magical circle appeared behind her, completely out of nowhere, as high as the arena’s walls and glowing with oppressive orange light. 
 
    A loud roar shook the whole place and Ast’s eyes widened. A large head of a Dragon, made of violent amber flames, rushed out of the formation, followed by a serpent-like body, flying straight at him. 
 
    But that wasn’t what caused Ast’s eyes to suddenly widen as much as it was physically possible. The moment he had seen that destructive cluster of mana, shaped after the lesser form of the legendary creatures, his heart skipped a beat, and everything slowed down to a snail’s speed. 
 
    A wave of inexplicable heat, even more intense than what he was already experiencing, surged from his core and spread through his whole body in an instant. At that moment, the green crystal on his neck shattered from the forceful fluctuations of blazing mana that began melting the ground under Ast's feet. 
 
    His earlier shock was replaced by a cold and unamused expression as he felt something overcome him. He glared at the slowly moving spell with a gaze full of disdain, watching the flaming Dragon slowly soar towards him. 
 
    “Pathetic imitation,” he sneered at it while bringing his hand forward. “Begone, worm.” 
 
    Asterios snapped his fingers. The sound echoed through the entire arena louder than should have been possible.  
 
    In an instant, the flaming serpent was snuffed out like candle flame. An overbearing silence fell onto the stadium. 
 
    Silvia dropped to the ground, losing all the strength in her body. Her strongest spell was gone. Poof. Just like that. With a single snap. She couldn't comprehend it. 
 
    Then, she met Ast's eyes again and her body instantly started shaking. Even while being so far, he towered over her like a giant, and his shimmering scarlet irises glowed brightly like two colossal moons with vertical trenches, taking her breath away. 
 
    Suddenly, that pressure disappeared, and she saw Asterios fall forward while clutching his chest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33
Second Visit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ughhhh… My head…” 
 
    Asterios groaned, moving his hand to rub his forehead. It proved to be a little bit difficult, and he soon realized that he was lying on the ground, chest down and face-first in irritating dust. That explained his slight trouble with breathing. 
 
    The recent events flashed in his mind, and everything came back to him. His current position wasn’t unexpected. He remembered falling forward after the weird sensation and burst of power had overwhelmed his body.  
 
    Only one thing surprised him. The headache was normal after what he had gone through but the lack of physical pain after he had pushed himself over his limits, and even a few steps further with the last stunt, was slightly unexpected and disturbing. 
 
    After the migraine lessened a little, Asterios began raising himself up and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Ghhnnn… How long was I ou—” 
 
    He froze midway. An obsidian bedrock covered in dark grey dust entered his sight instead of the soft brown tiles that were laid over the arena he had fought in. 
 
    “So… I’m back here…” He realized where he was in a flash. 
 
    Asterios finished standing up and looked around. The familiar landscape spanned in front of his eyes, riddled with countless volcanoes of various sizes, both active and inactive. The colossal one was still present in what he had assumed last time was the center of this weird realm. Rivers of fiery lava still flowed between the ominous mountains. 
 
    He glanced down and rolled his eyes. “And, of course, I’m naked again…” Asterios brushed the dark powder off his chest while sighing. “Can’t I at least get some nice clothes when I’m thrown in here?” 
 
    Just as the last word left his mouth, crimson flames erupted from under his feet and enveloped his whole body in a flash, spooking Asterios greatly. He managed to take a single step back before they died down and revealed a complete set of gear covering his figure. 
 
    His feet were now comfortably resting in quite heavy-looking obsidian boots. His legs got wrapped in tough and sturdy black leather pants.  His chest was now covered by a black shirt with a dark crimson leather coat on top of it, with the front open.  
 
    Just as in his own adventuring set, black fingerless leather gloves protected his hands. The magical circles he had inscribed in them were present, but he was sure these weren’t the same gloves. They looked way more ominous. 
 
    “That’s… a little bit edgy…” He smiled wryly at his new attire. “I really hope this isn’t the inner desire of my heart or something.” 
 
    Finished with examining the unexpected change, he started looking around again. In just a moment, he located the volcano he was looking for. The same volcano he had entered the last time. It looked to be even bigger than he remembered. 
 
    And, as he expected, it was now active, spitting out dark scarlet flames and bits of magma at irregular intervals. He could spot the edge of a crimson river behind it, running off somewhere into the center of this place. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure it’s now connected to the big one if I remember correctly. Walking around all those streams of lava to check that will take ages. Too bad Selene or Umbra isn’t here. Wish I had wing—NGHNNNNNN?!” 
 
    A sudden piercing pain assaulted his back and interrupted Asterios. He fell onto one knee while grabbing his sides. After five seconds of agony, the suffering ended, and the aching receded. Something made a flapping sound behind him and kicked the ashes around Asterios off the ground, prompting him to quickly cover his mouth and close his eyes. 
 
    After waving the grey dust away while coughing, Asterios froze again. A pair of sinister-looking bat-like wings sprouted from his back. A black-red structure with spiky edges surrounded the dark crimson membranes. He could easily cover his whole body with them if he wanted. They flapped by his side slowly. 
 
    “Alriiiiiiiiiight… I better watch my words then…” He chuckled awkwardly while bringing the right wing closer to touch it. 
 
    It looked real. It felt real. And it seemed to be an actual part of his body since he could clearly feel the sensation of his fingers grazing over the warm and smooth membrane. It was extremely trippy. 
 
    “Well, I better not waste my time here. Maybe I will find some more answers.” 
 
    Asterios expected to have trouble using his newly formed wings since he had no physical experience with such things, but the moment he crouched to prepare for takeoff, every single motion flowed naturally like it was his second nature. He bolted into the air with no issues. 
 
    Gaining enough altitude, he stopped. His wings flapped softly to hold him in place. He had no problems controlling them either with his will or subconsciously. Asterios marveled over them for a brief moment and turned his gaze to the obsidian ground riddled with volcanoes and rivers of lava. 
 
    “And I was right. My volcano is connected directly to the giant one, which does seem to be the center of everything. If I’m not mistaken, some of the smaller ones were still active when I last came here. Now they are dead. Interesting. Mine still has no other trenches beside the long river flowing from the central one. I wonder what this means.” 
 
    Asterios flapped his wings and soared through the sky, scanning this mysterious landscape with his gaze. He recalled his vision getting much sharper during the duel and tried to direct his scorching hot mana into his eyes again.  
 
    It worked. He could now boast hawk-like sight with unimaginable precision. 
 
    In five minutes of flying, he noticed a few things. Firstly, not all volcanoes had thrones in them like in his own mountain. He couldn’t check the active ones because they kept fending him off with their eruptions, but he visited enough inactive ones to confirm that. 
 
    Secondly, amongst the inactive volcanoes, only the first in line from the colossal one had a guaranteed throne. Again, it was impossible to verify the flaming ones, but all the dead hills in the first position in the chain always had them. Crumbled and destroyed but still present. The second connection and subsequent ones didn’t show any obvious rule as some had and some hadn’t. 
 
    There was not much else he could gather. He couldn’t enter the active ones, and nothing happened when he strolled through the extinguished volcanoes. Asterios tried interacting with the collapsed thrones in various ways but there was no response. 
 
    So, he headed to the only place he felt like he could somehow influence—his own volcano. Even without looking its way, he could sense a connection between him and the flaming mountain of pure obsidian with scarlet insides, lively spewing out intimidating crimson flames. 
 
    Another thing he noted. All active volcanoes burst out with fire in various shades of red. The closer their position on the chain of mountains leading towards the main one the stronger and more vibrant the color.  
 
    He also assumed that those with thrones in them had a deeper hue than those without. But, in the end, not a single hill in his sight strayed off the reddish palette. And his own volcano boasted one of the most prominent dark scarlet shades in this weird realm, comparable only to a few other ones, and of course, unable to compete with the colossus in the middle. 
 
    Asterios finally reached his destination and hung in the air above the opening. Exactly the same as with the other active volcanoes, he couldn’t see the throne inside as it was covered in liquid lava, but he knew it was there. 
 
    He didn’t feel an aggressive aura and uncomfortable heat that the other peaks emitted. This one was calming and pleasant. It lured him in. Invited into its pool like it wasn’t filled with a bone-melting soup of death but with comfortable hot-spring water. 
 
    In the end, Asterios decided against diving into the scarlet fluid since that had been the trigger behind his escape the last time and flew towards the actual entrance. He dropped onto the ground in front of the huge obsidian maw shaped after some oppressive monster or a beast with sharp teeth. 
 
    Seeing it again after everything that had happened since his last visit prompted him to start believing more in a certain possibility of what entity this cavern resembled. It had always been hard to accept due to his knowledge about beasts and monsters, but he wasn’t blind to all the signs. 
 
    For some time already, he had been deeply considering his connection with Phoenixes due to the effect his bloodline had on his abilities, like reshaping one of his formations he had placed on Miria’s back into one resembling exactly that entity and causing her to burst in flames. All the other fire-related things matched too. 
 
    He had first assumed that he had gotten his slitted eyes after Kaguya since they showed up during something similar to her Awakening if she truly was his mother, but the shape of this entrance, the stylization of his wings, and some other minor details they had come across in the past began bringing forth another possibility which had always been there but had been pushed aside by the other ones. Miria would surely love to hear it. 
 
    Asterios shook his head and walked inside. He could think about those things back in his realm. For now, he had to focus on gathering as much information from this opportunity as he could. He still didn’t know if he would be able to start coming here out of his own will at some point. 
 
    Just traversing through the natural cavern was a mysterious thing. How had the lava not flooded this system when its level was clearly higher? His question was soon answered after he reached the other end and stopped in front of an exit that had previously led to the platform with the throne. 
 
    An invisible barrier kept the scarlet liquid at bay. 
 
    Asterios picked up a rock and threw it at the solid-looking liquid. To his surprise, it went through and dove into the lava with a quiet plop, splashing a bit of it onto the ground. It looked like a wall of force held back the contents of the volcano. 
 
    “It didn’t work with the other ones, but…” He walked closer and waved his hand. “Split!” 
 
    The lava parted immediately, withdrawing to the sides like a curtain. Asterios watched as it revealed the chamber inside, uncovering only the space over the platform and the paths leading to it. The invisible force pushed the crimson liquid aside and held it back, creating walls of moving slag. 
 
    He stepped inside while eyeing his surroundings. The entrance was sealed off shortly after he passed through it. Asterios tried to ignore the prospect of taking another bath in lava when all those nonexistent walls would collapse and arrived in front of the scarlet throne. It remained unchanged since his last visit. 
 
    “All will kneel before the true overlords…” he read the ominous script out loud. “I guess you don’t have any new hints for me, hm?” 
 
    Closely examining the fancy chair revealed nothing. Without any other options, Asterios folded his wings and sat down after returning to its front. The moment he was fully seated, the familiar sensation of going through his memories pushed through his brain. It stopped at the same point, causing him a short spike of pain. 
 
    But, shortly afterward, a pair of sharp giant crimson red eyes with vertical pupils flashed in his mind for a split second, followed by a deep and powerful chuckle. He knew those weren’t his. They were incomparably more overbearing. 
 
    Nothing else happened and Asterios sighed. “We need to get in touch with Grea’s father as soon as possible. Even if this is starting to get quite obvious, I would like an actual confirmation for once. I feel like coming here with it unlocked is the right thing.” 
 
    He tried standing up and nothing held him down this time. The lava didn’t suddenly crash into him from all sides either. 
 
    “Alright. How do I leave? Do I need to jump into the lava? Worth a try, I guess.” 
 
    Asterios crouched down and tensed his muscles, preparing his wings too. The moment he lunged forward, he realized what had happened the last time in the real world and his eyes widened to the brim.  
 
    He did his best but didn’t manage to stop and his body plunged into the crimson liquid as he prayed in his mind for no one to be around him whenever he was in his realm. But, after a few short seconds, he realized that he was still there. Surrounded by extremely pleasant warmth but still there, nevertheless. 
 
    “I’m kind of glad but at the same time disappointed.” He glanced over his body, embraced tightly by the blazing water. “So, the exit? Hmmm…” 
 
    He swam through the lava for a few moments while pondering over his options. Recalling how a lot of things seemed to follow his wishes, he asked in his mind to leave this place, and soon after, he felt a strong pull. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Asterios opened his eyes again, orange canopies greeted him. Judging by the four wooden poles upholding them and the softness surrounding his body, he seemed to be in bed. A quick glance around confirmed that he was in fact lying on one, albeit the furnishing and overall style didn’t match the bedroom they had stayed the night at the last time. 
 
    His eyes landed on Selene who was sitting by the bed on a chair. She smiled softly after their gazes met. 
 
    “Welcome back, my Lord.” 
 
    He smiled back at her and groaned. Contrary to the time when he had been inside that weird place, his body ached all over in the real world. He felt slight pain with every small movement. There was no doubt it was all aftereffects of the duel. 
 
    “Nghnn… I did go a little bit overboard, didn’t I?” 
 
    Hearing Selene chuckle quietly, he smiled at her wryly and tried to raise himself up. But his attempt was interrupted at a very early stage. Unable to do so, he noticed something tightly latched onto his chest from the side. Sliding the covers down a bit revealed a certain panthergirl closely snuggled to his naked torso and sleeping peacefully. Fortunately, she did have clothes on. 
 
    “She stayed by your side without a single moment lost,” Selene said. 
 
    He brushed affectionately through Miria’s hair while smiling to himself. “I would have expected nothing less. How long—” 
 
    Before Asterios could finish his question, he spotted something else anchoring him down from the other side. A red-haired girl was sitting on a low stool by his bed and resting her head on her arms placed on the sheets, pinning them down.  
 
    “Uhhh… Care to tell me what the princess is doing here?” he asked Selene, slightly confused. 
 
    “Sleeping, of course.” She chuckled again. 
 
    “I can see this much.” Asterios rolled his eyes. 
 
    “She felt responsible for you collapsing and kept coming here to check on you from time to time. She too was tired after the spar and fell asleep on your bed during her last visit in the evening. The king said to leave her be.” 
 
    He sighed. “How much time has passed since then?” 
 
    “Around a day, I guess? It’s six in the morning currently, according to that clock over there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, my Lord.” She smiled sweetly. “I’m glad you are fine. Everyone was worried when you weren’t waking up.” 
 
    “Sorry. Not much I could have done there. It felt only like a few hours at best in that place.” 
 
    Selene raised her brow. “That place?” 
 
    “The realm with volcanoes from the last time.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. That explains it now.” She nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Fortunately, it doesn’t look like I exploded in a fire this time.” 
 
    “Ummmm… Actually…” 
 
    Asterios immediately broke out in cold sweat after hearing Selene’s uncertain tone. Countless images of maids and servants losing their lives in violent flames that originated from him flashed through his mind. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master. You didn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    His head snapped to the side, and he met Miria’s gaze, who had woken up after sensing his distress. She pulled herself up and hugged Asterios tightly. He let her embrace him for as long as she wanted, and they separated after a brief but loving kiss. 
 
    “Only we were by your side when that happened. The flames didn’t hurt us. They were… pleasant. But our room got scorched, unfortunately,” she explained. 
 
    He sighed in relief and pecked her forehead. With Miria’s help, he finally sat up. At that moment, the door to their room opened and the king walked inside. 
 
    “Your Majesty…” 
 
    “At ease.” 
 
    Asterios started lowering his head, but Welrond stopped him. 
 
    “I sensed you waking up, so I came by to check on you. And on my daughter.” 
 
    All that movement woke Silvia up and she raised herself while rubbing her eyes. After a few seconds, her absent-minded gaze cleared up and she sat straight, realizing her position. 
 
    “I’m sorry for not returning for the night, Father. And I apologize for falling asleep on your bed, Asterios.” She bowed her head with a dignified expression, tainted just a little by a faint blush on her cheeks. 
 
    Asterios smiled at her. “Don’t be. I should be the one apologizing for worrying all of you and even putting everyone around me in danger.” 
 
    “Looks like you already know,” the king said. 
 
    “Yes. I suspected it. It wasn’t the first time. The trigger was a little different that time though since I wasn’t unconscious then. I don’t really know what—… No, I do have a few ideas. It’s possible that this explosion happens when I unlock something related to my bloodline. Or just visit that weird place.” 
 
    “Weird place?” Welrond raised his brow. 
 
    After quickly discussing it with his companions mentally, Asterios decided to share some of his experiences with the king and his daughter since their bloodlines did seem to somehow relate to each other. Welrond and Silvia willingly suggested swearing an oath to keep it to themselves. 
 
    “That’s the first time I hear about something like that…” The king rubbed his chin. “And it doesn’t sound like your Soulscape. You would have perfect control of most things inside, then. But it seems that this spar did help you learn something new so I’m glad.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yes, it actually helped a lot. It pointed me towards a certain possibility regarding my ancestry. A lot of it was and still is very muddled, but the details are starting to slowly overlap.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Master grew wings! I’m so sad I couldn’t be there to see it,” Miria complained adorably. “Then, what do you think about this, Master?” 
 
    He smiled at her and scratched behind Miria’s ear. “I feel like you will love what I have in mind.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement and Asterios chuckled. “But, before that. Silvia, did our fight help you in any way?” 
 
    Ast’s words brought the princess out of her thoughts, and she met his gaze. “Ummm… I feel like it was a great spar. No one could keep up with me at full power besides Father and it certainly was nice to exchange moves with someone else. Your Aura Flame completely overpowered mine, and, in the end, you even blew my strongest attack like it was nothing.” 
 
    “So, it didn’t allow you to reach some new enlightenment and breakthrough, hmm…” He pondered. “As for what you call Aura Flame, I was actually cheating.” 
 
    “Eh? Cheating? How?” She tilted her head. 
 
    “When I went all out, I focused on different parts of my body. My eyes became sharper, my vision turned into grayscale, and I could see the flow of spiritual energy, both inside and outside of your body.” 
 
    Ast’s words shocked Silvia greatly while the king raised his brow curiously. 
 
    “I literally observed what you were doing and tried to imitate the flow of your mana. It was my first time coating my armblade in flames. Then, I could also see how you formed your spells.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s why it looked like you knew exactly what I was going to do,” Silvia mumbled in awe. 
 
    “Yes. And next, the stronger Aura Flame. As I told you earlier, my artifact sword kind of does it by itself. I tried to apply my own condensation over it, and it worked, amplifying its power.” 
 
    “Impressive,” the king commented. “Even if you say it was your weapon, the fact that you were able to control Aura Flame after seeing it just once is praiseworthy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Asterios bowed his head. “As for the last part of our duel, the moment I saw that Lesser Dragon, something reacted in me, and overwhelming energy and emotions overcame me, urging me to do and say exactly what I did. It’s not something I can consciously do so don’t feel like it was exactly me who extinguished your spell. I personally wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Silvia listened to his explanation attentively and nodded. “I see. But I don’t think it matters if it was you or just your energy acting on its own or something. You have still bested my strongest technique. I was completely spent after casting that spell, so you won fairly.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “If I remember it correctly, it was me who slammed face-first into the ground, losing consciousness. So, no, you are the rightful winner of that duel, Princess.” 
 
    “Let’s just agree that it was a tie,” the king suggested. “Both of you were unable to continue. Yes, if it was a real fight, Silvia would most likely have recovered first and finished you off with her staff or a dagger, but this was a competition and not war.” 
 
    “I agree,” Selene said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Miria added too. 
 
    ~If it was a real fight, she would have been dead the moment the three of us jumped in to save our master, with all due respect,~ Umbra spoke in everyone’s minds and Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “Anyway, I feel bad being the only one gaining actual benefits from this spar.” Asterios turned his gaze to Silvia, who met it curiously. “If you don’t mind, Silvia, I think I should be able to use my eyes to help you point out the areas that might be lacking or could use some improvement. I know a thing or two about spiritual energy and essence, and I believe this new sight of mine could be of use.” 
 
    Silvia’s eyes widened. “Really?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Of course. Maybe not instantly and every day but I could always drop by from time to time. And it’s not like this is completely selfless. There’s always a chance that training with you will affect me too, considering how compatible our bloodlines seem to be, both revolving around fire.” 
 
    She showed a dazzling smile and bowed her head. “I would be delighted to practice with you more. I feel the same. It would definitely let both of us grow.” 
 
    Smiling too, he glanced at the king to check if the man was fine with it and shivered faintly after their gazes met. Welrond stared at Asterios with a slightly absent look, a faint smile on his lips, and while rubbing his chin, clearly pondering over something. 
 
    Crap… That might have been a huge mistake...　Asterios chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “Ummm… Master…” Miria brought him back and he turned to her. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You mentioned Lesser Dragons… What are they?” 
 
    Asterios petted her adorable ears. “And that brings us to what I had to say. You see, the spell Silvia used resembled a Dragon with its form. But, as I assume, it didn’t feel like the Dragons you know of, right?” 
 
    Miria nodded. “I’ve never seen one resembling a serpent so much in the books I read.” 
 
    “Neither did I in the temple’s archives,” Selene added. 
 
    “Understandable. There are actually two types of Dragons that have lived in my realm and some other ones. What you saw is called a Lesser Dragon. They could be found mostly in the homeland of elves so other races rarely remember them. They were much less aggressive than their cousins. That’s also why I was really surprised to see their depiction from a human mage.” 
 
    “That spell actually does come from elves,” Silvia added with a nod. 
 
    “Right. Besides those serpent-like creatures, there was one more type of Dragons. I’m sure you know how they looked. Magnificent four-legged giants covered in incredible scales and with breathtaking wings sprouting from their backs. Some would say they resembled lizards, but you better avoid even thinking about such comparisons.” 
 
    Miria nodded energetically. “I see! And what was the name of their kind?” 
 
    “They were called… True Dragons.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 34
An Unexpected Request 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “True Dragons?! That sounds so cool!” Miria’s eyes shone with excitement, and she could hardly keep her body from bouncing up and down on the bed. 
 
    Asterios chuckled, expecting such a reaction. As he glanced at Selene, he found his foxy companion with a hand under her chin and staring down with a thoughtful expression. He didn’t need their bond to understand that she had caught on. 
 
    She soon lifted her gaze and met Ast’s eyes. “True Dragons… Do you think it’s just a coincidence, my Lord?” she asked, knowing that he had read her through too. 
 
    “Coincidence? Why? Where?” Miria looked between them in confusion. 
 
    “Would I bring all of this up if I thought so?” Selene smiled softly at his question. “It’s just as you think. The recent feeling that I experienced when facing Silvia’s Lesser Dragon partially solidified one of our theories. Considering all the little details regarding my abilities, bloodline, and me in general, I don’t think it wouldn’t be too far to assume that True Dragons…” 
 
    “Are the true overlords,” Selene finished. 
 
    A few moments after she did, Miria finally connected the little dots in her mind, and her mouth opened in the shape of a very adorable and surprised little ‘o’ as the realization dawned on her. 
 
    “The text on the throne!” she shouted excitedly and turned back to Asterios. “Then… Then… Does that mean…” 
 
    Asterios could feel how a furious thrill swelled inside his feline partner as she struggled to speak and gave Miria a gentle nod with a soft smile. 
 
    “There’s a possibility that my ancestry or bloodline are linked to a True Dragon to some extent.” 
 
    She instantly shivered in delight and beamed at him the brightest smile he had ever seen on her face. Asterios chuckled and reached out to pet her ears more. She rubbed her head into his palm while overtaken by glee. 
 
    “That’s quite a bold theory there, young man,” the king joined with a pondering tone. “But I don’t know all of the details you have mentioned so it only looks like that from my perspective. Although, I can tell that what you have shown us does support it at least slightly.” 
 
    “Are you sure… revealing something so important is okay if that is actually true?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Asterios could tell she was honestly concerned. “You and His Majesty are the closest people related to fire that I know of and also could think of if I believed in the rumor about your bloodline. I’m not bold enough to call myself a friend after just a day or two but I do think that not hiding such things will be much more beneficial. And again, even if you tried to spread that information, who would believe that some random Summoner held ancestry supposedly superior to the royal family regarding fire affinity? It would pass as another rumor.” 
 
    The king chuckled deeply. “Considering the information that you have brought us, and your willingness to help not only the case but also my daughter without having any obligations to do so, and the fact that you will most likely do a lot more in the upcoming days, I think it’s only fair to call yourself a friend. Isn’t that right, my dear daughter?” 
 
    Silvia nodded. “Yeah. I really appreciate you agreeing to spar with me. As Father said, you didn’t have to. I rudely interrupted your meeting and challenged you out of the blue. I still need to return that favor and you’ve already suggested helping me more. I would be even ruder if I didn’t consider someone with this much goodwill a friend.” 
 
    “You are forgetting how much I have gained from this short meeting already, Princess.” Asterios smiled at her. 
 
    “And that was the point of it,” Welrond responded. “But, back to the main topic. Do you have any thoughts about what you just suggested?” 
 
    Asterios sighed heavily. “A lot. The moment I started considering this option more seriously, my mind began racing with all the details and events that happened up until this point. Of course, nothing is yet confirmed officially and it could still just be a relation to some magnificent beast or entity with a high fire affinity. But, yeah, this sounds much more valid now.” 
 
    “Ah!” Miria gasped, capturing everyone’s attention. “Remember that time when you first exploded in a fire in the clearing and showed that domineering aura for the first time, Master?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “I mentioned seeing the skin on the nape of your neck turning crimson and becoming tougher. I was able to catch it yesterday too! When you took down that spell! And even more of it was covered this time! Now that I think of it, could it be scales? Like, Dragon scales?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” He pondered deeply. “Umbra? Could you check that out?” 
 
    ~I’m way ahead of you, Master.~ The ancient-sounding voice chuckled in their heads. ~I focused on Miria’s memories and enhanced the image but it’s still too unfocused to completely confirm or debunk that claim. But it’s a possibility.~ 
 
    “Then we just need to bring it out again somehow. I’m a little bit more confident about that now, after the duel. And if Silvia wouldn’t mind lending us a hand, our chances would rise considerably.” 
 
    The crimson-haired girl nodded with a warm smile. “Of course, I wouldn’t. I would be glad to train with you more.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Alright. Thank you. We’ll think about it after dealing with our current predicament. We’ve been delayed due to my sudden loss of consciousness. We could incorporate some training into our schedule of exploring the Demon Continent after we finally get there.” 
 
    “Demon Continent? Why are you headed so far?” Silvia asked with visible curiosity. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment and decided to bring up his current goal. “I need to look for someone. My friend’s father. He is a demon, a Dahaka. There’s an immensely complex seal in here blocking some of my memories and it could hold something important about my parents,” Asterios said, tapping the side of his forehead. 
 
    Both she and the king showed a great deal of surprise at such revelation. A sealed memory wasn’t something light or easy to do. And it definitely wouldn’t have been used on some common person that held no significance or knew nothing of value. 
 
    “He’s a Seal Master and our current best bet at this. Even my quite powerful familiar has trouble trying anything with it. I assume you don’t have a spare Seal Master amongst your people, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Welrond gazed into the distance for a moment and shook his head. “Unfortunately, nothing comes to my mind at the moment. Although, I could try looking into it more. But… you scratch my back and I'll scratch yours if you get the idea.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled at the quite informal idiom. “Naturally. Nothing in this world is free. Especially the king’s information network. I’m afraid I won’t be able to afford it, though.” 
 
    The king smiled at him. “You don’t need to worry. I wouldn’t want to pressure a new friend with something unreasonable. I only have one small request.” 
 
    “As long as it’s in my power, I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Bring Silvia along on your journey through the Demon Continent.” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto the chamber as the two men stared at each other; one with crossed arms and a soft smile, and the other with a wry expression on his face. 
 
    A quiet gasp broke the sudden tension, followed by the rustle of bedsheets. Silvia stood by Ast’s side with wide eyes. 
 
    “Can I really?! You won’t take that back, right Dad?!” 
 
    She quickly realized her unusually lively reaction when everyone glanced at her and covered her mouth with both hands at once. She sat down with a tinge of rosiness spreading over her fair cheeks. 
 
    “I promise I won’t.” The king laughed heartily. “It’s been some time since you last slipped up and called me Dad. Oh, I so miss those blissful days…” 
 
    Silvia blushed even more after his comment and bore her gaze into the sheets to avoid looking at anyone else present in the room. It had been long since she had suffered such an embarrassment. She had gotten too excited about the prospect and accidentally dropped her demeanor of a noble lady. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios saw his mates exchange a glance as they smiled at each other and could only shake his head while sighing. He then turned to the king again. 
 
    “I’m not someone who can question the decisions of a king, but is it really a good idea, Your Majesty? No matter how I look at it, you are asking a stranger to watch over your only daughter in a land far beyond the ocean. And besides, it would take quite some time for Princess Silvia to arrive at the Demon Continent, possibly after we are already done with our business.” 
 
    He noticed the blushing girl sending him a few anxious glances, barely raising her gaze. 
 
    “You raise a fair point, young man, and words like these are exactly why I feel confident about this. Silvia is no weakling and you’ve witnessed that with your own eyes and body. While I wouldn’t send a legion of troops as her guard, I do have other ways to assure her safety. Trust me, you wouldn’t want to try any funny business with my daughter, Asterios.” 
 
    The king's words, tone, gaze, and the fact that he actually used Ast’s name for once, told him enough not to underestimate this statement. He could imagine himself perishing before he even knew what hit him, smitten from the sky by some inconceivable spell. 
 
    “As for the distance, didn’t you transport that little boy here from Tyrienheim without an issue? And before that, from Dagger’s End to Tyrienheim? Is twice the distance a problem for you?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Technically not, but… this method can be very distressing for others as it’s extremely taxing for the mind.” 
 
    “Do you think my daughter is of a weak mind?” Welrond raised his brow. 
 
    “Do you think Guildmaster Suanori is of a weak mind?” Ast’s question made him raise it even more. “Yeah, and she swore to never go again after we teleported from the bottom of a dungeon back to the surface. You can never know.” 
 
    “Yet the boy seemed unbothered,” the king commented. 
 
    “Beats me.” Asterios shrugged and saw the man pondering again. 
 
    “Does the intensity depend on the distance? We can try with a shorter teleport, can’t we?” He glanced at his daughter. 
 
    Asterios caught a sparkle in her eyes as the father and daughter duo exchanged gazes and he could see how hard she tried not to look at him with a pleading gaze, forcing herself to not turn her eyes towards the Summoner. 
 
    After checking the expressions of his companions, he sighed in defeat. “May I know why, at least?” 
 
    “I believe she is ready to experience the big world on her own now. Silvia doesn’t leave the castle a lot. I admit that it’s partially because I want to keep her safe, but also because of her own drive to remain here to train herself and study more. Except for the occasional social gatherings that she can’t refuse to go, and even rarer expeditions to novice dungeons that I organize for her with a considerable escort.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at the princess and could easily tell that what her father said was true. And he didn’t feel any resentment or annoyance from the girl. Her expression was closer to slight embarrassment from having things pointed out that she wouldn’t want to reveal. 
 
    “And for that, the Demon Continent is a perfect choice,” the king continued. “She doesn’t need to worry about getting recognized as easily as in our lands. Even if not everyone amongst commonfolk knows what she looks like, all officials in any organization, especially the Adventurer's Guild, nobles, merchants, and such, would immediately notice and cause a ruckus.” 
 
    The man’s reasoning certainly was sound. Asterios and the rest of his party could easily imagine how much of a hassle it would be if people recognized Silvia and started trying their very best to court favor with the princess. She would be the center of attention no matter if she wanted it or not. There were only so many places one could visit without stumbling on some official or a noble. 
 
    “Therefore, letting her travel abroad with a small party of trusted adventurers instead of a full army would be the best choice. And you, young man, are a trusted adventurer of Guildmaster Suanori, judging by the Token of Fealty in your possession. I can trust her, and if she trusts you, then I can trust you too. I heard that she cleared an old dungeon recently, by the side of a youthful adventurer and his two beautiful partners. It’s not that hard to connect the dots, don’t you think?” 
 
    Miria and Selene giggled quietly, knowing that there was no escape no matter how hard Asterios tried. He mentally bonked them both on the head through their bond but smiled at them warmly. 
 
    “If you want more reasons, I can keep going,” Welrond still kept talking with a soft smile that started looking more victorious than anything else to Asterios. “There’s no doubt that you are the key to her further growth. We didn’t interact a lot but I get the feeling that it would be challenging to keep you here as her personal instructor. If I can’t have you stay by her side, then I just need to make her stay by your side instead. With that—” 
 
    “Alright. I understand,” Asterios interrupted the man and chuckled. “I would lie if I said that Silvia joining wouldn’t benefit our party. We will test the Shadow Movement. But I would like her to join us after we deal with them.” 
 
    Silvia raised her gaze completely while trying to act composed, but after spending some time with a very adventurous panthergirl by his side, Asterios could easily perceive the fine details of the fire-wielding princess buzzing on the inside. 
 
    The king nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t let Silvia anywhere close to that den of scum and villainy. “ 
 
    “Them? Villainy?” she asked confusedly. 
 
    “I will consider later if I want to share this information with you after your recent mischief,” Welrond replied while slightly squinting his eyes at his daughter, causing her to lower her head a bit again. “Maybe if you call me dad a few more times, I will be willing to let it slide.” 
 
    His words brought some crimson back to Silvia’s face and the man chuckled deeply. Everyone else could tell that the duo didn’t interact like this a lot. 
 
    “But I digress. Regarding that business, I have the memory crystals ready for you. Even though I’ve already started mobilizing people and got in touch with the patriarch. But they will come useful for briefing. Also, I set our meeting for today in the evening and was going to postpone it if you didn’t wake up, but, fortunately, you are back. We will discuss things according to the plan if you don’t mind going back there. If the talks go well, we should be able to set up a wide Long Range Teleportation Array on both sides. It is costly but we can’t risk anyone making it out of their hideout.” 
 
    Asterios was awed at how much the king had managed to prepare in less than a day since he had fallen unconscious. But that had to be expected. It seemed that Suanori had been right and Welrond cared about people a lot. And his daughter, of course. 
 
    After glancing at his mates and receiving a mental affirmation that they would do anything he wished for, Asterios nodded at the king. 
 
    “I will naturally see to it. I will need to get in touch with my companion on the other side anyway. I left him for a day without any information. And with my parents. I don’t think they expected me to stay a night at the castle, not even mentioning two.” 
 
    Miria giggled with a faint flush when reminded of their actual night together here. Asterios stared at her intently, watching her grow even redder, and then turned around towards the edge of the bed, moving closer to it. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, then. I wasted a lot of our time and I apologize for tha—” 
 
    “Master, wait!” 
 
    The moment he began standing up, Miria’s desperate cry reached his ears and she slammed into his waist from behind, clinging to it as her life depended on it. Puzzled, he glanced down at the panthergirl hung over the gap between him and the bed while clutching the sheets that now flowed down his hips, reaching past his knees. 
 
    He watched her confusedly and noticed Miria’s face turning even redder than before. Something guided him in his mind, and he slightly lifted the comfy velvet to glance down. Soon after, he returned his eyes to his still-hanging mate with his brows raised. Miria’s face turned into a full tomato. 
 
    “Why is there nothing?” he asked. 
 
    “A-After the duel… I had to check your body for injuries to make sure… All parts of it…” Miria stuttered a little as she explained. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “I apologize. I almost showed something unsightly to a lady. Please, pardon my mistake.” 
 
    The king bellowed with a laugh and nodded his head repeatedly while Silvia averted her gaze as any well-mannered noble lady should. Not without her eyes trying to sneak some side-glances at the white sheets with a slight blush, though. 
 
    Asterios felt the embarrassment creeping on him and shook his head with a wry smile. “Too bad I can’t just summon some clothes from another realm like my companio—” 
 
    He froze when something flashed with a crimson hue on the floor under his feet and familiar scarlet flames swirled all around his body. In a blink, he was covered by a set of black-red clothes. The same ones he had on himself in that weird space. 
 
    The king went completely silent for a moment while staring at him wide-eyed. 
 
    “Aura… Materialization…?” 
 
    Asterios glanced between Welrond and Silvia, both having equally stunned expressions, and chuckled awkwardly in his mind. 
 
    This just keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35
Aura Materialization 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios helped Miria sit down on the bed instead of hanging around his waist past the edge of the comfy mattress like a bridge since she didn’t need to cover him anymore. He then turned towards the king again. 
 
    “Before you ask, I have no idea what and how that happened,” Asterios said with all gazes directed at him. 
 
    “The fact that you did it subconsciously only proves how monstrous the control of your own aura is. I already was impressed with it before, but you just keep shattering my expectations again and again,” Welrond answered after recollecting himself. 
 
    “Did you… hold back yesterday?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “No, of course not, Princess. We were supposed to go all out and that’s what I did. Anything else would just be disrespectful.” 
 
    “This is only an assumption but considering the change after the last time you entered that weird place, my Lord, I think both then and now you have managed to grow stronger or to unlock a part of your bloodline,” Selene commented with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “It’s possible. What Umbra called an Aura of Authority back then, and today what His Majesty called…” 
 
    “Aura Materialization,” the king finished after him. 
 
    “Yes, that. Is it that big of a deal?” 
 
    Welrond nodded. “The amount of control and command over one’s spiritual energy can be categorized into a few grades. I’m sure you are familiar with at least the initial one even as a Summoner. The first is Aura Externalization.” 
 
    “Right. It’s about bringing your spiritual energy outside of your body and circuits, often how people put pressure on others or leak killing intent. It’s very simple to do it subconsciously or accidentally. At higher levels, the energy can become visible and coat one’s body,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Good. Then, there’s the second step, Aura Condensation. Silvia?” The king glanced at his daughter. 
 
    “By concentrating the spiritual energy in one point and condensing it, we can force it to assume the attribute we have the highest affinity with. Not everyone can do that, but people with special bloodlines like us do tend to have it a bit easier. The most common way to recognize it is how the user often coats their weapon with their attribute like we do with fire and someone else could with wind for example.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh!” Miria started jumping up and down on the bed while raising her hand and everyone turned to look at her. “Is that what I’m doing? I coat my blades with mana and make them sharp! But I don’t use any element, though?” 
 
    The king stroked his chin. “That is also possible, albeit very rare.” 
 
    “Miria comes from another realm where people rarely can even use mana to do things other than strengthening their bodies so I wouldn’t be surprised if they developed differently from what we know,” Asterios added. 
 
    “Could be. Anyway, returning to the main topic, after Aura Condensation, comes Aura Manifestation. Something Silvia is yet to achieve.” 
 
    The person in question lowered her head with a slightly dejected expression. 
 
    “I’m sure she will soon break through the temporary bottleneck holding her back. I could tell she works hard.” Asterios tried to cheer her up a little and brought a small smile onto Silvia’s lips. 
 
    “With your help, I’m sure that will happen in no time,” Welrond exclaimed enthusiastically. “As for the technique, you saw it back in the meeting room when I attempted to attack you.” 
 
    “Ah. The pieces of flaming armor and the sword?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” The king nodded. “After reaching perfect efficiency in condensation and some initial understanding in manifestation, one can shape their elemental spiritual energy into pretty much anything they want.” 
 
    “So, like Selene does?” Miria joined in again, tilting her head adorably. 
 
    Welrond glanced at her with a raised brow and then turned to the white-haired fox lady. Selene smiled at him softly and gathered a ball of blue spiritual energy above her palm. She then changed its form into a bunch of common shapes, ending at a few thin discs. They then turned into deadly needles, then into knives, then finally joined together to make a spiritual katana, which she swung a few times while still sitting. 
 
    “Yes… Pretty much like that… But with an element present…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “These two are from the same realm.” 
 
    “Should I expect your third familiar to be proficient in Aura Materialization?” the king asked him with a wry smile. 
 
    “I don’t think so. His body is an actual ethereal shadow. Unless hardening it to the level that allows it to be used as armor or a piercing spike is any close to that.” 
 
    The man sighed. “It’s closer to manifestation but I’m not sure after all of this… Aura Materialization is exactly what the name suggests. A person has enough control and power over their spiritual energy to literally force it to take a material form, just like what you did with the clothes. Your scarlet flames changed into these, and we have all seen it. If controlled properly, such creations can be almost impossible to differentiate from manmade things. Even I haven’t yet reached the Aura Materialization stage, and you did it so effortlessly. It only shows your superior authority over fire, most likely thanks to your bloodline” 
 
    “It’s still all new to me.” Asterios shook his head while looking at his arms and hands. “I feel like I’m just skipping steps and jumping ahead from time to time, which doesn’t look fair.” 
 
    Miria slid off the bed and stood up to hug him from the side, rubbing her cheek into his. 
 
    “Master, you always put so much effort into your studies and practice. I’m sure it’s not just because you are getting more powerful that you can do all of this. The king said it requires a lot of control and we know how good you are at that.” 
 
    Silvia nodded. “Your companion is right. It certainly is a gift from your bloodline and you shouldn’t feel bad receiving it, but if that was all that’s necessary then I should be as good as Father is instead of struggling to reach his level.” 
 
    “Just as Silvia said,” Welrond agreed. “It only looks like that because you already have a great amount of control and knowledge that instantly brings you higher when you acquire enough power to match them. It’s obvious that at some point the power threshold will catch up to the control and these jumps will stop, but we don’t know when.” 
 
    “I guess. So, is my mana just imitating the looks of some clothes and other things? What about my gloves? They seem almost the same as my actual ones, including the magical circles inscribed into them.” Asterios pondered. 
 
    “And how do these work exactly?” the king asked. 
 
    “A special mana-conductive ingredient is used as the base that allows them to be filled with spiritual energy. I can attach my glyphs and spells to them when they are turned on to have those on standby or activated.” 
 
    “Then, since those are formations activated by mana, they should work. It’s all about their design, right? Your clothes are currently made of spiritual energy. Literally. Even if they don't exactly give off such a feeling. And that means the circles are too.” 
 
    Asterios raised both of his brows. “When you put it like that… Then if they already are spiritual energy themselves, they should be always on?” 
 
    He made a few quick strokes with his right hand and slapped a freshly drawn sigil onto the back of his left. The symbol attached itself as usual and Asterios could feel the connection to it. As it activated, Miria felt a familiar sensation over her body. 
 
    “Oh. Steel Skin? It works, Master,” she informed him. 
 
    “Hahaha. Unbelievable.” Asterios smiled to himself. “Then, if all of this is spiritual energy…” He grabbed the edge of his coat and pulled it a bit to the side. “Selene.” 
 
    His vulpine partner knew exactly what to do and pierced the material with the tip of the katana she was still holding in her hand, swinging it down afterward to create a bigger cut. Everyone then watched how the split part of the coat caught on crimson fire and regenerated in a moment. 
 
    “Incredible,” Asterios muttered. “But as expected, it does consume a very minuscule amount of spiritual energy to repair itself. Nothing great, but if I were to run out at some point, it's quite obvious I would end up buck naked.” 
 
    The king nodded. “Yes, that’s the major downside of using Aura Materialization in the form of clothing or armor. However, being proficient enough in it can result in much better protection than what common materials can provide. Especially when you are using leather or even the simplest iron. Having the agility of light armor with the durability of a heavy one is very advantageous.” 
 
    “Alright. We have wasted enough time gawking at the unexpected changes,” Asterios said, deactivating the spell he had placed on Miria. “If Your Majesty allows, we will now proceed with what we have planned. I will test and examine this in the meanwhile. I already was confident in dealing with them so it’s fine if I don’t get to the bottom of my possibly new abilities right now.” 
 
    “Very good. Here are the memory crystals, so please, fill them up before you leave.” The king summoned a few big gems then handed them to Asterios. 
 
    He received them into his hands and picked up a weird rectangular token from amongst the crystals. 
 
    “And what’s this?” 
 
    “A communication sigil. I have the other one. We can talk through it telepathically when both people activate it. Filling it with mana will make the second plate vibrate.” 
 
    “Understood. But I could always send Umbra to connect us.” 
 
    “Naturally. You can also use it to let me know beforehand, which I would appreciate. Less anxiety when an ominous shadow suddenly emerges from behind you and something tries to invade your mind.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “Can I get one too?” Silvia asked. “For training, of course. We could talk about ourselves and other things already.” 
 
    “I will think about it. For now, it’s not necessary since Asterios will be busy and you shouldn’t inconvenience him,” her father answered. 
 
    Miria peeked her head over Ast’s shoulder and glanced at the princess with a smile. “If you want to be able to talk with Master, there’s another wa—mmmmwwwhhhmmm…” 
 
    He quickly silenced her with a hand. “Thank you for everything, Your Majesty, Your Highness. I will come back to discuss our promise after we deal with the current predicament. Farewell.” 
 
    Black shadow swallowed Ast’s and Miria’s silhouettes and plunged into the ground, at the same time taking the sitting Selene with them too. Silence fell on the chamber. 
 
    “What an interesting youth.” Welrond finally broke it after a moment. 
 
    “I agree, Father. I feel like I can learn a lot from him. Thank you for this opportunity. I know it must be hard with a daughter that avoids interacting with other nobles and spends all her time on training grounds.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it, my dear. I have never forced you to put up with them and I can fully understand your unwillingness to socialize with most of those pricks.” Welrond sighed heavily while rubbing his temples. “At least you still learn about everything necessary to be a proper ruler and know who is who without even meeting them.” 
 
    “It’s only natural, Father. I can’t disappoint you. You know that I would do anything for you.” 
 
    “I do and I appreciate it. The same thing goes for me. But… If you really want to show how grateful you are… Then what about calling me as you used to a long time ago? Just once… You know… Daddy?”  
 
    Silvia’s face instantly turned crimson, and she shot up. With a downcast gaze and hasty step, she raced through the room and disappeared behind the door with a loud slam. 
 
    Welrond sighed again. “Maybe if I asked Asterios…” 
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    After they appeared outside of the castle, Miria pouted. “That was mean, Master. And you forgot about the crystals.” 
 
    Asterios bonked her on the head. “Behave yourself next time, then. They are royalty. A king and a princess. I knew exactly what you wanted to suggest.” 
 
    “Ehehe~” 
 
    He pulled her closer and pecked Miria’s lips. “Thank you for taking care of me when I was unconscious.” Selene joined them, and he placed a kiss on hers too. “Both of you.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ It's our duty.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, thank you. As for the crystals, Umbra will deliver them later. Let’s get back home first. After we arrive there, please go check on Svertaniel and the situation in Dagger's End.” 
 
    ~As you wish, Master,~ Umbra responded and started transferring him while the girls jumped back to their realm. 
 
    Asterios showed up in front of the mansion and quickly found his mother. She threw herself at him in a tight hug and barraged him with questions, but he told her to gather everyone, and he would explain. 
 
    With his grandparents present too, he explained what he had discussed with the king and what was their plan of action, of course, omitting some details. He still mentioned in general meeting the princess and their practice spar, which ended in him agreeing to train more with her. 
 
    James was surprised to learn that the king had given their token back but received it nevertheless. He was sure it was thanks to Ast’s interactions with the man and his innate diplomatic skills. His grandson just oozed charisma and a noble demeanor. 
 
    “To think that you became the tutor of the royal princess.” Anna smiled at Asterios warmly. “I always knew you were special from all those letters my daughter had been sending us.” 
 
    “Mom! Please, don’t bring that up in front of him!” Kindra blushed faintly. 
 
    “We tried to keep ourselves away from all the nobility but maybe it’s time to reconsider our approach. First Nobelles and now the royal family…” James rubbed his chin. 
 
    “Slow down, Grandfather. I think you are getting a bit too far ahead with this. It’s just a simple deal between me and the king. Not much else,” Asterios said. 
 
    Kindra scooted closer to his side and started grazing her finger over his chest. “You are saying that, but my motherly senses are telling me that you haven’t told us everything. I bet she’s already completely charmed with you.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Mom, stop. Consider who you are talking about first. I’ll be leaving now. There are many things I need to take care of. And you guys just reminded me of another one.” 
 
    She giggled and let go of him. Asterios nodded politely at everyone, receiving the same in response, and disappeared in black shadow. The trio of Hestizos immediately began discussing how to approach this new era their family was stepping into. 
 
    After the brief meeting, Asterios moved to his room in the mansion and sat down on the bed. His grandfather had mentioned the Nobelle family, and he realized that neither Grea nor Tina had contacted him after he had woken up. The last time, Grea had been on him in just a few minutes. 
 
    He reached through his bond to the two women. ~Grea? Tina? Are you girls okay?~ 
 
    ~Finally, kid. I thought you would never get in touch.~ 
 
    ~Ast! Are you okay? Did something happen? Do you need help? Where are you?~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled at the very lively but anxious tone of his blue-haired girlfriend. He knew she was ready to rush to him the moment he let her know his location. 
 
    ~I’m fine, Tina. Better than ever, actually. What about you two? Did you experience the weird hot sensation again, Grea?~ 
 
    ~Yeah. It was much stronger, though. I melted a test tube in my fingers in a fraction of a second.~ 
 
    ~My pencil caught on fire when I was taking morning notes before going to school…~ 
 
    He thanked in his heart whatever gods existed that Tina hadn’t been in the middle of the class when that happened. 
 
    ~We tried to get in touch with you immediately but couldn’t reach you,~ Grea continued after Tina. ~Your girls heard us and said that you are unconscious and fine, so we just waited for you to contact us.~ 
 
    ~I see. I’m sorry for worrying you. I know I said that I would give you a heads-up next time but it all happened just so quickly and not exactly because I wanted. I didn’t know it could happen randomly too.~ 
 
    ~So, what was it? The same as the last time?~ Grea asked. 
 
    ~Yes, but also something more. I will teleport to you, and we’ll talk about it a bit later. I have some important things to do. Are two hours from now alright?~ 
 
    ~Yeah,~ both women replied. 
 
    ~Good. See you then. I’m out.~ 
 
    He then asked Umbra about Dagger’s End and his familiar confirmed notifying Svertaniel that their trip here was a success and that Asterios would fill him in on the details soon. The whole port was still on lockdown and the atmosphere there was growing tense. Their demon companion had been able to convince Moreso that Asterios was in the middle of fixing it. 
 
    Before heading there, Asterios teleported to Rosewind first after checking if Suanori was in her office. It was only natural to let her know how things had gone since they had left shortly after asking her for advice. 
 
    Noticing the signs of Umbra’s Shadow Movement on the floor, Suanori paused her paperwork and awaited the guest. Asterios soon emerged from the floor. 
 
    “Hello again,” she started. “I thought you were thrown into jail for some offense after you didn’t give any signs of life in almost two days.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “A lot of things happened, and we spent two nights at the castle.” The guildmaster’s eyes widened. “And well, I did my best to avoid a certain woman as you have advised me, but I might have ended up as her sparring partner and a tutor by accident so it’s kind of like I have been chained to some extent?” 
 
    Suanori sighed heavily while rubbing her forehead. “Whatever you do just ends up completely outrageous…” 
 
    He then shortly filled her in on a few general things that had happened recently, and they talked a bit about the king and his daughter. Suanori was surprised to learn that the man remembered her so well as she didn’t feel like she had done anything special to earn that. 
 
    “You just can’t catch a break, can you?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “Not much I can do about it. It’s beneficial to me anyway so it’s not something annoying.” 
 
    “Right. If you would like to listen to some more advice from me, make sure to keep your girls on a tight leash around the princess. Trust me.” 
 
    “Oh, I will. You can be sure about that.” 
 
    “You better.” She chuckled softly. “Now, I get that you are busy so move along. As for the thing you have mentioned, I started gathering people. We should be good in a few days. Eight have registered so far.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you very much. On behalf of Dagger’s End too. Your assistance will be greatly appreciated.” 
 
    With a simple goodbye, Asterios returned home and checked on Risvi. The boy was doing well and looked much better. They talked a bit and Asterios let him know that he could possibly safely return to Dagger’s End soon. Risvi wasn’t exactly sure about that, so they left the discussion for later. 
 
    With most things taken care of, Asterios moved to Grea’s lab before teleporting to the lands of the Damascu Clan. He met up with the women and sat down for a moment to talk about the recent events, focusing on the vision or his visit to the volcano realm. Tina seated herself by Ast’s side and held his hand the whole time, unsure about showing more affection in front of the professor. 
 
    In around an hour, they exchanged some thoughts about his situation and Grea insisted on Asterios attempting the Blood Summoning to fully confirm that he really was connected to Dragons, what they had partially assumed after listening to his description and a few mentions of the talk about Dragons without disclosing who was the other party involved. She still wasn’t sure about his two sources even if he descended from a Dragon, but she felt like the ritual should be a good thing nevertheless, especially now that they had learned so much. 
 
    Since both of them knew he was busy, neither girl held Asterios back and he soon jumped to Dagger’s End after spending some time alone with Tina, exchanging a few tame kisses with his lovely girlfriend as they chatted about her progress in school. 
 
    Svertaniel was ready for his arrival, and they got to work immediately. Umbra had told the man about their arranged meeting with the patriarch of the Damascu Clan and Svertaniel led them through the town as they talked mentally through Ast’s familiar. Before they reached the impressive stone keep, Asterios filled his temporary companion in on pretty much everything related to their operation. 
 
    After, they stood in front of the giant dark metal double gate after one of the guards led them here. The patriarch had been awaiting their arrival. It was time to wrap up the final element of the plan and begin the operation. And hopefully, move to the Demon Continent straight afterward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36
In Plain Sight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Waiting to be let inside by the guards standing on the sides of the massive metal gate, Asterios examined himself one more time to make sure he was presentable. They were going to meet another monarch, more or less. Of a smaller territory, but still an important leader. 
 
    He was currently standing in his unawakened form, with his black hair and deep blue eyes. As for his clothing, a brown set of adventuring gear closely resembling his old one but with some visible difference covered Ast’s body. 
 
    After returning home from the castle, Asterios had wondered about his new black and red clothes made of spiritual energy and how the others would have reacted to them. But fortunately, while thinking about it, the familiar crimson flames had flickered faintly over his clothes and made them change colors. 
 
    Thanks to that, Asterios could still reap the benefits of his spiritual attire while retaining his old looks. He had decided to keep it for now and use the other one when necessary, for example when he would like to try and appear as a different person like in the past. 
 
    He had no issues attaching his pouches, belts, and bags to his spiritual clothing. What surprised him and the rest was the fact that when he dismissed it, all the additional elements disappeared with the attire. It confused them greatly and they concluded that there had to be some spatial element in work there. 
 
    Back in front of the towering entrance, Asterios expected the stationed guards to disarm them just like it had happened back at King Welrond’s place, but no one approached them with such intentions. The leader of the Damascu Clan had most likely been informed about their credibility and trusted the human king’s words. 
 
    In just a few minutes, the giant black gate started opening with a loud noise of countless mechanisms. A silver-skinned dwarf in a neat suit and tiny, round glasses mounted on the top of his nose invited them inside, loudly announcing their entrance. 
 
    The duo walked through a spacious chamber made of dark grey stone blocks similar to pretty much every other building in the town. Some tapestries and braziers decorated the room, and a giant black metal chandelier hung from the ceiling. 
 
    They reached the middle section where a sizable, round table was placed, with its height appropriate for the citizens of these lands, of course. A few figures, both male and female, surrounded it. They all wore noble-looking clothes, but one man stood out from the crowd the most. 
 
    Asterios and Svertaniel immediately assumed that he was the patriarch, and the others were his retainers or aides. The man had a long cape over his royal clothes in various shades of grey, which was decorated with shining silver etching of the Damascu Clan’s crest—two pickaxes crossed over a lump of metal. 
 
    Hearing them come closer, the patriarch stopped discussing something with the others and turned around. It was obvious that he was an older dwarf from his wrinkly face and long silvery beard split into two braids. A peculiar hairstyle covered small parts of the man’s head. In simple words, he had a mohawk in the form of a letter Y, with its arms in the front and the leg going to the back and down his neck. Also shining silver. 
 
    “Welcome,” the man spoke with a gruff voice. “My name is Grotger Silvervein. We have been awaiting your arrival. I was told by King Welrond that there’s a matter of life and death to discuss and one of you will act as a proxy with their abilities to let the two of us meet face to face.” 
 
    Asterios made a light bow. “It is as you say, Patriarch. My familiar can connect people together and recreate their existence in each other’s minds. More or less.” 
 
    The dwarf grunted while stroking his beard. “Mind Magic. I always hated that. Makes you uncomfortable and dizzy at least.” 
 
    “I can assure you that there are no uncomfortable side effects to my familiar’s ability.” 
 
    He nodded. “Very well. Welrond wouldn’t send somebody untrustworthy as his agent and crossing this much distance in a day is quite an expensive feat. What’s this about, then?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly, keeping the fact that he had moved here fast and free. 
 
    “I’m afraid I shouldn’t divulge any information about the conversation topic between you and the king, Patriarch. It was requested that you decide about sharing its contents with your trusted aides after hearing the situation out in full.” 
 
    “Hm. He never was this secretive. Unless you asked about his daughter.” A quiet wave of chuckles reverberated through the chamber and quickly died down. “I hope he is not making such a big deal out of this only for it to be an invitation for his precious lass’ wedding.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile, hearing a few giggles inside there too. “It’s much more important than that. Uh, I think, at least.” 
 
    Grotger tamed down another wave of laughs from his companions by raising his hand. “Alright, alright. Let’s get this over with. How does this work?” 
 
    Umbra materialized himself on Ast’s shoulder. “You will feel a faint nudge in your mind. Just let it in and the rest will become obvious. Not that it would ever happen, but if you feel threatened about your potential secrets, you will be easily able to push my familiar out of your head as I will be limiting them, obviously. I assume you know how to shield your mind at least?” 
 
    “Humph. I might not be a mage, but it will be your creepy bird that will feel threatened if it tries to dive deeper than it should. Get in.” 
 
    Asterios nodded, unsure if the patriarch was just boasting or actually held that much mental strength. After meeting King Welrond, he was even more sure that a person’s power couldn’t be judged that easily. 
 
    Umbra’s shadow extended from Ast’s feet and connected to the dwarf’s. Asterios had given Welrond a notice before entering so he sent Umbra to the king. It took a few moments to establish a stable connection with so much distance between them, but soon, another human appeared in the chamber. Judging by the raised eyebrows of the dwarf patriarch, everything worked as intended and he could see the king. 
 
    “Impressive,” Welrond said, looking at his hands. “It really feels like I’m here. The air is as stale and dusty as I remember. You really ought to open the windows sometimes, Grotger.” 
 
    The dwarf crossed the distance between them and slugged the human into his thigh, causing Welrond to step back with a wince. 
 
    “Humph. You are right. Feels as good as real. This boy is something else.” 
 
    Both men looked at each other while squinting their eyes and chuckled at the same time. Grotger then turned around when some whispers reached his ears and furrowed his brows. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They can’t hear or see this, Patriarch,” Asterios explained. “I also made sure that you don’t speak out loud, so you don’t have to worry about anything getting out. To them, it looks like we are walking around in silence while moving our mouths.” 
 
    As Asterios talked, Welrond stepped closer to Grotger from behind and swiped the dwarf off his feet with one move, causing the burly man to fall onto his butt and curse at him. The other people in the room looked weirdly at their patriarch’s sudden action. 
 
    “You damned rascal! What was that for?!” 
 
    “I was just curious.” The king laughed. “Maybe we should renegotiate our last Damascus Ore trade like this. I wonder how long it will take for your advisors to assume you lost your mind.” 
 
    “You brat!”  
 
    Grotger stood up and marched towards Welrond, poking the man’s chest with his finger. Well, considering their height, more like his stomach instead. 
 
    After a few seconds of staring at each other, both men exploded into a laugh and clasped their forearms together in a manly handshake. 
 
    “Just you wait. I will empty your coffers next time. Maybe that will finally teach you not to disrespect your elders, kid.” Grotger grinned. 
 
    “You are welcome to try, old man. I’m afraid your tiny seashore peninsula will run out of damascus before that happens,” Welrond replied. 
 
    “So, did you come here just to make me lose face in front of my people or with something actually important for once?” 
 
    The human man sighed. “I would much rather it be the first one.” He then turned to Asterios. “You should include your friend since he will be part of your squad if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty.” 
 
    A second later, Svertaniel blinked repeatedly when a figure of a man materialized in front of his eyes. He immediately recognized the ruler of humans and made a respectful bow. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “At ease. Let’s proceed then. Time is crucial.” Welrond moved his gaze back to the patriarch. “I bring bad news, Grotger. We found traces of a cult in our lands and Asterios here stumbled on them in your territory too, a few days ago.” 
 
    “Humph. Cursed cultists. They are a pain to deal with. I don’t really have time to go after some chicken-sacrificing dimwits right now. As long as they—” 
 
    “They imprison people and test poisons on them.” 
 
    “Mothergonkers!” 
 
    Grotger slammed his fist into the table and its surface flew to the side after being ripped off the stone support by the force of the impact. The metal disc sped between Asterios and Welrond, crashing into the nearby wall and getting encased in it. A few of the patriarch’s people fell onto their butts from shock. 
 
    “Sorry. Continue. I assume it’s not just humans or you wouldn’t bother me with this.” 
 
    The king nodded. “That’s right. It was Asterios who found out about them, both there and here. In my kingdom, we only know about an abandoned facility. But he found a live victim in your town and we managed to locate an active site.” 
 
    “Regarding that, Patriarch,” Asterios interrupted. “Who issued the current lockdown and pursuit of the criminal?” 
 
    “Hm. One of the military officers responsible for the region’s security. Why?” 
 
    “I ran into that criminal hiding on our ship after we arrived here. It’s a young dwarf that managed to escape the facility. He was heavily poisoned and malnourished, so I took care of him, taking a peek into his memories to confirm things. You understand what I’m getting at, right?” 
 
    Grotger raised his fist again but realized that there was no table to slam it into anymore and just shook it with an angry grunt. 
 
    “Thivner! That cock-sucking, two-faced, money-grubber! The request came straight from him, and he pushed it harder than that whore of his! I bet my beard they are both in it!” His fierce gaze moved to Asterios. “Free my voice! I need to order his capture immediately!” 
 
    “I understand your anger, Grotger, but I think we shouldn’t act rashly. It’s not certain he is the only one. This could alert the cult.” Welrond attempted to calm him down. 
 
    The dwarf grunted and rubbed his temples. “Right... Corrupt piece of Hretten shit… Knowing you, there’s at least some sign of a plan already.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why I’m here. We should deal with this carefully and proper cooperation is necessary for that. I’m willing to lend you my men since your forces aren’t exactly that big but we need to set a Long-Range Teleportation Array on both sides if we want to act quickly. They could decide to move out after not finding their escapee for a certain period of time.” 
 
    “Oh, we do. I don’t care about the cost. If these kooky dimwits think they can experiment on MY people, then they are very, very mistaken. I’ll have it completed in two days. No. A day. I’m going to hire every goddamn adventurer to make it faster.” 
 
    Welrond nodded, tapping his cheek as he stroked his chin. “Good. We will have to transport them just before the operation to minimize the chances of somebody catching on in time.” 
 
    Asterios made a step forward to bring their attention to him. “As discussed, my party will be the main striking force so that shouldn’t be an issue. We will quietly infiltrate the place and free whoever we can while looking for valuable information, especially about other locations. Prepare a field clinic for the victims. I will transport them there. One of my familiars will lay a strong barrier around the facility and activate it when things go south. It will buy us enough time to place the soldiers in their positions to catch anyone who would attempt to escape.” 
 
    “Humph. Doable.” Grotger grunted and turned to the king. “You sure about this?” 
 
    Welrond smiled. “Trust me. You won’t find anyone better for the job when it’s about sneaking in. I know from experience.” 
 
    “Alright. Do you know where they are?” 
 
    Svertaniel just finished walking back from the encased metal table and brought a slightly roughed-up map of the region that had been placed on it before it had been sent flying. He set it down on the stone slab that had served as a support for the absent furniture. 
 
    Asterios glanced at it and a short beacon of purple light shone from a specific point. He wanted to avoid pointing at it with his physical body in case the people in the room were involved too. 
 
    Grotger furrowed his brows. “Here? That’s literally a stone's throw from the keep! The audacity of those morons!” 
 
    “In plain sight. Best place to hide,” Welrond commented. “They used a watchtower in my kingdom, so a lumber mill doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Idiots. At least this will be easier for us. I can just announce that some other monarch is visiting through the array we are setting up in the heart of the town. Its construction somewhere in the wilds would have been much harder to cover up. Soldiers won’t have that far either.” 
 
    “Will you be able to single out the traitors?” the king asked. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that. I’m not so pathetic as to require help in getting rid of a few poisonous rats. I already have a plan in mind, but it would be great if your friend found some clear dirt on them inside the compound. Otherwise, I will have to scare quite a few people. I’m sure they would understand after everything was revealed, though.” 
 
    Asterios bowed his head. “We will do our best. Perhaps we could set up a confinement chamber in or by the clinic where I could drop any important people we capture inside. They might need some help after running into us.” 
 
    “Hahaha! You seem confident in yourself! Good!” 
 
    “Rather than in myself, I’m confident in my companions. I would be nothing without them. It’s only thanks to their strength that I can even think about this whole operation.” 
 
    “And humble one at that.” Grotger chuckled again. “You should have brought them with you, assuming you are the leader. Connections run the world, son. But I think you are doing just fine in that department.” 
 
    Two dark crimson gates rose from the ground on Ast’s sides, and the girls stepped into the chamber. They both made a respectful bow before standing by Asterios. 
 
    The dwarf patriarch made a prolonged whistle. “That’s a party I would definitely love to be in. I can tell otherworldly beauty is not their only strength.” 
 
    Miria blushed a little while Selene chuckled and nodded her head for both of them. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s not pointlessly waste precious time. There’s a lot to do. I would give you some authority, kid, but that could bring unnecessary attention to you, so you are on your own. Let me know if you need anything. We will meet in a day to confirm everything is ready.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and Ast's party walked out of the chamber, with Umbra still upholding the connection for Welrond to discuss some details with Grotger that he didn’t have to stay and listen to. 
 
    Waiting for the king to finish, they spent a moment getting something to eat. Miria had prepared some sandwiches while they had been in the meeting and shared them with everyone. They looked a little bit different than usual, and it was quickly revealed that Selene had lent a hand in their creation. Everyone enjoyed the mixed cuisine of the two beastfolk girls. 
 
    When the connection was cut, Asterios immediately moved to the facility’s location to set up the barrier with Selene. Svertaniel split from them to visit Moreso and check on a few other things. Thanks to Umbra’s abilities, they arrived in its vicinity unseen. 
 
    While the shadowy raven circled over the innocent-looking lumber mill, Selene explained to Asterios how the array she was going to set up worked. Its main purpose was to cut off any possible means of communication from the inside. For the secondary task, it had to trap everyone without letting them escape. 
 
    Since it was a large-scale barrier, she required a lot of materials and preparation. Asterios brought out from his collection whatever she needed, and Selene jumped back to the temple to borrow a few necessary pieces too. Lerisse was more than happy to help her friend in need. 
 
    This particular array was an octagram formation, requiring the setup of eight points on the ground around the designated area. Normally, eight people were necessary to start it up and uphold, but Selene was confident in operating it alone at her current level.  
 
    She had kept growing more and more during the time they were spending together with Asterios. Reaching the sixth stage was starting to look less like just a dream and more like an actual possibility. That was still so unbelievable. 
 
    But, if they considered his assumed draconic heritage, it wasn’t exactly that shocking. There still were some doubts coming from that old legend from their world about Kaguya, but no one denied the possibility of the human she had fallen in love with not being just a human. That could potentially explain how the battle-crazy Kaguya had gotten together with that person. Perhaps he had as much potential as Asterios if not more. 
 
    Nevertheless, they could think about that later and focused on the task at hand instead. With their roles switched this time as Selene explained in detail the necessary steps and Asterios helped her construct the complex sigils and patterns, the duo worked tirelessly and meticulously on the barrier points. Miria watched them in awe from the sides not to disrupt them.  
 
    It took the duo around half a day to fully complete all eight spots and they were drenched in sweat from exhaustion. The whole formation had been scrupulously masked and hidden to wait for its big moment. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be needed. Selene couldn’t really test it without alerting anyone, but Asterios assured her that she had definitely done everything perfectly. 
 
    Back in town, they took a dip in a public bathhouse, choosing a secluded room to enjoy each other's company in private.  
 
    Perhaps from all the mana expenditure, Selene seemed a little more frisky than usual and Asterios didn’t have the strength nor heart to deny her and the quick bath turned into a slow and gentle moment of passion. Miria wasn’t left alone on the side for long and was pulled into it soon enough, happy to receive her master’s love. 
 
    Asterios tipped the bath lady handsomely as they left, expecting her to be at least a little angry after she found out they bathed in each other more than in the pool. He had put an Alcove of Serenity around them, but it wasn’t possible to get rid of all the signs and evidence even with simple magic. It would be better not to show up there again. 
 
    Walking through the town, they could see many dwarves working on what most likely would be the transportation array the monarchs had mentioned. They watched its construction for a moment, observing all that organized chaos on the ground and the wooden staging. 
 
    After a calm night, Asterios met with the patriarch, and everything seemed to be going according to the plan. There were no signs of any weird movements from either the lumber mill or the town and keep. He wasn’t sure what means Grotger had to catch the corrupt traitors but decided not to pry into it. 
 
    With everyone ready as much as possible, and Welrond’s army waiting on the other side of the array for their signal, Asterios paid a visit to the field clinic and prison the patriarch had prepared overnight so that Umbra could quickly move into them when necessary. 
 
    Everyone met with Svertaniel near the facility and moved out. They had studied its complete structure to a single detail from Risvi's memories, as much as it was possible, and found a masked entrance with ease. The same the boy had used to escape. It was a tunnel hidden under a stump of an old tree.  
 
    Umbra seeped through the invisible gap and incapacitated two guards in complete silence. Selene and Miria lifted the heavy piece of wood, and everyone jumped down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37
Jailbreak Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After reaching the ground, Asterios and the others found themselves in a short and narrow tunnel dug straight in the earth, supported by occasional wooden arches to prevent it from collapsing. Yellow lanterns hung in regular distance from each other, illuminating the corridor faintly. 
 
    The two guards that Umbra had taken care of lay down on the hard, brown mud with their eyes rolled to the back and silly expressions. As everyone expected, they were dwarves from the Damascu Clan. 
 
    “Are they done?” Asterios asked his familiar who loomed as a deep shadow on the earthen wall. 
 
    ~Not yet, Master. They are just incapacitated. I wanted to ask for permission to perform Deep Dive to quickly check all their memories for any useful information, but that would render them useless just like the Voidtaur.~ 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Go ahead. I don’t think the far sentries will know anything important, but we could get a better understanding of the layout this way.” 
 
    The shadow plunged into the body of one of the dwarves and Miria stepped closer to the other one, kneeling by his side. 
 
    “What should we do with the second one, Master? Shall I kill him?” 
 
    Asterios pondered for a brief moment and shook his head. “Let’s wait and hear what Umbra says about them. If they are forced to work here, we’ll just send them to the temporary prison for the patriarch to deal with them. We shouldn’t immediately judge everyone as evil.” 
 
    She withdrew the weapon she held over the dwarf's neck and stood at Ast’s side to enjoy his pleasant touch on her ears. 
 
    “Of course,” Asterios continued, “don’t hesitate in a fight. It’s them or us in the end and it’s almost certain we won’t be able to perfectly take down each person like this.” 
 
    Umbra emerged from the body he had seeped into, and the dwarf’s life signs slowly ceased shortly after his exit. 
 
    ~Fortunately, Master, we don’t have to worry about guilty conscience here. Looks like this organization handpicked all its members to assure their complete loyalty without risking betrayal in revenge or riots from the oppressed. According to what I saw in this man’s mind, they are all rotten to the core.~ 
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” Asterios said and nodded at Miria, who swiftly beheaded the other dwarf with a skillful strike. 
 
    “Couldn’t we have used one of them like the Voidtaur, my Lord? To gain easier access inside?” Selene asked. 
 
    “I don’t think they would have been fooled this easily. I bet the majority of people here are dwarves, right?” 
 
    ~It is as you say. This man was a low-rank sentry, so he didn’t know much but only amongst the higher-ups I noticed other races. And they seem quite strict with their protocols.~ 
 
    “Yeah. Even if you girls hid away, it would have been a bit suspicious to bring two strangers through a secret entrance like it’s an everyday thing. Anyway, let’s move on. Got anything useful from him, Umbra?” 
 
    ~I’m sharing the updated layout with all of you right now, after matching the new one with what we managed to map out from Risvi’s memories. Quite a lot of people work down here but they aren’t individually strong. Except for the executives. But it’s hard to judge just from a grunt’s perspective.~ 
 
    Everyone took a few seconds to go through the map they received from Umbra and prepared to head further inside. Svertaniel suggested breaking the prisoners out first and dealing with the spread-out guards before tackling the core rooms to minimize the risk of the whole thing collapsing in the midst of battle and burying countless innocent people. 
 
    No one objected as even the general layout of the underground complex supported the demon’s idea. Prisoners were held in similar cage rooms as on the Human Continent and the metal chambers spread out on the edges of the whole structure which resembled a more geometrical snowflake, with the core facilities in the very center. 
 
    “Let me just test something out,” Asterios said after they got into formation and prepared to walk forward. 
 
    He reached for his scorching hot mana, changing his appearance in the process, and filled his eyes with the potent energy as much as they could take, just like he had done during the spar. 
 
    His vision gradually changed into a grayscale. Glancing around, Asterios could spot faint traces of magic in the air, but no visible formations or arrays covered the path in front of them. Also, he didn’t feel like the others moved slower than usual so he quickly concluded that his boost in reflexes had come most likely from the enhanced brain at that time. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go. Umbra, you take the lead to check for enemies and traps, as usual.” 
 
    The ominous shadow dispersed around with a silent whoosh and flew forward over the walls. Asterios left a quick peck on Miria’s lips. She had been adoring his charming crimson eyes which were gleaming even more than usual, and they began moving. 
 
    As he had thought, even if the sentries had been placed around to watch over the secret entrances, it hadn't stopped whoever had built this place from weaving a few traps into its structure. Those hidden arrays and mechanisms could catch anyone not knowledgeable about their placement and triggers off-guard. 
 
    Some of them were purely physical and mechanical so they didn’t exude a colorful aura like the ones filled with magic, but Asterios was still able to spot the tiny details with his extremely sharp sight. Of course, Umbra was faster and more precise since he could seep into any gap, no matter how thin. Still, it was a good learning experience for Asterios, and a bit of practice couldn’t hurt. 
 
    Navigating through narrow passageways dug in the earth, they soon reached the first prison complex. A single dwarf guarded a heavy wooden door leading into the corridor with the cages, which were supervised by additional people placed sporadically in front of the metal bars, as Umbra informed everyone after his scouting. 
 
    “It would be good to take this one out silently,” Selene commented as they hid behind a corner. 
 
    “Master, can’t you place the Alcove of Serenity on me, or on all of us, and completely muffle any sounds we make?” Miria asked curiously. 
 
    “That would be quite taxing mentally. It’s fine placing the spell on a stationary object since you can just forget about it, but to keep it up without breaking the silencing barrier while moving is another thing. Otherwise, everyone would be doing that. Simply speaking, there’s a lot of calculations and other things I would need to constantly keep up in my mind to make it work like that,” Asterios responded. 
 
    “That’s where artifacts imbued with such spells come in handy,” Svertaniel added. “But they are extremely pricy, as you could imagine. And they consume thrice the amount of mana.” 
 
    “Umbra can just take care of him, no?” Selene chimed in. “And the rest too.” 
 
    ~No issue with this single guard. But there are seven people on the other side. They are not strong, but they aren’t exactly civilians. It would have been a piece of cake for me in the Nethernight Realm, but here, I can’t instantly disable all of them at once in complete silence. The more targets I attempt to invade, the weaker each individual assault is. I can try, of course.~ 
 
    “I can help with that,” Svertaniel said. “Just need the one in front of the door gone.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and his companions immediately knew what to do without the need to exchange words. 
 
    Umbra sped through the shadows towards the single dwarf and the girls immediately jumped out of hiding. The sentry’s eyes widened after two unidentified figures appeared in one of the intersections and he opened his mouth to shout but no sound left his throat and sudden darkness swallowed his vision. He let go of his axe and reached to his neck, desperately trying to scrape away whatever was tightening around his windpipe. 
 
    Miria leaned forward close to the ground like a professional sprinter and pushed herself off with both Physical Strengthening focused on her legs and Haste from Asterios while Selene stood by his side with both hands extended forward and her fingers curled into claws surrounded by blue wisps of energy. 
 
    The panthergirl appeared in front of the struggling man. His eyes were covered by a thick band of shadow, throat surrounded and squeezed by blue mana, and his weapon levitated in the air by his side, held up by the same spiritual energy. With determined precision, she sank her sharpened blades into the dwarf’s throat and heart, killing the man on the spot. 
 
    Selene gently lowered the axe to the ground and released her grip on the guard’s throat after he stopped moving. Umbra’s shadows helped pull the corpse off Miria’s still extended blades and placed it by the weapon. The panthergirl exhaled softly and listened attentively but no sounds came from the other side of the door. 
 
    Everyone else soon joined her and Asterios brushed through her black hair. “Good job.” 
 
    Miria smiled at him and then exchanged a nod with Selene, proud of their cooperation. Umbra moved the body to a designated pile outside of the compound through his shadows and Svertaniel brought out his purplish grimoire. The demon man started whispering some incantation with his eyes closed for a few seconds. No one understood the words that sounded ancient. 
 
    A magical circle of ominous purple appeared over the book, and he opened his eyes. Asterios understood that he was ready and nodded at his girls to prepare again. They had a few more targets to quickly take down this time. 
 
    Using the metal key that he had picked up from the sentry, he put it in the keyhole and turned the lock. To avoid the potential screech of metal hinges, he yanked the door open in one move, opening up a slightly more spacious corridor in front of them. 
 
    “Dead Silence!” Svertaniel chanted in a hushed voice and slammed his right hand into the ground. 
 
    All at once, glowing purple rings appeared around the necks of all the dwarves present in the chamber, including every single prisoner, not just the jailers. They looked like extremely ferocious and spiky clock rims with four blades aimed at the necks of their victims. Those sharp knives shot forward and sank into their skin without damaging it. 
 
    Although the people caught by the spell didn’t start thrashing in pain, they must have felt something because everyone looked down at their necks almost at the same time. A few of the guards grabbed the glowing rings and tried to tear them off but only managed to pull their necks to the side. 
 
    In a flash, Miria lunged with her Haste to the very end of the corridor and showed up in front of the furthest pair of dwarves with her shortswords already in motion, mercilessly flying towards their throats as she spun around her own axis like a ballerina. 
 
    As Asterios launched two spiritually boosted needles from his Poison Fang straight into the foreheads of the two closest guards that had just begun turning towards the entrance, Selene dashed past him with his artifact sword in her hands, filling it with Ast’s mana through her own circuits. 
 
    She gave the remaining trio no chance to respond and gracefully danced from one to another while slicing the short, silver-skinned people in half with the unimaginably sharp blade. Selene met up with Miria at the last one of the three and they hacked the poor man into pieces together. 
 
    Silence fell on the prison chamber, only filled with the quiet gasps of the girls trying to calm their breathing down. They looked around and saw tens of dwarves of various ages staring at them with a full range of expressions. If not for Svertaniel including them in the spell too, they had no doubt that some of the captives would have screamed and shouted in shock. 
 
    Asterios reached the middle of the corridor with rows of prison cells on both sides and glanced over the captured dwarves. 
 
    “Please, don’t be alarmed. We are here to get you all out. A field clinic is waiting for your arrival, and you will receive medical help the moment my familiar transports you there. We will open the cells one by one so please, quietly line up in front of me and wait for your turn, okay?” Asterios spoke in a hushed voice but loud enough for most of them to hear. 
 
    Just as he said, Svertaniel proceeded to open the metal cages and guided people outside. They were hesitant at first, uncertain how they could escape the facility, but after witnessing how a few of their brethren plunged into the ground within a thick shadow then returned shortly after, confirming Ast’s words about the clinic, everyone got eager to be next. 
 
    Umbra dealt with everyone in three minutes, and Ast’s party continued forward, following the layout by going around the edges. They went from one prison complex to another, freeing the captives in a similar fashion.  
 
    Svertaniel took care of not only silencing the guards inside but also summoning a creepy floating eye to stay by the entrance to each jail so they could get notified if anyone arrived there after them. If someone did stumble on the empty cells, Selene had to immediately move outside and start up the trapping array. 
 
    After taking care of the third complex, they headed towards what they believed was one of the workshops working on the poisons. They still had to deal with one more prison on the eastern side, but this research chamber was on their way there so everyone agreed to check it out for some useful information. 
 
    Two dwarves watched the entrance this time and the door was made purely of metal, which Asterios assumed was Damascus Steel. A complex magical pattern was inscribed into it, inactive at the moment, but he could read it as an open book with his special sight. It both served as a silencing formation and a defensive mechanism, increasing the metal’s durability and resistance when attempted to be opened without proper means. 
 
    Thankfully, Asterios could tell that the noise-canceling bit worked both ways, so Miria and Selene swiftly dispatched the guards with Umbra’s help, who moved them to the dwarves’ sides through his shadows. The girls quickly covered their mouths and sliced their throats in perfect sync, resulting only in some faint gasps and muffled gurgling escaping into the air. 
 
    “What now, Master?” Miria asked after placing the dead body down. 
 
    “Are you able to check inside, Umbra?” Asterios glanced at his shadowy companion while moving closer to study the yellow glow only he could see. 
 
    Without an answer, Umbra’s shadow seeped through the frame and disappeared. Shortly after, all of Ast’s companions could peek inside through the slightly smoking vision. Three people worked by separate counters filled with test tubes and alchemical equipment while an adult dwarf man was tied up to a tilted rectangular plate with a gag in his mouth. 
 
    His state left nothing to the imagination. Countless dark tiny dots riddled various areas of the man’s naked body, clearly from getting stabbed with tens of syringes. His head was shaking, most likely from pain and suffering. If not for the restraints holding him in place, they had no doubts he would be thrashing around. 
 
    Besides all the alchemical equipment, a few bookshelves and cabinets stood by the four walls of dark stone. It was the first time they saw something else than just hardened earth and mud, even in the cells. 
 
    As for the other people inside, two of them were dwarves and one looked like a high elf woman. One of the dwarves was a female too. She was examining her racial brother, taking notes while the other two worked by their stations. Asterios could notice the begging, pleading gaze the bound man shot the woman, but she regarded him as nothing. She was completely unbothered with what she was doing to her own kin. 
 
    “We should capture at least one alive,” Svertaniel said after Umbra shared what they saw with him. “Preferably, the elf. She might lead us to some interracial connections and maybe even know about a similar facility in her homeland.” 
 
    “I agree. Go in after I deal with this formation. I think I know how to break it without triggering the safety. They should be non-combatants but don’t let your guards down. You can get as loud as you want after I close the door behind us,” Asterios instructed everyone. 
 
    He then reached out with both hands and started trailing over the metal door with his fingers. At first, Miria and Selene thought he was following the inscribed paths, but they quickly noticed that he strayed off them a lot and moved according to what only he could see through his spiritually enhanced eyes, which glowed ferocious crimson. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the magical pattern lit up in a yellow hue and something clicked. Asterios looked at everyone and nodded. He pushed the door inside, and the girls immediately dashed forward, already knowing which target to go after. As Svertaniel followed them, Asterios shut the door as quickly as he could. 
 
    The researchers had not expected such a violent entrance of four strangers, and they turned their heads towards the door the moment it opened violently. Without an ounce of hesitation in her actions, the elf woman made a big swing, scooping up some glass container on the way and launching it straight at the newcomers. 
 
    The girls easily ducked under the flying vial which soared at Svertaniel and Asterios. The former stepped away without any issues too, but due to Asterios walking inside as the last person, the demon man obstructed part of his vision and he barely avoided getting hit straight in the face by yanking his head to the side.  
 
    Crashing into the metal door, the glass flask shattered, and the liquid started sizzling loudly while melting the metal. A few drops fell onto Ast’s shoulder, and crimson tongues of fire shot from his brown spiritual coat, evaporating the corrosive substance in an instant, quickly regenerating the small hole it managed to create. 
 
    “That would have ended badly if I wore my old gear,” Asterios commented while focusing on the situation in the room. 
 
    The elf woman had been knocked out and rested peacefully unconscious inside a ruined bookshelf, with her body buried under a myriad of tomes, notebooks, and scrolls. He knew exactly who could have sent her flying with such a devastating punch, and surely, Miria was currently facing off against the male dwarf who wielded dual daggers and Selene was speeding to help her after incapacitating her own opponent on the other side of the room. 
 
    He noticed the dwarf woman desperately darting towards one of the corners of the chamber while somehow avoiding getting slammed or captured by numerous thick eldritch tentacles coming out of small ominous tears in the fabric of this realm. Their movements seemed a little awkward and uncertain. 
 
    A quick glance at Svertaniel reminded him of the demon man’s own words about his magic being quite destructive and volatile. He was clearly limiting himself not to turn this whole chamber into a pile of dust or bring the ceiling onto their heads. 
 
    In the direction where the woman was hurriedly headed, Asterios saw a weird red formation hidden inside a closed cupboard. It connected through a spiritual line somewhere outside of the room. He instantly realized it had to be some kind of an alarm or communication array. 
 
    There was no time to order Svertaniel to get her no matter the cost or even to get the attention of Ast’s companions through the bond they shared. He swung his arm upwards while releasing all three needles from his Poison Fang at once, activating the mechanism to cover them with the strongest paralyzing poison he had currently stored in the glass container inside. He hoped for at least one to land a hit. 
 
    But, contrary to his lack of confidence in the abrupt action, his body moved exactly as he wished, and the ruthless spikes sank into the woman’s knee, neck, and head from behind. The poison was unnecessary. She died on the spot, flopping down onto the ground a moment after three whizzes cut through the air. 
 
    Miria and Selene had taken down the other person without killing them in the meantime. Svertaniel’s tentacles retracted to their holes and the demon sighed. Everything went quiet. Even the struggling dwarf stopped his movements and stared at the party wide-eyed. 
 
    “Two out of three. Could have gone worse,” Selene commented. 
 
    “Right.” Asterios nodded and turned away from the dead woman. “Svertaniel, help the man down. Selene, look for the antidote. They should have one here. Miria, shove all the documents and books through the portal. We don’t have time to go through all of them right now. Someone can discover us at any moment.” 
 
    Everyone followed his commands and Asterios assisted Svertaniel. They gave the dwarf man a few small gulps of water and explained the transfer. Selene succeeded in finding the antidote, Asterios verified it, and they fed some of it to the dwarf while she jumped to work with Miria. 
 
    Umbra received orders to deliver the casket of vials that held the antidote along with the people and explain both what it was and who the other two were. While he was gone, the others finished ransacking the research chamber as much as they could in case something happened, and the evidence would be lost. 
 
    They moved out immediately after finishing and jogged towards the last big prison complex they knew of, using that time to recover a little through potions or other means that only Ast’s companions could utilize. Eager to save time, they dispatched the guards stationed by the cells in a flash and began evacuating the captives. 
 
    In the middle of the operation, Svertaniel flinched and grabbed the side of his head.  
 
    Asterios glanced at him. “You good?” 
 
    “We’ve been found out. One of my eyes is gone.” 
 
    “Shit.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 38
A Ghost From the Past 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Umbra!” Asterios shouted. 
 
    ~Already on it!~ 
 
    Moments after Svertaniel had mentioned his scouting spell getting canceled, Umbra was already jumping into the shadows. 
 
    ~Which one, Master?~ 
 
    Asterios relayed the question and Svertaniel quickly responded. “The second one we have visited.” 
 
    Since they couldn’t do anything else without their shadowy friend, everyone focused on getting the rest of the captives out of their cells and checking their health. Fortunately, no one had been in a critical state so far and this prison chamber was no different, so the girls only had to apply some first aid, leaving the rest to the patriarch’s men. 
 
    Meanwhile, Umbra quickly arrived at the designated point and spread himself over a wall. He immediately caught the sight of the open door which led to the empty jail. One person stood inside, shocked by the empty cages. 
 
    Before rushing in to take them down as soon as possible, Umbra noticed footsteps echoing in the distance. They were clearly heading away from the entrance to the prison room in a hurry. It was obvious who he should focus on first and Umbra launched himself after the second witness. 
 
    With two quick jumps through Shadow Movement, he caught up with the runner and attacked the person’s mind the second he got in range. Unfortunately, his opponent didn’t seem to be a weak grunt and activated their mental defenses shortly after something invaded their head. The defensive barrier managed to push Umbra out before he drilled deep enough to cause any serious harm to them. 
 
    The tall figure in dark robes stopped for a moment, turned around, and waved their arm horizontally. Black energy shot from the tips of their slender and dark-skinned fingers and rushed straight at Umbra’s regathering shadow. 
 
    He managed to avoid getting hit, but the dodge gave his opponent enough time to cast a more complex spell and surround themselves with a black protective net resembling a pinecone in shape and structure.  
 
    Umbra could tell that this layer wasn’t easy to penetrate, both mentally and physically, and he would have to turn serious with either his shadow manipulation or spiritual pressure. Unfortunately, either choice was dangerous underground, especially when all the earth at the outer rim of the facility was supported only by wooden beams and arches. 
 
    Slightly dissatisfied, Umbra decided to withdraw and transferred himself back to the prison cells. He hadn’t forgotten to place a mark on his former opponent to keep an eye on them since they seemed better than most of the people they had met.  
 
    After arriving in the empty jail, he swiftly dispatched the single dwarf enemy that had still remained inside by piercing the man’s mind with all he had to not repeat his earlier mistake. With just a quick scan of their brain, Umbra returned to the rest of the party. 
 
    ~I apologize, Master. I allowed one to escape,~ he spoke in everyone’s minds after materializing as a big raven. 
 
    “I know. Good work anyway. Finish moving the dwarves as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Nodding his ebony beak, Umbra got to work and started swallowing people with his shadows. Asterios and the rest moved aside for a moment. 
 
    “What now, Master?” Miria glanced at him anxiously. 
 
    “We are moving on to the second part of our plan. Good that we managed to get most of the prisoners out before getting noticed. The moment Umbra finishes, we are heading to the core chambers to catch some executives in their offices. I think it’s safe to assume they are of races other than dwarves.” 
 
    “Like that person Umbra fought?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Svertaniel joined in. 
 
    “Not sure if it was a man or a woman, but it was a tall and slender figure clad in dark grey robes. We could spot threads of white hair and their onyx skin under the hood. They used black energy. Additionally, I caught the sight of a white snake tattoo coiling around their forearm and wrist as they flung their hand.” Asterios then rolled his eyes. “Why do bad guys always pick snakes as their symbols? They are not even close to evil creatures and not the only ones that are poisonous.” 
 
    Svertaniel sighed while rubbing his forehead. “I’m fairly sure they were noctis.” 
 
    “Noctis?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “They are a humanoid race called abyssal elves in the past but earned themselves a new name due to their evildoings which made all the other elves want to have nothing to do with them. It was long ago, and their kin isn’t receiving pure hate for their past deeds anymore, but this person certainly doesn’t help in thwarting the stereotypes.” 
 
    “Right. I read a bit about them, and this is very interesting, but we have to move on before that messenger makes any progress,” Asterios interjected when Umbra perched on his shoulder. “Selene, you are going to the surface with Umbra and staying there together.” 
 
    “My Lord, there’s no need—” 
 
    “That’s an order.” Asterios pointed a finger at her and then stepped closer to hug Selene from the front. “You will be vulnerable while upholding the formation and someone has to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “The knights will arrive shortly after I activate it from the outside, my Lord. And no one will be able to do anything from the inside through the barrier.” 
 
    “I don’t care. There can be traitors in their ranks. I’m not going to risk losing you over something so stupid.” 
 
    Asterios moved his hand to Selene’s cheek and pulled himself closer to join their lips together. She was a tad surprised by his sudden initiative but quickly forgot about it and relished in the pleasant warmth spreading over her mouth as she threw her arms over his shoulders.  
 
    A wave of hot mana flowed into her in copious amounts as their tongues gently danced together with care, affection, and hurry. She sucked as much energy out of this short exchange as she could and broke the kiss with a jubilant smile. 
 
    “Be careful, my Lord.” 
 
    She glanced at Miria, nodded, receiving the same gesture in response, and left a peck on Ast’s lips before plunging into the ground in a shadowy pillar. The panthergirl walked to his side and rubbed her cheek against Ast’s. 
 
    “I will surely protect you, Master. It would be better to have more members in our party, though.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a soft smile. “Who would have thought I would be starting summoning rituals left and right so quickly… Anyway, we are already set for the Blood Summoning. We will do it right after arriving on the Demon Continent.” 
 
    He turned his face to the side and pulled Miria for a passionate kiss too, already sensing her eagerness to receive some affection. And mana, of course. 
 
    Their exchange was brief and interrupted by a faint rumble coming from the surface which shook the underground system a bit. 
 
    “That’s our cue. Let’s go.” 
 
    Miria stepped back and closed her eyes. She had practiced a lot since the last time she had drawn from her bloodline, and it took her only a moment to turn a bit more feral in front of their eyes. Her fur crawled up her arms and legs a bit over the joints and her face turned fiercer. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Asterios complimented her, and they broke into a run. 
 
    They knew that not every single prisoner had been rescued and there should be a few or more still held in similar research rooms like the one they had stumbled on but they had no time to check them all right now. First, they had to confront and capture the leaders of this place. Or at least try to. They might have already started destroying evidence. 
 
    As they ran through the tunnels that switched from earth to wood with occasional reinforcement of stone, Asterios filled his body and circuits with spiritual energy in a similar way to the day of the duel. He didn’t want to be a dead weight in the current scenario, and with just three of them, it would be good if he joined the fray not just from the backline but also directly. 
 
    On their way to the inner circle, the party stumbled on a few dwarf guards standing by the doors to various rooms and chambers. There was no time to waste so Miria swiftly dealt with most of them using her speed and Haste controlled by herself. Asterios cut through the opponents she skipped with his artifact blade. Without igniting it, though, to not start a fire underground with how powerful the flames were. 
 
    After a few short minutes, they reached an open chamber with multiple ways out. One of them was metal double doors, slightly arched. The rest of the tunnels were open and spanned in all other directions. The group approached the silvery entrance. 
 
    “Damascus Steel, as expected,” Svertaniel commented after brushing his fingers over the metal. “Will be a pain to get through with force. Can you see the mechanism like the last time, Asterios?” 
 
    “Yes, I do, but it’s way more complex. No doubt these doors lead to a much more important part of the facility.” 
 
    “Too bad.” The demon sighed. “I can have a try at it. There’s enough open space. I think.” 
 
    “No need to do that,” Asterios replied. “I’ll take care of the door. You two protect me in the meanwhile. People are running in, most likely to this exact door after receiving some kind of notice.” 
 
    “Wow, Master, even I haven't heard anything yet!” Miria exclaimed with wide, excited eyes and a bright smile. 
 
    “You will soon. Looks like Dragons have keener hearing than Werepanthers,” Asterios joked with a smile of his own. “Five, seven, ten, twelve o’clock.” 
 
    Miria giggled and lunged towards the first pair of tunnels while Svertaniel remained by his side with a raised brow. His curiosity was sated when the single edge of Ast’s blade suddenly caught on violent crimson fire which quickly seeped into the weapon, turning the metal hotter and hotter until the sharp side glowed scarlet. 
 
    He didn’t waste any more time as even he could now hear the incoming footsteps and jogged to the other two mentioned corridors while preparing his magic. Soon after, the first shouts and screams of surprise filled the air from all the directions Asterios had pointed out. 
 
    While Svertaniel and Miria kept the incoming crowd busy, he pointed the tip of his sword at the right wing and reaffirmed his grip on the hilt, using both hands. He pushed forward with all he had, and the blade connected with the solid surface, releasing melodic tink. 
 
    In less than two seconds, the metal heated up enough for the sword to start sinking into the Damascus Steel, and Asterios kept shoving it further and further until he reached a satisfactory point. With the blade around halfway in, he grunted and began dragging it up. If not for the sounds of battle behind his back, the chamber would have been filled with his strained groans as he used all his strength to melt through the impressive gate. 
 
    A minute in, Ast’s sword made an arc about one-fourth of a full circle, leaving a blazing trail of dripping Damascus Steel behind. From what he knew, it was one of the alloys most difficult to smelt and the metal retained that attribute. 
 
    He remembered how easily his artifact blade had cut through Skeletal Dragon’s bone and compared it to this thick metal door, but Asterios had no idea how much weaker it had gotten after the Dragon’s second death so there was no real point comparing a magically reinforced Damascus Steel with a piece of the leftover skeleton. Even if the sword exerted more power now with Ast’s condensed Aura Flame. 
 
    At around halfway through, Ast’s senses picked up on someone rushing towards him from behind, clearly not with good intentions. Amazed by how perceptive he had become after enhancing his organs with the fiery energy, he didn’t even look away from the doors and directed his left arm back, sending a pulse of mana into the bracer. 
 
    An awkward gurgle followed, and something fell to the ground with a thud. Poison Fang’s needle had struck someone right into the throat and paralyzed them in an instant. Miria’s concern soon reached his mind. 
 
    ~I’m fine. Keep up what you are doing. One must have snuck past Svertaniel. He’s a mage after all.~ 
 
    Asterios returned to his task, and Miria sent him a mental nod with a peck on the cheek before refocusing on the opponents in front of her. Not that many had come initially, but as time passed, more and more dwarves kept showing up in pairs or trios, with one or two people of other races mixed in from time to time. 
 
    Fighting much shorter opponents in front of two entrances while keeping them from crossing into the chamber where her master was working on the door proved to be a slight challenge that Miria was more than happy to overcome. Asterios wasn’t the only one constantly growing stronger from his unusual, occasional gains. 
 
    Miria’s heightened senses from her awakened bloodline at around half-strength allowed her to perceive many attacks and movements with ease. She swiftly moved around her targets like a light gust of wind flowing around numerous bushes with long branches in the form of various bladed weapons. 
 
    But, with her beloved master’s well-being resting on her shoulders, she couldn’t stop at that.  
 
    After Asterios had explained to his familiars about his experience during the bout with Silvia, she started practicing with his fiery energy more, using it for other things than just fueling her abilities. Just like him, she tried condensing that hot mana in her organs and quickly learned that she could achieve something similar to her master. With a much weaker effect and only focusing on a single part of her body, but the difference was staggering. 
 
    With her ears filled with Ast’s power, she could perceive the slightest changes in the atmosphere around her, including the faintest vibrations of air the enemies caused with their weapons and bodies. She felt like she had eyes facing every angle from her position.  
 
    No. It was more than that. She felt like a spectator of her own performance. She danced around her opponents with unimaginable swiftness and grace while being aware of their position at all times. Needless to say, no one was able to graze her fur, not to mention going past her. 
 
    A merry smile painted her lips from the knowledge that she would never be able to reach such a level of strength on her own without the help of her beloved master and mate. She wouldn’t be able to grow in power so fast even if she had been extremely talented in using her own bloodline and raising her efficiency with it. She owed so much to Asterios for accepting her wholeheartedly and allowing her to stay with him as his summon in the first place. 
 
    A loud metallic gong interrupted her casual thoughts in the midst of the heavy battle with seven opponents, which were possible to exist only thanks to Ast’s energy enhancing her ears to unbelievable levels that allowed Miria to overpower her enemies without breaking a sweat. 
 
    Looking through Ast’s eyes for a brief second, she saw a huge hole in the door made of damascu ore and smiled even wider. He had done it. In less than three minutes. A big part of the gate lay on the ground by his side, cut in the shape of a circle almost as thick as Asterios’ waist. 
 
    ~Wrap it up if you can. I’ll help Svertaniel.~ Ast’s voice reached her mind and Miria turned all her focus into decimating the poor dwarves. 
 
    Asterios rushed towards the demon man struggling to keep his power in check to not bring the ceiling down on his head and dove under his armpit with the artifact sword ready for action.  
 
    Being very careful not to graze the wooden parts of the underground tunnels, Asterios cut through three dwarves standing by each other like through butter, completely ignoring the existence of their weapons which resisted the crimson blade as much as their owners. Both ends of the horizontally cut dwarves had been cauterized immediately, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. 
 
    “Is it weird that I somehow enjoy this scent?” Asterios pondered more to himself than anyone else. “Oh well. Runs in the family if we are not wrong, I guess.” 
 
    With the enemy's attention off him, Svertaniel was able to utilize more fine-tuned spells and had no issues getting rid of the remaining enemies that had reached their chamber. The duo of void-wielding Mage and fire-sword-wielding Summoner cleared the corridors in a flash. 
 
    Miria had been already done with her side when they finished and trotted to Asterios for some pats. They didn’t waste time and immediately headed to the hole in the door. Three corpses lay on the other side with their own holes in their chests, clearly smoldered from a certain heated blade. 
 
    They jumped through before anyone else arrived and glanced at the opening they had just passed. 
 
    “Let me,” Svertaniel said, placing a hand on Ast’s shoulder while nodding at him. 
 
    They watched the demon man whisper some incomprehensible words to his grimoire, which fluttered with its purple glowing pages flipping from side to side. He then shoved his right hand into the paper after they stopped and pulled out something looking like a piece of violet chalk seeping with ominous energy. 
 
    Svertaniel pressed it over the surface of the door and traced a circle around the hole. After the endings connected, the inside filled with evil-looking color from the edges to the center, and the whole thing vanished. 
 
    Asterios was going to ask what had happened, but Svertaniel shushed him down with a silencing gesture over his own lips and then pointed at the hole. A dwarf with a greatsword appropriate for her size hurried towards the opening.  
 
    The trio saw her try to hastily dive through the hole to save time, but the moment the short woman made the jump, she quickly but gradually disappeared into thin air in the motion of someone jumping behind a cover. 
 
    “Where did she go?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “I wonder,” Svertaniel mused with a slightly sinister smile. “Let’s go. This should stop them for a while.” 
 
    The duo nodded and resumed their run. It didn’t take them long to come across people other than dwarves, dressed in dark grey robes and similar clothes. Most of them were of tall humanoid races, mostly elves, and demons.  
 
    A few figures wore uniforms resembling military attire, and those were knocked out instead of killed as they charged through the stone corridors with damascu reinforcements. Asterios called Umbra to pick them up and throw them into the confinement they had prepared. So far, there had been no issues on Selene’s side, and the army was slowly pouring in from behind her, circling the activated barrier. 
 
    As for the formation itself, on the surface, a tall, blue, octagonal cone had risen around the area which hid the secret underground facility. Asterios and his team had verified all the hidden entrances and escape paths running from it and had placed the barrier over them. It had also bore slightly into the ground to prevent the enemies from quickly creating new escape tunnels. 
 
    Selene levitated in a lotus position inside the main magical circle out of the eight they had drawn the previous day and meditated with all five of her tails out and closed eyes. Upholding such a huge and complex formation required a copious amount of focus so Umbra watched over her, hidden in her shadow. 
 
    Back below the surface, Ast’s group rushed towards the supposed location of the main offices of the administrators and leaders of the facility, ignoring all the side chambers. If the operation succeeded, they would go through them then, or leave it to the patriarch’s men. 
 
    ~Selene, can you let people from the outside through the barrier or not?~ Asterios asked with just a light mental pat to not disrupt her focus. 
 
    ~I’m afraid not, my Lord. That could break the link due to the spells and abilities that are hitting the formation right now.~ 
 
    ~Alright. I’ll give you a signal when we engage with the boss of this vile den and they turn out to be strong. Umbra will let the armies know so they are ready for the barrier to go down and you two will join us. Good work so far.~ 
 
    She didn’t reply but sent him a mischievous, echoing soft chuckle. Asterios was going to shake his head, but an explosion interrupted him. They all stopped in front of a destroyed wall. 
 
    Two figures stepped outside of the nearby chamber and stood in the falling dust. One was a human woman of exceptional beauty and appeal, wearing the fanciest uniform they had seen so far, and the other was an elf woman of onyx skin and shoulder-long white hair, most likely a noctis. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the human spoke first with a melodic tone. “So those are the rats that have been running around my lovely home and forcefully kidnapping my precious guests. Bold.” She chuckled musically. “Now, dears, please do tell me… how the fuck did you find this place?” The woman emphasized the third word with a charming smile. 
 
    Her efforts were commendable, but both men facing her couldn’t care less about the woman’s allure. Asterios already had a group of girls he found much more charming than her, and Svertaniel’s only love was the Void. 
 
    He decided to try something out. 
 
    “Simple. Dane sends his greetings.” 
 
    The human woman’s brows furrowed for a moment before she snorted and exploded in a hearty laugh. 
 
    “Hahahah! That worthless idiot? What, did you meet his ghost or something? There’s no way he is alive. I made sure of that.” 
 
    Asterios smirked at his luck. He expected nothing more than one of them recognizing the overseer’s name. 
 
    “You? I thought a man killed him?” he asked, stalling for time to learn as much about their enemies from their spiritual signatures as he could. 
 
    The human woman grinned and licked her lips seductively. “A man, a woman, I can be anything you want, darling.” 
 
    Right in front of their eyes, the woman’s facial features started shifting and took a bit more masculine shape, retaining the previous beauty and turning into a quite handsome visage. 
 
    “A changeling… Because of course you and noctis would be involved in something this despicable…” Svertaniel scoffed to the side. 
 
    That explained the chaotic energy Asterios had found inside the woman’s body. 
 
    ~Selene, Umbra. We need you. Fast.~ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39
A Changeling’s Way 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, will you kindly tell me how you found out about this place and Dane, or do I need to convince you to cooperate first,” the woman with a man’s face said in a masculine tone. 
 
    “Would you mind not talking to me in a man’s voice while in this… body? It kind of creeps me out.” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “Forget your games, Director. He’s an enemy. And a strong one at that.” The noctis woman sneered at her partner while black mist started seeping out of the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “I know, I know.” The director’s face changed back, and so did her voice. “But that’s exactly why he is so alluring. I’m sure his essence tastes heavenly.” She licked her lips. 
 
    The elf rolled her eyes. “Let’s get rid of the rest first. Then we can decide if you get to play with him. I suggest scrying his mind for all possible information immediately.” 
 
    “No! You know how hard it is to make them hard after your magic leaves them stupid! And it’s no different than fucking a mindless Zombie!” the woman whined. 
 
    “I won’t let you touch even a single hair on Master’s head!” Miria shouted at the two women, positioning her shortswords in front of her. 
 
    “If you are that curious about what’s in my head then you are welcome to try exploring it,” Asterios smirked at the onyx-skinned elf, causing her to raise a silvery brow at him. 
 
    “You’ve got balls. I like men with balls,” the changeling complimented Asterios with a sultry tone. 
 
    “That’s not a very unique preference considering all of us hold a pair.” Ast’s comment made her snicker. “But I’m afraid you won’t get a chance to verify that.” 
 
    The whole facility rumbled faintly, and the two women glanced up in confusion. A dark crimson gate appeared by Ast’s side, and Selene jumped out of it as a deep black shadow began gathering under Svertaniel’s feet. 
 
    “Move!” Asterios shouted, finally deciding he had gotten all the information he could. 
 
    Selene quickly scooped him off the ground and into her arms. 
 
    At the same time as the fox lady dashed away with Miria by her side, Umbra’s shadow swallowed Svertaniel’s figure and plunged to the ground. 
 
    “Hey! Get back here!” The director’s voice reached the trio’s ears shortly after. 
 
    Miria peeked back and confirmed that they were being followed, with the changeling woman running faster than her noctis partner. The girls didn’t run at their best speed to stay in the enemy’s sights as they dashed through the underground tunnels with their bodies boosted by their respective techniques. 
 
    A few bolts of black energy whizzed by their ears, but none hit the mark. Running and casting clearly wasn’t the elf’s forte. 
 
    ~Is she the same person who discovered us?~ Asterios asked Umbra, even though he anticipated the answer. 
 
    ~No, Master. The person with my mark isn’t her. They are somewhere in this area, though.~ 
 
    ~We need to deal with these two before he or she notices the battle and runs in to join.~ 
 
    The girls nodded, listening attentively to the conversation that had been happening in their joined minds, and finally reached the chamber they had been aiming for. 
 
    After running inside a spacious hall that they had stumbled on while exploring this inner segment of the facility, Selene let Asterios down and they all spread around.  
 
    The chamber seemed to be a storage room of some sort. It was as wide and tall as industrial warehouses back in Dagger’s End but constructed fully underground. Rows of tall and wide shelves that reached the very ceiling filled the space inside, creating alleys and crossroads. Of course, boxes, crates, and barrels of various sizes obstructed the view quite a bit, but Ast’s party had no doubt this state wouldn’t persist for much longer. 
 
    Asterios found the slightly disoriented Svertaniel and patted the demon man on the shoulder. 
 
    “This should let us go wild without worrying about getting buried under earth and rubble. Let’s try not to kill them if possible.” 
 
    “Can’t make any promises. Any plans?” Svertaniel asked. 
 
    “Yeah. A few. It will be mostly us, though. You just try to fit in wherever you can. Let Umbra connect with your mind, and we’ll let you know about anything specific we’d need from you.” 
 
    Svertaniel nodded and jogged away the moment their opponents ran into the underground warehouse. 
 
    ~Ugh,~ Umbra groaned in the party's private mental connection. 
 
    ~You okay?~ Asterios asked, slightly worried the onyx-skinned elf had done something. 
 
    ~It’s like a giant choir in there with all fifty members asked to sing different praises at the same time and taking it to heart a bit too seriously. I need to tune him out or I won’t be able to hear anything.~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile while making a few strokes with his fingers and starting to run too. 
 
    “You think hiding in here will be enough to fool u—” 
 
    The changeling stopped mid-sentence and hastily kicked her partner in her side, sending the elf crashing into the nearby stack of boxes. Two deep gashes appeared in the ground where the black magician had been standing just a moment ago. No doubt the target would have lost at least one arm. 
 
    “You’ve got an invisible bitch, huh. This is starting to get inte—” 
 
    And again, she was interrupted when multiple black shadows with extremely sharp ends surged from the ground under the director’s feet, aiming to skewer the woman’s calves and thighs. But she noticed the attack coming thanks to her impressive reaction speed again and jumped towards one of the wooden ledges at the second level of the tall shelves. 
 
    “You want to play? Bring it on!” The woman laughed gaudily and returned to the ground with a graceful landing. 
 
    The sneak attacks had failed, and it was time for a frontal offensive. A fist of cyan color smashed through the barrels by the woman’s side and the demonic hand rushed straight at her. 
 
    With a nimble spin, she put her guard up and managed to take the phantom punch onto her forearms joined together to shield her body from the impact. After less than a second, she stopped opposing the fist and let it push her torso backward as she raised her legs to let the force angle her body. 
 
    Three whizzes cut through the air where the woman’s neck had been just moments ago, and two deep wounds scarred the hardened earth under her raised feet. The sound of someone clicking their tongue reached the woman’s ears from below as she was flung into another stack of equipment. 
 
    ~She has incredible senses. This will be tough,~ Miria commented through their connection. 
 
    ~I concur,~ Selene chimed in. 
 
    ~Let’s try something different then,~ Asterios suggested. 
 
    Shortly after, Miria appeared by his side, deactivating the Blur sigil she had been using to keep herself indistinguishable from the surroundings. Hearing the director shattering the wooden crates while digging herself out from under them, he pulled Miria closer, and his fingers began racing over her exposed belly. 
 
    She did her best to hold back a giggle from escaping her lips as her master’s palm danced over her skin with incredible speed and attentively watched the spot where their opponent had landed. Selene lunged at the woman and a loud impact shook the warehouse, followed by a plethora of thuds. She and Umbra tried their best to keep the changeling at bay. 
 
    “Oi! Zariya! I could use some—umph!—help here!” the human-looking changeling shouted at her partner somewhere amidst the sea of wooden containers. 
 
    “Can’t! I’m as busy as you are!” the elf replied back with a strained voice. 
 
    Svertaniel had engaged the noctis magician shortly after she had been thrown aside by her partner and they were exchanging spells since then. His Void Magic had erased parts of the shelves and walls from existence and the duo could be seen standing amongst many weird-looking holes in the ground, too evenly excavated to come from explosions. 
 
    His opponent wielded similar magic and Zariya’s black energy eroded whatever it touched like highly condensed acid, eating away even Damascus Steel at an astounding pace. It didn’t reach the speed of Ast’s sword wrapped in strengthened Aura Flame but wasn’t that far from it. 
 
    “Go.” Ast’s calm voice brought Miria back from observing the battlefield. “I’ll help you control it.” 
 
    She left a quick peck on his cheek and ran past Asterios to join the fight. And she ran past him again. And again. And again. And again, from both sides at the same time. 
 
    Asterios watched as a dozen of Mirias passed him and dashed towards the spot where Selene and Umbra were facing the changeling. A few of them winked at him, giggled, or purred into his ears as they bolted past Asterios. It was such a bizarre sight. 
 
    He didn’t dawdle for long and broke into a run too, circling around the battlefield by vaulting over countless boxes while holding his artifact sword ready and having his organs pre-filled with spiritual energy. He couldn’t let his guard down. The moment the woman realized he was behind the girl’s abilities, she would go straight after him. 
 
    Selene did her best to throw her spiritually enhanced punches just the way to avoid accidentally killing the woman but she proved to be a difficult opponent. She kept taking the hits onto her guard like they were nothing, only getting pushed around a bit. Her forearms didn’t look even slightly red. Any other kinds of attacks that occasionally reached her body also didn’t hurt the changeling much. 
 
    “I must say… you can pack a punch… girl…” The changeling showed a strained smile while still blocking most attacks. “I like me… a strong woman too…” She winked. “Is that all… you can do… cutie?” 
 
    Selene smirked at her and launched a spinning mid-kick that was caught by the woman’s guard too. It bore enough force to release a wave of tremors from the impact and caused the changeling to be turned around while groaning in pain. 
 
    When she returned her gaze to the fox lady, three spiritual claymores of light blue color hung above them. Selene pointed her right hand to the ceiling with two fingers extended. 
 
    “Ah, shit.” 
 
    Selene threw her hand down, and the phantom swords fell onto the director without mercy. They slashed and cut while the fox lady directed them like a skillful conductor. The woman could barely keep up with three blades floating around, and a few tiny cuts appeared over her skin. 
 
    She dodged a stab, spun around her own axis, and grabbed one of the cyan hilts. Still rotating, she used the momentum to swing the stolen weapon and sliced through another one that had been aiming to slice her. 
 
    Ducking under the third blade, she hit it with the spiritual pommel of her temporary weapon, causing it to wobble in the air for a fraction of a second. But that was enough for her to grab the second sword and shove both of them into the ground before Selene would snatch them back, surprised at how easily they sank into the hardened Earth. 
 
    The spiritual replicas vanished as she took a deep breath. “Got a name? Mine’s Thesera. Why don’t we get a little bit closer to each other, baby? I know much more about pleasuring a woman than any man ever could. Perks of being both.” She smiled impishly. 
 
    Something creaked above them, and Miria came raining down at Thesera with her blades extended to a longsword’s length. 
 
    “Selene would never betray Master!” She slashed at the woman from above. 
 
    Thesera stepped away just in time to avoid the attack and two deep cuts bore into the floor before Miria landed by her side. 
 
    “Did your master not teach you that it’s rude to interrupt othe—woah!” 
 
    She hastily jumped back when two more Mirias lunged at her from both sides, barely avoiding her head getting cut off. Leaning into a back walkover to secure some distance, she looked around and had to immediately start dodging again as a crowd of black-haired, dual-wielding panthergirls assaulted her from all sides. 
 
    “First invisibility and now clones?! What the hell are you?!” Thesera yelled. 
 
    All thirteen Mirias giggled at once. “Something you will never become.” 
 
    Those words seemed to anger the woman and a disgusted scowl painted her beautiful face for the first time since they had met. She switched from defense into offense and began furiously counterattacking after evading the dozens of swords that constantly slashed at her. 
 
    Selene joined in and all fifteen figures began a chaotic dance with death while Umbra and Svertaniel started cooperating against the female noctis. Thesera was clearly at a disadvantage with the fight being one versus fourteen but she somehow managed to dodge most of the cuts and strikes. Only a few of Selene’s punches landed, and even less of Miria’s slashes did the same. She kept receiving wounds, though. 
 
    One of her blows connected with one of Miria’s bodies, and her eyes widened. Instead of the sensation of hitting someone, she experienced nothing as her fist soared through the panthergirl who smirked at her and flickered briefly before phasing through Thesera completely. 
 
    “Illusions?!” the furious woman roared. “You dare to mock me?! I’m done playing nice!” 
 
    Thesera raised her left foot and the girls noticed it changing in front of their eyes. Instantly, her calf and thigh gained in size and became overly muscular. Selene and the real Miria jumped back in anticipation of what could be coming and Thesera drove her foot into the floor. 
 
    The whole warehouse shook with tremors strong enough for many rows of shelves that had somehow still avoided getting damaged to start tilting and falling into each other. Thesera’s kick created a wide crater in the ground and many wooden boxes, barrels, and crates rained down from the sky. 
 
    One of them was blown into smithereens in the middle of its fall when Thesera suddenly lunged through it straight at Selene. Her legs now resembled those of an agile wolf while retaining the human-like appearance of furless skin. With her fist drawn to the back and her forearm growing in size and changing color into dirt-brown, she flew at the fox lady with a fierce war cry. 
 
    Selene’s five tails started twitching and she put up three spiritual barriers before Thesera’s punch reached her.  
 
    The moment the woman’s fist slammed into the first layer with an already impressive force, grey smoke burst out of four pipe-like openings that had formed around her forearm, followed by fierce flames. She suddenly gained power and momentum, shattering through all three barriers in a flash and slamming her knuckles into Selene’s abdomen, sending her flying back through multiple fallen shelves until the fox lady slammed loudly into the chamber’s wall. 
 
    “Selene!” Miria shouted somewhere on the side and saw Thesera already heading her way, using her animal-like legs to leap towards her prey like a hungry wolf. 
 
    The dozen fake Miria’s rushed towards the woman, but she simply ignored all of them and kept passing through the non-material illusions created by the Promenade of Mirages. The real panthergirl noticed a purple patch of skin around the changeling’s left eye and the lack of both her pupil and iris. A shining violet sclera replaced them instead. 
 
    She immediately understood that Thesera could see through the mirages, but her opponent had already arrived close enough to boost herself off her legs like they were springs and fly at Miria with a frenzied expression.  
 
    Thesera’s arms started shifting in mid-air and took the shape of long curved blades. Their structure and color gradually switching into white down from her elbows clearly indicated that they were made of her own bones, sharpened into deadly scythes. 
 
    The two women clashed, and Miria received Thesera’s blows onto her own blades, surprised that the changeling could rival her in strength even though she had been drawing on her bloodline since the start of the fight.  
 
    They slashed at each other, dodging, parrying, and counterattacking, leaving shallow wounds on each other’s bodies. Miria’s enhanced hearing could perceive Thesera’s blows but she didn’t have an easy time keeping up with their intense, erratic flow. 
 
    After finally managing to push one of Miria’s shortswords aside with a calculated thrust, Thesera leaned to the back and landed a powerful kick into Miria’s stomach with her skin-covered paw, sending the panthergirl crashing into the nearby wall. 
 
    She quickly jumped through the kicked-up dust and stood in front of the kneeling Miria, who was gathering herself up from the created hole. She released a wicked laugh and raised one of her bladed arms at Miria. 
 
    “Where’s that cowardly master of yours now, huh? Going to watch how I gut his—ghn?!” 
 
    She glanced down. A single-edged blade of purplish color poked out of her stomach as a dark stain slowly increased in size over her black, military-themed uniform. A soft pop occurred behind Thesera’s back, followed by a whizz of pressurized air and the sound of something crystal shattering on the side. 
 
    “Right here,” Asterios growled into her ear as his figure slowly materialized behind Thesera, gradually appearing through a receding greyish mist. “No one raises their hand at my mates.” 
 
    Thesera cried out again when another blade pierced her body from behind, only as wide as two fingers this time, going straight through her left kidney. Sapphire liquid dripped menacingly off its tip. She turned her increasingly pale face towards Asterios but didn’t manage to utter a single word before lifelessly falling forward. 
 
    Asterios disregarded the woman’s body and stepped closer to help Miria up. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked with a worried smile. 
 
    She nuzzled her cheek into his and purred. “Just a bruise. Thank you.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and petted her adorable ear. “Let’s go. This is not the end.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it is.” Selene’s voice arrived at his ears from behind. 
 
    He turned around with Miria in his arms and saw his other companion walking towards them with her iconic soft smile, looking great even with quite a few bruises on her fair skin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Asterios asked, raising a brow. 
 
    “It seems that Thesera’s kick sent my body flying straight into her companion, knocking her out cold as the two of us slammed into the wall on the opposite side of this chamber, with the elf woman unintentionally serving as my cushion. She was still encased in stone back there when I left.” 
 
    Silence fell between the trio for a brief moment. 
 
    “Pffffffftttttt, hahahaha!” At least until Miria exploded into a lively laugh. “That’s so anticlimactic! Hahahaha!” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. “What are the chances of that…” 
 
    “Ask Svertaniel if you don’t believe it, my Lord. He was even more shocked than you.” 
 
    “I confirm,” the demon man joined in after reaching their spot. “Good that I wasn’t throwing any spells at her at that time. It doesn’t change the fact that my heart almost stopped at that moment. I’m not sure if you are aware, but duels between magicians are quite tense.” 
 
    “I know. Trust me.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “I bound her for now. There’s no chance she can free herself. Unless she wants to experience some horrible things. What about the changeling? Is she dead?” 
 
    “No. We need to stop the bleeding, but she has a strong body. She won’t be able to do anything either. I dosed her with the strongest poison I have stored in my bracer. But, considering that she’s a changeling, which means she’s damn tough, we shouldn’t take it for granted and waste too much time.” 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s send these two to the patriarch before continuing down here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40
A New Trade Partner 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, are you going to stay like this, Master?” Miria asked while getting rejuvenated by one of Ast’s techniques. 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brows and glanced down, only then noticing that his apparel had switched colors from the brown palette to the black-red style. He was a little baffled how he had missed that but blamed it on being too focused on the fight and its aftereffects. 
 
    “Looks like my spiritual attire reacts to either my emotions or me drawing on bigger chunks of the scorching hot mana. I guess it won’t work exactly as we hoped it would. I might as well let it stay like this while we are here.” 
 
    “To be honest… I like your new look, Master… It feels… fierce and ferocious…” Miria confessed a tad shyly. 
 
    He smiled at the timid panthergirl and pulled her in for a brief kiss, which Miria enjoyed to the fullest for as long as it lasted. She loved when Asterios took the initiative. And especially when he was in his awakened state with that domineering aura and eyes of his. 
 
    Before Umbra returned from the surface, Asterios exchanged a few gentle and soft kisses with Selene while healing her up too. She hadn’t been hurt that bad, but Thesera’s attacks packed quite a punch. He knew how much delight the caresses of her tail brought the beautiful fox lady, so he affectionately combed through the fluffy cloud with his fingers as they embraced each other. 
 
    After that very brief break to recover, they rushed out of the underground warehouse. They had taken care of someone called a director, but they couldn’t be sure that the changeling was the strongest in this facility. Considering the fact that she had called this place her home and the prisoners her guests, she most likely was the leader or overseer. 
 
    They had no time to peer deep into Thesera’s or Zariya’s memories and Umbra only managed to check for the location of the most important chambers in the women’s minds, updating the mental map he had created earlier. 
 
    First, they headed to the room that the two members of this organization had burst out of as they had been roaming through the facility. It turned out to be a small study with lots of old parchments, scrolls, and books. They didn’t feel like it was the overseer’s office so it could have belonged to the other person. 
 
    The girls quickly swooped everything they could into their dimension and the party continued further. Umbra kept an eye on the marked noctis the whole time and they noticed that the person was moving from room to room in a certain part of the underground system. They assumed that the elf was getting rid of crucial evidence or something and dashed towards their location. 
 
    Umbra swam through the shadows to move faster, making small jumps from place to place while the rest of the party ran after him, needing to slow down now and then to confront some guards or researchers. It looked like most if not all members had been somehow informed about the breach and were either trying to escape or heading somewhere. 
 
    They arrived in a corridor with plenty of open doors and headed towards a room with a clear struggle happening inside. According to Umbra, three people had been trying to burn whatever they could, and the shadowy raven was currently interrupting their streak, already in the process of getting rid of one. The marked noctis proved to be a challenge, though, without Umbra risking evaporating the evidence by himself. 
 
    Just as Miria and Selene were going to run inside, Ast’s enhanced vision spotted a flash of a magical formation laid around the doorframe. 
 
    “Wait!” he shouted after his companions, both mentally and vocally. 
 
    But it was a little too late, and Miria stepped through the line, activating some kind of a trap spell. A black spider web suddenly materialized in front of her, and she ran straight into it. Miria shivered as she broke through the obstacle and groaned in pain, grabbing her head with her hands while dropping her weapons. Selene did the same soon after, and even Umbra’s shadowy form dispersed a little. 
 
    Something forcefully invaded Ast’s mind and drilled through it with vicious tenacity. He hastily prepared himself to repel the invader with his overbearing and scorching hot energy, but after noticing the nature of the used spell, he decided against it. 
 
    That mental attack in the form of a powerful spiritual drill going through his memories aimed straight at their base. He got curious about what would happen when it stumbled on the seal hidden deep in his mind and a bit of pain was nothing in front of an unusual but potential way of getting rid of it, even if the caster would learn about the sealed memories too. They could deal with that person later. 
 
    Asterios didn’t want to let the girls and Umbra endure the unbearable headache with him, so he focused his mental abilities to their utmost limits and shielded their psyches, letting only himself suffer the attack. Judging by their reactions, it worked as intended. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long for the spell to reach the seal and the mental spike crashed into the immovable wall of countless sigils and runes. Immediately, an unbelievable shockwave burst out from it, just like on the day Umbra had attempted to unravel it. The blast pushed the invader completely out in a flash. 
 
    A loud and screeching scream reached everyone’s ears and they watched as the marked noctis copied their actions of grabbing their heads. The man’s eyes rolled to the back and soon popped, literally. His ears spurted blood, and two streams of scarlet liquid ran from his nose. He went silent a second later and slammed lifelessly into a nearby counter. 
 
    “Figured…” Asterios sighed after regaining his balance. “But at least we now know Grea’s dad has to be really careful.” 
 
    In the short moment that Ast’s party had been incapacitated, Svertaniel killed one of the other men present in the room and was just finishing the other one. 
 
    “You guys alright?” He turned to them afterward. 
 
    “Master! I’m so sorry!” Miria launched herself at Asterios before he could reply. 
 
    He caught her and began brushing through her hair. “Easy! It’s okay. I’m fine. I should be sorry. I didn’t notice it fast enough.” 
 
    “I tried killing them as fast as I could, but I didn’t know which one placed the trap,” Svertaniel explained. “Judging by how the third one died by himself, I assume it was him.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yeah. I could have repelled it quicker, but I chose to let him have his way with my mind to check something,” he confirmed while grazing Selene’s cheek with his other hand. 
 
    “That something seemed to have been more than he could handle. I think his brain exploded. Literally.” Svertaniel glanced at the fallen enemy. 
 
    “I expected nothing less since even Umbra had been overwhelmed in the past, but I still hoped for a different outcome.” 
 
    ~It’s pointless to compare a mere mortal’s mental strength with mine but I agree it was a good idea to use him as a test subject. And well, I guess if it was Kaguya or her partner who set that seal up, their mental prowess must be incredible.~ 
 
    After pacifying the worried Miria, they sent the corpses to the surface anyway, just in case the patriarch’s men would be able to get anything out of them. They recovered whatever documents they had managed to save and left the room to head straight towards the overseer’s office. 
 
    “You should have prioritized your own mind first, my Lord,” Selene spoke as they ran side by side, clearly noticing what he had done back there. 
 
    “You would have done the same for me if you could,” he replied. 
 
    Selene smiled warmly and left a peck on his cheek, soon to be copied by Miria from the other side. The panthergirl still felt a little guilty but understood that such magic was out of her field of expertise and Asterios would tell her that she had no way of knowing if she brought it up anyway. 
 
    They stormed into the director’s office through fancy doors of Damascus Steel, which opened to them with no issue since Asterios had grabbed a pendant from Thesera’s body that gave off a similar magical aura to the tough door they had melted their way through before. As he had guessed, it was a key or some kind of a pass. 
 
    The office was in a similar fashion to Dane’s but much more spacious. He and Svertaniel focused on a heavy damascu desk sitting in the middle while the girls went through shelves, drawers, and cabinets. Fortunately, the pendant deactivated all the safety formations, and they even found a hidden compartment in the same spot as in Dane’s desk. 
 
    Around the time they were finishing ransacking the chamber, Svertaniel reported that one of his sentry eyes spotted movements but the people he had seen looked different from the members of the organization. He quickly identified them as soldiers of the patriarch and the king. 
 
    Since the forces had started entering the underground facility, Ast’s group assumed that the situation on the surface must be under control. They had already visited the most important places here, and the soldiers were beginning to free the remaining people, so they decided to leave the rest to them. 
 
    Umbra moved everyone to the surface, starting with Svertaniel, and then transferring Asterios while the girls waited back in their realm. When he emerged on the grassy ground, Ast’s eyes widened. 
 
    It was supposed to be a grassy area around the lumber mill, but most of it had been burned to cinders. Barely any green spots remained in the close vicinity. The building itself was literally on fire. 
 
    The battle that had taken place there seemed to be in its end-stage with just some of the cultists and members of the organization—which weren’t that many in the first place—still trying to make a last stand against the united forces of Patriarch Grotger and King Welrond. 
 
    As for the latter, just moments after Asterios had surfaced, a man coated with fierce flames plunged into the ground like a meteor, shoving his sword of pure fire into the earth. A ring of scorching inferno shot out of the point of impact and turned a group of enemies into dust, mystically leaving the allies completely unharmed. 
 
    After pulling his sword from the burnt grass, Welrond raised it above his head and five enormous Fireballs formed at its tip in an arc. They were twice the size of Silvia’s from Ast's duel with the princess. Each deadly globe rushed towards a different place and incinerated parts of the environment while disintegrating the enemies. 
 
    It looked like the king preferred to play an active role in the subjugation instead of sitting in the back. And he could very well be the strongest person on this battlefield. A few magicians barely managed to stop his flames but were distracted enough for the soldiers to bring them to their demise in the meanwhile. Flames that burned only the enemies were an immense advantage. 
 
    He noticed Asterios and Svertaniel and suddenly appeared in front of them with an orange flash. 
 
    “I see you are back almost unscathed. How is the situation down there?” Welrond asked. 
 
    “Under control, Your Majesty,” Asterios answered. “We have dealt with the supposed director of the place and captured them alive, like a few other members. We freed most of the prisoners on our way and gathered as many documents as we could.” 
 
    He nodded. “Great work. We are almost done here too. Thanks to your companion’s barrier, we were able to get in position in time and struck them immediately after it went down. No one should have managed to escape.” 
 
    Without looking away from the two men, Welrond made a swing with his fiery longsword and sent a mighty arc of ferocious flames somewhere to the side. Screams of pain and death soon reached their ears, followed by cheers of the soldiers. 
 
    “Leave the rest to us. Let’s meet at Grotger’s place after we sweep this place clean if you don’t mind. We can discuss the situation then. And our deal.” 
 
    “Naturally. I’ll be waiting for the notice through the token then, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The king’s figure flashed again, and he was gone, off to somewhere, most likely south, judging by the screams. Svertaniel decided to stay behind and help the others wrap things up quicker, although Asterios could tell he just wanted to finally let loose the magic he had been limiting underground, and they parted for now. 
 
    Umbra moved Asterios back to the town and the girls came out to join him, linking their arms with their master. They visited a bathhouse, different from the last one, and jumped in for a quick wash, without any delaying activities. Fresh and clean, they shared a meal to fill their bellies and restore energy. 
 
    Rumors had already begun spreading through Dagger’s End that the abrupt visit wasn’t actually a meeting but a joint operation to punish some criminals in their lands. Asterios wasn’t sure if Grotger had intentionally leaked the information to avoid any potential issues and to use it as propaganda or if someone had a peek at the battlefield. A small army marching out of the town must have gathered some attention. 
 
    But it wasn’t his problem, and they enjoyed the time of rest together. 
 
    Two hours later, they were called and moved to the keep. Asterios returned his clothes to the brown adventuring palette and walked to the meeting place on foot. All the guards let him through without even stopping him and he soon joined Grotger, Welrond, and Svertaniel in the same chamber as during his first visit. They were alone this time, with no advisors. 
 
    “Asterios, my new friend! Glad to see that you are all fine!” The dwarf patriarch turned to him and threw both hands into the air while laughing heartily. “You’ve been a great help to our people! There’s no doubt everything went so smoothly thanks to you and your companions!” 
 
    Asterios nodded his head and received a strong hug from the much shorter dwarf, and a few slaps on the back, quite close to his butt. Welrond smiled at him knowingly. He was slightly taller than Asterios, so it was safe to assume he had experienced similar. 
 
    “Then, I assume that the operation finished without any surprises?” Asterios asked after getting free. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone alive was evacuated and we secured the place. Our men are currently exploring it in detail. Most of the people you have transferred have been tended to and the criminals are tightly locked and guarded,” the king responded. 
 
    “You’ve caught quite a big fish for us down there,” the silver-skinned man grinned. 
 
    “Be sure to watch her at all times. It wouldn’t surprise me if that changeling tried to commit suicide at the first opportunity,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We will.” 
 
    “What about the rats?” Svertaniel joined the conversation. 
 
    “I told you I would take care of it and so I did. A few people are not amongst us anymore, but the rest are waiting for concrete evidence.” Grotger rubbed his hands together with a smile. “And regarding that, I know it’s a bit hasty to ask even before you have been rewarded for your input, but I do have a small request if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “What is it?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “We do have our experts at interrogation, but I would like to employ the help of your shadowy familiar, considering that his experience in the aspect of the mind seems to be much higher.” 
 
    “You do understand that I would gain access to anything he finds out, right?” Asterios asked. 
 
    The patriarch waved his hand. “A small price to pay. Besides, you are already involved and know much more than us. Would that change anything?” 
 
    “I guess you are right. I don’t mind then. It will be useful for our safety too.” 
 
    The dwarf clasped his hands again. “Great! I’ll reward you handsomely for that help! And everything else! Is there anything you perhaps need besides money?” 
 
    “Hmmm… I’m not in need of money either, but… what about a chance for a trade meeting with a representative of the Hestizo family from the Human Continent? I’m pretty sure there are a few areas that could be beneficial for both sides.”  
 
    Welrond choked a little on the wine he had been sipping on and squinted at Asterios, who smiled softly in response. 
 
    “Connections run the world, per your own words, Patriarch,” Asterios then added. 
 
    The dwarf exploded in a hearty laugh. “Good! Not many have the patience to wait on an investment! I like you more and more, kid. Besides, I could use it as a pretext to raise my prices with the other trade partners, hehehehe.” He shot the king a not-so-subtle grin, making Welrond roll his eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad then. I’ll let them know about it, and we shall arrange a meeting that will suit both sides.” 
 
    “Got it. Moving on, then. I would love to throw a feast for you and your charming companions, but I’ve heard this whole thing grounded your ship on the path to the Demon Continent, and we still have a lot of things to take care of on our side, so let’s reschedule it for another day.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and Grotger continued. 
 
    “My men will have to recheck the ships before lifting the lockdown, but your crew is allowed to leave at any moment. I have already ordered a full restock for your vessel, at our cost. I also know about your quest at the guild, so I’ll pitch in with the rewards, both for you and the hired adventurers.” 
 
    “You are very well-informed about everything, Patriarch,” Asterios commented with respect. 
 
    “Shit might have gone down, but I never stopped taking a peek at all the important reports. I tell you, once I just glance away, everything falls apart. Those idiots are only good for mining and smelting without me!” 
 
    Everyone chuckled at Grotger’s casual insult of his own subrace. 
 
    Welrond shook his head. 
 
    “Alright. About our matters now,” he then began. “I talked with Silvia and somehow managed to convince her to wait until you reach the Demon Continent. It wasn’t easy, but she finally relented when I said I will personally prepare her for the journey.” 
 
    Grotger whistled. “Damn. Good thing I agreed on those trade talks first. If you are giving away your precious lass as a reward, I’m afraid I would have to make him the next patriarch to match that.” 
 
    Welrond glared at the dwarf until the short man exploded into another fit of laughter. Sighing heavily, he turned his attention back to Asterios. 
 
    “I assume you haven’t changed your mind?” he asked. 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. As we have all agreed, it will be beneficial to everyone. I’ll visit the castle shortly after we reach our destination.” 
 
    “Please, do so. We will be waiting.” He then turned his gaze to the patriarch and grinned. “I would like to join that trade meeting with the Hestizo family. I think it’s a good time to negotiate the next period of our previous agreement.” 
 
    The dwarf’s eyes widened, and he slammed his fist into the round metal table, without sending it flying this time. 
 
    “You rascal! You plan on bribing them and using them against me!” Grotger turned to Asterios. “I want to meet them immediately! I can’t let this swindler get in touch with them first!” 
 
    Welrond laughed. “Too bad. I’m already quite close with them. They even received the Royal Favor. You’ve already lost, old man.” 
 
    “Grrrrrrr! I’m going to fucking get you! You will not be cutting into every single deal I make every single time, you royal scammer!” 
 
    The patriarch started running after the king, who used his ability to teleport around the room, missing the dwarf’s hands by a hair’s breadth and nonchalantly sipping wine from his goblet. 
 
    Asterios and Svertaniel glanced at each other and decided that it was time for them to leave. The demon man had already discussed his rewards with the patriarch before Asterios had arrived. He went to bring the good news to Moreso, who was getting more and more depressed by the delay, and Asterios decided to check on the things with the guild. 
 
    He confirmed the patriarch’s words in Dagger’s End branch and transferred himself back to Rosewind, informing Suanori about the new incentives. She raised a brow at him, wondering how he had managed to get the patriarch’s support, but decided not to pry into Ast’s business and he appreciated it. He would explain things to her at a later date. She was a friend, nevertheless. 
 
    They agreed on a date when Umbra would come and transport the volunteers and parted ways. Asterios jumped home to inform his family about anything that involved them and received quite a lot of praise for his choices. 
 
    Kindra even insisted that he should play the role of the representative but he quickly shot her down by saying that he knew about a lot of things, but trade wasn’t one of them. After a short discussion, his mother was chosen for that task, and she accepted without any complaints. 
 
    Next, since it was slowly starting to get late, he paid Tina a short visit to her family mansion to spend some time together since he was already around. She was extremely happy but didn’t know what to do when they were alone. 
 
    Somehow, they ended up with a brief study session together. Asterios helped Tina with her current material as she sat on his lap and snuggled her back to him. The graduation wasn’t that far now, and she had a lot of tests and activities to go through. Ast’s caring guidance recovered her motivation and reaffirmed her desire to win their bet. 
 
    Afterward, they parted with a gentle and loving kiss, and with Tina asking Miria and Selene to take good care of Asterios while she focused on her studies. She would love for Asterios to keep visiting her, but she also knew she wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about him and thus be unable to fully focus on her goal. So, she willingly told them not to worry about her and to enjoy their time at the sea and on the Demon Continent. 
 
    It was hard for Asterios not to mention the surprise they had managed to secure for her, but he couldn’t ruin it just like that. He jumped back to Dagger’s End after finishing everything in Rosewind and Tyrienheim and departed with Moreso’s crew soon after. 
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    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Welcome again, weary traveler! Book 4, eh? Can’t call ourselves a trilogy anymore. I guess we enter the saga zone. How long is it going to last? Who knows. Even I might not know. Yeah, I might have an ending in mind from the very beginning, but getting there is a thrilling journey full of unexpected turns that come along the way. Until I feel like I exhausted ideas for the story, it will go on. I don’t like artificially bloating the content so a definitive end will surely come at one point. 
 
    Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this volume. It was heavier on the action side this time as I always wanted to write a full dungeon delve. At the same time, I’m aware that not everyone enjoys watching characters go floor by floor, chapter by chapter, so I tried to compromise, more or less. The arcs contained in this volume were a real ride. 
 
    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? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next volume starts with the long awaited Demon Continent, with no more detours. It will be full of answers to the ongoing mysteries that keep pestering Asterios and his companions. You can also expect much more summoning, perhaps one or two new familiars, and a little bit of action.  
 
    And, to top all of that, a certain very important event is nearing its final phase. One that had been spanning over the story since the very beginning. Some of you are surely awaiting that one specific day with intense anticipation, and you may know well that I haven’t forgotten about any of the characters. 
 
    Volume 5 will certainly be a ride too, a different kind of one. A bunch of unexpected twists and turns litter our path. Hopefully, none of them will make you groan in dissatisfaction. I’m sure that at least fans of a certain sweet character will be elated ;) 
 
    See you in the fifth 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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