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    Yo! Saileri here! Just wanted to throw in a few words before we dive into the book. Also, a huge thank you for deciding to give my novels a try! 
 
    I have seen many people mentioning that it would be so nice to have a short summary of the story at the beginning of the volume and that’s exactly what I decided to include in my book. The section before Chapter 1 briefly summarizes the events of Volume 4, so if you are coming here straight after reading it, feel free to skip it without losing anything. For summary of Volumes 1-3, check the beginning of the earlier books again. If quite a few days have passed since you read my story, I hope this will help you refresh your memory. Of course, it won’t be as detailed as the book itself so I still recommend reliving the first volume completely ;) 
 
    This story was written in the form of a web novel published on the Internet, which sometimes slightly differs in reading experience from what the usual books offer. Such stories are often long-going, with hundreds of relatively short chapters, and a similar situation takes place here.  
 
    This book features three chapters containing adult-themed content and they are marked with a heart symbol in their titles. They can potentially be skipped without losing too much, besides some more insight into the characters, but some small details are still mentioned in some parts of such chapters. 
 
    Also, as no one in the world, I’m not perfect, so if you happen to stumble on any mistakes, feel free to bash me on the head about them in my Discord server. There’s a dedicated channel for that there. I finally got myself an editor, but things can still escape our eyes, obviously. 
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   Story So Far 
 
      
 
    Beware! Spoilers from Volume 4! 
 
    For Volume 1-3 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books! 
 
      
 
      
 
    After arriving in front of the port town Nebula, Asterios and the girls found a swarm of monsters. Instead of attacking the city, the creatures seemed to be split into three distinct factions and duking it out between themselves, which he quickly noted as a possible Dungeon War. 
 
    With Guildmaster Suanori’s permission, Asterios entered the town and questioned the local guildmaster, finding out that the man had neglected his duties and covered dangerous signs for more profit. The situation was relayed to their elf friend immediately and Asterios agreed to help solve the crisis, having it a little hard turning his back on the innocent. But, he also saw a potential profit to be made and they did in fact lack some monster ingredients. 
 
    Suanori arrived in Nebula after finishing all the paperwork and gave a good scolding to the man in charge. She then moved with Asterios and the girls to the vicinity of one of the dungeons and watched them showcase their strength, doing the same after them so that they could get to know each other better. 
 
    A few days later, the emergency meeting was underway and Asterios showed up to join everyone and discuss the matter at hand. He met a few renowned adventurers there, such as the dwarf Artificer Tishnera, the human Warrior Darlick, the demon Void Mage Svertaniel, and the human Summoner Yuuze. 
 
    Suanori briefly summarized their plan but Yuuze seemed adamant about finding someone more experienced than Asterios to play the main role alongside her. After a brief argument, Asterios decided to show his strength a little, releasing Umbra and having him play some memories of their previous fights in everyone's minds. Yuuze didn’t get to protest as he fainted quite quickly. 
 
    With everything set, the operation was in motion and various teams of adventurers headed into the three dungeons. Asterios and Suanori moved into the oldest, middle, undead one. Before they ventured inside, Asterios tested infusing some mana into his eyes and intent, which resulted in his mates becoming quite enchanted with them, and even caused their elf friend to feel somewhat intimidated. Umbra called such pressure an Aura of Authority. 
 
    Finishing their preparations, they began their delve. Selene took care of the dungeon’s Gates with her spiritual punches and Umbra got rid of the first boss monster before they even got to fight it, much to Miria’s disappointment. But, they cooperated together to take down a Flesh Golem a bit later, where Asterios used his Spellslinger to freeze the enemy with Permafrost. 
 
    On their way deeper, they stumbled on some flying skulls and fought against Ignituls. Soon, they heard some unusual explosions and followed them, running into Darlick and Tishnera who were destroying the dungeon’s walls according to their plan. 
 
    The next boss room surprised them greatly as there was no creature inside, at least until they realized that the scarlet liquid spread around the cavern was blood and part of its body. They fought bravely against a Monarch of Blood, which forced Asterios to bring some finer techniques out, causing Miria to burst in flames and Selene to become ice-cold. The fox lady used his support to completely annihilate their enemy, but then, the floor crumbled and they almost fell into a deep chasm. 
 
    Thankfully, everyone managed to react in time and they used the Core’s trap to traverse deeper, skipping tens of floors. Finding a ledge, they stopped their descent and Selene destroyed a part of the dungeon's structure to let them into the proper corridors again. They decided to rest a bit and Asterios helped his vulpine mate regain her lost energy and vitality through more personal means, sharing some brief intimate time with Selene. 
 
    Continuing further, they ran into some occasional Death Knights, but a swarm of magical weapons crossed their path. They fought bravely against the hovering armaments like they would be facing a team of adventurers. While descending the stairs leading to another floor, they stepped into a teleportation trap and were sent into a giant maze, separated from each other. 
 
    While Asterios brought forth a few more offensive Summoner techniques to borrow strength from his summons, turning himself into a weird mix of Selene, Umbra, and Miria, the girls walked another path with Suanori, protecting their friend. They found themselves in a chamber full of weird pedestals with see-through, oval shapes. 
 
    Spotting a riddle, they attempted to solve it, unfortunately, failing during their first attempt and triggering rays of darkness that seemed to erode anything they touched. Recognizing their mistake, they set the pieces of the puzzle properly and opened the exit. Selene took their reward, a small copy of the dark mirrors, and they reunited with Asterios in the middle of the labyrinth. 
 
    Entering the big chapel, they faced a giant, hooved, humanoid beast with purple skin and the head of a bull. While Asterios and the girls fought, Umbra corrupted the creature’s mind and took control of it. They stole its weapon, which could resize itself according to the user, and used it to cut holes in the dungeon’s floor until they reached the Core. 
 
    Falling into the Core's chamber, they found mountains of bones. Some of them formed a massive Skeletal Dragon. They faced the beast, giving it their all, with Umbra utilizing his new toy. Alongside him, Miria and Selene chopped off the Dragon’s wings and Asterios finished it with the panthergirl, diving between its jaws. Afterward, Selene shattered the Core, displaying her immense strength, and stepped back to recover. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Umbra absorbed parts of the Core and the Dragon and regained some of his locked strength. He could now move living beings through the shadows and they used that ability to leave the dungeon. 
 
    The news spread quickly and the situation was under control again. Asterios visited Imadil and Cynthia, ordering a sheath for the new sword from the elves. Back in the guild, he received a rank-up and became an A-ranked adventurer before leaving the port town alongside Svertaniel, who was going to be their guide in the Demon Continent. They boarded the Bellowing Kingfisher and met Captain Moreso alongside his crew. 
 
    Partway into their sea voyage, Asterios was spending time with Selene while fishing. They suddenly hooked something heavy and pulled out a humanoid shark onto the deck. The sailors quickly hid away while he and the others handled the sudden attack without much trouble. As thanks for their help and to celebrate, Moreso hosted a drinking contest, which was won by Selene, who bested everyone after surviving the Dragon’s Piss. 
 
    Soon, they reached Dagger’s End, a small stop on their journey, and decided to look around the port town belonging to the silver-skinned dwarves of the Damascu Clan. The local Adventurer’s Guild needed adventurers for their newly discovered dungeon and Asterios mediated the quest with Suanori, agreeing to transport people through Umbra. 
 
    Returning to their ship, they found the entire town in lockdown in search of a wanted criminal who had escaped from prison. Umbra sensed someone inside their cargo bay and they discovered a dwarf child hiding in their meat storage. They quickly realized that the boy named Risvi was related to a similar organization to Dane’s, the Phantasmal Horror they had dealt with in the past, involved in the creation of a weird poison. 
 
    Bringing Risvi back to Tyrienheim, he left the boy in Kindra’s care and discussed the evil organization with his grandparents. James, his grandfather, had a Royal Favor that their family had gained long ago and they agreed to use it to find an audience with the Human King. Of course, Asterios was chosen as their representative. 
 
    Transported to the capital by a transfer magician, he ventured into the royal castle and barely avoided getting hit by a flying sword, launched to the side by a young woman with scarlet-amber hair, which clearly was the princess. After convincing King Welrond about his case during the audience, they moved to a more secret and safe location to discuss the details. 
 
    During the talks, Asterios revealed some of his abilities, like his summons, him being able to move around the protected castle freely, or joining people’s minds with Umbra, shocking the king’s advisors greatly. He also noticed someone trying to eavesdrop on them and it turned out to be Princess Silvia, who had gotten curious after seeing him enter the room with her father. 
 
    After a short test of strength, the king revealed that they belonged to the True Sun’s Bloodline, which resonated with Ast’s unusual fire affinity strongly. Silvia requested a duel and Asterios agreed after Welrond suggested helping him with all the information he could find if he accepted to help his daughter grow. 
 
    Asterios spent an eventful night with Miria and Selene at the royal castle and joined the father and daughter duo for breakfast. They talked a lot about him, stumbling on the topic of Tina. The king suggested making her dream come true, which meant inviting Tina to the Royal Division as her graduation gift since he was sure that Asterios hadn’t oversold the woman to him. Asterios was immensely grateful for his kindness and they moved on to the duel. 
 
    He fought against Silvia and struggled to keep up with the princess at first. Their bout was fierce and not many people could follow it with their eyes. But, during one of Silvia’s spells, she created a flaming shape of a Lesser Dragon, sending it at Asterios. Something reacted in him and he snuffed out the magical fire with just a snap of his fingers, showing incredible might and power, and then falling unconscious. 
 
    Finding himself in the weird volcano realm, he suddenly could materialize clothes, so he did that. Then, he even gained wings, which looked ominous. Asterios flew around the weird place but didn’t find anything of importance, besides many active and inactive volcanoes. Willing to leave, he succeeded and woke up. 
 
    A short discussion about his bloodline followed and he admitted that many things started showing a direct connection to True Dragons. He agreed to the king’s request to allow Silvia to travel with them so they both could train their bloodlines while exploring the Demon Continent since they truly seemed to resonate well together. When stepping out of the bed, he suddenly materialized his clothes just like back in the weird realm, shocking everyone greatly as it was proof of incredible control, which the king then explained. 
 
    Back in Dagger’s End, Asterios paid a visit to Grotger, the Damascu Clan Patriarch, alongside Svertaniel, and connected him with King Welrond. They discussed their plan on how to deal with the evil organization and made their move on an old lumber mill. Selene locked the area under a powerful sealing formation and the others snuck in through a secret entrance they had learned from Risvi’s memories. 
 
    One by one, they freed clusters of captured dwarves, collecting information on the way. After getting found out about midway, they ran into a changeling woman and a noctis lady. The two chased them into a spacious storage chamber and a fight broke out. Utilizing Ast’s techniques, Miria and Selene beat the changeling, who was also the overseer of the place, though Asterios made the finishing move. Svertaniel dealt with the noctis lady until Selene’s body crashed into her and knocked the woman out. 
 
    Leaving the rest to the forces of King Welrond and Patriarch Grotger, they brought the captive leaders to proper confinement and reunited with the Human King above the ground, finding the soldiers decimating the organization’s members. During their meeting back in the Patriarch’s castle, they talked about possible rewards and Asterios chose to make a connection with the Damascu Clan’s dwarves, inviting his mother into business negotiations between the man and King Welrond. He had no idea what he had caused at that time. 
 
    Finishing all their businesses, Asterios and the girls resumed their journey to the Demon Continent on Captain Moreso’s ship… 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 1
A Step Into the Unknown ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From Dagger’s End to Ashen Barrel, Moreso’s ship would need around twenty days of travel. Everyone had agreed on how unlucky they had recently been; it would be only wise to take it safe and not use any shortcuts. It honestly felt like a curse with how much was happening around them. 
 
    Asterios and the girls returned to their usual daily activities on the ship, spending time together and with the crew while also finally getting a chance to fully relax, free from worries that had been left behind on the land. Both Miria and Selene made good use of this opportunity to visit their homes a little more as time passed slowly and lazily during their voyage. 
 
    Just like they had agreed on, Umbra jumped back to Suanori after a few days and helped transfer the adventurers willing to take the quest of exploring the new dungeon in the lands of the Damascu Clan. Naturally, he had first checked if they would be able to bear the journey through the ominous void to avoid any accidents. 
 
    Five parties in total had registered for the task. They were quite experienced, so it was enough. The adventurers rushed excitedly towards the dungeon shortly after arriving in Dagger’s End and checking in at the inns prepared by the patriarch, one of the additional benefits he had added after Ast’s help with the evil organization. 
 
    Besides the transfer of adventurers, another event had taken place while they were enjoying the cruise—the trade talks with Ast's family.  
 
    After confirming that Kindra had no issue with Umbra’s Shadow Movement, the shadowy familiar helped Ast’s mom arrive in Dagger’s End and stayed there to watch over her per his master’s request. Welrond used the teleportation array they had left active after the operation. 
 
    Even though Kindra attended a high-caliber meeting with two monarchs, technically speaking, she held herself unimaginably well during the entire trade negotiations. She wasn’t intimidated by either of them even in the slightest and acted like an experienced and cunning merchant for whom such occasions were a daily occurrence, showcasing her wide knowledge of the trade and even of the sides involved. 
 
    It surprised not only Asterios but also the two men as their plans of using the Hestizo family to put some pressure on the other side were quickly rendered impossible to act on. It was Kindra who skillfully used both of them to achieve the best possible results for her family, showing no mercy to her business partners while, of course, still acting respectfully, politely, and with good intentions to make it beneficial to everyone attending the talks. She was no malicious merchant. 
 
    By the end of the meeting, both men were terrified by the woman’s prowess and swore to themselves to never underestimate Hestizos. It wasn’t just Asterios who was a monster by their standards, but his mother was nothing less herself, and there was a chance the rest of the family followed suit. 
 
    Kindra secured great deals regarding various commodities, including Damascu Ore, which had previously been almost completely monopolized by King Welrond with the quantity he had been receiving and redistributing throughout the kingdom.  
 
    Afterward, Umbra helped her return home, and she went to work immediately. In a short period of time, the Hestizo Household had managed to form business partnerships with the Nobelle family, the Human King, and now the Damascu Clan’s Patriarch. There was no doubt a change awaited the Human Continent, and no one could see where it led.  
 
    Well, no one but the Hestizos, most likely. 
 
    Around two-thirds into the voyage, not that far from their final destination of the Demon Continent, Asterios was spending his time alongside Miria and Selene while carving some sigils with them. Their ship had run into a huge storm, and Moreso told them to leave everything to his crew and relax under the deck. 
 
    While the panthergirl watched and did some menial work to help the other two, they did most of it together. It was extremely fascinating for her to watch Selene and Asterios masterfully shape various Runic Chips out of the materials they had on hand.  
 
    She wasn’t bothered even in the slightest that she seemed not to possess the necessary control and finesse to handle this task with them. Miria had stopped focusing on the areas she was lacking or couldn’t compete in and instead began paying more attention to the things only she could do or help with. Her beloved master always reminded her that each of them was unique. 
 
    Finishing a dark blue shape resembling a star crossed with some sigil, Asterios examined it and threw it into a wooden box full of similar consumables. 
 
    “This should be enough for our exploration of the Demon Continent. At least with the materials currently in our possession,” he commented. 
 
    “I could do this for days, my Lord. It’s so calming. Almost like meditation,” Selene admitted after storing her own creation. 
 
    “And I could keep watching your hands move forever, Master,” Miria added, leaning into Asterios from behind and hugging him gently. 
 
    “Well, it isn’t that far from some meditative techniques. You are focusing on stabilizing your mind and controlling your spiritual energy at a very fine level. And the fact that you have a talent in it certainly helps. You should be able to do this too, Miria, although with a lot of practice first.” He reached to the back and scratched her ears gently. 
 
    Miria purred softly. “It’s okay, Master. I much prefer watching you and Selene do it. In the end, I can hug you as much as I want under the pretext of cheering you on while you work, ehehehe~” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and turned his head to place a kiss on Miria’s cheek. She blushed a little and started rubbing her face into him with lots of affection. After he and Selene finished packing things up, they all stood up, stretching themselves a little from sitting on the ground. 
 
    “I’ll bring the sandwiches I made earlier now that you two are done! Be right back, Master!” 
 
    A crimson gate rose from the floor by their side and Miria let go of Asterios to quickly jump through it. But the moment she pushed herself off the wooden planks, the ship was hit by a powerful wave that tilted the deck considerably. 
 
    “Ah!” Miria gasped and fell towards Asterios after taking an uneven step, retaining all her momentum. 
 
    He quickly opened his arms to catch her and the panthergirl slammed into his chest with quite some force, pushing him back. Knowing that the portal was just behind him, Asterios hugged Miria tightly to his body and braced himself to be rebound by the interdimensional gate the second he got in contact with it. 
 
    But a moment much longer than he had expected passed, and his back hit something hard, forcing out a groan from Ast’s lips. With Miria still in his arms, he opened his eyes that he had briefly closed when she had slammed into him and stared into Miria’s pupils just above his as she supported herself on her elbows. 
 
    Had the gate disappeared before they crashed into it, making them fall to the floor?  
 
    No, the wood making the ceiling behind Miria’s head was in a completely different style than the ship’s planks, not even close to anything in their cabin. Yet, it somehow felt familiar. 
 
    “Miria, is everything alri—” 
 
    A voice Asterios recognized from somewhere reached his ears, and they both shot their gazes to the side. A woman with black hair and cat-like ears stood in the half-open entrance to the room they were in with a hand on the knob, frozen, staring at the pair lying on the floor with raised eyebrows. 
 
    The surprise was soon overtaken by a quickly growing smile as the woman started slowly closing the door while peeking at them through the gap with a wide grin at the end. The door finally snapped into place with a quiet click and heavy running footsteps echoed on the other side. 
 
    Miria and Asterios followed the sounds with their eyes and they both jumped a little when a loud crack reached their ears, coming from a different room, alongside the noise of many little things falling to the floor, most likely wooden splinters. 
 
    “Honey?” a man shouted from somewhere deeper in the house, his voice lightly muffled by the wooden walls. 
 
    “I’m all fine, dear!” a woman replied. “Do you remember that creaking door in the old wardrobe in our bedroom?” 
 
    “Yeah? Why?” 
 
    “I tripped and punched a hole through it!” the woman shouted back. 
 
    “Seriously… Guess I have no excuse for not making a new one now. I’ll take care of it in the afternoon.” 
 
    “I have a better idea, darling! Let’s buy something from the others for once!” 
 
    The rushed footsteps echoed through the corridor on the other side of the wall again, in the other direction this time, and then traveled lower, most likely to the floor below. 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, right now! Grab your wallet, we are going shopping!” 
 
    “But my coffee—ahhhhhh!” 
 
    “We are leaving!” the woman shouted a bit louder than before, and all the noise stopped. 
 
    Asterios returned his gaze to Miria’s face hanging just above his, now almost fully crimson as the panthergirl stared back at him. 
 
    “So…” he began. 
 
    “Welcome… to my house?” Miria giggled awkwardly. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and shook his head. He had no idea how he had been able to pass through the spatial corridor. 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    “Yes?” He brushed Miria’s rosy cheek with his thumb. 
 
    “Since Mom already went ahead to… take Dad away… Do you maybe want to…” She spoke shyly, hardly being able not to avert her eyes from Ast’s. 
 
    He smiled and pulled Miria in for a loving kiss, which she quickly reciprocated. They sat up while softly pecking each other’s lips. Asterios knew that doing it in her own bed was one of Miria’s most treasured fantasies that they all had believed wasn’t possible to be fulfilled. 
 
    To not ruin the mood, he kept affectionately pursuing Miria’s tongue and roaming his hands all over her slim body while glancing around. The gate was gone. Asterios didn’t want to force Miria to stop but he also had to make sure they could return so he attempted to mentally open a portal to Selene. 
 
    A crimson arch appeared behind Miria’s back and the fox lady curiously poked her head through it. She noticed the duo, smiled softly, and winked at Asterios while making a shushing motion with her finger when their gazes met. She withdrew herself and the portal closed. Since he knew that she was still on the ship, sensing it through their connection, Asterios shoved his worries and unending questions aside and refocused completely on Miria. 
 
    “Master…” she cooed at him after their lips finally parted. “I never thought I would be able to take you to my world… I’m so happy…” 
 
    He rubbed his cheek into hers. “I’m as happy as you are. Let’s leave thinking about the technicalities for later and make good use of the opportunity your mom presented us with, right?” 
 
    Miria giggled with a tiny flush and started getting Ast’s clothes off, which dematerialized the moment they left the owner’s body. He did the same and gently removed Miria’s vest and hotpants as they continued making out. 
 
    With both of them completely naked, Asterios picked Miria up into princess carry and walked to the bed while she kept kissing and licking his neck. After gently placing her down on the soft mattress and drawing a certain useful sigil on her belly, Miria grinned at him and pulled Asterios down. 
 
    In a flash, he was the one under her and she began leaving a trail of affectionate pecks as she traveled with her mouth lower and lower over his chest, abdomen, and navel. She soon arrived in front of his erect member and started caressing it with her tongue while glancing up at him. Miria's gleefully dancing tail completely betrayed how excited she was for this. 
 
    “Come here. Don’t let me be the only one enjoying this.” He reached out to her with a smile. 
 
    Miria tilted her head while still licking his shaft, a little confused, but quickly sensed what Asterios was thinking about and blushed fiercely. She left his penis alone for a moment and turned around, crossing her legs over his face. A little shyly, she lowered herself until Ast’s hot breath tickled her precious place and resumed her caresses after leaning forward to reach his hard member again. 
 
    “Nyah?! Mhhhnnnnn…” 
 
    But she was quickly interrupted when Ast’s tongue lazily lapped over her warm folds. He used his fingers to gently spread her pink slit and began carefully licking the sensitive texture of her pussy. Slowly at first, Asterios put all his affection into the ticklish movements, worshiping Miria's enticing pink entrance with his tongue. Her alluring lower lips emanated increasingly warmer waves of heat the more she yearned for his devoted care. 
 
    Not wanting to be left behind, she quickly opened her mouth and gradually slid Ast’s cock inside, using her tongue to pleasure his glans with lively movements. Moving her left hand lower, she softly kneaded his precious orbs, starting to caress his length with the right. She let out a faint moan into his member now and then when Asterios brushed over a good spot during his own efforts. 
 
    “Mhhhhnnn… Nhhhnnnnn… Mhhhmmmmm…” 
 
    Asterios kept exploring Miria’s leaking honeypot as carefully as he could, trying to bring her as much pleasure as possible while she worked on his penis so dearly. He could tell she had gotten better at it. Miria incorporated little movements and techniques he had never felt from her before.  
 
    Both of them wanted nothing more than to make their lover feel even better. But both of them also knew there were other things they could do to achieve that rather than just slowly and lovingly service each other. 
 
    Miria let Ast’s tip out with a quiet pop and carefully sat up, moving a little bit back not to squash her master under her. She looked down, meeting his warm smile and fierce crimson gaze, surprising her a bit. Asterios had changed his appearance in the meanwhile, knowing how much she loved it. 
 
    “Sit down. I know you were close,” he said in an affectionate tone. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Let me do it for you.” 
 
    She nodded bashfully and moved above his face again. Asterios waited for Miria to lower herself onto his mouth while her beautiful rosy slit eagerly dripped love nectar straight onto his lips. Beastfolk girls got so wet so fast, he never knew what to think. To some extent, it was certainly a blessing and their kind often got into the main thing straight away. But he also felt how much Miria appreciated his loving caresses. 
 
    When Miria’s fragrant lily finally descended onto him, Asterios immediately drove his tongue inside and started tickling the spots he remembered Miria reacting to the most. She placed her hands on his chest and arched her back a little. 
 
    “Ahhhhhnnn! Master!” 
 
    Asterios stroked her insides with strong and precise licks, exploring Miria’s hot and sweet passage as far as his long muscle allowed him to. For some reason, Miria’s lewd scent and very pleasant taste made him even more eager than usual, raising his heart rate a little bit.  
 
    He didn’t get to eat her out that many times since she almost always insisted on pleasuring him instead, and thus hadn’t noticed it during their previous intimate moments together, but there clearly had to be something going on with how he could now feel himself being able to match his beastfolk’s partner libido with no assistance. After just a little bit of tame affection, he was really getting turned on by his beautiful mate and her enticing scent. 
 
    “Mhhnnnn! Master! It’s so good! Ahhnn! Ahhhh! Nyaaahh! I’m almost there!” 
 
    He doubled his efforts and began focusing on one peculiar spot, tickling and pressuring it as much as he could. Miria started gyrating her hips against his mouth while releasing a cacophony of musical moans. Asterios moved one hand to play a little with her clit, pressuring that tiny, sensitive nub with his fingers. 
 
    “Ahhhhh! I’m coooooming! Masteeeeeeeer! Nyaaaaaaaahnnnn!” 
 
    In just a moment, Miria’s body jerked and shivered while her back arched gorgeously. A trickle of love juices spurted onto Ast’s face as she came. He supported her figure to let Miria ride her wave to the fullest. Finished orgasming, she panted a little while gazing down at Asterios over her shoulder. 
 
    “Please… I want to feel you inside, Master…” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    Miria smiled charmingly and moved forward with his help. She arrived in front of Ast’s waist without turning around and raised her butt a little. Asterios aimed his member at Miria’s entrance for her and she gave him another sweet smile over her shoulder. 
 
    “Nyaaahhnnnnn!” 
 
    In one quick slam, his whole cock disappeared in Miria’s yearning pussy as she began riding him in a reverse cowgirl position. He could admire her beautiful back, ears, and tail while grazing against her slender waist as Miria repeatedly dropped herself onto his rock-hard member. She hadn’t chosen this position for no reason, and he knew it from the glances she kept shooting him over her shoulder. 
 
    “Ahhhnnn! Nyaahnn! Ahhhh! How is it? Ahhh! Master?” 
 
    “Incredible and beautiful. Let me help you a little.” 
 
    “Ah? Wait! Ahnnnnnnn!” 
 
    Asterios grabbed Miria’s plump butt and started thrusting up to match her own movements. Loud sounds of flesh slapping against flesh filled the bedroom as they both increased the pace. Ast’s cock rushed fervently through her tight embrace, bringing Miria a lot of pleasure and adding a myriad of wet noises to their homemade musical. 
 
    “Ahh! Ahhnn! Ahhh! Nyaah! Again! Ahhh! Master! Together!” 
 
    He nodded and tried his best to time his release to Miria’s own peak as they made intense love to each other. Sensing his partner getting close, Asterios grabbed Miria’s wrists and pulled her down with one last thrust, releasing the held-back waves of white delicacy straight into her furthest depths. 
 
    “Nyaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
    Miria moaned into the air as Ast’s creamy seed filled her convulsing pussy; her constricting insides squeezing his hard member to the very last drop. She then fell back onto his chest, shivering a little in the post-orgasmic bliss and purring loudly into his ear. He let her nuzzle to his cheek for a few short moments, raining loving pecks onto Miria's pretty neck. 
 
    “Masteeeeer…” she soon whispered into his ear then kissed his earlobe. 
 
    Asterios took a deep breath, surprisingly not that tired and still at full mast. “More?” 
 
    He turned his face to match her, and Miria nodded with a crimson blush.  
 
    “Yes, please… I want my bed… to smell like you… Forever… So… Do me lots, Master… Can you?” 
 
    “You are my lovely mate, of course, I can. I’ll make love to you as much as you want.”  
 
    She smiled and kissed him deeply. Their tongues danced together slowly at first but quickly turned more and more ferocious and lively. 
 
    “So…” Asterios grinned into her lips. “Let’s start with the pillows then.” 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Miria suddenly found herself on her back with a thick pillow under her butt, raising her waist up into the air. Asterios knelt in front of it and smiled at her before plunging himself into her unsatisfied pussy again. 
 
    “Nyaaahnnn!” 
 
    She grasped the bedsheets with her hands soon after he started thrusting his hips and piercing her leaking slit over the fluffy pillow. Miria began writhing around, assaulted by a completely new sensation. From this position, she could watch her beloved master make love to her precious place with a clear view as he towered over her and did with her bottom whatever he wanted. 
 
    “Ahhh! Ahhnnn! Master! Ahhh! Harder, please! Nyaahnn!” 
 
    Asterios dragged her hips into himself each time he pushed his cock forward, responding to Miria’s wishes immediately. Her whole body bounced up and down from his violent pounding and he relished in the sight of her delicious figure lying on the bed in front of him. A myriad of their mixed love juices flowed onto the pillow, splashing his abdomen in the process too. 
 
    “Nyaah! Nyaahnn! The other one! Ahnnn! Now! Nyahh!” 
 
    Miria extended her shaking hands to him, and Asterios pulled her up. She hastily wrapped her legs behind his back and her arms around his neck, diving in straight for his lips. Asterios kept dropping her pussy onto his dick as they made out with him on his knees and kicked the stained pillow aside. 
 
    Since the other one was a bit too far, he carefully albeit shakily stood up and stepped closer to the wall by the headboard. He rotated Miria in the air and plunged himself into her from behind again, pushing her into that same wall and guiding his fingers towards her sensitive little pearl with the other hand twirling around the base of her tail. 
 
    “Nyaaaah! Like that! Master! Ahhh! Nyaah! I’m coooooooming! Nyaaaaaaaa!” 
 
    Asterios tugged the fluffy strand gently and held Miria close while rubbing her clit the whole time. She spasmed and orgasmed so hard that her insides coiled around his member like a merciless trap. Countless drops of his seed and her love nectar rained onto the pillow under them. 
 
    Squashed to the wooden wall, Miria breathed roughly, held up by Asterios, who also panted a little. They stared each other in the eyes, full of passion and love. 
 
    “You didn’t… cum… Master…” 
 
    He kissed her flushed cheek. “I saved it for the last one. There’s still a bit of the bed left to mark, isn't there?” 
 
    She giggled adorably and purred. “Let’s mate over it then. Hard.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and threw the laughing Miria onto the mattress, jumping onto her right afterward. She placed her hands over his cheeks while lying on her back. He grabbed her legs under her knees and pulled them closer to her body. Asterios pierced Miria's alluring slit once more and let himself be pulled in for a deep kiss. 
 
    “Mhnnnn! Nhhhnnn! Mhnnnnnn!” 
 
    He proceeded to pummel Miria into the bed as they fiercely made out. She loved how he glared at her with his crimson irises, so ferocious yet so passionate. She couldn’t stop herself from moaning loudly into his mouth and biting on his lips each time he thrust into her precious place, staining the last pure spot on her bed with their mixed proof of mutual adoration. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to reach another orgasm as they both were quite sensitive, and Miria’s hands shot to Ast’s back. She dug her nails into his skin and pushed her beloved master more into her, as deep as she could, to paint her furthest depths with his vigorous seed. 
 
    She came hard when the hot liquid filled her insides, crying in pleasure into Ast’s soft lips. She was already in pure bliss but Miria’s whole body shivered in ecstasy when a weird vibration traveled through it, starting from her mouth, tickling all her organs and even spiritual circuits on the way down, reaching the place where they were connected. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she stared right into Ast’s, also opened to the brim from shock. Both of them realized that he had just growled into her lips. They rode their peaks together, slowly calming down afterward. 
 
    Their lips parted as Asterios backed away a little, still staying above Miria, close to her face. 
 
    “That felt… amazing…” she breathed in awe. “Would you be able to do that again, Master?” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “I have no idea. That was a first and you know it.” 
 
    “So cool…” She gazed at him with great adoration. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “One surprise after another.” 
 
    Miria giggled and pulled him down for a gentle kiss. “We have time to think about everything. But first… Ummm…” 
 
    “Don’t hesitate so much. Just speak.” He smiled at her while staring into Miria’s eyes as their foreheads rested against each other. 
 
    “Would you like… to meet my parents?” 
 
    He chuckled. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    She beamed at him with the widest smile ever and pulled Asterios into the tightest hug. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
The First Introduction 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After resting for a few short minutes, cuddling affectionately on the completely messy bed, they finally decided it was time to get up before Miria’s parents returned. She led Asterios to the bathroom while happily talking about various decorations and paintings as they walked hand-in-hand through the wooden hallways. Completely naked, of course. 
 
    They took a quick dip in a big hot tub. Miria would love nothing more than to just relax in the warm water while leaning onto Asterios, but she wanted to introduce her mate properly, not with one of her parents walking into them idling in the bathroom like it was just their daily thing, so they took only as much time as they needed. 
 
    After drying each other up, Asterios picked Miria into his arms and carried her back to the bedroom as they rubbed their cheeks together. She felt so giddy inside when he princess-carried her through her own house. Until recently, that had been just an unachievable dream. 
 
    He materialized his clothes, in brown shades for now, and Miria quickly dressed up in a more casual t-shirt and hotpants. She still loved wearing those at home. And she looked utterly adorable in casual clothes, making Asterios unable to hold back sneaking a few kisses onto her pretty lips, causing the timid panthergirl to blush faintly. 
 
    Without wasting too much time, they tidied up the mess they had made, and Miria began showing him around. Her bedroom was quite small but very cozy. She lived right under the roof, so the ceiling was slanted towards the outer wall, creating a lovely atmosphere with all the other furniture and decorations. 
 
    Besides the comfy bed in the middle, Miria had a neat mahogany desk in one of the corners, lots of shelves littered with various trinkets and trophies, most likely from hunting and competitions, a dressing wardrobe and drawers, of course, and a small fireplace not that far from the bed. One of the walls was made purely of glass panels, giving her a beautiful view of the village outside, filled with plenty of cozy cabins and similar structures. 
 
    Asterios had already seen her home and village many times through Miria’s eyes, but he now understood the difference between looking through someone and experiencing the sight and feeling yourself. He stood with Miria by the giant window, and they gazed outside together as she rested her head on his shoulder while he rubbed her side. 
 
    “I still can’t believe it…” she murmured. 
 
    “Me neither. We will have to test this a lot. But better do that when we reach solid land.” 
 
    “You should visit Selene’s home too, Master. It’s so much more beautiful than my small village in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    He chuckled and brushed through her hair with the other hand. “It doesn’t matter if it’s small, it’s as beautiful to me as any other grand city. I love it here. Although, I’m a little afraid of how people will react after seeing me.” 
 
    Miria giggled adorably. “Don’t worry, Master. I will chase away all the girls that will throw themselves at you. Besides those that you will want to pursue, of course.” 
 
    He rubbed her head a bit stronger, causing Miria to laugh some more. “I’d rather you keep all of them away. No exceptions. You are enough for me.” 
 
    She pulled herself closer and joined their lips in an affectionate kiss. Asterios was the first one to back away a moment later and nodded towards the window. 
 
    “Looks like they are coming back. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    They quickly moved to the dining room connected with the kitchen and sat down by the main table side by side. Miria was already getting embarrassed just by thinking about the introduction and Asterios placed his hand over hers, smiling softly. She smiled back and took a deep breath. 
 
    Not that long after, they heard the front door opening, and a man’s voice reached their ears. 
 
    “—have spent so much time looking through all the designs just to not pick anything in the end.” 
 
    “Don’t be mad, darling. I thought it would be nice to try something different for a change but all of that only made me realize nothing can ever compare to what you make.” A woman’s voice followed. 
 
    “I’m not mad. You know I can’t be mad at you. And thank you. I already have something in mind. I’m sure you will like it. I’ll get to it straight—” 
 
    A man with short blond hair and yellowish fur over his arms and legs stopped dead in his tracks after showing up at the doorstep of the kitchen. A woman with long black hair stood just behind him, smiling widely at the duo sitting by the table. Miria blushed and escaped her gaze. 
 
    The man didn't hide his shock while staring at the confusing scene, with his lips still frozen mid-speech. 
 
    Asterios stood up, bringing Miria up too since they still held hands, and bowed his head. 
 
    “Good morning, Father-in-law, Mother-in-law. My name is Asterios. It’s an honor to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Uhhh… Yes?” 
 
    “Oh, get a grip and stop embarrassing us.” Miria’s mother chuckled and pushed him inside, stepping closer to the duo. “I’m happy to finally meet you too, Asterios. I’m sure you already know but my name is Oria. I never thought I would be able to see you like this.” 
 
    She extended her hands and Asterios let the woman hug him. She was around his height and looked pretty much like a more mature version of Miria with longer hair, just without the fur on her limbs. Oria patted his back while moving her face all around his neck. 
 
    Miria suddenly moved between them, breaking the hug. 
 
    “Mom! Stop sniffing my mate!” she shouted at the woman. 
 
    Oria chuckled. “Why so angry? I’m just checking out my son-in-law. It’s not like I’m going to steal him from you. I’m pretty sure that would be impossible, anyway.” 
 
    The man behind her back sighed and walked closer, placing his hand on the woman’s shoulder. 
 
    “Please, excuse my wife. She can’t stop herself when in front of a strong individual. My name is Rook. I’m sorry for spacing out. I thought you weren’t able to come here.” 
 
    He offered Asterios a handshake and both men exchanged greetings. Rook was taller than Asterios and quite well-built. He seemed to be something akin to a tiger going by his features. If one judged only by appearances, he seemed stronger than Oria with her slim figure. But Asterios knew well that Miria’s mother was clearly in the lead of their relationship and many other aspects. 
 
    “That was true. Until recently, at least.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you.” Oria smiled at them. “Miria was so anxious about having to choose if her kittens would never see her parents or their father. Now she doesn’t have to hold back anymore. I hope it won’t be long before we see a few little ones.” She took one more sniff of the air. “No, I’m sure it won’t be.” 
 
    “MOM!” Miria waved her arms at her mother while redder than a tomato. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and wrapped his arm around Miria’s waist, pulling her closer. She calmed down a little, still blushing and sending her parents shy glances with her ears laid down. 
 
    “I would prefer to make sure I know everything about my ability to come here before that happens. And I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you, Miss Oria.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s stop embarrassing Miria anymore and have a normal talk for once, shall we?” Rook smiled at them and gestured at the table. 
 
    Everyone sat down and chatted together, mostly about Asterios and his world. Oria stopped poking fun at her easily embarrassed daughter, with the exception of a few small teases, and they were able to talk quite comfortably. It was Ast’s second time talking to the parents of the girl close to him and it was completely different from when he had spoken with Viscount Nobelle. 
 
    They spent around an hour with Asterios answering various questions and Miria chiming in from time to time. She grew a little less flustered the longer they talked and began openly resting her shoulder against Ast’s while smiling blissfully. She was happy Asterios seemed to enjoy talking to her parents and they seemed to like him too. She knew they would accept him but was still a bit anxious. 
 
    Then, Miria’s mom suggested showing him around the village and they decided to have a short walk together, all four of them. They walked in a line with Asterios and Miria in the middle, the two lovebirds holding hands. Miria’s parents accompanied them on their sides, with Rook by Asterios and Oria by Miria. She was a little more open when talking with her mom and Asterios enjoyed interacting with her father. 
 
    As expected, many subraces of beastfolk filled the streets, with the majority being felines and canines, but some people with other animal characteristics littered the crowd here and there. Vulpines seemed rare and he guessed that the region where Spiritual Foxes lived might be the reason behind that, just like this area seemed to be dominated by cats and wolves. 
 
    Many turned around or openly watched Asterios with curiosity as the group strolled through the village, but no one seemed to be hostile. People did whisper between themselves while pointing at him, though, but Asterios could tell that it was nothing malicious. 
 
    As they reached the edge of the village which had been built in the middle of a dense and lush forest, Miria gripped his hand a little stronger and he could feel her turn a little more nervous. He understood why just a moment later as they showed up in front of what clearly was a hunting lodge. And a group of beastfolk was just heading out, most likely for a hunt. 
 
    One of the wolfgirls with dark brown fur and hair pointed their way and the whole squad was soon jogging towards the four. Five people stopped in front of them, three women and two men. 
 
    “Greetings, Mrs. and Mr. Blackclaw.” The same brown-haired girl nodded her head politely, most likely being the leader of the group. “And hello, Miria.” 
 
    “Hi there, Zoe. You seem to be leaving quite late for the morning hunt.” Miria smiled at her. 
 
    “Gnesh was in another duel, as usual. We’ve been waiting for him to recover a little.” The wolf woman sighed. “By the way, who is this?” She glanced at their joined hands and nodded at Asterios. 
 
    “My mate, of course. I believe I have told you guys about Asterios many times,” she answered with slightly rosy cheeks and a shyly downcast gaze. 
 
    “Wait. He is actually real?” one of the girls whispered behind the leader. 
 
    “Oh no. Gnesh won’t be happy about this,” another one added. 
 
    “Look! He is coming!” A man pointed at the lodge. 
 
    “Ohohoho, this will be gooooooood,” the other man added while chuckling to himself. 
 
    Everyone glanced towards the building and watched a quite handsome man with an impressive halberd behind his back cruise towards their position. He wore leather pants and chestplate, leaving his chiseled stomach in full view. Judging by his shoulder-long, dark golden hair, fur over his limbs, and quite characteristic tail, he definitely was a Lionkin or something close. 
 
    “Greetings Mrs. Blackclaw.” He nodded towards Miria’s mom after stopping by Zoe’s side, completely ignoring the panthergirl’s father. “It’s nice to see you around, Mir—” 
 
    He froze after turning his gaze to the duo in the middle and noticing their intertwined hands. His eyes immediately shot towards Miria’s face with a frown. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” he asked, tilting his head. 
 
    Miria mirrored his motion. “Meaning of what?” 
 
    “You parading like this with some random male!” Gnesh furrowed his brows even more. 
 
    “What’s wrong in walking hand-in-hand with your mate?” 
 
    He froze again for a brief moment. A quiet snicker traveled behind his back but was quickly shushed down. 
 
    “He what?” Gnesh turned to Asterios with a grimace after recollecting himself. 
 
    “That’s Asterios. Why are you all acting like it’s your first time hearing about my mate.” It was Miria’s turn to frown. 
 
    Asterios heard some rustling and noticed that Miria’s parents took a step back, and so did the hunting party, leaving only the three of them where they had originally stood. Oria winked at him with a cryptic smile. 
 
    “What?” Gnesh still had a hard time processing Miria’s words. “That wasn’t just an excuse to keep other males away?” 
 
    Some more chuckling followed from the group and Asterios almost snickered himself. He had never expected to be called someone’s excuse for not being interested in another person. 
 
    “Why would I come up with a fake story like that? Everyone said I’m too shy to find a mate anyway,” Miria replied. 
 
    “But I thought you were saying that to keep others away while waiting for me! You swore to become my mate after I beat you!” Gnesh started raising his voice a little. 
 
    “Eh?” Miria didn’t hide her surprise. “No? I only promised to think about it if you managed to win against me?” 
 
    A girl from the party couldn’t hold her giggle in and Gnesh’s brain stopped working for the third time as he stared at his supposedly mate-to-be with eyes like saucers. 
 
    “Besides, why would I want to wait for someone who can’t beat me even if there were three of them?” 
 
    Gnesh’s jaw immediately dropped to the ground and the men behind his back sharply inhaled air, shaking their hands fervently. 
 
    ~Oof. You didn’t have to straight-up murder him like that,~ Asterios commented in her mind and Miria glanced at him in confusion. ~Right. Bad with boys. I forgot.~ 
 
    “Bullshit!” Gnesh almost roared, close to losing it. 
 
    “What?” Miria glared at him. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that you wanted your mate to be stronger than you?!” he shouted. 
 
    “Yes, I did say that.” 
 
    His furious eyes snapped to Asterios. “And he is stronger than you?!” 
 
    Miria nodded. “Of course. I don’t stand a chance even with my bloodline activated.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled inwardly. He certainly hadn’t been stronger when Miria had fallen for him and he doubted he could best her even now, alone, without the help of his familiars. 
 
    “That pathetic, furless half-of-a-man is stronger than you?! Stop joking around!” 
 
    A low growl escaped Miria’s throat. “Do not slander Master’s name.” 
 
    “Master?! You even call this twig your master in public?!” 
 
    Miria increased the volume of her growls a little and started showing her canines. 
 
    “Then, since he is supposedly stronger than you, if I beat him, it will mean that I beat you and you will become my mate, isn't that right?” Gnesh asked while glaring at Asterios. 
 
    “What? No! That’s stupid! Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I would be stronger!” 
 
    “But I never cared about you!” 
 
    Gnesh’s eye twitched and his hand shot towards Miria’s t-shirt as his face twisted into a scowl. But, before he managed to reach the material, someone caught his furry wrist and squeezed it with incredible strength. 
 
    An immense explosion of spiritual energy suddenly burst out of Asterios, with his hair and eyes changing colors in a blink. His clothes followed suit, turning black and dark crimson at the same time. The unbearable pressure and scarlet aura caused everyone’s attire to flutter like in the middle of a vicious typhoon, and even the signboards and decorations started squeaking around them. 
 
    “Now, listen here, punk,” Asterios said in a cold and murderous tone as his gleaming crimson eyes bore into the man’s brown irises. “When a lady says no, you are supposed to back away without a single word of complaint. Especially when that lady is taken and does not wish to involve herself with another. Now, be a good boy and get lost before I change my mind and grab your neck instead of your wrist.” 
 
    The more Asterios spoke, the more Gnesh’s face paled, and the more he began sweating. In the middle of Ast’s lecture, he was already down on his knees with Asterios towering over him completely. By the end of it, he was a shaking mess almost as white as a sheet of paper. The fact that Asterios emitted an actual, threatening growl after finishing didn’t help. 
 
    The moment Asterios let go of the man’s wrist, which ended up completely crushed, his hand flailing around limply, Gnesh bolted away like his life depended on it. Without even getting up from all fours—or threes in his case—he quickly switched into his lion form mid-run. 
 
    Asterios withdrew most of his aura and gazed over the rest of the beastfolk standing a bit further away. 
 
    “Does anyone else have problems with Miria choosing her own mate?” he asked, locking eyes with each of them. 
 
    Most people shivered when their gazes met and hastily glanced away. Finishing at Zoe, he found her casting her eyes down alongside her ears and throwing a hesitant upwards glance into his ferocious irises with a faint blush and tail wagging like crazy. 
 
    Asterios turned his head to the right. Miria stood by his side with her hands covering her whole face while her ears twitched repeatedly and her cute tail made lively dances, clearly covering her completely flushed cheeks. She looked at him through the gaps in her fingers and Asterios could literally feel the wide and silly smile that painted her lips. 
 
    He smirked at her and grabbed Miria’s forearm, gently pulling her into him. She ended up face to face with Asterios after moving her hands to his chest and waited. He slowly leaned in to give Miria time to do the same and they pursued each other's lips, softly at first but quickly turning it into a ferocious contest while she purred into his mouth loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    When their lips parted, Miria hid her face in the crook of his neck. The thrill of seeing Asterios stand up for her slowly faded away and she was starting to get extremely embarrassed. 
 
    “We’ll… go start the hunt then…” Zoe’s uncertain voice arrived at their ears, and Asterios glanced her way. 
 
    “I’m sorry for hurting one of your hunters,” he apologized sincerely. 
 
    Zoe shook her head and smiled sweetly. “Please, don’t be. Gnesh fully deserved that. Have a good day.” 
 
    She bowed a little and urged her group to leave. They quickly scurried away, with a few people still sending them glances over their shoulders as they disappeared behind the wooden palisade that guarded the village. 
 
    Miria created some distance between her and Asterios when her parents came closer, still staying in his embrace. 
 
    “I must shamefully admit, I would have fainted when you released your killing intent if not for my wife supporting me, hahaha!” Rook slapped Ast’s back. 
 
    “You really found yourself an incredible mate, Miria.” Oria brushed through her daughter’s hair from the side, making her smile shyly. “You better be ready. Many females will try to gain his favor. Especially those who know about humans.” 
 
    Miria puffed her chest proudly. “Let them come! They’ll have to go through me first! Master isn’t the only one who has been growing through our bond!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and pecked her forehead, making Miria giggle adorably. They resumed their stroll with the shy panthergirl now clinging happily to his arm while her tail made cute waves.  
 
    After spending enough time with Miria, he could recognize that these motions meant that she was feeling deeply in love at the moment. Just like in the stories her father had told her many times, Asterios valiantly stepped in to protect his lover. Not that Gnesh could do anything to her, and she would most likely have mutilated him for being so rude towards her mate, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    Spending a few moments more in her house, they bid farewell to Miria’s parents for now and jumped back to his realm through the crimson gate. They didn’t want to take too long, just in case. Neither of them wanted to overuse this opportunity and cause something that could potentially bring any inconveniences to Asterios or his familiars. 
 
    Selene sat up from the bed when the shadowy portal rose from the ground. She stepped closer to welcome the duo but got immediately slammed by the shaking panthergirl who pulled her into a strong hug. 
 
    “Selene! Selene! Master came to our realm! To my house! Can you believe it? We even mated on my bed! And he met my parents! And he scared Gnesh away for me! It was so amazing! You need to bring him to your place too!” 
 
    Miria kept jumping around with the fox lady in her arms and Selene could only chuckle softly at her antics while brushing through her friend’s black hair. Asterios stood by their side with his hands on his hips and smiled at them. 
 
    It took around a minute for the energetic panthergirl to slow down, realizing her actions and causing a tinge of rosiness to cover Miria’s fair cheeks. Selene leaned forward while still hugging Miria and rested her foreheads against each other. 
 
    “I’m happy for you, Miria. I was a little worried when you disappeared in the portal, but I could still feel you through our bond and knew you were okay. I thought Summoners can’t cross the realms?” 
 
    “I have no idea why and how it works,” Asterios chimed in. “But it does. And we’ll have to study it. This is unprecedented. But I wouldn’t be even slightly surprised if it has something to do with my ancestry rather than summoning itself.” 
 
    Miria brought Selene’s face back to herself after she had glanced at the speaking Asterios. 
 
    “It’s your turn now. I will stay here while you take Master around your home and city.” She then shifted her gaze towards him. “I know you said we shouldn’t overuse this yet, but can you do it for her, Master? Just for a bit?” 
 
    Selene wanted to protest but Asterios stepped closer and placed his hands on their heads, stroking their ears affectionately. 
 
    “Of course. Just for a bit, though. We can spend as much time in your world as we want later.” He smiled. 
 
    Miria jumped a few times more with a wide grin and pushed Selene into him. Their gazes met and the fox lady sighed softly after seeing his caring expression. 
 
    “I’ll fully oblige then, my Lord. I do have someone I want to introduce you to too, fufufu~” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
The Second Introduction 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios gave Miria a peck and a few scratches before trying to open a portal to Selene’s world by himself. He just wanted to see if it was possible with her not present. Technically, the connection between the worlds had been established during the contract, so there was a chance. 
 
    And so, the gate appeared just like always. Nodding at each other, the duo walked into the crimson mist while holding hands. This time, Asterios focused on the experience of crossing through as much as he could and felt a strong but immensely fast tug before he stepped into a spacious chamber carved out of exquisite marble. 
 
    The interdimensional passage stayed behind them this time. Miria took a peek through the dark red smoke, looked both sides, and disappeared back with a wide smile, throwing thumbs up at them. 
 
    Selene walked forward and turned around with a graceful spin, making a courteous skid in front of Asterios. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble abode, my Lord. Everything here is at your disposal.” 
 
    He walked up to her and placed a hand on Selene’s delicate cheek. She smiled charmingly and pushed herself into his chest, joining their lips together in a very gentle, tame, and elegant kiss. 
 
    She broke the brief exchange with a quiet chuckle. “I must say, bringing your mate to your room certainly has something to it. I’m starting to understand why Miria was so quick to jump at you back there.” 
 
    Asterios caressed her bushy tail with his fingers, making Selene sigh delightfully. 
 
    “Do you want your bed marked too?” he asked in a mischievous tone. 
 
    A playful slap landed on Ast’s cheek. Selene’s wide smile met him after he returned his face to match hers. Her tail started wagging a bit faster, and he could sense that she was very much up for that idea. 
 
    “Maybe another day.” She pecked his lips. “I would like us to take our time with that and that’s something we don’t currently have a lot of. Care for a little date with me, my Lord?” 
 
    “There’s no way I would say no to that, Selene. Too bad I don’t have any elegant clothes to match yours, though.” 
 
    She ran her hands over the front of his dark crimson coat. Asterios realized he had forgotten to switch back to the other style after dealing with Gnesh. 
 
    “I think this attire matches them perfectly, my Lord. White and blue versus black and red. Nothing goes better together than polar opposites.” She chuckled softly. 
 
    He nodded and brought his palm up. Selene gently slid hers into it and she began showing him around just like Miria had. 
 
    Selene’s entire mansion was carved into the giant marble peak, just like the rest of the buildings in the city inhabited by Spiritual Foxes. Therefore, pretty much everything was made of marble of various styles. From the chamber’s structure, through furniture and some decorations, everything was made of the white mineral. But it didn’t mean that it had no style or beauty, being only a single mass of the same color. 
 
    The room itself had a masterfully sculpted ceiling and corners, which were decorated by pillars one could find at the entrances to temples. One of the walls was completely gone and instead riddled with equally spaced thinner columns, giving the room’s owner a perfect view of the alabaster city below from the short terrace. But there was no glass between those decorative pillars like in Miria’s place and Selene’s bedroom received a faint breeze from the outside now and then. 
 
    After gazing down at the breathtaking scenery together, Selene smiled at Asterios and started creating translucent stairs out of cyan platforms. They stepped over the spiritual footholds and passed the balcony’s railing, slowly descending towards the buildings below them. Selene’s mansion was located a bit higher than the other houses, another privilege coming from her status and position. 
 
    No one batted an eye at two figures suddenly falling from the sky onto the busy street filled with Foxkin population with various fur colors. Just as he had guessed back at Miria’s village, the vulpine subrace dominated the city carved in the marble peak, with just occasional owners of features coming from other animal families peeking through the crowd. 
 
    Most men and women wore clothes in a similar style to Selene’s, albeit less revealing and exquisite. Almost everyone was dressed in light robes tied up around their waists by soft material belts, with long and wide sleeves. Young-looking girls often used stylish cords instead which extended over their backs into big ribbons. 
 
    Still holding hands, the duo began walking over the white road with a quick but unhurried step. Many beastfolk nodded or bowed politely at them as they passed by, and Selene always answered respectfully to each greeting.  
 
    It felt like everyone knew who she was and Asterios could tell that people respected their High Priestess. Besides those little curtsies, he also caught quite a few people whispering to themselves after passing them. On another note, Asterios was sure his hearing was getting better even without feeding scorching mana into his ears. 
 
    “Seems like even more people are surprised by my person here than at Miria’s place,” Asterios said, glancing at the fox lady by his side. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly while returning another greeting and then matched his gaze. “That’s not exactly because of you but because of me, my Lord.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Many still believe I’m cursed, of course. It’s not every day they get to see the Cursed Apostle walk with a male while holding hands so intimately. Individuals who aren’t afraid of getting as close to me as to touch my skin can be counted on one hand.” 
 
    He sighed and gently pulled Selene closer, linking their elbows together with their palms still intertwined. Leaning more towards his foxy companion, Asterios left a tender peck on her cheek. 
 
    “Then, we should show them more that there’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    Selene smiled warmly at his words and nodded, bringing her face forward to respond with the same. They chuckled together after backing away and picked up their pace a bit. 
 
    In just a few minutes, the human-beastfolk duo arrived in front of the long and tall stairs leading to the main temple. Asterios had seen them many times through Selene’s eyes, but it again felt completely different having to scale the multitude of steps by himself. 
 
    They arrived at the top with no issues. Looking back, he noticed that they were even higher now than Selene’s mansion, which had been left behind quite a distance lower. The main temple towered over everything in the city and its courtyard had been breathtakingly carved into the rising peak. 
 
    Selene led Asterios inside. The surprise and shock in the faces of priests, scholars, monks, and other residents of the temple were even more apparent than amongst the general population. Their white-haired High Priestess only smiled back at them happily, nodding her head now and then. 
 
    No one stopped them or even considered interrupting their stroll and they soon entered a section of the temple very closely resembling the small training arenas with columned corridors surrounding them Asterios had seen back at Welrond’s castle. The style was slightly different, but the general layout was the same. 
 
    Selene pulled him towards the center of such a chamber with a partially open ceiling and he noticed the figure of a slightly tomboyish foxgirl with silver hair floating in the air while sitting in a lotus position, clearly meditating in deep concentration. Twelve heavy-looking cauldrons levitated around her, upheld by grey spiritual energy. Judging by the occasional quiet sloshing, they were almost full of water. 
 
    He had an idea of who it was, but Asterios didn’t know why they had come here since the young Spiritual Fox was in the middle of some training and he was sure the person Selene wanted to introduce him to was the Matriarch. 
 
    The fox lady in question chuckled to herself softly and suddenly turned towards Asterios, pulling herself into him and going straight for his lips. Albeit surprised, he didn’t resist and let Selene pursue his mouth with more passion than ever before. She kissed, pecked, sucked, and bit on his lips with great desire. 
 
    In no time, the sounds of their heated exchange filled the small chamber, echoing through the entire room thanks to the tunnel-like corridors running around its edges. Asterios soon caught on to what was happening when the sloshing of water gradually grew louder. Bit by bit, the heavy cauldrons began shaking more and more. 
 
    Around twenty seconds later, one of the floating pots shook enough to spill some of the crystal-clear liquid straight onto the head of the focused girl. She shivered and all twelve of them dropped onto the ground simultaneously. 
 
    The girl’s eyes shot open, filled with untamed fury, and she screamed in frustration. 
 
    “WHO DARES TO—” 
 
    She froze mid-sentence, paled a little after noticing who was creating such obscene sounds, and fell onto her butt while still in the lotus position, joining the cauldrons on the floor. Selene grinned into Ast’s lips as she glanced at the girl with one eye and soon finished the kiss, drawing her face back a little. 
 
    “You lack focus, Ronye, not control. Twelve Cauldrons of Tranquility is not the technique you should be practicing,” she said calmly, with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    The young foxkin’s lips drew a tight line in a clear attempt at not talking back. She stood up, shook her head to get rid of the remaining water from her long silver hair split into two fluffy locks behind her back, reaching almost the ground, and slowly walked closer to the duo. 
 
    “What do you want?” Ronye asked in a low tone, clearly not happy with the visit. 
 
    “We are just passing by while on our way to the Matriarch. Seeing you, I thought about my responsibility of guiding you as your senior and decided to correct your mistakes. Shouldn’t you be grateful that I’m still willing to do so after all you’ve done?” Selene raised her brow. 
 
    It again looked like Ronye wanted to argue but stopped herself. She put her fist against her palm in front of her and made a light bow. 
 
    “I thank the senior for her valuable guidance. This junior will take it to her heart,” Ronye replied in a stiff tone. 
 
    “I certainly hope you do so. We have high hopes for you with the Matriarch. As much as you hate me, you should know that I’m not trying to hinder your progress with meaningless tasks. Rather than wasting your time with Twelve Cauldrons of Tranquility, you should be spending entire days at the Hall of the Heaven-Splitting Gong. I can start teaching you more advanced techniques after you master your mental resistance.” 
 
    Ronye didn’t answer but slowly raised her head. Seeing that Selene was not continuing with her lecture, she turned her grey eyes towards Asterios. 
 
    “May I know who this is, High Priestess Selene?”  
 
    Selene sighed heavily. “You can stop with that overly polite tone. I have never complained about you to the Matriarch, and you know it. You’ve brought the last punishment onto yourself with your own two hands while I tried to stop you.” 
 
    She then gestured at Asterios. 
 
    “This handsome man by my side is Asterios, my Soul Mate and my Lord,” she exclaimed with a proud smile. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Asterios nodded his head. 
 
    Ronye furrowed his brows at him. “Your Soul Mate and Lord? He doesn’t even have a single tail! Did the curse make you completely retarded or is it the price of reaching the fifth stage? How can you serve someone so pathetically wea—” 
 
    Ronye was shut up by a sudden hand grasping her cheeks with crushing force as a powerful spiritual pressure exploded in front of her. The five-tailed Selene glared at her while bringing the much shorter girl into the air by holding onto her face. Ronye’s eyes went wide, and her skin lost most of its color. 
 
    “I dare you to utter a single word of slander more towards my Lord and you will experience the price of reaching the fifth stage on your own skin. Are we understood?” 
 
    Ronye started nodding as fast as she could and Selene freed her from her grasp, withdrawing her Awakening. 
 
    “If I were you, I would be groveling in front of him and begging him to teach me how to achieve his unbelievable mental fortitude instead of trying to judge someone by what’s visible on the outside. You are lucky my Lord is a benevolent person, or nothing more than an empty husk would have been left of you if he decided to act instead of me.” 
 
    Moments after Ronye managed to take control of her face, her eyes shot open to the brim again and she shivered after meeting Ast’s gaze. He smiled at her kindly, which didn’t help at all. To her, it could have very well been the most ominous grin she had ever seen after Selene’s words settled in. 
 
    “You will come with us for now,” Selene suddenly stated. 
 
    “What? Why?” Ronye turned to her with a shocked expression. 
 
    “You might possibly gain valuable insight from what is going to happen,” Selene replied. 
 
    Ronye was confused but knew better than to question the people above her. Selene was now equal with the Matriarch in terms of strength after she had suddenly jumped two stages at once. She took one more glance at Asterios, wondering if that weirdly common-looking person without animal features had something to do with it. 
 
    They walked to the Matriarch’s quarters together and Ronye could not believe what she was seeing the whole time. The duo strolled through the corridors side by side while holding hands and chatting casually, occasionally pecking each other’s cheeks and chuckling together. Selene was clearly smitten with the man for some reason. She, a person who had never even looked at any other male without indifference in her eyes before. It didn’t seem like an act just to annoy her anymore. 
 
    Reaching the big ornate door, Selene knocked on it and led everyone inside. Asterios recognized the room he had seen a few times through her eyes and found the refined fox lady with dark ginger hair and fur sitting behind a heavy maple desk. If he was not mistaken, Miria’s father was behind its creation. 
 
    Lerisse glanced up from some documents, and her eyes immediately turned into saucers. 
 
    “By the Great Heavens! Is this…?” 
 
    Selene smiled at her friend and nodded. Lerisse quickly stood up and ran around her desk to stand in front of the trio. She suddenly bowed lightly and made the same gesture towards Asterios as Ronye earlier had made towards Selene. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure to finally meet you, Asterios. As you may know, my name is Lerisse. Thank you for taking great care of my Selene. I truly appreciate the immense support, help, and guidance you have shown to her. Please, accept my bow as a token of my gratitude, even though I’m sure it doesn’t mean much to you.” 
 
    While Ronye’s brain was trying to process what had just happened, Asterios stepped forward and brought Lerisse’s posture up, placing one hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “There’s no need for any of that. It’s only natural that I help someone when it’s clearly in my power to do so. I should thank you for taking care of Selene instead, while everyone else took their distance from her. So, thank you, Lerisse. I have no doubt that it’s thanks to you that I can feel this lucky to have gained the favor of such an incredible woman.” 
 
    “As courteous and kind as Selene said.” Lerisse smiled warmly at him. 
 
    “Right?” Selene stepped closer too, entwining her elbow with Ast’s. 
 
    They all looked at Ronye, who was standing there with her mouth agape and pretty much completely frozen. 
 
    “And why are you here? What trouble did you cause this time, Ronye?” the Matriarch asked. 
 
    Selene chuckled. “She did nothing wrong. I just felt like bringing her with us. She might learn a thing or two about humility perhaps.” 
 
    Lerisse nodded. “That’s so like you, Selene. Too bad your effort is rarely appreciated.” She sent a glance at Ronye, who closed her mouth and hung her head a little bit. 
 
    “So, do you still want to experience it?” Selene asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    A glint flashed through Lerisse’s eyes. “Can I?” 
 
    “If Asterios doesn’t mind, of course.” 
 
    He already could sense what Selene had in mind and nodded at her. She smiled sweetly and left a kiss on his cheek before dragging the confused Ronye away by the collar. Asterios and Lerisse remained in place, looking straight into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t hold back. Go all out. Please,” she requested. 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    They both nodded and closed their eyes. A moment later, two presences exploded into the air with fierce spiritual pressure of crimson and orange colors. The two forces clashed against each other and sent the whole chamber into turmoil just after the duo opened their eyes. 
 
    Ast’s scarlet irises with vertical pupils gleamed ferociously while Lerisse’s five ginger tails trembled in a furious manner. They released more and more of their mana into the air, weaving it around their bodies, matching each other’s aura the entire time. The pressure in the chamber increased to unimaginable levels. Selene had to enter her own highest stage of Awakening to shield the almost fainting Ronye. 
 
    Reaching the highest level of strength she could muster, Lerisse aimed all of the energy she was releasing at Asterios, leaning forward a little bit and struggling to step closer to him. For a brief moment, he was being pushed back by the orange aura as the Matriarch slowly closed onto him. 
 
    But then, Asterios felt the urge to contest her, match her, overpower her with his own spiritual aura. His eyes turned even more feral as he made a step forward. A low growl escaped his throat, causing his own pressure to spike up substantially. The tides turned as he began to crush Lerisse’s spiritual bubble. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she locked gazes with the human man. The moment she had, she felt like the whole chamber plunged into an abyss and lost its ceiling. High above her, only a dark silhouette was visible, with two gigantic scarlet moons scarred by black vertical trenches glowing at her from high up. 
 
    She shuddered. She felt like an ant. She felt like a tiny figurine in a dollhouse being stared at from above by the unmeasurably powerful giant for whom she was just a toy, something he could crush with the snap of his fingers. 
 
    She shivered again, sweating more and more. Then, the perspective returned to the normal scale in a flash, and she found herself on one knee in front of Asterios, who stood above her with an extended hand. His crimson eyes still glowed mightily but were filled with passion, care, and fondness. 
 
    Lerisse accepted his hand and shakily stood up. She blinked a few times and looked around. Her chamber was a mess. A hundred times worse than when she had butted heads with Selene, although Ronye had interrupted them in the middle back then. 
 
    Selene walked up to them with a dainty step while lightly biting on her lower lip and stopped by Ast’s side. Their eyes found each other, and she sighed dreamily. He didn’t let Selene wait too long and pulled her into a deep kiss. It was his fault she had gotten turned on in the end. 
 
    “What the hell… was that…?” 
 
    They all glanced to the side when they heard Ronye’s weak voice. The poor girl was down on the floor after her legs had given up from the immense spiritual pressure and she was trembling continuously. When Asterios met her gaze, she quickly looked away with her ears laid down. Selene and Lerisse glanced at each other and smiled, sensing another detail in Ronye’s state thanks to their keen sense of smell. 
 
    “That, my unruly junior, was an Aura of Authority. One coming from a Dragon, most likely.” Selene chuckled softly while stroking Ast’s cheek. 
 
    He shook his head with a smile and withdrew the rest of his aura, staying in his awakened appearance. After he was freed from Selene’s embrace, he helped Ronye stand up. She quickly increased her distance from him, though, smiling wryly as she clutched her qipao with her small hands over her stomach. 
 
    Asterios, Selene, and Lerisse sat down on a marble bench and started chatting about the fox lady’s Soul Mate. It felt like another discussion with a concerned and curious parent, and he knew that even though the Matriarch wasn’t Selene’s biological mother, she was even closer to her than the woman who had brought her to this world. They spent around an hour talking about various things, even mentioning Kaguya and Ast’s possible draconic ancestry. 
 
    Afterward, they promised to visit the temple more after they reached the Demon Continent and returned to the ship through the portal. Lerisse helped the shaken Ronye gather herself up a little as they discussed Ast’s show of spiritual prowess. 
 
    For the first time in her life, Ronye started gaining respect for someone else than their Matriarch. An urge to ask for teachings and guidance began surfacing in her slightly ignorant heart, pushing through her hardened shell that had grown around it due to her immense talent.  
 
    And perhaps something else too. Something she hadn’t felt yet. The need to impress someone else than the Matriarch. The need to impress a man. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
He Did 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Asterios and Selene returned to the ship, Miria welcomed them with a pout. She told the duo that she had tried to see if she could still observe things through Ast’s eyes and that it had worked. But, she was unamused due to Selene not taking the chance to spend some intimate time with Asterios in her own home just like she had. 
 
    It took the fox lady a moment to convince Miria that they hadn’t wanted to take too long since there was still barely anything they knew about the whole thing. They didn’t know if it was completely safe to stay in the other realm for longer periods of time even if one or more of Ast’s summons remained in his homeworld. They were still on the ship, which was constantly moving. 
 
    Miria understood that, of course, but still felt a little bad for taking advantage of the opportunity without thinking about their current situation. Asterios had to shower her in headpats and scratches for quite a moment while explaining that if he had felt any danger or something weird back then, he would have said so and they would have stopped. But it had been fine and he had wanted to embrace her too so she shouldn’t feel bad about it. 
 
    They all agreed to explore the realm hopping after reaching their destination and Miria finally settled down, melting under Ast’s caresses. At least, that was what they thought until she jumped back to her own home for the night, leaving the other two alone in their cabin. 
 
    Miria’s intentions were clear as day to both Asterios and Selene. They could only chuckle and shake their heads at the panthergirl. But, neither of them wanted to waste this goodwill of their thoughtful friend and they spent some quality time together before falling asleep, which included a lot of patting, brushing, hugging, kissing, tail fluffing, and other, more intense activities. 
 
    The storm grew weaker on the next day and The Bellowing Kingfisher returned to its proper pace while cutting through the slightly restless sea. For the rest of their voyage, they conducted some small occasional tests on the summoning gates in between the other activities. A few of them regarded Umbra, who was the only one not from the girl’s realm. Except for Asterios, of course. 
 
    After getting into their world, Umbra could still freely use his Shadow Movement ability to help the girls traverse it. Since Asterios had now visited both Miria’s and Selene’s homes, those places were included on the lists of spots Umbra could move to. Thanks to that, the girls didn’t have to ask Asterios when they wanted to travel between their houses anymore. 
 
    It also seemed that thanks to the established spatial corridor which had been brought to existence during the summoning and contracting rituals, Umbra could jump to the beastfolk realm and back in a flash just like he could travel to his own. He could even transport them between those worlds effortlessly, pretty much ignoring what should have been an unfathomable distance between these realms. 
 
    Everyone understood that it was all thanks to their bond as any attempts to smuggle someone from Eabiarhia into Kraedorion, and vice versa, failed at the initial stage. Moving them inside the realm? Yes. Transporting someone who wasn’t connected to Asterios in or out? No. 
 
    They left the more sophisticated tests for later and only explored interdimensional travel for a very short time each day. For example, Asterios would join Miria’s family for breakfast, get guided around the main temple of Spiritual Foxes by Selene, share a brief tea break with Lerisse, observe Miria’s father at work, accompany her mother shopping, and such. Always for just around fifteen minutes or less to not tempt fate. 
 
    Each time, one of the girls would stay behind on the ship just in case. Yes, there was also Umbra, but everyone felt like he was a little special with his own interdimensional situation and the whole getting pulled out of a cursed, sealed realm through Ast’s summoning thing. Better safe than sorry. 
 
    And so, around sixteen days passed. Loud and clearly hurried steps over the wooden planks began waking Asterios up. A moment later, someone burst into his cabin, pushing the door so hard it slammed into the wall with a heavy thud. 
 
    “Master! Master! Come quickly! The sky! The sky! Something tore the sky! It’s bleeding! Master!” 
 
    The intruder was no one else than Miria, who had often snuck out of the bed before her master and her beastfolk friend to either prepare breakfast for them at the ship’s kitchens or to help Moreso’s crew with things she considered fun. 
 
    She bolted towards the bed and leaned onto it while pressing her hands on the mattress by Ast’s side. A wide, fascinated smile painted the panthergirl’s energetic face, and she was so excited she couldn’t stop jumping in place. 
 
    Asterios chuckled seeing her eyes which were pretty much sparkling with curiosity. He brushed through Selene’s long white hair as the fox lady lazily raised herself from his chest while releasing a dreamy sigh, sleeping soundly on it just moments ago. 
 
    She smiled at him mischievously and pulled herself up to share a good morning kiss with her Soul Mate, making sure that she gave Asterios the best possible view of her body in the process. They were, obviously, both still completely naked. Both girls loved to snuggle with their master during the night and any clothes just got in the way. 
 
    The awoken duo glanced at the panthergirl brimming with excitement after they finished their morning greetings. Asterios smiled at Miria while Selene was a tad confused by her friend’s words.  
 
    He had intentionally omitted a few things about the Demon Continent, even going as far as hiding the information deep in his mind, just to let it be a surprise for them. He knew that his timid mate would react exactly like this. It would have been a huge waste to spoil such joy. 
 
    Asterios helped Selene quickly dress up—not without the sly fox lady angling herself just the way to make him accidentally cop a feel of her charms for the amusement of them both—and materialized his own clothes before they all followed Miria to the main deck. 
 
    The moment they stepped through the door leading outside, the lively panthergirl started jumping around while pointing at the morning sky. A few members of the crew chuckled at her adorable behavior, having as much fun watching her as she had from spotting the unusual phenomenon. 
 
    And it truly was something worthy of such a reaction.  
 
    When Selene and Asterios glanced up, they spotted a clear separation of two skies, literally. The sight resembled the horizon splitting seawater from the orange sky of a sunset but high above their heads instead of in front of them. The usual light blue color clashed against fierce red, creating the impression that someone had torn the sky in two as an almost regular line spanned over it. 
 
    “What in the name of the Great Heavens is this…” Selene muttered in awe by Ast’s side. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and wrapped his arm around her waist, waving the other one at Miria to come back to them. She quickly ran up to the duo and inserted herself into a similar position on his free side, staring into Ast’s face with a pure thirst for knowledge in her eyes and her ears twitching like crazy. 
 
    “This is what people started calling the Edge of the Demon Continent. I think you can guess why,” he started. 
 
    “Because it’s literally like a border up there!” Miria replied vigorously. 
 
    “But how does it work, my Lord?” Selene asked, curious about the mysterious anomaly. 
 
    “Honestly, no one knows exactly how it works or how it came to be, but there are some theories surrounding this peculiarity.” 
 
    “If you don’t know how it works then it’s definitely magic!” Miria interrupted Asterios with a huge grin, recalling his teachings from the very start of their time together. 
 
    He moved his hand to her head and petted her cute ears with a bit of force, making her giggle adorably. 
 
    “That’s most likely the closest answer you could get, yes.” Asterios pecked her cheek, summoning a faint blush on it. “But from a more technical standpoint, the concentration of spiritual energy in the air in the whole Demon Continent is vastly different from the other parts of the world. That’s said to be the reason behind the sky having a scarlet hue there.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that visual phenomenon the only effect?” Selene curiously raised one of her brows at him. 
 
    “No. You will literally feel the difference the moment we get closer to the land. Although, considering that you are very sensitive to spiritual energy, you might even be able to notice it when we cross the Edge. There’s a reason why magic developed by demons is considered the strongest and most volatile.” 
 
    “So… If I understood that correctly, Master… The Demon Continent is like a paradise for magicians? Due to… more mana in the air? Something like that?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Yep. Something like that. Without going into very specific details.” 
 
    She beamed a smile at him and started rubbing her cheek into Ast’s, extremely happy that she had managed to get it right. Asterios kept brushing through her hair until Selene suddenly shivered, capturing their attention. 
 
    “You were right.” She turned her face to them. “I’ve never felt something like this before. It’s like I’m surrounded by a faint breeze all the time. And it feels like… I’m somehow stronger.” 
 
    ~I feel it too. What a curious occurrence. Just being here might allow me to very slowly increase the amount of power I utilize. I’m still nowhere near my full strength and I’m sure I won’t be for a long time due to that cursed seal over my realm, but any progress is welcome,~ Umbra added. 
 
    Asterios pointed at the sky, and they all noticed that the visible division was currently straight above their heads. 
 
    “Surprisingly, even I felt the crossing. My senses seem to be getting sharper. Anyway, you should stay out as much as possible then, Umbra. I appreciate you mostly staying as my armor or back in your world, but you have as much right to hang out in the open as the others.” 
 
    A purple-eyed raven made of pure shadows materialized on top of Ast’s head and perched in his hair. 
 
    ~I’m well aware of that, Master. I don’t mind, though. At first, I was afraid that I would have issues coming back here after returning to the Nethernight Realm, but everything has been fine so far. Staying back there allows me to avoid experiencing these limitations on my being and slight pull trying to suck me back while I still enjoy your worlds through your eyes.~ 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Alright. I was just letting you know. Feel free to do as you wish.” 
 
    And thus, the party observed how the blue sky slowly disappeared behind the horizon, leaving only the scarlet shade present above their heads. Additionally, the water assumed a bloody color too after they got far enough, completing the eerie atmosphere. 
 
    A day later, the ship was finally nearing Ashen Barrel after almost two months of travel. A few issues had delayed them slightly, but The Bellowing Kingfisher had reached its destination, pushing through all the trouble fate had thrown at it. Svertaniel was especially glad that their voyage was coming to an end. For obvious reasons. 
 
    The trio—plus Umbra—stood on the bow of the ship together. The girls had rained questions on Asterios after they crossed the Edge of the Demon Continent, but he had avoided all of them, keeping them both in the dark about any other details.  
 
    Thanks to that, he could feel the excitement coming from both of the girls he held in his arms as the port town of Ashen Barrel came into sight. It looked nowhere similar to Nebula or even Dagger’s End. Already from a distance, they could spot the fascinating, sharp shapes of the buildings. And they were all black. 
 
    Almost everything looked to be made of some extremely dark metal. The port, houses, towers, warehouses, industrial buildings, and pretty much everything else was in ebony shades and had a very ominous-looking style. Sharp spikes and edges dominated the decorative architecture. 
 
    Miria kept jumping up and down in Ast’s arms. “I love it so much, Master! It looks so cool! It looks so fierce and ferocious, just like your other clothes! Are all the buildings really made of metal?” 
 
    He chuckled, unable to disagree that his black and red attire fit perfectly with the Demon Continent’s style. 
 
    “Maybe not all but the vast majority, yes. Stone and other minerals are still used commonly, especially for roads. It truly is an amazing sight. I never thought I would be able to experience it myself.” 
 
    “And now you will be able to come here whenever you want, fufufu~” Selene pressed herself more into him from the other side. 
 
    They stayed at the bow until the ship got close to the docks, and they could make out the black metallic piers extending into the water. Quite a few docked ships shared the same material as their base, fascinating Miria greatly as she hadn’t thought that metal vessels of such size could also be used. 
 
    Svertaniel was the first person to jump off the ship the moment Moreso’s crew dropped the ramp, followed by the ever-so-excited Miria, and then the rest of the party. The demon man quickly recollected himself and made a courteous bow with his back to the onyx city. 
 
    “Welcome to Ashen Barrel. It is not the greatest port town of the Demon Continent, but neither is it the worst. We’ve already discussed most of the customs during our travels but always feel free to ask me anything. Shall I go and secure our lodgings then? I know of a perfect place.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “That would be really appreciated. We’ll be relying on you from now on. Thank you for everything in advance, Svertaniel.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. I’ll head straight to the Tilted Plating, then. Here’s a map I drew on how to get there.” 
 
    He handed a piece of neatly folded paper to Asterios and stepped back. 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll join you in a bit. I want to check on my mother back in Tyrienheim first since I held myself back from moving away from the ship through Umbra’s shadows. And there’s someone we need to pick up too, as you already know.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me and take all the time you need. I’ll use it to check what might have possibly changed around since my last visit.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll let Umbra accompany you when we don’t need his help to travel. We’ll be able to get in touch quickly if anything happens.” 
 
    Svertaniel’s eyes sparkled briefly, and he bowed again. “It will be my honor to be accompanied by the Lord himself. You have my eternal gratitude.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly and waved at the demon walking away towards the city. Shortly after, he thanked Moreso for the incredible trip and promised to stay in touch. The captain was going to remain around for some time, but they weren’t sure if they would return to Ashen Barrel after leaving to explore the Demon Continent anyway since Asterios could just jump wherever he needed with Umbra’s power. 
 
    Then, he did exactly that and jumped back home. Materializing in the gardens behind the mansion after around two minutes of real time, he greeted his grandmother who was taking care of some documents there. They talked briefly and Asterios went to meet his mother. 
 
    With Anna’s guidance, he found her in her own office, pretty much as he expected. Kindra’s kind voice invited them inside after he knocked—the girls had joined him shortly after Asterios emerged from the shadows—and she quickly trotted to hug the trio when she noticed who the guests were. 
 
    “Asti! Miria! Selene! I’m so happy to see you again! I take it that you have arrived at the Demon continent? Or did something happen again?” 
 
    “Hi, Mom. No surprises this time, fortunately. We landed just recently. I wanted to see how you are doing,” he said, hugging her back. 
 
    “Just as usual, busy with all the little things. There’s always so much work to be done regarding the brands I watch over. And there’s now even intercontinental trade on my shoulders because a certain young man decided to push everything onto his mother while running away to enjoy his sweet time with his beautiful lovers on a cruise ship to a land far away.” She pouted at him while squinting her eyes. 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes while the girls chuckled, and Kindra joined them with her own giggle, dropping the fake expression. He noticed something peculiar during that motion and his gaze moved to a stylish grey vase filled with gorgeous roses. They sent out sparks from their yellow-orange-red mix of petals like small fireworks. 
 
    “Sparkburst Roses? I would have never thought you would get something so expensive for your office with how modestly you hold yourself.” 
 
    “What? Ah, no, I didn’t buy that. It was a gift.” Kindra waved her hand at the flowers. 
 
    “A gift? From who?” He raised a brow at his mother. 
 
    “King Welrond paid us a visit not that long ago. Can you believe it? He seemed very impressed by the trade talks and came to praise my skills and experience as a merchant. I honestly thought he would be at least a little bitter with how much I have stolen from his deal with Patriarch Grotger but he was very kind and polite the whole time he was here. He even stayed for tea. I wonder what such a busy man was doing in Tyrienheim at that time. I don’t think I’ve heard any official news about his arrival, so I guess it was something important not shared with the public.” 
 
    Asterios exchanged glances with Miria on his right, then with Selene on his left, and rubbed his temples, sighing. 
 
    ~He didn’t.~ 
 
    ~He did,~ both girls replied together. 
 
    “Mom, what do you think about the king?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Hm? I think I told you already. He is a very kind monarch who cares for his people a lot. He is also polite and strong. Everyone respects him and so do I.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. What do you think about him as a man?” 
 
    Kindra furrowed her brows at Asterios lightly and tilted her head. He pointed at the flowers with his thumb while keeping eye contact between them. She glanced at the vase, and her eyes widened a bit 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, no.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes.” He nodded his head. 
 
    “There certainly wasn’t anything special behind those. He is a king. I’m not even a noble.” 
 
    Asterios crossed his arms over his chest. “If not for your stubborn rejections, you would be the head of the most prominent household on the Human Continent. And I don’t think he cares about such things anyway considering his kind nature.” 
 
    She did the same. “These are just speculations. You can’t assume such things about a king. Especially since he clearly hasn’t been interested in finding a new partner for like eighteen years now after his first wife passed away in childbirth.” 
 
    “I agree that this must have been at least part of the reason, but he could just have not met anyone else he felt attracted to since that day or sometime later after getting over the heartbreak. As you have said, he is a strong person.” 
 
    “I can’t. It’s not possible.” 
 
    “Do you dislike him so much to not even give it a thought?” 
 
    Kindra shook her head. “No. It could get awkward. You are soon going to be Silvia's personal instructor.” 
 
    Asterios smacked his face with his palm. “We’ve met once, and you are already matching me with the princess? And how is that any different? I’m the same as you.” 
 
    Kindra giggled. “S-ranked adventurers are just like royalty, aren’t they?” 
 
    Asterios groaned. 
 
    “Fine. Two can play this game.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He smirked at her, and his body started getting enveloped by shadows. 
 
    “Oh, don’t you dare to—” 
 
    And he was gone. A moment later, Asterios reappeared on the edges of a training arena with two figures lightly sparring in the accompaniment of the clashing metal. A man in a flaming armor and cape noticed his arrival and dismissed them, starting to walk towards Asterios with a smile and his arms spread wide. 
 
    “Ah! Asterios, my dear friend! We’ve been eagerly awaiting your return!” 
 
    Asterios locked gazes with the crimson-haired girl the man had left behind. No words were necessary. 
 
    He did. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5
As Open as a Demon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The king arrived in front of Asterios, and the girls jumped out of a single gate to join them. He placed his hands on the young man’s shoulders and patted them with a smile. 
 
    “We thought you ran into more trouble. You haven’t been in touch since you guys departed from Dagger’s End. I assume you have arrived at the Demon Continent?” Welrond asked. 
 
    “Yes, we did. Apologies for not contacting either of you, Your Majesty, Your Highness. We’ve been busy with some… experiments. And I didn’t want to transfer myself with the ship on the move,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “We came as soon as possible,” Miria chimed in with a smile. “Master wanted to check on his mom first, and I think it’s only natural.” 
 
    Welrond laughed. “Oh, of course. Family first, friends second. Admirable. Also, just Welrond is fine. No one is around currently. And I think Silvia wouldn’t mind you dropping all these formalities either, right?” 
 
    The princess walked closer to them and gave a light nod at her father. They must have been training intensely because her skin was covered with lots of little pearls of sweat, glistening in the sun. 
 
    “How is Miss Kindra doing by the way? You should have warned me that she’s a force to be reckoned with, hahaha! The two of us had a hard time keeping up with her during the negotiations! I’m not sure if even the presence of my advisors would have changed anything!” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. It really did seem like his mother had left quite an impression on the king. One glance at Silvia’s face confirmed that she knew that pretty well too. 
 
    “My mother is doing great, thank you. She’s complaining about the amount of work I have shoved onto her recently but she’s just like that. Ninety percent of words that come out of her mouth are teases,” Asterios replied. “Ah. She loves the flowers. I’m fairly sure they will keep her company in her personal office for quite some time.” 
 
    “Is that so? I’m glad, then! I didn’t know what to bring her when I was passing by, hahaha!” 
 
    “I don’t mind sharing a few tips regarding that. For any possible future meetings. I’m sure some will follow now that Hestizos and the royal family are to some extent business partners.” 
 
    Welrond raised a brow at him. “Oh? Is it really alright, though? You usually don’t share such influential information with the competition.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “What are friends for?” 
 
    “That would be greatly appreciated! I’ll be sure to return the favor in double!” The king laughed heartily again while slapping Ast’s shoulders some more. “Now. Let’s forget about me and move on to more pressing matters. Is it time?” He glanced between him and Sylvia. 
 
    Selene nodded with a soft smile. “Master is ready to accept Silvia into our party. There are no issues to be resolved, I think.” 
 
    The person in question gave Asterios a thankful smile while slightly bowing her head. They could tell she was really looking forward to joining them. 
 
    “There is one thing that I want to take care of, but we can do so with everyone present. We’ll be trying to summon another companion soon,” Asterios added. 
 
    Silvia’s eyes sparkled with curiosity for a brief moment and Welrond chuckled, taking back his arms and plopping a hand on his daughter’s hair. 
 
    “I’m sure she would love to witness the process if you allow her. Well then. Go make yourself presentable and grab everything we have prepared, Silvia. We will wait for you in the southern lounge.” 
 
    “Yes, Father. And thank you, Asterios. I truly appreciate you agreeing. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    Silvia bowed towards them then quickly jogged away to the exit. Everyone watched her disappear in the passage leading out. 
 
    Welrond chuckled to himself. “She couldn’t stop thinking about you guys. She’s always been highly motivated to learn and train, but the last two weeks were something else. It makes me happy to see her excited about something, no matter how many times it happens.” 
 
    “We promise to take good care of her, Your Majesty. Master knows how to treat a lady and is very considerate. And I’m sure both she and us will learn a lot from each other,” Miria said while hugging Ast’s arm. 
 
    “I can vouch for my Lord’s professional guidance with my soul, heart, and body. It’s only thanks to him that my century-old curse turned into a blessing. You couldn’t have chosen a better teacher, Your Majesty,” Selene joined in, taking Ast’s other side. 
 
    The king grinned at Asterios, who could only smile wryly. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. Just, please, don’t feel too nervous or concerned around her. I’m well aware of my image of an extremely overprotective father but Silvia is an adult. She can make her own decisions and takes full responsibility for them. Treat her just like any other girl if you would. She will definitely appreciate that.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “We will try our best to leave all of that royal mindset behind here in the castle. To a comfortable degree, of course.” 
 
    “Great! Now, while we wait for my daughter to come back, why don’t we talk a bit about Miss Kindra?” 
 
    Welrond approached Asterios and the girls stepped away to let the king place a hand on Ast’s back and lead him towards another exit. The beastfolk duo exchanged glances while smiling at each other knowingly before following after the men. 
 
    After around half an hour of casual back and forth between the king, Asterios, and the girls, someone knocked on the door to the chamber they had been using and Silvia walked inside, fully geared up. 
 
    In her right hand, she held a battle staff. Everyone from Ast’s party could tell that it was different from the one she had used before. It was still made of black metal and had beautiful stylization, but it clearly gave off a much more durable feeling, perhaps even being an actual artifact weapon. 
 
    She had switched her clothing and armor completely from what they had seen up to then. Silvia now wore a military-themed adventuring outfit of pure black with red details and bronze finishings.  
 
    The set consisted of black boots with bronze metal parts, tight black pants, a stylish black vest almost out of a suit, which had a bit of red on it too, and a long black coat that tightly hugged her figure and flowed down around her slender legs. It also had a red line running over each sleeve until the very cuff fashionably folded outside. Black leather gloves with metallic knuckles covered her hands. 
 
    On top of that closed dark coat with crimson details, she wore a small dark brown breastplate, pretty much being one with the jacket and vest with how seamlessly it was attached to them. The only visible part of Silvia’s skin in the whole getup was located exactly above it as a bit of her cleavage had been clearly purposefully left exposed. 
 
    There was no hood or any other attachment, just the neat collar with those perfectly fitting red markings. It wasn’t necessary. The whole attire felt like it matched Silvia’s waist-long crimson hair with orange inner threads and tips flowing behind her back like it had been designed with the princess in mind from the very beginning. 
 
    Silvia combed through it as she walked closer to the sitting group while shaking her head, revealing more of those mesmerizing bright topaz fibers. She stopped in front of the coffee table everyone was sitting by and smiled softly. 
 
    “I’m ready to depart, Father.” 
 
    Welrond smiled back and nodded. “Good. I was wondering if you would ever come to use this set in my lifetime. I can rest easy knowing you have the best of the best on you.” 
 
    Meanwhile, as the father-daughter duo exchanged words, another discussion was taking place inside the heads of the other people present in the room. 
 
    ~Silvia looks so cool in these clothes! She matches with Master so well! I can’t wait to see them fighting together!~ Miria’s excited voice boomed in their linked minds. 
 
    ~Fufufu, you are right. If you didn’t know any better, you could assume it was designed after Master’s attire from their duel,~ Selene added. 
 
    ~I have to admit, she looks kind of badass in this. And I can tell that it’s not some random cloth which has only good looks and comfort to it. That breastplate is something special too.~ Asterios nodded at them through the connection. 
 
    ~This is great! With so many similarities, she will definitely love spending time around Master! It will be so fun!~ Miria kept flooding the connection with her excitement. 
 
    ~Oh, for sure, she will, fufufu.~ Selene chuckled mentally. 
 
    Asterios noticed Silvia’s eyes move onto him after the initial exchange with her father, during which the Summoner’s party had been able to form quite a few more sentences than them thanks to the sped-up mental connection. He stood up with the girls following. 
 
    “Amazing armor, Silvia. I’ve seen a few adventurers using a militaristic style for their outfits, but none of them can compare to yours. It’s somehow perfectly on the edge of an adventurer and a military officer. Will it be fine for you to travel with such a style, though?” 
 
    Silvia nodded her head with a small smile. “Thank you for the compliment. And, yes, there won’t be any problems. This outfit is as far from anything our military uses as possible. There are no easily recognizable parts or ornaments. And I’ve never worn it before, as Father said. It has been designed for an occasion just like this, with my tastes in mind.” 
 
    A faint trace of rosiness tainted her cheeks at the mention of the last part and the girls chuckled to themselves. They couldn’t wait to learn more about the princess and her hidden preferences and likes. 
 
    “We’ll be honored with your presence in our party, then.” Asterios made a small bow. “We can depart at any moment.” 
 
    “Did you bring it, Silvia?” Welrond asked, walking to his daughter’s side. 
 
    She moved her battle staff behind her back, somehow attached it to something there at a diagonal angle and returned her hand forward. With a faint glow, a solid wooden block materialized on top of her open palm. 
 
    The king picked it up and a small dagger appeared in her hand next. He used it to prickle his thumb before Silvia stored it away again. With a confident motion, Welrond pressed the punctured finger onto the wooden block and orange light ran around it in a straight line, revealing the item’s purpose as a sealed box. 
 
    He lifted the lid and revealed a soft cushion inside. On that cushion, lay a thin silver ring with some inscriptions on both the inner and outer sides. The king picked it up and tossed it at the group. 
 
    “What’s this?” Asterios caught the piece of jewelry and examined it curiously. 
 
    “A gift. It will definitely come useful during your journeys. Drop a bit of blood onto it and put it on,” Welrond answered with a smirk. 
 
    He did as instructed and let a bead of his blood fall onto the small band after poking his finger with his hidden assassin-like blade. Dematerializing his left glove, he slid it onto one of his fingers and the ring quickly assumed a perfect fit. Asterios could barely feel it even after covering his hand with the black spiritual material again. 
 
    “I assume it can do more than just resize itself to match the wearer’s fingers.” He glanced between the king and the princess. 
 
    Welrond nodded with a smirk still present on his lips as he turned his head towards Silvia. When everyone was looking at her, she took off her left glove and revealed an identical band hidden there.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh! Matching rings! That’s so cute!” Miria gasped in excitement, making Asterios shake his head with a wry smile. 
 
    The ring shone faintly and briefly, and the previous dagger reappeared in Silvia’s hand. 
 
    “A storage artifact.” Asterios sent his spiritual consciousness into the thin band and found a quite sizable open space inside, comparable to a small warehouse. “I was planning to get one in the Demon Continent but something this big must be extremely expensive. Is it truly okay for me to accept this?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about returning it, young man. Let’s call it your payment for all the information you have shared and will share with me in the future.” Welrond grinned. “And the tutoring fee. I’m sure your time doesn’t come cheap.” 
 
    “It’s as Father said. I would feel bad inconveniencing you without compensating for it in any way. If there would ever be something you would like to get during our time together, please let me know.” 
 
    Asterios tried to ignore the glances his girls were sending each other and nodded politely. 
 
    “I understand. Then, I humbly accept this token of your gratitude, Princess. As for the latter gesture, we will see how our journey goes. I promise to mention it if anything comes up.” 
 
    “Alright. I won’t hold you back any longer. Do pay me a visit from time to time whenever you can, okay?” Welrond stepped closer to his daughter and opened his arms. 
 
    Silvia smiled at him and hugged the king. “Of course, Father. I’ll ask Asterios to transfer me here once in a while, and we can talk through our artifacts too. Thank you again for this.” 
 
    They separated, and Asterios exchanged a handshake with Welrond. 
 
    “Take good care of my daughter. You don’t want me to hear that you hurt her in any way.” The king squinted his eyes at him and squeezed his hand stronger. 
 
    “I would never,” Asterios replied as he squeezed back with a confident smile. 
 
    Welrond laughed openly and slapped his shoulder a few times. Letting Asterios go, he stepped back and watched how Silvia walked closer to the party of three. 
 
    She stopped by Ast’s side and extended her hand with a tiny smile. He took it and nodded. The girls jumped back to their realm. 
 
    “I’ll be going then,” she said to her father, who waved at her. “And also, good luck, Dad.” 
 
    Her smile grew a little when she saw Welrond's wide eyes as darkness swallowed her and Asterios. She found herself in the familiar void she had experienced when they had tested if she could bear the travel. Same as that time, Asterios held her hand and stood by her side. 
 
    “I wonder if he was so shocked after realizing that you know or from you calling him that.” Asterios chuckled as his voice boomed in the never-ending emptiness. 
 
    “I bet it was the latter. He is not that oblivious to not notice that everyone has noticed,” she replied. “Also, Asterios?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I would like you to just call me Silvia from now on.” 
 
    “Of course. It would be unwise to use official titles anyway. Hopefully, Miria doesn’t slip up in the open.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be in your hands, then.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the transfer in silence. Asterios tried to comprehend more of this weird space, as usual, and Silvia could feel that he was focusing so she didn’t bother him. The pitch-black abyss was a little scary but also very fascinating. Thankfully, she wasn’t alone in there. 
 
    Soon enough, the shadows retracted and revealed a red sky with a pink sun. Well, the sun was actually the same bright yellow as everywhere, but the Demon Continent’s weird spiritual atmosphere made it look like it was rosy. 
 
    Silvia glanced around the black metal shipyard in awe, taking in the sights she had never previously experienced outside of books and paintings. Plenty of demons of various subraces walked everywhere, dominating the population of Ashen Barrel heavily. Skin colors ranging in a full rainbow decorated the crowd, horns, no horns, tails, no tails, and plenty of other details. The demon race was very diverse. 
 
    Miria and Selene joined them on the metal platform a moment after Asterios and Silvia had arrived at their destination. Finished with his task of transporting them, Umbra took off to return to Svertaniel’s side. 
 
    “So, this is the Demon Continent. It looks incredible,” Silvia mused. 
 
    “It certainly does,” Asterios agreed. 
 
    “We will have so much fun exploring it together for the first time!” Miria jumped around them enthusiastically.  
 
    “You mentioned a guide, right?” Silvia turned to Asterios and asked. 
 
    “Yes. We have a demon friend. He is waiting for us at the lodgings. We should go there and register properly.” 
 
    “Alright. Since I’m now part of your team, I’ll follow your lead.” She nodded and returned to looking around. 
 
    “Ummm… Master?” Miria shyly stepped closer and glanced at Asterios with an upturned gaze. 
 
    He plopped a hand on her black hair and petted her adorable ears. “What’s up?” 
 
    “What do you think… about… using your black and red clothes… while we are here? It would fit well, no?” 
 
    Asterios smiled seeing her expectant and a little uncertain eyes. He thought about it for a moment, and his attire soon switched into the slightly draconic style. His boots, pants, and vest turned black, and his coat assumed a dark crimson shade, taking the texture of quality leather. Additionally, he connected to his second source passively and his hair changed into white while his eyes turned scarlet with dark fierce vertical pupils. 
 
    Miria watched the change with a warm smile, which grew bigger when they locked gazes afterward. Her tail started making more lively dances as she pulled herself closer to kiss Asterios on the lips. They exchanged a few tame pecks while she quietly purred into his mouth. 
 
    Pulling away, she noticed Silvia staring at them and blushed instantly, making Asterios chuckle. 
 
    “Please, don’t mind me.” The princess spoke before either of them could. “Don’t change how you hold yourselves just because I’m now around.” 
 
    “Well said.” Selene pulled herself into Asterios from the other side and also stole his lips for a brief moment. 
 
    He looked at Silvia after finally getting free. “Thank you. Just let us know if things turn a little too awkward. I can tell that the girls will at least try to fish some reactions out of you like this.” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord, it’s not nice selling us out like that, fufufufu~” Selene chuckled softly with a mischievous smile. 
 
    He kept looking at Silvia with one brow raised as to prove his point, and she nodded with a small smile. 
 
    They left the docks and headed to the place where Svertaniel was staying. Umbra could just transfer them, but where was the fun in that? They had a completely new city to freely explore while taking in the majestic sights of almost purely metallic buildings. 
 
    On the way to the Tilted Plating, Miria and Selene walked with their arms entwined with Asterios. Occasionally, they would pull themselves closer to, supposedly, avoid stepping onto uneven parts of the road. He was able to catch at least a few female demons sending him glances now and then. 
 
    “You are doing this purposefully,” Asterios said after another woman smiled at him in passing. 
 
    “I… don’t know what you are talking about… Master…” Miria replied quietly with a faint blush. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly and pecked his cheek. “We were just curious if that part about the female demons was true. And it seems like it was.” 
 
    He shook his head with a smile. “I enjoy having you close like this but let’s not overdo it intentionally. And there’s also Silvia now.” 
 
    “She said that she doesn’t mind. Besides, it won’t be long before she joins us, fufufu~” 
 
    Asterios gave her the look. “Don’t try anything funny with her.” 
 
    Selene smirked at him but nodded. “We promise to be good girls.” 
 
    He sighed and looked to the front at the princess currently walking a bit further ahead. He knew he could trust Miria and Selene not to go too far and that they were just joking around. He grew to enjoy the fox lady’s mischievous nature. Kindra had kept teasing him even harder all the time in the past. 
 
    They noticed Silvia stopping abruptly, looking after something in her surroundings, and moving to a narrow side alley with a hasty step. Asterios and the girls picked up their pace too and headed her way, dropping the silly atmosphere completely. 
 
    But, before they reached the princess, she was already moving away from the alley even faster than she had walked towards it. She seemed a tad different, but they couldn’t pick on exactly how and why. 
 
    Confused, the trio peeked into the dark avenue and quickly turned around to follow after their friend, picking up speed as Miria’s face grew redder and redder. A pair of demons were consummating their relationship by one of the walls. And they most likely didn’t know about the existence of the Alcove of Serenity. 
 
    “The people here… seem very… open… ehehe~” Miria giggled with her gaze shyly cast towards the ground. 
 
    Asterios chuckled awkwardly and stroked her ears. “Let’s get to the inn and find a nice place for our next summoning.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
More Than Warm Welcome 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls stopped leaning into Asterios as much and they all caught up to Silvia after she slowed down a little. They could spot a faint tinge of rosiness on her noble face, but the princess stayed fully composed. It wasn’t like she was oblivious to such things. Not that she had expected stumbling on them in the heart of a city. 
 
    Thanks to the simple map Svertaniel had given them, and Asterios following Umbra’s general location, they arrived in front of a peculiar building. It stood out with just its silvery color, quite unusual in the sea of black. And to add to that, it was tilted, just like the name of the inn suggested.  
 
    The Tilted Plating. 
 
    Miria marveled over the funny design for a brief moment, examining the angled walls of the weird place, and they all walked inside. It was not just the outline of the building that was tilted. Literally, everything had some angle to it.  
 
    From doors, windows, chairs, tables, and counters to most of the decorations, everything looked slightly off. An extremely bizarre sight greeted the party, making them a little dizzy for a few seconds after entering. It took them a while to steady their confused brains and head for the angled counter with the innkeeper behind it. 
 
    But, before they reached the handsome demon man with green skin, Svertaniel showed up at their side. 
 
    “Ah, you are finally here. How was the town? Nothing like you have seen so far, right?” 
 
    Silvia glanced away and Miria giggled quietly, making Asterios chuckle a little. 
 
    “Truly, you could call it a cultural shock in all meanings of that phrase. But it is both beautiful and intriguing,” he answered. 
 
    “This is just the beginning. I know you’ve read and heard things about the Demon Continent, but these lands have plenty of things you can’t find anywhere else. Logic sometimes gets thrown out of the window and, at some point, you will understand why. I’m sure you and your companions will enjoy your time here,” Svertaniel explained with a proud smile. 
 
    “There’s no doubt about that.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “Also, good idea with the change in looks. Demons pay more attention to what in other regions goes as normal, so with your clothes like this, you won’t stand out as much as in your other adventuring gear. And your fierce eyes certainly fit right in. I commend Lady Silvia’s attire too.” 
 
    Silvia lightly nodded her head. “Thank you. And, please, just Silvia. I’m an adventurer and nothing more while outside of my home.” 
 
    “I apologize, then, and will remember that, Silvia.” Svertaniel returned the nod. “Now then. I have spoken with the innkeeper and reserved a bunch of rooms, but you need to pick them yourselves since I wasn’t sure about who would like to stay with who.” 
 
    “And the prices?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Nothing much. I’ll deal with lodging costs. And I got a little discount since I know the man running this place.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    They walked up to the innkeeper together and picked their rooms from the list of reserved ones. The demon man named Vohren scrupulously avoided mentioning any prices while talking to the group.  
 
    In the end, they chose three chambers with an obvious split; one for Svertaniel, one for Silvia, and one for Asterios and his girls. They most likely wouldn’t be spending many nights at the Tilted Plating, but it was good to have a place they could return to when necessary. 
 
    After checking their respective rooms, the party gathered in Ast’s chamber to discuss their course of action. 
 
    “Do you have any plans already, Asterios?” Svertaniel began. 
 
    “I got a tip from a friend to try something out, so I will be holding a summoning ritual first. We’ll most likely head to the Adventurer’s Guild here and find a good location to do that. Having in mind our past experiences with summoning and things happening around me, we’ll preferably choose a safe place with no people in close vicinity.” 
 
    Svertaniel kept nodding while rubbing his chin. “Alright. You don’t really need me for that so I’ll see if I can get any information on the person we are looking for in the meanwhile. I do have a few ideas on where and who to ask. And you, Silvia?” 
 
    “I would like to accompany Asterios if he doesn’t mind. I’m a little curious since that would be my first time witnessing a summoning with my own eyes. Our Cour—ekhm, Summoner friend always made it sound amazing but didn’t want to show anything.” 
 
    Miria smiled at the princess warmly. “I’m sure Master can take you with us, right, Master?” 
 
    Asterios brushed through her soft hair. “Yeah. No problem. We are going to share each other’s knowledge and experience anyway since that’s kind of the main point of traveling together. But it won’t be exactly a normal summoning this time.” 
 
    “I would still like to stay on the side and watch.” Silvia showed a faint smile. 
 
    “I guess that’s it then. For now.” Svertaniel stood up first. “Good luck with the ritual. I’ll start my investigation.” 
 
    “I’ll send Umbra to check on you regularly. Let us know about anything you find out.” 
 
    Svertaniel nodded and left the room. Miria scooted a bit closer to Asterios and hugged his side. 
 
    “So, is there anything we need to get?” she asked. 
 
    “Blood Summoning is a bit different so not exactly. Everything I need is already in my possession.” 
 
    “Blood Summoning?” Silvia raised a brow at them. “I think I’ve stumbled on a mention of it once or twice. It wasn’t the safest, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but all that risk can be mitigated by proper preparations and mindset. Many people lost their lives when it was popular back in the day because they tried to go past their limits. Although, I can’t be exactly sure what happens in my case. There’s a lot of weird things happening around me.” 
 
    Selene moved closer to his other side and placed her fluffy tail on her thighs, bringing Ast’s hand to it. He started gently combing through the piece of white heaven with his fingers while she smiled at him softly. 
 
    “Maybe we will get a clearer hint regarding the many mysteries that surround you, my Lord.” 
 
    “Who knows. I just hope nothing dangerous happens, like the past outbursts of fire.” 
 
    “We will protect Silvia in case of emergency, my Lord. Don’t worry too much.” 
 
    Seeing how her vulpine friend was receiving caresses from Asterios, Miria rubbed her cheek into his face while purring affectionately. It didn’t take long before Ast’s other hand was delicately brushing around her round ears. 
 
    Silvia observed them with a curious eye. She had to admit that the sight was somewhat adorable. The amount of affection and care the trio shared between themselves were plenty. It looked very intimate but without that crude, lecherous element she had often noticed when some nobles got into a bit of physical contact in public. 
 
    “What entity are we going to try summoning, Master? Can we even influence the Blood Summoning or how does it work?” Miria’s voice brought Silvia out of her contemplation. 
 
    “As Grea mentioned back when we were in the castle, it could potentially relate to my bloodline. With Blood Summoning, there’s a big chance that highly compatible entities will be attracted by the Summoner. From what I know, it’s hard to influence, honestly. But also, it has the highest chances to just fail so I do have in mind the qualities I want to look for if we hold a more conventional one,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Oh? Please, do tell, Master!” Miria’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. 
 
    He chuckled and pecked her cheek. She loved it so much when he did. Even more than on the lips sometimes. 
 
    “Since Silvia will be joining us from now on, and Tina probably in the near future too, I think we should get someone or something specializing in healing and recovery. I thought about a more defensive familiar but you girls are decently tough, and I’ve been getting a bit stronger with all these weird events too so I think this is the better choice.” 
 
    Selene released a long, blissful sigh as he fluffed her tail. “I agree, my Lord. We’ve been in many situations where means other than potions and consumables would have been much better. We can recover quickly with your techniques, but it will be good to have a way to help others outside of our bond.” 
 
    Miria nodded vigorously. “I think the same. And we promised to protect Silvia so it will surely help.” 
 
    The person in question smiled weakly. “I feel like my presence interrupted your plans. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. As I said, I already had this in mind because of Tina. A dedicated healer is always a good thing to have.” 
 
    No one had any more questions, so Miria and Selene left a kiss on Ast’s lips together and they all stood up to head out. They had already located the guild’s building during their stroll so there was no need to ask or look for it. A few minutes later, they walked inside a black metal building resembling a small fortress. 
 
    A full rainbow of sexy demon girls manned the counters, some clearly being hit on by the male population, shrugging the advances off with polite smiles and a professional tone. The party approached the first free receptionist and ended up in front of a young woman with pink skin and hair of a similar, darker shade. A very thin tail with a spade danced behind her back. 
 
    “Welcome, Adventurers! How can I help you today?” She greeted them with a nice smile. 
 
    “Hello. We are completely new in this region and would like to receive some guidance, if possible,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Oh, of course! Do you already have an advisor or…?” 
 
    “We don’t. We just came in,” Miria answered with her tail dancing excitedly. 
 
    “Then I’ll be happy to become one! My name is Trish. Do you mind?” 
 
    “We’ll oblige then, Trish.” Asterios smiled. 
 
    “Great! Can I get your names, ranks, or party name if you have one so that I can get your information from the network?” 
 
    “Asterios, B-rank.” He bowed his head courteously. “The leader of Scarlet Scale.” 
 
    “And we are Master’s familiars!” Miria beamed a smile at the receptionist while raising her chin up into the air, with Selene mirroring the motion. 
 
    Trish raised a brow at him, and a broad smile painted her lips. “Interesting… And you?” 
 
    “Silvia. Also B-rank. I would like to be registered as a member of Scarlet Scale if we could.” 
 
    “Naturally. Let me just fetch your data from the system…” 
 
    Trish made some movements under the counter on her side and a few flashes of faint light in various colors followed. Her eyes suddenly widened for a very brief moment, and she shot Asterios a glance while gently nibbling on her lower lip. She quickly returned her gaze to whatever thing was under the tabletop and made some more movements before looking at Silvia. 
 
    “Done. You are officially part of the team now. And I registered myself as your party’s advisor. Anything I can do for you? A-ny-thing?” She winked at Asterios with an impish smile. 
 
    “Well… We are currently looking for a safe, secluded spot somewhere far from any people and landmarks. We want to train a bit and would like to avoid damaging something or harming an innocent passerby by accident.” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “Give me just a moment and I’ll bring you a list of the best possible locations,” Trish said with a melodic tone and spun around. 
 
    She stepped towards the curtain separating the back rooms from the main hall and dove into it while sensually arching her back. Her thin tail shot up, raising Trish’s short skirt, and briefly flashed her plump pink butt decorated by sexy black panties before she disappeared on the other side. 
 
    Miria and Selene exchanged glances. 
 
    ~She’s trying to seduce Master, isn’t she?~ the panthergirl asked. 
 
    ~Clearly,~ the foxgirl replied. 
 
    They both smiled, knowing that her efforts were completely futile, and nodded at each other with understanding. 
 
    The moment Trish returned from behind the curtain, Miria and Selene quickly pulled themselves into Ast’s sides and brought his arms into their chests. The receptionist stopped for a moment, noticing the change, and her smile grew even more as she squinted her eyes at them. 
 
    She placed a packet of paper sheets on the counter and spread them over like a fan. Discreetly pulling down the top of her guild uniform, she leaned forward to display more of her rosy cleavage and pressed her finger on one of the small maps, matching her gaze with Ast’s. 
 
    “If you are looking for something that can shelter you from the outside, this alcove will be great. If you need a big open space, the plains here are the best. If you’d like a more diverse terrain, this valley is decent and not too far. Or, if you’d prefer some dense trees to obstruct your activities, the Bronze Forest will do.” 
 
    Trish kept poking different pieces of paper while not dropping her eyes from Ast’s for even a second. Finishing, she gave him a mischievous smile and slid herself off the counter, making her breasts bounce seductively after falling off the edge. 
 
    Asterios chuckled internally. What a show. 
 
    “Thank you, Trish. I assume we can have these, right?” 
 
    “Oh, naturally. You can take everything on this counter,” she replied, resting her elbows on the black metal again, squishing her breasts together. 
 
    Asterios reached out to collect the maps, but she was faster and bundled them up before his hand touched the papers. With a sweet smile, she slid the packet under his fingers, lightly grazing them with hers, and withdrew herself back to her side of the counter. 
 
    “We’ll be off, then. Thanks again for the help, Trish. See you later.” He nodded politely and turned around. 
 
    “It was my pleasure! Please, come again! I’ll always be here to offer you my services, Dungeon Slayer.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile after Trish whispered the title in a sultry tone. It seemed that a few other receptionists picked up her quiet voice and glanced their way, so the party hurried outside to not garner more attention. 
 
    Miria and Selene let go of his arms and the former giggled. “That was fun.” 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Maybe for you, girls. I’m glad she didn’t mention the last part out loud if this will be the standard amongst female demons. Not generalizing anyone, of course.” 
 
    As he shuffled through the maps in his hands, a small note fell out and landed on the ground. Silvia picked it up and handed it to Asterios after taking a brief glance. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “Looks like an address to me. The Wandering Tail. Room 27. Ask the innkeeper about strawberries,” she replied. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “She’s really going for it, isn’t she?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and pocketed the note. “The Demon Continent is going to be a ride.” 
 
    “A few noble girls I’ve met could learn a thing or two in the art of seduction from that receptionist. Maybe then it wouldn’t look so awkward watching them try to gain favor from noble guys,” Silvia commented. 
 
    “Nobles try to seduce each other?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “Almost every noble banquet is a battlefield. Many women fight for attention on that very battlefield. Of course, it’s not just women. Men try to court girls too. It depends on the standing of each person and their influence. I have only attended a few, but after the first two, you start noticing the pattern.” 
 
    “Must have been hard. I can only imagine the attention someone of your standing was getting,” Asterios said. 
 
    Silvia smiled wryly and nodded. “It’s honestly very refreshing meeting someone my age who isn’t actively trying to gain my favor.” 
 
    “Well, I would lie if I said that I’m doing this out of complete selflessness, but we both can benefit from working together, I think. And I still owe you for the duel.” 
 
    Silvia’s smile softened. “I hope we can learn a lot from each other.” 
 
    “So, do you know where we are going, Master?” Miria asked after the exchange between the two seemed to have come to an end. 
 
    Asterios looked at the maps in his hands and everyone huddled up together in a circle. 
 
    “I’d cross out the alcove in case something damages the structure, and we end up buried under a pile of rubble. Considering the possible emergence of fire, woods are out too. That leaves plains and hills. I think the latter is better. Any input?” 
 
    “I would also pick the valley after what you said,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Yep! It shouldn’t be as flat as the plains!” Miria chimed in and Selene nodded. 
 
    ~A wise choice indeed,~ Umbra joined in too. 
 
    “Let’s go then. We should be fine getting it done today. Ah.” Asterios glanced at Silvia. “You don’t mind riding with me on Miria, right?” 
 
    Silvia’s eyes sparkled briefly. “As long as it won’t inconvenience the two of you.” 
 
    “No sweat!” Miria beamed a smile at her and morphed into her panther form. 
 
    “Amazing…” Silvia murmured while brushing her smooth black fur. 
 
    Selene pecked Ast’s cheek and returned home while he jumped onto Miria’s back and pulled the princess to sit in front of him. They darted through the streets of the metal town by bouncing off the ground and buildings, making the pedestrians stare at them in awe. 
 
    It took Miria around forty minutes to get them to the marked location by following Ast’s tips and Umbra’s scouting from above. Silvia greatly enjoyed the ride. It was like nothing she had experienced so far. The speed, the wind, the warmth and softness of Miria’s fur, and Asterios supporting her from behind. 
 
    She had ridden horseback with her father or instructors before and had even flown on a Wyvern and a Griffon, but this felt somehow different. She wasn’t sure if it was due to Miria, Asterios, or both of them. Even as a passenger, she could notice how unified the two seemed in their movements. Like they truly were one. 
 
    The trio arrived in an area with wavy terrain. Small hills and valleys riddled the surroundings, almost completely clear of any trees. Such a place would be hard to build on without terraforming it a lot or designing the construction precisely to fit the area. It was of no surprise that the grassy valleys were currently empty. 
 
    Umbra located a trench slightly bigger than the others and they chose it as their summoning destination. Miria shifted and both girls eagerly awaited instructions and explanations to help Asterios set everything up. Even Silvia was roped into it by the sly Selene while Umbra took the skies. 
 
    With the help of the princess, they safely burned enough ground for the summoning circle, and the fox lady cleaned it up with her spiritual energy. Blood Summoning required a much bigger formation, and they ended up with a ring of around fourteen meters in diameter. 
 
    Asterios asked his shy mate to bring out some tools from their storage in her world and started drawing something on a piece of paper in the meanwhile. Miria brought a few small, narrow shovels, spikes, and chisels, laying them on the ground. 
 
    After the drawing was finished, Asterios explained what they needed to do, and everyone started carving shallow paths in the earth according to the formation on the paper. As he explained to them, he would need to literally fill most of them with his own blood, which made the girls both very curious and anxious. 
 
    While they worked, Asterios sat down on the side and began filling some diamond-shaped crystals with his scorching hot energy. It required quite a bit of focus and looked like he was meditating with his aura slowly leaking out. Selene had to rebuke Miria to keep doing her job instead of staring at him. 
 
    Around the same time as the girls finished, Asterios was done too. He buried the charged crystals at various points by the edges of the formation they had created with their flat tops peeking out of the ground. Each gem blocked a few paths that ran through the point underneath it. 
 
    “Alright. Now comes the slightly uncomfortable part. Do we have the potions and other things ready?” Asterios asked after they were done with the initial preparations. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord. Just say a word.” Selene nodded, standing near a bunch of flasks and other consumables. 
 
    He spotted Miria’s worried expression and her slightly lowered ears.  
 
    “I promise to not go too far. I’ve failed plenty of times in the past and one more is nothing. I’ll drop everything the moment something feels off.” 
 
    She sent him a timid smile as Selene brushed through her hair. 
 
    Asterios rolled up his left sleeve, took down the bracer underneath it, then used his ceremonial dagger to create a cut in one of the arteries running through his forearm. He quickly positioned his hand above the formation’s trenches and made the blood flow down to his wrist and then onto the earth, dripping off his extended fingers. Not a single drop could fall outside the paths or the whole thing would be ruined. 
 
    Silvia had doubts about Asterios filling the entire array with his blood. The circle was big. He would clearly bleed out if he kept this up for a longer period of time.  
 
    But, after two long minutes, Selene approached him and fed Asterios a dark purple potion, following it with two thumb-sized balls of medicine. She left a peck on the side of his forehead and jumped away.  
 
    “What did you do?” Silvia asked curiously. 
 
    “The potion raises the speed with which Master’s body produces blood by a lot. As you can imagine, blood doesn’t just appear out of nothing so he will be burning through his energy quickly. The two pills hold massive amounts of nutrients, supplying him with enough fuel for his body to burn through without sacrificing too much of its own resources. A close friend was generous enough to provide them for us,” the fox lady explained with a proud smile. 
 
    “Amazing. You really have everything covered.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Master is a very careful person. He knows Miria would be heartbroken if anything happened to him.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t?” 
 
    Selene’s face turned a bit more serious. “I would most likely take my own life if anything serious happened to my beloved Soul Mate. I don’t think I can bear the loneliness again.” 
 
    Silvia’s eyes widened a little, and she returned to watching Asterios fill the circuit with his blood. She had seen Miria and Selene act close, affectionate, and intimate with him, but only after Selene’s words she understood just how much they loved their master. It was honestly a little scary but also… wonderful. A strong bond like that. 
 
    This continued for around half an hour. Selene would come closer to Asterios, feed him a potion and the pills, wipe some sweat off his face, and return. Sometimes, Miria would replace her. And finally, the whole array was filled with scarlet liquid, without a drop spilled. 
 
    After Asterios took a short break to heal up and got rid of some of the mental fatigue from the heavy focus he had upheld for quite a long time, he moved to the edge of the circle again. 
 
    “Selene, Miria, take care of Silvia. Pay close attention to everything. You too, Umbra,” he conveyed, glancing at the group standing a bit away from him. 
 
    ~Don’t worry Master and leave everything to us. I’ll move Silvia away if anything the other two can’t handle happens.~ 
 
    He nodded and brought forth another long and spiky crystal. Sitting down, he took a deep breath and stabbed it into the inner side of his left palm. As a wave of pain shot through his body, a web of crimson paths followed, glowing ferociously. 
 
    Asterios leaned forward and put his pierced hand over the last spot missing a crystal. The flat part of the gem sank into the small pit filled with blood and the entire circle glowed dark crimson. 
 
    Intense searing pain traveled through Ast’s spiritual circuits as the scorching hot energy spread through his whole body. He clenched his teeth and upheld the connection between his internal circuits and the external array. 
 
    The girls and Umbra watched from the sidelines as the formation flashed irregularly in scarlet hues. His clothes fluttered from the spiritual wind emanated by the magical array. The pressure in the atmosphere kept increasing gradually, and Selene had to start creating protective layers to shield them. 
 
    An overwhelming wave of spiritual energy burst out from the circle, almost making everyone trip. An enormous scarlet tear appeared in the air above the formation like a crack in the fabric of reality. 
 
    Suddenly, an earth-shaking roar caused the whole world to tremble, tearing the fissure into a giant crimson breach as wide as a barn.  
 
    The thunderous cry went silent, still echoing into the distance through the countless valleys.  
 
    Three seconds later, a huge, crimson-scaled claw stepped through the scarlet tear. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
Clash of Flames 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly and gracefully, a crimson-scaled creature walked out of the crack suspended mid-air above the summoning circle. No one had any doubts about what it was. Everyone present in the area had met with either stories, descriptions, or images portraying the ancient rulers of the skies.  
 
    Dragons.  
 
    Or in this particular case, True Dragons. 
 
    The proud beast wasn’t as big as the Skeletal Dragon Asterios and his party had taken down deep in the undead dungeon, but it was still a breath-taking specimen. Standing proudly on all four of its legs, its height reached that of a two-story building, including the impressive wings currently folded on its back. 
 
    The Dragon’s body had a somewhat slick form. It did stand as a massive entity, but everyone could make out its toned muscles over its limbs and figure. It might be the first real Dragon they were seeing with their own eyes, but they knew that these beings could be much more massive and bulkier. 
 
    Stepping into this realm, it had passed over Asterios and stood with its back to the human man. The long and deadly tail lay on the ground by his side. Sharp spikes in dark shades of crimson ran almost all over the Dragon’s spine. 
 
    It started turning around and soon faced Asterios, towering over the little Summoner with its might. He watched it lower its huge head with jaws big enough to swallow him whole, hoping that this proud entity had no ill intentions towards them straight off the bat. 
 
    The Dragon huffed hot air giving off a sulphury smell from its nostrils as it watched Asterios from up close. Its ferocious slitted eyes of pure scarlet blinked a few times as it investigated the human in front of it. A few quiet moments passed, broken only by the Dragon’s powerful breathing. 
 
    Just before Asterios spoke first, a warm wind blew and a red mist surrounded the Dragon’s massive body, swirling around it like an obtrusive dome, which gradually shrunk. Asterios got a feeling that this mist wasn’t that far from what he had seen Miria’s body produce countless times. 
 
    And his observation was proven correct as a figure of a woman with scarlet hair appeared in front of his eyes after the magical smoke dispersed. She wore black leather pants, a short dark red shirt that revealed a bit of her toned stomach, and a black leather jacket. If not for the completely draconic eyes, slightly pointed ears, and very fierce and sharp angles of her face, she could pose as any normal young human. 
 
    "Perfect. I was getting bored of my last pet. Could use a new slave," she muttered to herself under her breath with a wicked grin. 
 
    The woman walked up to Asterios with a heavy step and stopped right in front of him. Their heights were now comparable. Her piercing scarlet eyes ran all over Ast’s body, from head to toe. 
 
    He didn’t interrupt the woman’s examination and watched her circle him a few times, intensively scanning his figure with her gaze until she again found herself right in front of him.  
 
    Something was different, though. His scorching hot energy was beginning to boil like never before. 
 
    She squinted her eyes at him, almost accusingly. “A human male, hm? Quite young at that. Not that far from his maturing period. Surprising. Very surprising. A decent specimen.” 
 
    The woman’s voice was at the same time filled with strength, confidence, and also bore a deep, prideful, somewhat malicious tone. Asterios smiled, opening his mouth to welcome her, but he was interrupted again. 
 
    “Was I mistaken though? There’s no trace of it…” 
 
    “I’m sure you weren't, Lady Dragon! It's a good idea not to judge Master just by his looks!” Miria shouted cheerfully from the side, unable to hide the pure joy and excitement from her voice. 
 
    The woman’s head snapped towards the others and her gaze locked onto the panthergirl.  
 
    Her eyes flashed with power and, in an instant, all three of the girls were brought to one knee as an immense force pressured them, unable to even lift their heads. 
 
    “How dare a lesser being speak to me,” she sneered at them with clear disdain in her voice. 
 
    “I'd kindly ask you to stop pressuring my companions,” Asterios finally spoke with a controlled but slightly cold tone. 
 
    The woman turned her face back to him and their gazes met. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A faint shiver passed through her body when she saw the intense glow emanated by his crimson irises and ferocious, black vertical pupils. Subconsciously, she released the pressure on the others. 
 
    “How?” she asked with a shocked expression. 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, her eyes flashed again. Asterios didn’t get pressured though. And he was pretty sure the woman wasn’t trying to do so. She again scanned his person with meticulous attention, clearly using a different kind of sight. If his guess wasn’t off, it was something similar to what he could achieve when filling his draconic eyes with the scorching hot mana. 
 
    Just a moment later, her pupils narrowed into thin needles and her eyes widened to the brim as the woman’s gaze locked on a certain point on Ast’s chest. 
 
    “Dragon’s… Heart?” she muttered to herself in disbelief. 
 
    In a blink, her expression turned feral, and a low growl began reverberating through the air. She glared at Asterios with some of the bright red aura leaking out of her body like a faint mist. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” she snarled at him. 
 
    Asterios quickly realized what she was talking about and responded. “It has always been there. I found it insi—” 
 
    “Bullshit!” The woman’s growls grew louder. “Which one of my siblings did you murder in your vile rituals, human?!” 
 
    She took a step forward and part of her black leather sleeve disappeared. In the motion of a quick wave, her forearm was covered in red scales, including her hand, which had now sharp black nails, almost resembling claws. 
 
    Before she could move any further, a whizzing projectile made her stop and lean her head to the back to avoid the spiritual needle. Tens of thick shadowy tendrils shot from the ground and bound all of her limbs, dragging them down.  
 
    But the woman resisted. 
 
    She tore the restraints around her right arm and caught the five-tailed Selene’s foot coming straight at her head, throwing the attacker to the other side like the fox lady was nothing but a wet rag. Just as a very angry Miria appeared right in front of her, she released another ferocious and thunderous roar, stopping the panthergirl and everyone else in their tracks. 
 
    Thanks to her activated bloodline, Miria managed to react in time after the stunning shout and stepped away from the woman’s deadly swipe. Unfortunately, the draconic lady moved faster than her eyes could follow, and her sharp claws cut deep into Miria’s side as she was sent flying to the back while tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Instantly after pushing away the panthergirl, the red-haired woman took a quick, deep breath, her chest rising visibly, and breathed bright red fire straight at Asterios. The violent inferno surged towards him, breaking all the hastily raised barriers that Selene had managed to throw in, and dispersing Umbra’s shadow in a blink, who was trying to do the same. A ferocious stream of bright scarlet flames swallowed Asterios’ entire figure as a loud hum of the fierce cone of fire filled the air. 
 
    “Master!” Miria’s pained cry came from the side as Silvia helped her up. 
 
    The woman stopped her fire breath, and the flames gradually dispersed, revealing a line of completely scorched black ground and… Asterios standing exactly where he had, completely unharmed.  
 
    A cold and vicious expression painted his face, almost matching her own, as a dark red aura leaked from his body, potent and powerful enough to make the air around him shimmer. He clearly wasn't happy. 
 
    “No one raises a hand at my mates,” Asterios said in a murderous tone and took a step forward. 
 
    The woman blinked a few times in deep confusion and consternation before sneering at him. Her other hand transformed too, and a scaly tail materialized behind her back. 
 
    “Just try it, human! Dragons are immortal! I’ll tear you and everyone you know into—” 
 
    “Kneel.” 
 
    An inconceivable spiritual pressure suddenly descended onto the whole area as Ast's unusually powerful and deep, booming voice echoed through the valley, snuffing out any red flames that remained burning on the scarred grass.  
 
    The voice seemed almost... ancient. It interrupted the woman and threw her onto one knee in a flash, pushing her to the ground as if a massive mountain weighing thousands of tons had just dropped onto her back in a blink. 
 
    “What?!” she shouted in pure shock. 
 
    Barely, barely could she even lift her head under the spine-crushing force and glare at the incoming Asterios from below. She shuddered after meeting his merciless gaze. The man’s eyes still glowed with fierce crimson, but a different shade of dark red glittered and danced behind his vicious vertical pupils like violent flaming tongues. 
 
    “Immortal does not mean invincible,” he added with the same deep, authoritative tone, completely devoid of any emotions like everything was of no concern to him. 
 
    As he walked closer, his body started changing. The ferocious crimson in his irises expanded, soon covering the whole surface of his whites, turning them into fully draconic eyes of feral crimson.  
 
    The woman’s figure began shifting, enveloped by the bright red mist again. In just a brief moment, she was back in her True Dragon form, trying her hardest to resist the unbearable pressure which was still pushing her much bigger body to the ground. It looked like with the help of her Dragon form, she was able to fight back and kept raising herself on her legs bit by bit. 
 
    “I will raze this entire realm to the ground!” she roared in a mighty, draconic voice. 
 
    Asterios snapped his fingers, and the oppressive pressure grew by a whole order of magnitude, slamming the Dragon’s massive body into the ground with a loud thud, followed by a strong tremor. 
 
    Cracks began appearing in random places on the ground all around the valley they were in, unable to withstand the unimaginable force. The girls were barely keeping themselves conscious even with both Selene and Umbra going all out to shield them. The spiritual aura was trying to flatten them alongside everything else in the close vicinity, pushing them into the grass. 
 
    Dark crimson scales surfaced on the sides of Ast’s neck, over his cheekbones, and around his eyes. His right sleeve dematerialized in red flames and his brown bracer disappeared with a faint flash, getting shoved into the spatial storage ring. His hand and forearm were quickly covered in dark crimson scales too, up to his elbow, just like the woman’s but visibly more ferocious and mightier. 
 
    She kept growling while struggling to resist the pressure. Her head lay on the ground not that far from Asterios now, positioned straight at his incoming figure. Slowly but surely, bit by bit, she raised herself on her four shaky legs. She opened her ferocious jaws with a lot of effort as a scorching hot sensation accompanied a quiet rumble in her stomach. 
 
    But then, four flaming streams shot out of Ast’s back, taking the form of claws made of pure crimson fire, and rushed towards her. A burning hand grasped each of the female Dragon’s limbs and brought her back down to the ground. All the power began slowly leaving her. She moved her head and eyes as much as she could, staring in bewilderment at the flaming bindings and Asterios. 
 
    Then, the realization came.  
 
    Her draconic eyes widened to the brim as she finally noticed the changes in Ast’s body and the familiar spiritual aura his burning limbs emanated, completely different from the one she had felt at first. Rage started getting replaced by confusion, disbelief, and finally fear. 
 
    Against her own will, her body began shifting back as if she couldn't deny a being much above her, and she soon turned into a humanoid woman again. Still held by the four claws of crimson fire, which grew smaller to match her new size, she was brought up from the ground and floated towards Asterios after he waved a finger at her. 
 
    She ended up hanging in the air face-to-face with him, her legs and arms spread slightly to the sides. Her skin started slowly losing its color. 
 
    “T-There’s no way…” She stuttered while shaking her head. “How are you alive?! You can’t be alive! I saw you die! Black killed you!” 
 
    Completely ignoring the distraught woman’s words, Ast’s draconic hand moved to her body and his fingers stopped below her sternum, his palm extended flatly with the inner side facing up.  
 
    The woman’s clothes swirled in bright red flames and parted obediently, creating a hole in the spiritual material. Ast’s sharp crimson claw-like nails pressed into her smooth but tough skin. 
 
    “No… No, no, no, no…”  
 
    She shook her head even more fervently, desperately trying to free herself from the flaming restraints that spread her limbs to the sides and held her in the air. But she couldn’t muster up any strength, not even the tiniest bit. Her powers were not answering. She was trapped in her humanoid form. 
 
    “Please, no! I’m sorry! Don’t do it, I beg you! I will do anything! I swear, I didn’t know! I didn’t know the boy’s identity! Spare me, please! I will become this child’s servant! Slave! Plaything! Test subject! Anything! Please, I—nghaaaaaa!” 
 
    In one swift motion, Ast’s palm sank into the woman’s body, piercing her durable skin and flesh like it was nothing. She writhed in pain as his hand slid deeper and deeper, somehow going as deep to pass his elbow. She shivered when it finally stopped, feeling the man’s fingers wrap around something sensitive, something normally unreachable. 
 
    “Gaaaaahhhhhh!” 
 
    She screamed again when Asterios yanked his arm back. He held his bloody palm the same way, inner side up. A perfectly round, fist-sized orb of bright scarlet rested in his hand now. Glittery smoke in similar shades swirled inside the perfect crystal. 
 
    The woman looked at the orb, and her eyes snapped to Ast’s almost immediately. Her face twisted in an ugly, desperate, strained smile. She kept lightly shaking her head while staring at him pleadingly. 
 
    “No… Don’t do this… I won't tell anyone... I wouldn't make him into my slave if I knew... I swear... I beg you, Re—” 
 
    Ast’s draconic hand crushed the orb, shattering it into dust and red particles. She froze. Bright scarlet flames burst out of it and danced inside his fist, leaking out through his clasped fingers. 
 
    “Gyaaaahhhhhhhh!” 
 
    Fire of the same color enveloped the woman’s body and she turned into dark red ashes that lazily floated up into the sky as her scream faded from existence, alongside her own being. Silence soon fell onto the valley. 
 
    The flaming claws retracted, staying behind Ast’s back. He turned his still fully red eyes towards the girls pressed strongly into the ground, with cracking black and blue barriers of spiritual energy above them.  
 
    At once, the oppressive force disappeared. 
 
    Silvia met his gaze. It was different. Completely unlike the one she had experienced during the duel. The force and pressure were similar, incredibly stronger, but gave off a completely different feeling. 
 
    Asterios returned his focus to the bright scarlet flame dancing inside his fist and closed his eyes. The fire intensified and traveled over his arm as waves of spiritual aura were released into the surroundings. 
 
    After they stopped, Asterios took a deep breath and all the changes reverted. The flaming limbs disappeared, the scales merged into his skin, and the glowing red shade uncovered his eyes, returning them to their natural state, with visible crimson irises and fierce vertical pupils. 
 
    He made a trembling step backward and his body wobbled. Before he fell to the ground, Selene rushed towards him and caught Asterios in her arms. The rest of the girls quickly followed after her, with Silvia helping the wounded Miria. 
 
    “Nghhh… My head…” Asterios groaned while rubbing his eyes as Selene laid him on her lap. 
 
    “Shhhh. Take it easy and slow, my Lord.” She brushed through his white hair. 
 
    “Miria... How is Miria?” he asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “I’m fine, Master! It’s just a few deeper cuts… I can wait for you to recover…” She clutched her bleeding side. 
 
    Without opening his eyes, Asterios resummoned his Spellslinger, shoved his hand into one of his pouches, then slotted a green token in the weapon. Aiming it in Miria’s general direction by sensing her through their bond, he activated the spell. Tiny motes of light resembling pixies floated towards her, diving into the wounds. 
 
    The pain started quickly fading away and Miria smiled. “Thank you. Don’t overdo it, Master.” 
 
    He let out a strained chuckle. “I think it’s too late for that. Ughhhhh… My brain, spiritual circuits, and sources all hurt like hell…” 
 
    “Don’t talk. Just rest. We are all fine, my Lord.” 
 
    He nodded and let Selene feed him one of the recovery potions. She shoved away any thoughts of getting mischievous and properly let him drink it from the flask, supporting Ast’s head and chin. The girls and Umbra sat around them in silence, working over everything that had happened in their minds. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Asterios sighed heavily. 
 
    “It’s alright now. Help me up.” 
 
    Selene obliged and leaned Asterios onto herself after she sat him up. He opened his eyes and glanced over everyone, letting out another sigh, this time of relief, after confirming that no one seemed to be seriously hurt. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” he began. 
 
    “Why?” Miria furrowed her brows. “You couldn’t know.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I put you all in danger. A grave one. Especially Silvia. Right on the first day.” 
 
    “I—” Silvia wanted to say something, but Miria interrupted her. 
 
    “You couldn’t know!” she repeated. “There was just no way! I mean, we were kinda expecting something related to Dragons, but we couldn’t know she would be so hostile!” 
 
    “I agree with Miria, my Lord. As you have said, summoning is always a risk. And we were all ready to take it. We should be the ones apologizing instead. We almost failed to protect you.” Selene sighed dejectedly and shook her head, hugging him closer from behind. “No. We failed to protect you. We failed the moment the fire reached you. We failed the moment we let her attack you. For a second, I thought we lost you…” 
 
    Asterios felt her guilt and sorrow. He took Selene’s hands into his and brushed over her skin gently. Leaning his head back, he softly pressed his cheek into hers. 
 
    “I’m… sorry…” 
 
    Silvia’s unexpected apology made him briefly pause, comforting Selene and everyone glanced at the princess. She sat on her knees with her head hung down in shame. Her bright topaz eyes stared into the ground with her lips tensed into a flat line. Her hands curled into fists, resting on her thighs, trembling a little. 
 
    “I couldn’t do anything… I couldn’t bring out my fire… I couldn’t force it to show itself… I couldn’t condense any of it… I could only watch… I’m so sorry…” 
 
    Asterios moved closer to her and gently laid his hand on Silvia’s hair. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself. She was way above any of us. No one stood a chance against her. All that matters is that we are all fine. I know you helped Miria. You didn’t lose your head with your powers hindered, most likely by her aura. Thank you.” 
 
    She looked up at his face and saw Ast’s warm smile. Sighing softly,  she let some of that tension leave her body. She still felt horrible, but nodded, trying to show a gentle smile on her strained lips. 
 
    “But you stood a chance, Master. You managed to kill her.” Miria tilted her head, scooting closer to hug Ast’s other arm. 
 
    “No. It was not me who killed that woman.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him in confusion. Silvia’s eyes started moving aimlessly as she recalled everything that had transpired. A moment later, she found Asterios looking at her. 
 
    “You noticed?” 
 
    She nodded. “Your spiritual energy spiked the moment the woman came out of the portal. It kept rising weirdly out of a sudden. Then, after you came out of that breath… your aura was different. Those flaming limbs… That fire… It didn’t feel… Yours… It was similar but different…” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Miria asked. “If not Master then who killed her?” 
 
    Asterios moved his hand to her ears and caressed them gently. 
 
    “Back in the castle, during the duel, I can clearly say that the one who dismissed Silvia’s spell was still me. Led by the scorching hot energy fueling my emotions, but it was still fully me.” 
 
    He looked for Selene with his eyes and gestured at her to come closer too. She smiled softly and moved to hug him from behind again. With everyone around him, except for Umbra, who Asterios could feel recuperating in his own realm, he continued. 
 
    “As Silvia said, when that bright red flame crashed into me, something… responded. Like the barrier back in the past. I felt something open instead of breaking this time and unbelievably stronger blazing hot energy spread through my body. I had enough control of myself to speak one sentence in my rage before a different consciousness completely took over. I was turned into a spectator in my own body.” 
 
    The girls couldn’t hide their shock. Silvia had no reasons not to believe his words, especially after the disinterested stare he had given them after finishing off the Dragon woman. It made sense. It hadn’t felt exactly like Asterios’ at that time. 
 
    “Then, everything proceeded just like you saw. I watched all of it pretty much just like all of you, with the exception of not being squeezed into the ground. I’m sorry about that. Nothing I could do after that person took over.” 
 
    Miria shook her head. “We were fine. It wasn’t aimed directly at us. I think most of it was directed at the woman and we were just caught up in it.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Anyway, that person’s will dispatched the Dragon woman mechanically, completely ignoring anything else. That’s why I say will. I saw my body move. It looked like it was following a set of prepared instructions. I don’t think someone possessed me at that moment. It was more like something that was lying dormant, in wait, activated after a specific trigger, which was her. Or a True Dragon in general.” 
 
    “That woman seemed to have realized who it was near the end,” Selene added. “She was clearly shocked about the revelation. And just that knowledge scared someone as powerful as her to such an extent.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, after she was gone, my body looked your way and I was afraid it would attack you too, but it withdrew the pressure and turned its focus to the red fire. It absorbed the flame somehow and I felt myself returning.” 
 
    “I was very concerned too,” Selene informed them. “It felt like it was judging me. Evaluating. I was scared it would find some fault in me.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if it thought anything about you if it could, but before it faded, I heard a powerful, ancient voice say ‘It is only this once I can aid you. Reach the Descending Spire. Grow stronger, before you approach other Dragons. They are not how you might perceive them.’” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto them before Miria sighed wistfully. “Another mysterious hint we know nothing about…” 
 
    Asterios pulled her closer and scratched behind her ears. “We will figure it out. First, we need to recover a little. And decide on what to do after we clean up this mess.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Fall From Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A little bit better after a few minutes of recovering, everyone moved away from the damaged grass and earth to not sit just by the still-smoking ground. The summoning circle had been half-destroyed by the woman’s breath and the smell of burnt blood remained in the air around that area, which wasn’t exactly pleasant. 
 
    Changing places, they sat down around each other, and Selene pulled Asterios into her again, letting him rest comfortably. He let her brush through his white hair while holding onto Miria’s hand, who was sitting by their side. The green magic formation under them he had prepared in the meanwhile slowly rejuvenated his familiars. 
 
    Asterios noticed that even after a few long moments had passed, Silvia still seemed slightly somber. 
 
    “We’ve talked about this already. Forget everything that happened for a moment and relax.” He reached out to her with his words. 
 
    She glanced at him with a small, somewhat uncertain smile. “I just feel… bad…” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Silvia,” Miria joined in with a warm and kind tone. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not like that…” A sigh escaped her lips. “During the battle… seeing both that woman’s and your fire… and observing how it behaved… I think I gained some understanding of my own abilities…” 
 
    Asterios frowned. “That’s great, then. Shouldn’t you be happy?” 
 
    “It just feels… wrong… While my companions were risking their lives in a fight, I just stood there doing nothing and benefited from it…” 
 
    He also sighed and moved closer to Silvia, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You shouldn’t waste such an opportunity, and I know you understand this too. It doesn’t matter how it came to be, you gained valuable insight that could make you a lot stronger. “  
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes for a brief moment until Asterios nodded.  
 
    “Now go. Focus on getting as much as you can out of it. I will be the one feeling bad if you waste your chance at growing stronger because of me. This is exactly why we are traveling together.” 
 
    With a faint trace of hesitation, Silvia nodded back at him, and Asterios returned to his girls. She sat in a lotus position and placed her hands on her knees, closing her eyes. A moment later, Silvia’s black metallic staff floated up from her back and began slowly spinning in a vertical circle as she meditated. 
 
    Asterios drew the Alcove of Serenity sigil on the ground by her side and tweaked it just so it covered only the princess. She wouldn’t be disrupted by them talking or anything else. 
 
    Selene pecked Ast’s cheek. “I really hope she will finally reach a higher level with this. She was pursuing her next advancement for quite some time.” 
 
    Miria mirrored her action and rested her head on Ast’s shoulder. “I’m sure Silvia can do it. We all saw how strong and determined she is during the duel and her training.” 
 
    “Well, it all depends on her. Hopefully, she won’t hurt her progress herself with these negative thoughts. In any way, you girls are fine, right?” 
 
    “Yep! I feel almost like new, Master!” Miria nodded cheerfully. 
 
    “Same here, fufufu~” Selene replied after her. 
 
    “Good. Now, Umbra? I felt quite a lot of pain when you tried to block the inferno heading my way back there.” 
 
    ~I would lie if I said I was doing fine, Master, but I’m in no grave danger. That woman’s Dragon Breath burned my shadows much easier than I would have assumed. Granted, they weren’t at their full strength, but it still surprised me that my attempt had barely any effect. She was that much stronger than me in your realm.~ 
 
    “We’ll need to find you more resources to increase your power here too.” Asterios rubbed his hands together in a self-reassuring motion. “Not that I plan on trying to get in touch with another Dragon, but we can never know. Also, does anyone have any ideas about that Descending Spire?” 
 
    “First time I’ve heard of it, Master.” Miria shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not sure either,” Selene added. 
 
    ~Nothing on my end. I’m afraid being locked in an abyssal dimension did not allow me to come across a lot of relevant information. The times I had escaped in the past were brief.~ 
 
    “Hmmm… We’ll leave it for later then. Umbra, take your time recovering. We’ll make do by ourselves until you are back at full strength. We won’t be jumping through your Shadow Movement for now.” 
 
    ~As you wish, Master. I’ll await your call if something urgent comes up.~ 
 
    Asterios turned to Miria and stroked her adorable ear. “Looks like we’ll be depending on you for some time.” 
 
    She beamed a wide smile at him and pulled herself closer to nuzzle her cheek into his. “I will always serve as your steed, Master. It makes me so happy when you rely on me.” 
 
    He chuckled and rubbed his face into hers too, enjoying the affectionate purrs his lovely mate kept releasing.  
 
    “Alright. One more thing to check.” 
 
    Miria backed away and stared at him curiously with Selene. Asterios closed his eyes and focused on his bonds. 
 
    ~Grea? Tina? You girls there?~ 
 
    ~Sup.~ 
 
    ~Ast?~ 
 
    He smiled to himself. ~Just checking in. Are you both fine? Did you experience something weird recently?~ 
 
    ~Not sure about your talented girlfriend but I’m all good. Nothing special to report. Why?~ Grea responded first. 
 
    ~Please, stop with the teasing, Professor. And I’m also okay. Attending a class currently,~ Tina replied, and he could feel her pout. 
 
    ~Is he not your boyfriend, though? You even held Joint Summoning together. Don’t tell me you haven’t sealed the deal during such a romantic moment.~ 
 
    ~Professor!~ 
 
    Grea’s chuckle echoed in everyone’s heads. 
 
    ~Right, right. So, why the sudden question?~ 
 
    ~I tried Blood Summoning,~ Asterios answered. 
 
    ~Oh. And I assume some wild shit happened again if you are checking with us just like during the previous times.~ 
 
    ~Yeah… Well… A True Dragon happened…~ 
 
    ~YOU ARE FUCKING WITH ME?!~ Grea’s mental shout made everyone flinch. ~DON’T TELL ME YOU MADE A MOTHERFUCKING DRAGON INTO YOUR FAMILIAR!~ 
 
    A wry smile found its way onto Ast’s lips. ~Calm down, Grea. No, I haven’t. It’s a bit more complicated than that.~ 
 
    Asterios then proceeded to explain everything to them from start to finish. Both women were terrified at a few moments in the story, and he could tell how anxious Tina had gotten. A brief silence fell between them after he finished. 
 
    ~You… are really fine, right?~ Tina’s concerned voice reached his mind. 
 
    He placed a mental peck on her cheek. ~I am. Sorry for worrying you. I would come to see you or at least use the illusion, but Umbra is recuperating right now.~ 
 
    ~It’s alright. Thank you for telling me everything. You didn’t have to.~ 
 
    ~I’m not going to keep secrets from my mates. Ah. Ummm, sorry, my girlfriends. Force of habit.~ 
 
    Tina giggled at him. ~I don’t mind. I think it actually sounds a bit better. It feels… special… being mates with someone… Like a husband and wife but more…~ 
 
    Miria’s and Selene’s chuckles joined her, but only Asterios could hear those. He ignored them and turned his attention to something else, something that had been bothering him for a while already. 
 
    ~Grea? You’ve been awfully quiet since I finished. Are you okay?~ 
 
    No answer came for a few long seconds. A deep sigh finally reached their minds. 
 
    ~Fuck, man… I… My stupid suggestion almost killed you…~ She sighed again. ~Fuck me! I literally almost killed you all!~ 
 
    He had never heard so much distress and frustration in his ex-teacher’s voice, and they had gone through a few quite serious issues together during their time in the academy, with a few of them getting Grea on the brink of being kicked out or worse. 
 
    ~Grea… It’s not your fault…~ 
 
    ~Like hell it fucking isn’t!~ She snapped back at him. ~My blind fucking guess almost got you torn into shreds or charred like some disregarded potato thrown into a campfire! Fuck! I’m so fucking retarded! I let my excitement blind me like some moronic amateur and didn’t even think it through properly! I thought I could finally help you! Gaaaaaah! I almost did it again all over!~ 
 
    Asterios could tell it was getting bad. He didn’t have to be there to know what was happening. He quickly apologized to Umbra and requested his help. Soon, the lord of shadows transferred himself to Grea and easily penetrated her mind with how chaotic her thoughts were. 
 
    A moment later, Asterios materialized in Grea’s lab as an illusion. He looked around and quickly located his friend. She was leaning on one of the ceramic counters on her elbows, amidst tens of shattered vials and glass utensils, both on the tabletop and down on the floor. 
 
    She took another swing at the nearby flasks while groaning loudly but Asterios jumped towards her and embraced Grea from behind, stopping her arm before she hurt herself even more. Blood dripped from her hands and forearms due to the countless little cuts created by the shattered glass. 
 
    “Stop it. Please. You are bleeding.” Asterios spoke to her calmly, hugging Grea tightly around her waist with one hand and holding onto her arm with the other. 
 
    “I almost murdered you! I sent you to death! I should just d—” 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted and tightened his grip on Grea even more as she raised her other fist to slam the counter on the right. 
 
    He grabbed both of them from behind, raising her left forearm from the mix of colorful liquids spilled on the shiny surface, and slowly turned Grea around.  
 
    She stood there with her forearms extended forward and hands clenched into fists, trembling visibly, as multiple solutions dripped down from them alongside the small amount of blood. A few pieces of shattered glass stuck out from her crimson skin. 
 
    Grea was biting on her lower lip so hard it got punctured in many places, and scarlet trails traveled down her chin. It trembled faintly every few seconds. Tears kept flowing from the corners of her faintly glowing eyes as she refused to blink. 
 
    Asterios let go of her hands and cupped Grea’s face with his palms, brushing her tear-stained cheeks with his thumbs. 
 
    “Let’s calm down now. Deep breaths. And let go of your lip. I am fine and everything is okay. Come on. Just like always. In… and out… In… and out… One, two, three. One, two, three.” 
 
    Following Ast’s gentle voice, Grea entered a steady rhythm of slow and deep breaths until her shaking subsided. Her forearms and clenched fists still kept shivering a little, but she was slowly getting calmer. 
 
    Seeing his friend’s state improving, Asterios quickly shifted himself away and appeared in front of a cupboard with medicaments and first aid. He technically wasn’t physically there, but while Grea saw him just like always, it was Umbra’s shadows moving around where he wished which allowed Asterios to interact with things other than his former professor. If someone watched them from the sidelines, all they would see would be objects floating in the air while upheld by black smoking tendrils. 
 
    He hastily returned to Grea and used a swab drenched in a healing solution to tend to her damaged lower lip. Gently and carefully, he pressed it over the small wounds until they started slowly regenerating. He wiped off the remaining blood and examined the injuries closely. 
 
    Throwing the used swab away, he shot Umbra’s shadow to the side to fetch a clean towel and proceeded to wipe Grea’s fists and forearms out of all the alchemical solutions before they irritated her skin and muscles too much. 
 
    She just let him do everything while watching, not putting up any resistance, allowing Asterios to do with her whatever he wanted. She felt horrible. She wanted to speak but she knew he would interrupt her again. She couldn’t do anything else than just observe. 
 
    After cleaning up Grea’s arms and carefully getting rid of all the pieces of glass, Asterios brought medicinal bandages and delicately wrapped them around her cut limbs, not forgetting about her fingers and palms, which he had unfurled from fists when she had relaxed a little. Bit by bit, he made sure that everything was properly covered so as to not leave any scars later. 
 
    Finishing, he let out a deep sigh and grabbed Grea’s hands, looking at her distressed, tear-stained face. 
 
    “I really hate when you hurt yourself like this,” Asterios said quietly with a lot of concern in his voice. 
 
    She blinked a few times in quick succession to get rid of more tears and sniffed a little. 
 
    “Asterios… I’m—” 
 
    “Shhhhh.” 
 
    He interrupted her and pulled Grea into a caring hug, embracing her closely from the front. His left hand held her waist while his right softly stroked through her hair, leaning her head onto his shoulder. Grea’s arms slowly reciprocated the hug and wrapped themselves tightly around Asterios. 
 
    “You will not lose anyone else. I promised you that I won’t die. I never go back on my word. I will always stay by your side until you get bored of me,” he whispered to her ear, slowly and tenderly. 
 
    “I’m… so sorry…” 
 
    “Shhhhh. No talking. Just stay like this.” 
 
    And she did.  
 
    They stood together in a hug for around ten minutes. Grea gradually calmed down until she didn’t tremble anymore, and her breathing returned to its proper tempo. With her state back to normal, Asterios withdrew himself a little, still holding onto Grea but with their faces now in front of each other. 
 
    “Give me just a few minutes. I’ll be here soon.” 
 
    She shook her head with a faint smile. “No. I’m okay already. I won’t thrash around like this anymore, I promise. I’m sorry you had to see this side of me again.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I know how hard it is to control strong emotions. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’ve always been here. You can let it all out, just like usual.” 
 
    Grea’s smile grew a little and she pulled herself closer again. Asterios gently brushed over her back for a few more moments. 
 
    It wasn’t the first case of Grea having an outburst like that. During his time with the quirky researcher, Asterios had witnessed at least a few similar scenes after something serious happened, often involving the academy’s Council or other higher-ranked professors. 
 
    But the rumor was that it had not always been like that.  
 
    The whole academy had heard about a student who lost her life due to a failed experiment by one of the teachers. She was a prodigy, which increased the gravity of the situation even more, and a giant fan of Professor Grea’s theories and research. 
 
    The fatal failure took a heavy toll on Grea, and not just in terms of honor, respect, or recognition.  
 
    She lost her pupil. Her friend.  
 
    It did not matter what everyone else said about her. She had never cared about others' opinions.  But the pressure and knowledge that her decisions led to someone’s death were just too much.  
 
    The self-blame paired with repulsed looks, mean comments, and generally, the worst possible time couldn’t not affect Grea, no matter how strong she was and how much she steeled herself. 
 
    She withdrew from the active academic life and holed herself in the lab where she could still pursue her dreams, which the academy was happy to provide to her since she was one of the best researchers in its history. They swiftly covered that as her punishment, using her choice as damage control. 
 
    Any interaction with other students and teachers came as extremely hard and tense at first, but after some years, Grea decided to open up a counseling course again, a side one this time, just in case someone would require the help of her knowledge and expertise. 
 
    A few people showed up from time to time to attend the extracurricular activity, drawn in by Grea’s past achievements, but no one could last too long with the wacky researcher. It seemed that the girl from the past had been quite unique. At least, until Asterios arrived. 
 
    With a deep breath, Grea backed away a little and stared at Ast’s face. 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I will always come to you whenever you need me. Now even faster than before thanks to a certain familiar of mine.” 
 
    She smiled and chuckled. “I can’t believe you are not really here. It feels so real.” 
 
    “And I’m glad it does. Who knows what would have happened if it didn’t.” 
 
    Grea’s smile turned into a wry one and she sighed again. “Sorry about this. And thank you for treating my cuts. Now and before. I have no idea why you stayed behind even after learning about everything and experiencing it itself.” 
 
    “Because I came here not to steal the knowledge and techniques from you but to meet another passionate admirer of Summoning Magic and mystical beasts. I could not leave a kindred soul hurting like that.” 
 
    Grea blinked quickly a few more times. “You are a fucking idiot, you know that?” she asked, but her lips kept curling into a smile. 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing I haven’t heard before. Idiot, fool, trash, waste, et cetera.” 
 
    She suddenly slugged Asterios in the stomach, causing him to take a few steps back with a strained chuckle. 
 
    “You are not a waste. Idiot, yes, but not waste.” She walked closer and hugged him again. “What would all the other incredible Summoner heroes be if you were a waste? You summoned a motherfucking Dragon!” 
 
    “If these heroes had similar experiences in summoning Dragons, then I’m not surprised we didn’t hear much about them. They most likely haven’t survived long enough to tell anybody.” 
 
    Grea snickered and shook her head. “At least you got some new hints out of this. I still feel horrible, though.” 
 
    “It was my own decision to try it. And I feel no better. It almost killed the only princess of this kingdom.” 
 
    Grea raised her brow at him. “Princess?” 
 
    “Can I trust you?” He raised one of his too. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?!” She raised her voice comically. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I’ll tell you girls about my new companion soon. I should actually check on her since I left in a hurry.” 
 
    “Man, can you stop picking up girls of high status left and right? You better not forget about Tina, or I’ll give you an earful.” She squinted her glowing red eyes at him. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s not like that between us. And it won’t be. I think. Tina has already her own spot in my heart, and I could never forget her. In fact…” 
 
    Asterios glanced both ways as if it was even possible to eavesdrop on them when they conversed inside Grea’s mind. 
 
    “I got something special for her.” He grinned. “It will have to wait until graduation, though. I really can’t wait to finally do something for her after everything she has done for me.” 
 
    Grea’s eyes sparkled with curiosity and excitement. “What is it? It’s not just a ring, right? I mean, that would get her on cloud nine, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    “All I can tell you is for you to better be present at the ceremony,” Asterios answered with a cryptic smile. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me! You are doing it on purpose!” 
 
    They both laughed together. Grea took a deep breath and patted his shoulders. 
 
    “Thank you, Asterios. For everything. And I’m sorry again.” She raised a hand between them, stopping him from interrupting. “I know, I know, I won’t be blaming myself for it. Not too much at least. You should get back. I swear I won’t spoil the surprise. I really grew to like Tina. We actually have a few things in common.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. I was afraid you would turn into a shut-in again without me around.” 
 
    “You punk!” Grea hit him on the head with the soft bottom of her fist and laughed. “Get out before I really let it out on this fake body! Umbra won’t be fast enough to cut your pain receptors off!” 
 
    Asterios ducked under her swing, laughing too, and waved at his friend before his figure dispersed. Grea took a deep breath with her hands on her hips and smiled to herself while looking at her bandaged arms. 
 
    “You fucking… dork…” 
 
    She giggled to herself and walked away to grab some cleaning utensils while softly rubbing her slowly healing lower lip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Just a Little Bit Longer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tina was walking through a corridor after finishing her class just a few minutes earlier when something prodded her mind. Already familiar with the sensation, she lowered half of her defenses and let the guest in. Soon after, the figure of Asterios came to existence by her side. 
 
    She glanced up and smiled. ~Hi, Ast.~ Not wanting to repeat her mistake from the past, she spoke to him in her mind. 
 
    “Hello there. Mind if I walk you to your next subject?” he asked with a smile too, extending his hand to her. 
 
    Tina nodded and entwined their fingers together, pulling her hand close to her body. Only she could see, hear, and experience Asterios so it would definitely look weird if she walked amongst the people with one arm extended to the side. 
 
    ~Everyone is okay, right?~ she asked as they strolled through the academy side by side. 
 
    “Yes. No one was seriously hurt. Well, Umbra was actually.” 
 
    ~I’m sorry. He is bringing you here for me instead of resting.~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “It’s fine. I couldn’t ignore Grea, so this is just me making full use of the fact that he had to come here anyway. I won’t stay for long, but I couldn’t just leave without checking on you too.” 
 
    A faint trace of rosiness surfaced on Tina’s smooth cheeks as she looked towards the ground and squeezed Ast’s hand a little more. He had to pull her to the side or else she would have walked right into someone while not paying attention to the path ahead. 
 
    “Sorry!” Tina shouted and giggled to herself. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Asterios asked after she turned to the front again. 
 
    ~So far, so good. I think I nailed the exams I have already taken. And, additionally, Hydran’s help caused some of my scores to soar even more than before. He is incredible. Well, it’s not really a he, but it just feels more comfortable to call him that with his character.~ 
 
    A chuckle escaped Ast’s lips. “I know what you mean. It’s the same with Umbra.” 
 
    ~Anyway, our Joint Summoning made things so much easier for me. Thank you. But also, sorry. There’s almost no chance I’ll lose that bet now.~ Tina giggled to herself. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “I should have expected that. What else would have happened when a genius such as yourself contracted an ancient spirit of water. I’m really happy for you, Tina.” 
 
    She blushed again and brushed her thumb over Ast’s hand. He reciprocated the gesture and shared this unnoticeable symbol of affection with her. It would look quite unusual if he patted Tina’s hair and it was suddenly seen moving, or if he did something else. 
 
    But there was another thing he could do without interacting with her too much and Asterios leaned in to plant a gentle peck on Tina’s cheek. Her eyes widened slightly as she tried her best not to suddenly turn around and she smiled warmly while looking forward. 
 
    ~That’s not fair. I want to give you one back, but I would look so stupid doing it.~ 
 
    “What a shame.” Asterios smirked at her mischievously and watched the cute pout rising on Tina’s lips. 
 
    They soon reached the entrance to another lecture hall and stopped shortly before it. Tina turned around to face Asterios and smiled beautifully. 
 
    ~Thank you for coming to see me. And telling me everything. The closer the graduation the harder it gets to wait. I want to join you guys so much.~ 
 
    He reached out and tenderly stroked her cheek. “Just a little bit more. Trust me, it will be worth it. Very much worth it.” He smiled mysteriously at her. 
 
    Tina squinted her eyes at Asterios and sighed softly. ~No matter how I ask, you won’t tell me, right?~ 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She giggled. ~Alright. There’s now another thing I’m going to constantly think about and look very forward to. You are amazingly good at motivating people, you know?~ 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “It’s a bit easier when the one you are trying to motivate is already thinking positively of you.” 
 
    A bit more of the crimson shade covered Tina’s cheeks and she nodded while glancing aside. 
 
    “Tina.” Ast’s voice brought her face back to his. He looked serious. “I know Professor Grea is a little unusual, and even a tad scary to approach at times, and of course, you don’t have to agree, but I would at least like to—” 
 
    ~You don’t even have to ask.~ She interrupted him. ~I know how much Professor Grea means to you. I promise I’ll keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t hurt herself while you are not around. I would do anything for you, you know.~ 
 
    Asterios smiled softly at Tina, looking deep into her blue eyes. It was extremely hard not to lean in and join their lips in a kiss. He almost gave in and pulled her in but managed to stop himself when she also smiled after seeing his loving expression. 
 
    ~Besides, I like spending my time around Professor Grea too. Thank you for leading me to her. Like many other students, I was a little afraid, but now I really regret thinking like them.~ 
 
    “She did say you two had quite a few things in common,” Asterios replied. 
 
    ~Yeah… A few…~ Tina giggled to herself while glancing away. 
 
    Then, she noticed that they had somehow missed the quiet bell announcing the start of another period and she was the last one standing in the corridor, with the previous-to-last student just walking inside the lecture hall. 
 
    ~I have to go. Thank—~ 
 
    The moment she turned her face to the front again, Ast’s lips pressed into hers for a very brief but intimate moment. His figure turned into crimson smoke that dispersed over her body and the wall behind, leaving her alone with the warm sensation lingering over her mouth. 
 
    Tina touched her lips as a soft smile snuck itself onto them and she quickly dove into the classroom before turning up late. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Umbra. I apologize for this,” Asterios said to the shadowy raven perched on the ground in front of him and the girls. 
 
    ~It is fine, Master. As I said, always call me in case of emergency. I do think this was one, considering that your friend hurt herself. Now, I’ll return home to focus on recovery again.~ 
 
    The black mist swirled, and Umbra was gone. Miria took a deep breath while clutching Ast’s arm. 
 
    “I would have never thought Miss Grea was this… emotional…” 
 
    Asterios brushed through her hair. “I know. She’s always so cheerful, open, and flirty that such revelations come as a great surprise. On the inside, she has this very fragile part of herself that rarely surfaces. But, when it does…” 
 
    “I’m really glad you were able to notice it in time, my Lord,” Selene added. 
 
    “It was not a first. While it didn’t happen often, I quickly learned how to recognize Grea’s thoughts straying away from her usual self after just two or three initial times.” He sighed deeply. “If someone ever tells you that time heals all wounds, call bullshit immediately. Grea is under as much stress, pressure, and pain as she was forty years ago. She is just not showing it, bottling it all inside. She needs help. She needs support. And people rarely give it to her.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about the context of your conversation, but even without it, I can somehow easily tell that you are a wonderful person, Asterios.” Silvia’s calm voice reached their ears, and everyone glanced her way. 
 
    The staff was no longer spinning behind her back but lay on her thighs while she sat in the same lotus position with her eyes now open. 
 
    “Silvia. Sorry, the sigil must have deactivated when I moved my consciousness elsewhere,” Asterios apologized. 
 
    She shook her head with a faint trace of a smile. “It’s okay. I was already done. You seemed very focused, so I just waited.” 
 
    “And? How did it go?” he asked. 
 
    Silvia’s smile grew a bit more. “I have to thank you again. After meditating over the insight I have gained from your fight, I think I have finally reached the level of Aura Manifestation. It’s still completely fresh so I won't be able to bring out the same amount and quality of spiritual energy as Father, but with just a few more days, I should be proficient enough to manifest some things.” 
 
    Miria started clapping enthusiastically and Selene joined her. “That’s great! Congratulations, Silvia!” She beamed at the princess with a toothy smile. 
 
    “The circumstances of this advancement were quite dangerous, but I’m happy for you nevertheless,” Asterios commented. 
 
    She nodded. “And with this, we are now equal in terms of things we have learned around each other, just like you wanted. No need to feel like you are the only one gaining something from this anymore.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Well…” 
 
    The girls glanced at him, and Silvia raised a brow. He dematerialized part of his sleeve around his right arm, hid the bracer, and closed his eyes. A moment later, sporadic crimson scales began surfacing over his skin, which also turned darker and similarly red. 
 
    Miria gasped and quickly shifted her position to get a better view. Everyone observed Asterios attentively, taking in the unexpected event taking place right in front of their eyes. 
 
    Soon, his forearm and hand looked almost exactly like back when he hadn’t been in control of his body during the fight with the Dragon woman. Tough-looking dark crimson scales replaced most of his skin, and his fingers turned into sharp claws at their ends. 
 
    Asterios grunted and the change quickly reverted. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Can’t do anything more and for any longer, but I think it can be considered another gain.” 
 
    “Masteeeeeeeeeeer!” 
 
    Miria launched herself at Asterios and pinned him to the ground with a strong hug. She started nuzzling herself to his chest with a lot of force; all her features twitched and danced out of pure joy. 
 
    “Hahahahaha! Calm down a bit!” He laughed while holding onto his overly enthusiastic mate. 
 
    “That’s so awesome! I knew it was scales back then during the first time! Can you turn into a Dragon like that woman? Can you?” 
 
    Asterios used a bit more strength to pull Miria up and calm her down with a sensual kiss, taking their tongues for a wild dance. They shared an affectionate moment until she started turning into a blushing mess under everyone’s gaze, hiding timidly in Ast’s shoulder after they parted. 
 
    “If I actually can shift into something like a Dragon, then for sure I’m not anywhere close to achieving that,” he said to Miria while petting her cute ears. “I will have to practice and master this partial transformation thing first.” 
 
    Selene chuckled from their side. “It looks like that mysterious person’s actions allowed you to grasp a thing or two about your supposed draconic heritage, my Lord. It is very fascinating as Miria said. And enticing.” She licked her lips mischievously. 
 
    He looked at Silvia while still tenderly caressing Miria. The princess smiled at him. 
 
    “Now I feel a little bit less bad knowing that I was not the only one to benefit from this dangerous situation. And I will do my best to catch up to you soon. Father said some competition is always good for your growth.” 
 
    “Oh! Why don’t we see who manages to master some of their new abilities first?” Miria suggested. 
 
    “Interesting idea,” Selene mused. 
 
    Asterios and Silvia exchanged glances and nodded. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” he said. 
 
    “Me neither. It might be fun seeing how each of us progresses. We could compare the results of our practice,” Silvia added. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll do that. But, right now, we need to get back, rest, and move forward.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now that the summoning failed, Master?” Miria asked. 
 
    He brushed his cheek against hers, making her giggle adorably. 
 
    “Exactly what we have planned in case it did. After I recover a little, we are going to hold a normal summoning ritual and aim for an entity with specific qualities. I think either Light or Nature since both are often closely associated with healing. There’s water too, but I think Tina will cover that when she joins us.” 
 
    Selene rubbed her chin. “Hmmm… Maybe we should go for Light? Guildmaster Suanori has Nature, right?” 
 
    “It’s not like she is joining our party, but I guess you have a point. I’m sure she would lend us a hand if we were in need of someone specializing in the Nature element,” Asterios replied. 
 
    The girls exchanged glances with knowing smiles where Asterios couldn’t see them. It did not escape Silvia’s attention, though. 
 
    “I think Light would be good too,” Miria joined in. “We would then have something close to Darkness from Umbra, and Light from our new companion. Both areas covered.” 
 
    ~If you are worried about my reception of such an entity, do not. I don’t inherently despise beings of Light or similar elements. Feel free to summon anyone you deem necessary, Master,~ Umbra conveyed to them before anyone asked. 
 
    Then, everyone turned their eyes toward Silvia. She blinked a few times and pointed a finger at herself. 
 
    “Me too?” 
 
    “Of course.” Asterios nodded. “You are part of the team now. Even if temporary. You have all the right to participate in such decisions.” 
 
    Silvia smiled and thought about it for a moment. “Well, since both you and I will be learning more about our respective fire-related bloodlines, I think Light will be a wise choice. Fire and Nature don’t exactly go too great together.” 
 
    “That’s a good point. Thank you.” He smiled back. “Light it is, then. Let’s get back to the inn for now and grab something to eat.” 
 
    Selene returned to her realm and Miria carried both Asterios and Silvia on her back just like on the way to this place. All of them enjoyed the fast and pleasant ride. Silvia began taking a liking to this means of transportation and let Asterios know about her appreciative thoughts. He was glad she didn’t find it uncomfortable. 
 
    After arriving back at their inn, Selene brought some takeouts she had purchased in her home city, and everyone shared a meal consisting of many specialties from her region.  
 
    For Silvia, it was her first time experiencing such cuisine and she took a small taste of everything, relishing in the completely new sensations. 
 
    Asterios and the girls had often shared the food present at their respective homes, so it wasn’t anything new to them. Both he and Miria loved the traditional meals of Spiritual Foxes, though. Everything not only looked divine but also tasted equally heavenly. 
 
    Then, for the next few days, both Asterios and Silvia focused on exploring their newfound strengths and recovering from the unfortunate attempt at Blood Summoning. Additionally, Asterios tested the interdimensional travel more. He started making longer trips into the girls’ realm and even with everyone accompanying him. 
 
    He had deduced that since Miria could initially return to her own world without any other person serving as her anchor there, Asterios could possibly do the same.  
 
    There was a lot of theory and research about those anchors and how the Summoner was one, but if it was all completely right, then what served as such a thing in the summon’s world? They were, in fact, leaving it when they stepped into their master’s dimension.  
 
    So, they assumed that the part about Summoners being anchors wasn’t perfectly inspected. It wasn’t that surprising. Theoretically, no one was able to check things on the other side by themselves as Summoners weren’t supposed to be able to go through the gate. 
 
    Something else could work as what the Summoners called the anchor. Perhaps even the whole connection served as one. There was a constant interdimensional link between the worlds, allowing the summons to travel to their master’s side in a blink. 
 
    Asterios and his familiars tried to test various theories and confirm or debunk many statements while they were exploring this ability of theirs. Of course, recovering and helping Asterios understand his bloodline more was the utmost priority. 
 
    And so, on the fourth day, all three of them were strolling through the alabaster city of Spiritual Foxes, walking side by side. Miria and Selene hugged Ast’s sides, showing everyone their intimate connection. 
 
    “It’s still like a dream.” Miria sighed blissfully. “Walking around Selene’s hometown with both of us accompanying Master. We can even have dates together in our world, ehehe~” 
 
    Asterios rubbed her waist and put his cheek out, sensing an incoming peck from his panthergirl mate. 
 
    “Now I wonder if we will be able to do the same in our new companion’s world.” Selene rubbed her chin. “Granted they won’t be another summon from our realm.” 
 
    “Umbra isn’t so it’s not like we get help only from here,” Asterios commented. “But yeah. So far, everyone had some connection to Kaguya, who was from this place. I’m really curious if the next summon will break this principle.” 
 
    Miria turned her face towards his. “What about the Dragon lady? We don’t know if she had any connection with Princess Kaguya.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, we don’t. But it was a special kind of summoning. And…” 
 
    “It’s possible that she was somehow related to our master’s father if we assume this summoning drew on his bloodline or ancestry. And that would mean she could have had some connection with Kaguya too,” Selene finished for him. 
 
    “Hmmm… I really wonder if that person who helped us was really Master’s father. That would mean he wasn’t just some random Dragon, right? That woman looked very surprised,” Miria mused. 
 
    “Somehow, it has gotten even bigger suddenly.” Asterios smiled wryly. “Like being the descendant of a Dragon wasn’t good enough, it had to possibly be some grand one.” 
 
    “Hopefully, your locked memories will shine some light onto this, my Lord.” Selene pecked his other cheek and smiled at him sweetly. 
 
    While casually chatting, the trio arrived in front of the entrance to the Matriarch’s quarters. They entered after knocking lightly and Lerisse greeted them. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again. All of you.” She smiled while glancing at Miria. 
 
    “This will soon become a common sight, Lerisse.” Selene chuckled. “There’s something special about accompanying your mate with everyone else they care for.” 
 
    Lerisse snorted. “Did you come here just to boast about your lover again?” 
 
    Selene gave her a mischievous smile, pulling her chest more into Asterios, but shook her head soon after. 
 
    “I wanted to check the archives in search of any mention of a Descending Spire,” she replied. 
 
    The Matriarch’s long ginger ears twitched, and she assumed a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “I swear I’ve heard that name somewhere…” 
 
    “Really?!” Miria almost jumped in excitement, but Asterios managed to pacify her. 
 
    “Then, I would insist even more,” Selene added. 
 
    Lerisse thought for a few more seconds and nodded. “Very well. You want to access the deepest records, right?” 
 
    “I will go as far as I can.” 
 
    “Come with me, then. I’ll take you to the section that only the Matriarch can access. You almost became one, honestly.” Lerisse showed a gentle smile. 
 
    Selene’s eyes sparkled briefly, and she glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “Go. We will wait here.” 
 
    “If you really wish so, I could perhaps bend the rules a little more and bring you in too,” Lerisse said to him. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s okay. This much is already plenty. I don’t want to trample on your traditions too much. I’m not even a Spiritual Fox.” 
 
    Selene chuckled. “Well, if Kaguya really is your mother, you partially are.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly and pecked her lips. The duo of fox ladies left the chamber soon after, leaving Asterios and Miria alone in the grand office. 
 
    “Master. Do you mind if I jump back home for a moment?” Miria asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “Of course not. Let me or Umbra know when you want to return here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She placed a kiss on his cheek and plunged into the ground as shadows enveloped her body. 
 
    Completely alone now, Asterios closed his eyes and focused on exploring more of his spiritual strength. But he didn’t get to practice too much as someone knocked on the heavy door just about ten minutes later. 
 
    “Matriarch, I—” 
 
    Ronye entered the chamber and froze mid-sentence after noticing Asterios sitting on one of the benches. 
 
    He smiled at the young Spiritual Fox. “The Matriarch went to check something. She will be back soon. You can wait with me if there’s something urgent you need to discuss with her.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment but finally stepped inside, closing the giant door behind her. Ronye walked closer while observing Asterios and plopped down on a bench opposite to him. 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    Asterios glanced at the silver-haired foxgirl. “Yes?” 
 
    “I just wanted to apologize for my previous behavior…” she said, lowering her head a bit. 
 
    He waved his hand. “It’s fine. I’m used to it.” 
 
    A slightly uncomfortable silence fell onto them. At least for Ronye. She spoke first again. 
 
    “Are you really Selene’s Soul Mate?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “It seems like it from what she told me.” 
 
    “And she got so much stronger by receiving your help?” 
 
    “Are you looking for similar help to grow stronger too?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    Ronye immediately started waving her hands and shaking her head. 
 
    “No, no, no! I’m not so shameless to sell my own body in pursuit of power!” She then realized what she just implied. “Ah! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled, causing Ronye to look away, slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “While I’m not sure if I can help you the same way as Selene, I do have a few ideas that could possibly work. There is a technique or two that I have in mind.” 
 
    Then, the door to Lerisse’s office opened again and the women returned. Ronye quickly stood up and bowed toward them. 
 
    “Junior greets the Matriarch and Senior.” She made a respectful gesture with her hands. 
 
    “Ronye? What are you doing here?” Selene asked, coming closer. 
 
    “I have reached the sixth stage in the Hall of the Heaven-Splitting Gong. I wanted to ask the Matriarch what I should do next.” 
 
    “You should keep training until the ninth stage doesn’t bother you anymore,” Selene answered. 
 
    “But…” Ronye winced faintly. “I don’t think it’s possible for the current me…” 
 
    “I managed to do it with three tails so it’s only natural you can too. You are much more talented than me, achieving the fourth stage of your Awakening while being a quarter of my age, almost breaking to the fifth.” 
 
    Ronye didn’t reply for a moment and then nodded. Asterios turned to Lerisse. 
 
    “Matriarch.” 
 
    “Oh, please, call me by my name.” She smiled at him. “It’s not like I’m your Matriarch anyway.” 
 
    “Well then, Lerisse. I think I have two techniques that could potentially help Ronye, and possibly other people too. Even though you guys aren’t too familiar with magic, these books are full of my personal notes, explaining everything the contents mention in much more detail.” 
 
    Miria then reappeared in the chamber through Umbra’s shadows and handed two thin notebooks to the Matriarch, skipping to Ast’s side afterward. 
 
    “Oh, my.” Selene smiled mischievously. “With this, there’s no doubt you can get past the tenth stage, Ronye. You aren’t going to let this goodwill lay to waste, right?” 
 
    Ronye bowed deeply. “This junior swears to take the Esteemed Teacher’s guidance to her heart and bring satisfactory results without fail.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. Esteemed Teacher? 
 
    “Good.” Lerisse tossed the books at her after checking them out. “Go now. We have something very important to do.” 
 
    With another bow, Ronye hastily escaped from the room. 
 
    The Matriarch then asked Asterios and Miria to follow her and Selene without elaborating much. They walked together through a few corridors, went through a few locked doors, each one more massive than the other, and then finally began descending through a very narrow spiral staircase. 
 
    After around ten minutes of walking, they reached the ground, white as everything else around. Blue torches illuminated the short tunnel spanning in front of them. 
 
    At its end, a marvelous, masterfully chiseled and decorated gate stood proudly, clearly made of pure gold.  
 
    Its massive left wing housed a huge depiction of a Dragon positioned towards its center. On the right wing, a figure of only slightly smaller Nine-Tailed Fox mirrored the Dragon’s posture. And in each of the wings, a single hole resembling a humanoid handprint was carved. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
Behind the Golden Gate 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios glanced back at the tall, spiraling stairs behind them. 
 
    “Is this place the Descending Spire?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think this staircase has any name, not to mention such a profound one. But you can never know with the naming sense of powerful people,” Lerisse answered, chuckling lightly. “The only name I know of is the Golden Gate in front of which we are currently standing.” 
 
    “And I assume it’s somehow connected to what Selene was trying to check, or the Descending Spire in general?” 
 
    The matriarch nodded. “That is true, but just a guess, honestly. There’s only one single mention of the Descending Spire in all the records we have access to. And those few short lines make it sound like that structure isn’t even part of our realm.” 
 
    Selene sighed softly. “If not for Lerisse recalling this place after noticing that the brief mentions of the Descending Spire involve draconic themes, we would have been left with nothing again. It can be anywhere, even in a world we don’t know exists. Hopefully, our guess isn’t wrong and there’s something related to our search behind these magnificent doors.” 
 
    “If we can open them, that is,” Lerisse quickly added. “Every Matriarch learns about this place but that’s all. No one knows anything about it. No one was able to open it or break inside. The gate is protected by incredibly powerful arrays and formations. It’s really weird that there’s literally nothing known about it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t it be some important legacy of Spiritual Foxes?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure we would know at least something about it, then,” Lerisse dismissed her remark. “What’s the point of a legacy if it can’t be accessed? It’s not uncommon to leave ones for future generations but they always have some conditions with them too. Usually, extremely difficult to fulfill.” 
 
    “Considering that this vault or whatever it is has been built deep under the capital city of Spiritual Foxes, with an entrance from the most important temple, it just doesn’t feel right for it not to be somehow connected to your people. Unless…” Asterios pondered for a moment before turning his face to Lerisse. “Was Kaguya a Matriarch?” 
 
    Selene snorted. “Of course. The most powerful Spiritual Fox in the history of Spiritual Foxes? It would be stupid for her not to be one.” 
 
    “It’s truly something coming from a person soon to be equal if not greater.” The current Matriarch chuckled lightly. 
 
    Asterios smiled seeing Selene look away and brushed his hand over her side as she stood by him. 
 
    “In any way, if she was a Matriarch, she could have done anything she wanted to this place right?” he continued. 
 
    “Naturally.” Lerisse nodded. “Are you suggesting that this could be something akin to her secret personal chamber?” 
 
    “Who knows? It’s certainly a possibility.” 
 
    “The only way to know is to open the door,” Selene said. “We should at least try while we are here, right?” 
 
    Asterios turned to Lerisse again. “Anything we should know about it? Any dangerous safety measures just for approaching it?” 
 
    “None if you don’t use any force against it. Countless people are brought here after being deemed worthy, forced to swear an oath to never tell others about the gate. Only those who tried to break in have been harmed or killed.” 
 
    Asterios pondered over it for a moment. Their recent experiences with trying to uncover more about him had been very dangerous. There was of course a chance that the gate wouldn’t even budge and they would back away a few minutes later, but he couldn’t shake off the anxiety after everything that had happened. 
 
    Miria and Selene felt his mood clearly and moved closer. The former decided to leave it to her vulpine friend this time, hugging Ast’s arm from the side and tenderly rubbing her cheek into his while Selene stood in front of Asterios and brushed through his hair, gently massaging his head with a warm smile. 
 
    “I think you are worrying about this too much, my Lord. I know it’s not a baseless worry, but I feel like it won’t go wrong this time. I can’t really explain it. I just know. We are only going to try and open it, right? There’s no reason for us to be treated as intruders.” 
 
    They gazed into each other’s eyes for a short while, and she pulled Asterios into a brief but passionate kiss. Aiming to reassure her mate as much as she could, Selene put as much of her strong feelings towards him into the loving exchange as she could. 
 
    She gasped a little when Ast’s fingers parted the strands of her bushy tail and began tenderly stroking it in response to her affectionate advances. A smile tried to make it harder for her to kiss him, but Selene fought to tame it down. Her master could just never stay only on the receiving end for long. 
 
    He was the one to break their kiss first and created some space between their faces, releasing a quiet sigh. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s try it once. Maybe we’ll find some leads inside.” 
 
    Selene nodded and pecked his lips before letting go of him. She turned around and noticed a warm smile adorning Lerisse’s noble face as she stood there with her arms crossed under her ample chest. 
 
    “What?” Selene raised a brow at her friend. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just really happy to see you finally find someone you can get along with this well.” 
 
    Selene smirked at her. “Maybe you should find a new partner yourself then if you understand how amazing this is.” 
 
    Lerisse shook her head while spreading her hands to the sides. “I’m just an old, withering lady slowly nearing the end of her lifespan, whose respect comes all from her position. I would only bring unnecessary grief to anyone who becomes my mate.” 
 
    “I might be biased as a human, but from my perspective, you are just as youthful and beautiful as all the other Spiritual Foxes I have met, if not even more,” Asterios joined their exchange. 
 
    A faint blush surfaced on Lerisse’s cheeks, and everyone could see her ginger tail wag a little bit faster for a moment before returning to its neutral pace. 
 
    “Ahem. Let’s not waste any more of your time on this pointless talk and get to the gate.”  
 
    She turned around and started walking towards the golden doors with a dainty step. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly and winked at Asterios. She and Miria then both pecked his cheeks and walked behind the Matriarch together, examining the breathtaking gate as they moved closer. 
 
    They all stopped in front of the marvelous and tall structure. Miria was the first one to step forward and she bounced from place to place while looking at different parts and pieces of the mysterious entrance from up close. Asterios and Selene took a slower approach while Lerisse stood on the side, already having observed it more times than she could remember. 
 
    Besides the depictions of the two huge legendary creatures, nothing much else could be seen on each massive wing of pure gold. No words, runes, or sigils. Only some decorative themes, patterns, and artistic formations ran around the edges of each door. 
 
    Asterios joined Miria by the masterfully carved image of a Dragon. Judging by its features and the resemblance to the female Dragon they had met recently, it was a True Dragon. 
 
    The mythical beast looked magnificent and ferocious at the same time, even with the shiny metal as its base. They could easily spot the difference between it and the woman from before. Its frame was slightly more massive, brawny, and generally bulkier. It was less slim and toned than the body they had seen. None of them had any doubts that it was a male Dragon 
 
    Another detail that stood out was the presence of long horns on top of the Dragon’s fierce head. They extended towards its back, angled to perfectly align with the structure of the skull, looking like its very extension.  
 
    It was just a guess but the female they had met had no such things. The top of her skull was smooth. It could very well just be a thing depending on subspecies, family, or something else, but Asterios felt like horns were exactly how one could quickly recognize the gender of a True Dragon. The bodily structure could possibly vary. 
 
    After examining the Dragon, the duo joined Selene and Lerisse in front of the Nine-Tailed Fox’s depiction. 
 
    “Could this big fox be Princess Kaguya?” Miria asked with a spark in her eyes. 
 
    “We can’t be sure about that due to three crucial facts,” Lerisse answered. “First, in the legend of our people’s origins, it is believed that we have come from a gigantic and extremely powerful Nine-Tailed Fox. In the past age, our realm was inhabited by many colossal beasts that are often assumed to be the progenitors of most of the beastfolk subraces.” 
 
    Miria kept nodding vigorously, already getting lost in the interesting story, eager to see if she would learn something she hadn't heard about yet. Asterios couldn’t help but smile at his adventurous mate and gently scratched behind her adorable ears while listening attentively too. 
 
    “Additionally,” Lerisse continued, “that huge fox with pure-white fur was and still is revered as the Goddess of the Moon. That’s why most of the strongest Spiritual Foxes are from the Moonborn bloodline, which we assume comes straight from that goddess, or is the least diluted amongst her descendants.” 
 
    “Secondly,” Selene stepped closer to the golden gate and pointed at the rear end of the depiction, “while the Goddess of the Moon is always portrayed with nine tails, which are considered the unachievable peak for Spiritual Foxes, Princess Kaguya reached up to the seventh stage according to our records. It is not impossible for her to reach a higher one after her disappearance, but this gate must have been constructed before that, right?” 
 
    “It’s always possible that whoever carved it, or the employer, wanted it to have nine tails. It’s not uncommon for people to exaggerate the art they purchase if it portrays themselves,” Asterios added. 
 
    “That is certainly true,” Lerisse replied. “But there’s one more thing. As you are clearly aware, Spiritual Foxes can’t shapeshift. We have our Awakening, but I’ve never heard of a Spiritual Fox with their bloodline being activated in a different way.” 
 
    Selene nodded. “And nothing like that was mentioned about Kaguya. So, even if we assume that the Dragon is her mate, being able to take a humanoid form, it just doesn’t really match the picture since she can’t transform. It wouldn’t have been worse to make her as a normal humanoid and her mate as a full Dragon if it was them.” 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “Again, we are just guessing a lot. She might have wanted to be portrayed like that because it looked cooler. Or maybe she believed that reaching nine tails could give her the ability to transform, reaching her final form or something.” 
 
    “Yes. We can’t deny that possibility. Unfortunately, everything connected to this gate is shrouded in incredible mystery.” Lerisse smiled weakly. 
 
    “Then let’s be the first ones to uncover it!” Miria shouted excitedly. 
 
    Everyone else chuckled, causing the lively panthergirl to blush a little and giggle shyly. They turned their attention to the two hollow spots, one in each wing of the glamorous gate, stylized into the shape of a palm. 
 
    “So, we just put our hands there until something happens? Or doesn’t happen?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “That’s what we have been trying all the time. Except for the occasional attacks some idiots threw at the gate. Nothing else really comes to mind, right?” Lerisse raised a brow at him. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Asterios walked closer to the door with the depiction of a True Dragon and stopped in front of the handprint. He hesitantly lifted his left arm and slowly reached towards the hand-shaped indent. Soon, he felt the coldness of the metal under his palm. 
 
    He looked around with his enhanced draconic eyes he had activated in the meanwhile, but nothing happened. The only traces of magic he could spot were coiling around the impressive double doors. And they were powerful enough to force him to look away just after a few short seconds. The protective arrays shone like a crimson sun with blue streaks woven into its rays. 
 
    “At least nothing attacked us.” Miria giggled a little anxiously. 
 
    After a moment, Lerisse walked up to the hollow in the other wing and placed her hand on it, matching Ast’s gaze to confirm her intentions.  
 
    But, again, nothing happened with both handprints covered. 
 
    “Let me try,” Selene requested. “If this has anything to do with Kaguya, maybe my ancestry will make a difference.” 
 
    “We have tried bringing other Moonborn here, both male and female, and it changed nothing, but be my guest.” The Matriarch stepped away. 
 
    Selene glanced at Asterios, they nodded at each other, and she placed her hand in the niche. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She sighed and turned her face to the side to apologize, but she noticed Asterios deeply contemplating something and swallowed her words. Everyone observed them from behind and waited in silence. 
 
    Asterios withdrew his hand and walked to Selene. She uncovered her handprint and stepped aside, letting him see it better in case that was his goal. As expected, he examined it up close, tracing his fingers over the edges of the shape. 
 
    “Let’s try something different. Can you enter the fifth stage when I ask you to?” 
 
    She nodded. “Anytime, my Lord.” 
 
    He nodded back and returned to his spot. Placing his hand in the hollow again, Asterios closed his eyes and focused his mind. Soon, the pressure in the tunnel slightly increased as his dark crimson aura leaked a bit out of Ast’s body. 
 
    Everyone watched his left sleeve dematerializing in a flash of red flame, his bracer disappearing into the storage ring, and his skin starting to turn into tough, crimson scales. Ast’s hand and forearm slowly expanded and transformed into its draconic form, filling the slot almost completely. His slightly extended claws reached the ends of the sharp trenches meant for fingers. 
 
    “Now. Do it quickly. I can’t hold it for long,” Asterios said in a strained voice. 
 
    Selene flared her spiritual energy and entered the fifth stage of her awakening. Five cloudy tails danced behind her back as she pressed her hand into the shallow hole without the need for any further instructions. 
 
    For a brief moment, she thought that nothing changed again, until… 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    “Ngh?!” 
 
    Both she and Asterios grunted in pain when something suddenly stabbed them in their palms at the same time. They took a step back and checked their hands. Each of them had a small cut in the middle. A trail of blood was left behind in their respective handprint hollows. 
 
    After a moment of silence, strong spiritual energy burst out of the gate, causing everyone’s clothes to flutter. The Dragon’s eyes shone crimson and the Fox’s eyes lit up in blue. A strand of magic flew towards Asterios and Selene, coiling around their hands. The cuts in their palms were healed in an instant. 
 
    With a light rumble, the magnificent golden gate began opening towards the outside. The duo jumped back to group up with the others. Miria and Selene immediately took defensive stances in front of Asterios, ready for anything that could come from the other side. 
 
    A few long seconds passed, and the passage opened completely. Seeing that nothing else was happening for quite some time afterward, everyone relaxed. Without any immediate danger, their gazes finally focused on the unsealed chamber. 
 
    Only part of it was visible from the entrance, which was clearly located by one of the edges of the guarded room. In the area they could see, plenty of furniture made of dark wood littered the walls and space inside, mostly shelves, lockers, and cupboards.  
 
    “I didn’t think I would have ever been able to lay my eyes on the other side of the Golden Gate…” Lerisse marveled, still slightly taken aback. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly, withdrawing her awakening. “Let’s check it out instead of just looking then, shall we?” 
 
    “Wait a second, please.” Ast’s voice stopped her, and she glanced at him. “How is your hand?” 
 
    “My hand? It has been healed just like—oh...” 
 
    Turning her right palm up, Selene found a small blue tattoo of a sleeping fox curled into itself in the middle of it. She looked towards Asterios and noticed a similar one on his own after he showed it to her. A small depiction of a sleeping Dragon of a crimson shade rested in his left palm. 
 
    “Awesome!” Miria beamed at them. “I would love to get one too! I’m so jealous!” 
 
    “Is it going to remain here forever now? Ah.” 
 
    Just as Selene’s question left her lips, her marking slowly faded and disappeared from the surface of her skin. Glancing at Asterios, she confirmed that his Dragon was gone too. 
 
    “It seems to me that both of you have received the key to this gate. It would be great if just one of you was needed to be present to open it again,” Lerisse commented. 
 
    “I wonder if there’s any other use for it,” Asterios added. 
 
    “We will have to look around and find out about that ourselves.” Selene smiled and they nodded at each other. 
 
    Everyone walked into the locked chamber together. The first thing that stood out was the already mentioned furniture. Most of the houses and rooms used white marble for as many of their parts as possible, only reaching for other materials when it just wouldn’t work. 
 
    Here, nothing else than the room’s structure seemed to be made of the white mineral. Looking around the spacious chamber, they found plenty of wooden furniture, various decorations, rugs, tapestries, and other things. Crimson shades dominated the ornaments. 
 
    “This is…” 
 
    Everyone heard Lerisse’s surprised voice and quickly arrived by the Matriarch’s side. She was checking out some notebooks of various thicknesses. Selene picked one up and flipped through it to check the contents. Her eyes widened to the brim. 
 
    “Five Celestial Strides of the Moon Goddess? How can this be?” She didn’t hide her shock. 
 
    “And this one is the Seven Principles of The Ivory Empyrean Constitution.” Lerisse closed her book. 
 
    “Aren’t those the long-lost manuals that have gone missing ages ago?” 
 
    “Looks like they aren’t so lost. Someone intentionally hid them here.” 
 
    “Master! Come look at this! This person has similar clothes to yours!” 
 
    Miria’s remark caught their attention, and the fox ladies placed the notebooks down, following shortly after Asterios, who jogged to find Miria as she had escaped from their sight. He found her behind a corner, standing in front of two big paintings. One depicted a man, and the other showed a woman. Both were portraits. 
 
    The man on the left truly wore something similar to Ast’s altered clothes that had appeared during his visit to the weird volcano realm. He had a dark red coat and black vest, both looking even more ferocious than Ast’s. 
 
    Short dark crimson hair covered his head and a neatly trimmed full beard of the same color spread over the man's jaw. He resembled a middle-aged human with a quite manly and handsome face, decorated with a few impressive battle scars. His piercing crimson eyes seemed to drill into the observer with their fierce vertical pupils. A calm and focused expression covered his visage. 
 
    The woman on the right was an exceptional beauty and bore an uncanny resemblance to Selene. She wore a similar white dress, much closer to a qipao though, and with quite a few silvery elements and ornaments, like extremely fancy shoulder pads. Her clothing was decorated with a blue depiction of a vertically sprawled fox. 
 
    She too had pure-white long hair with soft fox ears on top of her head. The main differences were a dark blue strand in the middle of her fringe, falling onto her face, and a much longer and thicker braid resting on her shoulder and chest.  
 
    Her arms were crossed confidently under her bosom and a challenging smirk painted the woman’s lips. Her pose and facial expression made it obvious that she was looking down on whoever was viewing the painting. 
 
    “That is certainly Kaguya,” Lerisse spoke first. 
 
    “No doubt about that,” Selene added. 
 
    “Who is the man, then? Could he be Master’s father? What do you think, Master?” Miria pondered out loud but didn’t receive any reply, so she glanced to the side. “Master?” 
 
    Asterios blinked a few times, brought back from staring at the picture by her voice. 
 
    “Ah, sorry. What was the question?” 
 
    “Are you okay, Master?” Miria moved closer and placed a hand on his chest. 
 
    “Yeah. I got a bit lost in myself. I just felt something… familiar when looking at the painting.” 
 
    “Miria asked if that person could be your father, my Lord.” Selene showed up on his other side. 
 
    He glanced between the two of them and sighed softly. “I don’t know but there’s something in me reacting to his appearance. Might very well be a True Dragon thing.” 
 
    “Let’s try to look for any hints. I’ll help you out. The manuals can wait,” Lerisse suggested. 
 
    Everyone agreed and spread out to check different parts of this underground residence. Asterios lingered behind for a brief moment, feeling like the man’s eyes followed him perfectly with those deep, ominous irises, but he shrugged it off as a painting technique and joined the others in looking for possible clues. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
The Importance of Bonds 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios warned Miria to be extremely careful with anything she saw in this small, guarded, underground complex. They couldn’t be sure the gate was the only thing installed there to deter the intruders. 
 
    The excited panthergirl blushed a little and nodded timidly, promising to keep herself in check no matter what and to call everyone if she found something interesting or suspicious. She received a tame kiss from Asterios then hastily scurried away to explore the unknown. 
 
    While the two fox ladies moved around together somewhere on the opposite side, Asterios remained more or less in the middle of what looked like the main chamber, keeping an eye on his overenthusiastic mate. 
 
    He didn’t find much in that area. Most of the wardrobes, drawers, cupboards, and desks were filled with common necessities that usually filled such containers. One thing that caught his eye was the fact that only female clothing was present wherever he looked. Dresses similar to the one in the painting were plenty inside the furniture. 
 
    If the man was a Dragon with the ability to materialize his clothes through spiritual energy just as Asterios had learned to do not that long ago, it wouldn’t be that surprising. Asterios felt very comfortable in these mysterious clothes and could understand how Dragons could possibly not want to wear anything else. 
 
    He still used the two special bracers created by the duo of elves from Tyrienheim under his draconic apparel, shoving them into the spatial storage gifted to him by Welrond and Silvia whenever necessary. It would be a waste not to have them on and ready for action. With him being able to manipulate his spiritual clothing to a decent extent, there was no issue customizing it to hide the gauntlets perfectly without any inconvenience. 
 
    After roaming around the main chamber for around fifteen minutes and confirming that Miria had been properly holding herself back from grabbing or touching random things, he left the curious panthergirl alone and walked towards Lerisse and Selene. 
 
    He found the pair of vulpine ladies in a small closet filled with shelves from top to bottom. They were examining plenty of books and manuals resting everywhere in that space, under a thick layer of dust. 
 
    “Found anything interesting?” Asterios asked, making sure they noticed him first not to spook them. 
 
    “A lot of things, my Lord,” Selene answered with a beautiful smile. “I’m afraid not much of it is related to you in any way, but…” 
 
    “Numerous incredibly useful records and manuals are stored here. Some of which have been considered stolen, or worse,” Lerisse continued after her. “It would be of unimaginable help to our tribe if these were reintroduced into our teachings. Smartly, of course. Not everything here should be easily accessible.” 
 
    “That’s great. I’m happy you were able to recover them,” Asterios replied, grabbing a notebook titled Eight Extreme Immortal Gates: The Pinnacle of Physical Strengthening. 
 
    “Well…” Lerisse scrunched her nose a little and he noticed that. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Do you mind if we take them?” 
 
    Asterios frowned. “Why are you asking me? Weren’t these yours, to begin with?” 
 
    “Technically, yes, but if it was Kaguya who had moved them here, making that decision as a Matriarch, I figured I would at least ask. She must have locked these here for a reason. And you were the only one able to access this place, so it does feel like you are the proper successor of the legacy stored behind the gate.” 
 
    “Me and Selene,” Asterios corrected her. “Anyway, I don’t think I would have much use for these manuals myself. It would be a waste to just keep them here. I would like to go through them just in case, but since it’s the legacy of Spiritual Foxes, I’d rather have Selene decide on what to do with all of this.” 
 
    Selene stepped closer to Asterios and hugged him from behind. “I think we can reintroduce some after checking all of the techniques out. I will discuss this with Lerisse later. First, you should make sure there isn’t anything you would like to keep strictly to yourself, my Lord.” 
 
    “You should do the same,” Lerisse interjected. “There’s surely a lot to gain for you from Kaguya’s private collection. No one is better suited to inherit her legacy than you. It’s just a pity you won’t become the next Matriarch…” She shook her head. 
 
    “I’ll still hang around whenever I can. I’m not planning on abandoning the tribe and you know it. It’s just that my priorities have been slightly altered.” Selene hugged Asterios a bit tighter. 
 
    Lerisse chuckled softly. “Oh, I am very aware of that. At least Ronye seems to have finally stepped on the right path, starting to mature a little.” 
 
    “That is true. She might actually have a chance to turn into a great Matriarch with my Lord’s help. He’s known to have a great effect on women, fufufu~” 
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    Asterios turned his face to the side straight into Selene’s loving kiss. She chuckled at him again and showed a mischievous smile. It was obvious she was intentionally teasing him from how her cloudy tail danced behind her back. 
 
    Then, they turned their attention to the manuals and began briefly flipping through them all to do an initial check on the contents. A few techniques felt just right for Selene to study more in-depth, so Lerisse insisted on her taking them. 
 
    While they were going through the rest of the books, Selene had a great idea of how to show her gratitude for Lerisse’s goodwill and waited for Asterios to end up near her friend. At the right moment, she pushed herself into him from behind and grabbed Ast’s hands. 
 
    She quickly moved them to Lerisse’s tail and the current Matriarch jumped a little when Ast’s fingers dug into the fluffy, dark ginger cloud. Glancing back over her shoulder, she was met with a sly grin decorating Selene’s lips and a wry smile from Asterios. 
 
    Not wanting to give her junior the obvious satisfaction, Lerisse tried to act as if it didn’t bother her in the slightest and continued to browse through the notebook in front of her. But Selene asked Asterios mentally to play with her friend’s tail for a bit and he gave in after she begged him so sweetly. 
 
    He began combing through the incredible fluff just like he had always done with Selene’s. Lerisse did her best to play it cool, but they could see her whole body shiver whenever Asterios finished a long and delicate brush. She had soon to stop reading and support herself on the shelf for a bit due to the incredibly pleasant sensation forcefully relaxing all her muscles. 
 
    Selene thanked Asterios and stopped him before things went too far. She only wanted her friend to experience some affection for the first time in many long years, not to utterly embarrass her in front of a man. Although, doing it a little bit was a different thing. 
 
    Both of them turned around to seemingly focus on a different shelf to give the Matriarch some time to fully recollect herself from the blissful treatment. Lerisse cursed Selene in her mind, not wanting to admit that she really needed something like that. It’s been decades since the last time someone caressed her tail. 
 
    Miria soon joined them and reported her findings. She had asked Umbra to accompany her so that he could try to sense anything dangerous or special. Asterios praised her for that decision and rewarded Miria with some loving headpats. 
 
    Lerisse handed a few other manuals to the panthergirl, surprising her a lot. All of them regarded various types of Physical Strengthening and other techniques Miria used. They couldn’t help with her bloodline abilities but could still be an immense benefit otherwise. 
 
    She thanked the Matriarch properly and promised to return them after she mastered whatever she could. Being able to grow stronger and more useful to her master was an exciting prospect and she could barely wait to get started even though she didn’t like these kinds of books that much. Legends and myths were a different thing, though. 
 
    They left Miria in the main chamber to examine her gifts and paced around the underground complex as a trio once more. Finding only some books and manuals felt a bit too ordinary for such a heavily protected place, even if a few of them were of the highest grade.  
 
    There had to be something else here but even Ast’s draconic eyes couldn’t pick up on anything specific due to the overwhelming amount of mana flowing everywhere around the fancy apartment. It was just too much to untangle. 
 
    One thing constantly kept bothering him, though. The man’s painting. He had shared his thoughts on how it seemed to follow him with its gaze but no one else experienced anything similar, and neither had Selene when looking at the woman’s depiction. 
 
    “I have an idea but let’s gather around first in case it triggers anything,” Asterios finally said. 
 
    Miria soon joined them, and they spread out a bit, getting ready to react to whatever could happen, everyone watching a different direction. Asterios drew on his scorching hot energy and exuded some of his aura, focusing it in his eyes while trying to imitate the pressure that someone exerted through his body when he had been controlled. 
 
    His eyes flashed ferociously, and the girls could feel the atmosphere in the room shift into a much heavier one, without getting affected by it too much. A moment after Asterios started, the painting’s eyes lit up and glowed back at him. 
 
    He shuddered, sensing the familiar pressure from that day now applied to himself. But it quickly disappeared and everyone heard a metallic click. The wall behind the painting sprung forward a tiny bit, revealing cuts in the shape of a tall rectangle. 
 
    “Looks like there’s more to this place,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “A secret room!” Miria cheered excitedly after glancing at the cracks. 
 
    “Maybe it has more connection to the man than the rest of this hidden apartment,” Selene suggested. 
 
    “Only one way to know,” Lerisse added. 
 
    Carefully, without dropping their guards, they opened the heavy marble door and peeked inside. A bit less stylish and clearly more used office greeted them. Besides a massive mahogany desk in one corner, some cabinets with old records, scrolls, and books, and a weird contraption made of black metal, not much else could be seen from their angle. 
 
    Stepping inside, they noticed plenty of notes scattered around the floor and pinned to the walls with some magical magnets, a lot of them above the impressive desk. The uncovered parts of the walls, ceiling, and floor were damaged here and there by claws or something similar, and something strong enough to crack the durable and clearly reinforced marble. The marks intensified around the metallic structure. 
 
    While the girls seemed very interested in examining it, Asterios walked towards the desk after noticing some familiar sigils and runes in the notes hung and scattered around it. It was just impossible for him not to recognize something he had meticulously studied for years. 
 
    He arrived in front of the U-shaped desk and glanced around. Its front and side parts were equipped with plenty of drawers and little compartments, reaching above his waist, so he decided to sit down to get a better angle. 
 
    “It’s… all about Summoning Magic,” he whispered to himself while shuffling through various notes lying on the tabletop. “But… it’s also somehow different…” 
 
    A gasp he recognized as Miria’s broke him out of his thoughts and Asterios hastily jumped up, immediately turning around. He sighed in relief after seeing that nothing serious was happening and all the girls seemed fine, standing around the weird black structure. 
 
    He walked up to them and understood what it was after getting a better look at it. The black contraption seemed to be a complex device allowing someone to position the flat surface on its top at many angles.  
 
    A set of durable restraints decorated the person-sized table. It was similar to the ones they had found in the cult’s base but much more advanced and without giving off nefarious vibes even with its ominous color. 
 
    “Master, look.” Miria stepped closer to Asterios and handed him a few pieces of paper. 
 
    “This is about external spiritual circuits?” he said to himself. 
 
    Miria nodded cheerfully. “Yep!” 
 
    “The knowledge about them was non-existent in your realm, right?” He glanced at Selene and Lerisse. 
 
    “That’s right,” the Matriarch confirmed. “It was through you and Selene that I have learned about those.” 
 
    “And yet, this is clearly research on… how to acquire them,” he mused, stroking his chin. 
 
    Miria glanced at Selene and the fox lady quickly shook her head. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking but my parents and family, in general, have nothing to do with it. And I’m pretty sure my memories are intact as I remember everything very clearly, especially the bits regarding these circuits on my body. I think I can say with almost complete confidence that I was not a test subject or anything like that.” 
 
    “It should be impossible to transplant them just like the source so we can most likely cross that out,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “But didn’t you create them back in that labyrinth, Master?” Miria asked. 
 
    “Those were just temporary enchantments serving a similar role to the real thing but can’t be considered it. This research had been clearly conducted way before Selene was born, most likely. And, considering the circumstances, I think it was that man who brought it up to, most likely again, Kaguya.” 
 
    Lerisse nodded. “It wouldn’t be surprising if the knowledge came from a Dragon. And Kaguya was known for her pursuit of strength so if those circuits would have a similar effect to what Selene is experiencing then I can very well see her trying to get a set of her own.” 
 
    “Also,” Selene interjected. “We have pretty much confirmed Kaguya’s involvement in this whole thing. The tomes and notes scattered around often mention her name. And one more.” 
 
    “It’s Red, isn’t it?” Asterios asked. 
 
    She nodded. “The documents were created with two distinct handwriting styles and you can easily differentiate them. When it’s Kaguya’s, it often mentions Red. When it’s Red’s, it often mentions Kaguya.” 
 
    “How did you know, Master?” Miria glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard to guess. Red-scaled Dragons, that woman’s mention of Black, then her calling the wisp of spiritual essence possessing me Re-something. We don’t know that much about how Dragon communities work, but I have a feeling these are the bigshot names.” 
 
    “So, your father was like the King of Red Dragons or something, Master?” Miria bounced in front of him, full of excitement. 
 
    Asterios shrugged with a smile. “Who knows. The person that woman recognized clearly had some strong influence amongst their kin.” 
 
    “Did you find anything at that desk?” Lerisse asked him. 
 
    “I’ve only managed to skim through a few pieces on the very surface, but it’s clearly related to Summoning Magic.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s like super good, right, Master?” Miria jumped at him and hugged Asterios happily. 
 
    He embraced her back and fluffed her adorable ears a bit. “Certainly, hahaha. It looked somewhat different so I need to dive deep into it but I can’t deny that it’s making me really excited. I haven’t felt such a rush since my first day at the academy.” 
 
    Selene stepped closer and brought his free hand to her long ears too. “And it’s most likely coming straight from an ancient Dragon, fufufu~ This is bound to be groundbreaking.” 
 
    Lerisse chuckled to herself. “This place is truly a treasure trove of long forgotten and unknown knowledge. We’ll have it stay as a secret only the Matriarchs know about for now. You guys should study whatever you can here. I’ll make an announcement that you three are doing some work in the temple’s catacombs so you can move freely without suspicion.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lerisse. We really appreciate it.” Selene left Ast’s caresses for a moment and hugged her best friend. 
 
    “Don’t mind it. You’ve always been like a daughter to me, and this will surely be beneficial to our kin too after you master whatever techniques have been hidden here. I hope you will share some of your findings with Ronye.” 
 
    “I will do everything I can to support her growth and you know it well. Thank you again.” 
 
    After Selene freed her friend, Lerisse excused herself to collect the few manuals she wanted to bring back already and to check a few more first before heading up to the surface. They said their goodbyes for now and the trio remained in the hidden chamber to look through it for a bit longer. 
 
    Asterios focused on the desk while Miria and Selene looked through the material regarding the external spiritual circuits. It was very sophisticated, and they couldn’t easily understand some parts, but they were sure their master could help them with it later. For now, they wanted to get a general idea of it and perhaps find some details about the two people behind it. 
 
    Before long, Asterios managed to realize that pretty much everything around him was in pure chaos. The creator or creators of these notes and documents for sure hadn’t cared about anyone else not having an immensely hard time following their research as various parts and pieces were scattered around and mixed together. 
 
    He had to start organizing everything before diving into any of it or else he would need countless days to get something out without losing track of whatever he was trying to study. At one point, Miria joined him to help, and they tackled the task together. Even something as simple as putting pieces of paper where Asterios told her to brought Miria lots of joy. 
 
    After it had gotten late, they decided to return to Ast’s realm and inform their friends about the new circumstances. Asterios wanted a few more days to focus on their findings and it was only proper to ask Silvia and Svertaniel about it. 
 
    Neither of the two had any issues with it and they chose to keep up their own activities in the meantime. Svertaniel was still collecting clues and rumors while Silvia practiced and studied the effects of her advancement. Both of them could use some more time for themselves. 
 
    So, delaying their next summoning until after Asterios went through at least most of the material present in the hidden office and laboratory, judging that the new knowledge could potentially affect his future attempts or explain things that had happened in the past, he jumped straight into deciphering the contents of all the notes and books. 
 
    He quickly learned that a lot of the research skipped the basic and intermediate stuff regarding principles of summoning, assuming that the reader was already familiarized with it, and jumped straight into the bond between the Summoner and the summon. It didn’t talk about summoning techniques or new ways to conduct it but regarded the special connection between those two. 
 
    It was especially fascinating since he could clearly spot a draconic influence in the writing. It wasn't about clean Summoning Magic, it was specifically prepared with a Dragon in mind, most likely the author, and how could that fact influence the magic, especially the connection and the bond. 
 
    After reading more of the research, it became obvious that the girls’ quick growth was partially due to Ast’s quite powerful heritage and bloodline. He found traces of the theory about spiritual essence and energy carriers that the chased-out Summoner had worked on in these notes. And a Dragon’s bodily fluids were clearly much, much stronger than of some humanoid race. 
 
    Finally, one of the greatest mysteries that accompanied Asterios, and his friends had been uncovered. He immediately called Miria and Selene to his side when he stumbled on the mention of something called the Dragon’s Coupling Bond. 
 
    The notes, fortunately, explained a few things about it while talking about how it reacted to Summoning Magic. In short, Dragons could hold various rituals on different levels of familiarity with the target, like taking in a slave, a servant, an aide, or a mate. The stage depended a lot on the other person’s standing towards the caster and could be identified by a mark on their body that surfaced on their skin after the Bonding Ritual.  
 
    Asterios and the girls quickly realized it was about the tattoos Tina and Grea had received from him. The research spoke about how the draconic heritage overpowered Summoning Magic and thus prevented it from activating properly, turning it into a Bonding Ritual instead of the contracting one. 
 
    Due to her strong feelings and Asterios accepting her, Tina literally became his mate, the mate of a Dragon, with the proof right on her finger, in the form of that black band decorated with Ast’s Summoner’s Brand, which he learned was also something like his own draconic crest. 
 
    This also brought another detail into the picture. Grea had become his close aide, as indicated by the mark on the top of her hand. And, for it to actually manifest, the target had to hold some close feelings for the caster, otherwise, they would have become a servant instead, or the normal contracting ritual would have followed properly. 
 
    Asterios decided to think about this knowledge a bit later, reprimanding the girls not to jump right into their teasing scheming. He truly respected Grea and knew she didn’t have it easy. If she truly felt something for him deep inside, he wanted to act on it slowly and carefully. The last thing he wanted was to hurt their current relationship, and his precious, fragile friend. 
 
    So, now aware of the Dragon’s Coupling Bond, the trio found out that there were ways to avoid or prevent it from interrupting the contracting ritual since that was a big part of the man’s research. Asterios carefully studied everything related to these phenomena to be as prepared for the future as possible. 
 
    And, fortunately, even if the contracting was interrupted, replaced by the Dragon’s Coupling Bond, it was still possible to gain the benefits of the contracting ritual from the Summoning Magic. 
 
    Yes, there was a way for both Tina and Grea to truly become Ast’s familiars. He was immensely happy to learn that he could possibly make one of Grea’s greatest dreams come true with just a bit of effort.  
 
    Although, the circumstances required for that made him smile wryly. It looked like Tina would get the chance first if he wasn’t mistaken about her upcoming wish from their bet. 
 
    But parts of this whole research confirmed that he could, in fact, contract humanoid races. It wouldn’t be pure Summoning Magic since the draconic heritage played a big role in it, but it was still Summoning Magic in the end, an improved one.  
 
    It partially explained how he was able to make Miria and Selene into his summons. Neither of them held feelings for Asterios during the contracting ritual so the Dragon’s Coupling Bond hadn't activated, and the Summoning Magic proceeded semi-properly. 
 
    He was so unlucky that the two other women he had tried contracting already had their hearts set, or partially set, on him before they started the ritual, which wasn’t that far off from the draconic one. 
 
    There was just so much they had learned from only one-third or less of the man’s work. And there was still the part talking about the external spiritual circuits which Selene and Miria had been focusing on in the meanwhile. 
 
    They would obviously get to the bottom of everything, bit by bit, and they could potentially already hold their next summoning ritual after learning what they had deciphered, but first, there was another issue to resolve, and the girls would not leave it for even a day later. 
 
    Miria and Selene had to become Asterios’ true mates.  
 
    The mates of a True Dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
Bonded ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Master…” Miria purred into Ast’s ear lovingly.  
 
    She had been hugging him from behind as he sat in front of the desk with parts of the organized notes scattered around. With each passing second, she was nuzzling her cheek into his face more and more. 
 
    Miria took a step back, pulling the chair with her a bit, making some space between Asterios and the desk. 
 
    Selene passed by their side, turned around, and crossed her legs over Ast’s thighs, sitting on his lap while facing him. The elegant fox lady put her hands on his chest and started leaving tender kisses on her master’s free cheek. Now, both girls were affectionately showering him in delicate caresses. 
 
    Asterios sighed softly from the blissful sensations. He knew exactly why Miria and Selene had suddenly become this amorous, and he certainly would be lying if he said he didn’t have similar thoughts. They had just finished reading about the Dragon’s Coupling Bond together.  
 
    He put a hand on Selene’s cheek and stroked it gently, waiting for his foxy companion to withdraw a little. After she did so, he turned his head to glance at Miria, whose face was starting to get overtaken by a shy blush as she stared back at him. 
 
    “Right now?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Miria smiled timidly. “Can we?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he leaned in to join their lips in a passionate kiss. They exchanged tame pecks with their eyes closed, relishing in the pleasant sensation spreading through their mouths brushing against each other.  
 
    The volume of Miria’s purrs kept increasing until Asterios suddenly released a faint growl into her soft lips. Her eyes shot open, and she giggled cutely, pulling back just a little. He was looking at her with a faint smirk, making her heat up even more. 
 
    But, before desire overcame her, Miria looked at her vulpine sister-mate. 
 
    “You should go first this time, Selene.” 
 
    The fox lady smiled beautifully while chuckling and shaking her head. 
 
    “You became one with Master first. You are his first mate. I can’t let you give this moment to me. Our previous moments with Master don’t matter, and I have already been embraced by him after your return from your first visit in our realm.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts, Miria.” Selene reached out and brushed through her black hair. “Tina has already beaten you to it by accident. You deserve to become Master’s true bonded mate before me and there’s no room for discussion.” 
 
    Asterios wanted to add that the order didn’t really matter to him since he would always care for them equally, but he knew that in their culture it was pretty much a tradition for the first mate to exist, even if just for the sake of bragging rights. Miria had always been so happy after she had taken his firsts, whatever it had been. 
 
    The timid panthergirl nodded at her friend. “Thank you, Selene. You are the best sister-mate I could ever have.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly again and leaned forward, taking her turn at entering a loving kiss with Asterios. In the meanwhile, Miria stepped away and they could hear the rustling of her clothes. It looked like moving to the grand bed waiting for them in the resting part of the underground apartment was not an option. 
 
    Asterios showered Selene with as much affection as he could while waiting for Miria to undress. The fox lady would definitely purr loudly if only she could from how tenderly Asterios played with her ears and tail under the rain of passionate kisses peppering her lips. She was content with letting out tiny sighs and moans instead, showing her appreciation back to her master and Soul Mate. 
 
    When the rustling noise faded, she withdrew herself and peeked behind Asterios, finding a completely nude Miria there, looking at them with a soft smile. Selene smiled back with a nod and stood up from Ast’s lap, moving aside. 
 
    The slightly embarrassed but very eager panthergirl paraded to her friend’s previous spot with a seductive sway of her hips and mesmerizing dances of her thin black tail, giving Asterios a good moment to roam his eyes over her whole body. 
 
    She stopped in front of him with all of her fully exposed. She hid nothing. Miria didn’t let her faint anxiety surface even for a moment, taking full control of her tail and hands not to cover even the tiniest part of her body, especially that alluring patch of black fur above her sealed lower lips. A barely noticeable trickle of clear liquid trailed from her precious place down her thigh. 
 
    Asterios stood up and got rid of his clothes with a brief flash of crimson flames. Miria’s eyes shot down and more rosiness covered her cheeks while her soft smile grew bigger. He was as ready and eager for it as she was. It felt nice to know that she was attractive in his eyes. 
 
    Without wasting too much time, Asterios stepped closer and pulled Miria into a deep, strong kiss. She left herself in his hands and tongue, fully enjoying leaving the lead to her beloved master and mate. 
 
    He grabbed her bottom and lifted Miria up as they kissed fiercely. Using just a bit of his spiritual aura, Asterios pushed the documents littering the tabletop away, and lowered her onto the desk. 
 
    They stopped the heated exchange and stared each other deep into the eyes as Asterios lined himself up with Miria’s entrance, pressing his tip against her hot folds. She wrapped her legs behind his back and threw her arms over his shoulders as their foreheads pressed together. 
 
    “It’s pointless to even ask, right?” Asterios asked with a smile. 
 
    Miria placed a fervent kiss on his lips once more. “Make me truly yours, Master. Forever and ever.” 
 
    He finished tracing a small array of symbols on the wooden surface which he had started drawing moments after placing Miria on the desk, and they began to glow with a ferocious dark red glow. A little rune decorated Miria’s underbelly too. 
 
    Asterios let a small amount of his aura leak out and his crimson irises shone with might. Miria’s heart beat faster as the gleam captivated her to her very core. It was not oppressive like the Dragon lady’s or the other person but filled with overflowing love and care. She felt how much he cherished her. And she knew she cherished him as much, if not even more. 
 
    With a steady, deep growl, Asterios gently parted her soft folds and very slowly entered her, leaning in to kiss Miria on the lips. The ticklish tremors reverberated through her whole being, traveling down from her mouth. 
 
    She shivered faintly the whole time Ast’s member gradually parted her insides, sliding deeper and deeper while blissfully stroking her inner walls. After a few moments, they were fully connected, waist to waist, and she felt him fill her up completely. 
 
    With just this much, something shone around Miria’s ring finger, pushing through the thick and soft fur covering her limbs. Neither of the two could see it, leaving only Selene standing behind them to notice the scarlet light, but they felt their bond becoming even deeper than it had been. 
 
    Asterios sensed Miria’s elated mood, feeling it on his lips too as the panthergirl began pursuing them with much more fervor. He felt as excited as her and quickly started moving his hips to shower his panthergirl mate with lots of pleasure and love. 
 
    “Mmmmmhnnnnn…” 
 
    Miria moaned into his lips when Asterios thrust into her. She was already feeling unexpectedly good from him entering her while growling, almost bringing her to her peak with just that. The moment he actually began making love to her, she was overwhelmed with pleasure and her sharp nails sank into Ast’s back. 
 
    “Nyaah… Nyaaa… Nyaahnn…” 
 
    She withdrew her mouth for a moment and kept staring into his gleaming eyes, letting Asterios listen to her euphoric cries and moans. The massive wooden desk was firmly attached to the floor, but it still creaked under their assault, lightly hitting the wall behind it. 
 
    Fortunately, they had tidied it up in recent days and the risk of something falling off the shelves, cabinets, or other compartments was close to none so Asterios could give it his all to make Miria feel good. She kept a wide, joyful smile on her all the time he pounded her pussy from the front, broken only by the amorous moans. 
 
    “Nyaahnn… Nyahhh… Nyahhh… Master…” 
 
    He raised one of his hands and caressed Mira’s cheek without halting his movements. She nuzzled her face into it. They kept gazing into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I love you—” both Miria and Asterios spoke at the same time, interrupting each other. 
 
    They chuckled together and entered a deep kiss. Miria hugged him even tighter and Asterios raised the tempo a bit more, rushing in and out of her snug passage to the accompaniment of wet sounds and enticing moans, also breathing heavily not to hide anything from Miria. She felt even better knowing he was feeling as good as she was. 
 
    She quickly approached her high and dug her nails even more into Ast’s back, but he barely paid any attention to it. He focused his all on fiercely chasing after her tongue and making the last, strong thrust to reach Miria’s furthest depths, getting close himself too. 
 
    “Mhnnn… Nhnnn… Mmmm… Nhhhnnn…” 
 
    Asterios decided to make this special lovemaking session a pure experience filled with deep feelings and affection, so he shoved aside any thoughts of pulling on Miria’s tail or biting on her ear to spike up her pleasure. 
 
    “Mhmmmmmmmmmmmnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn!” 
 
    They came together while warmly embracing each other and with their lips lovingly connected. Miria’s insides gripped Ast’s member strongly, constricting around his whole length, and he filled her with his milky-white seed in response, repeatedly pushing his body into her. 
 
    As they were both enjoying the bliss of their fading highs, Miria suddenly started releasing feline growls while nibbling on Ast’s lower lip. He noticed the fur on her limbs climbing up and up her body as her black eyes flickered with feral desire. 
 
    A little bit more experienced in it now, he matched her with his much deeper and draconic growl, pressing his forehead into hers a bit more. Miria’s eyes immediately widened, and she went silent, realizing what she was doing. Her fur retracted to its neutral state and her adorable, rounded ears submissively laid down. 
 
    Asterios chuckled a little and pecked her lips. “Looks like we are already beginning to see the effects of this special bond. No need to feel sorry. You are a strong and fierce Pantherkin just like your mother. Growl at me as much as you want.” 
 
    She smiled shyly and returned the tame kiss. Miria liked to be his obedient mate much more, receiving Ast’s love and feelings while leaving herself fully presented to him. But her bloodline fought against it, telling her to contest him, match him, show her strength. 
 
    He was able to sense her thoughts clearer than ever before, and the same went for Miria, so they both started growling again. As they pushed their foreheads forward stronger and stronger, the noise grew gradually louder too, reverberating through the silent air in the spacious complex.  
 
    Miria’s fur quickly expanded and covered much more of her body than before, leaving only her navel, waist, stomach, and above her shoulders without the black hair. At the same time, crimson scales surfaced on Ast’s skin here and there, especially around his cheekbones, neck, shoulders, and arms. 
 
    In the end, Miria reached her limits first and couldn’t growl any louder while Asterios could still go higher. She withdrew and showed submission again, surprisingly, feeling much more satisfied now that she knew she couldn’t contest him at her current level. 
 
    They both went silent and then started chuckling together, nuzzling their faces against each other, still connected down below. Asterios watched how the soft fur uncovered Miria’s slim breasts and she took in the sight of his crimson scales merging with his skin again. 
 
    Her eyes moved past him, and she smiled to herself. He raised a brow at her, but Miria only pecked his lips once more, gently pushed him back until his still rock-hard member plopped out of the embrace of her precious place, and turned Asterios around. 
 
    A completely naked Selene knelt on the comfy chair with her back to him and her bushy white tail raised up, dancing enchantingly. She rested her chest and elbows on the top of the backrest, sticking out her butt towards him. A small puddle of love nectar stained the leather seating, and he could see more of it occasionally dripping from Selene’s dignified slit. 
 
    “My Lord…” she called to him with a lusty tone, glancing at Asterios over her shoulder while using one hand to spread herself for him from below. 
 
    He hastily stepped closer and hugged Selene from behind; his cock faintly brushed over her lower lips, drawing out a dreamy sigh from the mischievous vulpine. Tenderly kissing her magnificent neck, he quickly drew the same symbols on the seating and used his other hand to place the contraceptive rune on her underbelly. 
 
    “Bring them all out,” Asterios whispered dearly to her long ear, making Selene shiver in anticipation. 
 
    Five cloudy tails soon materialized above her bottom, tickling Ast’s chest all at once. He gazed deep into her now white eyes and she lost herself in his crimson irises. She pulled Ast’s arms to embrace her figure, leading one hand to her considerable breasts and the other to her leaking crevice. 
 
    “Please, make me into something more than just your Soul Mate…” Selene begged him wholeheartedly. 
 
    Asterios rested one knee on the chair too and replayed the same motion he had started with Miria. Planting a deep kiss on Selene’s lips as she looked at him over her shoulder, who was tightly gripping the backrest with her slender fingers, he leaked some of his aura and moved his hips forward while growling mightily. 
 
    “Mhhhnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn~” 
 
    She felt him fill her up with not just his cock but also power, strength, essence, and love. The surge accompanying the transformation of their bond was intoxicating. Contrary to Miria, she could see a ring forming on her finger from the corner of her eye, causing a wide grin to form on her lips. 
 
    “Ahhhnnnnn~” 
 
    Selene trembled when Ast’s waist pressed into her butt after he slid himself to the very base of his member, forcing her to break the kiss. A powerful itch she had never known she had was just scratched somewhere deep in her very being. Some more love nectar dripped from her pussy, spread with Ast’s penis. 
 
    Then, another itch appeared low on her back, much more apparent and slowly growing more noticeable. She sensed Ast’s excited and surprised mood and tried to follow his attention. Her eyes widened to the brim in a flash. 
 
    The sixth tail began forming on one end of the current fan of fluffy bundles of fur. It was transparent, barely visible, but it was there, glowing faintly at regular intervals. And it came out exactly from that itchy spot. 
 
    Selene’s gaze shot towards Ast’s face, and their eyes met. She didn’t need to say a word, he knew perfectly what she wanted, what she needed. He drew his hips back and thrust into her snug insides once more, starting to make passionate love to this elegant fox lady, his other beloved companion. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Ahhh~ Ahhh~ Yes~ Ahhh~ Give it to me~! Ahhh~” 
 
    She turned her face to the front and tightened her grip on the leather backrest, digging her fingers into the comfy cushion. A wide smile decorated Selene’s face as her head and whole body bobbed from Ast’s intense care. He tenderly kneaded her breast and tickled her sensitive clit while hammering her yearning snatch from below. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Harder~! Ahhh~ Ahhh~ You are a Dragon, aren’t you~? Ahhh~ Do me hard~!” 
 
    Selene shouted at him amidst her cries full of pleasure and lust. The prospect of suddenly breaking into the sixth stage of her Awakening and gaining another tail made her just so thankful and more passionate towards Asterios that she wanted to give her everything to him. 
 
    He just kept giving and giving to her since the very first day they had met. Their start might have not been the best, on both sides, but with someone so open and caring she had quickly fallen in love. 
 
    Maybe not as fast as Miria, but it was just impossible not to grow fond of a man who had showered her with solutions to all her problems, made her stronger while risking hurting himself, and generally wished the best for her regardless of her stance. 
 
    The only things she could give back to him were her own feelings of love, her own efforts to help him with whatever he needed, her own efforts to protect him and look for hints about his past, and her own efforts to bring pleasure to her mate with her whole body as they had passionate sex. 
 
    “Ahhhh~ Ahhh~ Ahhhh~ Ahhnnn~” 
 
    Asterios felt Selene’s insides squeeze him more as the gorgeous fox lady slammed her butt into him to match his thrusts, driving his cock deeper into herself. The comfy chair shook dangerously while he did his best to hold it down with his knee. Selene was now pressed hard into the backrest under his intense hammering. 
 
    He sensed her feelings, gratitude, and thoughts, and was very grateful himself for her thinking so highly of him. He kept biting on her slender neck while thrusting into her pussy to stroke the best possible spots he could. His fingers continuously ran over Selene’s shy nub on the top of her slit. 
 
    “Ahhh~ Ahhh~ My Lord~! Ahhh~ Fill me up~! To the brim~! Ahhh~ Please~! With everything~!” 
 
    Quickly approaching her peak, she hugged the backrest tightly, squishing her soft breasts into the leather cushion, and prepared herself for the explosion. Asterios didn’t make her wait too long and pierced through her snug insides one last time, stopping the bites to make it a clean, loving orgasm just like with Miria. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh~!” 
 
    That last powerful thrust sent Selene over the edge, both figuratively and literally as the backrest broke from how much pressure had been put on it by the two people making fierce love on the chair. She shivered amidst her orgasm while hanging in the air, held close by Asterios as his seed filled her womb, spreading warmth through her underbelly. 
 
    They panted roughly together. Asterios pulled her back and sat them down on the remaining seating of the desk chair, completely stained with their mixed love juices. Until her shaking subsided, Selene just enjoyed the bliss of his embrace and the tingling of her girly parts. And something more. 
 
    She turned her head to the back.  
 
    It was there. The sixth tail. One more fluffy cloud was now waving alongside its five older siblings. She could feel tears of happiness forming in the corners of her eyes, but Asterios pulled her into a kiss full of love and affection before she could say anything. 
 
    Miria leaned herself onto him from behind soon after, pressing her petite breasts into his back. She and Selene looked at each other, smiling widely.  
 
    The latter brought her hand up and examined the tattoo ring. It made her warm inside just looking at it. Then, she remembered that Miria’s one was hidden under her fur and she grew a little sad.  
 
    But, when she glanced at her feline friend, Miria was beaming at her while the crimson glow showed itself again, clearly making the shape and details of the ring through her thick fur with no issues. 
 
    “We are now truly sister-mates, fufufu~” Selene chuckled, and Miria nodded cheerfully, giggling too. 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out,” Asterios said, stroking their cheeks. 
 
    Selene shifted a little to face him and both girls kissed his cheeks at the same time. She then smiled mischievously at him. 
 
    “I think it’s way better than just working out.” 
 
    “Yep!” Miria added with a grin. 
 
    They stood up, dragging Asterios with them, and started leading him out of the research corner. 
 
    “After receiving so much again, we better show our appreciation properly, fufufu~” Selene said with an impish smile as they closed in on the royal bed on the other side of the apartment. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and kissed his mates dearly, allowing the girls to walk him to the bed, where they became entangled together again, with much more focus on him instead of them this time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
Gains 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios lay on his back with his two beastfolk mates snuggled to his sides, caressing his chest. They were all still breathing a bit roughly after finishing their celebration just recently. Countless beads of sweat decorated their skin, glistening in the low light coming from sporadic torches fitted with magical crystals. 
 
    Something tickled his right cheek, making him turn his head towards Miria. The adorable panthergirl’s face was still covered by a weak tinge of rosiness as she stared at him with a warm smile. 
 
    He smiled back at her and leaned in, starting to brush his nose against hers. Miria quickly mirrored the motion while purring quietly and they both chuckled softly. Her eyes skipped towards his lips, and she pushed herself forward to peck them lovingly. She was unable to describe the bliss she felt at the moment. 
 
    “Is it weird… that I’m starting to think more… about having your kittens, Master?” Miria asked shyly. 
 
    Asterios moved his hand to her hair and scratched behind her cute ear. 
 
    “Of course not. Especially after we have learned that I can cross our realms. Maybe our children would be able to do it too, if not right from the start, then at a later time.” 
 
    A sweet smile formed on her lips as she nuzzled her face into Ast’s neck. She planted a few gentle kisses on it and withdrew herself to face Asterios again with an even bigger blush. 
 
    “I think I will wait until you get a few more companions, Master. That way, I won’t worry so much about not staying by your side all the time. I’m sure my parents would gladly help take care of our kittens when I wouldn’t be around, but…” 
 
    He pressed his finger over Miria’s delicate lips and followed it with a tender kiss. 
 
    “I understand. I’m sure I would love to spend as much time around them as I could too. At least that’s how I feel. I haven’t been a father ever, hahaha.” 
 
    Miria giggled and nodded. Something poked Ast’s left cheek this time and he turned around to see his vulpine mate lying belly down while supporting her chin on her hands, staring at him with a knowing smile as her six bushy tails made mesmerizing waves. 
 
    “What about little foxes, fufufu~?” 
 
    Asterios switched himself onto his left side and began caressing Selene’s beautiful, slender back. 
 
    “If that would make you happy, perhaps.” 
 
    She sighed delightfully while staring into his crimson eyes. They started bringing their mouths closer, but just moments before their lips connected, Selene rolled herself onto his chest, grabbed his wrists, pinning them above his head, and dove in for a passionate kiss. 
 
    Asterios let her shower him in affection while enjoying the feeling of her supple breasts brushing against his skin. After Selene released his arms, he wrapped them behind her waist, and they continued to make out for a few moments longer while embracing each other. 
 
    Selene broke their exchange first. “You are already making me happy like every other day, my Lord. I think that would be way too much happiness for me to handle right now, fufufu~ I will wait until my limits increase a little.” 
 
    He nodded, pecked her lips once more, and they sat up. Selene wiggled her chest a little while chuckling softly, causing her enticing breasts to sway in front of him. Asterios smiled at her flirtatious behavior and gladly welcomed the little show, brushing his hands over her slim sides. 
 
    Miria pressed her own breasts into him from behind and her head popped over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh. Looks like your marks grew,” she commented cheerfully. 
 
    Asterios moved his eyes to Selene’s arms and noticed the change too. The dark patterns seemed to cover more of her limbs now, extending somewhere to the middle of her upper arms.  
 
    After the fox lady curiously brought her legs to the front, accidentally exposing her girly parts to them as a side result, they could confirm the same had happened to the circuits on her calves, which now reached Selene’s thighs. 
 
    “Seems like everyone had some gains recently,” Asterios added with a smile. 
 
    Selene glanced up at him and chuckled. “And thanks to whom do you think it was? I’m starting to worry about what will happen to us when you become a powerful Dragon.” 
 
    “You will become powerful Spiritual Fox and Pantherkin, obviously. Everything that’s mine is yours.” 
 
    She shook her head with a soft sigh. “Weren’t Dragons supposed to be prideful and greedy?” 
 
    “Beats me.” He shrugged. “Ask someone who actually grew up around them. I’m pretty much a stray. If I even count as a Dragon and not a half or something.” 
 
    “I’m sure Master is a real True Dragon!” Miria exclaimed with sheer confidence and glee while nuzzling her cheek into his. “That bonding ritual of Dragons has worked so there’s no way you aren’t!"  
 
    He left a peck on the lips of his enthusiastic mate and nodded. “I guess.” 
 
    “Alright. Do you mind if I test something out, my Lord?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    She smiled, left one more kiss on his cheek, then stepped away from the bed. Taking a deep breath, Selene made a triangle with her fingers in front of her stomach while facing them. Her spiritual energy began leaking into the air. 
 
    Soon, she raised her legs and started levitating in a lotus position. Her external circuits gradually glowed brighter and brighter. After a few short moments, a powerful explosion of mana surged from Selene, surrounding her body with a clearly visible blue aura shaped like a flame. It made her look like she was the little spark in the middle of the lit-up candlewick. 
 
    Five of her tails shook like in a fierce wind, with the sixth one slowly beginning to match them. When all of them finally synchronized with each other, another strong wave of energy burst from Selene, sending a pillar of light into the ceiling as the thick aura intensified. 
 
    Miria stared in awe at the beautiful spectacle, hugging Asterios from behind. They could feel the insane amounts of mana filling the air in the underground apartment. It was obvious Selene was trying to properly consolidate her advancement right in front of their eyes. 
 
    Three minutes later, the powerful energy was sucked back into Selene’s body, and she slowly landed on the ground. She made a deep sigh while opening her eyes, which flickered with profound light. 
 
    Examining her body with her Spiritual Sight, she smiled to herself and turned her face towards the other two. Just as she opened her mouth to speak, loud thudding reached their ears. Both she and Asterios inherently knew that someone was bashing the Golden Gate with their fist, seemingly becoming aware of what was happening to it through some mental connection. 
 
    They could also send an order for it to open with their minds and that was exactly what Asterios did. In a flash, a visibly concerned Lerisse rushed into the chamber, stopping at the doorstep while in the fifth stage of her Awakening. 
 
    “Are you guys alright? What was that explo—” 
 
    She gasped when her eyes landed on Selene and her hands shot to cover her mouth. In complete silence, Lerisse strode towards her friend and stood in front of the white-haired fox lady while completely stunned. 
 
    Selene smirked at the Matriarch and turned around to show herself from the side, taking a slightly suggestive pose. But Lerisse's eyes completely ignored it and focused on the six fluffy clouds gently swaying above her friend’s butt. 
 
    “Heavens… This is inconceivable… You just barely jumped from third to fifth and you have already surpassed everyone again?” Lerisse muttered to herself in awe while examining Selene’s tails. “Ronye will faint at the spot when she hears about this…” 
 
    As if being called, the young Foxkin girl appeared in the room, most likely following the Matriarch after she had run away in the middle of their conversation. But, contrary to Lerisse, the first thing Ronye’s eyes registered was the naked Asterios sitting on the bed with Miria glued to his back, both looking at her. 
 
    Her gaze subconsciously shot down Ast’s toned stomach and locked on the man’s mighty spear standing tall and proud between his legs, causing Ronye’s eyes to widen. Even the owner was still surprised by his vigor recently, but they all had assumed it was connected to his draconic heritage.  
 
    Just another useful boon. 
 
    Ronye blushed immediately and tried her best to quickly avert her gaze, but, unfortunately, it moved straight to Selene and Lerisse. Her face paled instantly when she realized that the cause of the powerful spiritual spike that had brought the Matriarch here was Selene herself as six tails decorated the fox lady’s back. 
 
    The Matriarch noticed her in the corner of her eye while still circling her friend. 
 
    “Oh no. Ronye! I told you to stay in my office!” 
 
    The young foxkin jerked. “I’m sorry, Matriarch! You looked very distressed, and I thought you might need my help… But… I think I was mistaken…” 
 
    Her eyes kept jumping towards Ast’s waist repeatedly as she tried to look at the Matriarch. Something just kept urging her to take just one more glance, just for a bit longer. She hadn’t gotten to see a fully erect male member from up close yet. 
 
    Lerisse sighed and rubbed her temples. “I’m sorry, Asterios. I should have made sure I wasn’t followed. I will have Ronye swear to keep this a sec—” 
 
    She finally noticed Ast and Miria’s state too, and also couldn’t stop herself from taking a peek at his nether regions, pausing for a moment. Since the situation was slowly turning a little awkward, Asterios quickly resummoned his spiritual attire, to the dissatisfaction of Miria, who pouted at him for not being able to snuggle with his warm, naked back. 
 
    “Ekhm.” Lerisse cleared her throat. “As I was saying, this place and its contents will remain a secret, isn’t that right, Ronye?” 
 
    “Yes! I swear to the Heavens to keep everything… I saw… only to myself!” the silver-haired girl promised, briefly shooting another glance at Ast’s crotch, now fully covered. 
 
    Asterios stood up from the bed with Miria still latched onto his neck and helped her onto the ground. The slightly embarrassed panthergirl pecked his cheek and hastily trotted towards the desk on the other side of the apartment to grab her clothes, joined by Selene around halfway. 
 
    He watched his beautiful mates from behind for a second and turned to the Matriarch. “It’s fine. We must have made you worried when Selene consolidated her stage.” 
 
    “I thought you triggered some kind of a defense mechanism. I would never suspect the source to actually be her. She’s growing so fast. You are truly a god amongst men.” 
 
    A wry smile painted Ast’s lips. “Maybe not a god but I guess a Dragon can have some positive effects on his mates too, thanks to the powerful source, or Dragon’s Heart as someone called it.” 
 
    “D-Dragon?!” Ronye shouted in shock. 
 
    Meeting Ast’s eyes and seeing his gleaming crimson irises with deep black vertical pupils again she finally understood why they seemed so mighty and ferocious. Those weren’t just some fierce eyes of a random beastfolk but belonged to the fabled mystical creatures of many legends. 
 
    Lerisse chuckled. “I had the same reaction when Selene told me not that long ago. It was hard to believe but you opening the Dragon’s half of the gate confirmed that possibility. Now, we should get back. I apologize for disrupting your time together.” 
 
    “Everything is alright, Lerisse. I’m sure my Lord doesn’t mind, fufufu~” Selene replied, coming closer with the blushing Miria behind her, both girls dressed up. 
 
    “I should have materialized my clothes earlier.” He smiled while rubbing the back of his head. 
 
    “We all got a little confused amidst this chaos. I’m glad our presence and gazes didn’t bother you,” the Matriarch said with a barely noticeable rosy shade on her fair cheeks. 
 
    “Well, I can always just beat the sight out of Ronye’s memory if it did.” Selene cracked her knuckles. “What do you say about a little spar, my dear junior?” 
 
    Ronye’s face lost its color again. “I-I don’t think I’m your opponent, S-Senior…” 
 
    Selene chuckled and left the room with the other two fox ladies, informing her friends mentally that she would like to exercise her strength a bit after the advancement. Miria and Asterios stayed behind to tidy the desk and bed up a little while enjoying each other’s sweet company. 
 
    For the next few days, they studied some more of the man’s notes, mostly focusing on the parts related to Dragons and Summoning Magic, leaving the research about external spiritual circuits for later. They didn’t want to neglect Svertaniel and Silvia for too long. 
 
    That short time after the two women had become Ast’s mates in the truest sense of the draconic traditions served as their brief honeymoon. They learned more about their bond together and shared their essences with each other in plenty. Selene really wanted to find out the limits of Ast’s boosted vitality, but he could pretty much match theirs now and they didn’t try to go too far. 
 
    They were curious about the possible effect the non-romantic draconic connection could have on Umbra and their shadowy companion agreed to enter the ritual meant to register him as Ast’s servant. He didn’t mind it and was fascinated with the prospect himself. 
 
    Since saliva or the other liquid were out of the question, Asterios shared his blood with Umbra’s shadowy form. One of those was required for any stage of the Dragon’s Coupling Bond to manifest, and how Grea and Tina had triggered it with a kiss. 
 
    After the ritual, Umbra felt a slight change in how much essence and mana he could draw from Asterios. It was much more potent and effective than just the Summoner’s bond. And there was no doubt these two enhanced each other too.  
 
    It allowed Umbra to quickly regain a part of his limited strength and raised the rate of his growth. But, as a small side effect, he now had Ast’s crest somewhere on his shadowy body just like the girls had their rings. In his raven form, it was located on the bird’s belly. Fortunately, it didn’t glow all the time but only when he drew on Ast’s mana. 
 
    Then, Asterios notified Svertaniel through Umbra and told the demon man they would be holding one more ritual and finally moving out. Svertaniel had supposedly gathered some interesting and useful rumors and promised to share them when they met so everyone agreed on the time and place. 
 
    Before heading to one of the remaining places Trish had pointed out to them, Asterios and the girls regrouped with Silvia outside of the Ashen Barrel’s walls. Miria beamed at the princess while waving and hugging Ast’s arm. They had spoken in the last week or two, of course, but it still felt like they had been away. 
 
    “You guys feel a bit different,” Silvia said. 
 
    She let her gaze wander over the trio and the misty raven perched on Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    “Same goes for you. Perhaps thanks to everything that had happened, I can tell you are stronger,” he replied. 
 
    Silvia showed a soft, calm smile and closed her eyes. Soon, bright, orange flames materialized over her military uniform, taking the shape of burning plates that covered her long coat. A small, beautiful diadem hovered over her scarlet hair. 
 
    “Whoaaaa!” Miria marveled over the sight and clapped joyfully. 
 
    “It’s still not as good as Father’s, but I’m already proud of it.” Silvia opened her eyes and spoke. 
 
    “Amazing. Congratulations are in order. I’m sure the king would be overjoyed to see this. Do you want to let him know?” Asterios asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, thank you. It’s not necessary. I would like to pay Father a visit after I get more used to this. What about you guys, then?” 
 
    Selene left Ast’s side and stepped forward. Her eyes switched colors into white and six tails materialized behind her back. Her external spiritual circuits began glowing with blue light, penetrating the material of her sleeves and tights. 
 
    A big demonic phantom in the shape of a humanoid with a head of a fierce fox came into existence behind her back. It shrunk and shifted, phasing into Selene.  
 
    Soon, her arms and legs were covered in the familiar demonic gauntlets and greaves. But, additionally, she had now a full, translucent, blue spiritual armor on her, complete with a chest piece, pauldrons, and reinforced plates over her dress. A transparent helmet with a long feather-like projection protected her head. 
 
    She smirked at Silvia with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You weren’t able to do that before, were you?” the princess asked with a smile. 
 
    Selene didn’t have to answer for her to know. It looked like the fox lady was as proficient in her own kind of Aura Manifestation as she was, or even better. 
 
    Miria also took a step forward, capturing Silvia’s attention. The panthergirl hit her palm with her fist and started growling aggressively.  
 
    They watched Miria’s fur crawl up her body until it completely covered her arms, shoulders, and legs. Her shorts and vest hid the rest of the transformation, but some fluffy fur peeked out from under the bottom part of her top, and from above her belt, onto her navel. 
 
    She finished with a wide grin too. “It might not look as impressive as Selene’s amazing demonic apparition but I’m a lot stronger and faster like this. This is a bit more than fifty percent of my bloodline drawn out.” 
 
    Silvia nodded, still smiling softly. “I’m happy for you two. I thought I was going to compete with Asterios, but this feels nice too. Especially since your ability seems very similar to mine, Selene. Did you manage to practice that partial transformation of yours?” she asked Asterios. 
 
    “Master spent a lot of time studying our bond and helping us grow stronger so I think it should count as his effort rather than ours,” Miria suggested. 
 
    Asterios scratched behind her fluffy ears. “Thank you, Miria, but I, in fact, did. Would you like to see it?” He glanced at Silvia with a mysterious smile. 
 
    Both Selene and Miria looked at Asterios with slight confusion. He had practiced a bit, of course, but he had spent most of the time either with them or in the notebooks.  
 
    He chuckled at his mates. They couldn’t know he had chosen to train something very specific during the short moments the girls had been away or sleeping peacefully. It would be as much of a surprise to them as to Silvia. 
 
    The princess nodded with a curious spark in her bright topaz eyes. 
 
    Asterios walked back a little and took a slow, deep breath, closing his eyes. The spiritual energy in the air grew a bit denser as a faint crimson, smoking mist steamed from his body. He groaned as his face scrunched in pain, and he began releasing deep, quiet growls. 
 
    Miria and Selene gasped while Silvia’s mouth opened a little. They watched how two draconic wings gradually grew from Ast’s back, gaining in size until they were almost as big as he was. The dark crimson membranes and even darker scarlet skeleton gave off fierce and vicious vibes. 
 
    He finished with another deep breath and opened his crimson eyes. Miria could barely hold herself steady from excitement and it was a miracle she hadn’t launched herself at him already. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you could make wings?!” she shouted, almost screaming at the top of her lungs. “Can you fly, Master? Please, tell me you can!” 
 
    Asterios smiled at her and waved his hand. She quickly crashed into his chest, nuzzling her face into it. 
 
    “There’s only one way to check that.” He moved his eyes between the other women. “See you two at the plains?” 
 
    He scooped the snuggly panthergirl up into a princess carry, crouched down, spread his newly formed wings wide, and shot into the sky with a mighty flap, leaving behind the fading voice of Miria, who screamed in excitement like a little girl. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
Let There Be Light 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fortunately, flying with the use of Ast’s draconic wings in the real world seemed to be no different from what he had experienced back in that weird volcano realm. Of course, he couldn’t achieve the same level of control or speed and could feel the limitations of his newly formed body parts, but he still had no real issues soaring through the sky with Miria in his arms. 
 
    “Wooooooooooooooooooooo! Hahahahaha! This feels so amazing!” 
 
    The overjoyed panthergirl kept laughing, shouting, and kissing Ast’s cheeks in turns while holding onto his neck. He chuckled occasionally too. A wide grin didn’t want to leave his face. Flying was extremely fun and pleasant. It felt natural to him. He hadn't even known he needed it. 
 
    But this state was not permanent so Asterios didn’t waste their time in the sky and headed straight for the plains pointed out by Trish. Glancing behind, he saw Selene following them while enveloped by the same blue aura he had seen down in Kaguya’s secret apartment. 
 
    The technique she used for flying certainly wasn’t easy and Asterios could tell Selene was learning how to properly control it on the fly, but she was doing a great job. He remembered her once saying that Kaguya could supposedly fly at her seventh stage, so he was surprised to see Selene already replicating it. 
 
    Just like in his case, though, she definitely couldn’t maintain it for long. Hopefully, it was enough to remain active until they reached their destination. Silvia, who was currently in the fox lady’s arms, didn’t seem as excited at the unusual aerial travel as Miria, clutching Selene’s clothes tightly. At least, she wasn’t so distressed as to close her eyes or shake in fear. 
 
    “Master! Can you go even faster?” Miria’s question brought his attention back to the front. 
 
    He chuckled after seeing her bright smile and hopeful eyes. “I’m afraid I’ve hit my current limits. We don’t want my wings to suddenly go poof, do we?” 
 
    She giggled and pecked his lips, watching how Ast’s white hair flailed in the strong wind. It was already an incredible experience, so she obviously didn’t want her master to push himself too far. He would surely agree to fly together in the future again, after mastering his new, amazing ability. 
 
    They covered the remaining distance in relative silence, with Miria admiring Ast’s face and his draconic wings as they flapped behind his back. She couldn’t stop imagining him as a real Dragon in its full form. Countless different concepts of his looks flashed through her mind. 
 
    Bringing himself to as much focus as he could, Asterios reduced their speed and slowly lowered them onto the solid ground. His mighty wings flattened the grass around their landing spot from the powerful air pressure created by their movements. 
 
    With an energetic laugh, Miria jumped off his arms and started bouncing around while looking at him from every angle, mostly choosing ones that showed as much of his wings as possible. 
 
    Selene reached them less than a minute later. She fell from the sky while still enveloped by the blue aura resembling a candle flame, hovering over the ground for a few seconds. Dispelling whatever technique that it was, she landed softly and released Silvia from her arms. 
 
    “Are you okay? We could have stopped if it was uncomfortable,” she said to her passenger. 
 
    Silvia shook her head, steadying herself with Selene’s help. 
 
    “It was fine. I know I might not have looked exactly like it, but I enjoyed this unique flight. I have just a little bit of acrophobia. I’m trying to overcome it, though, so thank you for this opportunity.” 
 
    “You are so brave, Silvia!” Miria exclaimed excitedly and stepped closer to lend an arm to the princess too. “I would have surely been trembling in fear if I was in your place!” 
 
    Silvia smiled gently and nodded. “Thank you. I’m sure someone as strong as you doesn’t have many, if any, things that can be considered a weakness.” 
 
    Miria giggled awkwardly while glancing away. She didn’t like being dishonest but also didn’t want to reveal how laughable the things that made her uncomfortable were. 
 
    Asterios plopped a hand onto her soft hair and brushed through it, sensing her slight shame and guilt. He already knew of Miria’s little terrors and made sure to let her know that she didn’t have to share them with everyone. 
 
    No one continued the topic and they all glanced around. Asterios deemed the spot decent for their next summoning attempt. All the girls were eager to work on preparing it, as usual, and Silvia wasn’t an exception. 
 
    They first needed a decent spot to place the summoning circle down on. Miria suggested cutting the grass like she had done in the past, but Asterios asked Silvia to take care of it, suggesting another way to get rid of the green stalks. 
 
    The princess cast a sizable Fireball and began manipulating its form. This served as a good exercise for her bloodline. She realized that Asterios had come up with it exactly because of that reason. 
 
    In a moment, she flattened the swirling ball of flames into a spinning disc of flames, compressing the fire greatly. It was hard to keep it like that, so she quickly pressed it over the ground and burned the grass to ashes, creating a perfectly flat, earthy surface. 
 
    Before she lost the hold on the packed mana, Silvia threw it into the sky as per Selene’s suggestion. The fiery disc flew up before exploding in a sphere of orange flames, much bigger than the initial Fireball she had cast. 
 
    This little trick halted the preparations for a few moments because everyone started discussing the technique they had just witnessed. Silvia was very grateful for their help in analyzing it and sharing their thoughts and ideas with her on how to train and utilize it.  
 
    She ended up setting a goal for herself of making miniature versions of these flattened Fireballs to create smaller projectiles that looked less dangerous but packed quite a punch when they exploded. Everyone felt like this technique had a lot of potential. 
 
    Then, the actual preparations started. With all the girls around him and Umbra on his shoulder, Asterios went through a few design ideas of the summoning formation, explaining each of the arrangements to them. They decided to vote on which one to use and the winner was chosen almost unanimously, which made everyone have a good feeling about this attempt. 
 
    To draw the actual summoning circle, they needed the materials. Since those were stored in Ast’s girls’ realm, they tried to check if perhaps Silvia was able to go through the gate just like Asterios could. But, as expected, it felt like a solid wall to her, pushing her back with spiritual energy if she was too insistent on forcing her way in. 
 
    So, Miria and Selene kept bringing certain things out for all of them to discuss. Asterios talked the most, explaining what the ingredients were, to the great amusement of Miria, who loved hearing more about such interesting stuff. 
 
    For the base of the array, they chose to mix the Core’s dust they had obtained in the undead dungeon with an unimaginably light and fluffy golden sand, which seemed to be so weightless it looked like it was escaping into the air after Asterios opened the container storing it. 
 
    The girls expected it to be another byproduct of Fairies as Asterios had used those quite a few times in the past, but the actual origin of this unusual dust surprised everyone greatly. Miria’s face turned so red it rivaled a fully grown tomato, and a faint trace of rosiness could be spotted even on Silvia’s fair skin. 
 
    Why? Because this golden powder came to existence during a specific moment in the life of Qilin, mystical creatures resembling a fusion of a Lesser Dragon and a horse. This secretion was produced by the female Qilin when she found a desirable mate and continued to be released during the whole mating ritual of the two. 
 
    It was a quite rare ingredient since, as many people could imagine, it was close to impossible to collect it straight from the source. Qilin were highly resistant to magic in general, so no Illusion or Charm Magic worked on them if someone wanted to use those to erase their presence to the magnificent beasts having a go at each other. 
 
    The only viable way was to collect the remains after the pair moved away. One such encounter usually yielded around a full jar of the prized ingredient. It wasn’t something extremely expensive, but Asterios had to save up for two years to get his hands on a small vial with the golden dust. 
 
    Selene carefully mixed the two ingredients in a small mortar. The dazzling powder quickly overtook the dark substance which came from the Core. It lost some of its radiance, but as a result of this union, the final product obtained a regal, gold shade. 
 
    At the same time as the fox lady was taking care of the formation’s base, Asterios and Silvia used soft chalk to draw the structure on the charred ground. The patterns consisted of quite a few rings of various sizes filling the biggest one, which was the summoning circle.  
 
    Asterios had never used so many rings in his designs but considering that they were aiming for the Light element, it was only natural for them to choose something closely relevant to it. The sun appeared as a sphere in the sky, Holy Magic often used circles emanating light, and so on. 
 
    He noticed that Silvia was as good at drawing the lines and patterns as he was. Not that she couldn’t be, but he had spent quite some time practicing and perfecting his artistic skills. It was very apparent that the princess had dabbled in drawing or painting in her lifetime, and she definitely had a talent for it. 
 
    Shortly after they finished, Selene brought the mixture and left it to them. She was tasked with joining Miria in their realm and helping her pick up good catalysts for the summoning. Asterios and Silvia would sprinkle the dark gold dust on the sketch in the meanwhile. 
 
    The two beastfolk girls rummaged through the storage behind Miria’s house in search of something appropriate. Asterios trusted their judgment even if neither of them knew exactly what they were looking at for the most part. Many things he had collected were outside of their accumulated knowledge. 
 
    But Miria’s gut feeling hadn’t failed them the last time they had trusted it, and he knew they would bring a bunch of stuff for him and Silvia to comment on before the final catalysts would be selected.  
 
    He was curious about what could possibly catch Selene’s attention as she was much more spiritually sensitive than Miria. He had a few ideas, going through his collection in his mind. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the beastfolk duo came back with four items in their hands. Asterios and Silvia had finished their part just shortly before they arrived. Everyone moved aside to examine the picked catalysts. 
 
    The shy panthergirl presented her choice first. One of the catalysts she put her trust in was something extremely simple but seemed fitting in her mind. An elven bandage made of magically raised and enhanced leaves. Rather than part of Ast’s collection, it was an item from his emergency medical supplies. 
 
    He smiled at Miria and stroked her ears reassuringly to stop her from getting embarrassed due to her picking something that wasn’t exactly an ingredient. But Asterios knew how valuable thinking outside of the box was when it came to magic, and he conveyed his praise and gratitude to his sweet mate properly. 
 
    Next, Selene offered her own pick. It was a bottle of Troll’s blood. Everyone knew about their high regenerative abilities. It certainly was a safe choice when attempting to summon something with qualities related to healing. Selene had noticed its properties with her Spiritual Sight, and that had been the reason behind her choice. 
 
    Out of the two, the party decided to go with Miria’s suggestion. They needed a healer. There was a bigger chance that the summoned entity would come from a species that possessed a strong self-regeneration ability if they used the Troll’s blood, and that didn’t help them at all. Miria was elated to hear that. 
 
    There were two more things the girls had taken out of their realm. Both Miria and Selene agreed that it would be nice for their new companion to not be utterly weak in terms of at least defense if not also offense, so they searched for something that could work as a good catalyst with that quality in mind. They both believed it shouldn’t be a problem to attract another powerful entity with Ast’s strength. 
 
    Miria’s bet was on a carapace of a light brown, hand-sized beetle. The chitin shell felt extremely hard and looked very durable. She couldn’t find anything else that would give her a sense of protection more than it. The size of the bug fascinated her too. One could even throw it as a brick. 
 
    Contrary to her feline friend, Selene had chosen to go with something completely different. She held a single thin feather between her fingers. It was a long one, almost matching the length of her whole arm. Its vane was blindingly white. Light grey patterns ran over its surface. She got an agile vibe from it. 
 
    In this second round of picking, the choice fell onto the feather after Asterios explained what the items actually were. Maybe unintentionally, but Selene had picked the tougher and more durable catalyst.  
 
    The beetle’s shell wasn’t soft or weak either, but the feather belonged to a Stone Basilisk. The countless tufts often took unprepared adventurers by surprise with how resistant to physical attacks they were. A normal weapon was close to being unable to wound the beast. 
 
    To everyone present during the strategy meeting, it felt much more suitable than the beetle. Miria cursed playfully and pouted at losing the second round to her vulpine friend, then squinted her eyes at Asterios when he was fluffing Selene’s long ears as her reward. 
 
    The trio chuckled together afterward while Silvia smiled softly. It felt nice observing their interactions. 
 
    “Alright. We have pretty much everything. Should we get to it?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Don’t forget the lucky charm, Master! We forgot it the last time and look what happened!” Miria beamed a smile at him. 
 
    He shook his head. It wasn’t even possible to refute that. 
 
    The eager panthergirl scooted closer to him and Asterios let Miria place a loving peck on his lips. She purred at him softly, rubbing her cheek into his, and moved away to make space for Selene. The fox lady wasted no time and kissed Asterios too, making her fingers run through his hair for a moment. 
 
    They didn’t overextend this traditional now part of the ritual to not make Silvia too uncomfortable, and the girls helped Asterios up. Before he moved away, Miria received some more ear scratches while Asterios looked at her. 
 
    “One more thing. I know it’s very exciting each time, and during the Blood Summoning it was even more since we encountered a Dragon, but try to keep your emotions in check until things are confirmed to be either good or bad, okay?” 
 
    Miria blushed a little and lowered her gaze, nodding faintly. She knew what Asterios was getting at. 
 
    “It’s not that I would pursue the help of someone as hostile towards the others as that Dragon lady, but we need to be extremely careful during the initial phase of the summoning. Your small interruption revealed her true colors, and I’m fairly sure she would have jumped at me the same way just a few moments later, without giving me time to elaborate anyway, but let me be the only one in the summon’s focus at the beginning. It will be safer.” 
 
    She nodded again and glanced into his eyes. “I fully understand this, Master. I’m really sorry for that time. I promise it won’t happen ever again. I don’t want you to get hurt because of me. No matter how excited I am, I will wait until you let me know I can speak before doing so.” 
 
    Asterios pulled Miria into a brief kiss and smiled at her. “Don’t blame yourself too much. Who knows how things would have gone exactly if you didn’t do anything? I, for one, am not sure about myself either. Just her presence affected me to some extent, like the little spikes of emotions in the past. My source could somehow sense her hostility right from the start.” 
 
    “There’s no use pondering over it now, my Lord,” Selene joined in, placing a hand on Miria’s shoulder. “We will be much more careful in the future. We will also be more ready to react. Without directing any hostile intent towards your guest, of course.” 
 
    He pecked Selene’s lips too and turned around to walk to the summoning circle. With everyone ready on the sidelines, Asterios sat in a lotus position and leaned forward, touching the circuit with his thumbs and pointer fingers. 
 
    For this summoning attempt, he wouldn’t be trying to hide his scorching hot mana nor flaunt it ostentatiously. Aware of his ancestry, he planned to make conscious use of it. Hopefully, it would work much better than in the past now that he had an idea about what he was and could transmit that concept through his Echoes of Consciousness. 
 
    Appearing in the starry space with the summoning formation underneath him again, Asterios began searching for his new ally. He easily noticed that his spiritual pings gained in strength again, reaching many more and much farther realms. He did his best to properly convey his requirements and information about himself. 
 
    He did expect a change, but the sheer number of candidates willing to serve someone with draconic ancestry surprised him greatly. From one to two responses in a few minutes of searching, it changed to low tens. Many beings still feared him, but it seemed like the majority had been scared mostly by the prospect of an unknown individual with immense spiritual energy in the past. 
 
    Asterios could compare it to him going around inns and bars while visibly armed to his teeth and finally pulling down his obstructive hood during one of the visits, revealing that the man behind it wasn’t as bad and scary as everyone had thought. It was a funny concept. 
 
    So, with an actual variety of choices, he spent some time looking around the willing entities in search of one that felt the most suitable for their party, and the most compatible with him and the others. It felt like a few long hours in the unending darkness riddled with sparkling stars. 
 
    His consciousness arrived in a realm that seemed to be surrounded by a blue sky. After peeking inside at the entity, he saw himself standing on the edge of a magnificent, golden structure floating in the air. He could barely see the ground far down below. 
 
    The figure standing by his side turned around. He couldn’t make too much of their appearance, but he knew it was a woman with waist-long golden hair tied up into a single, smooth pigtail behind her back, wearing some kind of white metal armor. 
 
    She didn’t seem against being invited into his realm and accepted the connection after a short moment of staring at Ast’s soul. The corridor manifested properly, and he could feel the guest moving through the interdimensional tunnel at a rapid pace, which, for some reason, gave off a rainbowy radiance this time. 
 
    A human-sized crimson gate opened above the summoning circle and Asterios opened his eyes. A beautiful woman stepped out of it. He could now see her dazzling face, golden hair, and white armor much better. 
 
    Heavy white greaves covered her feet and legs, reaching almost to the end of the woman’s thighs. An armored belt ran around her waist alongside leather shorts of the same color, with a tail-cape attached to it.  
 
    Equally tough chestplate, shoulder pads, and gauntlets protected her upper body, leaving her slim, slightly muscular belly partially exposed. She wore something akin to an armored circlet or a diadem, with a metal part above her forehead, and a wing-styled piece of armor over each of her ears.  
 
    Everything was of white color with dark gold details, including the inner side of the material falling down from her belt. Additionally, she held an expensive-looking staff with a sizable cross inside a circle at its end. Well, more than a staff, it actually seemed to be a spear with how sharp the spike extending from that ring looked. 
 
    But these weren’t the most breathtaking and awe-inspiring details surrounding this elegant, heavily armored woman. Two very distinct things had been missed by Asterios when he had made contact with her.  
 
    Wings and a halo. 
 
    Two white, feathery wings almost as big as the woman’s body were present behind her back. They looked magnificent and everyone could tell that they weren’t just decorations from the occasional, gentle movements they made. A circle of glowing light hung in the air above her head as if attached to it with some invisible force, changing angles in sync with the owner's position. 
 
    The woman’s golden eyes examined Asterios as he stood up. A calm expression painted her gracious face. 
 
    Then, she suddenly pointed her staff-spear at Ast’s chest and squinted at him, spreading her feathery wings wide. 
 
    “I can sense traces of darkness surrounding your core,” she said with a dignified tone. “Rejoice! Uhhhh… Ummmm… What are you?” 
 
    Her distinguished aura slightly wavered as she smiled a little clumsily at Asterios. 
 
    “Well, a human, I think? I technically am connected to a Spiritual Fox and a Dragon through my ancestry so I’m not so sure right now,” he answered. 
 
    The angelic woman nodded a few times as he spoke. 
 
    “Ekhm.” She cleared her throat, turning back to her dignified self. “Rejoice, human! I shall purge the darkness pestering you as a token of my goodwill!” 
 
    And her weapon began glowing increasingly brighter.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
The Lost Realm 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, wait a second. Let’s not be too hasty,” Asterios replied with a wry smile, slowly raising his hands. 
 
    The golden-haired woman tilted her head a bit. “Why?” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right thing to do? You have just arrived in a different realm. Maybe things aren’t exactly as they seem.” 
 
    She pondered for a second before refocusing on Ast’s face. “I can sense powerful dark energy latched onto your core. It’s dangerous to leave it like this. Who knows when it starts acting out.” 
 
    “I see.” Asterios nodded, still observing the brightly glowing staff-spear pointed his way. “Let me just ask first, are you hostile towards entities born in darkness or those who wield such elements?” 
 
    He saw her thinking for a moment again before she gently shook her head. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Both Darkness and Light are essential for the balance of the world. Both can have either positive or negative effects, so it depends on the use. Such pure dark energy enveloping one’s core can have very strong adverse effects after prolonged exposure, though.” 
 
    “Alright. This energy you are sensing might not be the negative one, to be honest. I’m a Summoner. My magic allows me to create bonds with other entities. One of my companions is pretty much pure darkness, and that’s most likely why you can see those traces around my source or spiritual circuits.” 
 
    After Asterios finished speaking, Umbra materialized himself from Ast’s shadow and appeared on his shoulder. The woman’s glimmering golden eyes moved onto the black raven and watched it for a moment, glancing between it and Ast’s body. 
 
    The bright glow surrounding her staff faded and she retracted it with a soft sigh. 
 
    “I apologize for jumping to conclusions, then. I did not wish to do them any harm.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Misunderstandings happen. I could tell you had good intentions.” Asterios smiled at the woman. “Anyway, the reason behind me calling you here was to recruit you as my companion and familiar. If staying around my friend here, Umbra, is making you uncomfortable, we can skip going through the details and I can send you back. I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.” 
 
    She looked around the plains before replying. “So, it really is a different world. I knew it had to be after I laid my feet on the ground. It’s been ages since someone saw this much green in our realm.” 
 
    Asterios waited for her to finish taking in the sights, carefully observing the woman’s reaction to seeing the girls standing on the side. She glossed over them without showing anything special or worrying before returning her gaze to him. 
 
    “I would like to learn more about our situation before making my decision. And no, I don’t think I would have an issue being around your friend. Nevertheless, assuming that Summoning Magic functions the same way in both of our realms, I would have never expected to be summoned by someone.” 
 
    “No problem. Do you mind if my other companions join the conversation?” 
 
    After seeing the woman shake her head, he nodded at the girls to come closer before continuing. 
 
    “Let’s start again, then. I’m Asterios. As I have mentioned before, I’m a human, I think. I have quite a complex ancestry, possibly related to Dragons. And that might be the reason why I was able to summon you and not a beast-like entity if that’s what’s making you intrigued.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Asterios. My name is Bryn and I’m a valkyrja. It’s my first time seeing an individual of your race, so I apologize if I accidentally offend you due to my lack of knowledge.” 
 
    “It’s alright. Same here.” Asterios waved his hand. “As for the people behind me, this is Miria and Selene, my current familiars and mates, and this is Silvia, our traveling companion. I’ve already introduced Umbra.” 
 
    The girls exchanged simple greetings with the winged woman. Then, Asterios took over again. 
 
    “Before we move further, I have to ask about one more thing. We are looking for someone who specializes in Healing Magic or knows similar techniques. I don’t want to waste your time if you have neither.” 
 
    Bryn smiled warmly. “You are lucky, then, Asterios. That’s exactly the field of my expertise. The majority of my magic focuses on healing and regeneration. I know a bit of offense and defense too, but not as much as support.” 
 
    She raised her staff slightly into the air and it began shining again. Gentle light illuminated everyone’s skin and they felt a pleasant calmness wash over them, slightly rejuvenating their bodies. It didn’t seem to be uncomfortable for Umbra either, which was good. 
 
    Asterios nodded. “That’s great. You might be who we need. Do you have any issues with becoming my contracted familiar if we were to follow up with this summoning after we talk some more?” 
 
    “If it’s the same thing as I know of, then I don’t think so. I will receive some kind of remuneration for my help while getting bound to you and being able to traverse between our worlds, right? If you are okay with me not accompanying you at all times, then it should be okay. I have a lot of responsibilities back at home.” 
 
    She then sighed a little dejectedly. 
 
    “It’s a little saddening knowing that I will be the only one with access to this realm. I would have brought everyone to settle down here if it was possible. It’s so beautiful. I bet it looks even better from the sky,” Bryn said very quietly, more to herself than the others. 
 
    Asterios decided to ask about that a bit later. “Of course, you are not required to stay here most of the day. We are perfectly fine with you giving us a hand whenever it’s necessary.” 
 
    He sensed Miria’s rising curiosity and gave the panthergirl a mental nod. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Miria called out to the woman. 
 
    “Yes?” Bryn glanced at her. 
 
    “Do men of your race have these beautiful wings too?” 
 
    “What’s a man?” 
 
    Miria blinked a few times after seeing the woman’s slightly confused expression. She looked at Asterios and the others, but they seemed as surprised as her to hear Bryn’s question. 
 
    “Well… Ummm… Master is a man, for example.” She pointed at Asterios. 
 
    Bryn moved her gaze to him and scanned Ast’s whole body from head to toes with great attention. 
 
    “Hmmm… Would it be too shameless to ask you to remove the upper part of your clothing?” 
 
    Asterios didn’t really mind so he made his dark crimson coat and black vest disappear, revealing his torso. He felt Bryn’s eyes scrutinize every inch of him as she rubbed her chin with her free hand, clearly pondering over something. 
 
    “Considering the general build of your body and a completely flat chest with no visible swell… if we removed your hair, replaced your face with a blank surface, and changed your skin color to dark gray, you could very well pose as a monster of the Scourge. Are those foul creatures men?” 
 
    He smiled wryly while Selene chuckled softly. Miria shook her head, holding herself back so as not to respond too emotionally. 
 
    “No. Master is not a foul creature but a human. What is this Scourge you mentioned?” 
 
    “It’s a name our people have given to vile, evil monsters that annihilated our world,” she explained with a hint of sorrow in her voice. “They are almost immortal, able to regenerate endlessly. They appeared centuries ago and contaminated every corner of our realm in a flash. We were forced to abandon the ground and escape into the air.” 
 
    Bryn looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Our ancestors constructed ARKs, Aerial Refuge Keeps, floating cities inside which we now live while looking down at the destroyed landscape spanning under us. It’s extremely rare to find an untainted piece of land, and even less common to find survivors. The sky is currently the only place out of reach of the Scourge.” 
 
    “Oh no…” Miria’s lips trembled a little from the sad story. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    With a nice smile, Bryn shook her head. “There’s no need to feel sorry. That’s just how it is. I’m a member of the Council on one of the ARKs, part of the assault squad that sometimes descends to the ground in search of useful resources, survivors, and supplies which have avoided destruction. And to look for a means to defeat the enemy, but everyone has already lost hope after so many years.” 
 
    She then returned her golden eyes to Asterios. “My demand as a contracted summon would be related to this. I would like to request any possible supplies I can get, mostly focusing on food and water. We are always lacking those. ARKs are as big as cities, but they don’t have enough space for farming and other activities to remain completely self-sufficient. Especially after hundreds of years when their populations keep growing.” 
 
    Asterios stepped closer and placed a hand on the metal pauldron covering Bryn’s shoulder. “I can promise you to provide as much support as I can. I’m part of a renowned merchant family and have many powerful allies. Even if you can’t offer much to trade back, I will cover the cost out of my own pocket.” 
 
    After a moment, a big, relieved smile rose on Bryn’s lips, and she pulled him closer. Asterios accepted the hug and entered a slightly awkward embrace with all the heavy metal armor digging into his exposed skin.  
 
    He winced a little when Bryn’s sharply angled chestplate almost pierced his flesh. Hearing his quiet, held-back grunt, she quickly stepped back with a faint blush, realizing her mistake. Ast’s girls chuckled at them, bringing more rosiness to her cheeks. 
 
    After the laughter died down, Miria glanced at her once again, moving a bit closer to Asterios. She wouldn’t waste this opportunity to snuggle a bit with her master’s warm body from the side. 
 
    “So… If there are no men amongst your people… How do you… ummmm… reproduce?” Miria asked, getting even redder than Bryn at the end of her question. 
 
    The winged woman looked unbothered by the inquiry and regarded it with natural composure, so much different from the shy panthergirl. 
 
    “Simple. Through procreation between two individuals, of course. Valkyries get together with Valkyrs and have children as most mammals do. As for me, I’m a Valkyrie. I have been born with a fertile womb to bear an offspring,” she explained, placing a hand over her underbelly. 
 
    “Uhhh…” Miria showed a bit of confusion again. “Then, those Valkyrs, are they not like Master?” 
 
    “No, of course not. A Valkyr is born with a different set of genitals, one with the ability to impregnate a Valkyrie’s womb. Additionally, they can’t be flat like Asterios. It’s a Valkyr’s role to nurse the newborn.” 
 
    Due to Bryn’s explanation, a certain image popped into Miria's mind as she glanced at the woman’s crotch. She instantly turned into a tomato while trying to look up, back at her face. 
 
    “Does this mean that… some girls in your world… have… p… p…” 
 
    “Penises,” Selene finished for her with a melodic undertone. 
 
    Bryn looked at them with one brow raised. “Naturally. How else would we procreate? Isn’t it the same for your people?” 
 
    Even Silvia blushed at the seemingly innocent question regarding something clearly obvious to the enquirer. Selene couldn’t hide her wide smile behind her slender hand, and Asterios had a little wry expression decorating his face. 
 
    It was not a completely foreign concept for him since he had heard about magicians specializing in the transmutation of the flesh from Grea. Now and then, they were asked to perform a change down there by a woman or two. Hell, some of them studied that branch of magic solely for the purpose of enhancing themselves in that region. It was mostly guys in that case. 
 
    Asterios didn’t have any specific views on the aforementioned topic, besides believing that everyone was entitled to do whatever they wanted as long as it wasn’t hurting anyone else, but he wasn’t sure how he exactly felt about such bodily compositions. 
 
    He sensed that at least Miria seemed a little bit weirded out by the knowledge, so he was glad that Bryn was no different than the other women around them. They could have regarded a Valkyr just like a man from their realms, but he was glad they didn’t have to think about this issue too deeply in their case. Miria would definitely take a moment to get used to that if they had. 
 
    While everyone was showing similar reactions, Bryn kept staring at them a little puzzled. Asterios decided to explain it, also wanting to make sure that his existence wasn’t uncomfortable for her. 
 
    “Unfortunately, while I can’t speak for all the realms, here and in the world of Miria and Selene, it’s women who bear children like the Valkyries, and usually nurse them for the majority of the time like Valkyrs, while it’s men who are the owners of the other set of genitals. That’s why everyone is so surprised, and why men, usually, don’t have as developed breasts.” 
 
    “Oh.” Bryn’s eyes jumped to Ast’s crotch for a moment, then to his chest, and finally back to his face as she blushed a bit once more. “That’s… new.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He chuckled. “Are you okay with this?” 
 
    She nodded with a small smile. “It’s a surprise but I think I do. Not like it matters, right?” 
 
    “Just making sure that neither side is uncomfortable about this. We wouldn’t want things to become too awkward between us if we are going to work together. I try to keep in mind everyone’s thoughts and feelings.” 
 
    “If I may?” Silvia joined in from the side for the first time. 
 
    Everyone glanced at her, including Bryn. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder about the shining halo above your head. It’s closely associated with Light and Holy Magic in our world and sometimes manifests for their powerful and skilled users. There are various requirements and conditions surrounding it. Is it the same for you?” 
 
    “This?” Bryn tapped the glowing circle, which released pleasant, ceramic taps. “This is my root. Every valkyrja has it. We can hide it at will, but it shows up by itself when we want to use magic since it acts as a catalyst through which the energy moves.” 
 
    And just to demonstrate, she closed her eyes for a second and the beautiful halo disappeared. Asterios took a look at Bryn with his draconic sight and noticed that it still existed there spiritually.  
 
    What was more, it was pretty much equivalent to an extremely packed spiritual circuit. He could only spot a weak framework inside the woman’s body. Her spiritual energy and essence seemed to flow straight from her source to the ring above her head. It fascinated him greatly. 
 
    Silvia nodded in understanding. “Then, your magic won’t diminish, nor will it become unusable after you physically accept a partner, right? One of the limitations of quite a few parts of Holy magic is the need for the caster to remain untainted, and that’s why I was wondering about this.” 
 
    A tinge of rosiness surfaced on Bryn’s cheeks. “N-No... My magical prowess is unaffected by such acts. Actually, it’s the opposite. The Light element is closely related to warmth and love so it would even be strengthened if the user embraced a person that they had feelings for.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Do you have a partner already, Bryn?” Miria butted in before Asterios could ask her not to pry into Bryn’s love life right off the bat, knowing what she had in mind. 
 
    “Well…” The person in question looked aside a little awkwardly. 
 
    Miria tilted her head curiously, waiting for the answer, and trying not to show on her face that Asterios started scratching behind her ear much stronger to punish her a little. 
 
    Bryn moved her hands to her chest and began fiddling with her armor. A moment later, she pulled her chest plate off, revealing a tight white top underneath. She hugged the metal piece to her toned stomach and kept shooting glances at her impressive breasts. 
 
    Miria tilted her head to the other side. “And…?” 
 
    The winged woman tightened her hold on the armor with a wry smile. “My chest…” 
 
    “We can see that,” Selene said. “What’s wrong with it? Do you have scars from battle?” 
 
    “It’s big…” 
 
    Everyone deadpanned at Bryn. Even Asterios didn’t expect such an answer. It was true that, out of all the girls present during this meeting, she had the biggest breasts, and they were certainly a sight to behold even when hidden by the tight leather, but it wasn’t like she had an abnormally huge bosom, making it unappealing. 
 
    “Is this another thing perceived differently in our cultures?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Uhhh… Is it?” She seemed as confused as they were. “I mean, it’s usually Valkyrs who have big breasts to be able to feed the baby properly. For Valkyries to be more than petite is considered… unnatural and off-putting. So, I’m not really that attractive…” 
 
    The girls on Ast’s side looked between themselves, questioning the reality of this situation. Miria even cupped her own leather top, realizing how small she looked in comparison to Bryn. She quickly stopped when Selene’s chuckle reached her ears. 
 
    Asterios smiled at the uncertain Bryn. “I can confidently say that over eighty percent of the population of all races living in my and their world would certainly say something along the lines of the bigger the better. So, yeah. If you joined us and showed up anywhere without your armor, you’d be hit on at least once a day or more with your beauty.” 
 
    She raised a curious brow at him, finding it hard to believe. “You aren’t just comforting me to gain my favor, right?” 
 
    “He isn’t,” Selene and Silvia answered together instead of Asterios. 
 
    “Besides, Master doesn’t care about siz—ow!” Miria earned herself a chop on the head, interrupting her. “I mean, you said to Master that it doesn’t matter, right?” 
 
    Bryn smiled more comfortably seeing the funny interaction between them. Asterios kept affectionately brushing the spot he hit the panthergirl on while Miria’s cheeks remained rosy. 
 
    “Getting back on track, would you like to follow with the ritual?” he asked. 
 
    She took a deep breath, which caused her tight top to stretch under the pressure of her bountiful chest and nodded. 
 
    “I would. I can’t pass on access to another realm with spare resources. You guys seem nice too. If it’s possible, I would like to enter a contract with you.” 
 
    Asterios nodded back and finally resummoned his full clothes. Miria let go of him and the duo of master and new familiar repositioned themselves in the magical circle while Bryn put her chestplate on again. 
 
    They went through the whole process without a hitch, with Asterios knowing well what to look out for to avoid accidental changes. Bryn didn’t state a specific amount of supplies Asterios had to provide, trusting that he would keep his word of gathering as much as he could for her. He gave off a good, warm feeling, supporting that trust. 
 
    After finishing, they kissed each other’s foreheads and the bond formed correctly. Bryn immediately noticed the connection between her and the others, also realizing how deep and profound the ones between Miria and Selene with Asterios were. Hers felt tiny in comparison. 
 
    “Alright. Should we jump to your world and check what you are in need of at the moment so that my family can make some preparations?” Asterios asked after they were fully done. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Master!” Miria bounced around them happily. 
 
    “What?” Bryn stared at him with a frown. 
 
    Selene chuckled and hugged Ast’s left arm. “My Lord can freely visit our realms, fufufu~ I would like to see this ARK too.” 
 
    “I’m so jealous. A flying city sounds exciting,” Silvia admitted with a tiny smile. 
 
    “If you are interested, then it’s possible for you to—” 
 
    “Miria.” 
 
    The panthergirl giggled timidly and stopped. It made Silvia curious, so she glanced at Asterios. 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, she is telling the truth. But, I don’t think your father would appreciate me turning you into my familiar. Additionally, we haven’t yet tested if the connection from normal Summoning Magic will be enough or if you would have to become my mate.” 
 
    “Oh.” Silvia’s cheeks gained a faint trace of rosiness. “So, you being able to contract other races is most likely influenced by your lineage, right?” 
 
    “We still have to study some parts of the information we had found recently but it seems like it. Do you mind if we escort you back to Ashen Barrel and take a moment to visit Bryn’s realm?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Go ahead. Don’t worry about me. I can return with Miria and regroup with Svertaniel, waiting for your return. That way, she can join you as soon as we get there. Thank you for the opportunity to watch and help with your summoning. It was an amazing experience.” 
 
    Silvia made a little bow, and Asterios quickly raised her up. 
 
    “The pleasure was mine. Thanks for your assistance. I guess we’ll see each other later.” 
 
    So, Miria picked the princess up and dashed away while Bryn, still slightly flabbergasted, opened a gate to her home, watching how he and Selene casually walked through it. She blinked a few times and quickly followed them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
Interdimensional Trade 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While Miria ran back to Ashen Barrel, the rest of the party walked out of the portal leading to Bryn’s realm. They immediately noticed that, just like the capital of Spiritual Foxes, this place used a lot of white stone. 
 
    But the scenery wasn’t as dominated by it as in Selene’s hometown. The majority of the structures shimmered with golden hues as they were in huge part metallic, most likely made of actual gold. Marble was the secondary material in this flying fortress. 
 
    They had stepped out of the gate in front of a small, two-story residence placed on a metal platform like many others around it. The line of silvery-golden houses stood on round plates just by the edge of the city. 
 
    Leaning over the chest-high railing, they could see an almost boundless sky. Far down, dark ground spanned. They weren’t able to catch any details from their altitude, but everyone easily understood how uninhabitable the region they were looking at was. 
 
    “Welcome to Tyr, the Eighth ARK,” Bryn said to them from behind. “It focuses on the military, and everything connected to it. We train warriors here, send expeditions to the surface, send support to the other ARKs, and so on.” 
 
    She flapped her feathery wings and started hovering in the air in front of everyone, pointing her staff down. 
 
    “What you can see below is what remains of our lands, our world, Valheven. The Scourge consumed most of it, if not all. These monsters destroy and kill everything on their path, spreading vile contamination in their wake.” 
 
    Bryn floated to the balustrade and stepped onto it, perfectly balancing on the thin bar with no visible effort. 
 
    “The terrain can heal, our world is full of vitality, and the roots of the World Tree run deep underground, where these foul creatures can’t reach. Additionally, it seems to fend them off for now, but for that to happen, the Scourge in the area needs to be completely eradicated. Which, as you might be able to imagine, is close to impossible to achieve.” 
 
    Sighing sorrowfully, she tried to bring a soft smile to her lips. 
 
    “The ARKs closest to us are Brage, Heimdall, and Forseti. Their main focus is, in the same order, knowledge and history, transportation, and general laws. We try to share with our neighbors whatever we can while the valkyrjas of Heimdall oversee the logistics of these shipments and their practical realization. Since most goods need to be carried, they have the highest endurance.” 
 
    “Sounds very organized. I honestly expected much worse when you told us about the Scourge and how you escaped into the air,” Asterios commented. 
 
    She jumped down onto the metal pathway and nodded. “We had time to prepare. Before the Scourge grew in strength, we managed to finish Project ARK. We hoped not to be forced to initiate it, but that hope was quickly shattered. Twelve ARKs in total float in the sky and we constantly pray that none of them malfunctions.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I will be able to help twelve gigantic fortresses, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I will not demand the impossible from you.” Bryn smiled nicely. “Anything is of immeasurable value at this moment. I would never dare to reject the smallest acts of kindness towards our people.” 
 
    “My Lord has quite a big heart so you can be sure that his acts of kindness will be anything but smallest, fufufu~” Selene hugged Ast’s side. “Shall we proceed then? The earlier, the better, no?” 
 
    The Valkyrie nodded and closed her eyes. The golden halo appeared above her head and flashed briefly. A few seconds later, they could hear the flutter of feathery wings and someone descended from the sky, landing next to them with a mighty impact. 
 
    “Councilor Bryn. How can I be of service to you?” 
 
    The black-haired woman stood up, hit the metallic floor with the butt of her spear, and saluted respectfully, pressing a fist over her heart. Contrary to their new friend, she wore light robes, barely covering her well-trained body. 
 
    “Thank you for your quick response, Sol. Please, ask the members of the Council to gather in the conference hall. There’s something urgent we need to discuss.” 
 
    “At once, Councilor.” 
 
    She saluted once more and immediately took off, causing a powerful wave of wind to hit everyone present. 
 
    “In the meanwhile, let me show you a bit more of our city,” Bryn suggested, and everyone agreed. 
 
    They walked out of what they assumed was a residential district and followed a metal road leading towards the center of the flying fortress. Countless valkyrjas soared through the sky or walked the streets. The majority of them were armed and only a small number of people carried no gear with them. 
 
    Since Tyr focused on the army, a huge part of its population consisted of warriors, required to be ready to dispatch at any given moment, and it showed. They could easily spot the difference between combatants and non-combatants. 
 
    Selene smiled mischievously after spotting a pair or two that held hands as they strolled through the breathtaking town or stood somewhere on the side, imagining Miria’s reaction if she saw them. It wasn't really possible to judge which person was a Valkyr and which was a Valkyrie as either looked beautiful and pretty much the same in terms of appearance. Using chest size to assume their gender wasn't that viable since that could vary just like in their new friend's case. 
 
    Bryn toured them through many incredible places, casually explaining their role. They saw most of the districts, from the barracks, training grounds, academy, recreational facilities, even to the farming sectors. The last ones were the smallest in comparison to the others, but that was understandable considering the focus of this ARK. 
 
    Just before they finished their trip, stopping in front of a castle-looking structure that served as a town hall and gathering place for the most important people, Miria rejoined them. They had to take a few more minutes to satisfy the overenthusiastic panthergirl’s curiosity and excitement as Miria couldn’t stop running around. 
 
    After she finally calmed down, they entered the building and followed Bryn to the meeting room. Quite a few people frowned at them or looked at them weirdly, much more than on the streets. Back there, they had been kind of avoided, perhaps due to the fear of the unknown. 
 
    They entered a hall with five valkyrjas inside. Three of them looked to be older women while two seemed as youthful as their new companion. None of the members of Ast’s party knew about the average age of Bryn’s race as they had forgotten to ask so they tried not to make any assumptions. 
 
    “Bryn. What is the meaning of this? What are these?” One of the mature women frowned. 
 
    “Not ‘what are these’ but ‘who are they’. Don’t assume that everything that’s not a valkyrja is a monster, Hilda,” Bryn scoffed at her. “This is Asterios and his companions. He called me through Summoning Magic, and I entered a contract with him. As per my request, he will be helping our situation a little.” 
 
    “What? While looking like—” 
 
    “Yes, I know, I said the same thing when we met, and it was rude, and I’m sorry for that, but he is not the monster of the Scourge. He’s a man, an equivalent of our Valkyr in his realm… more or less.” She glanced at Asterios with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Leaving that part aside and ignoring for a moment how impossible it is for you to become the target of Summoning Magic, what do you mean by saying that he will help our situation?” a younger valkyrja asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? He is from another realm. I can now travel to his world. You should be able to imagine the possibilities of such a blessing. I could ask for anything except for living things,” Bryn answered. 
 
    All the women present in the hall directed their gazes onto Asterios. He stepped closer to Bryn’s side and nodded. 
 
    “She is speaking the truth. I will help as much as I can. Additionally, I come from a merchant family. If you have something to trade, we could even establish a stable, periodic exchange of goods at a higher volume than what I could get alone for Bryn’s service.” 
 
    Hilda clearly wanted to say something doubtful again, but a different senior spoke before she had a chance. 
 
    “Do you have anything to prove your words?” 
 
    Asterios nodded at Miria, and she quickly jumped into a dark crimson gate, surprising the valkyrjas greatly. She soon came back carrying a medium-sized wooden box and brought it to her master. He lifted the lid towards the audience and showed three rows of various potions of his own making. 
 
    The women started whispering between themselves until Bryn silenced them with a few claps of her hands. 
 
    “So, not to waste Asterios’ precious time, what are we short of at this moment? Is anything running out? Eir?” 
 
    A younger valkyrja summoned a notebook from somewhere and skimmed through it. 
 
    “Unless we find a new oil reservoir and secure it in three weeks, we will have no fuel for lamps and some other things. Otherwise, we either live in darkness or draw power from the Heart.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” Hilda shouted. “The last thing we want is to overstrain the Heart!” 
 
    “I agree with her on that,” Bryn said and glanced at Asterios. After he nodded, she turned her face back to the others. “Next. Kara? Rota?” 
 
    “We are a little low on herbal bandages and mana potions after the last expedition. Nothing critical but a resupply before another one would be advised,” Kara replied. 
 
    “Heimdall brought us a shipment of food and water, straight from Odin, which seems to be doing fine, so we should be good in terms of that too. Our alcohol supply is gradually running out, though. We have recently shared half of it with Brage. Those scholars drink like crazy,” Rota said. 
 
    Bryn took a peek at Asterios again and he nodded too, bringing an exquisite smile to her beautiful face. 
 
    “Good. Anything else? Leave less crucial things for later. We will hold a full meeting regarding the state of our warehouses and storages afterward.” 
 
    The valkyrjas thought for a few moments, a few of them flipping through their notes, and everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “Alright. That will do. For now. Is this fine, Asterios?” She fully turned toward him. 
 
    “No issues here. Do you have anything to barter with or should I cover this exchange myself?” 
 
    “You heard him. Anything?” 
 
    “Only weapons. We could get in contact with other ARKs for different things, with a promise of a share of the goods we will receive,” a person who hadn’t spoken yet answered. 
 
    “Can I see some?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Her halo shimmered briefly and the doors to the hall opened. A dozen of valkyrjas walked inside and formed two rows. 
 
    “Present your weapons,” the same woman ordered. 
 
    Everyone unsheathed or gripped their weapons and brought them to the front. After receiving a nod, Asterios came closer to inspect the various blades. The women wielded a myriad of arms, from swords to greataxes. All had the same gold-silver exquisite design. 
 
    “They seem to be of great quality. Noble households would love this style too. A bunch of these would be more than enough, I think. I should first show one to my family to be sure,” Asterios said, examining two short war scythes. 
 
    “You can take any of these with you,” Bryn informed him. 
 
    He picked a simple longsword and apologized to the owner, promising to return it. 
 
    “I will head back to get things moving then.” Asterios glanced at Bryn. 
 
    She quickly stepped closer and bowed her head. “Thank you so much again. I will remain here to discuss everything with the members of the Council. Call for me whenever.” 
 
    He nodded with a smile and left with the girls through the portal. Arriving back in the green plains, Asterios was transferred to Tyrienheim through Umbra’s Shadow Movement while Miria and Selene returned to their own realm. 
 
    Meeting with his grandparents, he informed them about the interdimensional deal he had secured and showed the longsword to them. James agreed that such fine weapons would do great on the noble market. Just the materials were quite expensive. They agreed to the deal and promised to gather what he needed in a week.  
 
    Anna realized that if Asterios had visited most if not all of the locations with their warehouses or stores, he could easily teleport between them to directly move things instead of waiting for them to arrive. 
 
    Therefore, they agreed to spend some time traveling the kingdom after they dealt with their business on the Demon Continent and returned to Rosewind for Tina’s graduation.  
 
    They could let Umbra slither through the shadows on the surface instead of the abyss and visit those spots, but they preferred to have him with them at all times in case something happened. Especially while exploring the Demon Continent and after their recent experiences. 
 
    Asterios wanted to check on Risvi, but Kindra told him that the little dwarf was on the ship to Dagger’s End after King Welrond informed them that it should be safe, and that they had been able to get in contact with the boy’s relatives. 
 
    They hadn’t wanted to bother Asterios while he was traveling, and Risvi was quite excited about the voyage, so they agreed to let him experience it under the escort of the king’s men. 
 
    Hearing that, Asterios decided to make a full round through his friends again and moved to Suanori’s place. They chatted briefly, discussed the progress on the dungeon exploration in Dagger’s End, and talked a bit about random things. Suanori was glad he had come to show himself. 
 
    Then, he jumped to the royal castle, or rather, in front of it not to cause unnecessary chaos. He used the communication sigil he had received from Welrond to let the king know about his arrival and a sentry guided him to a meeting chamber. 
 
    “Asterios. I didn’t expect you back so soon. Especially alone.” The king raised a brow at him. 
 
    “I was just passing by and heard that Dagger’s End seems safe. How are things with the cult?” 
 
    Welrond poured them a glass of wine and they sat down by a coffee table. 
 
    “I’d say good. Thanks to the evidence and the help of your familiar, we were able to find a few locations in other nations and strike them down at the same time before anyone noticed anything wrong. I must say, not every operation proceeded as smoothly as the one with your help. You would make an incredible special forces member.” 
 
    Asterios smiled. “Anyone would with the help of as powerful companions as mine.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Don’t forget that we do have Summoners amongst our squads, and so do other nations. It can be laughable to compare some of them to you, in all honesty. I can’t send a single Summoner alone to wipe out a criminal facility with the speed and efficiency of your raid.” 
 
    “Alright. I guess I’m a little special.” He chuckled. “They are not gone, are they?” 
 
    Welrond shook his head. “For sure not. And it will get harder to hunt them now after we destroyed a bunch of their labs. It’s not just a lucky shot anymore. They will be much more wary and careful. Anyway, unless something critical happens, this is on us. Focus on yourself for now.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and the king pointed a finger at him. 
 
    “Speaking of which, you already feel stronger. That was quite fast. It was what, a week or so? Did you already take down the seal?” 
 
    “No, we just had an unlucky encounter right after starting. By the way, ever heard of Descending Spire?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Welrond rubbed his chin. “I’ll ask around. It sounds important. What about Silvia?” 
 
    Asterios didn’t answer, just smiled back. 
 
    The king groaned. “She told you not to say anything, did she?” He sighed. “At least that means she’s doing good. Thank you again for agreeing.” 
 
    “As we thought, it’s beneficial for both of us so there’s no need.” 
 
    They talked for a while longer and Asterios returned to Ashen Barrel, not wanting to make the others wait for too long. Svertaniel and Silvia were already in his room when he materialized there.  
 
    “Welcome back,” the princess greeted him. 
 
    Asterios nodded while Miria and Selene walked out of a crimson gate. 
 
    “So, I suppose everything is now finished? Silvia told me you managed to summon a new familiar,” Svertaniel spoke first afterward. 
 
    “Yes. There’s no need to delay things any longer. I’ll introduce Bryn to you a bit later. She’s busy with things at home currently. Did you get anything useful while checking out rumors?” 
 
    The demon man smiled. “We are lucky that the person you are looking for is quite renowned amongst our people. Although, that fame isn’t exactly completely positive.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I did have a feeling it would be like that after Grea introduced him. Doesn’t matter if it's good or bad. If people are talking about him, then it’s easier for us.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Svertaniel agreed. “Therefore, I was able to quickly confirm that Radir is on the Demon Continent and didn’t travel somewhere else. Additionally, he seems to be spending a lot of time in the same place. People say he only settles down for so long after stumbling on something bizarre or exceptional, with a connection to seals and arrays.” 
 
    “That’s good!” Miria exclaimed joyfully. “We should be able to have no trouble reaching him before he goes somewhere else, right?” 
 
    Svertaniel nodded. “Agreed. Supposedly, he’s been researching something at that location for three years now. It’s some ancient ruins in the center of the continent, more or less. Depending on the form of travel, from four days to two weeks from here.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would be able to get there even faster!” Miria puffed out her chest a little, earning herself a few pats. 
 
    “I have no doubt about that but that could get difficult with three people on your back. Unless we leave either Svertaniel or Silvia to wait here for our arrival. I don’t think that would be fun for them, do you?” Asterios raised a brow at his feline mate. 
 
    Miria giggled adorably and nodded. He then glanced at the demon man again. 
 
    “What options do we have?” 
 
    “I would suggest Centracers if everyone here can bear the ride.” 
 
    “Oh. Interesting. I forgot demons domesticated those.” Asterios rubbed his chin. 
 
    He could feel the curiosity coming through his bond and smiled at the girls. 
 
    “It will be more fun to see than to explain. Shall we?” 
 
    Miria couldn’t hide her excitement and even Selene seemed very interested so they followed Svertaniel to the stables. The girls thought that they would be lending some special breed of horses, or maybe using the services provided by Centaurs, but they were terribly mistaken. 
 
    After walking into a different section of the spacious black metal building, they found themselves amongst… centipedes. Giant bugs with hundreds of spiky legs were being tended to by their caretakers in their respective boxes. 
 
    These creatures, Centracers, reached the height of a horse. As one could imagine, they were much, much longer, though. Their tough carapace was modified by artisans into what looked like the seating of an open carriage. Certain bugs had additional roofs attached, but they looked much pricier. 
 
    While Svertaniel talked to the stable master to secure their transport, everyone else examined the nearby Centracer. Albeit a little uncomfortable at first, Miria quickly overcame that weird feeling and switched back to her curious and eager self. No one seemed to have any problems with their new steed, fortunately. 
 
    They rented one with two passenger sections and departed soon after. Since Svertaniel was the only one experienced in riding these creatures, he took the front seat. Miria joined him after getting permission from Asterios, who was placed in the back with Selene and Silvia. 
 
    Everyone was warned to properly attach the two crossing leather belts over their chests by the demon man and obediently followed the instructions. The beastfolk girls wondered why it was necessary, but they learned the reason just seconds after the Centracer rushed forward. 
 
    In an instant, their carriage gained unexpected speed, and everyone was pushed into their seats with spine-breaking force. Miria screamed loudly while Selene’s and Silvia’s eyes widened to the brim as they couldn’t move under the immense pressure. If not for the belts, they would have flown off the giant bug’s back. 
 
    Svertaniel chuckled to himself and slowed down a bit. It was a tradition to give new people a good show of a Centracer’s capabilities. They traveled at a slower pace for a bit so everyone could get used to the feeling then switched back to full speed again. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
The Founding Mothers and Father 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The unusual beast of burden, or rather bug of burden, fulfilled its job exactly as its name suggested and raced ahead at incredible speed. After around an hour or two, everyone had finally grown accustomed to the new way of traveling and could relax a little while Svertaniel guided the Centracer by its reins. 
 
    As Miria had quickly noticed, they didn’t just rush forward through random forests or plains but followed a clearly busy route, which bore deep traces and signs of many such long and multi-legged entities skittering at a fast pace. 
 
    And so, they passed by another driver and their steed now and then, usually heading in the opposite direction. It felt like two magically enhanced arrows flew right by each other each time Ast’s party stumbled on someone else riding a Centracer. 
 
    Since the distance they had to cover was great, everyone started chatting soon after getting used to the speed. 
 
    “Where exactly are we heading?” Miria asked the demon man sitting by her side. 
 
    “Better watch your mouth or you’ll catch an accidental snack,” Svertaniel replied with a smile and Miria quickly covered her lips. “The rumors lead us to a place called Tri-Valor Valley.” 
 
    “Ooooh. That sounds interesting. Is there a reason behind that name?” She made sure to speak with her hand blocking the wind. 
 
    “There is. Like with almost every city, town, village in the Demon Continent. Demons love flaunting their creativeness and uniqueness. Naming things certainly falls under that category.” 
 
    “Why was Ashen Barrel named Ashen Barrel, then?” Silvia decided to join the conversation. “I saw nothing that would lead me to such a name.” 
 
    Svertaniel chuckled. “Ashen’s Barrel name leans more towards the latter—originality. Ashes are often light, silver, gray, while the port town is almost wholly black and heavy. Then, barrels are most often made of wood while metal dominates the architecture there. It’s pretty much a play on contradictions.” 
 
    Selene shook her head with a soft smile. “Such a roundabout way.” 
 
    “What about Tri-Valor Valley, then?” Miria tried bringing the conversation back onto its rightful track. 
 
    “The destination of our little journey is located in the middle of a desert. There are many settlements in that region, but Tri-Valor Valley stands out the most due to its three massive pyramids built near each other in the pattern of a triangle.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a pyramid! And there will be three! This is so exciting! What do they look like?” Miria buzzed with energy. 
 
    “Imagine having a cube-shaped block of stone, marking the very middle of its top edges, and then proceeding to diagonally shave off half of each wall until you get a pointy shape,” Selene explained. “You have seen a few of those in my hometown, in the form of roofs above small, square bowers.” 
 
    “Ah. I remember. And that’s it?” Miria asked, a little disappointed. 
 
    “Enlarge those to the size of a whole mountain and you get a pyramid.” The fox lady smiled. 
 
    “Oh. Ooooh. Ooooooooooooooh.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled faintly while observing Miria’s expression quickly turn from slightly let down to a joyful one as she tried to imagine the wonders. 
 
    “It must be hard to create something like that. How are they made? No, wait, the name! I’m sure there’s a story behind that! It’s not called that just because there are three of them, right?” She turned her focus back to Svertaniel. 
 
    “Indeed. Each pyramid is a tomb for one of the Founding Ancestors of the demon race on this continent—Nyra the Wise, Drahan the Brave, and Eyla the Ingenious. This place was once as uninhabitable as it could get, swarming with powerful beasts and monsters. Settling down here was pretty much suicide.” 
 
    “But they did it nevertheless!” Miria exclaimed happily. 
 
    Svertaniel nodded. “The combined might of Nyra and Drahan pushed the monstrosities away. She was the strongest magic-wielding demon in our history, and he didn’t fall short with his incredible power and mastery of arms. As the duo gradually conquered these lands, Eyla focused on what she loved the most after Drahan—architecture. Many towns and settlements are her own design, custom-fit to match their surroundings as best as possible and provide the best protection from monsters.” 
 
    “Nyra and Eyla were both Drahan’s mates, weren’t they?” Selene asked, getting invested in the story too. 
 
    “So they were. The love between all of them was unshakable. Many demons aspire to be like them. Open, passionate, affectionate, caring, proud, protective. But let’s not get too sidetracked. It’s only half of the name. The valley part comes from how there’s a big empty space between them with a slightly lowered elevation. Also, a settlement in the form of a giant ring coils around them on the outside, often unofficially called the Ring City.” 
 
    “That sounds delightful,” Silvia commented, trying to visualize the sight in her mind. 
 
    “Do we know why Radir spends years' worth of his time there? I would assume the pyramids have either been already explored to the last bone or are a sacred no-entry zone,” Asterios mused. 
 
    “And you are right. It’s the first option. Demons are quite open, remember?” the demon chauffeur replied. “I only managed to learn that he is walking between them every day. Radir is a very secretive man, until what he is working on is finished and ready to be announced to the world as his next grand achievement. If it’s him, there’s a huge chance something others have missed might still exist in the Tri-Valor Valley.” 
 
    “He must be super famous, then!” Miria beamed a smile at the backseat. “What’s the thing he is the most known for?” 
 
    Svertaniel coughed awkwardly as a wry smile made it onto his lips. “Yeah… You can say that he’s quite… famous…” 
 
    “Right? So?” Miria urged. 
 
    “Uhhh… The thing he is most known for is… attending a grand banquet hosted by the previous Demon King for the most prominent magic masters… having a lot of fun interacting with a beautiful woman there… seeing that the king is showing interest in her too… watching her realize it and leave with the man to have some fun together… then proceeding to seduce all six of the man’s wives and sleeping with them all at once… additionally placing unbelievably complex magic on the nether regions of one of them in the process… which then seals the king’s member in another dimension after he tries to make love to her again… and then sneaking into the castle a few more times at night to satisfy those women in the king’s stead until caught and forced to undo the spell.” 
 
    Silence fell onto the passengers, broken only by the continuous thudding and skittering of tens if not hundreds of sharp legs belonging to the creature carrying them. 
 
    “Right…” Asterios chuckled softly. “Grea did mention something about sealing.” 
 
    Svertaniel nodded. “He used that trick to the point where people started referring to him as the Chastity Enforcer. That name came up more often than his own when I was asking around. Many would recognize it over Radir.” 
 
    “Fufufu~ Looks like we are heading towards a very peculiar individual.” Selene chuckled lightly with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Demons. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” Svertaniel smiled. “Our kind can be very… eccentric.” 
 
    “We noticed.” Miria giggled. 
 
    “Could you tell us more about that Ring City?” Silvia asked after a few long seconds of awkward silence. 
 
    “But of course. For some reason which has been lost to our people, it was constructed in the form of circles with an empty middle, where the pyramids are. Split into districts, it’s very easy to navigate. There are around fifteen rings on the current day. The innermost circles have been built from reinforced earth and sand while the newer ones use more wood since there’s no need for as much defense now as before. You will be able to spot the original Ring City instantly.” 
 
    “We should save some of the visual little details. It will be much more fun to just witness it ourselves. Right, Miria?” Asterios suggested. 
 
    “Yep! But I’d still love to hear some stories about it!” 
 
    And so, they continued listening to Svertaniel’s tales until they reached their night stop at some random village which served pretty much only as a station for the Centracers and their passengers to rest before continuing their journey. You could find a simple inn, a bar, a restaurant, and a shop with souvenirs. 
 
    The next two days passed quickly. They switched seats each morning to change their daily conversation partners while Svertaniel stayed at the front to guide their steed, from time to time switched by Miria, who gradually learned how to handle a Centracer. 
 
    Asterios mostly focused on reading more about the Dragon’s research unless Silvia or Selene wanted to talk a little. He enjoyed chatting with the princess. Most of their topics revolved around their fiery affinities, but both of them liked listening about each other’s very different lives. 
 
    On the fourth day, they began seeing the change in the environment. The sky was still as crimson as always, but the rocky hills and plains were replaced by dried-up earth at first. Then it was joined by lots of sand, which, under the pink sun, assumed a red shade too. 
 
    Near the late evening, Miria was the first one to spot a myriad of little lights and three giant fires ahead. The smaller, regular glows came obviously from the buildings set in controlled arcs, but no one expected the tips of the pyramids to be finished with giant braziers, each shooting impressive blazes of different colors into the sky. 
 
    The arrangement caused the monumental structures and the city under them to be lit up in green, yellow, and blue shades. It was certainly a unique sight. Each side of the desert was illuminated in a different hue while the rings basked in the mixed tri-colored light. No one in Ast’s party had ever seen something like that. Except for Svertaniel, of course. 
 
    And, as they arrived closer to one of the wooden gates leading into the outermost ring, they learned that the city was bustling with life at this late hour. Plenty of demons walked around in pairs or bigger groups, with easily discernible harems belonging to either gender strolling through the streets in a giggly manner. Polyamorous groups weren't a rare sight either. 
 
    Svertaniel led their Centracer through the middle of the road as slowly as he could. Other carriages, carts, and monsters or animals with cargo moved in a steady stream, going both ways. 
 
    Asterios and the crew admired the sight of the similarly-sized buildings constructed out of sandstone and light brown wood. As their demon friend had mentioned, the latter dominated the view. Passing through intersections, they could see the change in the ratio of those materials the closer to the core of the massive Ring City. 
 
    Leaving their means of transport at the stables, they started walking around together. Svertaniel led the group through a few different rings and districts, not wanting to overload everyone with too much information after four days of travel. He underestimated Miria’s thirst for new experiences, though. 
 
    They decided to start their search for the man in the morning and shared a meal in one of the restaurants Svertaniel recommended to them. There was no desert of this size in the region of the girls’ world where they lived so both Miria and Selene enjoyed the local cuisine a lot, which consisted mostly of various little beasts and bugs living in the sands. 
 
    ~Master. May I join you and the others?~ Bryn’s voice resounded in Ast’s head during their late dinner. 
 
    ~Of course. Whenever you are willing and have some spare time on your hands,~ he replied. 
 
    Soon after, a dark crimson gate arose from the ground by their table and the golden-haired Valkyrie stepped into the small dining hall. The moment she did so, her white, feathery wings spread wide to the sides, knocking someone’s cup off another table. Fortunately, it was wooden, so it didn’t shatter. 
 
    Hearing the thud and noticing what she had done, Bryn hastily folded her wings back behind her, squeezing them as close to her body as possible. A brief silence fell onto the room as almost everyone looked her way. 
 
    “Sorry.” Bryn smiled anxiously with a faint blush covering her cheeks. “It’s almost instinctual. Very hard to keep in mind. Each time a valkyrja walks through a door, into an open space, her wings make a few flaps to flex the contracted muscles.” 
 
    Asterios stood up and crossed the wooden bench he had been sitting on. He picked up the dropped mug.  
 
    “Boss! Two more of these here! On my tab!” he shouted towards the counter, setting it back on the table and nodding at the owner in apology. 
 
    A wave of mild cheers followed from every patron and the chatting resumed. Only a few people still kept their attention on Bryn and their party, most likely out of curiosity. 
 
    “Is your wing okay?” Asterios stepped closer to the Valkyrie.  
 
    She expected to get admonished for causing a commotion and drawing people’s attention, not to be asked about her well-being, and Bryn’s eyes widened slightly. She quickly shook her head, slowly unfurling her right wing and bringing it to the front. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I apologize for my blunder again,” she answered, showing it to Asterios. 
 
    A little bit of dark beer dripped off a few feathers at its tip and Asterios summoned a small, clean rag from his ring, stepping closer to wipe them off.  
 
    She watched his actions trying not to show her embarrassment, looking at the others at the table. But she noticed Miria giggling quietly while elbowing Selene and pointing at her and it didn’t help to stop the warmth spreading over her cheeks. 
 
    “Done.” Asterios stepped back and smiled. “Still, better check them yourself later. You surely know much more about how to properly take care of your feathers. Now, come, sit with us.” 
 
    Bryn nodded and sat down between Asterios and Miria, who moved a little to make some space for the Valkyrie. Since she was new, Miria wanted to make it more comfortable for their friend by not having to sit somewhere on the side. 
 
    “How are things going on your side?” Asterios asked as they started eating again. 
 
    Bryn received a plate from Selene, graciously nodding at the fox lady. “Very good. Everything is proceeding smoothly. You have given my people hope. I will never forget that.” 
 
    “And he will give them much more than just that in a few days, fufufu~” Selene chuckled softly. “The preparations are in full swing.” 
 
    “You have my utmost gratitude.” Bryn bowed deeply. 
 
    Miria placed her hands on the Valkyrie’s shoulders and pulled the woman up. 
 
    “The earlier you stop that the better,” the panthergirl explained with a wide smile. “It took weeks for Selene to finally stop addressing Master with all the uber respect and formalities.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No butts. You are now Master’s familiar, our companion, friend. Master is a very kind person, and he already said he wants everyone to feel comfortable.” 
 
    “Miria is right,” Asterios confirmed. “And it’s part of our contract so you don’t need to thank me every time it’s brought up. It’s my obligation.” 
 
    “I see. I’ll try my best, then.” Bryn nodded and smiled. 
 
    Then, they chatted for a bit while enjoying the food together. The others finished not that long after Bryn had joined but everyone stayed behind until she got her fill too. Both Miria and Selene made sure that their new friend didn’t hold herself back from tasting the dishes just because they had already stopped. 
 
    After she too was done, they left the restaurant in search of an inn. Again, Svertaniel led them to a place he knew, and everyone checked in like usual, taking three rooms. 
 
    Bryn excused herself shortly after entering the sleeping quarters with Asterios and the girls, not wanting to intrude on their privacy, even though the beastfolk duo tried to convince her that she could stay if she wanted. In the end, Asterios admonished them for their nagging and the Valkyrie returned home.  
 
    In the morning, everyone met in front of the inn, except for Bryn, who had some things to do at her ARK. Being one of the leaders of such a settlement came with a lot of responsibilities. Asterios made sure to remind her that she wasn’t disrespectful to her master by prioritizing her life on the other side. He had enough companions who could accompany him at all times. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do now?” Miria asked after they gathered. 
 
    “Well. What else can we do besides ask around?” Svertaniel shrugged. “And maybe checking the entrances to the pyramids.” 
 
    “Let’s first see if anyone knows anything. They should if he really spent a few years here,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    The cheerful panthergirl nodded and trotted away, walking up to a random group of people. A blue-skinned demon woman paraded with two green-skinned demon men by her sides. A common sight there. 
 
    “Excuse me!” Miria called to them politely, showing a friendly smile. 
 
    The trio stopped and glanced at her. Their eyes were instantly drawn to her adorable, twitching ears. The men looked almost stunned. They were brought back to reality by a slap on the backs of their heads coming from the woman. 
 
    “Yes? How can we help you, cutie?” She smiled at Miria. 
 
    “Hi! Sorry for interrupting you! I just wanted to ask if you know of a demon man with the name Radir Asgeir. He’s supposedly been researching something here for the last few years.” 
 
    “Radir, huh? Doesn’t ring any bells…” the man on the left replied. 
 
    “Same here. And there are plenty of these archeologist-types around,” the one on the right added. 
 
    “Ummm… Chastity Enforcer neither? No?” Miria made a hopeful expression. 
 
    Both men instantly groaned while rolling their eyes as the woman chuckled. 
 
    “Ah, yes. If you are looking for him, he spends all his days either in the middle between the three pyramids or inside one of them,” she instructed her. “Just wait for him there. Not many people care about the empty space so he and his little camp stick out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    Miria beamed a smile at her, almost jumping in place from joy. 
 
    “Thank you so much! I really appreciate it!” 
 
    The woman smiled, shaking her head. “If you are coming after him for a supposed unforgettable experience, do yourself a favor and forget about it. He is not as good as the rumors make it sound.” 
 
    “Oh. No worries, then! It’s impossible for him to be even half as good as Master is! Thank you again and I hope you three have a great day!” 
 
    With a quick bow, Miria sped away from them, rushing back to Asterios and the others while repeatedly calling him in an excited voice, sounding like a kid wanting to tell something amazing to their parents. 
 
    The woman’s group watched the panthergirl lunge into the embrace of a human in black-red clothes and with white hair, nuzzling her cheek into his with a lot of affection. He scratched behind the snuggly girl’s ears and glanced their way. 
 
    Her mouth fell agape when their gazes met, and a shudder passed through the demon woman’s body after he nodded at her with a soft, charming smile. She couldn’t stop staring into his ferocious eyes. Before she noticed, she was taking a step forward, which, unfortunately, was halted by one of her companions grabbing her arm. 
 
    “As you said yourself, forget it,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “He has three exotic, beautiful women around him. There’s no chance he will join,” the other added, shaking his head. 
 
    “My prince…” the woman whimpered as they started dragging her the opposite way. 
 
    “You will find another,” they replied together. 
 
    She sniffled with a heartbroken expression and soon disappeared behind the corner. 
 
    With an awkward smile on his lips, Asterios returned his attention to Miria’s report of what she had managed to find out. He reminded himself he had to be really careful in the Demon Continent. 
 
    Just as instructed, Ast’s party moved through all the rings and exited the city through the innermost one, which was made completely of reinforced sandstone and sand brick. Those few circles were heavily fortified, with many towers overlooking the districts. The now gate-less keeps spanned over their whole length. 
 
    Stepping into the open, they felt as if they had entered a grand arena of incredible size. Hundreds of meters of empty space spanned in front of them, with three giant pyramids on the edges of three directions. Their tremendous size only increased the impression of massive distance. 
 
    Besides them, though, not much else could be found in the area. Sand covered most of the flat surface close to the Ring City and under the pyramids. Around two hundred meters from their position, the ground gradually descended at a mild angle towards the center in the shape of a cone. Then, it became flat again, creating a disc around three hundred meters in diameter. 
 
    Squinting his eyes, Asterios sent some more mana into them to enhance his sight, without turning it into the magic-seeing one. He spotted a small hut on the lower level and assumed it was Radir’s, the one the woman had mentioned. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s see if daddy’s home.” 
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    Gazing around at the desolate, open terrain, the party slowly made their way through the flat dunes. Miria couldn’t stop gawking at the huge pyramids, shooting her gaze between the three towering structures in turns, stopping the longest at the one closest to them. 
 
    The fires at their top burned as strong as during the night and the flames of different colors could be easily spotted, especially in the dark red sky. The green, yellow, and blue tongues danced wildly in the wind present at their height, holding firmly against the violent gusts. 
 
    Ast’s group carefully descended the even crater, watching out for any signs of potential moving sands or spots with less stable footing. It took them around five minutes to comfortably reach the bottom and step onto the wide disc down there. 
 
    The sand and the hardened, natural formations of sandstone showed signs of research and excavation here and there. It was obvious that plenty of people had come here to investigate this place. Even Asterios felt like leaving such a wide-open area completely empty was kind of weird. 
 
    But who knew what the builders of the three pyramids had thought back then. They looked to be spread equally from each other, around the weird funnel in the ground. Perhaps something had been here in ancient times, or the crater was a result of some big event. Or, maybe, it was how deep people had excavated this place over the ages. 
 
    One thing was for sure; whoever had come here, respected the place greatly. There was no litter, trash, or even leftover pieces of used-up equipment lying around anywhere in sight. There were traces of tents and shacks, but the remains were tidied up properly. 
 
    Currently, only one wooden workshop stood alone on the semi-flat surface at the bottom of this crater. It seemed like not that many people were still willing to waste their time here, in the very middle of the Tri-Valor Valley. In people’s eyes, the pyramids most likely held more discoverable secrets than this place. 
 
    Ast’s team headed straight for the archeological studio, hoping to find Radir inside. It was a little easier to walk here as the ground was more stable and tough. They could notice traces of someone focusing on certain spots at various points, but the sand quickly covered their efforts after being left untouched for a day or more. 
 
    As they traversed the desert, a man left the hut with a hurried step, heading out somewhere. They were close enough to take notice of his red skin and a horn, which partially fit the image of Grea’s subrace of demons, Dahaka. He had shoulder-long black hair and wore a long, black trench coat. 
 
    “That could be him, Master!” Miria pointed at the person. “Should we follow him?” 
 
    “Yes, but let’s try to avoid looking hostile. A group of five walking straight up to a single person might be slightly anxiety-inducing,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Therefore, they continued closing on the man while making sure they weren't staring him down like some prey. It wasn’t that hard with Miria and Silvia acting like tourists, turning their heads around to admire the scenery. Selene clung to Asterios to give them a look of a close couple, and he welcomed the idea. 
 
    Soon, the man seemed to arrive at the spot he had been heading for and laid a few bags down, kneeling beside them. He went to work on something at that place, which they couldn’t exactly see as he had his back to them. 
 
    Asterios and the rest of the team walked up to him while making some noise to notify the researcher about their presence. The man jerked and stopped removing the sand in front of him with a thick brush. He craned his neck to the back to peek over his shoulders. 
 
    “Hello!” Miria waved at him with a beaming smile. “Are you Mister Radir?” 
 
    She looked the friendliest out of them so they left the greeting to the cheerful panthergirl. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened a little and he raised himself in a flash, spooking everyone a bit with the sudden motion. He dropped the brush, turned around, and started dusting off his dark shirt and black leather coat. 
 
    Everyone could see him much better now. He had a long, charming face. Just like Grea, his eyes had no pupils or irises and glowed lightly in a red hue. On top of his nose, a pair of round spectacles assisted his vision. A vertical horn poked proudly from the left side of his head. Naturally, he had a Third Eye too, currently closed. 
 
    He made a small, courteous bow with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Radir Asgeir, at your service.” 
 
    Then, he stepped closer to Asterios. 
 
    “Especially to you, m’lady.” He slowly reached out towards Selene’s hand, which lay on Ast’s forearm. “It’s an honor and grace to meet such an exquisite madam. Would you mayhaps be interested—” 
 
    Before he could make contact with her though, Ast’s palm appeared on the man’s chest and stopped Radir from moving any closer, interrupting his speech. 
 
    “I would advise you against—” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Radir, in turn, interrupted Asterios while glancing at him with one brow raised, “I think it’s the lady’s right to present her opinion on this matter, not yours, dear sir. Unless you are preventing her from doing so? Are you?” 
 
    Asterios raised both of his hands into the air while shaking his head and stepping aside. Selene’s arms slid off him and she crossed them under her chest. 
 
    Radir cleared his throat, smiled charmingly, and faced her again. 
 
    “Now, as I was saying, my lady, would you mayhaps be interested in accompanying me during my fascinating research? I assure you it can be very exciting.” 
 
    As he reached out to bring a kiss onto the top of Selene’s palm, he was interrupted again. 
 
    Selene's eyes flashed with white radiance and two more tails materialized behind her back. Radir didn’t have time to marvel over them because a mysterious force suddenly crashed onto him from above, shoving him down onto all fours. He barely stopped his face from slamming into the sand, clenching his teeth while trying to resist the immense pressure. 
 
    She then stepped onto the back of his head and connected the two fated lovers together with the sole of her foot. 
 
    “The next time you try to covet me or any of Master’s mates, I will make sure you won’t be able to even think about approaching a woman ever again,” she threatened the man with a cold, mighty tone. 
 
    Selene took her foot away and withdrew the spiritual pressure she had been putting on him, returning to Ast’s side and entwining her arm with his again. 
 
    Radir lifted his face off the ground and spat a mouthful of sand. With a wry smile, he stood up, fixing his spectacles back onto their proper place. 
 
    “Well… I’ll surely keep that in mind…” he answered awkwardly. 
 
    Miria giggled quietly behind her furry hand while Asterios’ expression said ‘I warned you’. He then reached into his pocket and brought out the pendant Grea had given to him. Radir’s face immediately stiffened, and his eyes locked onto the trinket. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” he asked in a calm but icy tone. 
 
    “From a teacher, and a friend. I think you can guess who. She’s doing fine at the academy,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Radir sighed in relief before smiling. He moved closer and patted Asterios on the shoulder. 
 
    “You should have said you are Grea’s boyfriend right from the start! I would have never thought about getting between her and her man’s harem,” he said, glancing at the girls present around. 
 
    “They are not with me. At least not all of them,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Then, a crimson gate rose from the ground next to him and Bryn walked out of it, instinctively stretching her wings once after stepping out before folding them back again. Everyone’s gazes turned to her. 
 
    “Did I choose the wrong time? You said I could come whenever I had—” 
 
    “Sweet gods and goddesses… An Angel…” Radir whispered in awe. His face snapped to Ast’s. “Is she too?” 
 
    “Well, no, she isn’t but—” 
 
    But Radir was already gone and in the process of making a courteous bow in front of the Valkyrie. 
 
    “Greetings, my lady. Would you mayhaps—” 
 
    “Stay away, you foul creature, before I call upon the Sacred Light to purge you!” Bryn pointed the tip of her spear-staff at his neck. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. It was expected. Demons were still new to her, with the only close example being Svertaniel. 
 
    “He’s a man, like me,” he informed her. “Just a different race. Don’t kill him, please. He is important to us.” 
 
    “Oh. My apologies, then, Master.” Bryn withdrew her weapon and nodded politely. 
 
    Radir glanced back at Asterios with beads of sweat dripping down his dust-covered forehead. 
 
    “Are all the chicks around you bat-shit crazy?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “And look who's talking.” He then sighed and recollected himself. “We need your help. Grea sent us to you because she believes you could be able to solve our problem, or at least shine some new light onto it.” 
 
    “She did? That’s rare. Which broken-hearted widow do I need to bring back from the depths of despair?” 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes. “Sealing Magic.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess I’m decent at that too.” Radir smiled while fixing his spectacles again. 
 
    “If you would like, I can connect us with Grea, allowing her to join us as if she was here. As long as you allow my familiar to access parts of your brain.” 
 
    Radir raised his brows at him. “That sounds intriguing. Let’s do that.” He nodded enthusiastically. “Actually, on a second thought, let’s maybe not—” 
 
    But it was too late. He had already let Umbra into his mind and Grea popped up amongst the crowd. 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    She immediately made a wide swing and smacked the man right into his face strong enough to topple him, shocking everyone greatly. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?!” he cried out, rubbing his cheek. 
 
    Grea put her hands on her hips. “For hitting on my friend’s girl. I know you well. You did, right?” 
 
    “You can’t just assume I did something and come in hand-swinging!” Radir protested. 
 
    “Did you?” She furrowed her brows. 
 
    “I mean, I did, but—” 
 
    Grea raised her hand again. 
 
    “Ay, ay, ay, ay! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Her father covered his face and quickly jumped to hide behind Asterios, peeking over his shoulder. 
 
    She sighed and glanced at Asterios. “Sorry about that. He’s irredeemable.” 
 
    “It’s alright. Selene has already informed him that they do not wish to leave my side,” he replied. 
 
    The fox lady chuckled softly, making Radir shiver a little. 
 
    Grea showed her thumbs up, laughing openly. “Good job. Just beat his ass whenever he gets too annoying or uncooperative.” 
 
    “Well then. Should we move on to the main topic of our meeting?” Miria asked, hugging Ast’s other side. 
 
    “Right. I need to go back soon.” Grea turned her face towards her father. “There’s a deity-level Memory Seal inside my friend’s mind. Please, take a look at it, but DO NOT fuck with it carelessly. I don’t have time to carry my ass over there to collect your ashes and bring them back to Mom’s grave. If even that much would be left of you. Got it?” 
 
    Radir’s eyes sparkled briefly. “You are not joking?” 
 
    “No, I’m dead serious. As dead as you will be if you don’t heed my warning. It’s really important to my friend. So much so that I will agree to forgive two of your transgressions. That would reduce their number to just eight.” 
 
    The man’s eyes turned into saucers. “Shit. This is serious.” 
 
    “Even so, we are not in a rush. If you are working on something here, we are fine assisting with it if you spare us some time to look at our issue too while we are at it,” Asterios added. 
 
    Radir rubbed his chin, nodded at him, and walked up to his daughter. 
 
    “Any leads? Test results? Unique reads?” he asked. 
 
    “He didn’t let me get too close to it in fear I would get hurt so not that much. I’ve never seen anything more complex, even in all your books. Yes, including that one. That shit is just inconceivable. Well, technically, he himself is too since—” 
 
    She glanced at Asterios, and he smiled with a faint nod. 
 
    “—he is most likely a True Dragon. Or part, at least.” 
 
    “HE IS WHAT?!” Her father shouted, covering his mouth quickly and muffling his words. He then looked around anxiously. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We are speaking through Ast’s familiar, in our minds. You didn’t make a sound there,” Grea informed him. “Not like anyone would believe you, anyway.” 
 
    “You never know! There are plenty of evil figures that definitely would! You can’t be sure they aren’t listening to me!” he waved his finger at her. “But that makes things much safer. Good.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to react so strongly, though.” 
 
    “Ah, right. AH! RIGHT!” 
 
    The man suddenly turned around and grabbed Ast’s black vest, pulling their faces close. 
 
    “Do you have Eyes of the World?! Do you?!” he shouted while shaking Asterios. “Ow!” 
 
    Another smack landed on the back of his head this time and Grea pulled her father away. 
 
    Miria and Selene fixed Ast’s clothes with warm smiles and pecked his cheeks. He shook his head and chuckled at their antics. 
 
    “I don’t know what that is but does seeing in grayscale and being able to discern traces of colorful magic in all things fit the description?” 
 
    “Yes! YES! That’s exactly it!” Radir screamed in joy before turning to his daughter. “There’s no doubt he is a True Dragon! Their special vision is what differentiates them from Lesser Dragons besides the slightly different shape.” 
 
    “Even though that’s great to hear, I never took you for a fanboy of any kind of Dragons,” Grea replied. 
 
    “You don’t understand! This…” He spun around with arms spread wide and smiling jubilantly. “I think this whole place is one giant puzzle made by, and solvable only by, a True Dragon! This is what I have been lacking all these years! You are the key to this lock!” 
 
    Everyone glanced at each other while Radir kept spinning and laughing maniacally. Grea just sighed while rolling her eyes and giving Asterios an apologetic smile. He smiled back at her, letting her know telepathically that it was all fine. 
 
    “So, you think Asterios can help solve the bottleneck in your research? Do you think you would be able to help with his issue too?” Silvia joined the conversation, asking calmly. 
 
    Radir stopped his celebration and faced them again. “There’s nothing definite in magic but I swear I will go to all lengths required to aid your master if he agrees to cooperate with me on this.” 
 
    Asterios wanted to correct him but received a mental message that it was fine. Since they were connected through Umbra, Silvia could talk to him and everyone else. She thought this could serve as a safe cover for her and it wasn’t necessary to let Radir know she wasn't just an adventurer. 
 
    He saw no reason to argue and agreed to keep things as they were if she wasn’t bothered by it. Asterios then noticed Grea’s father looking at him with a somewhat pleading expression, so he raised a brow at the man. 
 
    “Could you… take a peek at this place with your draconic eyes?” Radir asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Asterios closed his eyes and focused for a brief moment. It was getting easier to infuse them with the scorching hot energy as he had practiced using it within most of his organs and body whenever possible. 
 
    After a few seconds, he lifted his eyelids, and immediately scrunched his face, covering it with both forearms. 
 
    “Master?” Miria called to him with a slight trace of worry. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just… blinded. There’s an unbelievable amount of mana here. I can’t look at it from so close. It’s like gazing straight at a three-colored sun.” 
 
    “So, I was right! Hahahaha! Suck it, idiots!” Radir started celebrating again. 
 
    “Master, if you require assistance, I can carry you into the air with no problem,” Bryn stepped closer and suggested. 
 
    “I can do it too.” Selene joined. 
 
    “It’s alright. I need to practice flying anyway.” Asterios affectionately patted the fox lady’s head, fluffing her ears gently. “You don’t need to overexert yourself. I know it’s still hard for you to fly using spiritual energy.” 
 
    “Mmmmmm… I can make stairs too, but as you wish. Take Bryn with you, just in case.” 
 
    He nodded and the girls stepped back. The Valkyrie hadn’t yet seen Asterios fly so she wasn’t sure what was happening but followed everyone, curiously watching her master. 
 
    Asterios focused once more and slowly brought out his wings. It was still as painful as ever as they formed. He hoped it would get more bearable in the future. He couldn’t imagine Dragons suffering much worse torture each time they changed shapes between their true form and a humanoid one. 
 
    Bryn gasped seeing the draconic wings sprout from his back. She felt a bit uneasy at first from their dark colors and general vibes, but they quickly captivated her with how vastly different they were from hers. She had never seen anything like them. 
 
    Grea and Radir were stunned. The man’s jaw rested almost on the very ground from the shock. She hadn’t heard about Asterios having wings yet, quickly making a mental reminder to watch herself around Tina as she really didn’t want to spoil her the surprise. 
 
    Svertaniel marveled over them too, but he had already heard about this from the girls and even witnessed Asterios practicing bringing them out a few times. He really wished to have something like that. It would have fit him greatly if only they were pure black or dark purple. 
 
    After making a few test flaps, Asterios nodded at everyone and launched himself into the air, kicking up a lot of sand with the gust of wind he created. Bryn quickly soared after him, getting ahold of her brief daze. 
 
    Turning his face up to the sky, Asterios opened his eyes and carefully lowered his gaze until the pyramids entered his sight. He didn’t want to get burned by the blinding amounts of mana again. The Valkyrie soon caught up to him and they ascended together. 
 
    Flying high enough, they stopped side by side. Their wings flapped regularly to keep them up in the air. His were louder while hers made much softer and lighter sounds. Bryn couldn’t stop staring at Ast’s wings and comparing them to her own. 
 
    Asterios looked down at the ground far below them. He still winced. It was so damn bright. But he could now make out a lot more. 
 
    Three colors dominated the view. Each pyramid emanated the same hue as the flame coming from the giant brazier at its top. So, green, yellow, and blue streaks of highly condensed mana riddled the area. 
 
    Amongst the chaotic mix of these energies, he could notice some patterns here and there. Some of the blocks making up the pyramids seemed to have symbols over them. There was certainly something more to these structures than it met the eye. 
 
    Additionally, the more he stared at the smooth, bowl-shaped crater in the middle, the more details he picked up. It looked like each pyramid was connected to the disc on the bottom by weird runic paths or something similar. 
 
    It was hard to examine because, even with his draconic eyes, the thick sand partially obstructed whatever it was down there, allowing him to spot only parts of it. Shallow trenches filled with energy in three colors clearly ran towards and around the plateau. 
 
    There was no doubt. Radir was right. The middle held more importance than people thought. 
 
    “I don’t think I can figure any more out of this,” Asterios said. “Let’s go back.” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, yes. Let’s.” Bryn blinked a few times. 
 
    “Anything wrong? Did you notice something?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Master. It’s only a desert to me, with three big buildings. I was just… looking at your wings. They are so different from mine.” 
 
    “They supposedly are draconic. There aren’t any Dragons around in your realm, are there?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, I apologize if they make you uncomfortable or anything. They aren’t as beautiful as yours. Perhaps even a little scary and repulsive to someone with such magnificent, soft, feathery wings.” 
 
    “B-Beautiful?” A very faint blush surfaced on Bryn’s cheeks. “They are nothing special… And yours aren’t ugly. They are different but it doesn’t mean they aren’t beautiful too. I think they suit you, Master.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Thank you. Also, you are free to call me by name if you’d like. No pressure there. Miria loves using that, so she does so a lot.” 
 
    “I’ll have it in mind, then. Asterios is a splendid name. I appreciate you giving me a choice as your contracted familiar.” 
 
    “You are welcome. I try to be as accommodating to my companions as possible. And you are one as well.” 
 
    They nodded at each other with warm smiles. 
 
    “Now, race to the ground?” Asterios raised a brow at Bryn. 
 
    “A valkyrja never turns down a challenge.” 
 
    And they dove down at the same time.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
A Puzzling Arrangement 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone on the ground watched how Asterios and Bryn suddenly began descending from the sky at a rapid pace. The two figures nosedived towards them, switching positions plenty of times as they kept overtaking each other. 
 
    Soon, the girls realized that they had no intention of slowing down and Selene quickly raised a simple spiritual barrier around them. 
 
    A fraction of a second later, two almost simultaneous explosions shook the bottom of the valley and a huge cloud of sand and dust rose from the mighty impacts. A few strong flaps followed, and the obstruction soon dispersed, showing Asterios and Bryn in crouching positions. 
 
    The duo stood up and smiled at each other. Asterios was the first one to extend a hand to his rival. 
 
    “Congratulations. I stood no chance.” 
 
    Bryn took it with a smile and gently shook her head. 
 
    “That’s not true. I barely won. Even though I used only my physical strength and avoided drawing on my spiritual power.” 
 
    “Oh? You can fly even faster with it?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    “Of course. These aren’t just simple, animal wings but partially spiritual constructs, still counting as part of my body. I can use mana to enhance and influence them. It’s kind of similar to strengthening your body with magic,” Bryn explained. 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “I see. Good to know.” 
 
    “Also, I feel like your wings are the same, Asterios,” she added. 
 
    He glanced back at his draconic wings, trying to compare them to Bryn’s angelic pair. Examining them with his spiritual sense just for a bit revealed that they felt like they had their own circuits inside. That made it even easier to guide mana through them. 
 
    “Thank you for the tip, Bryn.” Asterios nodded his head at the Valkyrie. “I might ask you to teach me about wings and flying a bit when both of us have some free time.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” Bryn smiled warmly. 
 
    “Now then. Let’s get back to the main topic. Did we miss anything?” Asterios turned to the others. 
 
    Grea snorted. “Nothing important. Just my father being an idiot, as usual.” 
 
    Radir ignored his daughter’s remark and quickly approached him. 
 
    “And? Did you figure anything out?” 
 
    “Not much, but there certainly is more to this place than people seem to notice,” Asterios answered. “Magic of three colors fills the area, coming from the pyramids. There are various symbols on the blocks making them. And the magic is completely scrambled down here.” 
 
    “I knew it!” the demon man victoriously shouted. “I wonder if we have to do anything inside them in order to reveal the secrets of this weirdly-shaped recess.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “I think they are just a distraction.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    Asterios pointed down. “The actual important thing which has always been right under everyone’s noses.” 
 
    “From the beginning, I felt like this place was weird. The energy here sure is chaotic, but it flows in…” Svertaniel joined the discussion, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Patterns,” Asterios finished for him. 
 
    “Exactly.” The ash-skinned demon nodded. 
 
    Radir scratched his head. “So, what does that mean?” 
 
    “Do you have anything important in your little hut?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I’ll show you then.” He smiled and turned to his companions. “I need anyone who is not in a pyramid out of here or somehow protected, and I need something to stop a literal sandstorm from damaging the Ring City.” 
 
    Grea, Radir, and Svertaniel seemed slightly confused but Ast’s companions looked between each other. 
 
    “All I can do is run fast and catch people wandering around,” Miria suggested. 
 
    ~I have already finished marking everyone in the open. With a single technique, I can drag them to the pyramids or the city with my shadows,~ Umbra informed them. 
 
    “I won’t be of much use here, unfortunately,” Silvia admitted with a slightly sad smile, earning herself a hug from Miria. 
 
    “You can leave the protection to me, then,” Selene offered. 
 
    “Actually, I will need you for something else,” Asterios quickly interjected. 
 
    “Oh. So be it, my Lord. But who—” 
 
    “I can raise a strong barrier if you'll allow me,” Bryn joined in. 
 
    The girls looked at each other for a few more moments and nodded altogether. 
 
    “Alright. Umbra, Bryn, you can start working on your parts,” Asterios informed them. 
 
    The shadowy raven took off into the sky and stopped high above their heads. Umbra’s shape froze with his wings spread wide. They could spot his misty body shimmering irregularly with some weird particle effect. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Bryn flew up too, much higher than Umbra, and started drawing golden symbols with the tip of her staff in a circle around herself. Line after line, she added more complex inscriptions as rings, surrounding herself with a semi-transparent sphere of text. 
 
    When she finally finished preparing the spell, the symbols glowed stronger, alongside her halo. Bryn spun her staff and raised it above her head. The circles made of sigils quickly expanded and soon reached the walls of the Ring City, attaining the diameter of the whole Tri-Valor Valley.  
 
    Then, the inscriptions of light spread out vertically. With around fifteen meters between each ring, they created a tall, magical fence before the first inner wall of the Ring City.  
 
    But that wasn’t all. 
 
    Bryn brought her staff down and hit a formation under her legs that had just shown up. Bright, golden, translucent light filled the space between the mysterious inscriptions on the border of the town. A tall barrier was erected, dividing the Ring City from the desert middle housing the pyramids. 
 
    The Valkyrie then returned to the ground. “This should be enough to stop two or three sandstorms.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Thank you. Now, everyone, gather up.”  
 
    After all of them stood close together, he glanced at Selene. 
 
    “Would you mind cleaning this place up a little?” 
 
    She smiled alluringly. “How much is a little, my Lord?” 
 
    He sent her an answer through their connection. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “With pleasure.” She turned around and took a deep breath. “HAAAAAAAAAAP!” 
 
    Then, she suddenly entered the sixth stage of her awakening, releasing a violent, destructive aura into the surroundings, obliterating the ground under her feet. Asterios made sure everyone kept close while the fox lady was in the process of making insanely fast hand signs and still increasing the volume of spiritual energy she leaked outside. He surrounded them with his draconic wings, reinforcing them with mana. 
 
    Selene finished her seals and slapped her hands together. 
 
    “Four Records of the Lost World: First Cataclysm, Quakes of Armageddon!” 
 
    She raised her foot and immediately brought it down. 
 
    The whole world shook at once. The terrain all around began erupting in shattered pieces of hardened sand, clay, and light brown earth. Chunks after chunks blasted into the air from everywhere around the group while the ground trembled so strong, they could swear the world was ending. 
 
    After a minute of the unbelievable quakes and inconceivable explosions of earth, Selene canceled the technique and made a few more signs before slapping her palms together again. 
 
    “Second Cataclysm, Winds of Apocalypse!” 
 
    Everyone knew things would only get worse and huddled up together even closer.  
 
    And they were right. 
 
    Selene traced a half-circle towards the back with her foot, leaning herself a little forward during the movement, and thrust herself into an incredibly fast spinning motion. She immediately turned into a blur and unexplainable wind pressure exploded from her, tearing whatever of the ground was left around after her previous technique as it expanded. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, a gigantic cyclone came to existence, rising high into the sky, with the almighty fox lady in its center. It picked up all the sand and chunks of earth as it kept growing, ripping more and more of the damaged land in the process. 
 
    It took over two minutes for the destructive force of nature to reach the barrier Bryn had erected. The golden shield glowed brightly under the immense assault, but Selene gradually stopped spinning, in turn, slowing down the wide tornado too.  
 
    They both stopped at the same time and all the collected debris slid down Bryn’s barrier, creating a tall ring of rubble and sand just in front of the inner walls of the city. Whoever had been looking towards the middle area must have been in for quite the show. 
 
    When the violent winds receded, Radir broke off the group and jumped forward. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you think it would be a good idea to destroy every—” 
 
    He began shouting at Asterios but paused the moment he opened his eyes. There was not a single grain of sand or speck of dust in the area. He thought the terrain would have become a mess, but, instead, they stood on top of a polished sandstone disc, at the bottom of the same, weirdly angled, regular valley, which was now clearly manmade. 
 
    Additionally, countless shallow patterns, inscriptions, symbols, runes, sigils, and magic circles littered every piece of ground his eyes could land on. Even the slopes weren’t free of them. Tens of regular rings with squares inside them ran around the valley, each at a seemingly different rotation. 
 
    “What in the…” Radir muttered while constantly turning around in awe. 
 
    “I guess no one ever dared to clean the whole valley before.” Asterios chuckled as he passed by the demon man and walked up to Selene. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She fell into his arms with a playful, pained expression, wiping a nonexistent tear from the corner of her eye.  
 
    “It drained me so much, my Lord. I can barely stand with what little energy I have left.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a gentle smile and pulled Selene into a tender kiss. Her lips quickly curved into a satisfied smirk as she pursued his mouth back, wagging her now single tail extremely fast. 
 
    After they split, she showed a mischievous smile and lovingly pecked Ast’s cheek, truly happy that he had gone along with her little act. Even if Asterios had already known she was just being playful, he was enjoying more and more acting on his mates’ little antics. 
 
    “What about you, Bryn?” Asterios asked, stepping away from the naughty vixen. “Defending against that much force must have drained you a lot.” 
 
    With a very faint flush on her cheeks, the Valkyrie shook her head. 
 
    “No, it’s fine, really…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled a little. “A kiss isn’t the only way I can share mana if you aren’t aware.” 
 
    “But one of the best!” Miria happily interjected. 
 
    “Maybe for you.” Asterios flicked her forehead after arriving closer. “And Bryn is from a world with no men so she would surely not appreciate kissing one as much as you do. Go and try to kiss a Goblin.” 
 
    “You are not a Goblin, Master!” Miria argued with a pout, rubbing her forehead. 
 
    “You get my point, though. Anyway, we should focus back on the matter at hand while we are still uninterrupted.” 
 
    “I can uphold the barrier for a few hours, if necessary,” Bryn informed. 
 
    He nodded at her. “Thank you. People will surely start to act if we take too long, though.” 
 
    “Do you have an idea what we are looking at, old man?” Grea turned to her father. “You have been researching this place for years.” 
 
    Radir broke out of his daze and stood up from the ground. He had been crawling over the patterns for a while. After dusting off his clothes, he fixed his spectacles. 
 
    “I know this is some kind of a seal on this wide, round platform at the bottom of the valley. Parts of it match what I have found in the pyramids. The formations around seem to be partially related to the transfer of mana.” 
 
    “We might have to create a proper flow towards this spot, then. The spiritual energy is currently in complete chaos. There are three distinct magic circles down here. I bet each of them is supposed to receive mana only from the correct pyramid,” Asterios observed. 
 
    “That could be it. Also, these rings over the slope look like they can be moved. Could you…?” 
 
    Asterios nodded at Miria and the panthergirl happily rushed towards the edge of the platform. She stopped in front of the bottom-most row of squares, examined it for a few seconds, and then drove her shortswords into the narrow gap between the tiles. 
 
    With a grunt, she tried to push them to the side, but since they were near the very ground, it proved to be difficult. So, she drew more onto her bloodline and decided to pull instead.  
 
    The moment she did, the whole ring began turning at an extremely slow pace, but it was moving nevertheless. After Miria took ten steps, something made a loud, stony click, and she felt the mechanism fall into place. She had clearly moved the thing by one position. 
 
    That was enough for the confirmation and Asterios recalled her back, rewarding his hardworking mate with some ear scratches. 
 
    “Now, if only I could read the script woven between these runes…” Radir sighed. “I’ve seen a myriad of languages, but I have never stumbled on this one even once in my life.” 
 
    “Asterios can, right?” Grea glanced towards the playful duo. “It’s the same as that one, isn’t it?” 
 
    As Radir looked at him with raised brows, Asterios nodded. “Seems like it. Just like on the throne, I can understand it but I don’t know the letters.” 
 
    “So, this place truly has something to do with Dragons, just like Mr. Radir said,” Silvia commented. 
 
    “This is getting so exciting!” Miria beamed a smile at the princess. 
 
    “Then, do you know what these inscriptions on the rings say?” Grea’s father asked. 
 
    “All I understand is that the symbols in the squares make words vertically. Even if it’s a completely messed up, possibly misspelled word, I’m still aware that it’s a word. For example, the column of symbols from the top to bottom over there spells mountain.” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Selene wrinkled her nose as she pondered. “I think it’s pretty obvious we have to turn the ring on each level for the sequence to spell a correct word, which maybe will activate the arrays here? There are three outgoing, carved paths so I guess we need three words, one above each line.” 
 
    “Good luck guessing them. With almost twenty rings, the combinations are almost infinite.” Svertaniel gestured with his hand towards the ledge high and far above them. 
 
    “What about the pyramids? You said they had symbols too, right?” Bryn glanced at Asterios. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. I think we need to get out of this hole. This is clearly the last stage of the puzzle. The first one might be up there.” 
 
    “Alright. This is all extremely interesting, and I would love to accompany you guys as you solve this, but unfortunately, I have shit to do at the school.” Grea groaned. 
 
    “Understandable. Thank you for your time, Grea. I really appreciate it.” Asterios smiled as he walked closer to the red-skinned woman. “I’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    He offered a handshake, and Grea gripped his forearm. 
 
    “Anything for my cute ex-student.” She winked, and the connection was cut. 
 
    After Grea left them, they scaled the sloping walls with some effort and reached the top again. Instantly, everyone noticed another batch of formations and arrays between each of the pyramids and the center which they had just climbed out. Flat trenches ran between those elements too. 
 
    They moved as a group and stopped over the patterns in front of the pyramid with the green flame on top of it. 
 
    “There are three interconnected circles on the ground here too,” Selene observed. 
 
    “They look like they can be rotated but they don’t even budge,” Miria added after trying to push one of the circles with her foot. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios activated his Draconic Sight again and looked at the impressive structure. As he had noticed earlier, a few of the blocks had words on them. 
 
    “Who does this tomb belong to?” he asked. 
 
    “Eyla the Ingenious,” Svertaniel and Radir answered at the same time. 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Asterios rubbed his chin. “Selene, can you destroy that block over there? Eleventh row, second column?” 
 
    She counted the big sandstone bricks and nodded. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Without even bringing out any additional tails, Selene extended her left arm forward and turned a bit to the side. A spiritual longbow materialized in her hand. She began drawing on its invisible bowstring, and a javelin of violent spiritual energy began forming at her fingers. 
 
    She reached the full extent of her draw and released the furious projectile with a loud thud and small explosion of air that caused everyone’s clothes to flutter. The impromptu arrow whizzed towards its target and crashed into the correct block. 
 
    “Whoa!” Silvia suddenly gasped and everyone glanced at her. 
 
    The circle under her feet began turning, causing the princess to almost lose her balance. But she quickly jumped away and they all observed the change to the accompaniment of the sound of stone scratching against stone. 
 
    After it finally stopped, the formation glowed in the same shade of green as the flame on top of the pyramid. 
 
    “It’s part of a word,” Asterios said. “One-third, more or less.” 
 
    “This might be the answer we are looking for, then,” Svertaniel suggested. 
 
    “How did you know we had to destroy exactly that brick for it to activate?” Radir raised a brow at Asterios. 
 
    “There were four words written on the blocks in that row. They said smart, innovative, quiet, and manly. I think you can guess which one seemed off.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh. Since Eyla was a woman, it was manly right, Master?” Miria tilted her head adorably. 
 
    “Correct. As for destroying it, it was just a hunch, honestly. The pyramids survived Selene’s previous techniques without a scratch, so I wasn’t worried about damaging them with just this.” 
 
    “Great!” Radir pumped his fist. “There should be two more of these, right?” 
 
    Asterios nodded and moved his gaze to another row of words. 
 
    “Vials, daggers, book, staff,” he recited. 
 
    “Is this about the weapon she used?” Selene pondered. 
 
    “Definitely,” Svertaniel replied. 
 
    “The other woman was a mage so definitely not the staff,” Miria shared her insight. 
 
    “And that’s what most people would think.” Radir chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed,” Svertaniel agreed. “Even though she wielded powerful magic, Nyra didn’t use a staff as her focus. Supposedly, it was Eyla who loved carrying a big piece of carved bone which was a gift from her beloved Drahan.” 
 
    “So, this time we have to destroy the correct answer?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “Seems like it,” Asterios replied. 
 
    After receiving a nod, Selene shot another javelin at the brick selected by Asterios and another circle under their feet began turning until it glowed green. Only one remained unsolved. 
 
    “Quickly! Read the last group of words!” Miria urged Asterios joyfully. 
 
    He chuckled at her and quickly located them. But he hesitated a little before reading them out loud this time. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Master?” Miria glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “Well… How do I say this… They are… sex positions…” 
 
    The timid panthergirl blinked a few times in quick succession before turning completely red. Selene chuckled softly behind her slender hand while Asterios could only smile wryly. Those were some advanced positions too. 
 
    Svertaniel cleared his throat, capturing everyone’s attention. 
 
    “It’s of no doubt that Eyla… was the most open out of all of the three. So… The actual answer would be something akin to… all of them.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at the pyramid again, squinted his eyes to see a bit better, and noticed a thin line connecting all of the blocks. He shared his vision with Selene and the fox lady nailed a smaller projectile right into that recess. 
 
    That seemed to work, and the third circle snapped into place. Additionally, the completed formation sent out green energy over the shallow channel leading towards the slanted pit in the middle. 
 
    “What’s the word, Master?” Miria couldn’t wait for the reveal. 
 
    “Ocean,” he read. 
 
    Both Svertaniel and Radir nodded knowingly. 
 
    “That checks out,” the former spoke first. “One could say Eyla was like the ocean. Calm, serene, beautiful, but also furious, dangerous, and unpredictable.” 
 
    “Let’s get the other two before going back down,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    Everyone agreed and they moved to the arrays in front of the pyramid with the blue flame. Just like before, the puzzle followed the same pattern.  
 
    For the incorrect block from the first batch, it called the female magician cunning, and the demon men revealed that she had been anything but, often charging into battle even more recklessly than Drahan. 
 
    For the correct pick from the second set, it spelled ring, which was the magical focus she had used and was also the same one Drahan had gifted to Nyra during his proposal. She had been a very sentimental person and held such memorabilia very close. 
 
    The last part, this time, was all wrong instead of all right. The words spoke about various dishes containing meat and Nyra had supposedly been a vegetarian.  
 
    Her password was revealed as volcano, because, as the duo of demons said, she had been warm, hot, and passionate, but also could explode at any moment and wreak havoc in her vicinity. 
 
    Then, the group moved to the tomb of the only man in their relationship and learned that Drahan was actually anything but selfish, trying to help literally anyone the trio had stumbled on during their journeys, that his weapon was a greatsword, and that he couldn’t stand arachnids. 
 
    The final keyword was abyss, because he had an endless appetite for everything in life, be it food, drinks, sex, battle, exploration, or helping others. 
 
    So, with the three words noted down, everyone quickly moved back into the pit and divided into three groups to handle one combination each. Asterios stood in the very middle and gave instructions to the others on which way and how much they had to turn the rings containing the draconic letters. 
 
    Miria’s team was first to complete the word abyss, and yellow energy flowed down the pathways, lighting up each symbol until it reached the very bottom, spilling into one of the big magic circles and illuminating it in a golden shade too. 
 
    Selene’s group finished next and spelled the word ocean, bringing the green color to the mix. 
 
    Finally, Bryn’s gang got done with volcano as the last one. As the blue mana trailed over the inscription, everyone arrived at the platform with the three formations together, watching the lines slowly reach the one array not yet lit up. 
 
    As all three sections glowed in their respective colors, the ground shook and every single ring began turning in a seemingly random direction, spinning faster and faster until the glowing symbols became a blur. 
 
    “What is happening?” Silvia asked, looking around at the flashing lights. 
 
    “Look! Below our feet!” Miria pointed out, and everyone glanced down. 
 
    The three extremely complex magic circles set up in a pattern of a triangle around the edges of the platform started revealing even more formations between them, quickly crawling towards each other. In the span of a few seconds, everyone stood over a gigantic tri-point array that began turning white. 
 
    Ast’s eyes widened as he recognized some of the arrangements. 
 
    “Oh, come on, not this shit agai—” 
 
    *FLASH* 
 
    With an explosion of blinding light, they were gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
Prove Your Worth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios opened his eyes and found himself lying on the platform they had been standing on.  
 
    No. It wasn’t the same platform.  
 
    It had the same complex arrays in the pattern of a triangle, consisting of three major magic circles, but this one was made of a much darker rock instead of the light brown sandstone. 
 
    With a quiet accompaniment of groans, everyone gradually sat up, slowly noticing that they were now in an underground chamber. Nine impressive columns surrounded them, set in a circle around their current location. Each had a metal torch burning with green, blue, or yellow flame. 
 
    Behind those, a spacious, square room spanned. The walls were decorated with wide carvings covering almost the entire surface, depicting various events of some kind. A set of torches of the same color hung by each sculpture. 
 
    “Master…” Miria murmured while rubbing her head. 
 
    “I’m fine. Is everyone with us this time?” Asterios glanced around and started counting heads. 
 
    While he did so, each person confirmed their presence vocally. No one was missing, and no one seemed injured either. 
 
    “What happened?” Silvia asked as she stood up with Selene’s help. 
 
    “We got teleported, that’s quite obvious,” the fox lady answered. 
 
    “So that’s what was sealed under all that sand. An ancient teleportation formation.” Radir fixed his clothes and spectacles. “No wonder I could literally sense the Sealing Magic right in the air with an arrangement as powerful as this.” 
 
    “Is this the inside of the real tomb, then?” Svertaniel pondered while glancing around. “Were the pyramids always just fakes?” 
 
    “Why would it be connected to Dragons if so?” Asterios asked. “Do we know if they perhaps knew any? Or perhaps one of the three was secretly a Dragon.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Svertaniel nodded. “There’s nothing about Dragons in their legends. Well, there is, actually, but it involves a lot of slaying, so I don’t think it’s that relevant considering that the draconic language was used to construct this place.” 
 
    “Someone could have built it much later, no? Just using the pyramids and their energy to set everything up,” Bryn suggested. 
 
    “I think this place holds much more importance to us than we would have thought,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “Why?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Clearly, because of the language,” Selene replied. 
 
    “That too, but…” Asterios pointed a finger behind them and most of the girls turned around. 
 
    A wide mural spanned over one of the walls. This one was made of pure gold, shining appealingly. Miria and Selene instantly recognized the similarity between it and a certain golden gate they had seen not that long ago.  
 
    Instead of a Nine-Tailed Fox and a True Dragon, though, the carving depicted three demons on one side, most likely the Founders, and a True Dragon closely resembling the one in the girls' realm on the other. They looked to be exchanging something. 
 
    “Will this one open too? I don’t see any handprints.” Miria pondered, coming closer to the golden wall. 
 
    “Why would it open?” Bryn asked. 
 
    “There was a similar gate in our world,” Selene explained, pointing at herself and the panthergirl. “We were able to open it and find a hidden apartment where… who we think might be Asterios’ parents lived for some time,” she continued, taking a glance at her master to make sure she could reveal this much. 
 
    “Well, I see no doors, gates, or exits anywhere else in sight.” Radir waved his hands around. “So, it’s either that or this chamber is all that the puzzle was hiding away. Which I find hard to believe.” 
 
    “Umbra? Can you tell us more about our location?” Asterios asked his shadowy familiar. 
 
    ~We are deep under the Tri-Valor Valley. I can move us to the surface without an issue but if there are any other rooms or passages leading out of this place then they are somehow protected from my senses. My movements will most likely be greatly restricted outside of this chamber.~ 
 
    Asterios then stroked his chin. “So, what do we do? Keep trying to figure this out or return to the surface first?” 
 
    “I think we should keep exploring, Master,” Miria shared her opinion, walking closer to him and brushing her cheek against his. “Maybe it will give us some hints about your parents again. Or maybe even about your memories.” 
 
    “I agree with her, my Lord.” Selene also walked up to Asterios, hugging his arm. 
 
    “I’ll go wherever you guys go,” Silvia calmly announced when he glanced at her. 
 
    “Same here.” Svertaniel nodded. 
 
    “I will stay around in case you guys need my healing, then.” Bryn flapped her wings to stretch them. 
 
    “Well, pretty much everyone is on board, so I guess we continue and see where it leads us. If we can open that gate, that is.” Asterios turned to the golden depiction. 
 
    Radir arrived at their side with a wide smile. “I’m fairly sure Eyla was an expert in Sealing Magic so there’s a big chance we may stumble on something useful to your issue here. Ohhhhh, I’m so excited!” 
 
    After first checking if everyone was truly alright, Bryn cast a simple rejuvenating spell, basking everyone in warm light, and they spread around to examine the murals. Asterios and all the girls chose the golden one while the two demons started with the stone carvings on the other walls. 
 
    “There really aren’t any handprints anywhere,” Selene commented after a while. “But I guess none of us would fit the requirements this time. We have no demon companion amongst us besides the other guys.” 
 
    The girls closely analyzed the picture, touching and poking every inch of it, but they couldn’t find anything. Ast’s Draconic Sight didn’t reveal any hints either, besides letting him know that the gate was as packed with spiritual energy as the one back in the beastfolk realm. Here, though, it was only the crimson energy. 
 
    Finally, after a few minutes of their fruitless efforts, Ast’s eyes stopped at the spot in the middle of the depiction. One of the female demons stood in front of the group and extended her palm forward as if she was offering something to the Dragon.  
 
    Or, perhaps, receiving instead. 
 
    He moved closer and stared at that point intently. There was a shallow, irregular shape carved above the woman’s palm, barely visible when looked at from a straight angle. He ran his fingers over it a few times. 
 
    “Did you figure something out, Master?” Miria glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “Possibly. Step back just in case, please.” Asterios kissed her forehead, making the panthergirl giggle adorably. 
 
    She nodded and quickly backed away with everyone else following her. Afterward, Asterios summoned something into his palm from the storage ring. The beastfolk girls instantly recognized the damaged scale they had taken from the Golem in Teira. 
 
    He looked at it for a moment and pressed the item into the very shallow recess. The scale fit more or less perfectly, staying in place even after Asterios retracted his hand and took a step back. 
 
    Then, the whole chamber rumbled, and a loud, metallic click followed. A powerful spiritual aura shot out of the golden wall, and it jumped back a little, splitting in middle to slide to the sides. The heavy curtains slowly parted and revealed a corridor behind them, riddled with torches in three colors. 
 
    “Well, looks like you got it, lad.” Radir patted Asterios on the shoulder after coming closer to check the commotion and laughed. 
 
    Asterios quickly moved to the side after noticing that the golden gates hadn't completely hidden away inside their sleeves. They had stopped just enough for him to take the scale back. Thankfully, it was possible to remove it from the recess, and the entrance remained open. 
 
    “Come, Master! Let’s check it out!” Miria waved at him from ahead alongside the others. 
 
    He chuckled and stored the scale back in the ring.  
 
    Asterios joined them in the passage and the thrilled panthergirl linked elbows with him, snuggling to his side as they walked through the tunnel made of dark stone. 
 
    Besides regular columns and stylized walls, not much else could be spotted on their way forward. After around five minutes of walking, they stumbled on a stone gate which opened by itself when they got closer. 
 
    They walked into a quite long chamber. There was a short ledge on both ends, with a stone balustrade stopping people from falling into the section below. They had entered the chamber into one of them. The air above the railing shimmered mysteriously like in a hot desert. 
 
    Everyone curiously glanced around. Besides the balustrade, there was also a fancy stone pulpit in the middle of the ledge, and a big, metal, vertical disc hanging from the ceiling on some mechanism.  
 
    Numbers from one to twelve were present on its surface in the pattern of a clock. There was a thin handle next to each number. The whole circle had shallow lines carved into its surface, splitting it into twelve equal pieces. 
 
    “It spins,” Svertaniel noted, giving the disc a little push. 
 
    Clicking noise echoed through the long hall until the rotations stopped completely. Everyone noticed how the inscriptions on the slice of the circle that had ended up at the topmost position, on the clock’s twelfth hour’s spot, glowed with a crimson hue for a brief moment. 
 
    “Is this some kind of a game?” Selene asked. 
 
    “More like a trial,” Asterios answered, tapping the stone pedestal. 
 
    The others gathered around the pulpit with draconic themes. 
 
    “Oh, great, more of that script which only you can understand.” Radir sighed. 
 
    “Prove your worth,” Asterios read the words out loud. 
 
    “How do we do that, though?” Silvia wondered. 
 
    Asterios noticed a similar recess as the one in the gate and placed the scale in it too, thankful that he had been able to retrieve it before as he clearly still couldn’t produce those like an actual Dragon might possibly be able to. 
 
    The text got illuminated in a crimson shade and Asterios felt a pull. In a split second, he found himself in a different place.  
 
    No, it was still the same chamber. He was now standing on the lower section, though. 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    He heard Miria’s worried shout and looked up, behind himself. She and the others were still on the ledge. The panthergirl pressed her fists into the shimmering effect above the balustrade, which seemingly stopped them in mid-air. 
 
    She tried her best to push through it but the weird thing was like a solid wall. The others looked around to find an unobstructed spot that could lead below but didn’t discover anything of use. The two sections were completely separated. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Radir fixed his spectacles. “It looks like the hall below is a sealed space. And this is a very powerful spell. It would take me months if not years to create a hole in it even if I had all my equipment here.” 
 
    Miria stopped banging her fists at the shimmering barrier and took a step back. 
 
    “Master! Just wait a moment! I’m coming to you!” she shouted and jumped back to her realm through the crimson portal. 
 
    Everyone watched as it disappeared. They waited a second, two, three, four, and… nothing happened. 
 
    ~I can’t return!~ Miria screamed anxiously through their connection, letting all of Ast’s familiars hear her. ~The gate is not opening!~ 
 
    “Don’t leave this realm. It looks like even my Summoning is being blocked in this space,” Asterios quickly instructed the others, glancing up at them. 
 
    Selene, Bryn, and Umbra nodded. Even the Lord of Darkness couldn’t penetrate the barrier. 
 
    ~Master…~ 
 
    Miria’s quiet voice resounded in his head again. He could tell she was almost on the verge of tears. 
 
    ~It’s okay. You couldn’t know. You made the correct decision. I’ll be alright. Just watch over me from your home for now and don’t worry too much. I love you.~ 
 
    He gave his feline mate some mental scratches and loving rubs until Miria calmed down a little. Then, Asterios turned around to examine the long chamber in front of him. 
 
    The floor was riddled with slightly protruding triangles of the three colors that were already plenty familiar to them. Their edges were around one meter long. Asterios stood inside the only one of two white platforms. The other one was on the opposite side of the hall. 
 
    The colorful triangles made an extremely twisty and irregular path from his position to the other side of the room. It split at a few points into different routes, merging back a bit later.  
 
    A carved line ran between the triangles, usually leading forward, but sometimes, when the path turned back, it connected to one of the earlier tiles, creating a loop. Besides situations like those, each triangle had only two connections—from behind and forward. 
 
    Suddenly, Asterios got an idea. 
 
    “Can someone spin the disc again?” he asked, looking at the audience above him. 
 
    Silvia was the closest to it, so she fulfilled his request. The wheel rotated for a few seconds while releasing clicking noises and finally stopped. The number four was illuminated. 
 
    At the same time, four concurrent triangles on the floor in front of Asterios lit up in their respective colors too, causing a few gasps from the people on the ledge.  
 
    First, he checked if he could step to the side or somewhere else other than ahead, but an invisible force stopped him from doing so. With the only way being forward, Asterios walked over the line to the next triangle and stepped onto the blue shape. 
 
    Everyone waited with bated breaths, but nothing happened.  
 
    Figuring out he had to move as many tiles as the spinning wheel showed, he passed two more and stopped on the fourth platform. The yellow triangle caved in under his weight and released an echoing click. 
 
    Above his head, in the very middle of the long chamber, a big, golden script appeared in the air.  
 
    Prove your strength, it read. 
 
    Six yellow magic circles materialized under the high ceiling. A moment later, something fell out of each of them. Big blobs of different colors plopped onto the floor. 
 
    Greater Slimes. 
 
    “My Lord!” Selene shouted from behind his back. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. You guys don’t drop your guards up there. The text suggests that this is a test of power. I can handle this much.” 
 
    Asterios noticed that the restriction on his movements had been lifted and immediately jumped back a bit. Perhaps for the first time in quite a bit, he was truly alone. No one could help him in this fight. 
 
    But he wasn’t as weak as he had been months ago. He had good equipment, strong artifacts, powerful Runic Chips, and his own bloodline to make use of now. A bunch of Slimes was nothing in front of that. 
 
    He quickly filled his body with more of the scorching hot mana, partially strengthening his brain, heart, and eyes. Asterios didn’t want to overstrain them too quickly, but he also didn’t want to take unnecessary risks, thus only partial enhancement. 
 
    Aiming his left hand at the closest blob, he bent his fingers in a proper motion and three needles whizzed through the air, pushing through the monster’s membrane with ease and piercing its fist-sized core. 
 
    Before the other enemies caught up to him, Asterios quickly reloaded the needles and reached behind his back with his right hand, grabbing the hilt of the artifact sword attached to his coat. The dark purple blade glinted ominously, craving some action. 
 
    Asterios fed it his mana and the weapon exploded in crimson flames. He dodged a few incoming tentacles and rushed at another opponent, drawing the sword to his side while pointing it ahead. 
 
    With a strong lunge, he drove it into the second blob, skewering its core, and quickly jumped back before the other ones hit their attacks. 
 
    Two opponents gone, four more left. 
 
    Constantly looking around with his sharpened senses, he made sure not to get surrounded and kept changing his position according to the placement of his enemies. The barrage of tentacles and acid spits forced Asterios to bob and weave while waiting for a window of opportunity. 
 
    Another one showed up just a moment later and he cleaved through a pink Greater Slime with a single swing, splitting its core horizontally and burning its body with the violent flames. Leaving the sword in his left hand to parry a tentacle, he revealed his Spellslinger and aimed it at a different monster. 
 
    The blade sparkled with crackling, blue particles and a loud thunder echoed throughout the hall. A bolt of lightning struck the Slime with a bright flash. The electricity jumped from the initial target to the other two blobs, paralyzing them all together. 
 
    It still rang in Ast’s ears, but he ignored the uncomfortable sensation and rushed at the monsters while they remained stunned. Two were defeated before the last one regained its proper control and tried to swallow Asterios with its big body. 
 
    But it didn’t work for it as he stabbed the exposed core during the Slime’s motion, killing it before it could encase him in killer jelly. Unfortunately, the remaining matter splashed onto Asterios as it lost all its tension after the owner had passed away. 
 
    He shook off whatever he could and glanced towards the sound of clapping. The others were giving him small applause and Asterios chuckled, shaking his head. The yellow triangle kept blinking, so he walked back to it and the restriction returned. 
 
    “I assume we have to get you to the other side, right, my Lord?” Selene asked with a soft smile. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered with a nod. “Another spin, please.” 
 
    “I guess it’s my turn now, fufufu~” 
 
    Selene walked to the wheel and strongly pulled the handles. The disc spun extremely fast for a good ten seconds before it slowly locked on the number eleven. 
 
    “They do tend to say that Spiritual Foxes are lucky, fufufu~” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and calmly covered the distance, stepping over the illuminated path. He ended up on a green triangle this time and lifted his head. An emerald script materialized in the air this time.  
 
    Prove your knowledge, it read. 
 
    Then, more words appeared under it in a single row. They spelled Aquairy Sand, Abyss Line Moss, Firewater Seed, and Ice-Sharp Dusklily. 
 
    He stroked his chin while pondering over what clearly seemed to be various magical ingredients. To a random person, they might all have looked like completely unrelated items, each supposedly connected to a different element, but Asterios knew all of them well enough to quickly figure out. 
 
    “Firewater Seed,” he exclaimed loudly. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, the script disappeared. The triangle under his feet didn’t blink so he was sure the answer was correct, and the wheel was ready to be spun around. 
 
    Out of all four listed ingredients, three were related to some kind of water. It wasn’t that hard to guess with their names available, but Firewater Seed was actually a gem formed inside magma flowing through thick spiritual veins. Since it was often found in various territories of dwarves, it was first named by them, and they loved calling magma or lava firewater. Thus, that one didn’t match the rest of the ingredients, which could be found in actual water. 
 
    “Another spin?” Selene asked loudly since Asterios was slowly moving away from them. 
 
    He nodded at her mentally and waited. The fox lady pulled the wheel in the exact same fashion as the last time, and it landed on twelve this time. 
 
    Selene proudly puffed her chest out while others applauded her. Meanwhile, Asterios walked forward over the twisting and turning path until he reached an intersection. The restriction clearly allowed him to pick a side to continue on with his remaining tiles from the recent spin. 
 
    He glanced over the two paths and picked the one with fewer blue triangles since they still didn’t know what those did. His choice led him to a yellow platform again and the same, golden script appeared, with only four magical circles this time. 
 
    Fully mature Lightning Wolves fell to the ground and started growling at the human in front of them. Asterios had a hunch that the golden formations kept various monsters and beasts sealed inside them. 
 
    A not-so-pleasant memory resurfaced in Ast’s mind when he saw them, so he acted quickly to wrap the battle up as soon as possible. He hastily slotted Tectonic Crash into the Spellslinger and activated it while smacking his fist into the ground. 
 
    Massive tremors toppled the wolves over. Asterios didn’t waste any time and switched to another Runic Chip before the trembling fully subsided. He aimed the blade towards the ceiling and brown energy surrounded it.  
 
    Eight massive Earth Javelins formed in the air and he brought them down with a swing of his arm. The spinning projectiles skewered the Lightning Wolves, filling the long chamber with pained yelps and whines. 
 
    One wolf managed to avoid getting hit in the vitals and launched itself at Asterios with a single spike in its back. He dodged the attack and sliced the beast in half with the artifact sword in his left hand as he spun around. 
 
    This time, Asterios noticed how the bodies disintegrated with golden particles since it was more than just some gel and slime. The chamber was clean again in a matter of a few seconds. 
 
    Selene spun the wheel again, but it landed on one. The fox lady pouted, saying that her luck must have run out. Additionally, the tile was yellow again and Asterios had to face four giant Silver Widows, very big and venomous spiders. 
 
    He dealt with them without getting seriously injured and other people started having a try at the spinning disc. For the next half an hour, Asterios faced a few trials of knowledge and strength, somehow avoiding all the blue triangles. He much preferred the questions since he hadn’t had much trouble figuring out the answer. 
 
    Then, not that far from the end, after Radir finally got his chance to play with the mechanism, Asterios landed on the platform previous to the last. Everyone cursed their luck, even more, because it was the first time that they ended on a blue triangle too. 
 
    Prove your dedication, read the sapphire script.  
 
    Asterios felt like there were many ways to approach that trial but he wasn’t sure about what those were exactly. He could possibly show his dedication by just waiting long enough, maybe throwing away one of his weapons, or trying to offer something to the room. 
 
    But he also noticed that the restraining force holding him inside the tile’s space seemed different. When he reached out his hand, his fingers received a jolt of pain instead of just running into a solid barrier. 
 
    The further he pushed his limb out, the more it was subjected to the agonizing sensation, and the stronger the effect got. But it was nothing compared to what Asterios had felt when he had shared Selene’s pain long ago when they had been traveling to Tyrienheim for the first time. 
 
    Clenching his teeth and filling his body with the scorching hot mana, he stubbornly pushed forward while groaning in pain. Everyone else watched him in complete silence, seeing the lightning-like particles assaulting Ast’s body and listening to his strained voice. 
 
    After a good minute, Asterios managed to push through the restrictive force completely and fell onto the last, white triangle, panting heavily while drenched in sweat. The moment he touched the tile, it glowed brightly, and the chamber rumbled. 
 
    Parts of the balustrade by the walls on the side of each ledge retreated into the floor. Stone stairs arose from the bottom section to match the openings and soon, two staircases allowed people to access the raised platforms on each side of the long hall. 
 
    Everyone ran to Asterios instantly and even Miria was finally able to jump back to his side through the crimson gate. She quickly threw herself at him and hugged Asterios tightly as he lovingly patted her head. 
 
    Bryn healed up all of Ast’s minor injuries, and he thanked the Valkyrie with a smile. 
 
    “That was something else,” Radir commented. “I bet this isn’t the only trial in this place, though.” 
 
    “Let’s rest a little bit on that other ledge first before continuing further,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    It was obvious he was the only one needing a break, though. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
The First Pair 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After taking a short rest on top of the ledge at the end of the long chamber, which was completely empty besides the open entrance leading further into the underground complex, Asterios and the others continued forward. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they came out of the stone corridor decorated with torches of three colors again. They entered a smaller, square room with nothing in it too. The walls were blank, and no one could see any other ways out. 
 
    Then, the floor rumbled and part of it began sliding to the sides somewhere around the middle of the chamber. The four even shutters uncovered a deep hole, and everyone watched a circular platform rise from it about one meter into the air. 
 
    When it was fully extended, four sides of the circle started releasing clicking noises and gradually uncovered four sets of spiraling stairs, one in each direction, letting people walk onto the platform if they wished to do so. 
 
    After the last steps were revealed, everyone thought that was it, but the chamber trembled again and the noise of stone scratching over stone filled the air. Slowly, eight simplistic black thrones emerged in a circle on top of the raised platform, all facing inside. 
 
    They had very geometrical and symmetrical shapes, made purely of rectangular blocks of a dark mineral. In less than twenty seconds, they were fully out and the rumbling stopped. It was the end for real this time. 
 
    “So, did everyone else notice there are exactly as many thrones as us here?” Miria asked, staring at the eight chairs currently towering over them. 
 
    “But there’s seven of us,” Radir replied. 
 
    “Looks like it counts Umbra too,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “What now then?” Svertaniel asked. “I’m fairly sure it’s another trial just like before but it wants all of us to participate. Do we go one by one or all at once?” 
 
    “It would be safer not to have everyone there at the same time,” Silvia suggested. “In case something unexpected happens.” 
 
    “Let me take a look.” Asterios nodded at everyone and climbed the short stairs. 
 
    Amongst the eight thrones, he didn’t find any pulpits or other places that could require him to use the scale again. Selene had fetched it back for him after he had cleared the previous chamber. Everything was perfectly smooth and identical. It kind of reminded him of the throne in his source but these didn’t have any inscriptions or draconic designs. 
 
    He chose to pick one and sat down. Almost immediately, a green line lit up under his feet and shot towards the empty middle, illuminating a little bit of what seemed to be some magical formation which had previously been completely invisible. It quickly became obvious to him they needed others on the seats to reveal it. 
 
    Asterios announced that things looked safe, and everyone joined him on top of the raised platform. They listened to his explanation and thoughts, soon agreeing to carefully fill in the hidden array.  
 
    One by one, more lines shot towards the center as each person took a seat, lighting up more of the magical circle. Like most things in this weird underground facility, they assumed one of the three colors associated with the Founders. 
 
    Everyone hoped to complete the formation before all thrones were taken but things were calculated perfectly to match their number. Umbra had to perch his raven form on the last chair and add the final piece to the glowing picture. 
 
    In an instant, it shone strongly, and everyone’s heads dropped all at once while Umbra’s shadow lost its tension and spilled over the hard seating. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    Radir took a deep breath and stretched with a prolonged moan. The warm confines of his bed whispered sweet words to his ears, seductively luring him away from the thought of leaving the comfy bliss of the velvety sheets. 
 
    A set of slender fingers brushed over his chest, and he finally opened his eyes, glancing to the side. 
 
    Right next to him, lay a gorgeous woman with cerulean skin and long, straight, silvery hair. Her eyes glowed in light blue just like his did in weak red. Two horns curling to the back sprouted from the sides of her head. 
 
    “Trouble getting up?” She smiled softly as her angelic voice filled his ears with a piece of heaven. 
 
    Radir smiled back at her and shifted his body to bring himself closer to the woman. They soon found themselves in a tender hug, greeting each other with a passionate good morning kiss. 
 
    “I could remain here forever with you by my side, Lorraine,” he answered after they parted. 
 
    The woman chuckled and playfully slapped his cheek. “Liar. You wouldn’t be able to survive five minutes without getting back to your seals.” 
 
    He chuckled too, shaking his head. Without giving a reply, Radir sighed heavily and sat up, turning around to step off the bed. It was early morning, announced by the faint sun rays coming through the open window and the partially illuminated crimson sky. 
 
    The sheets shuffled behind his back, and he peeked over his shoulder, catching the sight of Lorraine’s alluring figure as she tied her hair behind her back, walking away from the bed. She glanced at him after she was finished and showed a playful smile. 
 
    “Don’t forget about dinner today at least. It’s a special one.” 
 
    “I know. I promise I won’t.” 
 
    She nodded at his reply and left the bedroom with a captivating step which pretty much forced Radir’s eyes to lock on the woman’s bare, jiggly butt as it disappeared behind a corner. 
 
    He stared at the empty spot for a moment longer before shaking his head and standing up too. Quickly jumping into his shorts, he dressed up. Grabbing his briefcase, he walked out of the room and soon headed outside. 
 
    The pair’s house was located on top of a grassy cliff, surrounded by a beautiful view from the veranda in front of it. The constant hum of waves crashing into the rocks far below filled the air alongside the humid scent of an ocean. 
 
    He gave the fleeting horizon one short glance before quickly walking away. With a hurried step, he entered the lush forest behind the house and followed a narrow path leading further into the woods. 
 
    After a few minutes, Radir found a big rock amongst the trees. The trampled path led straight into the stone, disappearing in it as if the creator of the line had walked into the gray wall repeatedly for years. 
 
    Not slowing down his approach, Radir waved his hand and a bunch of glyphs danced around his fingers. Before he slammed into the rock, it blurred and shimmered, revealing a sealed entrance to a cavern. He stepped inside, and the illusion returned behind his back. 
 
    On the other side, Radir found his extremely spacious and complex workshop, littered with all kinds of unimaginable devices and artifacts with one single purpose—to aid the owner in the pursuit of knowledge in the field of arcane labeled as Sealing Magic. 
 
    He sat by a wide desk and brought out a bunch of schematics from the briefcase, immediately getting to continuing his research on the current ancient array he had been working on. 
 
    For hours, Radir moved various appliances and tools over the sheets of yellowish paper, noting down plenty of runes, drawing countless lines, and comparing an unbelievable number of symbols between numerous old books. 
 
    Everything was done in complete focus and silence, in a workshop in which walls were decorated with hundreds of tapestries depicting all sealing arrays known to the races inhabiting this realm. There had been no formation he had been unable to analyze and overcome, as he was the Sealing Sovereign. 
 
    Radir took a deep breath and laid down the pencil he had been using. He was almost done. Just a little bit and he would finally have it. But the clock on the wall clearly showed it was ten minutes before dinner. There was no more time to continue. 
 
    Shoving the schematics back into the briefcase, he quickly left the workshop and paced back home. With the building in his sight, he already smelled the incredible aroma of fragrant dishes escaping through the kitchen’s windows. 
 
    He hastily dropped the briefcase into the bedroom, grabbed a fresh set of clothes, and rushed to the bathroom to wash all the sweat accumulated over hours of intense thinking. In five minutes, he came out like new. 
 
    Without wasting any time, Radir jogged towards the veranda in front of the house and saw Lorraine just placing the second dish on a small, round table by its edge, which was set up with a fancy touch. A small vase with a single rose, and two tall candles decorated the view. 
 
    The woman smiled at him. “You aren’t late. That’s new.” 
 
    “I promised.” 
 
    He moved behind her and held the chair like a gentleman. She thanked him and gestured for Radir to join her on the opposite side. They sat together and started the meal with a beautiful view down the cliff by their sides. 
 
    They chatted occasionally as they ate, laughing together a little. Radir kept bringing up tales of how he had managed to solve the unsolvable mysteries, making the woman smile warmly at him. She listened attentively, nodding to his words. 
 
    Then, after their dinner, they stood up and walked closer to the balustrade. They gazed into the ocean with their arms wrapped around each other’s waists, enjoying the pleasant breeze and the sounds of seagulls coming from a distance. 
 
    Lorraine rested her head on his shoulder. “Who would have thought that the wisest, most famous and well-known sealing master of this realm lives in such a tiny house in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Radir chuckled. “It might be small, but it holds my whole world inside.” 
 
    She glanced up and met his eyes as he smiled at her. With a smile of her own, Lorraine began kissing his neck as her free hand brushed over his chest. 
 
    He gently intertwined their fingers and squeezed her palm.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Stopping briefly, Lorraine raised a brow at him. “What for?” 
 
    “The chance to see you again.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You see me every day. How is today special? Besides our anniversary, of course.” 
 
    He just stared into the distance with a faint smile. 
 
    “Even if this is all fake, words still can’t describe my gratitude.” 
 
    Lorraine frowned, taking her head off Radir’s shoulder and turning her face towards his. He also repositioned himself and they stood in front of each other. Radir’s palms cupped her cheeks dearly as he stroked them with his thumbs. A wide smile painted his lips. 
 
    “Radir?” Lorraine called out to him with slight worry. 
 
    He started blinking a bit faster. “You are as beautiful as the day I lost you.” 
 
    “You are starting to creep me out a bit, Radir. Did you have an accident in your workshop again?”  She placed a hand on his forehead to check for temperature. “Come inside and rest for the day. You might have overworked yourself again.” 
 
    Lorraine pulled his arm, but he did not move. Radir shook his head as she glanced at him. 
 
    “It’s time for me to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” She looked visibly more and more worried. 
 
    “Back home.” 
 
    She tugged on his clothes stronger. “Our home is just behind me.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “If our daughter knew I let myself be trapped in such a simple illusion, she would kick my ass until it bled. Just like you used to when I was always late.” 
 
    Starting to panic, Lorraine hugged him tightly. “What are you talking about?! Radir?!” 
 
    He brushed her face more as a few tears rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    “She still hasn’t fully forgiven everything I had done. I can’t join you until she no longer bears any resentment towards me.” 
 
    His smile grew and Radir leaned forward to peck Lorraine’s lips. 
 
    “Wait for me just a little bit longer. I promise to join you soon.” 
 
    “Radir?! Radir! Radiiiiiiiir!” 
 
    The man extended his arms to the side and disappeared in white light with a wide smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    Svertaniel woke up in his dark bedroom which was filled with fabrics and linens in various deep shades of purple. He quickly stood up and slid the curtains covering the window aside. It was the middle of the night, his favorite time of the day. 
 
    With a single snap, his magical grimoire floated into his hand and opened, releasing purplish smoke from between its black pages. The thick mist enveloped his body and formed his dark clothes. 
 
    Closing the book with a soft thud, Svertaniel recited a few words in an ancient language and a Void Door emerged from the ground in front of him. Admiring the swirling surface filling the tall rectangle for a brief moment, he stepped through it. 
 
    His body materialized inside a vast space, open like the night sky. Various beasts and monsters of different sizes floated around, minding their own business. Eldritch monstrosities could be spotted in the far distance, also tending to their abyssal needs. 
 
    Svertaniel whistled and a giant turtle with dark sapphire skin swam to his side. After releasing a deep noise, it lowered its sizable shell for the man to jump onto it. He quickly obliged and the beast zoomed forth at an incredible speed with Svertaniel casually standing on top of it. 
 
    The duo of travelers traversed the Void in relative silence. Only the sounds of other entities and the void storms they passed interrupted it. The turtle knew the Void like the inside of its own shell and navigated through the space with ease. 
 
    After a few minutes, the beast stopped. Svertaniel waved his hand and another Void Door opened in front of him. Nodding at the turtle to wait for him, he walked into the swirling surface. 
 
    Lantern light hit his face instantly after arriving back on the Demon Continent. Svertaniel materialized in front of the Adventurer’s Guild building in a big demon city. He swatted some void dust off his shoulder and moved inside. 
 
    The adventurers went silent the moment he entered, all turning towards the newcomer. He roamed his eyes over the people gathered inside and they lowered their gazes when he passed over them. The crowd parted quickly and made a way to the stairs leading further into the guild. 
 
    Without a word, Svertaniel paraded to the stairs and disappeared from the main lobby. He headed straight for the guildmaster’s office, knocking lightly on the wooden door at the end of the corridor. 
 
    A manly voice invited him inside and he walked in. 
 
    “Svertaniel. What business brings an EX-ranked adventurer to my humble guild,” the man began, gesturing at the chair in front of his desk. 
 
    Svertaniel dismissed his offer with a wave of his hand. “I came to give you a heads up on my next target.” 
 
    “Oh? You located the relic?” 
 
    “Yes. And I’m going to retrieve it for my Lord.” 
 
    The man nodded repeatedly. “I see. I wish you good luck then. Not like someone of your level needs it, but anyway. Where is it?” 
 
    “Salty Peak.” 
 
    The guildmaster’s face paled instantly. “You don’t mean…” 
 
    “If those criminals won’t cooperate, the peak might remain existing only in the city’s name.” 
 
    “You can’t erase a town from existence because they stole some old artifact!” 
 
    Svertaniel scoffed. “I didn’t come here to ask for permission but to give you time to prepare in case things don’t go as planned.” He then raised a brow at the man. “Don’t worry. You know I would never harm the innocent. That is not the way.” 
 
    His grimoire opened, and the pages began flipping in a quick motion, releasing dark purple mist into the air. Svertaniel closed it abruptly and disappeared in a puff of purplish smoke. His figure soon reappeared in front of the guild, and he walked back through the Void Door. 
 
    The turtle carried him again while he admired the fascinating creatures of the Void. In less than half an hour, they reached their destination in the middle of the empty space, and Svertaniel jumped off the beast. As they both floated in mid-air, he dismissed the turtle with a smile and stepped through another Void Door. 
 
    This time, he walked out of the gate high in mid-air with a single mountain under his feet. He floated amongst the clouds with an unamused expression. It was still the Demon Continent, just a different part of it. A city was built in a giant spike of salt, his current destination. 
 
    The sun was slowly setting up and the sky was pretty clear, so he was decently visible on the red background. He opened his grimoire and took a deep breath. A complex circular formation materialized in front of him and Svertaniel shouted into the array. 
 
    “You have ten minutes to bring out The Dark Lord’s Scepter! I know it’s in your possession! I can feel it! There’s no use lying!” 
 
    The booming words echoed strongly over the whole region. Svertaniel activated another technique allowing him to peek into various places inside Salty Peak. He observed the people’s reactions on a dozen magical monitors of purple shade. 
 
    Then, a bunch of spells and projectiles rushed his way from below. 
 
    Svertaniel snorted. Hardly any of the attacks would reach his position before losing all their potency. But those that did cover all the distance were swatted aside by a lazy motion of his hand, sending a powerful wave of purple energy to get rid of them. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Svertaniel spread his arms to the sides and partially up. His dark grimoire floated in front of his face and locked itself in place with the open pages directed to the sky. He began muttering deep, incomprehensible words which brought ominous symbols onto his skin, flowing from within the book. 
 
    The markings released a horrific, dark purple glow and mist, gradually turning Svertaniel into a walking scroll. Barely any space on his skin was left uncovered by the sinister script. His eyes then shot open, and he slammed the grimoire shut, sending a tremendous shockwave around himself. 
 
    “Feast on their souls, Eater of Worlds!” Svertaniel shouted in a mighty tone. 
 
    Another, much stronger explosion of spiritual energy blasted from his body and the air became silent. Nothing happened for ten seconds. The dozen magic screens were starting to show demons laughing at his failed spell. 
 
    And then, the sky cracked. 
 
    A tear of incomprehensible size appeared in the air above Salty Peak and burst open with loud shattering noise and millions of purplish particles. A colossal eldritch maw with uncountable rows of teeth as big as a four-story industrial warehouse descended onto the city with an earth-shattering, sinister roar. 
 
    The abyssal monstrosity soon hit the ground and swallowed the town and its surrounding areas as a whole, closing its gargantuan jaws around it. The Eater of Worlds then retracted back into the Abyss, leaving a deep crater with countless sharp teeth marks behind. 
 
    The tear quickly healed up and closed, disappearing from the sky as if it had never existed there in the first place. The air was again filled with silence. 
 
    Svertaniel nodded his head and floated down into the created funnel. He dropped onto the damaged earth and snapped his fingers. The scepter shot from under the ground and flew into his hand. With a satisfied smile, he opened the Void Door and left the place. 
 
    The moment he reappeared in the Void, a bone-chilling voice resounded in his mind. 
 
    ~I can see that you have it.~ 
 
    “Yes, I do, my Lord. I’ll gladly deliver it to you if you allow me.” 
 
    A different gate appeared in front of him, much darker and almost pitch-black, and Svertaniel stepped into it with no hesitation. 
 
    He appeared in a soul-sucking space where happiness literally couldn’t exist. A planet-sized entity towered over that realm like a god. It had a roughly humanoid shape with countless huge tentacles flowing down its face. 
 
    ~Good. Now, bring it to me, child.~ 
 
    Svertaniel was going to offer the artifact to the Lord, but he froze when he noticed the entity. He immediately hugged the scepter and pointed a finger at the being. 
 
    “You! You are not the one! Who are you!?” 
 
    ~Preposterous. I am the Lord of the Ab—~ 
 
    “Shut up, you impostor! You are not him! You don’t possess even a speck of the majesty his shadows do, feelers-for-chin!” 
 
    ~You!~ 
 
    “I’m going to tear this realm to shreds and return to my Lord! Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” 
 
    Svertaniel created a small breach in reality, shoved his hands inside, and pulled to the sides with all his might, screaming his lungs out. He tore the fabric of the realm so hard that he accidentally caused an interdimensional collapse, undoing the small dimension through a blast much more powerful than an exploding star. 
 
    Just as the heatwave hit him, his body disappeared in white light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
The Second Pair 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Bryn opened her eyes, the golden shine of the ceiling greeted her. She exhaled softly and stretched around a little as thin, white, velvety sheets brushed against her naked skin. Her feathery wings spread as she lay on her back, and she finally sat up. 
 
    With another deep sigh, her gaze fell onto her sizable chest, and she smiled. There weren’t many Valkyries with more prominent breasts than hers. It always made her proud. Today, for some reason though, she felt a faint trace of weird anxiety in her mind as she looked at her bust, unable to pinpoint what it was and why it felt strange. 
 
    She shook off the mysterious sensation and stepped off her grand bed, glancing around her bedroom made of almost pure gold with occasional detailing that used white marble and some silvery metals. With a dainty step, she arrived at the balcony overlooking the whole ARK. 
 
    Today was the day. She would lead her squad to reclaim the last part of the land underneath their settlement from the Scourge. The monsters had been almost fully pushed back to the borders of their region. The valkyrjas of Tyr had already planned the fortifications they would lay down to secure the ground and everything was on a great path. 
 
    With a flick of her wrist, she called her staff to her hand. It rushed through the air with a pleasant hum and fell into her grasp. It shone briefly and Bryn’s body got enveloped in its light, soon becoming material and turning into her favorite white-gold armor. 
 
    She smiled to herself and spread her wings, preparing to take flight. After a strong flap, she shot out of her bedroom and gained altitude, heading towards the castle their Council used for its meetings. 
 
    Three minutes later, she descended onto the golden path shortly before the gates to the grand building. That caused a small commotion amongst the passerby valkyrjas. 
 
    “Look, it’s the Valkyrja Queen!” one of the spectators pointed at Bryn and whispered to her companion. 
 
    “You are right! She’s as magnificent as ever,” the other one replied with an excited but hushed tone. 
 
    “And beautiful,” a third one added after joining them. “I’m so envious of her figure, especially her magnificent chest.” 
 
    “Shhhh!” the other two shushed the newcomer down. 
 
    “It’s rude to talk about such vulgar things in Her Majesty’s presence!” the first woman explained, and the slightly jealous valkyrja covered her mouth. 
 
    Bryn smiled wryly to herself, overhearing the whole conversation. She couldn’t shake off this weird feeling about her chest and it was starting to bug her out a little. Why wouldn’t she be happy about others envying her looks? Weren’t big chests very desirable amongst her kin anyway? 
 
    The more she thought about it, the more confused she got, even to the point of a slight headache pricking her brain. She shook her head and decided to ignore that feeling. There were many more important things to deal with first. 
 
    With a proud step, she walked towards the double gate and the two guards bowed respectfully before opening it for her. Everyone she passed stopped to lower their heads and Bryn answered each person with a nod. 
 
    Soon, she reached the big round hall with a circular table in the middle of it. A bunch of other valkyrjas surrounded it—the Council members. 
 
    “Greetings, Sky Queen,” one of the mature ones, Hilda, welcomed her with a smile and the others quickly repeated the greeting. 
 
    Bryn waved her hand at them. “Thank you, everyone. How are the preparations?” 
 
    “Everything is proceeding as planned, my Queen,” Eir replied courteously. 
 
    “Great. It’s time to finally secure a good piece of our long-lost lands and cultivate it properly. We won’t be limited to just the farming grids integrated into our ARKs,” Bryn exclaimed with confidence, and a cheerful murmur traveled through the chamber. 
 
    Something flashed in her mind, and she turned to Kara and Rota. 
 
    “Remind me, please, how are our supplies holding on? We received all we were supposed to from our new trade partner, right?” 
 
    The two valkyrjas flipped through their notebooks for a moment and gave each other a slightly uncertain glance. 
 
    “We are a little under the line regarding bandages and alcohol, still doing decently fine, though, but… new trade partner, my Queen?” Kara glanced at her with slight confusion. 
 
    Bryn blinked a few times, furrowing her brows. “What? Weren’t we supposed to get those from… from… uhhhh…” 
 
    She could swear they had been going to deal with that shortage but there was nothing coming to her mind regarding the merchant. She couldn’t remember which ARK they were from, nor how they even looked while she was sure they had surely met. 
 
    “Is something wrong, my Queen? You look pale,” Hilda asked with a gentle tone. 
 
    “I’m… fine.” Bryn waved her concern away. “I must have confused something somewhere. Maybe fragments of a dream have mixed into my memories.” 
 
    “You are always overworking yourself for our sake, my Queen,” Eir said with a smile. “You should rest more. You deserve it.” 
 
    Bryn nodded. “I will. After we finish this. Are the troops ready?” 
 
    Hilda bowed slightly. “At your command, my Queen.” 
 
    The women left the meeting room together and stepped into a high balcony. Hundreds of fully armored valkyrjas stood in perfectly formed rows down below, looking up at their leaders. 
 
    “Greetings, Sky Queen!” they shouted all at once. 
 
    Bryn answered with a raise of her hand. Then she glanced everyone over and raised her weapon into the air. 
 
    “Today! Today is the day of our victory! Join me, warriors of Tyr, and let’s show every single valkyrja in every single ARK that those monsters can be pushed back! Let Tyr be the beacon of hope and promise of a bright future!” 
 
    “Uraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” the troops roared while pointing their own gear to the sky. 
 
    “Sky Queen! Sky Queen! Sky Queen!” 
 
    Their chants soon filled the air and Bryn took off from the balcony. 
 
    The Councilors remained on the ledge while the army of valkyrjas followed their leader, turning the surroundings into one giant mass of wings releasing deafening noise into the area. In a few minutes, they were all gone. 
 
    Bryn led the valkyrjas down towards the ground, towards the last spot they had to secure before getting a chance to fortify their defenses. It was a small mountain pass, perfect for strategic advantage. 
 
    Hundreds of valkyrjas stormed the narrow path and hell broke loose. The monsters of the Scourge began getting decimated by the winged troops, using their position to their advantage, raining death from the sky. 
 
    Each valkyrja fought bravely, assisting their companions all the time. They were all trained warriors, taught the importance of watching each other’s backs. They broke into smaller squads and tackled groups of enemies together under their team leaders. 
 
    Bryn was down there with them too. She mostly focused on healing her comrades and assisting them with her magic, but she was no weakling either. Her staff-spear was perfect to mutilate her opponents when they got a bit too close to her. She loved the thrill of battle as much as her companions did. 
 
    Part of a formation broke, and she quickly joined to reinforce it. While the injured valkyrjas fell back to recover, she plugged the created hole with her own person, starting to skewer the monsters with the sharp blade at the tip of her staff. 
 
    She pierced one of the dark-skinned, humanoid monsters right in the chest and it staggered. A weird image flashed through Bryn’s mind as she stared at its corpse spread over the ground.  
 
    It felt somehow familiar. 
 
    She took down more of the enemies and the weird feeling just grew as she cut the monsters' chests and stomachs. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Fortunately, the other valkyrjas had recovered and soon joined her side to fight again. 
 
    “My Queen, thank you for rescuing us!” one of the young girls thanked her respectfully. “Are you okay, my Queen? You look unwell.” 
 
    Bryn pointed at a dead monster with her weapon. “Don’t they look like… men?” 
 
    The other woman furrowed her brows. “What’s a man?” 
 
    A powerful headache hit Bryn almost instantly the moment the last word left the valkyrja’s mouth. She caught her head in both hands and groaned as various images flashed through her mind. The same question suddenly echoed in her head. But, instead of the young girl, it was her asking it, with a good-looking youth in front of her. 
 
    “This… This is not real…” Bryn finally realized, looking around in shock. “I’m not worthy of the title of the Sky Queen. We have no means to push the Scourge back.” 
 
    “My Queen?” The woman by her side showed a great deal of concern. 
 
    Bryn turned to look at her. “Tell me. Is my chest big?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen. It’s magnificent. Every valkyrja envies you secretly.” 
 
    “Lies,” Bryn muttered to herself. “That’s not how things are.” 
 
    She then spread her wings and launched herself into the air. Stopping above the battlefield, she looked down at the valkyrjas winning easily against the monsters. 
 
    “Asterios… That was his name… The name of my current contractor and master…” she whispered to herself. “How did I get here? How do I leave? Right, the thrones. We were exploring an underground vault.” 
 
    Unaware of any other options she could have, Bryn ignored the chaos below her feet and soared back to the ARK. She flew at her highest speed and stormed into the throne room of the Sky Queen, a valkyrja unanimously chosen by all twelve ARKs to lead them. Something that hadn’t happened in centuries. 
 
    She quickly locked her eyes on the magnificent golden throne and stopped in front of it with a violent gust of wind. In a hurry, she dropped herself down onto it. 
 
    “I reject this fake reality! This is not me! Let me return to my people, and to my master!” 
 
    A figure of a giant, ethereal, winged woman materialized in front of Bryn. A proud smile painted the translucent valkyrja’s lips as she drove a splendid spear of light right into Bryn’s chest. 
 
    But Bryn felt no pain.  
 
    Warm, white radiance soon claimed her, and she watched the mysterious woman’s impressed smile fade into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    The sound of a pleasant bell woke Silvia up. She opened her eyes and saw the ornate door to her chamber open. A woman in a conservative maid uniform walked inside with a bright smile. 
 
    “Good morning, Princess! It’s already eleven! Did you spend half of the night in the library again?” The maid put her hands on her hips and sighed. 
 
    “Camille,” Silvia murmured, sitting up. “Are Father and Mother waiting for me?” 
 
    “They are still preparing so you are not late if that’s what you are asking about. Now, we better get moving if you want to make it to breakfast on time, Young Lady.” 
 
    Silvia jumped off the bed and the maid instantly showed up by her side, yanking the nightdress off her. She smiled softly while taking a glance at the princess’ thin and petite figure, giggling at the girl when receiving a raised brow during the motion. 
 
    Camille quickly brought Silvia’s favorite clothes and helped her dress up. The princess soon wore a comfortable military-styled outfit of pure white color with dark orange details. It had a long coat tightly wrapped around her body just as she liked. 
 
    “Ahhhh, I really wish to see you in a beautiful dress for once, Princess.” The maid sighed in admiration. 
 
    “You know I dislike them, Camille. They are troublesome to move in.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But a maid can dream, can’t she?” Camille giggled. “Now, we should hurry. I heard that His Majesty finally found you an instructor after you bested him completely in both knowledge and practice.” 
 
    Silvia frowned lightly. “Don’t I already have an instructor?” 
 
    Camille put her hands on her hips, raising a brow at the princess. “Of course not. It’s always been a problem with how talented you are. No one can match you, not even mentioning teaching you.” 
 
    It didn’t feel exactly right to Silvia, but she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like her personal maid would lie to her this blatantly. They had grown up together, pretty much. She trusted the slightly overenthusiastic woman. 
 
    There was no time to ponder over that, though. She had breakfast to attend. And a big banquet later in the day. It was her birthday. It would be rude not to show up to the party in her own name even though she disliked those types of gatherings. 
 
    The maid led her through the corridors until they reached the king’s personal dining hall and Camille let Silvia inside while bowing respectfully as she held the door for her. At the short table stuffed with incredible food, two people sat side by side. 
 
    For some reason, Silvia’s chest felt really tight when she looked at the pretty woman with long black hair and emerald eyes. It was like something gripped her heart when she saw her mother. She stopped in front of her chair and kept staring at the queen. 
 
    “Silvia, dear, are you okay? Why are you crying?” the woman suddenly asked. 
 
    Silvia blinked a few times and realized that a single tear was traveling down her cheek as more threatened to escape the corners of her eyes. She quickly wiped the wetness off with her sleeve and glanced at it in consternation. 
 
    Why had she cried? 
 
    “I’m fine, Mother. I think a bit of light was reflected into my eye,” she replied, sitting down with her parents. 
 
    With everyone gathered, they started their breakfast in relative silence. Now and then, Welrond chatted his wife up with some small talk or the woman brought up something related to the kingdom and its inner workings. 
 
    “I heard that you found an instructor for me, Father,” Silvia said at one point. 
 
    Welrond glanced at her and groaned. “That loose-lipped maid can’t even hold a single surprise in.” 
 
    The woman chuckled softly. “You should have known how close these two are. It was bound to happen.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, it’s true, I finally found someone decent. Since the cat is already out of the bag, I planned to introduce them to you after the banquet.” 
 
    “Is he a Summoner from Tyrienheim?” Silvia asked. 
 
    The king raised his brows at her. “That’s… weirdly specific. Why would you assume they are from Tyrienheim? Or that they are a man? How would a Summoner be helpful to your bloodline?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” she replied honestly. 
 
    These words just rolled off her tongue before she could even notice. It truly was weirdly specific, as her father had said. 
 
    “Nevertheless, you will know soon. I hope you enjoy the party. Plenty of people will surely bring gifts.” Welrond smiled softly. 
 
    “Yes. They surely will,” she replied, already imagining how other nobles would try to gain her favor with their presents. 
 
    After breakfast, Silvia spent her time at the training grounds. She enjoyed practicing her Aura Materialization even though she had already fully mastered it long ago, surpassing even her father. 
 
    Then, she moved to the royal library to read about various aspects of magic and not only. There was barely anything she could focus on to help her grow further and that was why finding an instructor was such a big deal. If they were truly skilled enough, they could push her to another level. 
 
    Finally, the time of the banquet came. Silvia walked into the busy hall in the same military outfit. Everyone turned their heads to look at the princess as she paraded through the grand hall. Noblemen and noblewomen lowered their heads respectfully, sending her their best smiles. 
 
    Soon, the party started, and everyone began enjoying the atmosphere. As expected, many people approached Silvia with their birthday wishes and various gifts. To her surprise, though, most of them actually felt genuine and the presents were small and symbolic instead of grand and almost flattering. It didn’t seem like anyone tried to court her favor tonight. 
 
    She knew it was just like always but seeing the nobles interact with her and with each other without hidden agenda and intentions felt… off. It was certainly nice and made her comfortable at the banquet, but deep down, something was warning Silvia that it was weird. 
 
    Two hours flew by, and Welrond finally approached her to introduce her to the instructor he had found. She felt excited. They could potentially be of huge help to her. It could be a lot of fun to explore her magic alongside someone else other than her father. 
 
    Then, she saw the elven woman in dark brown robes and felt somewhat disappointed for a reason she did not understand. The magician was strong, she could feel it, but something was lacking. 
 
    Silvia requested a duel and the woman agreed with a confident smile. They moved to a private arena and equipped some safety measures since the woman urged her to go all out against her as she was an expert in the Fire Element. 
 
    The duel started and the instructor immediately brought up a wall of swirling inferno between them, obstructing Silvia’s view. Silvia quickly condensed a small Fireball at the tip of her battle staff and forced it to flatten. With a wide swing, she sent the projectile into the wall of flames, and it suddenly exploded with an air-shaking boom, canceling the woman’s spell. 
 
    Silvia then noticed the magic the instructor had been preparing behind that smokescreen she had erected. 
 
    She instantly began mirroring the woman but with a small difference in their dance-like movements. After half a minute, the elven instructor finished first and a giant magical circle of crimson red materialized behind her. With a loud roar, a gigantic flame in the shape of a Lesser Dragon flew towards the princess. 
 
    But Silvia remained calm and completed her own spell. A much more complex formation of glowing orange appeared behind her and the head of a True Dragon thrice as big as the other woman’s creation peeked out of the array alongside part of its sinister torso. 
 
    Silvia’s True Dragon roared much louder and shook the whole arena. Then, it took a deep breath and spewed violent, amber fire in an unbelievably thick pillar of flames right at the Lesser Dragon moving through the air with snake-like movements. 
 
    The woman’s spell was overpowered easily, and the True Dragon’s fire breath reached the instructor, enveloping her wholly in stone-melting flames. A huge chunk of the floor and the walls of the arena turned into sizzling liquid, with no trace of the elf left behind. 
 
    “I see,” Silvia muttered to herself. 
 
    Silence fell onto the battling grounds as Silvia dismissed her spell. Her father and mother soon showed up by her side and found her deep in thought. 
 
    “Silvia?” the queen called to her daughter. 
 
    She turned to look at Welrond. “Dad?” 
 
    “Yes, my daughter?” the king replied calmly, sneaking a few glances at the aftermath of the fight. 
 
    “Da… Ekhm. Daddy?” she called to him once more, a little awkwardly this time. 
 
    “Yes? Is something the matter? If you are worried about the woman—” 
 
    “I understand now.” Silvia nodded to herself. “It’s a false reality built on my subconscious desire, meant to keep me in the perfect dream world, with some kind of a suggestive seal on my memories.”  
 
    She looked at her parents.  
 
    “My inner desire to grow up with you by my side, Mom. My inner desire to attend normal noble balls with no schemes in the shadows. My inner desire to surpass you, Father, and earn your recognition. And…” She glanced at the fuming earth. “My inner desire to have won that duel against the instructor, using what they showed me to better myself during the fight and respond with a much stronger spell.” 
 
    Silvia then trotted to her mother and hugged her tightly. “I’m almost inclined to stay here…” 
 
    The queen brushed through her hair gently. “Oh, then you can stay within my embrace as long as you want.” 
 
    “But Dad always kept saying that you should let the past go.” 
 
    A pillar of fire suddenly erupted from under Silvia’s feet and enveloped the two of them. In a flash, the woman was reduced to cinders and the fire receded, revealing just Silvia standing untouched in the same place, glancing down at her hands. She squeezed them into fists, assuming a serious expression. 
 
    “If this trap is meant to test my convictions, then know that I will make my dreams come true with my own two hands!” Silvia shouted into the sky. “Well, and maybe with some guidance from a certain someone,” she added with a smile as she began disappearing in white light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23
The Third Pair 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A mischievous ray of sunlight caused Selene to stir in her bed. She considered just waving her hand at the curtains to envelop the room in semi-darkness for a few more minutes but she quickly abandoned that idea and opened her eyes. 
 
    With a long yawn, she sat up and stretched. She really wanted to just laze around at her mansion a little bit, but she knew her position didn’t really allow for it. There were plenty of things she had to take care of at the temple right from the very morning. 
 
    Standing up, she walked to one of the wardrobes present in her bedchamber and dressed herself up into her usual battle outfit. After she was finished with her sleeves, she moved to the balcony and took a glance at the marble city underneath. 
 
    With a deep breath, she jumped over the railing. Eight more tails joined the single fluffy cloud hanging behind her back in a flash and Selene’s body got enveloped by white smoke. Before she fell even halfway towards the streets, she assumed the form of a giant Nine-Tailed Fox and began running through the air with the use of silvery, crescent platforms. 
 
    People on the ground turned their heads up with joyful smiles, watching the big, white-furred fox soar through the sky just above them. Many Spiritual Foxes showed respectful greetings with their fists and palms as she passed over various streets and buildings. 
 
    “The Matriarch looks as magnificent as always,” a woman commented with a sigh. 
 
    “We are so lucky to be guided by someone blessed by the heavens,” a man added. 
 
    “Right! The Matriarch’s blessing is the best possible thing that could have happened to our tribe!” a different girl exclaimed while enthusiastically waving at the majestic fox. 
 
    Selene could easily pick up on their conversations with her amazing hearing. She felt warm inside from all the appreciation the people showed her. It was tough at times to lead so many Spiritual Foxes, but it was all worth it in the end. 
 
    Not wanting to be late, Selene picked up the pace and turned into one, long, white smudge as she rushed towards the main temple at an incredible speed. To the people below, it looked like a passing comet or a shooting star flying low with a sparkly trail of spiritual energy. Everyone knew what it really was, of course. 
 
    She reached her destination in no time and stepped onto the ground in front of the numerous columns making the entrance to the highest temple on the marble peak. Many Spiritual Foxes admired her breathtaking fur for a moment before Selene withdrew her transformation and reappeared in her humanoid form. 
 
    “Matriarch.” 
 
    Everyone instantly bowed and greeted her with proper gestures. Selene smiled at them and waved at her people, knowing well that asking them to drop these courtesies was utterly pointless. She didn’t mind it either. 
 
    So, she made her way through the temple’s corridors and chambers while receiving and replying to numerous greetings. Soon, Selene found herself amongst the training arenas, where many of her kin practiced with great effort to better themselves physically, mentally, and spiritually. 
 
    One particular person caught Selene’s attention as she was walking by the side of one of these training grounds. She stepped out from behind the pillars separating the sidewalk from the arena and stopped by a silver-haired girl of petite stature. 
 
    The young woman’s ear twitched, and she turned her head, instantly entering a light bow towards the incoming person. 
 
    “Greetings, Matriarch.” 
 
    “I see that you are taking my advice very seriously, Ronye.” Selene smiled softly. 
 
    “I’m extremely honored to receive guidance from the Matriarch herself. It’s only natural for me to follow the instructions to my utmost abilities.” 
 
    “Good. I’m sure you will soon break into the seventh stage.” 
 
    “I will not let you down, Matriarch.” Ronye bowed once more and then glanced at Selene with a bit of uncertainty. “Ummm…” 
 
    “Yes?” Selene raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Would you mind exchanging some pointers with me, Matriarch? I think I could use some additional actual combat advice.” 
 
    “But of course. It’s my duty to assist my disciple as much as I can. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Ronye nodded and immediately jumped back to create some distance between them. She entered the sixth stage of her Awakening and Selene matched it with a smile. With a taunting hand gesture from her senior, Ronye disappeared in a blur. 
 
    A loud thud followed as the legs of both women met and crossed in the air high above their heads. They remained at a standstill as the dust kicked up from the impact slowly fell to the ground. Ronye understood that she couldn’t compete with Selene in pure strength and quickly withdrew her leg, launching a spinning mid-kick at the Matriarch with the retained momentum. 
 
    Both became a blur as they clashed against each other, exchanging powerful, earth-shaking blows. If anyone was spectating the fight between these two, they would only be able to see the movement of dust and sand throughout the arena and experience the immense blasts of air and spiritual pressure from each hit. 
 
    The surrounding marble columns began to crack from the intensity of the mock duel. Thick sweat covered Ronye’s forehead as she tried everything to break through Selene’s guard but couldn’t succeed even once. The Matriarch just smiled back at her while casually blocking or swatting away her blows, redirecting their power into the environment. 
 
    Yet, Ronye could feel herself growing stronger by the minute. Each of her parried attacks was mitigated in just the way for her to notice the tiny imperfections in them as if Selene was literally moving her arms and legs into the proper place while guarding against them. 
 
    But, even if she truly wanted to keep it up for as long as possible, her body wasn’t able to follow through with her wishes. Ronye finally made a fatal mistake which Selene just couldn’t ignore, and the older Foxkin punished her disciple with a powerful palm blow right into her sternum. 
 
    An immense impact shook the arena as Ronye was sent flying backward. Before she slammed into the marble pillar, Selene appeared behind her and caught the young disciple, cushioning the impact. Ronye slowly regained her lost breath while being supported by the Matriarch. 
 
    Partially recovering her composure, she turned around and respectfully pressed her fist into her palm with a light bow. 
 
    “Junior thanks the Matriarch for this enlightening spar. I truly can’t even come close to competing with the power of someone with such a powerful blessing.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly and ruffled through Ronye’s hair, glancing at the glowing marks peeking through her right sleeve. For a brief moment, she felt reminiscent of them for some reason, but she quickly refocused her attention on the slightly blushing girl she was patting. 
 
    “You will match me in no time, Ronye. Your talent easily surpasses even Lerisse's. Your hard work is second to none too. Just keep it up and the position of the next Matriarch is going to belong to you.” 
 
    Ronye smiled faintly, trying to hide it by glancing down. “Surely, you jest, Matriarch. You are going to lead us forever as you are immortal.” 
 
    Selene rubbed her head a bit stronger. “You never know what the future holds. Immortal does not mean invincible.” 
 
    She then suddenly dropped her smile and her face turned serious. Her last words rang in her head repeatedly. They felt familiar but she couldn’t exactly tell how. Why did she associate them with fire for some reason? 
 
    “Matriarch?” Ronye’s worried voice reached her ears. 
 
    “It’s nothing. I got a bit lost in my thoughts.” Selene shook her head and her soft smile returned. “I’ll have to excuse myself now. Duty calls.” 
 
    Ronye bowed once more, and Selene continued her journey to the Matriarch’s office. Just as earlier, many people greeted her with respect, and some even with reverence. Since no one stopped her, she reached her destination in just a few minutes. 
 
    Entering the spacious chamber, she noticed a mature Spiritual Fox with long dark ginger hair and an emerald dress sitting on a bench by a huge marble bookshelf. The beautiful woman closed the book she had been reading and stood up, joining her hands in a respectful greeting. 
 
    “Welcome, Matriarch.” 
 
    Selene snorted while rolling her eyes. “Just stop it, Lerisse. You are having way too much fun with this. You were the Matriarch not that long ago.” 
 
    Lerisse chuckled softly, walking closer to her friend. “But now I’m not. It’s only natural that I show proper respect to the leader of our community.” 
 
    “People shouldn’t respect you any less with how much you brought into the tribe when the seat was yours.” 
 
    “Maybe. But it can’t compare to all the knowledge about dungeons and magic you have shared with everyone even before becoming the Matriarch,” Lerisse replied with a proud smile. 
 
    Selene glanced to the side. “Dungeons… and magic…” 
 
    “And we can’t forget your input into external spiritual circuits. If not for your study of the blessing you possess, our tribe couldn’t prosper this much ever.” 
 
    As Lerisse stepped closer and wrapped her arms around her younger friend’s waist, Selene still looked to the side, furrowing her brows a little as she stared at her forearms. 
 
    “Who… helped me awaken the patterns?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Fufufu~ Of course, that was me, don’t you remember? We worked so hard on it. Well, considering how indecent it might have looked now and then, I’m not that surprised you would want to forget about it. But there’s no need to be shy in front of your Soul Mate.” Lerisse showed an alluring smile and began shortening the distance between their faces. 
 
    “Soul… Mate…” Selene muttered to herself in deep thought. “My Soul Mate.” 
 
    Just moments before their lips connected, Selene put a hand on Lerisse’s mouth and slowly stepped back, surprising her older friend greatly. A frown appeared on the former Matriarch’s face. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Selene?” 
 
    “Extend your palm forward,” she ordered with a serious face. 
 
    Albeit a little confused, Lerisse complied with the sudden request. Selene placed her own palm against it as they stood in front of each other. 
 
    “Circulate your energy with me.” 
 
    Lerisse nodded and the two women became enveloped in a spiritual aura of light blue and orange color respectively. The energies flowed through their arms, towards their linked palms, and began mixing as they passed through the connection, traveling further. 
 
    But then, a faint explosion of force took place and their palms rebounded from each other, breaking the spiritual bridge between the two women.  
 
    Selene immediately frowned. 
 
    “You can fool my mind and my memories, but you can’t fool my soul. You are not my Soul Mate, Lerisse. You have never been.” 
 
    “Selene?” The older Foxkin showed a great deal of anxiety on her face. 
 
    “I’m not sure what is happening, but this is wrong. You were not the one to help me, Lerisse. I can feel this much. And this,” she raised her forearms to the sides, “was never viewed as a blessing but a curse. Until someone convinced me otherwise. Someone who I dearly love. Someone who I have to return to. My real Soul Mate.” 
 
    Selene’s eyes flashed with white radiance as nine tails materialized behind her back. An unimaginable spiritual pressure descended onto the chamber and immediately sent all the furniture into chaos. After just a few seconds, even the ceiling and walls crumbled under its might as the whole area was enveloped by a world-ending spiritual storm. 
 
    Lerisse tried to stop Selene but couldn’t even move against the unbearable wind pressure. She could only watch how a gigantic sphere of white energy gathered above their heads until it covered half of the sky, glowing ominously like a full moon. 
 
    Then, Selene smiled at her friend and withdrew the hands she had put up in the air just after the transformation. The enormous ball of swirling mana lost its suspension and slowly descended to the ground like a gargantuan meteor. The moment it crashed into it, everything went silent, and an ungodly amount of power surged out of the sphere, enveloping everything in white light. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    A faint tug on her hair woke Miria up. She blinked a few times as she opened her eyes and glanced down at the source of the pulling sensation. An extremely cute little girl with short black hair and rounded panther ears stared back at her as she held a lock of Miria’s hair in her tiny hand. 
 
    With another pull, Miria whined quietly and showed a warm smile towards the little girl resting in her arms, pulling her up. She placed a loving kiss on the child’s forehead and hugged the little girl dearly. 
 
    “Sorry. Mommy must have dozed off, ehehe~ Are you hungry?” she asked the cute Pantherkin with a gentle tone. 
 
    An adorable, baby grunt answered her, and Miria giggled to herself. Laying the little girl down on her arms again, she pulled part of her top off and brought her closer. The sweet Pantherkin soon began suckling on her breast. Miria gently patted the little girl’s tiny ears with a sweet smile on her lips. 
 
    She happily fed the baby until it fell asleep in her arms. Before she stood up to carry the peacefully sleeping child to the nearby crib, the door to the house opened and Asterios walked inside. He quickly spotted Miria with their daughter on her lap and smiled at her. 
 
    “Welcome back, Master. How was the hunt?” Miria asked with a wide smile. 
 
    “Very good. Zoe tracked three boars and a deer today,” he answered, walking closer to the women. “I see that you’ve been busy yourself too.” 
 
    Asterios brushed the little girl’s cheek with his thumb and glanced at Miria. They stared at each other with gentle smiles for a moment until he leaned forward and nuzzled his cheek into hers. Miria purred quietly as they exchanged loving rubs. 
 
    He then left a tender peck on her cheek and walked away after scratching behind her cute ear. 
 
    “You rest a little more and I’ll check on Asfi,” he said from the doorframe leading further into the house. 
 
    Miria nodded, looking back at him over her shoulder. “Okay. He was helping my dad before I started nursing Mineria. Also, would you mind looking after her too for a moment so I could go to the town for a little shopping?” 
 
    “For you, anything. Let me know when you are ready.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly and turned back to watch the little girl in her arms. Miria began to gently cradle her daughter while humming a slow and peaceful melody to make her sleep even more comfortably. 
 
    Half an hour later, Asterios returned with a five-year-old boy sitting on his shoulders, looking just like him but with the obvious addition of extremely adorable, rounded ears on top of his head, and a thin black tail swaying behind his back. 
 
    They walked all together to Miria’s and Asterios’s bedroom, where she placed Mineria down on the bed and Asterios lay behind their daughter, watching over her sleep. Asfi climbed on his body and the two started playfighting a little, making Miria giggle. 
 
    She left a peck on everyone’s cheek and escaped the room after Asterios shooed her away for remaining in it for too long while just staring at the trio with a silly smile. Miria quickly collected a few things and jogged to the entrance, passing by her mother who lived with them alongside her father. 
 
    It was an evening hour, and the sky had already begun turning more orange, announcing the upcoming night. So, Miria quickly trotted toward the market to buy a few things for their dinner. She always picked up a bunch of fresh buns from the last batch of the day at the bakery. 
 
    While receiving the paper bag from the owner, someone appeared by her side. 
 
    “Good evening, Miria.” 
 
    She turned her face towards the voice and spotted a Lionkin with shoulder-long golden hair.  
 
    “Hello, Gnesh. I’ve heard that today’s hunt was a success.” She smiled sweetly at the man. 
 
    “Oh, it was. All thanks to your incredible mate,” a different voice answered her, belonging to a woman this time. 
 
    “Zoe!” Miria gasped joyfully and stepped forward to hug her canine friend. 
 
    “Alright, alright! You are going to crush me!” The brown-haired Wolfkin patted her back in desperation. 
 
    Miria giggled and loosened the hug, standing in front of the other woman as they smiled softly at each other. 
 
    “You know, if you like him that much, you should really just go and ask him out, Zoe. Master definitely likes you too. I wouldn’t mind having you as my sister-mate, really.” 
 
    As Gnesh cackled loudly, a fierce blush covered Zoe’s cheeks while she glanced away. 
 
    “There’s no way he would accept me with how infatuated with you he is…” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    Miria sighed softly and shook her head. She wasn’t going to pressure her friend into something she didn’t wish for. Even if she knew very well, just like everyone else around them, that Zoe had a huge crush on Asterios. It was the most obvious during the hunts where both of them were present. Nothing could fool Miria’s strong nose and keen eyes. 
 
    “Alright. Just remember my words. Master can definitely keep everyone happy.” 
 
    A small prickle of pain caused Miria to wince a little, but she quickly controlled herself not to show it, hiding it behind her iconic, cheerful smile. Asterios was right. She should rest more and leave things to him. 
 
    After chatting briefly with her friends, she said her goodbyes and returned home, heading straight to the kitchen. A few minutes into the preparation of dinner, Asterios walked down the stairs and joined her, hugging Miria lovingly from behind and beginning to kiss her hair. 
 
    “The food you are making smells almost as good as you do today, my dear Miria,” he whispered into her ear, making it twitch. 
 
    She giggled adorably while trying to chop the cucumbers in front of her. 
 
    “I won’t be able to finish it if you keep this up, Master,” she replied with slightly quicker breaths. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop, then?” 
 
    A brief silence fell between them. The only answer Asterios had gotten was Miria’s butt pressing more into his waist as he ran his hands over her front under the cute apron she wore. 
 
    She somehow managed to finish the food as they played with each other, and she placed it down on a tray at their side. As soon as it was moved a safe distance from their position, she resigned herself completely to Ast’s hands, leading them to her chest and navel. 
 
    “Mmmm… We can’t here… The kids will wake up…” she said, but her heart pounded faster and faster. 
 
    Asterios chuckled, pushing himself more into her from behind. “Nothing a simple rune can’t fix. We just have to avoid toppling too many things as vibrations are a different thing.” 
 
    He then spun her around and pinned Miria’s wrists to the cupboards above her head, starting to leave ferocious kisses on her neck while rubbing her crotch with his thigh. Miria’s breathing grew quicker under his very intensive care. 
 
    “You are so rough today…” she whined playfully. 
 
    “You want it rough, don’t you? You love it when I do you hard. You are my little, submissive kitty and I’m your strong and ferocious alpha.” 
 
    Miria knew it was exactly as he said, that those were her true wishes, but the more strength Asterios exerted over her, the fiercer he got, the more uneasy she felt, for some reason. She didn’t know why. Something just didn’t fit. 
 
    Asterios let go of one of her wrists and his fingers slid into her panties, gliding over the fluffy bush down there. She shivered and subconsciously grabbed his hand, stopping it as a weird thought rushed through her mind. He raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    “Ummm… Actually… I want to shave it to be more appealing to you, Master, but… I’m not sure what you think…” she said, slightly uncertain why she even had. 
 
    He chuckled and placed a hand on her cheek, moving closer to her lips. “Shave it for me, of course. It’s only natural—ugh!” 
 
    Miria suddenly kneed Asterios right in the groin and followed it up with a spinning kick, sending him flying backward into the wooden table and chairs. In a flash, she was kneeling over him pinned to the wall with her shortsword pressed into his throat. 
 
    “Who are you?!” she growled at Asterios with a furious expression. 
 
    “What… cough… do you mean?” 
 
    “You are not Master! He would never tell me to change anything just to please him! He would convince me to be just the way I want to be because he loves all of me unconditionally! Especially that little patch of fur!” 
 
    “Mommy?” 
 
    Miria’s ears twitched, and she turned her face to the side. Asfi stood at the foot of the stairs while holding his little sister’s hand, who could barely retain balance as she sucked on her thumb. He had a confused and worried expression on his face while the little girl didn’t seem to understand what she was seeing. 
 
    “Why are you hurting daddy?” the boy asked, squeezing his sister’s hand a bit more. 
 
    Miria’s lower lip trembled a little. She quickly returned her focus to Asterios and pushed her blade more into his neck, trying to fight against the turmoil of emotions that was wreaking havoc in her heart and mind. She clenched her teeth as her hand began shaking more and more, drawing more blood from Ast's throat. 
 
    But she couldn’t do it.  
 
    She growled in frustration and stepped away from him. She knew this was all fake. She knew they were just impostors. But she couldn’t hurt her beloved master. She couldn’t hurt their children. No matter if they were real or not. 
 
    So, as her thoughts raced back and forth between them, causing her to panic more and more, she chose to do the only thing she could in that situation. 
 
    “Miria!” 
 
    “Mommy, no!” 
 
    Miria turned the blade towards herself and pierced her own heart as a few tears rolled down her cheeks. Surprisingly, she felt no pain. Time seemed to have stopped, and a pleasant warmth enveloped her as white light filled her vision. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
A Familiar Opponent 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the chamber with eight thrones, Asterios groaned in pain as he woke up, rubbing his head. After he opened his eyes, he realized that he was on the ground in front of the throne he had sat on. A quick glance around revealed that the others were still present on theirs, seemingly asleep or unconscious. 
 
    The only other seating that was empty belonged to Umbra. Asterios thought at first that he just couldn’t see his familiar’s form from his level, but a shadow began gathering by his side a moment later and the big, ominous raven materialized out of it. 
 
    ~Are you alright, Master?~ 
 
    Asterios took a deep breath and shook his head a few times in quick succession to sober up a little. 
 
    “Yeah. I think, at least. What happened?” he asked, looking at the six figures with hung heads. 
 
    ~It seems that these thrones are part of a bigger formation, with its core at the magic circle in the middle. It tried to scan our memories and influence them. I do not know to what extent because I was able to easily repel its effects after a few seconds. Fortunately, it doesn’t seem to be a strong, malicious spell.~ 
 
    “That explains why I felt a burst of pain and the current headache.” Asterios rubbed his forehead. “I guess whatever it was, it bounced off the seal in my mind and got canceled out. I wish it didn’t hurt so much but I shouldn’t complain. Do you know what’s happening to the others?” 
 
    ~I can tell the nature of the spell from fighting against it but I do not know what exactly it's meant to do and how it affects them. It clearly targets the person’s memories, for some reason, and applies a strong suggestion in the meanwhile. I couldn’t gather any more information without letting it break through my defenses. My apologies.~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “No, don’t apologize. It’s only natural you chose safety first. Do you think we can do anything about their state?” 
 
    Umbra took off from the floor and landed on the top of the dark stone backrest behind Radir. 
 
    ~I tried to carefully prod their minds but there’s a barrier preventing me from intervening and I’m afraid of breaching it. There could be some additional mechanism triggered by trying to push through.~ 
 
    Asterios glanced at Selene and Miria a bit anxiously. “Right.” 
 
    ~Do not fret, Master. As I said, the spell didn’t feel malevolent. I bet it’s just another trial like the one before. I don’t think they are in any immediate danger. You were lucky to possess much stronger magic wrapped around your mind than what this formation could exude.~ 
 
    “This cursed seal does come useful at times. What an irony.” Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    ~While I stopped attempting to break in, I’m still trying out various approaches to gather as much about our friends’ state as possible. If I find out something crucial, I’ll share it at once.~ 
 
    “So, we can’t do anything else but wait, huh?”  
 
    Asterios finally stood up and walked up to Miria’s spot. He knelt in front of the throne and took a look at his mate’s face, which remained hung down as she sat on the geometrical chair with her forearms resting on the hard armrests. 
 
    “What are you going through to make you cry?” 
 
    Noticing a single tear flowing down Miria’s cheek, he gently brushed it away. He kept tenderly caressing her skin while looking at Miria’s seemingly calm face which completely didn’t show what she was experiencing in the depths of her mind. 
 
    Then, Miria’s eyes squinted a little bit and she groaned quietly. Her head gradually rose up and she lifted her eyelids. Blinking slowly, she stared right at Asterios with a slightly absent gaze until her eyes finally stopped moving. 
 
    After regaining focus, her pupils instantly dilated, and Miria’s lower lip trembled as her whole face contorted in a sorrowful expression. Tears soon began rolling down her cheeks as she sobbed softly. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey. It’s okay. Everything is fine. I’m here.” 
 
    Asterios quickly leaned his forehead against hers and kept lovingly stroking Miria’s face. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him into a tight hug. For a few long seconds, they remained in that position while Miria sniffled quietly, trying to hold Asterios as if he was going to disappear at any moment. 
 
    When she finally calmed down a little, she pulled back a bit. They looked at each other from up close while Asterios brushed away all the traces of tears from Miria’s face. He then slowly leaned in and placed a tame, reassuring peck on her lips. 
 
    “You okay? Did something happen?” he asked, moving his fingers to her fluffy ear. 
 
    “Are you… the real Master?” Miria stared at him, a little hesitant. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If I wanted to… shave that patch of fur down there for you… what would you say, Master?” 
 
    Asterios frowned in confusion, repeating that question in his mind. 
 
    “Can you answer… honestly?” Miria urged him. 
 
    He knew she was serious from the anxious look on her face and the tone of her timid voice, so Asterios quickly responded to ease some of Miria’s worries, even if he wasn’t sure what exactly they were. 
 
    “I would of course say that you should do whatever you want and whatever you think would make you feel better about yourself, but you don’t ever have to try and appeal to me because you are already one of the most beautiful girls in my life,” he answered, leaning in to rub his cheek into hers. 
 
    Miria hugged him again and exhaled in relief. After a short while, she withdrew herself and brought a small smile to her adorable lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry for asking silly questions, Master, ehehe~” 
 
    “Don’t be. You know that I will always answer any of your questions. But what brought it up?” 
 
    Miria looked around for the first time since waking up and noticed everyone else besides them was still sitting on their respective thrones while unconscious. She turned back to Asterios and blushed faintly. 
 
    “I think I had a very happy dream… until it got really scary. I… Ummm… I was at home with you and… ummm… our kids…” 
 
    Ast’s eyebrows shot up as more crimson covered Miria’s fair skin. 
 
    “I nursed our daughter… Then you took her to our son and let me go shopping… And it was all very real and I thought it really was my life until I felt something off. You weren’t like yourself. You were… ummm… much more aggressive and bolder… I then realized it couldn’t really be you and attacked the fake you but the kids showed up and I just couldn’t bring myself to hurt you or them and… I kind of panicked… and stabbed myself in the heart…” 
 
    “Miria!” Asterios pushed himself forward to embrace the anxious panthergirl, whose ears flopped down as she retold her story. “Don’t ever think about trying something like that again. What if it was just an illusion and you weren’t incapacitated?” 
 
    She hugged him back, starting to sob a little again. “I’m so sorry. My head was a mess. I was angry, and sad, and happy earlier, and… and…” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I know. I’m sorry for raising my voice. I know how powerful emotions can be.” Asterios combed through her soft hair dearly. “Just promise me that you won’t do such things in the future.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They stayed in each other’s embrace for a minute and stood up together. Asterios let Miria cling to him, seeing that she was still partially afraid to let him go. Umbra flew around and perched on his shoulder. 
 
    ~Looks like the spell trapped everyone in a dream-like reality, most likely aiming to test their will and conviction,~ the shadowy raven said. 
 
    “What if someone doesn’t realize that it’s not real? Are they going to remain in that fake world forever?” Miria wondered. 
 
    ~That I do not know. But, since it seems to be a trial, I think they would be released at some point, perhaps after everyone failed or the people who succeeded reached the end of these tests.~ 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more powerful arrays or formations meant to kick people out of this place just as easily as they bring them in. But it’s not like we saw any safety mechanisms in the first room, where the challenger had to fight monsters depending on their luck, so we can’t be sure,” Asterios added. 
 
    They heard a gasp and turned around. Svertaniel was the second person to wake up after Miria, and he jerked in his seat so hard he almost fell off it. Catching his suddenly ragged breath, he stared at the duo standing in the middle with a confused expression. 
 
    “Where? How? What?”  
 
    He muttered countless questions under his breath as his eyes jumped around until they locked on Umbra, causing the demon man to sigh in relief and relax. 
 
    “Oh, thank Lord, it’s the real one this time. Praise be thy eternal shadows.” 
 
    Asterios and Miria looked at each other awkwardly and then at Umbra, who remained unmoving in his uncomfortable uneasiness. They chuckled while glancing at the spread-out Svertaniel, looking like he just sat down after running a full marathon. 
 
    “Looks like he is well,” Miria commented with a small smile. 
 
    “Indeed,” Asterios replied with a smirk too. 
 
    But, just to be sure, they both approached the demon man and asked if he had experienced something similar to Miria, confirming that he too had spent a bit of time in a dream-like reality where he had lived quite a successful life. 
 
    The next person to escape from it was Selene. The fox lady suddenly took a deep breath and silently opened her eyes. She found Asterios and Miria walking toward her and smiled. 
 
    “Looks like I’m not the first one to wake up, fufufu~” 
 
    Asterios reached out and helped her stand up. Selene immediately pressed her lips into his and joined them in a passionate kiss. After a moment, she backed away with another soft chuckle. 
 
    “Seems like I’m back to reality. I’m sorry for taking so long, my Lord.” 
 
    “And how can you tell that with just a kiss?” he asked, raising a brow at the mischievous lady. 
 
    Selene smiled sweetly. “I can feel it. No matter what, I would never be able to mistake my Soul Mate for a different person.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that for when we stumble on a spell that will clone me.” 
 
    They all chuckled together and entered a group hug. Albeit slightly embarrassed, Miria shared her story with Selene first before listening to the dream of her sister-mate. They were starting to pick up more and more little details about it. 
 
    Soon enough, Silvia joined them, without any sudden movements. She just raised her head and looked around, capturing everyone’s attention. After consulting her vision with them and listening to their own versions, she had the most input into the whole event. 
 
    Miria blushed fiercely when Silvia suggested that those dreams were based on their subconscious desires while using their memories to build a seemingly perfect world for them to get lost in, also partially clouding their actual memories and pushing forth an altered version, fitting the new life. 
 
    They exchanged their thoughts on the trial while waiting for the remaining two to overcome the challenge. None of them knew Bryn and Radir well enough yet to judge their chances of  success or failure so they hoped everyone would be able to pass without an issue. 
 
    Their pondering seemed to be answered when the last pair stirred together around the same time. Radir opened his eyes first and swiped down his face, taking a deep breath, sneakily covering the tears that threatened to escape the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Cursed memory-based illusions of a perfect world… They are the worst possib—umph!” 
 
    Bryn’s wings suddenly unfolded themselves and spread wide, slapping Radir right in the face and almost knocking him off the chair over the armrest. Everyone chuckled at the Valkyrie as she came to her senses, a little confused about why they were laughing. 
 
    At least until she noticed the state of her wings and the demon researcher on the side. She quickly brought them back with a faint trace of rosiness covering her cheeks. 
 
    “Alright. Everyone seems to have passed. Unless I and Umbra aren’t considered to be victors in this test which the two of us hadn’t taken,” Asterios began after everyone was back on their feet. “What now? There are no exi—” 
 
    The raised platform rumbled, causing everyone to lose balance for a brief moment. They all grabbed a nearby throne and looked around. The eight stone chairs began to retreat into the floor and soon disappeared, leaving only the full, glowing formation on top of the flat surface under their feet. 
 
    A few seconds later, the circular structure started to descend and soon lowered itself to the ground, with just the light coming from the magical array illuminating the vertical tunnel they were descending through. Ready for any additional traps or ambushes, everyone waited in suspense for their ride to end. 
 
    After about two minutes, the shape of an arched entrance began showing up and soon the platform hit the bottom of the lift. Right in front of them, stood a tall and wide, single golden gate. Before anyone could do anything, it shook and gradually slid into the ground, revealing a passage leading into a spacious chamber with a tall statue in the center. 
 
    Warily, they got into a simple formation and walked forward, watching all possible angles. The corridor was again made of dark brown stone, with golden details around the carved parts this time. The torches of three colors were still present, illuminating the whole place with a mysterious rainbow. 
 
    They spotted countless draconic themes over the walls of the passage leading to the middle. Finally reaching the main chamber, they noticed just how tall and wide it was. Three exits were present in the spacious room beside the one they had walked in, closed with a normal, wooden door. 
 
    “Master… This statue… Doesn’t it seem… familiar?” Miria asked, staring at the front of the big figure made of shiny gold. 
 
    Asterios had the same thought. The sculpture depicted a huge humanoid with a thick lizard-like tail, sporadic scaly patterns over its body, and sinister horns sprouting from the sides of its head. 
 
    After just a moment, it clicked in Miria’s, Selene’s, and Asterios’ minds almost at the same time. 
 
    “Get back!” Asterios shouted as the three of them retreated from the statue, pulling the others with them 
 
    Just like the premonition that he’d had, the golden sculpture suddenly began moving. It slowly stepped off its sizable pedestal and landed on the ground with a thud. 
 
    “Get ready to fight! It’s a Golem!” Selene warned the others. 
 
    They quickly set themselves back in a proper formation, putting Radir at the very back with Bryn by his side, who was able to focus both on supporting her companions and protecting the demon man. 
 
    Asterios activated his Draconic Sight and scanned the Golem with it, looking for any possible hints about its weakness. If this one was as tenacious as the one that they had fought in Teira, things were going to get a little hectic in this underground chamber, no matter how big it was. Judging by the design, they did look very similar. 
 
    He located the puppet’s core on its forehead, just like he had expected. There was no scale in it this time, though, but a dark red crystal. 
 
    “Whatever you do, try to get that scarlet gem in its forehead,” he instructed the others while drawing various runes in mid-air. 
 
    “Let’s not waste any time then.” Silvia quickly spun her staff, creating a blazing ring in front of her, and she hit the floor with its butt. 
 
    Two crossing lines ran through the space inside of the flaming circle and she shoved the tip of her staff into the point where they connected. Drawing them back like two perpendicular bowstrings, she created a sharp-looking javelin of fire and launched it right at the statue’s head, shaking the air near the party with the spiritual wave left by its release. 
 
    Asterios passed the artifact sword to Selene. She would make much better use of it than him, and he wasn’t going to take chances with that type of enemy. The fox lady received it with a nod and immediately entered the highest stage of her Awakening. Miria had already drawn on her bloodline too. 
 
    The flaming projectile hit the target perfectly and engulfed the top part of the Golem in a violent inferno. Unfortunately, there was no sign of any damage after the fire disappeared. 
 
    “We’ll need something much stronger than that if this is another challenge,” Svertaniel commented. 
 
    “At least it doesn’t have—” 
 
    “Oh gods, please no.” Asterios sighed. 
 
    “—a weapon.” 
 
    Just as Radir finished his sentence, the large statue raised its arm and plunged its hand into its chest, which somehow turned less solid than it should have been. In a flash, it pulled out its fist, creating an arc of liquid gold in front of itself. The metal hardened and made the shape of a powerful greatsword. 
 
    Everyone looked at the demon man, who smiled wryly. Quickly refocusing back on their opponent, they jumped straight into the action. 
 
    “Lock him down for just a moment. I’ve melted things much tougher than gold. And I’m much stronger now,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    No one objected and they all decided to give the princess a chance since she seemed pretty confident. 
 
    Miria instantly appeared behind the enemy with the use of her favorite Haste and slashed at its calves with her sharpened blades to check their durability. Just as she had expected, her attack didn’t leave even a scratch. This Golem was much stronger than the earth one. 
 
    The golden giant swung at her, turning around, but Miria ignored it and prepared herself to lunge forward the moment she saw the core. Its sword slammed into a cerulean barrier with a mighty impact, stopping completely. 
 
    Waiting exactly for that opportunity, Miria shot forward with all she had in her legs and tried to stab the crystal with her shortsword, enhanced to her utmost abilities at its tip. But it slid off the gem and went past the Golem’s face. 
 
    She made a few somersaults and arrived back by Asterios. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master. I won’t be able to do much here without that fire of yours.” 
 
    He gave her ear a quick ruffle. “I know. I have it ready. But first…” 
 
    They turned their faces to the side and watched how Svertaniel just finished casting a massive orb of violet darkness. He pushed it towards their enemy, and it flew through the air much faster than they had assumed it could. 
 
    Sensing the danger in that attack, the Golem moved quickly too and jumped away from the sinister projectile. Unfortunately for it, the sphere caught its arm and popped like a soap bubble. A soap bubble filled with endless darkness that spilled out with accompaniment of soul-shaking wails. 
 
    The dark violet mist eroded most of its arm and clung to the remaining stump, somehow pulling it to the ground as the smoke descended towards the floor. Umbra joined in and wrapped his shadows around the other arm, pinning it down too. 
 
    “This is going to be hot! Put some barrier up!” Silvia shouted. 
 
    Selene appeared in front of Asterios with a blue flash and brought up a multi-layered formation in an instant. Miria grabbed Svertaniel and jumped behind them while Bryn cast her own dome of protection outside of Selene’s technique. 
 
    “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, in the dawn of ages, this world was nothing but molten crust. Dawn of Creation!” 
 
    Finishing a complex dance, Silvia slammed her staff into the floor and a single wave of ferocious heat spread through the chamber. After it hit the walls, the room fell silent. 
 
    “Is that it?” Miria asked, slightly confused. 
 
    “You better hold onto something…” Asterios muttered, being able to see the unimaginable condensation of blinding amber mana under the Golem. 
 
    A small flame appeared between their opponent’s feet, and everyone locked onto it. It trembled adorably and suddenly blew up with enormous force and heat, creating an almost solid pillar of infernal fire.  
 
    Bryn’s protection shattered in an instant and Selene’s barrier lost three out of seven layers the moment the heatwave crashed into them. A loud hum filled the chamber as the insanely hot flames caused the golden parts of the room to gradually heat up until they turned liquid. 
 
    The walls, the ceiling, the floor, everything melted, starting from the point where the magical pillar stood, with the Golem inside. If it could survive heat so strong to rival an active volcano. Perhaps even stronger. 
 
    After thirty seconds, Silvia withdrew the spell and dropped onto one knee, panting heavily. Selene had to create spiritual platforms for Asterios to reach her and check if she was okay because the floor was still glowing red and partially liquid. 
 
    On the good side, there was no Golem in their sight. 
 
    “That was amazing,” he complimented Silvia, lending her a hand. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m pretty sure it was stronger than I remember. I’m also sure it’s because of your help,” she replied with a soft smile. 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    They both glanced back at Miria, who pointed at something in front of them. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the end…” 
 
    Facing the front again, they saw the scarlet gem float into the air with some of the molten gold still dripping off it. The yellow liquid began swirling and formed a small cyclone, quickly gathering back into the shape the statue had before getting melted into a puddle. 
 
    The crystal slotted itself into the Golem’s forehead and glowed brightly. Two draconic wings of pure gold grew from its back to match the thick tail and the statue’s limbs gained more scaly patterns, covering almost its whole body now, excluding the face and shoulders. 
 
    “Curses. The gem survived.” Silvia clicked her tongue. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “Time for round two.” 
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Accidental Excavation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The fire didn’t even singe the crystal a little bit. It’s impossible to defeat if it can just reconstruct itself from all the gold in this chamber. No matter how many times we melt it, we will be stuck in a loop. And it can use everything including the actual room to regenerate,” Silvia shared her thoughts as the Golem was finishing taking form. 
 
    “If that crystal is even partially as tough as the scale powering the one that we fought in the past, then it’s going to be extremely difficult to even scratch it, not to mention destroying it,” Selene added. 
 
    “And the worst part is that the floor is now boiling hot, making it even harder for us to move,” Svertaniel joined in. 
 
    “Sorry,” Silvia apologized somberly, knowing well that it was purely her fault. 
 
    A quiet splash reached their ears, and a wave of frosty air suddenly passed low above the ground, biting everyone in their ankles. They turned their faces towards the source and found Asterios crouching down with his Spellslinger shoved into the melted surface of the golden floor. 
 
    Decorated by a deep azure gem, it kept releasing freezing waves in quick succession, pushing cold air accompanied by whitish mist to the very far corners of the chamber. In a flash, the melted gold cooled down and turned solid again, even trapping the Golem’s feet for a brief moment by welding them to the ground. No more shiny droplets rained from the ceiling. 
 
    The spell ended and the crystal shot out of the niche with a whizz and a pop, shattering in the air. Asterios raised himself quickly and met everyone’s gaze. 
 
    “We are quite limited in fighting space compared to the last time, so we better handle this quickly. Let’s go all out. I really hope there are no more trials after this.” 
 
    A faint trace of crimson aura began seeping out of Ast’s body as he spoke. Sporadic scales of the same color surfaced on his skin, popping up at a few spots on his neck and other visible areas. His draconic eyes glowed brightly. 
 
    Miria shivered a little after watching his transformation. Not out of fear but excitement. Her body was filled with an inspiring and encouraging feeling. Just his presence and leaking spiritual aura made her feel powerful. She wanted to growl, to roar to show her readiness to fight alongside him. 
 
    Naturally, Selene wasn’t unaffected by it either. Her own energy resonated with the one Asterios was releasing, additionally enhanced by their bond as Soul Mates. Instead of a primal urge to battle her opponents valiantly, her mind turned calmer and more serene as Ast’s presence filled her with confidence. 
 
    Their own spiritual auras exploded too, with Selene’s being more apparent. Miria couldn’t hold back anymore and let out a ferocious roar which shook the air and made everyone else except for the trio—and Umbra, of course—cover their ears as more fur covered her body. At the same time, the immense pressure from Selene’s sixth stage of Awakening made the atmosphere heavy. 
 
    ~What a peculiar feeling,~ Umbra commented in their linked minds. ~I’ve never felt anything like this. For some reason, I feel more liberated than ever before, like the power of the curse has weakened. Is this the benefit of a True Dragon’s servant?~ 
 
    ~We will have time to discuss it after dealing with our current predicament,~ Selene replied in a calm, controlled tone and with a completely neutral face. ~We will stall the enemy for as long as possible. Please, come up with a plan to take it down, my Lord.~ 
 
    Asterios nodded and the six-tailed fox lady disappeared in a light blue flash, followed by a loud boom somewhere behind everyone’s backs which caused a small earthquake.  
 
    Miria suddenly crossed the distance separating her and Asterios in a blink and pushed her lips into his. She pursued his tongue fiercely for a second and pulled back with a feral grin. Her posture blurred, and she was gone too, even without the activation of the Haste rune which still remained on her skin. 
 
    The rest of the party followed with their gazes after the sounds of battle and saw the beastfolk duo assaulting the immobile Golem from many angles, working together in perfect sync. Miria danced around their opponent with minimal movements as if she could predict its attacks with pinpoint accuracy and timing while Selene casually swatted the Golem’s sword and arm away with an almost expressionless face, causing small explosions of air each time their limbs collided. 
 
    Nevertheless, they still weren’t doing any serious damage to the puppet of solid, clearly reinforced gold. Just as the fox lady had said, they were playing for time and Asterios quickly stepped closer to the group standing at the only partially unscathed spot on the floor, saved by Bryn’s and Selene’s barriers. 
 
    “We will need some serious firepower if we want to get rid of that crystal, but more controlled and precise. Anything more from Selene, and we risk bringing all the sand and earth on our heads.” 
 
    Just as he finished speaking, a powerful tremor almost knocked them down, followed by another, accompanied by a metallic gong. Selene’s empowered strike pried the Golem off the ground, ripping its welded feet from its ankles and sending the golden guardian crashing into the opposite, deformed wall, encasing it in the dented metal. 
 
    Everyone understood what Asterios had meant with just this accidental show that supported his words. Selene could clearly go much further but had to be mindful of her strength. For now, both girls toyed with the Golem as much as they wanted, but in a battle of attrition, it would be the winner in the end. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I won’t be useful here, Master. I’m sorry,” Bryn apologized with a respectful nod. 
 
    “You are our support and that’s already plenty. Keep everyone healthy, that’s all you need to do. And protect Radir if you are able to,” Asterios replied, glancing at Silvia and Svertaniel next. 
 
    “I can try to weaken the magic enhancing the gold, and possibly the crystal itself, but I need a lot of preparation,” the demon man informed him. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “I need to place many formations around this room. It’s more like a ritual rather than a spell. I can explain the details later. It will be difficult to reach all the spots with the fight going on as I will be extremely vulnerable,” Svertaniel explained with a serious expression. 
 
    “Umbra.” 
 
    The shadowy familiar materialized from the ground after Ast’s call, this time in the form of a tall, ominous pillar of seeping darkness with two glowing purple spots serving as the representation of his eyes. A crimson symbol of Ast’s Summoner’s Brand pulsed slowly between them. 
 
    Without needing any more specific verbal orders, Umbra’s shape expanded and swallowed Svertaniel as a whole, surprising the Void Mage greatly. Just a moment later, the black shadow thinned out and revealed the demon man again, who instantly checked his body with his hands to search for any changes.  
 
    He was the only one who couldn’t see the sinister patterns over the skin of his face and neck, running down under his clothes. 
 
    “I don’t feel like anything is different,” Svertaniel commented. 
 
    Asterios brought out a simple knife from his storage ring and threw it straight at him. Svertaniel gasped at the incoming projectile but reacted too late to block it. The sharp tip reached his chest and… went through it with a quiet rustle. 
 
    “What?” He raised his brows in confusion, checking out the place of supposed impact. 
 
    A deep chuckle resounded in everyone’s minds. 
 
    ~It’s been a long time since I used this much of my power. Don’t be surprised by such an insignificant thing, mortal. You should better focus on your task and leave everything else to me.~ 
 
    Not even a second later, Svertaniel disappeared from their sight in a puff of dark smoke, showing up in one of the irregular corners of the golden chamber, which had all been turned into their current state by Silvia’s earlier inferno. 
 
    Radir, Bryn, and the fiery princess winced a little when they saw the Golem’s sword heading straight towards the demon man after missing both Selene and Miria. But the golden weapon passed through Svertaniel like through smoke, dispersing his body only for a brief moment.  
 
    They realized that he was invulnerable in his current state, and he didn’t take long to understand that too, getting right into the necessary preparations. Violet light flashed regularly from his position as Svertaniel began weaving various creepy symbols into the environment. 
 
    “Can you do anything to the core?” Asterios asked and Radir quickly noticed the question was aimed at him. 
 
    “Sealing Magic is pretty much my only weapon and defense, which doesn’t mean much considering its usual use and how inflexible in battle it can be, requiring even worse preparation than some rituals,” the red-skinned man answered, fixing his spectacles. “But, after you separate the gem from the body again and your friend weakens it, I could try to cut it off from the inexhaustible amounts of gold present around us.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough. Please, be ready to seal it at any moment you see fit.” Asterios nodded at him. “Now, we just need to melt it again.” 
 
    Seeing his gaze on her, Silvia shook her head a little hesitantly. “I don’t think I can achieve the same level of heat as before. I’m not completely spent, but my repertoire is now partially limited.” 
 
    “We will have to work together, then.” 
 
    She raised a brow at Asterios, a little curious. “How?” 
 
    “I apologize but I will need you to take off the upper armor and clothing. I wouldn’t ask for this if it wasn’t completely necessary.” 
 
    Silvia glanced at the ongoing fight by their side, taking a note of how Miria and Selene gave their best to keep the Golem’s attention on themselves, giving Asterios and the rest of them enough time and leeway to come up with a plan. 
 
    She wasn’t too bothered by his request, albeit not completely devoid of the faint trace of embarrassment accompanying such action. Knowing well that they should take any chances they could and trusting in Asterios’ plan, she raised her hand to activate her spatial storage ring. 
 
    “Underwear is fine,” Asterios added before she shoved everything inside, making her smile softly at him. 
 
    With a weak flash, Silvia’s reinforced coat and vest underneath it disappeared together, revealing her torso to the world, with just a dark ginger bra left behind, hiding her slightly more than modest breasts. 
 
    Asterios wasted no time and hastily stepped closer to the princess, taking out a small glass jar from one of the pouches hanging at his belt. He opened it while walking and stopped behind Silvia, unplugging the container and taking some of the paint-like substance on his fingers. 
 
    “It will be a little cold at first,” he warned and began quickly drawing complex formations just like with Tina in the past while enhancing his mind, eyes, and body with scorching hot mana to quicken his movements. 
 
    Silvia could tell that the marks he was leaving on her entire back were quite advanced. She tried to match them with what she knew by imagining the symbols and lines in her mind while following Ast’s fingers grazing her skin, but it was too difficult and she got nothing from it. 
 
    Bryn observed as everyone did their part and worked together to reach the common goal of defeating the tough opponent. Since she was tasked only with Radir’s protection, she had the opportunity to take a look at each person, making sure no one needed her help. 
 
    The number of things going on in the spacious, golden chamber was baffling. Miria and Selene actively fought the Golem right on the front lines, often luring it around to reposition it further from Svertaniel, who seemed to be in a trance while creating evil-looking arrays over the whole room. Whatever occasional attack or debris reached the demon man, passed right through him, thanks to Umbra somehow turning him ethereal, working in tandem with Svertaniel.  
 
    And finally, there was Asterios who covered Silvia in paths made from dark blue paint at an impressively quick pace. Compared to Tina’s, the patterns wiggled and turned much more and in a noticeably larger number. 
 
    After what to him felt like long hours of intense focus but was just a few quick seconds for both Bryn and Silvia, Asterios wrapped up his work and ended up behind the princess again. 
 
    “It looks like Svertaniel is almost done too and Radir is on standby. Do you think you can use something more focused, without melting the whole chamber and us alongside it?” 
 
    “I wanted to say that I could try but in the current circumstances, there’s no try, only do. I’ll make sure not to hurt your companions,” Silvia answered confidently. “How do these help, though?” she asked, examining the patterns on her skin. 
 
    “Like this.” 
 
    Asterios pressed his palms into her back and all the lines and symbols lit up in light blue, kind of similar to how Selene’s external circuits got illuminated when she used them. In a moment, they started changing and soon switched into crimson red, glowing even fiercer. 
 
    Silvia gasped and shivered a little. Warm energy began flowing into her body, spreading itself all around her spiritual circuits and accumulating around her spiritual core. The moment it got in contact with her own mana, the two energies mixed together and became even hotter, filling her with a comfortable blaze on the inside. 
 
    She felt something similar whenever her father had taught her how to properly control her spiritual energy and a few times during training with him, but the searing sensation had never burned this intensely, filling her with incomprehensible power. 
 
    It was like Ast’s scorching hot mana served as fuel for her own fire-based spiritual energy, fanning the flames of the forge which was her spiritual source. That reaction was much more powerful than anything before as she felt seemingly infinite access to the extremely beneficial fuel. 
 
    Silvia tried her best to focus her mind instead of letting it wander around, lost in the thoughts and questions about the unexpected conjunction. She embraced the pleasant inferno burning her from the inside which accumulated like steam under the lid of a pot, soon going to gather enough to force its own escape out into the open. 
 
    With such robust energy just begging to be released, she picked one of the finer spells and began casting, taking one more glance over everyone else to make sure that they were ready. It was a bit harder to do while remaining stationary, but she completed all the movements perfectly, creating a much smaller magical circle in front of her than usual. 
 
    Finishing the shimmering array of orange color hanging in the air at the height of her shoulders, she shoved the tip of her flaming staff into the middle of it at just the moment Miria and Selene brought the Golem exactly where she needed it to be to guarantee the hit and Svertaniel activated his technique. 
 
    A Violet hue filled the chamber as all the runes covering its walls and other surfaces lit up all at once. Unusual streaks resembling purple lightning showed up on the metal, making up the golden puppet, originating from the crystal on its forehead. 
 
    Just like before, the Golem sensed an upcoming attack from Silvia’s position, judging it much more dangerous than the attempts of the two beastfolk girls. It instantly tried shifting its position to avoid getting hit, but it was too late. Miria and Selene grabbed its arms and held it down. 
 
    A thin ray of orange light shot from the center of the formation and hit the golden puppet in one of the wings, missing the targets almost completely. It did melt the metal in an instant, cutting off a big chunk of the wing and the Golem’s shoulder, but Silvia hadn’t expected it to have such a strong kick on launch. It never had. 
 
    That was when she realized something was wrong. The shimmering orange circle she had made suddenly showed signs of crimson tongues, turning it into a mix of both colors. The array crackled and glowed brightly. 
 
    Silvia’s eyes widened to the brim. 
 
    “Get back!” she shouted at the girls holding down their opponent. 
 
    Miria and Selene disappeared from its sides and showed up behind her and Asterios at just the moment the magical formation suddenly expanded, launching more patterns from itself in the forms of more rings of symbols. 
 
    The flaming beam, which had earlier resembled a small ray of sunlight from either sunset or sunrise, turned into a thick pillar of solid light in a millisecond. Assuming a bi-color structure of their joined energies, it released a piercing hum as it covered the Golem’s entire figure while expanding to match the array's diameter. 
 
    Compared to the previous pillar of fire, which surged vertically from the ground and was clearly made of swirling flames, this one felt like solid light with so much intensity that it melted anything on its path like sugar. 
 
    The huge beam of death stopped after a few seconds and revealed not only the complete lack of the Golem and the gold which made its body—which most likely had been completely evaporated—but also a deep hole in the wall on the opposite side, running far, far into the distance, piercing through a few other, definitely reinforced chambers. 
 
    “Good gods, the destruction…” Silvia commented. “I don’t think the weakening curse was even necessary at this point…” 
 
    The spell was incomparable to anything she had cast in the past. She was sure Ast’s influence played a huge role in what had happened. 
 
    Even so, they all noticed a glint of the almost indestructible crystal lying on the floor. Radir made his move and clasped his hands together as if he was catching a fly. Multiple long sentences, in a language none of them besides him understood, appeared in the air and began flying through it like snakes with the ability to traverse the sky. 
 
    One by one, they wrapped themselves around the crystal, which gradually lost its scarlet glow with each concurrent layer. After a bunch of straps covered it, the gem trembled and fell to the floor. Radir hastily ran to it and started the follow-up sealing operation while everyone else sighed in relief. 
 
    “That was quite something,” Bryn said, turning towards the giant, regular, smoking hole made by Silvia’s beam. “Disintegration rays can’t even hold a candle to this.” 
 
    “What happened, though?” Miria tilted her head, still in her slightly more feral form. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think our energies… mixed? I’ve never seen any of my spells react in such a way before. This level of power is just incomprehensible… This can’t even be called a hole. It’s a clean-shaped tunnel with an ending we can barely see. Melting this much gold, stone, and earth combined, with just a single flash of flaming light, should be impossible,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Looks like the two of you might really possess extremely compatible bloodlines,” Selene commented with the same controlled and calculative tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” Silvia responded, glancing at Asterios with the faintest trace of awe in her amber eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
Deeper Connections 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although everyone had relaxed a little after dealing with the Golem’s core, they still remained vigilant for any other threats while waiting for Radir to finish his job. No one knew the success rate of his sealing technique when used on something like that. The real fight didn’t end until the demon man confirmed it himself. 
 
    Under their watchful gazes, Radir focused on weaving colorful magic into the surface of the crimson crystal as he sat on the uneven floor. Silvia’s first extremely hot technique and Asterios’s freezing spell launched by his Spellslinger had turned the ground into a wavy and irregular mess. It was hard just to walk around all the holes and small pitfalls. 
 
    Finally, after about five minutes, Radir sighed heavily and dropped the core onto the bumpy floor, causing it to release melodic tink as it bounced a few times off the uneven surface. He leaned back and supported himself on his hands while shooting the others a glance over his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s done,” he exclaimed with a rough breath. “That little shit almost broke out with its incredibly powerful energy, but I won. Without proper equipment which I left in my lab back at home, we have around four to six hours before the seal starts cracking.” 
 
    “It won’t stay sealed until you unseal it?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    Radir chuckled at her. “You can’t just slap a seal onto something bare-handedly and have it remain locked forever. Unless you have two things—immense knowledge and experience with Sealing Magic, and immense spiritual strength to back it. Unfortunately, my dear, I only fulfill half of those conditions.” 
 
    Miria glanced at Asterios, noticing how similar Grea’s father was to him in terms of their passion for a specific area of magic. With just one small difference. Asterios now didn’t lack the power to support his knowledge after his second source had revealed itself. 
 
    She smiled warmly when he met her gaze and quickly trotted closer to her master. With the danger gone, she let herself be spoiled a little and jumped into Ast’s embrace, rubbing her cheek into his, following it with a deep, loving kiss. 
 
    The fur covering her body gradually receded as their tongues danced together. The helpful surge of confidence and boldness slowly disappeared from Miria’s system too, bringing a heavy blush to her cheeks as she grew a tad embarrassed by the show she was giving to the others. 
 
    Sensing the change with Miria’s kisses turning more submissive rather than dominant, he ended their affectionate exchange with one last peck just as Selene approached them, back with her iconic, ladylike smile. 
 
    “You two good?” Asterios asked his precious mates. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Miria replied first, nodding faintly. “Just a few scratches.” 
 
    “Same here, my Lord. Nothing to be concerned about,” Selene followed. 
 
    “What about the change? Both of you felt a little different to me just before the fight.” 
 
    Miria blushed even more, remembering her unexpected outburst, and giggled to herself. Asterios smiled at her and petted her round ears in appreciation and comfort. She melted under his fingers, purring quietly. 
 
    “I assume it’s the effect of the Coupling Ritual and us finally becoming your true mates, my Lord,” Selene suggested. “While I can’t speak for Miria, the moment you deepened your connection with us and turned serious, we were affected too. Positively, of course.” 
 
    “I… I grew even more excited than usual…” Miria admitted. “It was like your energy encouraged me to go wild with its help and guidance… Your eyes and aura… They were so captivating…” 
 
    Asterios showered her with more affection while pondering over her words. 
 
    “In my case, your energy helped me get rid of all distractions and unnecessary thoughts, letting me achieve Tranquil Mind if I’m not mistaken. It’s an extremely hard technique that even Lerisse wasn’t able to uphold for longer than a minute or so. It’s an immense boost in power,” Selene added after her. 
 
    ~I can confirm that all three of us received a meaningful boost in power from you, Master, as even I was affected by it,~ Umbra spoke in their minds and removed himself from Svertaniel’s body, perching on Ast’s free shoulder. ~The curse binding me to my realm was temporarily suppressed by your intent, to some extent. I felt the mark left on my soul by the ritual turn even more active than before accepting the position of a servant.~ 
 
    Selene made a thoughtful expression. “Perhaps more of your draconic heritage is starting to awaken after you fully accepted it? You have no more doubts about it, right, my Lord?” 
 
    Asterios nodded, as he pondered the recent event. “Yeah. I still considered some other possibilities, but things were getting quite obvious, already. I guess I have started accepting and embracing it.” 
 
    ~I wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t just the barrier that had initially surrounded your core and the seal on your memories that limited your potential. One’s mindset can influence a lot of things and many people or entities aren’t aware of how powerful of an impact it can have on them. Doubt, confusion, and skepticism can weaken a person. The same thing goes for unawareness or ignorance.~ 
 
    They stared at each other in silence for a brief moment until Asterios pecked Miria’s forehead and she stepped away from him, getting the hint easily. He glanced at Bryn and she nodded at him that she was fine. They both knew she hadn’t experienced the same thing as his other familiars. 
 
    He stopped in front of Silvia, who gazed into the even path of destruction running out of the chamber, burying deep into the further rooms and earth. 
 
    “How about you?” Asterios asked, making sure he showed himself in her field of vision to not spook the princess. 
 
    “I’m fine. I think…” She nodded politely, starting to dress up. 
 
    “This wasn’t normal, was it?” 
 
    Silvia showed a faint smile. “Yeah. I’m sorry for—” 
 
    “It was my idea so don’t apologize, please,” Asterios stopped her. “Has anything like that happened before?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she calmly replied. “I’ve mixed my energy with Father in the past, and a few other people too, but the result was never this intense. I still want to apologize for losing control of it.” 
 
    “Neither of us expected this outcome, so I guess we are both at fault. Is nothing wrong afterward, though? I’m just making sure. It got quite chaotic when our mana merged together.” 
 
    Bringing her palm up, Silvia summoned a small flame above it. They could spot a very faint trace of crimson in the orange tongues of the dancing fire. 
 
    “I can still feel some of your spiritual energy in my circuits and source, but there’s no strong reaction like earlier. Honestly, for the first time, I can feel someone’s mana be warmer than mine after I grew accustomed to Father’s fire. It’s very fascinating.” 
 
    “We should see if we can harness this power somehow, to aid your growth even more.” Asterios smiled. “After we finish here, of course.” 
 
    Silvia nodded with a gentle smile too. “If you offer, I will kindly accept.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s what we agreed on.” 
 
    After Radir caught his breath, Svertaniel helped him up. The two men brought the sealed gem to the others as they grouped up in the middle of the completely ruined chamber. 
 
    “What do we do with it? Is there a chance that it’s a key just like the scale Master has?” Miria asked curiously. “Speaking of scales, will yours stay like this for long, Master?” 
 
    Seeing everyone turn to look at him, Asterios ran his hand over his neck. 
 
    “Oh. I felt them materialize but I thought they would already be long gone, just like when I tried to consciously bring them out. Let’s see.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and focused his thoughts, calming the fiery energy swirling inside his core. The waves soon settled down and Asterios felt the dark crimson plates retract into his skin. He left enough of his draconic mana coursing through his body to remain in his altered appearance, though. 
 
    “Now, back to the topic,” he said after opening his eyes again. “Radir?” 
 
    “I definitely have to bring it to my lab to fully secure it, but after that, it’s all yours.” 
 
    “You don’t want it?” Asterios raised a brow at the demon researcher. 
 
    “It is a curious thing, but I have a feeling there are much more valuable items waiting for me right there.” 
 
    Radir pointed with his thumb towards the hole in the wall. They could see the insides of a few chambers Silvia’s energy had torn through. Some things had definitely ended up completely obliterated, but it looked like the scorching beam had lined up with a corridor between the rooms, fortunately. 
 
    “Should we split or stay together while exploring this place?” Svertaniel asked. 
 
    “I have a feeling there’s nothing else that would hinder our progress,” Selene answered. 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    Asterios glanced around at the three exits leading out of the chamber, now quite heavily deformed. “This place is quite similar to one or two that our party has already been at. This should have been the last safety mechanism.” 
 
    “Considering the look of that Golem, I would think so too, Master,” Miria quickly agreed. “It’s almost the same as in your village.” 
 
    “And the golden theme does give similar vibes to the Golden Gate,” Selene added. “I wonder what connection those three places have.” 
 
    “Red,” Asterios suggested with a thoughtful tone. 
 
    A brief silence fell on them as no one knew what to say next. Miria brought Asterios from his heavy pondering with a gingerly peck on his cheek and they smiled at each other. 
 
    “Since there are three paths, I think we can split into three groups, with at least one person able to communicate with me mentally in each, just in case. Anyone against?” 
 
    Not seeing any negative response, Asterios proceeded with his plan and split everyone into three teams. 
 
    As expected, Miria and Selene quickly reserved the right to accompany him, not leaving Ast’s side for even a moment. Bryn joined Silvia with their decent combination of offense and defense, and Svertaniel ended up with Radir, having Umbra as their connection to Asterios, to the amusement of the obvious person. 
 
    The first party chose the left corridor, the second group picked the right one, and the demon duo was left with the partially destroyed part of the underground complex. Coincidentally, that was the one Radir wanted to investigate the most as his keen eyes had spotted a few interesting details in the rooms back there. 
 
    Bidding temporary farewell to the others, Asterios and the girls walked towards their designated exit, moving through a corridor made of pure gold just like the previous chamber. The decorations hadn’t suffered from the immense heat Silvia had created and they could admire various artistic depictions of the Founding Ancestors in different activities. 
 
    After a few short minutes, they arrived in a medium-sized room, clearly meant for living purposes. They immediately noticed the slight resemblance to the bedroom chamber from behind the Golden Gate in the girls’ world. There was more gold here, obviously, but the general style did have the same feeling. 
 
    The first thing all of them did after realizing that was split up and start to look around for possible entrances to any secret compartments. They searched for paintings, guided by their previous experience of Asterios activating one, but the ones depicting the three demon figures didn’t react to his gaze. 
 
    In the end, none of them found anything meaningful besides a plethora of everyday items and appliances which had most likely been used by the Founding Ancestors when they lived here, or just spent their time for whatever reason. There was nothing indicating Red’s presence in those bedchambers. 
 
    Deciding that they had looked thoroughly enough, Asterios, Miria, and Selene moved back to the central room. Hearing occasional laughter and the rustling of paper coming from the destroyed part of the underground vault, they grew curious and headed towards the place where the demon duo should be located. 
 
    And surely, they found Radir and Svertaniel in one of the rooms. Silvia’s attack had shaved off only a small part of the wall where the passage leading to it had previously been, leaving the insides intact. 
 
    They instantly realized the purpose of that room after stepping inside. It felt just too familiar. 
 
    Plenty of bookcases and cabinets were scattered around, standing by the more natural walls of dark stone instead of gold. A heavy desk closely resembling the one in the beastfolk realm rested in one of the corners, with plenty of notes and sketches littering it too. 
 
    This time, though, no weird contraptions were present in the room. They were replaced by a handful of extremely complex magical circles and arrays drawn on the perfectly smooth floor which felt like it had been constructed with the purpose of hosting those drawings from the very start. 
 
    Asterios and the girls looked at each other and nodded. It was clearly the secret room of the place. Silvia’s spell must have hit the wall with the painting or a different trigger that would cause it to open the proper way. There was almost no doubt this studio belonged to Red, just like the one under the capital of Spiritual Foxes. 
 
    While Radir kept running from place to place and laughing almost maniacally after noticing a piece of something, Svertaniel stood on the side with an awkward expression. He clearly wasn’t impressed by the other man’s craziness over this place. 
 
    Little did he know, in the eyes of the others, Radir wasn’t that far from him if it would come to Umbra instead, which caused Asterios, Miria, and Selene to chuckle quietly together. 
 
    Before they could approach either of the men, Silvia and Bryn entered the chamber, stopping to look at the seemingly insane Radir rushing from place to place and letting out a laugh each time he switched his attention to something. 
 
    Asterios walked up to them with the girls by his side. “Did you find anything interesting?” 
 
    Bryn shook her head. “No, Master. It was just a bathing complex on the other side. A big and spacious hall with pools and such. As per your instructions through our bond, we tried searching for any hidden passages but didn’t find any.” 
 
    “That’s okay, thank you.” Asterios nodded appreciatively. “As far as I’m aware, this room here might be one. We found bedchambers on our end.” 
 
    “What’s in it, then?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “SEALING MAGIC!” Radir shouted, suddenly showing up by their side and causing everyone to jump. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Asterios inquired, a little confused. 
 
    “Exactly what I said!” The demon man continued with the same enthusiasm, albeit a tad quieter. “This whole room is just full of it! Books, notebooks, notes, parchments, scrolls, pictures, sketches, drawings, actual arrays, formations, circles, everything!” He spun around with another laugh, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    After a few spins, he came back to them, excitement still ever so present in his eyes. 
 
    “This little cave is just full of knowledge! Someone did immense research on Sealing Magic, and everything connected to it, leaving all their notes and conclusions stored all here! I wonder if this is the secret lab of Eyla the Ingenious!” 
 
    As he moved away again from them with a happy step, Miria glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “It’s Red’s, isn’t it?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Most likely.” 
 
    “First Summoning Magic, now Sealing Magic. Why?” 
 
    “Wait,” Selene interjected. “Remember Umbra’s story?” 
 
    Miria gasped. “The crimson claw! Do you think Red sealed Umbra’s realm?” 
 
    Each of them could feel the rising hatred from their shadowy friend but Umbra remained calm, contradictory to the aura he gave off. 
 
    “No.” Selene shook her head. “I think that would be going too far. He definitely broke into it to help her escape, perhaps also transporting her inside earlier. Knowing Sealing Magic would surely make it much easier, no?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Asterios agreed. “I also don’t think it was him, or else Umbra would recognize the energy. Unless he wasn’t there yet when his world was locked up.” 
 
    ~You are right, Master. The presence that trapped us inside gave off a much more overwhelming and divine aura compared to either Kaguya or that Red. It might be possible he had a hand in that action with the Spiritual Fox woman.~ 
 
    “Whatever part he played in that event, we can all agree that he is for some reason researching a lot of big things. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that there are more places like this one,” Asterios shared his thoughts. 
 
    “He must be as old if not even more ancient than Kaguya, then. I’m not sure about the exact time when those Founding Ancestors lived, but they came in contact with him just like Kaguya did, or at least partially like her,” Selene added. 
 
    “What if he like promised to help them or something in exchange for all the knowledge stored in here?” Miria pondered out loud. “That Eyla was a sealing master, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Asterios rubbed Mira’s ears with lots of love. “Nice idea. I could see that happening. Although, I don’t think Kaguya knew anything about Summoning Magic if we assumed the same scenario in her case, did she?” 
 
    Selene scrunched her face. “True that. But maybe it was different. Right now, we do consider her being your mother, my Lord, right? Maybe they just shared something special, and that hidden vault was just another home for them.” 
 
    “Right. We don’t know much about them.” 
 
    ~Whatever it is, one thing is certain,~ Umbra said in their minds. 
 
    “Which is?” Miria tilted her head and her ear twitched adorably. 
 
    ~The patterns of that huge magical formation in the very center of the floor seem awfully familiar. Inside someone’s head familiar, I would say.~ 
 
    Miria and Selene instantly turned to look at Asterios as their eyes widened to the brim. He knew exactly what they were thinking. Who knew if this wasn’t the place where Red had sealed Ast’s memories, or where he had designed the spell. 
 
    Or, if it could be used to reverse it. 
 
    Swallowing his saliva, Asterios glanced towards a very ecstatic demon man who was bouncing around the room with seemingly infinite stamina. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
One’s End, Another’s Beginning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Waiting a moment for Radir to appear by their side again, Asterios tried his best to capture the ecstatic demon’s attention by inserting himself into his path. Thankfully, Radir wasn’t completely oblivious to his surroundings and stopped before crashing into him while spinning joyfully. 
 
    “Yes?” Radir raised a brow at Asterios, noticing his uncertain expression. 
 
    “Sorry for interrupting your fun but I do have a question. Regarding this place, nonetheless.” 
 
    The crimson-skinned man showed a wide smile. “Shoot, then! Just be aware that I might not know the perfect answer. We’ve just arrived here, and I have so much research to do!” 
 
    “It might be connected to whatever is stored in this chamber, actually. I was wondering if you would mind lending us a hand with the issue currently occupying my head,” Asterios said, tapping the side of his forehead. 
 
    “Ah. The seal. Pardon me, I got a tad too excited.” Radir smiled wryly and quickly fixed his clothes. “Whatever you need, just ask. I promised to help, and I will keep my word. Especially now, after you showed me this vault full of treasures!” 
 
    Miria giggled as he spun around once more, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    ~Don’t you think he resembles someone we know?~ Selene suddenly asked her mentally. 
 
    ~Hm? Who?~ Miria turned her face towards her friend. 
 
    ~I don’t know. Perhaps a certain Pantherkin girl whenever Master brings up another story from his world.~ 
 
    A heavy blush surfaced on Miria’s cheeks, making the mature lady chuckle softly. She couldn’t deny it now. She knew she grew a little too excited whenever something fascinating was involved. Only now had she started realizing how silly she must have looked each time. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios began explaining to Radir about the possibility of the person who had put a lock on his memories being the same person who lived in this secret dwelling. He mentioned how Umbra had noticed familiar details in the magical formation carved in the ground in the middle of the room, which were also present in Ast’s mind. 
 
    The shadowy familiar joined the conversation and the three of them talked a bit about the details both Asterios and Umbra could share before they dug deeper. They ended up retelling some of Ast’s adventures and unusual events from the recent past. The others curiously explored the room during those few minutes. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Radir rubbed his smooth chin. “This already sounds unimaginably complex from everything you have told me…” 
 
    ~It’s anything but easy and simple. I can vouch for that,~ Umbra replied. 
 
    “I know, I know. Before we try anything, I’ll need to study both the seal blocking your memories and the array on the floor. And be very, very careful with the first one, recalling Grea’s warning. Don’t worry. You’ll get my full attention. The books can wait. Which one do we start with?” 
 
    Asterios thought about it for a moment and made a quick decision after looking at the girls curiously probing around the room. 
 
    “Let’s start with my head. It’s definitely the tougher part. After we finish, I’ll take everyone else to explore this section while you work on the formation here. Fewer distractions for you.” 
 
    Radir nodded in agreement. “Solid plan. Let’s get to it, then. It would be better if I had some of my things with me, but I think I should manage. Worst case, I’ll end up with a fried brain, hahaha.” 
 
    A wry smile snuck onto Ast’s lips as the fearless man laughed heartily. Radir definitely didn’t lack courage and boldness. Perhaps that was the reason behind his success and fame, without mentioning the not-so-proud parts of it. 
 
    Asterios relayed their intentions to the girls through their bond and they further informed Svertaniel and Silvia about what was to come. No one had any qualms with the chosen direction, and the two men moved to an unobstructed piece of the floor. 
 
    To make things easier, Umbra lent them a hand and aided the process of connecting Ast’s and Radir’s minds as perfectly as was achievable. After Asterios was ready, Radir entered his consciousness similar to how Miria had in the past at the very beginning of their journey together. 
 
    Deciding to convey all the information regarding Ast’s experiences better, Umbra and Asterios guided the demon man through the latter's memories and slowed down around the parts that could be of any use to him. Images certainly carried more detail than just words. 
 
    After a few moments, they reached the furthest point and stopped right in front of what looked like an unending wall of ominous, crimson sigils and symbols woven between erratic magical formations. 
 
    Radir shivered when he saw it from up close as excitement filled his very being. He almost forgot himself and touched the mesmerizing patterns but got ahold of his self-control quickly enough to prevent that. 
 
    Pushing away his rising awe, he immediately got to work and did his best to get as much as possible from this seal without interacting with it or affecting it in any way. For what felt like half an hour, Radir examined the magical barricade to the tiniest detail, the smallest symbol. 
 
    Afterward, he pulled out of Ast's mind with Umbra’s help and the two men opened their eyes in the outside world, sitting on their knees right in front of each other. 
 
    “I must admit, this thing is beyond anything I’ve seen, experienced, or read about,” Radir began. “Except for the legendary or mythic stuff. As much as I would like to believe it, the rational part of my brain convinces me that there’s no chance Eyla could have reached such a level. It might truly be the work of the person you mentioned.” 
 
    “Do you think you can do something about it?” Asterios asked anxiously. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee anything. But I don’t feel exactly hopeless in front of it. Especially with your help in deciphering that fierce script. Without that, I’m sure I wouldn’t be able to even approach this seal.” 
 
    “Anything else you might need?” 
 
    Radir shook his head. “No, thank you. I’ll now focus on the formation your familiar pointed out, so you guys are free. Although, if you leave Umbra with me, I’ll be able to contact you quickly if something comes up or I finish.” 
 
    “No problem. As long as Umbra doesn’t mind, of course.” 
 
    A deep shadow ominously coiled around Radir’s arm and reached his shoulder. Umbra’s raven form materialized on top of it, and he stared at the demon man’s face with his misty, purple eye. 
 
    ~Not in the slightest. I think that’s a wise move. In case more of your help is necessary, Master, I’ll be able to pass it on to your friend’s father.~ 
 
    “Great. I’ll leave you two to it, then. And please, don’t take unnecessary risks. The answers will come one day. They aren’t more valuable than your life, Radir. Grea might not act like it, but the death of her father is the last thing she needs at the moment.” 
 
    A more serious and somber expression took over Radir’s face as he sighed heavily. “She’s still not over it, is she?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head, making Radir sigh again. “Why don’t you talk to her more?” 
 
    “It’s better this way. Each time, I just fuck up even more and make it worse,” Radir admitted with a nervous chuckle. “But, she has you now, at least. So thank you. For looking after her. Being there for her.” 
 
    For a few seconds, they just stared at each other in silence as Radir showed a faint but genuine smile, very much different from all the previous ones.  
 
    Asterios took a deep breath, placed his palm on the demon man’s shoulder, and nodded, which was reciprocated with a slightly bigger smile from Grea’s father. 
 
    “Alright! Enough of that shit! We have a seal to crack!” Radir suddenly changed back to his usual tone and began warming up his shoulder as he stood up. 
 
    Fully agreeing with him, Asterios raised himself too and walked towards the spot where the others currently were. He found them by the massive, wooden desk, shuffling casually through the scattered notes and sorting them as precisely as they could. 
 
    “Are you done talking, Master?” Miria turned to him and smiled adorably as her tail made happy dances. 
 
    Asterios scratched behind her fluffy ear and nodded. “For now, yes. Let’s not disturb Radir and see what other things we can find here besides this secret room. I’m pretty sure it’s not the only meaningful thing in this section.” 
 
    “Right. There was a third corridor here before Silvia erased it from existence, fufufu~” Selene joined in with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Sorry,” the princess apologized again. 
 
    “She’s just teasing you. Don’t take it too seriously,” Asterios explained, trying to reassure her a little. “Everyone coming or we split again?” 
 
    “I suggest we group up this time,” Svertaniel said. “That way, we won’t have to look for each other when it’s time to go back.” 
 
    “I agree. Found anything interesting while I was gone?” Asterios glanced at his familiars and mates. 
 
    “We can confirm fairly confidently that it was the same person living here as back under the temple,” Selene answered. “The notes and other writings are closely similar to those from there.” 
 
    “There’s no sign of someone else adding to them like Kaguya did, Master,” Miria continued after her. “Personally, I don’t think that person was as close with the Founding Ancestors as he was with her.” 
 
    “That’s certainly a possibility.” Asterios nodded at them. “And it’s all Sealing Magic like Radir said?” 
 
    Silvia stepped forward. “I might not be an expert in it but I can recognize some of it and there’s no doubt about that. It seems quite extensive. And additionally, it does seem to focus on the draconic aspect to some extent.” 
 
    “So, just like back there, huh.” Asterios nodded to himself. “Anyway, let’s see what’s outside first.” 
 
    They moved out as a group, leaving through the non-existent wall which had been completely disintegrated by Silvia’s attack. To assume some order on their sightseeing trip, they agreed to start from the point the closest to the central chamber with the three exits. 
 
    Amongst the various rooms scattered around, they found a bunch of utility-based ones, like a kitchen mess, storages adjacent to it, big and open living rooms, a gym area with a training segment right next to it, equipped with targets and practice dolls, and many more. 
 
    It certainly seemed to look like a full-blown house hidden under the Ring City, perhaps even older than the town itself considering the fact that the Founding Ancestors had lived here at a certain point in the past. That part wasn’t covered by any shadows of doubt after they had found various traces of the three demons living here, alongside Red, most likely. 
 
    But what caught everyone’s attention the most was a tall, golden double gate. It wasn’t decorated with anything resembling the one in the girls’ realm and didn’t give any magical vibes, so they assumed it was just a normal but fancier entrance to some chamber. 
 
    That chamber proved to be a vault. 
 
    After Miria and Selene pushed the heavy doors inside, they revealed a decently-sized room with rows of pedestals and glass showcases. Tapestries in the colors of the founders covered the walls and plenty of paintings depicting each of them—or all together—took the leftover space. 
 
    “That’s quite a lot of artifacts.” Asterios whistled as he roamed his gaze over the displays. 
 
    “This must be some special collection belonging to the people you spoke of, right?” Bryn asked as they slowly walked inside. 
 
    “Definitely,” Svertaniel confirmed. “This much is actually quite humble considering how big figures Eyla, Nyra, and Drahan were. These might be more sentimental than powerful or extremely valuable.” 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with them?” Silvia turned to Asterios. 
 
    “Me?” He raised his brows at her. 
 
    “Yeah. You are the leader, aren’t you? And we could only get in here thanks to you. Plus, those people seem connected to you, aren’t they?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled a little. “The owner of that secret room, maybe, but the demons, I don’t think so. I would feel bad stealing from them. What do you think about it, Svertaniel?” 
 
    “This is certainly a huge find. It’s been decades since our race discovered anything new about the Founding Ancestors. Who knows what we could learn about them from these keepsakes and this place in general.” 
 
    “Right. I thought so too. It is kind of located right underneath the Ring City and was locked behind a puzzle related to the founding trio. We would be robbing the demon race of their cultural inheritance, potentially. Besides, I’m honestly almost exclusively interested in Red’s things anyway.” Asterios shared his thoughts. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think anyone would mind or even know if we took a thing or two as a reward for clearing the trials, right?” Svertaniel smiled at the others. “If it was anyone else, they would surely usurp their right to everything in here.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I guess that’s true. What after, though?” 
 
    “We can let people know about our discovery, no?” Miria tilted her head next to Asterios. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the best choice,” Silvia replied. “That could end badly, with everyone rushing here and fighting over this place.” 
 
    “I agree,” Svertaniel nodded. “I think we should let the Demon King know first. The current one is a sensible person. He will surely know how to best approach it.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if others can enter this place after us. If the entrance remains open after we’ve solved it, there’s not much we can do to prevent them from leaking in,” Asterios added. 
 
    “I would worry much more about the well-being of those,” Bryn joined in. “I don’t think the trials were that easy, even though we took down the Golem for good.” 
 
    Everyone thought for a moment and nodded to her words. In the end, they could only speculate until they returned to the surface and checked for themselves or stumbled on someone who would reach them this deep in the underground vault. 
 
    “Let’s discuss this later with Radir present too. He seems to be finishing up back there so we should head back,” Asterios informed the others, receiving a notification from the demon man. 
 
    No one objected and they returned to the secret chamber. Right at the lacking wall, they noticed a red glow escaping the room and they curiously peeked inside. 
 
    Radir knelt by the big formation on the ground while moving his hands over its various parts. Weak lightning discharges danced around the winding paths and symbols. He must have successfully activated the magic circle. 
 
    “You are here. Great. I think I got the grasp of it,” he called out to them with a smile and stood up. “We can try now. No promises about anything. I only scratched the surface, but it should be enough to at least check.” 
 
    Asterios approached him and everyone else moved aside to give them more space to work with. Just in case, both Selene and Bryn were ready to bring up shields or other protective techniques. One could never be too prepared. Especially with anything related to Asterios. 
 
    Radir instructed him to lie down on his back on top of the formation and knelt outside of the circle again. He took control of it with his mana and the crackling red lightning began prickling Ast’s body, without any physical sensation, only tickling his spiritual circuits. 
 
    Thankfully, the energy didn’t feel uncomfortable. Quite the opposite. It felt similar to his own, to some extent. It felt familiar, yet distant. Something he couldn’t exactly grasp in his mind but that was possibly due to his locked memories confusing his body. 
 
    “Ready?” Radir asked. 
 
    Asterios gave him a thumbs up and relaxed his mind. A moment later, he felt a similar speeding wave rushing through his memories like the one he had experienced in the volcano realm but much less painful and better paced. 
 
    It stopped in front of the seal instead of crashing into it and he could feel Radir starting to interact with the crimson wall of death. He could literally see it in his mind, watching how another wall of crimson red symbols appeared in front of it and sent out smoke-like energy towards it. 
 
    The sight of two immensely complex formations connecting to each other with numerous streaks of scarlet mist was a sight to behold. But Asterios didn’t get to admire it for long as the original seal suddenly pulsed ferociously, making a powerful wave of blazing energy roll through his mind. 
 
    He felt a weird push, then pull, and something expanded. The last sensation repeated a number of times, alongside the explosions of spiritual energy. He couldn’t see it, but his body released surges of aura in sync with them, hitting everyone present in the room like sea waves during a fierce storm. 
 
    This continued for about three minutes until the formation crackled much stronger and more visibly. Asterios suddenly curled into himself in pain, groaning loudly. Miria wanted to jump in but was fortunately stopped by Selene. Their best bet was not to interfere in what they didn’t understand. 
 
    Radir hastily drained power from the array, disabling its specific parts one by one until the entire thing faded out, leaving just the roughly breathing Asterios with any remaining glow. The crimson sparks still sporadically jumped over his whole body. 
 
    Staring intently at the demon man, Miria waited anxiously. After finally meeting his gaze and receiving a nod, she shot forward, followed by Selene right behind her. The beastfolk duo dropped onto the ground by Asterios and looked at him from above. 
 
    He chuckled seeing their concern and moved his hands to their cheeks, brushing over their soft skin with his thumbs. 
 
    “I’m fine. I honestly expected worse. You good out there, Radir?” 
 
    “Drained but otherwise yes. Sorry. I don’t think I got all of it down. At best, it was pushed back by a bit,” Radir replied, also breathing heavily. “Operating an unknown formation while basing on a bunch of notes, assumptions, and personal experience just can’t bring better results.” 
 
    “All good. I’m glad it actually worked to any extent.” 
 
    Miria helped Asterios sit up and he left a peck on her forehead. “Thank you. Don’t worry so much. I’m okay.” 
 
    She smiled at him sweetly and looked between Asterios and Selene. The fox lady had a warm smile on her lips too. 
 
    “So, did we gain anything from this, my Lord?” Selene asked. 
 
    “I can already tell that I remember a bit more but it’s extremely unclear after a bunch of new memories suddenly popped back into existence. Umbra?” 
 
    ~Here, Master.~ The shadowy raven materialized on his shoulder. 
 
    “Care for a little help?” 
 
    ~With pleasure. Should I bring the others with me?~ 
 
    “Just those connected with me. Sorry,” he replied, glancing at the others. 
 
    “Don’t be.” Silvia smiled at him softly. “We can hear about whatever you deem proper for us to know. You don’t need to share all your secrets with us, right?” 
 
    After a wave of vocal and non-vocal agreements, Asterios thanked everyone and dove into his mind alongside Umbra and his other summons. 
 
    ~How should we approach it?~ the Lord of Shadows inquired. 
 
    ~Let’s not make it any more confusing. Start from the furthest point you can access. The seal is still there, right?~ 
 
    ~Correct. Here we go then.~ 
 
      
 
    ※※※ 
 
      
 
    Strong wind hissed by Ast’s ears. At first, he had a tough time understanding where he was and what was happening, but he soon recognized the night sky with all the sparkling stars above. It was slightly obstructed by a bluish tint he felt some familiarity with. It resembled Selene’s aura, to an extent, if she were to surround herself with it. 
 
    “I still think we should just use one of our hideouts instead of looking around like this,” a powerful but ladylike voice said just above him. 
 
    A deep, manly grunt somewhere from the side answered it. “Those will be the first places they search for after learning that I’m still alive. It won’t be hard to locate the powerful energy coming from all the protective magic, especially if his own aura mixes with it.” 
 
    “You took care of it, though? That’s why we sealed his Dragon’s Heart, and even his memories just in case they would force its reawakening.” 
 
    “Even my seal can’t stop his energy from leaking out. The smallest amount is enough for the mana in the safehouse to respond to it, turning the place into a glowing beacon with him completely unable to control it. I would have never expected him to turn out like this. This is the safest option. And the best we can do for him.” 
 
    Asterios finally realized what was happening. A woman of dazzling beauty held him in her arms as a newborn. He recognized her from the painting in Miria’s and Selene’s realm. It wasn’t possible to mistake her for someone else. 
 
    They soared through the night sky towards somewhere while surrounded by blue spiritual energy. Right by Kaguya’s side, another cluster of condensed mana accompanied her, this time, of a dark crimson color. As expected, Red was in its middle, looking ahead with a neutral expression. 
 
    Suddenly, they stopped. He immediately understood why. 
 
    “This place will be good,” the man calmly said. 
 
    “Finally. I agree. I don’t sense anything special about it. It’s as normal as it could get. What now?” The woman glanced at him. 
 
    Red turned his head to the side, towards the road running off into the distance, and his draconic eyes flashed briefly. 
 
    “Change in plans. If we hurry, we might make it even safer for him.” 
 
    Kaguya nodded and they both descended towards a small village just by the path. Asterios watched them drop onto the ground in the middle of Teira without much care for all the onlookers, who were surprised to see two figures fall from the sky like it was their everyday thing. 
 
    The man looked around with his gaze piercing past the crowd and scanned the whole town in a flash. “There.” 
 
    Kaguya grabbed his wrist and the world blurred for a moment after a bright blue flash. They appeared in front of a house Asterios immediately recognized. It was the house Kindra had found him in and the same one they had visited not that long ago with Miria and Selene. 
 
    Walking first, Red approached the door and knocked on it. After a moment, a middle-aged woman opened it. 
 
    His eyes flashed with crimson again and she immediately dropped onto one knee. Asterios could tell that she was extremely confused by her action but didn’t speak of it nor move. Perhaps she couldn’t. 
 
    He passed her without much thought and Kaguya followed. They navigated towards one of the rooms, confusing the other residents greatly. But the moment Red glanced at them, they all repeated the woman’s motion. 
 
    Entering what looked like someone’s bedroom, they stopped in the middle and nodded at each other. Red reached out to his neck and tore a single dark crimson scale off it after causing it to show up on his skin, handing it to Kaguya. 
 
    “This should be enough,” he said. 
 
    She nodded again and passed Asterios to him. For a few seconds, their eyes met as the man stared down at him in his baby form. He didn’t feel much from Red’s gaze. It was calm, neutral, and definitely powerful. 
 
    Ast’s small head turned to the side when blue light flashed next to him. Kaguya had enveloped her hand in spiritual energy and formed claws. She swiped it towards the floor, still from high above, and a spiritual hand shot at the wooden panels. 
 
    It passed through without damaging them and then popped into existence back in front of her, with a handful of stone which she threw aside. With another flash, the scale disappeared from Kaguya’s other hand. 
 
    “My part is finished,” she exclaimed. 
 
    Red nodded, handed Asterios to her, and snapped his fingers. A wave of powerful energy burst out from his body once, escaping into the distance. Somehow, Asterios could tell that this energy stopped not that far from their position, forming a barrier around the edges of the town. 
 
    Then, something inconceivable happened.  
 
    More scales began surfacing on Red's skin as crazy amounts of spiritual energy in the form of crimson mist surrounded him. It began expanding more than the room could fit and soon destroyed the ceiling. 
 
    To not squish Kaguya with his enlarging form, Red launched himself into the air to complete the transformation there. In a blink, a giant, majestic, but extremely ferocious-looking True Dragon appeared in the sky, obviously, with dark crimson scales. 
 
    Kaguya moved closer to the spot she had sent her spiritual hand into and knelt on the ground. Then, Red landed on top of the house. He released an earth-shaking roar into the sky and took a deep breath, reeling his neck to the back. 
 
    Without ever experiencing it even once, Asterios knew exactly what was coming. 
 
    A merciless inferno of scarlet flames was launched right into the village, engulfing entire houses and other buildings on its path. Screams instantly filled the air as numerous people reacted to their friends or relatives losing their lives faster than they could blink. 
 
    Asterios watched how the Dragon rained fire all around the house, meticulously covering every tiniest part of the village, leaving no speck of dust untouched. In seconds, the entire town was set ablaze and partially razed to the ground. 
 
    Red finished breathing fire and returned to his humanoid form, jumping down to meet Kaguya in the burning house as he hadn’t spared even this one from his violent flames. A beam broke off the remaining part of the ceiling and fell towards them but he quickly caught it with his bare hand. 
 
    Kaguya then lay Asterios above the spot she had dug up and backed away. They both looked at him once more and the man lowered the beam onto Asterios, leaving soon after. 
 
    He thought that would be the end of it since he reached the point he already remembered, but he still caught the conversation happening between the duo as they stood outside of the burning house, slightly obstructed by the crackling fire. 
 
    “A caravan will reach this place in about twenty minutes. I’ll need you to use your sound transmission techniques when that happens,” the man said. 
 
    “No sweat. Let’s wait in the air, then.” 
 
    Red grunted in confirmation. “I’ll come here later, alone, to make sure no traces of our spiritual energy escape this place. And to set up some countermeasures in case a Dragon would arrive here for whatever reason.” 
 
    And so, they took off a moment later, and Asterios began leaving the world of his memories, returning to reality. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28
The Next Step 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Asterios opened his eyes, he noticed a pair of fur-covered limbs on his chest. Miria had somehow woken up earlier than him and hugged Asterios from behind. Sensing him stir, she tightened her embrace, pulling him more into herself 
 
    He smiled warmly, knowing well why she was doing that. He could feel her love and affection through her comforting actions. Meeting the gaze of his other companions sitting in front of them and staring back at Asterios, he saw the uncertainty and sadness in their eyes mixed with a bit of anxiety present on their faces. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and releasing a long sigh, Asterios reached up and began gently stroking Miria’s head, softly brushing around her rounded ears. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m actually alright… more or less. You can let go,” he said quietly. 
 
    But his words only caused Miria to wrap herself around him even more in her affectionate hold. Asterios let the emotional panthergirl comfort him for as long as she deemed it necessary. He certainly appreciated Miria’s efforts. Her warmth helped him stay decently collected. 
 
    “We’ll need a moment if you don’t mind. It’s a bit to take in,” Asterios said to Radir, Svertaniel, and Sylvia, who clearly noticed the heavy atmosphere. 
 
    They all nodded and left him alone with his companions. Each of them could tell that things were serious. It had to be expected considering the fact that Ast’s memories had been sealed with powerful magic. But they didn’t know that the uncovered truth was much worse than they had thought. 
 
    Shortly after they paced away to give them some space, Selene scooted closer to Asterios too, arriving at his front. She glanced at him with a gentle smile, full of sympathy. 
 
    “My Lord… At least we are now sure that you haven’t caused any explosions back then, right?” She tenderly stroked his cheek. 
 
    Asterios sighed and nodded faintly. “Yeah… I guess…” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Master,” Miria finally spoke, whispering to him from within her embrace. 
 
    He continued to caress her ear. “I know, I know. I’m just wondering what to think about all of this.” 
 
    “I hate her…” Miria continued. “She was supposed to be a hero… Not a cold-blooded murderer…” 
 
    Shifting himself a little, Asterios leaned back and brought his face next to hers. He rubbed his cheek into Miria’s, focusing his mind on reassuring his mate back. Each time they discovered something new about his past, the image of her lifelong idol shattered even more. He could understand how disturbing it could be. 
 
    Miria sighed softly and rubbed her eyes, wiping away a few small tears off her face. She slowly released Asterios and moved to his front, sitting next to Selene. A moment later, Bryn also appeared by her side, and even Umbra materialized himself on the ground. 
 
    Asterios moved his gaze to the silent Valkyrie. “I’m sorry you had to see that. And that you have to serve someone like me.” 
 
    Bryn shook her head. “There’s a saying in my realm, which I believe should be universal no matter the world, that you don’t get to choose your own family. What those people did was truly horrible, but you had no say in this, Master.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Asterios smiled at the angelic woman. “Now, let’s try not to mope around for too long. Past is in the past. We should focus on what we have learned, even if it wasn’t that much.” 
 
    “It seems that they were in some kind of trouble,” Selene began. “I’m fairly sure it’s connected to how that Dragon woman you had summoned reacted back then.” 
 
    He nodded. “There’s no doubt she recognized Red’s aura when it took over my body. From her words, we can assume he was supposed to be dead, for whatever reason. At the time of that memory, he was hiding, maybe recovering or something.” 
 
    “Are we sure… that they are your parents, Master?” Miria asked, a little uncertain if she even should bring up such a question. 
 
    Asterios smiled at her gently and reached out to brush her cheek. “I know they looked quite disinterested in the whole thing, but I did feel a deeper connection with them at that moment. Especially when that man looked at me as he held me. Not everyone is as kind as Kindra, you know? But don't worry. She is currently my only motherly figure. They could not exist for as much as I care.” 
 
    “My parents were extremely strict. I don’t remember a single time they would show genuine affection or praise. They always scolded me, no matter what I did or how I performed. They were much more indifferent than this,” Bryn revealed with a melancholic tone. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. And for making you bring it up,” Asterios apologized. 
 
    “It’s alright. The universe is full of different people. Sometimes, we just end up meeting the worse half. The only thing we can do is to be better to our own children. It’s our duty as people who have experienced it,” she added. 
 
    “Fufufu~ You will surely be a great mother one day.” Selene chuckled softly, bringing out a faint blush on Bryn’s cheeks. 
 
    “I’m just wondering why Red is researching various kinds of magic.” Asterios saved their new companion from Selene’s teasing. “I don’t think he learned Sealing Magic just to use it on me. It most likely came useful when I inserted myself into the equation. There’s the Summoning Magic too. According to the tales from your realm, he might have used it to summon Kaguya.” 
 
    “I think there’s even more,” Miria shared her thoughts. “He said at the end that he would come back to the village to place down some safety measures. Those must have been the weird time-stopping barrier and the Golem.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much certain,” he agreed. 
 
    “Also, you do seem to have your father’s eyes, My Lord. While they aren’t as powerful yet, they surely are much more beautiful and charming,” Selene added. 
 
    “Thank you. I think it’s now pretty much confirmed that those qualities do come from Red, considering the similarities we have witnessed and experienced ourselves, you girls even on your own skin when my eyes changed for the first time.” 
 
    “Does that mean…” Miria glanced at Asterios with a slightly upturned gaze and a faint sparkle in her eyes. “That you can turn into a Dragon too?” 
 
    He chuckled while shaking his head. No matter the situation, Miria just loved and adored Dragons way too much to not get excited about any possible prospects regarding them. Not like he hadn't had the same thought at least a few times. 
 
    “No idea. Yet. I might be somehow special, considering who my parents are, and unable to assume such a form. No one knows exactly what’s the result when a Dragon gets together with a member of another race.” 
 
    ~There’s also a chance that whatever your parents did, Master, affected your potential abilities,~ Umbra suggested. ~They did seal not only your memories but also your source, which we know is called a Dragon’s Heart. The seal in your mind still remains, possibly hiding more secrets. And who knows if there aren't any more limitations placed on your source.~ 
 
    “True. There’s still that weird place with countless volcanoes I have entered twice. It’s definitely somehow connected to everything.” Asterios nodded to himself. 
 
    “So… What do we do now, Master?” Miria tilted her head a bit. “We didn’t exactly get any new leads or hints from this.” 
 
    He stroked his chin. “Taking the seal down completely has a quite high priority right now. But I know it’s more of a long-term goal, not something we can take care of overnight, no matter how hard Radir pushes himself to aid us. Besides that, we do have a hint already, even if a little bit vague.” 
 
    “Which is?” Miria’s ear twitched curiously. 
 
    “The Descending Spire,” Asterios answered, reminding her of the message Red had left him before the powerful aura fled his body. 
 
    “Oh. You are looking for the Descending Spire?” Bryn asked, showing a slightly surprised expression. 
 
    “Hm? Do you know anything about it?” Miria quickly turned her face to the Valkyrie. 
 
    “Well, I know of at least one place with that name. An ancient structure underneath one of our cities runs deep into the ground like an inverted tower. A long time ago, it was a place of trials for all brave valkyrjas.” Bryn sighed wistfully. “Needless to say, it isn’t anymore as we have lost access to it, for obvious reasons. It was one of the first cities that fell to the Scourge. What a coincidence, though, if we really mean the same thing.” 
 
    “And here we thought you were different from us.” Miria giggled. “It looks like even you are related to Master’s parents in some way, like all of us here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bryn raised a brow at the smiling panthergirl. 
 
    “We’ve learned that there are no real coincidences when it comes to our master and his summoning targets.” Selene chuckled softly. “Every single one of us shares some history with things or people from his past. It’s now almost certain that the place you mentioned is the one we are looking for, and the one Red most likely has visited at least once.” 
 
    “Great.” Asterios chuckled too. “And I really hoped we finally broke the streak when there was no obvious connection between us. I’m starting to think I’ve never made an actual summoning happen.” 
 
    “But Master, you summoned Mii and Roy in the past, didn’t you?” Miria turned back to him. 
 
    “Yeah, but that was when my second source was still technically sealed, or lying dormant, considering how they talked about it reawakening. And Bryn answered my call after the incident with the Dragon woman and Red,” he replied, and silence fell on them as everyone entered deep thought. 
 
    Miria opened her mouth a few times, clearly wanting to refute any part of what Asterios had said, but she found it hard to find any arguments to achieve that. She understood that his assumption wasn’t completely baseless as she had been by his side since almost the very beginning. 
 
    Seeing her valiant efforts, and sensing them through their bond, Asterios smiled and leaned in to peck Miria’s soft lips, bringing a faint trace of rosiness onto her adorable cheeks. 
 
    “It won’t stop me from trying or loving it so don’t worry. If anything, I wouldn’t be able to meet you without that possible influence, and that would have been just the worst.” 
 
    She purred quietly and rubbed her cheek into his, feeling warm in her chest.  
 
    Asterios was right. It didn’t matter. It had allowed them to find each other and become one. She also couldn't see her life without him now. Even if part of it might be orchestrated by someone, she was grateful for this opportunity. 
 
    “Then, our next target is in Bryn’s world,” Selene stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    Miria withdrew herself from Ast’s tender caresses and let him speak comfortably. 
 
    “Most likely. But we are not done here yet. There’s still so much we haven’t checked. Let’s regroup with the others. We made them wait for a bit.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and they stood up from the ground. Selene snuck a gentle kiss on Ast’s cheek afterward, letting him know that she too was glad she had met him. Her life had changed even more than Miria’s. If not for his help, she would still be troubled by her curse. 
 
    They looked around for Radir, Svertaniel, and Silvia, quickly finding all three of them by the massive desk in the corner of the chamber. Asterios led everyone to reunite their group again. 
 
    The princess was the first one to notice their approach. “Everything okay? You looked quite gloomy earlier.” 
 
    “I’m alright. We just saw something none of us would have ever expected,” Asterios answered with a wry smile. 
 
    “It was that bad?” 
 
    “Do you know about Teira?” he asked. 
 
    “Naturally.” Silvia nodded. “It was a huge mystery. Even Father had no idea how to approach it. I heard that it was dealt with in an even more mysterious way. No one knows how and by who.” 
 
    “Well, I might be connected to both cases, directly and indirectly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We accidentally disabled the formation affecting the village by destroying the Golem present on its site. The scale you saw earlier comes from its forehead. At the same time, the one who put both of those in place… and razed the whole village before doing so… was most likely my father.” 
 
    “What?” Silvia’s eyes widened from shock. “Why?” 
 
    “We aren’t completely sure. My parents stumbled on Teira and decided to leave me there. Then, the man we think is my real father assumed the form of a True Dragon and wiped everyone in the village with his fire breath. Moments later, a caravan arrived at the site and my adoptive mother found me in the burning rubble, actually guided to my position by who we think is my biological mother,” Asterios explained. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    He carefully studied Silvia’s expression as he laid everything down in front of her. He didn’t want to lie to her, especially if they were to continue partying together in the future or learning from each other. She was the Human Kingdom’s princess. She might not want to associate herself with someone like him. 
 
    Silvia shook her head. “That’s terrible. Please, don’t apologize. It’s not like you could have done anything to prevent that. Even if it was you from right now, I don’t think you could stand against a powerful True Dragon.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. “Against an ancient one? No chance.” 
 
    “I surely don’t think any less of you after knowing that. But do you mind if I inform Father about it? Or you doing it whenever you feel like it? He has been researching the case for years and is still on it.” 
 
    “Naturally. I didn’t want to hide it from you guys in the first place anyway. Remind me next time we all meet together if I forget.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you for being honest with me. You didn’t have to. I’m sure Father will understand too. It’s a tragedy what happened but there’s no reason for anyone to blame you for it.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and turned to the two demon men standing behind the princess. 
 
    “Did you find anything interesting while waiting for us?” he asked. 
 
    Svertaniel shrugged his shoulders. “Not much. Just Sealing Magic notes and such. We let Radir know about the vault.” 
 
    “And? What do you think?” Asterios moved his gaze to Grea’s father. 
 
    “I’m all for letting the Demon King know about this place. It’s an incredible discovery. I can easily get in touch with him and arrange a meeting if you would like to. I helped with a few things in the main castle in the past.” 
 
    “With us? Wouldn’t you be enough?” Miria wondered. 
 
    Radir waved his finger at her. “I’m not going to steal your thunder. It’s only right for the one who uncovered this secret to receive praise and respect. It would hurt my pride to boast about something someone else did and you guys played a big role in the whole process. Besides, you don’t often get a chance to meet a king!” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly as Miria let out a quiet giggle. “Well. That would be a third for us.” 
 
    Radir furrowed his brow. “What?” 
 
    Selene smirked at the crimson-skinned man. “Our master has quite close ties with the Human King and the Patriarch of the Damascu Clan.” 
 
    “The hell? You never said anything!” Radir’s brows shot to the sky. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Why would I? It’s irrelevant.” 
 
    “I had no idea I was dealing with such a bigshot! Damn! Grea is set for life if she manages to get in your harem! Say, do you maybe have a thing for thick, red-skinned demon girls?” 
 
    The sudden question, so much similar to the words a certain someone had said to them, made Asterios snort and almost everyone chuckled at the same time at Radir’s antics. Miria and Selene exchanged wide smiles. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I feel like there’s something going on, but I can’t exactly get a grasp on what. Perhaps if I had access to all my memories, I would remember something.” Asterios grinned at him. 
 
    Radir clasped his hands and began enthusiastically rubbing them. “You are so lucky that someone has just resolved the case I have been working on in recent years! My schedule couldn’t be more free!” 
 
    Asterios and his girls chuckled again. “I appreciate it, and I’m all for it, but unfortunately, I don’t think I can stay here for long.” 
 
    “Oh? And why is that so?” 
 
    “I promised someone to be at their graduation ceremony. It’s in a little over a week from now. I don’t think you can decipher and master the formation on the ground that fast, can you?” 
 
    Radir winced, releasing a quiet groan. “No chance. Especially not without your help. I have no idea how long it could actually take, honestly. There’s so much in this room. And part of it was destroyed, don’t forget that.” 
 
    “We aren’t sure if we can safely stay here anyway, right?” Selene butted in. 
 
    “That’s also a thing,” Asterios agreed. “This place might not remain a secret for much longer. We have to verify that first, of course, and if we can return here freely without drawing too much attention to ourselves. Umbra?” 
 
    The shadowy raven formed on top of Ast’s hair. 
 
    ~There’s strong disruption around this entire place. Short-range transmission is possible, but I don’t think I would be able to penetrate the protective barriers Red had mentioned while being far, without risking anyone getting thrown into the darkness. Additionally, I can only move us in and out of that first room we ended in after the teleport, meaning we need to be above or near it.~ 
 
    “We can just take everything to our realm like always, no? That way, we can have it with us all the time,” Miria suggested. 
 
    ~I don’t think Radir can pass through the gate.~ 
 
    “Oh.” Miria’s ears flopped a little as she realized her mistake, but they quickly perked back up. “What if we just used our realm to temporarily store it and then moved it to the place of someone we can trust, and Mr. Radir can go to?” 
 
    “Good idea, Miria.” Asterios fluffed her cute ears while smiling at the happy panthergirl. “Perhaps Grea’s place would do?” 
 
    Radir smiled wryly. “I guess it’s time for me to finally return home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29
Keepsakes 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We better get to work then,” Asterios suggested while looking around. “There are quite a few things here to move and store. If we don’t want to learn the hard way if people can come in, we gotta get moving.” 
 
    “Do we even have enough space?” Selene asked, glancing at Miria. 
 
    “Yep!” The joyful panthergirl confirmed immediately, showing a big smile as her tail danced adorably. “I thought we would one day move things from the last place we discovered so Dad made something akin to a study by the storage!” 
 
    Selene shook her head while chuckling softly. “Soon your house will become its own village with how much you are expanding it.” 
 
    Miria giggled as a faint blush surfaced on her cheeks. Asterios brushed through her hair, caressing her cute ears. 
 
    He smiled as their gazes met. “She is right, though. Maybe we should move some things to Selene’s mansion? I appreciate your dad doing so much for us but you guys are clearly going quite far. It might look a little weird from the outside.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Master! We have a lot of space around the house! And well… I kind of like having everything close… And being able to just go there and look through all the things…” 
 
    “As long as there are no problems, everything is fine. Just let us know about anything instead of trying to solve it yourself. I can’t keep putting so much burden on your family all the time.”  
 
    “You are not burdening us, Master! It’s only natural because… you are… part of our family…”  
 
    Miria’s voice grew a bit quieter, and she glanced at Asterios with an upturned gaze with even more rosiness covering her face. 
 
    “Alright, alright." He left a quick peck on her cheek. "Let’s split up to cover more ground. We need someone to organize things on the other side. Do you want to do it?” He directed the question at the blushing girl. 
 
    “Yep! Leave it to me, Master!” Miria beamed a smile at him and jumped through the crimson gate, disappearing in a flash. 
 
    After she was gone, everyone exchanged a nod and grouped up. Amongst the remaining people, Selene, Umbra, and Bryn could move through the portals so each of them paired up with a different person to speed up the process. 
 
    To his amusement, Svertaniel assisted Umbra. Asterios knew how much the man enjoyed spending time in service of the shadowy familiar, and as long as the entity in question had no qualms with it, he didn't see a reason not to show some appreciation to the man who had and still was helping them a lot since the departure from the port town Nebula. 
 
    Selene and Bryn worked together with Silvia so that the fox lady could introduce their new friend to the little details about her and Miria’s realm, the panthergirl’s family, and how things were in general. It was the first time the Valkyrie stepped into a different world than hers or Ast’s, in a slightly different way than just being summoned by her master. 
 
    That left Asterios to partner up with Radir. It was a great match. The two could talk with each other about the books, notes, and other writings as they collected them, also discussing Ast’s Memory Seal and his general situation after the attempt to remove it. 
 
    The amount of material was around a quarter or a half time greater than the hideout in the beastfolk realm. Everyone had agreed to call them that after watching the unlocked part of Ast’s memories, learning at least one of the functions of those locked and secret places. 
 
    Nevertheless, they had to spend over an hour moving everything they could to Miria’s place while the cheerful panthergirl sorted it on the other side.  
 
    She actually had some help after a few initial minutes. Her mother came in and joined in the activity, making use of the opportunity to interact with her shy daughter a little more while also meeting Asterios, his other mate, and his companions too.  
 
    Of course, Oria wouldn’t be herself if she didn’t weave some teasing into their cooperation, often distracting her too-shy-for-her-own-good daughter. Except for that, everything progressed in a warm and happy atmosphere. 
 
    After the mother and daughter duo finished placing down the last batch of books, Oria returned to her own responsibilities, not without throwing in a quick question about the kittens she would like to see soon, making Miria even more embarrassed. 
 
    In that way, Asterios had no doubts she and his mother would become the best of friends if they could meet. It was a funny thought and an extremely dangerous one. He could barely survive Kindra’s teasing. Another motherly figure poking fun at him would be way too much. 
 
    With the entire chamber emptied out, leaving just bare furniture, everyone gathered in the very middle. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go see those artifacts you guys mentioned earlier. Then, I can get to copying all the formations off the ground. That might take a moment.” Radir stretched a little. 
 
    “Is there a need to do so right now?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “What do you mean?” The demon man glanced at her in confusion. 
 
    “Umbra can just show us the perfect image of these whenever we want, no?” 
 
    ~I can do much more than that,~ the shadow in question joined in and Umbra took off Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    The black, misty smoke spread out a little and soon formed an exact copy of the main array in the air right in front of everyone. There were no discrepancies. Everything was replicated with the utmost attention paid to the smallest detail. 
 
    “Well, I guess that could work too, and save a lot of time.” Radir smiled wryly, hiding the notepad he had brought out in the meanwhile. 
 
    Making sure that Umbra memorized every possible magical circle and formation, they moved to the vault together. Radir was instantly in awe the moment they entered the artifact storage. He quickly recognized a few of them as legendary trinkets and items often described to had been used by the Founding Ancestors, especially Eyla. Svertaniel began noticing it after his mention too. 
 
    “So, I don’t think we should take too many things. Do you have any idea if anything here is useful?” Asterios asked Radir as they walked around the displays. 
 
    “I don’t need to take one if you are considering me as a side in this,” Svertaniel interjected. “Artifacts just don’t work too well with my magic, except for my grimoire. And I’m already receiving a lot.” 
 
    Asterios didn’t want to argue so he nodded. Then, his eyes moved on to Silvia. She met his gaze and showed a faint smile. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind taking one, I guess. Perhaps as a souvenir from our first journey. I’m not really in need of artifacts, and Father would definitely get anything I required.” 
 
    “You are in luck then,” Radir said, finally getting a word in. “Most of these seem to have exactly that purpose. They are various memorabilia. With one or two more useful trinkets here and there. Judging by the looks, of course.” 
 
    “Let’s take an even closer look at them, then!” Miria exclaimed happily and ran ahead. 
 
    The vault was full of little items serving as objects of memory, ranging from things of everyday use to magical weapons and artifacts. It wasn’t always easy to guess their main purpose and effect at a first glance. 
 
    So many things begged to be picked with their quirky or interesting design that no one could decide on what to actually choose. Fifteen minutes passed, and neither Asterios nor Silvia had made their choices. Only Radir got something in a flash, obviously connected to Sealing Magic. It was a weird quill he had identified that would trace runes and formations. 
 
    The search continued until Selene stopped by one of the small displays. Asterios and the rest of his summons noticed her suddenly freezing and approached the fox lady. 
 
    “Found something interesting?” Miria asked, peeking over her shoulder. 
 
    Selene pointed her finger at the glass showcase. “That material and pattern. I know it too well.” 
 
    Everyone from Ast’s group took a better look at the item. It was a piece of torn cloth, definitely coming from someone’s dress. Asterios immediately understood why it had caught her attention. Even he could tell that it had clearly been made by Spiritual Foxes. The design and material matched what Selene usually wore and what he had seen on Lerisse, their Matriarch. 
 
    “You don’t think that is…” he pondered out loud. 
 
    Selene’s finger moved down at the plaque embedded into the stylized pillar. 
 
    “From the first time Drahan and Eyla finally landed a hit on the fox-eared goddess,” Bryn read it out loud. 
 
    “Well. That leaves almost no doubt,” Asterios declared. 
 
    “Yes. While it’s clear that Kaguya didn’t live here with Red like back in our realm, it seems that she and the demon trio met at least a few times. Perhaps she was already with Red when he was researching Sealing Magic and came to visit now and then,” Selene shared her thoughts. 
 
    “I wonder if there are more places like this if he was looking into more kinds of magic.” Miria leaned into Asterios while looking at the piece of clothing. 
 
    He scratched under her chin a little, evoking a quiet purr from the panthergirl. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see one in Bryn’s realm. Or in another one. Or even in mine but on a different continent. They did mention hideouts. Plural.” 
 
    “The biggest question is why?” Selene rubbed her chin. “Was he preparing for something? Looking for answers regarding something? Trying to grow even more powerful for some reason?” 
 
    “From the memories we watched, it looked like Master’s father wanted to stay undetected, away from the sight of his enemies, most likely,” Bryn joined in on the conversation. “I think Sealing Magic could serve that purpose very well, with the seal on Master’s memories and source being just a byproduct of it.” 
 
    “Pretty good point.” Asterios nodded. “Please, feel free to share more of your thoughts whenever you feel like it. You are a valuable part of our team, no matter how recently you joined it.” 
 
    Bryn showed a soft smile and nodded too. “Then, I could see Summoning Magic being useful for the same purpose too. At least, if it worked for him the same way it does for you, Master, with that traveling between realms.” 
 
    “Red was researching the passages and some other things in our world!” Miria almost shouted, letting out a gasp of realization. “It was alongside the effect True Dragons could have on it or something like that! This could explain why Master can get through the gate!” 
 
    “Certainly, the draconic lineage does influence quite some things from what we have seen and learned,” Asterios agreed. “And it was part of the reason behind his research too.”  
 
    “Then, if we follow that logic and assume the same purpose, the next one could potentially be Illusion Magic or something similar. It matches with the other ones decently well,” Bryn said. 
 
    “I have a feeling we will find it in your world.” Selene glanced at the Valkyrie. “It’s an unfounded belief but it just somehow feels right to me.” 
 
    “There’s only one way we can find out.” Miria looked between them. “And I can’t wait for us to start!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and patted her some more. “Soon. We have some things to do before that, and Bryn would have to prepare too. She would most likely be our main guide if she doesn’t mind, and that would take away quite a bit of her time.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no problems with that,” the Valkyrie quickly responded. “For the case of having to leave the ARK for a longer period of time, I can arrange everything beforehand so that my presence isn’t necessary. There are many capable valkyrjas in the Council, even if some of them are a tad rough.” 
 
    “Thank you. We’ll make sure to help however we can. There’s no rush yet. I don’t want to go on another journey before Tina’s graduation. Who knows, maybe she will want to join us.” Asterios smiled, easily being able to imagine that turn of events, especially with what they had learned about the Dragon’s Bonding Ritual. 
 
    Leaving the ripped material alone, they resumed looking around while chatting about the potential magic in Red’s repertoire, trying to come up with the ones fitting his agenda from Ast’s memories. They wondered if he and Kaguya were still in hiding or if someone had discovered them after they had left Asterios in Teira. 
 
    In the end, after spending quite a bit of time in the vault, both Ast’s and Silvia’s sides picked something up.  
 
    She chose a hairpin that changed the color of the wearer's hair when filled with a specific amount of mana. Everyone agreed that it was a useful find. Selene joked that she had gotten even closer to Asterios with their similar clothing style and connection to fire not being the only most striking features that matched. 
 
    Miria decided on a beautiful hair comb. She had no doubt it belonged to Kaguya in the past, somehow ending in the hands of the demons. As much as she was beginning to hate the woman more and more, she wanted it to be a gift for Selene since the comb had a similar design to what she used. 
 
    A short argument followed about how Miria should have gone with something for herself instead, but Asterios arbitrated it fairly quickly and Selene accepted her friend’s goodwill with an appreciative smile. She could tell that brush was special in some way. 
 
    To not waste more time, they all made a final trip around the whole underground complex to look for anything they could have missed before gathering back in the secret chamber. 
 
    “What do we do now? Walk back to the room we were teleported to?” Miria inquired curiously. 
 
    ~One of the formations here looks to be based on a transfer spell too. It could potentially be the exit,~ Umbra responded, starting to hover above the array he mentioned. 
 
    “Okay. Before we try anything, let’s decide on our next course of action,” Asterios said, capturing everyone’s attention. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I should be able to get us an audition with the Demon King in less than a week. The earlier we mention our discovery, the better. Lower chance of people breaking in here or just coming inside in bigger numbers,” Radir informed them. 
 
    “In the meantime, I believe this could be a good moment for me to return to Father and give him a brief report of what we have learned. And what I have learned,” Silvia said. 
 
    “Good idea. I can transfer you at any moment, after we get out, of course. Not much I can do for you, Radir.” 
 
    The red-skinned demon shook his head. “It’s not necessary anyway. Well, except for the travel after our audience. I could use some help getting to the Human Continent faster than weeks if not months.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Svertaniel?” 
 
    “I’ll remain here with you, and later after you guys move to another realm in search of more clues and answers too. I haven’t been on the Demon Continent for some time, and it will be a good opportunity to catch up with some things.” 
 
    “Alright. First of all, we need to get out of here. Let’s see where this array is connected to, then.” 
 
    ~I can tell that it links somewhere to the surface. The more accurate position is a bit too unclear due to all the disruptive magic around,~ Umbra said. 
 
    Everyone moved to stand over the wide patterns after his words. 
 
    “What now? How do we activate it?” Miria checked the patterns from up close. 
 
    “Let me try it,” Asterios said and began releasing some of his scorching hot aura, condensing it, and sending it to the magic circle. 
 
    In just a bit, the various rings surrounding the middle section lit up one by one and everyone was blinded by a flash of white light just like previously. They felt a strong pull but managed to stay fully conscious and focused while experiencing the trip a second time. 
 
    Less than two seconds later, they found themselves under the scarlet sky again, standing in the middle of the very same formation that had sent them under the ground. Numerous voices coming from countless people filled the air as many demons scattered over the entire inner part of the Ring City, each of them examining a piece of newly discovered structure. 
 
    No one started instantly shouting when the very peculiar group of seven people suddenly popped into existence out of nowhere. They were all too busy with their own business. Asterios lowkey expected some kind of militia or guards waiting for them on the surface, but it didn’t seem like the destruction of the sandstone in the middle of the Ring City had been associated with them. 
 
    “This could explain why no one followed after us,” Radir said after they had surfaced. 
 
    Asterios looked around with more attention and nodded to himself. 
 
    “The rotating rings have been reset, perhaps when we got taken by the transferring array. Unless someone knows that draconic script, there’s no way anyone gets in, except for us.” 
 
    Miria’s ears flopped a little. “And we put so much effort in moving everything.” 
 
    He brought her face up and briefly nuzzled his cheek into hers. “We couldn’t know. And it’s better to have it at your place than here. Umbra can access it more easily. We all can.” 
 
    Miria soon cheered up and they began walking up the even slope as if nothing had happened and all the debris and destruction wasn’t their doing. At least the walls didn't look damaged, saved by Bryn's efforts of protecting them. Some of the crushed sandstone had already been tidied up, and the Tri-Valor Valley was starting to look even better than before. The beautiful arrays, inscriptions, and structures made of sandstone blocks would clearly make it even more popular and interesting. 
 
    From what they caught amongst the demon researchers or treasure hunters chatting together, or just curious townsfolk, tourists, and adventurers, the current version of events seemed to believe that something had been triggered and things uncovered by themselves. A powerful earthquake and explosion was part of it. That theory was supported by the fact that some weird power had teleported everyone back into the city. 
 
    Asterios could only chuckle and shake his head at how easily they had avoided any suspicion. Umbra was truly a godsend in many situations. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
Where the Light Shines, the Shadow Follows 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The streets of the Ring City were bustling even more than usual. It wasn’t surprising to Asterios and the others. They had caused quite some chaos right in its epicenter. He was sure many people had not only felt the tremors from Selene’s first technique but also saw the giant sandstorm, and the tall, golden, protective barriers. 
 
    Just a few seconds of walking through the crowd confirmed it. The recent event was a hot topic amongst the residents, adventurers, and tourists. Some believed in the currently most popular story about an outburst of magic while a few people insisted that someone had caused it while exploring the pyramids. None of them were aware of how close to the truth they were. 
 
    Asterios noticed how tense Miria had become since the moment they had reached the streets, and he put his hand on her head, scratching behind her soft ears. She tried to look as inconspicuous as she could after hearing a few demons mention the latter version of the events, which had the opposite effect to what she intended. 
 
    ~Just forget about it,~ he advised the worried panthergirl and chuckled softly. ~Unless someone saw us do the thing, no one would be looking for us. You are just making yourself look weird. Not that it catches the eye too much since a lot of people behave weirdly in the crowd, but you can just relax a bit more.~ 
 
    She giggled adorably with an embarrassed blush and nodded. To take his advice to her heart, she stepped closer to Asterios and leaned onto his side. He welcomed her sweet little show of affection with a smile as they continued walking down the road together. 
 
    ~I’m afraid we are being followed,~ Umbra’s voice resounded in their minds. ~A group of individuals is hiding in the shadows around us, trying to jump into ours. Pathetic. They barely possess any understanding of true darkness.~ 
 
    Miria almost stopped dead in her tracks, but Asterios pulled her with him to not alert the group of stalkers. Selene and Bryn held themselves perfectly calm, not giving any signs of knowing. 
 
    ~Looks like I just jinxed us.~ He sighed internally. ~Let the others know too, without spooking them.~ 
 
    Umbra did as instructed and everyone exchanged glances while seemingly looking around. Asterios pointed at a random store on the side and gestured at it with his head. 
 
    “Let’s grab something to drink before we leave, shall we? I’m kind of parched and a Centracer ride is quite droughty.” 
 
    “Sure. I know of a better place than that, though. Follow me. Everyone has to experience the Spring of Desire at least once in their life,” Svertaniel replied. 
 
    “That sounds like an aphrodisiac, honestly,” Selene commented. 
 
    Both demon men chuckled together.  
 
    “I assure you it’s not. Our people do like giving flashy names to things,” Radir added. 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Silvia joined in, remembering the story behind the name of the port town they had arrived at earlier. 
 
    With Svertaniel leading them, the party continued on their path for around three more minutes. They entered a less busy area with more industrial buildings than the ones usually besieged by travelers. 
 
    Just as he had said, though, he brought them in front of a small tavern. It was built of sandstone with a dark pink color, standing out a little bit amongst the cream and brown shops and structures present around. 
 
    “Let’s get through the side entrance. The regulars tend to rope newcomers into their drinking groups, and you all don’t exactly look like people from around here,” Svertaniel said, and they moved to the alley on the side. 
 
    After entering a tiny square behind the tavern, they stopped, spread around, and turned towards the path leading back. Asterios put a hand in his pocket and summoned a wooden block with the Alcove of Serenity sigil carved in it from his storage ring, activating the barrier around them. 
 
    “Come out. We would like to hear the reason why you are tailing us,” he said to seemingly no one. 
 
    As expected, only silence answered him. Selene kept herself ready while Miria reached to her core, preparing herself to draw on her bloodline at any moment. Asterios could feel the fiery mana gathering in Silvia’s staff even though it was still on her back. Bryn just observed everyone attentively, gripping her weapon stronger. 
 
    ~Umbra?~ Asterios called to his familiar. 
 
    ~They are still here. A group of six. They are not trying to surround us, perhaps not believing it’s about them.~ 
 
    ~Can you bring them out?~ 
 
    An ominous chuckle answered his question, and slight goosebumps traveled through Ast’s body, causing his hair to stand up.  
 
    A moment later, they heard a muffled shout, and a person was thrown out of a shadow next to a wall. Then, another followed, appearing from behind a short staircase. And then another, and another, and another, until all six people following them jumped out of various shadows while letting out a surprised scream or shout. 
 
    The group of demons covered in all black, with their faces hidden by cloth masks and deep hoods, looked around in confusion. Only their eyes and a bit of their colorful skin were visible, but it was enough to reveal that they all were demons. And women, judging by their figures. 
 
    Bryn hit the ground with the butt of her staff-spear, and a golden radiance surrounded the square, forming a shining wall. 
 
    “So, can we finally talk?” Asterios asked. 
 
    They brought forth daggers and grouped up. The person who seemed to be their leader stepped forward a bit. 
 
    “Release the barrier first, or we will assume you have ill intentions towards the Ring City and brand you as a public enemy,” a woman’s voice answered just as he had expected. “We are the members of Shadowguard. By pointing your weapons at us, you point it at the Governor.” 
 
    Radir sighed while rubbing his temples. “But of course.” 
 
    Asterios raised a brow at him and the demon man nodded back. Receiving a mental message, Bryn recalled her spell, and the light dissipated. The group of dark-clothed guards didn’t relax their postures, though. 
 
    Selene crossed her arms under her chest. “What’s your purpose in following us?” 
 
    “We are not obliged to answer any of your questions. Instead, you better spill how you managed to pull my team out of the shadows or even noticed our presence,” the leader demanded. 
 
    “As overbearing as ever, I see.” Radir sighed again. “Just bring us to the Governor. We don’t have time to waste on your antics. I honestly hoped someone would have already curbed your inflated egos by now.” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto everyone again. Ast’s party thought the other side would reply to Radir’s remark, but no one broke the line and spoke over their leader, who also remained relatively calm. 
 
    After a few seconds, she sheathed her weapons, and all the others did the same. 
 
    “Follow the owl.” 
 
    Even though the person tried to hide it, Asterios couldn’t help but notice one of the members of Shadowguard using Summoning Magic. A black owl flew seemingly from the caster’s shadow, but he knew she had just hidden the portal with some concealing spell. He wondered why they went to such an extent to keep their appearances. 
 
    The group stood still while the owl circled above everyone’s head, hooting now and then. Ast’s party began looking between each other. The awkwardness of the situation just kept growing until Umbra’s deep chuckle resounded in their heads again. A moment later, all women in light black leather armor disappeared in a puff of black smoke, diving into the ground. 
 
    “Did you really have to embarrass them like that?” Asterios asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “They deserved it,” Radir answered with a shrug before Umbra could. “Maybe this will tone their pride down by a level. They are honestly insufferable. They aren’t even the best in the continent.” 
 
    “Do we follow the owl, then?” Miria glanced at the bird perched on top of the nearby building. 
 
    A big shadowy raven formed on Ast’s shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t,” Asterios said, immediately turning his face to look at Umbra. “She’s done nothing to us. Please, don’t scare random beasts who are just listening to their Summoner’s requests.” 
 
    “She?” Miria tilted her head curiously. “How could you tell, Master?” 
 
    “The beak. Females of her kind have it slightly curved inwards while the males have it pointing straight down,” he explained with a smile. “Alright. I guess we have to meet this Governor, whoever they are.” 
 
    “It’s a position like a mayor, more or less,” Svertaniel joined in. “Naming sense, remember?” 
 
    Ast’s companions chuckled together, and everyone started heading out of the back alley. Radir took the lead and walked towards their destination with confidence, ignoring some of the hints the owl left for them. 
 
    They soon entered a neatly arranged district with a sandstone fortress in the middle, located in the innermost ring surrounding the Tri-Valor Valley. It was almost as high as the walls separating the archeological site from the city. 
 
    Even amongst many guards present in the plaza and surrounding areas, Radir still walked forward unbothered. They must have been informed about their arrival by the weird group of black-clothed women. 
 
    Just a few minutes after entering through a massive wooden gate, they stopped in front of a brass door to someone’s office. Radir glanced back at the others and nodded with a smile.  
 
    Then, one of the cloaked women appeared from the shadow cast by a brazier and lightly knocked on the metal surface. 
 
    “We’ve brought the suspects.” 
 
    “Get their asses in,” a domineering female voice answered from inside. 
 
    The member of Shadowguard disappeared to the ground, and Radir opened the door, letting everyone enter after him. They walked into a spacious chamber with plenty of cabinets and showcases filled to the brim with old documents, maps, and notebooks. Only two windows brought some sunlight into the office from the opposite wall behind the owner of the voice. 
 
    After Svertaniel closed the door, entering as the last person, the Governor stood up, walked around her desk, and strolled towards them. 
 
    She was a demon with sapphire skin and hair of the same color but a darker shade, reaching around her chin. Unlike Radir and most demons they had met, her eyes had no glow to them and were completely black. Four onyx horns decorated her head, two per side, with no tail in sight. 
 
    The Governor was a woman of exceptional beauty, but also a fierce and proud warrior. Her posture and way of holding herself showed it clearly, alongside her pure-white uniform, so much contrasting with the pure-black ones of her subordinates. Two demonic shortswords hung down crossed behind her waist. 
 
    “Radir. Obviously.” She scoffed at the demon man. 
 
    “Glad to see that you are healthy too, Rowena,” he answered with a smile. 
 
    The woman’s figure disappeared in a thick shadow and materialized right in front of him, with one of her shortswords poking his chest. 
 
    “Quit it or I’m going to finish what I started and bring that scar to the very bottom,” she sneered at him. 
 
    Radir just smiled charmingly and spread his arms to the sides. They stared at each other for a brief moment until Rowena scowled and looked away. She withdrew her weapon with a displeased expression. 
 
    “Thank you for not maiming our guide,” Asterios added. “I can see why you might have wanted to, though.” 
 
    He soon found himself as the next target of her intense glare and Rowena was gone again. Already seeing her trick once, Asterios kept staring forward, expecting to see the blue-skinned woman appear in front of him. 
 
    But, instead, she showed up a little further than he had thought, in the position he had anticipated, though. Her sword pointed forward while the woman was frozen in place, just her head moving around. 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked with a fierce gaze after being unable to understand why she couldn’t control her limbs. 
 
    A wide and tall pillar of deep and ominous shadow rose from the ground behind Asterios. After reaching double his height, two purple, smoking spots appeared on its surface. Rowena raised her face to look at it and her eyes widened to the brim. 
 
    ~A mere fledgling dares to challenge me in my domain?~ Umbra’s ancient voice boomed in everyone’s heads, making Rowena shiver. ~You are thousands of years too early, mortal.~ 
 
    “Let's not go too far. We didn’t come here to cause trouble but see what was wanted from us,” Asterios said. 
 
    Umbra stared the woman down for a moment longer and collapsed back into Ast’s shadow. The room's atmosphere grew less tense in an instant and Rowena reclaimed control of her body. 
 
    She fixed her posture and slowly sheathed her blade. “What… was that?” 
 
    “You’ll be better off not knowing,” Asterios replied. “Just don’t try to spy on us from the shadows. I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety if he decides to take preventative actions against them.” 
 
    She shivered once more, and a chuckle reached everyone’s ears. Rowena shot her gaze at Radir again, the source of the stifled laugh. 
 
    “I can see how Grea can enjoy your company as much as to give you our memento. I’m starting to have regrets that I wasn't born a woman. Unfortunately, I don’t swing that way.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the Governor turned back to Asterios. “Ignoring the clown back there, what business do you have with me?” she asked, looking over all of Ast’s female companions. 
 
    “That should be my question, no? You sent your team after us.” 
 
    “My Shadow? Right. You are the suspects.” She nodded to herself. 
 
    “Your shadow?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    Radir arrived at his side. “She calls the most elite group of her guards her Shadow while she’s the Beacon of the city and all demons. Get it?” He gestured at the woman with his eyes. 
 
    “Still as disrespectful and rude as always,” she huffed. “I have no idea what I saw in you in the past.” 
 
    “You do. You just don’t want to admit it.” Radir smiled. 
 
    Asterios could see how the name of Rowena’s elite team had come to be. Her clothes were surely very bright. He and the others could understand better why they were so contrasting. She cast her Shadow onto the others, just like the Beacon she was. 
 
    “Nevertheless, I assume you want to know what happened in the valley, yes?” Radir asked. 
 
    “An unheard-of earthquake took place in the middle of my city, and an unimaginable sandstorm appeared right at the same spot in the span of a few seconds. Of course, I would want to know what the fuck happened, wouldn’t I?” she threw at him almost accusingly. 
 
    “How did you know it was us, Lady Governor?” Miria asked, trying to be polite. 
 
    She flinched a little when the woman’s fierce gaze landed on her but relaxed when no verbal abuse followed. 
 
    “I have my means, capable of noticing that you guys were the only ones unaffected by the weird power that brought everyone out of the valley right before the cataclysms took place. I guess I should at least thank you for minding the others.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it turned out like that,” Asterios apologized. 
 
    Radir raised his hand. “Don’t be. She cares not for a bunch of sand and stone getting turned into dust and pieces. She just wants to get her hands on what has just been discovered underneath those. Her people could use some exercise clearing the rubble up anyway.” 
 
    Rowena squinted her eyes at the man with obvious killing intent. At this point, she couldn’t fool anyone. Every single person present in the office knew that there had been something between the two in the past and that she still wasn’t completely over it, as much as she tried to show otherwise. 
 
    “I would gladly fill you in on what we learned about the Tri-Valor Valley, but you have to trust me on this once again, Rowena,” he continued. “It’s big. We should get in touch with the Demon King first before deciding on anything. We are already lucky no one else solved the puzzle and entered the vault.” 
 
    The woman’s face contorted a little at the start, but her expression softened the longer Radir spoke. She seemed surprised and slightly interested in the case after he had finished. 
 
    “You really got something big this time, did you?” 
 
    “Groundbreaking. No pun intended.”  
 
    Ast’s companions chuckled quietly.  
 
    Rowena went into deep thought, moving her gaze between Asterios and Radir. After considering something for a moment, she nodded with a sigh. 
 
    “Alright. You are a jerk but not an untrustworthy liar. I want to be in too since it involves my city and my people. Have you issued the audience form yet?” 
 
    “That would take too long. My friends right here are in a hurry. I can’t hold them down for days or weeks in order to wait for the meeting.” 
 
    She crossed her arms under her fair bust. “What do you intend to do, then?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you, of course.” Radir smiled. 
 
    Rowena sneered. “Knew it.” 
 
    “Won’t you do it for me? For the sake of our past friendship?” 
 
    She glared at him for a few seconds and sighed. “From what I know, he’s out and doesn’t come back for about a week more. That’s the earliest I can request an audience. Even as a Governor, I can’t just pressure the Demon King into meeting with me in an instant.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Would it be okay for you?” Radir turned to Asterios. 
 
    “Yeah. I think so. We should have wrapped our business back at home up by that point. No rush, as I said.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll be sure to return that favor, Rowena.” The demon man winked at his past lover. 
 
    She groaned, rolling her eyes. “A fair warning. Keep that guy off your harem. He can’t be controlled and is very unpredictable.” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly, causing Radir to sweat a little as his smile turned a bit wry, which didn’t go unnoticed by the fierce lady in front of them. Rowena raised a brow at Asterios, and he could tell that she was very interested in listening to that story. 
 
    But no one brought it up, and they exchanged just a few more words. After bidding farewell to the Governor, they left Radir in her company and moved out of the fortress. 
 
    Svertaniel also split from the party and let them know he would wait for a message whenever they would like to group up for the meeting. The others chatted together briefly and Asterios helped Silvia return home too, accompanying her during the trip through the Void, which she very much appreciated even if it wasn’t the worst for her. 
 
    Left alone in just their little group of a Summoner and his summons, Ast’s familiars looked between each other. 
 
    “What are we going to do in the meantime, Master?” Miria inquired, getting much more snuggly with Asterios after they were within their small team. 
 
    He smiled at his adorable mate and ruffled her fluffy ears. “Take a little break. Then, we need to prepare. The time is short. Tina's big day has to be perfect.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
The Ceremony 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tina! You will be late for graduation if you keep it up any longer!” 
 
    “Just a moment, Mom! I’m sorry!” 
 
    “You’ve been preparing for an hour! What are you even still doing there?” 
 
    “Everything has to be perfect, Mom! It's graduation!” 
 
    “I don’t think it's the graduation you are so excited about.” 
 
    A visible blush surfaced on Tina’s cheeks. She could see the rosy shade while brushing her hair in front of a mirror. It was the sixth time since she had started taking care of it and there still were imperfections she couldn’t smooth out. 
 
    Today was an extremely important day. She would finally graduate from Rosewind's academy and finish her education with more than just the usual honors accompanying the best students. 
 
    But her mother wasn’t mistaken. Tina looked forward to what would happen after more than during the ceremony. She had waited a long time for this day to come. Finally, nothing would remain on her path of following Asterios and his companions. She had made a promise and she had kept it. Now, it was time for him to keep his word and listen to her wish. 
 
    Not completely satisfied with the result of her brushing, Tina huffed in annoyance and accepted the current outcome, far from what she felt was perfect. To be honest, she had already made herself as beautiful as possible without overdoing it.  
 
    She knew there was no point in prettying herself with so much makeup and other cosmetics like a lot of girls in the academy since Asterios wouldn’t pay even the slightest attention to it. At least, she knew she wouldn’t care how he looked as long as they could be there together, and she was sure he was no different. 
 
    Yet, that didn’t mean the inner voice in her heart wasn’t fighting against her mind and trying to convince Tina otherwise. She knew it was stupid to listen to it but it was so hard not to. All she wanted was to make this day as perfect as possible. 
 
    Standing up from the mirror, she glanced at the small clock on her desk and paled a little. She had truly taken way too long. If she delayed her departure any longer, she would risk having to rush to the academy’s grounds, definitely ruining all her preparations in the process. 
 
    Trotting to the chair by the same desk, she hastily picked up a thin black cape with a hood. All students were required to wear those ceremonial mantles over their usual uniforms for all important events, with graduation being most likely the most crucial. 
 
    She threw the additional piece onto her back and clasped the decorative brace under her neck. The cloak slowly fell onto her shoulders and finished her outfit. She had always liked wearing it. It partially made the girls look like witches, which was funny. Both men’s and women’s versions were short, ending around their waists and leaving most of the front open. 
 
    For the last time, she tried reaching out to Asterios through their faint connection but only silence answered her. It had been making her really anxious. She hadn’t heard anything from either him or the girls for over a week, since the moment they reached the city in the desert in the Demon Continent. 
 
    She sighed deeply and shook her head. They were all fine, for sure. She would definitely feel something if anything happened to Asterios. The connection was still there but suppressed to some extent, almost silenced.  
 
    He had promised to be there, and she trusted him, yet she still couldn’t help but worry that Asterios would miss the graduation under some unforeseen circumstances. She had always known that could be a possibility. Life was very unpredictable. She would certainly not hold it against him even if it would make her a little sad. 
 
    “Alright. No use thinking about it.” Tina slapped her cheeks lightly. “There’s still a lot of time. He can miss a speech or two. Coming here is not a problem since he has Umbra. Get your mind together, girl.” 
 
    A small feeler poked her in the chin and Tina glanced down, spotting the blue appendage of pure water coming out of her collar. It was Hydran, the familiar she had been able to contract with Ast’s help, currently wrapped around her right forearm like a protective bracer. A moment later, Ori perched on her shoulder with a rustle of his feathers. 
 
    “Thank you, guys. I’m great. Let’s do this. There’s a lot in front of us.” 
 
    The adorable Shearwater pushed its fluffy body into her neck, causing Tina to giggle a little, and she petted her loyal companion in response. He soon took off and flew into the azure gate of his master. Hydran hid back under Tina’s clothes too. 
 
    After taking one last look at her room, Tina rushed to the door and walked outside. She stopped in her tracks, finding her parents not that far from the door, just enough not to eavesdrop on her daughter. They had always respected her comfort and privacy. 
 
    Viscount Thomas glanced at her with one brow raised. “Really. What took you so long? You look no different than hours ago.” 
 
    Viscountess Luna chuckled softly and showed a smile to her daughter. “You wouldn’t understand.” She stepped closer and fixed Tina’s collar a little. “There. You look stunning, my dear. There’s no doubt they will be taken aback.” 
 
    “Mom, please.” Tina blushed, averting her gaze. 
 
    “Let’s go, you two. The carriage is waiting. You can chat on the way there.” 
 
    Both women nodded and quickly followed Thomas to the small plaza in front of their mansion. They entered a beautiful white carriage and departed immediately. Many other people traveled to the academy’s grounds in a similar way, with some still using their summons to cover the distance. It was mostly those with common backgrounds. 
 
    The graduation was a prestigious event, so it was only natural for the noble families of the students to arrive with full decorum. While most took that chance to flaunt their wealth or status, the Nobelle family cared not for such pointless things and only followed the social norms out of respect. Tina really hated all those boastful houses. 
 
    During the short trip, Lady Luna kept bombarding her daughter with hidden smiles her husband couldn’t see, causing Tina to heat up inside the carriage. She had always been able to read her like an open book and all the little details betrayed how excited and hopeful Tina was at that moment. 
 
    Fortunately, Tina didn’t have to suffer in embarrassment for too long and they soon reached the academy’s gates. A queue of fancy carriages getting let in by the guards in their official uniforms was quite the sight. It took only two minutes for their turn to arrive, and the driver brought them to the square where everyone was getting out. 
 
    The coachman helped Thomas step outside, and they both assisted the ladies. He tipped his hat at them and took the carriage away to free the space for the next guests, heading to find a spot where he could wait for them. 
 
    “If it isn’t the Nobelle family. It’s good to see that you are still doing well, Thomas.” 
 
    A manly voice reached their ears, and they turned around just to catch a man with short blond hair, a neatly trimmed beard of the same color, and wearing an official dark blue uniform with a stylish black shoulder cape, leaving another carriage. A beautiful, mature woman followed him, making space for their children next, a blond-haired boy in the academy’s outfit for men and a young girl in a simple uniform. 
 
    The guy winced a little when he noticed who his father was talking to but tried to hide it. It was impossible for Tina to miss it. She knew him too well, alongside his whole family.  
 
    The Richtensteins slowly walked up to them, and the men exchanged handshakes. 
 
    “Wilhelm. I’m also glad that you seem fine. It wasn’t the easiest time for your family recently, from what I’ve heard,” Viscount Nobelle replied. 
 
    The other man chuckled and shook his head. “Ah, don’t even get me started. It’s a complete swamp. But we didn’t come here today to poison our children’s grand day with politics and problems that aren’t their concern. You look dazzling Viscountess Luna, and you too Lady Tina.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marquess Wilhelm.” Tina curtsied respectfully, replying for them both. “Marchioness Helga and Lady Irelia look as beautiful as ever, if not even more.” 
 
    The mature woman mirrored her gesture while her daughter nodded politely. She wore a suit stylized to imitate those of trainee knights and couldn’t exactly curtsy with the dress she didn’t wear as the bottom part of her clothing consisted of pants instead. 
 
    Tina and Irelia locked eyes and smiled at each other. After the incident, the two had actually gotten pretty close. It was more of an accident rather than intentionally, but they had talked a bit and grew fond of each other. Tina was happy Irelia could follow her dream with no one making issues for her. She even had her parents supporting her much more after learning about her experiences. 
 
    “What do you say we attend this ceremony together, Thomas?” Marquess Richtenstein asked. “It shouldn’t be a problem to rearrange the seats a little bit. We don’t get to talk that much outside of all the social gatherings.” 
 
    Viscount Nobelle pondered for a second and glanced at his family. “I don’t see anything against it. Unless my dear wife and daughter would?” 
 
    Tina moved her gaze to Roz, whose eyes widened slightly from the sudden suggestion. She could tell how uncomfortable he already was and could imagine how much worse it could be if they followed with the Marquess’ offer. 
 
    For a brief moment, she considered not being vengeful and saving him from it at least during this very important day, but then, she remembered how much he had bullied not just her and the other girls but also Asterios specifically and that thought vanished in an instant. 
 
    She showed an icy smile to the young man and adorably shook her head at his father. 
 
    “I see nothing wrong in that, Marquess Wilhelm. On the contrary, I think it’s a wonderful idea. You may call me selfish, but I wouldn’t say no to bringing my parents even closer to the front, hahaha.” 
 
    Following her seemingly embarrassed chuckle, Wilhelm let out a laugh too. “It looks like the future of your family is secured, Thomas. Spoken like a true noble. Grasping any chances for improvement is not selfish, my little lady. I commend your wits.” 
 
    Thomas rested his hand on Tina’s hair, gently so as to not ruin it, and exchanged smiles with his daughter. 
 
    “It might be secured better than you think…” He chuckled knowingly, making Tina giggle a little. 
 
    They formed two groups, one for the parents and one for the children. The two families then walked together towards the main plaza in the very center of the academy’s grounds, where all the important celebrations happened. Roz kept some distance from the two girls, as much as he could without looking rude. They chatted casually as they walked. 
 
    In just a few moments, they reached their destination, following the crowd pouring in one direction. They walked into a spacious plaza in front of the main, oldest building, surrounded by two of its long and tall wings. A raised stage had been set right at the front and rows of chairs followed, with a decently wide path left empty in the middle, additionally adorned by a magnificent red carpet. 
 
    The parents bid farewell to their children and Marquess Richtenstein took them to his reserved spot just near the stage, leaving the women there to look for some professor with Thomas to ask about the change. Roz quickly escaped the moment he had been set free. Tina didn’t even notice him being already gone. 
 
    She used a different side path to arrive behind the scenes where plenty of teachers and professors dashed around while preparing and fixing things to the very last moment. She still had a few minutes before the planned start, so she decided to look around a little. 
 
    “Ah!” Tina yelped in surprise as a puff of air suddenly hit the nape of her neck. 
 
    Turning around, she found a red-skinned demon woman in the robes of the Research and Development Department grinning at her. 
 
    “Professor Grea! That’s not nice! I’m very nervous here!” Tina complained with a pout. 
 
    Grea chuckled and shook her head. “What are you even worrying about, girl? No matter how hard you fuck up, it won’t change what’s already there between the two of you. Even more, knowing him, he would just rush ahead to save you, and you would very much like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Tina blushed, imagining the scene in her mind for a brief moment, and then huffed at the rude professor while furrowing her brows. 
 
    “Please, don’t tease me, Professor Grea! It’s not fair to use Asterios! You know I can’t help it!” 
 
    Chuckling again, Grea reached out to her. Tina closed her eyes and quickly started waving her hands to stop the mischievous teacher before she ruined her hair. But the expected sensation didn’t arrive and she lifted her eyelids again. 
 
    Instead of violently ruffling through her hair, Grea was brushing out her uniform and cape, getting rid of any dirt and wrinkles. Seeing Tina’s shocked gaze, she stopped and raised her brows at the much shorter student. 
 
    “What? Did you think I would destroy all the effort you put into making yourself look good for him? You look like you spent days prettying yourself up. I’m an ass but I’m not an idiot. This is your big day, in more than one way. As your mentor, it’s only natural for me to do whatever I can to make it go like a dream.” 
 
    “Professor…” Tina felt like some tears started gathering in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, stop it with that soppy expression—umph! And now you ruined everything I did…” 
 
    Grea shook her head with a smile after getting slammed by Tina as the blue-haired girl hugged her tightly. She gently patted her student’s back. 
 
    “You will do great so stop getting nervous over nothing, or over things you have no influence on, got it?” 
 
    Tina nodded, knowing well Grea meant Asterios. “Yes…” 
 
    “Good. Now go and grab your seat. Almost everyone is there now. Just enjoy the show. Trust me, it will be a real something.” 
 
    Stepping back, she saw Grea grinning at her, and Tina furrowed her brows. She knew about all the presentations and entertainment segments, just like all the other students, and nothing on the list seemed worthwhile, as usual. Unless the teachers had prepared something in secret this time, perhaps. 
 
    She didn’t get to ask any questions as Grea urged her away and pushed Tina out of the backstage, leaving the Summoner girl slightly confused. There was nothing to be done about it, so Tina followed her advice and took her spot in the section for the students awaiting the ceremony. 
 
    The event soon began, and Principal Teireshia walked onto the stage, beginning the opening speech, with the entire Council present behind the wise-looking woman. It wasn’t long and convoluted. The Principal hated wasting time on meaningless official formulas, so she wrapped everything up in under ten minutes while still managing to talk about all the important things with grace. 
 
    Tina could swear that the Principal had glanced at her and winked as she was finishing and asking the guests to enjoy the ceremony. It really made her think about Grea’s cryptic words and smile. She had a weird feeling about it. 
 
    Then, after a round of thunderous applause, the usual events followed. A few short shows took place, displaying various awe-inspiring summons and spells in the repertoire of Summoners, and entertaining the crowd with the more classical talent segments. There were a few short songs from both men and women too, performed by the vocally gifted students. 
 
    But everyone who had come waited for one specific part, the presentation of diplomas.  
 
    Each graduate received proof of their achievements on the academy’s grounds, starting from those who barely graduated and finishing with the top students. It was a prestigious parade, showcasing the most talented Summoners to countless noble families, possibly a chance to form good connections with some. 
 
    One by one, the students walked over the magnificent carpet and arrived at the stage. The Principal listed their achievements if they had any significant ones and handed the diploma to the graduate, who then exchanged handshakes with her and everyone on the Council in the accompaniment of various nice words. 
 
    Not everyone could finish the academy, so the number of people wasn’t extremely high. After thirty minutes, the handing ceremony reached half-point. The entire time, Tina kept growing more anxious, often looking around in hopes of finding Asterios somewhere amidst the attendees. 
 
    Each time that she failed to do so, she grew even more nervous. Her turn would inevitably come, and he still wasn’t here, neither could she reach him. She had graduated at the top of the entire year and would go there last so there still was time and hope, which gradually faded. 
 
    Finally, the top three of the best students received their diplomas with some gifts and it was her turn as the academy’s ace. She was called forth by the Principal and everyone turned to look at her as loud applause filled the air. 
 
    Making her way through the row, she still looked around, almost in desperation. The deafening thunder of people clapping and the fast thumping of her own heart merged into one grand noise, and Tina almost stumbled on the last chair before stepping onto the carpet in the middle. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she swallowed her saliva and sighed heavily, starting to head for the stage. Things had clearly gone not according to plan on Ast’s side. She knew he would never break his word if he wasn't forced to do it. Hopefully, he was safe. That was all that mattered. 
 
    Arriving in front of Principal Teireshia, Tina curtsied respectfully. The older woman smiled at her warmly and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Incredible work, Tina. I’m honestly at a loss for words with how talented and hardworking you are. With your accomplishments, you can clearly fit yourself amongst the top three of the greatest people this academy has ever seen. Some even say the best. It will be our honor to have your name engraved in the Obelisk of Wisdom.” 
 
    Tina bowed towards the Principal and then towards the audience. “Thank you for your kind words, Principal Teireshia. I couldn’t achieve anything without all the support from the academy. I’m extremely happy and proud to be here after everything.” 
 
    “You don’t look too happy to me,” Madam Teireshia chuckled softly and added in a hushed voice. “But that won’t be for too long.” 
 
    Slightly confused, Tina was going to raise her gaze, but something stopped her. That something was a weird shadow that had suddenly passed over the ground in front of her eyes. A moment later, another one rushed after it, then another, and another. 
 
    “Look! In the sky! What’s that?” someone shouted from the audience. 
 
    Along with everyone else, Tina moved her eyes to the sky. Far in the distance, a bunch of shapes circled high above the academy, throwing shadows onto the crowd whenever they passed between the ground and the sun. 
 
    “Are those monsters?” another person asked. 
 
    “Stupid! This is definitely part of the ceremony!” their friend quickly admonished them. 
 
    “Are those Pegasi? Griffons? They have kinda similar figures,” one of the students pondered out loud. 
 
    Just as they finished speaking, the shapes dove towards the ground, decreasing their altitude while still circling in the sky. In just a few moments, everyone could see what the mysterious flying entities were, and numerous waves of gasps and sighs of amazement filled the area. 
 
    “It’s the Royal Division!” an excited scream broke out from the crowd. 
 
    One by one, white, striped, winged tigers almost bigger than a common horse landed on the sides of the carpet. They all wore golden decorative pieces of armor with crimson cloth in between. A rider in a military-themed white uniform with golden details rode on top of each of them. 
 
    They hastily formed two rows with twelve beasts per side. The people on their backs rested their hands on the pommels of their ornamental weapons, all taking the same stance. The audience began murmuring between themselves while staring at the unmoving unexpected guests 
 
    “There’s one more!” Someone pointed out, and everyone turned towards the sky again. 
 
    A slightly bigger beast descended towards the ground. Contrary to the previous ones, it was a magnificent winged white lion instead of a tiger. It landed gracefully on the far end of the carpet and released a booming roar while spreading its majestic wings to the sides. All the tigers joined it, and their riders unsheathed their weapons, pointing their exquisite sabers towards the middle. 
 
    A person elegantly slid off the lion’s back and gently brushed its side. She was a beautiful young lady with dark scarlet hair, broken by orange inner threads peeking from behind the red ones. She also wore a white militaristic uniform but much grander and with crimson details. 
 
    The lion and the tigers kept roaring until she covered half of the distance to the stage and went silent as she continued. The men and women sitting on them still held their sabers above her head, making a bridge. 
 
    “It’s the Princess! Princess Silvia is here!” some girl pointed out with an excited squeal. 
 
    “What is she doing here? Is the king coming too?” a male student asked, frantically looking around for more flying beasts. 
 
    As the audience grew louder and louder discussing the unforeseen visit of the princess, Silvia reached the stage and slowly climbed on top of it by the stairs on the side. She walked up to Tina and Principal Teireshia and smiled softly at the former. 
 
    “You are a really lucky girl.” 
 
    Before Tina could ask what was happening, Silvia raised her hand into the air and everyone went silent in an instant. She then summoned a magnificent scroll from her spatial storage and unrolled it in front of her. 
 
    “In the name of my father, King Welrond the Fifth, the current ruler of the Human Continent—may the Eternal Flame watch over him—I hereby invite Tina Nobelle, daughter of Viscount Thomas and Viscountess Luna Nobelle, to join the Twelfth Regiment of the Royal Division and serve the kingdom as one of its proud knights. We have heard of your grand achievements, vast knowledge, and plentiful experience, and would be honored to see you amongst its ranks.” 
 
    Silence still remained as everyone processed the princess’ words. Silvia used that moment to summon another thing, this time it was a fancy envelope with the seal of the royal family. 
 
    “This letter written personally by the king himself will serve as your proof if you decide to visit the royal castle and accept the invitation. Please, do not hurry and think about your decision deeply. It is a great honor but also a greater duty. We will respect whatever choice you make.” 
 
    After she finished for the second time, the audience erupted in cheers and applause. People kept shouting, whistling, and clapping as if their lives depended on it. The avenue was shaking from the noise. 
 
    Silvia then turned to Tina and held the letter towards her in two hands. 
 
    “Take it. It’s what you’ve always dreamed of, isn’t it?” she asked after seeing her still awestruck and uncertain expression. 
 
    Tina slowly grabbed the envelope and gently pulled it back, staring at the piece of neatly folded paper like it was something priceless and invaluable. She still had a hard time piecing her mind around Silvia’s words and the meaning of everything that had just transpired in front of her. 
 
    Again, just the moment she opened her mouth, a shadow dropped on the ground. This time though, it didn’t just fly by, followed by numerous others. The entire area suddenly turned dark as something loomed over the academy’s grounds. 
 
    Tina raised her gaze to the sky and her eyes widened to the brim. A gigantic, shadowy shape blocked the sun, releasing ominous, black, mist-like smoke with each flap of its wide wings. It was at least ten times bigger than the tigers, if not more. She and everyone else knew exactly what it resembled. 
 
    A True Dragon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32
The Speech 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadowy Dragon hovered in the air for a few more seconds before it folded its wide wings and dove toward the ground. The giant shape left a trail of black mist behind itself as it descended, gaining speed and size as it grew closer. 
 
    Covering half of the initial distance, it neared close enough for people to spot something on its back as the misty beast spun around its own axis. No one had any doubts about it. That was clearly a person riding the Dragon. 
 
    Some guests sitting in the rows furthest from the stage noticed where it was heading and began frantically standing up, trying to get away from the upcoming area of impact as the creature showed no signs of slowing down. 
 
    Just as they had expected, the ominous shadow crashed into the ground where the red carpet began. A tall wave of black smoke exploded to the sides and surged towards the audience, covering the small plaza like a rolling tsunami. 
 
    The obstruction quickly dissipated and revealed a person kneeling on one knee where the Dragon had struck the ground. A good-looking young man with short white hair, wearing black clothes and a slightly fierce dark crimson coat, stood up and glanced towards the stage. His gleaming scarlet eyes glinted ferociously. 
 
    As he began confidently walking forward, the tigers lowered their heads in respect while he passed in front of them. Their riders followed suit, sheathing the sabers they had kept extended until now. 
 
    “Who is that handsome guy? Is he an alumnus?” a girl asked her friends with visible curiosity. 
 
    “I don’t know but he’s clearly someone big. Did the professors mention some amazing graduate with white hair and such beautiful, piercing eyes?” another one joined in. 
 
    “That was a Dragon, wasn’t it? Was it his summon? It’s impossible, right?” some freshman wondered out loud. 
 
    “Do you think he is single?” a different girl asked before anyone could answer the boy’s question. 
 
    Meanwhile, as the whispering grew louder amongst the people in the audience, the mysterious man had walked most of the carpet and reached the front rows. A bunch of girls gasped quietly when he glanced to the side while the boys looked around to see if he was staring at any of them. Only one shivered under his powerful gaze. 
 
    Arriving in front of the stage, Asterios nodded respectfully toward the Nobelle and Richtenstein families. He smiled at Viscount Thomas and Viscountess Luna, who responded with the same. Marquess Wilhelm was clearly surprised to see him there, but not as much as his son. A cold sweat covered Roz as their eyes met.  
 
    Turning towards the raised scene, Asterios met Tina’s stupefied gaze. 
 
    “Hopefully, I’m not late, am I?” He smiled softly at her. 
 
    Tina instantly broke out of her stupor and lunged forward, flying off the edge of the stage. Ast’s eyes widened but he easily caught the short girl from the air and steadied her fall. The moment she reached the ground, Tina wrapped her arms around him and stood on her tiptoes to join their lips in a passionate kiss. 
 
    The crowd gasped, some ooh’s and aah’s followed, and a certain female student sighed wistfully. Asterios was taken aback by Tina’s bold display of affection, but he quickly reciprocated her feelings and began brushing her back as they exchanged gentle pecks in the middle of the graduation ceremony. 
 
    After a few short moments, Tina withdrew herself from him and glanced at Asterios from below with a rosy blush covering her cheeks. 
 
    “You came…” she whispered as a wide smile gradually snuck onto her lips. 
 
    “I promised, didn’t I?” He smiled back at her. “Although, I didn’t expect you to jump off the stage like this.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She giggled quietly. “I thought something happened, and you couldn’t show up.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry for making you think that.” He pecked her charming lips once more. “With how smart you are, you would have quickly realized our plans if I made any excuses.” 
 
    Tina blushed even more. “You are thinking too highly of me.” 
 
    “No, you are thinking too highly of me. Did you like your graduation present, by the way?” 
 
    “So, it really was your doing, wasn’t it? How did you even—actually, never mind. I shouldn’t even be surprised considering it’s you.” She chuckled. 
 
    “Hey. What’s that supposed to mean?” Asterios laughed with her, and they stared at each other in silence for a few seconds. “Well then. I believe you were about to make your graduation speech as the ace of the academy.” 
 
    Tina moved her hands away from his back and grabbed Ast’s palm. “Come with me. I want you up there by my side.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    She nodded with a happy smile and spun around, beginning to walk towards the stairs on the side of the stage.  
 
    Passing by the front row, she snuck a glance at her parents and saw her father sighing unamusingly, at least until her mother didn’t jab him in the ribs with her elbow. She showed her thumbs up with a soft smile, making Tina’s cheeks rosy again. 
 
    As they climbed up the stage, Tina often peeked over her shoulder at Asterios following her and shot him more of her adorable smiles. He couldn’t help but chuckle at her. 
 
    They stopped by Principal Teireshia and Silvia. The latter stepped closer to Tina and extended her hand with a gorgeous envelope. 
 
    “Here. You dropped this.” 
 
    Tina froze and paled a little after realizing she had literally discarded the king’s invitation and ignored the princess without a second thought. She swallowed her saliva and received the letter again with an embarrassed expression. 
 
    Silvia smiled at her softly. “It’s just a piece of paper. Don’t worry about it so much. It certainly is nothing compared to the person you care the most about,” she reassured the blue-haired girl, glancing at Asterios. 
 
    Tina had already lost count on how many times her cheeks grew hotter, but she nodded appreciatively, feeling Ast’s hand comfortingly resting on her shoulder. She would much rather have him gently ruffle through her hair like he usually did but she knew he didn’t want to ruin it during the ceremony. 
 
    She took a breath and turned towards the audience, letting the others step back from her. Asterios exchanged polite glances with the principal and the princess, stopping by their side. The people below the stage didn’t know who to look at anymore after so many unexpected and unusual guests had joined the graduation. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Tina moved closer to the magical artifact enhancing the volume of her voice and hugged the king’s letter to her chest. 
 
    “Greetings, everyone. As you might know, my name is Tina, Tina Nobelle. I’m unspeakably happy to stand here in front of all of you as this year’s academy’s ace. I would lie if I said that I didn’t expect it because I did everything in my power to get here. So, yeah. I did it.” 
 
    A wave of warm chuckles traveled through the audience as Tina smiled timidly. After taking another deep breath, she continued. 
 
    “Honestly, the one thing I didn’t expect was actually me choosing to pursue this spot and title, but life can change completely in the span of a day, or even less.”  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at Asterios, and he nodded at her kindly. 
 
    “It has always been my dream to graduate high and apply to the Royal Division. It was something I strived for, something I considered my ultimate goal. I didn’t have to go this far to try fulfilling it, and if it was just me, I would have most likely not done it. Yet, I’m still here, at the very top. Why?” 
 
    Tina hovered with her gaze over every row in the audience, leaving her question unanswered for a while and allowing people to ponder over it. She then returned her eyes to the front and smiled while looking into the distance. 
 
    “Because there’s one thing allowing us to push past our self-assumed limits or the lack of drive to strive for more. It’s motivation, and I think everyone here will agree with me on that. There’s no need for me to elaborate further, right?” 
 
    A quiet rumble passed through the crowd as people murmured in agreement. At least most of them. 
 
    “We also all know how hard it is to find it,” she continued. “But it doesn’t always have to come from us, in the form of some goal we would love to achieve, or a dream just like mine. Even those can be not enough. That’s where others come in. And it’s only thanks to others that I am currently where I am. Teachers, professors, friends, my parents. I would like to thank them all for supporting me.” 
 
    Tina had to pause for a second as the sound of clapping began drowning out her voice. She smiled to herself, glad that she was doing good. It had taken her hours to come up with something to say without it sounding too stiff and bloated. 
 
    When the noise grew quieter, she drew another breath. “Amongst those, there’s one person I want to thank the most. It might come as a surprise but there was even a moment when I almost quit the academy due to a certain unfavorable event.” 
 
    Gasps of shock filled the air as everyone looked around in surprise. Some people glanced questioningly at the academy’s officials, who weren’t exactly sure what this was about and could only stare back in confusion. Only Principal Teireshia and the involved families knew what Tina had referred to. 
 
    “It’s been a close one, for sure, but that person ignored their very serious problems and focused on keeping my mind away from those stupid thoughts.” She silenced the audience with her words. “It was only thanks to them that I could find the motivation to do anything after I heard about that event. It was only thanks to that person that I didn’t ruin everything for myself right at the very end. Their support and promise allowed me to keep going forward even harder and gave me something to focus on.” 
 
    Tina smiled to herself while remembering that time and rubbed her hands together while still holding onto the letter dearly. 
 
    “I honestly think there’s no greater Summoner in the current age than that person. If it was possible, I would have their name engraved in the Obelisk of Wisdom rather than mine. They deserve it way more than me with how dedicated, hardworking, and unshakable they are in pursuit of both their dream and the Summoning Magic itself. They have been robbed of their opportunities yet never wavered for even a moment. They have always been my idol and role model, a Summoner we all should strive to be.” 
 
    Finishing with a hard stop, she turned to the side and glanced at the people standing behind her. 
 
    “And that person’s name is Asterios Hestizo. My idol, my role model, my great friend who believes in me more than I do and cares about my future, and… my fiancé…”  
 
    Tina lowered her voice at the last part, but the artifact still caught it and shared her announcement with everyone present. She blushed heavily and quickly bowed toward him. 
 
    “Thank you for everything! I’m extremely grateful for all you did for me!” 
 
    As she displayed her gratitude to the white-haired man, some faint chattering arose in the audience as the older students began talking to each other with surprised or confused expressions. 
 
    “Wait. That Asterios? The Weakest Summoner?” a boy asked. 
 
    “No way. It can’t be him. They look nothing alike.” His friend shook his head. 
 
    “Besides, he was kicked out for breaking the rules. Even if he wasn’t, he was still useless,” another young man added. 
 
    “Guys, guys. Did she say Hestizo? That Hestizo? It has to be a coincidence, right?” a girl excitedly inquired. 
 
    “Oh, gods… My father will kill me if we get issues with our supplies… Quick, someone cover me before he recognizes us.” 
 
    Just as various young men and women whispered between themselves, half in disbelief and half in anxiety, the members of the Council present on the stage could be seen even more nervous. They had clearly seen the show made by him during his arrival, and a few of them could feel the man’s potent aura Asterios was intentionally leaking out in small amounts. Grea grinned to herself from the sidelines, enjoying their expressions to the fullest. 
 
    Silence descended onto the avenue again when Asterios took a step towards Tina and the artifact. He walked close to the blue-haired girl and raised her shoulders. With a soft smile and slightly raised eyebrow related to her earlier statement, causing Tina to look away shyly, he rubbed them comfortably. 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me for anything, but I accept your gratitude and I’m glad things have worked out well for you.” 
 
    Asterios then turned his face to the audience. 
 
    “Tina is right about everything she’s said. Without someone to watch over us and reach out in dire situations, the chances of losing all the motivation and dropping everything we have achieved are very high. It might have been me for her, but I also had someone support me that way, and someone save me when all seemed lost. Don’t turn away from the people around you, your friends, and your family. Their presence can do wonders for you. And remember, you can be that person for someone. Show some support to them, in both success and failure.” 
 
    Finishing her speech for her, Asterios glanced at Tina, and she smiled at him beautifully. He chuckled lightly. Asterios would never have imagined that he would take part in such a thing. Speaking to the masses had never been his strong side. 
 
    Principal Teireshia joined the two at the front and Asterios made some space by stepping to Tina’s side. He exchanged a polite nod with the older woman, and she moved her gaze onto Tina. Both could see the exquisite diploma in the Principal’s hands. 
 
    “It was truly a pleasure working with you to the very end, Tina. And with you too, Asterios, even if our time together has been cut short.” She smiled at them and extended the certificate to Tina. “I hope that your path will be rewarding, satisfying, and full of success and positive events. Congratulations, Tina.” 
 
    Asterios summoned a beautiful leather binding of dark azure color with the Nobelle family crest and Tina’s familiar silhouette etched into the front with a silvery gloss. He opened it and let the Principal set the single sheet of paper inside, behind a strap holding it in place. Then, after closing it, they held it together towards Tina. 
 
    She stared at the charming binding with her small hands covering her smile. Barely holding back tears of happiness, she quickly received the proof of her graduation and hugged both the Principal and Asterios. 
 
    Afterward, she stood by Ast’s side as he rubbed her shoulder and watched how she kept smiling while looking at the diploma. Madam Teireshia stepped away from them and turned towards the artifact. 
 
    “Now, shall we update the Obelisk of Wisdom for the first time in sixteen years?” 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and the ground began lightly rumbling. Everyone looked behind them and saw a crevice appearing in the midst of what seemed like a simple, grassy roundabout. Four benches were placed, one in each cardinal direction. 
 
    The camouflaged shutters covering the well in the middle fully retracted, and something gradually surfaced from its depths. A magnificent, pitch-black slab of some gorgeous mineral was slowly revealed to all onlookers, usually always present in this small plaza but hidden away for the preparation of the ceremony. 
 
    Around a full minute passed before the Obelisk of Wisdom was fully uncovered. It was much taller than some people would assume, reaching higher than even the roofs of the nearby buildings. A golden font decorated all of its sides, representing all the names of the aces the academy had seen since its beginning. 
 
    Principal Teireshia glanced at the duo standing behind her and nodded at them. Asterios and Tina hastily followed the woman when she started heading off the stage, walking side by side. The beasts of the Royal Division began roaring again, and their riders made a bridge with their weapons as Tina passed in front of them. 
 
    “That’s so awesome…” she muttered to herself, admiring the proud beasts of her dreams showing her respect. 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly. “I know, right?” 
 
    “I can’t believe the Royal Division is really here. And that I was invited to join it. What did you do, Ast? You can’t just go to their barracks and ask if they can drop by to some random, unimportant graduation ceremony.” 
 
    “It’s not that unimportant to you, is it?” He smiled at her. 
 
    “Yeah…” Tina blushed faintly, clutching the diploma and the letter to her chest. “I’m so happy and grateful. I would have never expected it. Although, I’m a little worried about the invitation…” 
 
    “Don’t think about it too much right now. Everything will be fine. I’ll tell you more later.” 
 
    She glanced at him curiously, and Asterios placed his finger over his mouth, showing Tina that he wouldn’t say anything more. A giggle escaped her lips, and she turned to the front again after he pointed his finger ahead. 
 
    They had just arrived in front of the Obelisk of Wisdom when Tina spotted Professor Grea standing by Principal Teireshia. The demon woman held a puffy, white cushion with golden embroidery. A golden chisel and hammer rested on the slick material. 
 
    “So, which one will be doing the pounding?” Grea asked with a smirk. 
 
    Tina blushed faintly while Madam Teireshia squinted her eyes at the frivolous researcher, evoking a stifled chuckle from her. Asterios shook his head and picked up the chisel, leaving the hammer to Tina. 
 
    The two women stepped aside and left the duo to proceed with the deed. Asterios and Tina exchanged smiles  before he knelt in front of the black stone, holding the spike at the first free row under the previous name. 
 
    Bit by bit, they carved Tina’s name together. He moved the chisel, and she tapped it lightly. Neither had to use strong force as both items were actually small artifacts. Each time the chisel was struck, it not only easily dug into the hard surface, but it also filled the letter they made with a golden layer. 
 
    When both words were finished, the whole pillar glowed in gold as all the names shone together, announcing a new one joining them on the Obelisk of Wisdom. Tina sighed in awe at the beautiful sight, reaching out for Ast’s hand and clutching it dearly. 
 
    A round of loud applause followed as they turned around, making a short bow towards the standing ovation. Asterios took the hammer and returned both items to Grea, who winked at him with a warm smile. 
 
    Principal Teireshia came forward, stepping between them and the attendees, and looked at both sides. 
 
    “With the engraving done, I believe it’s time to move onto another traditional part of the graduation ceremony.”  
 
    She turned towards the duo.  
 
    “Tina, have you already chosen who you would like to participate with in your obligatory post-graduation showmatch? Let me remind you that you can only pick a person who attends or attended the academy in the past.” 
 
    With a wide smile, Tina immediately moved her eyes to Asterios. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33
The Showmatch Begins 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meeting Tina’s gaze, Asterios smiled back at her gently. He knew exactly what she was thinking. Tina’s decision was one he had an easy time predicting. She knew the academy’s rules as well as he did so it wasn’t surprising that they could come to the same conclusion without having to exchange a single word before the ceremony. 
 
    And no further ones were necessary either. They nodded at each other knowingly and Tina turned to the Principal. 
 
    “As my opponent for this year’s showmatch, I wish to challenge Asterios Hestizo! I truly believe he is a worthy opponent and that our battle will be nothing short of legendary!” she announced loudly to everyone gathered in the plaza, roaming her gaze over the audience. 
 
    People began whispering to each other and looking between themselves, creating a noticeable murmur.  
 
    Those knowing Asterios from the past wondered if it was a joke or if she really wanted the showmatch to be a complete beatdown, like a spar between the Strongest One and the Weakest One would surely be. 
 
    The others disagreed with that opinion, stating the man’s entrance and the aura he emanated as proof of his prowess. Most of them hadn’t known Asterios before and could only judge with what their eyes and ears provided them at the current moment. 
 
    Amongst the students, there was one blond-haired boy who kept completely silent, not joining the fervent discussion taking place between his colleagues. He knew well how evenly matched the two challengers could be thanks to his first-hand experience with both. But it wasn’t like he could correct his friends without explaining how he had gained that knowledge, which was definitely out of the question. 
 
    “What?! That’s preposterous!” A man’s voice broke through the noise and the crowd went silent. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the members of the Council who stood slightly further from the Obelisk of Wisdom than the Principal and the others. They had followed them before the engraving took place and stopped on the side to watch over the rite. 
 
    “You can’t choose someone who has been banished from the academy!” the middle-aged man continued with a furious expression while a few other members of the Council nodded in approval. 
 
    Principal Teireshia stepped forward and smiled at him. 
 
    “With all due respect, Professor Ghasley, chapter eleven, clause five, paragraph three explicitly states that a challenge can be issued to a person who attends or has attended the Rosewind’s Academy,” she quoted the indisputable rules word by word. “It does not specify how one’s education came to an end. Therefore, Asterios here is fully eligible to participate in the showmatch.” 
 
    The man wanted to refute but couldn’t find the correct words and was left with his mouth hanging open and a finger lifted into the air. Before he collected himself, an older woman moved to the front. 
 
    “You are interpreting the rules on your own, Principal. It has always been a former graduate that was picked as that year’s top student’s opponent, as the same document you have brought up states. It’s a tradition.” 
 
    The Principal chuckled softly and shook her head. “Dear Professor Magreine, I’m afraid you might want to reread our statute once more to refresh your memory. The same chapter and clause, paragraph six—It is encouraged to choose a postgraduate with several years of experience to ensure that the ceremonial showmatch is held at an appropriate level which will not shame the academy.” 
 
    “And do you believe this waste of a Sum—” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Madam Teireshia cut the woman short with a strict tone, shutting her down. “I share Tina’s belief that there’s no better person for this year’s showmatch.” 
 
    “And what if you are mistaken? You’ve always been awfully fond of that incompetent failure,” a different, older man with white hair and beard asked. 
 
    She moved her gaze onto him. “Then, I will step down from my position as the Principal.” 
 
    A wave of gasps echoed through the small plaza surrounded by the main building’s long and tall wings. People again began whispering between themselves, some questioning the Principal’s sanity to bet her status on something like that. And so did the members of the Council. 
 
    “You would love that, wouldn’t you, you old coots,” she whispered to herself with a quiet chuckle. 
 
    “Principal…” An anxious expression showed up on Tina’s face. 
 
    “Don’t worry. She knows what she’s doing.” Asterios winked at her. “Besides, what do you think the odds even are?” 
 
    A small smile broke the brief moment of concern and Tina giggled softly. Asterios smiled and gently patted her head while everyone’s attention was directed at the argument amongst the academy’s officials. 
 
    After a moment, the same old man turned to them again. 
 
    “It seems that you are confident in your decision, Principal. As the members of the Council that watches over the academy’s well-being, we have no qualms with trusting you on this. But, in case this turns into an unfavorable situation, we will have to hold you to your word, as much as it would pain us.” 
 
    The principal rolled her eyes at them. The respectful play they were putting on in front of the crowd was really annoying and completely shameless. They made it look like they were the victims there. 
 
    “So be it. Everyone here is a witness. I do not break my oaths,” she replied. “Now, without delaying it any further, let’s move on to the showmatch, which will take place on the ceremonial battleground just behind the Obelisk of Wisdom. I encourage everyone to join us for the event. It will be one of a kind.” 
 
    The silence was broken again as people started getting up and heading toward the appointed location. They didn’t have to walk too far as the rectangular plot of ground serving as a ceremonial arena lay almost right in front of the Obelisk of Wisdom but from the other side. 
 
    Naturally, Asterios and Tina didn’t stay behind, and Grea quickly caught up to them, throwing her arms over their shoulders from behind. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see the two of you in action! This is going to be so good!” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly while Tina chuckled. They didn’t talk anymore during their short trip to the arena. Grea wished them luck and remained at its edge while both challengers walked right to the center and turned towards each other. The crowd soon gathered all around them, also not stepping over the borders of the only slightly raised platform. 
 
    “Please, give us a few minutes to set up a barrier to assure the complete safety of everyone watching, and we can begin,” Principal Teireshia announced with a loud voice. 
 
    “The Royal Division will take care of that,” Silvia interjected from her side and snapped her fingers. 
 
    All the present beasts flew above everyone’s heads, circling the arena a few times before descending onto its edges. Six members of the Royal Division per side were spread out evenly. The riders jumped off their mounts and moved to the front, bringing out their ornamental sabers. 
 
    Perfectly synchronized with each other, they lightly cut their thumbs and made the same, complex sigil in the air. It flashed green and a faint gust of wind burst out of each of the glowing symbols. Small whirlpools of the same color formed by their feet and extended up until they reached a person’s height. 
 
    “Woah! It’s Sylphidae!” someone from the crowd exclaimed in amazement. 
 
    After the tornadoes retracted back into the ground, they revealed humanoid entities whose bodies were fully translucent and had a greenish tint, resembling energy of some sort. Dark emerald plates of stone armor covered some parts of their figures, leaving most areas of the limbs and a few other places exposed. 
 
    The summons extended both hands to the front in unison and erected a tall wall of wind, cutting off the arena from the audience. At first, it had a greenish tint too, but the color quickly faded, and only occasional smudges could be spotted in the always-changing barrier. 
 
    The spectators marveled over it for a moment and soon turned their attention to the duo inside. Asterios and Tina faced each other. 
 
    “Well then. How do you want to do it?” he asked. 
 
    She giggled adorably. “I don’t think one-versus-one amongst our summons would end well.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t need to apologize. That would actually be a great show of your abilities.” 
 
    “It’s your big day, not mine. I’d rather have you shine instead.” 
 
    Tina blushed a little and nodded to hide her warm expression. 
 
    “Let’s go with what you are best at,” Asterios suggested. “I had some training in that field so it will be just the perfect test.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Tina glanced at him with a smile. 
 
    “Bring it on and don’t hold back,” he answered with a smirk. 
 
    They both jumped back and instantly got to their knees. Tina pulled out a piece of chalk from one of her internal pockets, and Asterios did the same. The crowd watched how they drew intricate formations on the ground, setting up two distinct magical circles. Finishing almost at the same time, they stood up and walked onto the first one. 
 
    The array under Tina’s feet shone cyan, and her skin began changing. Scales started surfacing over the visible parts of her body. They became a dark blue color, covering her figure in a tough-looking layer of armor which also gave her a quite slim and slender feeling. It left her face and fingers intact, where her human skin could still be seen. 
 
    Next, she moved over the next set of patterns which emitted a light green hue. Tina extended her hands to the sides and closed her eyes, raising her face to the sky. A glow of the same shade appeared behind her back and flashed once. A pair of giant wings resembling those of a bird unfurled outwards. They flapped a few times, dropping a bunch of feathers, then returned to their dormant state behind Tina’s figure, folding themselves in wait for their time to come. 
 
    Finally, while stepping off the second magical circle, Tina slowly drew her right hand back. A helix of water ran down her entire arm and reached her fingers. Not stopping there, it extended further, quickly forming a breathtaking scythe made of pure water in her palm. It looked sharp and deadly as the liquid constantly swirled and moved. 
 
    She had borrowed the abilities of all her current summons in preparation for the battle. The scale armor came from Firo, the Water Serpent. The wings were a gift from Ori, her first familiar, who was a Shearwater. And finally, the scythe was Hydran himself, the summon she had contracted with Ast’s help. 
 
    Asterios hadn’t been wasting his time either and acted accordingly. 
 
    Instead of scales, his body was covered by smooth, black fur in a similar fashion, leaving out his fingers and face in their normal state. While Tina’s technique increased her defense, his spell boosted physique and senses. A pair of panther-like ears and a thin tail decorated his head and butt respectively. 
 
    He also had wings behind his back. Ast’s ones were snow-white though and much more appealing, almost angelic as someone from the audience had pointed out. They were slightly broader, fitting his build perfectly. There was no doubt they could provide him a great deal of maneuverability, all thanks to Bryn. 
 
    And, as his weapon, Asterios had decided to go for something fitting the strength coming into him from Miria’s half of the ability and shaped an ominous-looking greatsword in a similar way. For Tina, it was water, for him, it was pitch-black, seeping shadow rolling down his sleeve as he had asked Umbra to fill the role. 
 
    “The wings are new, aren’t they? There goes my only advantage.” Tina sighed but a smile couldn’t leave her lips. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “I have something different to show you, but I don’t think it’s necessary to do it in front of everyone.” 
 
    That piqued Tina’s interest. “Oh? And What’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll have to see for yourself. Although, it most likely won’t be as exciting for you as it was for Miria considering that you own a pair. Also, I’ll introduce you to the person behind these wings later.” 
 
    “Person? Why I’m not surprised.” Tina giggled and assumed a battle stance. “Shall we begin, then?” 
 
    Asterios rested the blade on his shoulder and gestured at her with his free hand. With a wide smile, Tina leaned forward and flapped her wings, shooting ahead with speed much higher than everyone in the audience had expected. They couldn’t know that her wings weren’t using only the strength of their muscles to move. 
 
    Thanks to the heightened senses granted him by Miria’s energy, he met the impressive strike of the deadly scythe by setting his greatsword horizontally. A strong shockwave erupted from the point of impact, causing the air inside the barrier to shake. 
 
    He wanted this duel to remain as fair as possible, so Asterios hadn’t used his draconic heritage to enhance his body and mind. He wasn’t a cheater, and winning wasn’t his most important objective in the bout. Showing everyone how great Tina was could be achieved with what borrowing Miria’s bloodline had provided him. 
 
    Coincidentally, that was Tina’s goal too. To some extent, at least. 
 
    She wanted to use this opportunity to show the students and the professors how wrong they had been. Battling against the academy’s top student, ace even, was a perfect chance to achieve it. Everyone was aware that she was strong, if not the strongest amongst the recent graduates, but no one had any idea about Asterios.  
 
    It could prove his might if he held himself firm against her, or even bested her. Tina was glad Asterios had almost mirrored her abilities. That way, they appeared as close to each other in terms of power as possible. It made it so much easier to display their levels in a way that people could compare them. 
 
    Amongst the crowd gathered behind the wind barriers, a few groups had formed, with the criteria of sorting based on the reaction to the scene in front of their eyes. 
 
    The air was filled with a multitude of gasps and sighs each time Tina rushed towards Asterios and swung her mesmerizing weapon at him with a different angle. She kept flying low near the ground, mid-high, and sometimes from above to launch attacks in all axes. 
 
    A small group of professors and members of the Council watched the show with disbelief and clear confusion. Those few who hadn’t ignored the signs of Ast’s strength and hadn’t been so hostile to him couldn’t help but feel remorseful. Their lack of insight had cost the academy big time. 
 
    Then, there was the Principal, Grea, and Silvia. They enjoyed the bout with smiles on their faces, the first two proud of their protegees and friends. Just borrowing and upholding three techniques from one’s summons was considered an amazing feat and both Asterios and Tina utilized them seemingly effortlessly. All the Summoners would understand that without an explanation. 
 
    As the spectators did their best to follow the fight, Asterios and Tina were entangled in a fierce bout. So far, he had only moved as much as necessary to avoid the attacks he wasn’t able to block or parry, and there were quite a few. A bunch of cuts present in his dark crimson coat gradually patched themselves up with a small flame. 
 
    Tina withdrew herself after her last strike and stopped a distance from Asterios, glancing at his and her clothes. 
 
    “Looks like you don’t have to worry about ending up naked in the middle of the fight.” She chuckled, spotting some damage in her attire too, which obviously wasn’t regenerating. “Such a useful ability.” 
 
    “You might be able to achieve something like this in the future too, under certain circumstances,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    “That would be wonderful. What are they?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. All I need is… you!” 
 
    Without a warning, Asterios switched into offensive and launched himself at Tina just like she had at the very start. She wasn’t taken purely by surprise and managed to brush the sizable blade of his greatsword aside with a well-timed parry, causing it to slam into the ground with a loud boom.  
 
    A faint trace of rosiness surfaced on Tina’s cheeks as their faces ended up right in front of each other. Asterios could tell she had understood what he meant just by looking at her. He smiled softly, receiving the same in response, and they continued their deadly dance. 
 
    The exchange grew more heated as both of them showed clear participation in the offense rather than one side just defending all the time. Their wings flapped loudly as their weapons clashed together repeatedly. 
 
    With such a wide range of movements granted to them by the feathery extensions, their maneuverability was almost boundless. The number of times they exchanged blows while upside-down or in weird horizontal positions was as high as the number of clashes with their feet on the ground. 
 
    Both sides seemed evenly matched in the eyes of the spectators, but Tina was growing tired much faster than Asterios and there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t really force himself to negate the passive effects his scorching hot energy and draconic heritage had on his body. 
 
    Tina, knowing that well, decided to switch her approach a little. Along with her close-quarters attacks, she began adding long-ranged ones too. The crowd gasped even louder when she started sending arcs of unstoppable water from her scythe, creating shallow cuts in the ground. 
 
    The barriers trembled a little each time one of them was hit with the flying blades, so Asterios dropped the thought of evading and matched most of the projectiles with his own. Deep, misty shadows flew out of his greatsword and clashed with the water arcs, creating powerful explosions of mana in mid-air. 
 
    A show of flashing lights took place inside the arena. The ceremonial platform, which had survived a great number of matches, was beginning to slowly accumulate damage for the first time in many years. That didn’t go unnoticed by those who knew about it. 
 
    After another explosion induced by Ast’s and Tina’s clashing projectiles, they were both pushed back. Asterios brushed his cheek with the back of his palm and noticed a trail of blood on it, coming from the fresh cut on his face. 
 
    “That one was close. A few millimeters up, and I would have lost an eye.” He chuckled and glanced around. “It looks like the Royal Division has a hard time keeping up.” 
 
    Tina chuckled softly too, walking out of a cloud of their mixed water and shadow mana. A long cut ran over the side of her neck, penetrating the scales covering it. A bit of blood slowly trickled from her shallow wound. 
 
    “What am I supposed to say?” She smiled at him, touching the red mark. “Shall we get serious, then?” 
 
    “We might as well.” He smiled back. 
 
    They both released a powerful aura from their bodies at the same time and got in position. 
 
    It was time for the finale.

  

 
   
    Chapter 34
Times of Change 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios and Tina stared each other down while releasing spiritual pressure into the air. Thankfully, the audience didn’t have to experience any discomfort caused by the increased density of mana in the air due to the barriers raised by the Royal Division. The small turmoil was locked inside the rectangular box with an open top. 
 
    Naturally, Ast’s aura was much bigger and better visible than Tina’s. They both emanated slight wisps of spiritual energy around their bodies, but the amount wasn’t really comparable. Asterios had much more of it, thanks to his second source, just waiting for his call. In Tina’s case, she could only make use of her single-source reserves, which would actually be very impressive if not put against Ast’s. 
 
    The atmosphere grew tense. Even the spectators could feel it from behind the magical wall separating them from the challengers. Everyone waited in suspense, watching who would make the first move to break the stalemate. Both Asterios and Tina kept themselves ready to jump at each other at any moment. 
 
    Finally, noticing the signs of movements in Tina’s muscles thanks to his enhanced senses coming from Miria, Asterios lunged forward with the use of his wings to strike before she could. He quickly closed onto her, aiming to catch Tina at an awkward moment, raising his chances of scoring a hit. 
 
    But, before he reached her, a tiny smirk on Tina’s lips caught his eye. 
 
    With all senses screaming at Asterios about an obvious trap, he used whatever strength he could to halt his charge. He had already passed half of the distance in a flash and would end up very close and in a vulnerable state if he didn’t slow down at once. 
 
    Shoving his shadow greatsword into the ground, he saw Tina change the initial movement of her hands. She thrust her water scythe into the floor after hastily switching the form of its tip from a curved blade into a spear. Asterios came to a screeching halt just moments before a swirling tornado of violent water erupted around Tina’s figure, creating a deadly, spinning wall he had almost crashed into. 
 
    Quickly and easily withdrawing the sword from the damaged tiles—thanks to the fact that it was Umbra’s shadow which could change its consistency and form at will, unbothered by any issues coming from having a weapon lodged in stone—Asterios jumped back a bit and swung his greatsword horizontally. An arc of darkness shot towards the violent tornado. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t manage to penetrate the water, which seemed to be enhanced with spiritual energy, and ricocheted to the side, crashing into the protective barrier and scaring the audience a little as it trembled. He tried a few more attacks while a little better positioned, but the result was the same. 
 
    Just as he was going to set the sword on his shoulder and speak, all the black fur covering his body stood up and he got a really bad premonition, with all his strengthened senses screaming at him again. 
 
    ~Dodge!~ Umbra added his own, actual scream to the mix, and Asterios followed his advice immediately. 
 
    A fraction of a second after he twisted his body in hurry, a sharp projectile whizzed past him at an impressive speed, hitting the barrier behind Asterios. He followed it with his gaze and found a swirling javelin of water stuck in the spiritual barrier at one-third of its length, still spinning and drilling into the tough wall.  
 
    Asterios saw that a few spectators had fallen on their butts from surprise, wide-eyed at the sight of a deadly spike reaching their side of the barrier. The members of the Royal Division upholding it were no less shocked at the power of the projectile and quickly supplied their summons with more mana to strengthen them and the safety measure. 
 
    Turning his attention back to Tina, he chuckled to himself. “Now, things got a little bit harder.” 
 
    Not giving him even a moment to rest or think, Tina launched another attack. Asterios barely noticed something shooting through the surface of the swirling tornado, heading his way again. With quite some effort, he sidestepped out of the scary projectile’s path, letting it join the previous one in the barrier. This time, the magic penetrated it a bit less. 
 
    The spinning curtain parted slightly in the middle while the rest of it kept swirling in place. It revealed Tina standing inside with a giant bow made of water in her hands, almost as big as she was. She had the string drawn back and another javelin ready to be launched at her opponent whenever she wished. 
 
    A small but proud smile painted her lips. “Did you think scythes are all I can use?” 
 
    Asterios smiled back. “You never said you practiced archery too.” 
 
    “You never asked.” Tina giggled adorably. “There’s a lot more you still don’t know about me.” 
 
    “I’m looking very forward to learning about all of it, then.” 
 
    A faint blush surfaced on her cheeks as her smile grew a bit more. 
 
    “I think now is a good time to start. Let me show you why I’m not called the academy’s ace for no reason.” 
 
    Soon after, the obstruction returned and hid Tina away. Asterios watched the water tornado attentively. It was a perfect cover with a great defense. He was unable to deduce when the next attack would come without any visuals on his opponent.  
 
    Even if he used his draconic sight, it would most likely not help much due to the spiritual obstruction. Tina could bombard him continuously at will, and he had to be fast to react to every projectile without knowing when it was going to come. 
 
    And, surely, another extremely fast whirring javelin shot through the spinning wall with a loud splash, heading in Ast’s direction. Just as before, he chose to dodge it and succeeded almost at the last moment with how fast it was, but another splash reached his ears, and Asterios hastily covered his body with the shadow greatsword, setting it vertically at his side. 
 
    A strong impact followed, pushing him a few meters away, and the impressive arrow ricocheted off his weapon somewhere to his left. Asterios groaned and his additional pair of ears twitched, warning him about one more attack. Tina was truly merciless. 
 
    Flapping his wings strongly, he moved away much further this time, avoiding the third javelin with relative ease. Before he could even stop, a fourth projectile was already after him, somehow shot perfectly towards the place where he would end up in just a moment if he continued flying that way. The attack forced Asterios to spin his body horizontally to avoid getting impaled. 
 
    Carefully watching the surface of the thick water pillar, he constantly kept switching directions after just a second or two of heading one way. A deadly javelin of water whizzed through the air right in front of him each time. Asterios was amazed how Tina could perfectly predict his movements while he couldn’t even begin to think about hers. 
 
    Doing a tight, horizontal barrel roll to dodge another attack that had caught him on the move again, he noticed something in the sky. Shortly after landing his feet on the solid ground, Asterios hastily glanced up and saw Ori, Tina’s Shearwater familiar hovering in the air just slightly above the edge of the stormy cyclone. He had no doubts the little bird was relaying its vision to Tina through their bond. 
 
    “Hey, that’s cheating.” He chuckled, catching a muffled giggle answering him from behind the whooshing water. 
 
    Even so, that didn’t stop Tina from releasing more of her projectiles at an even quicker pace. All four walls of the spiritual barriers had at least a few of them stuck in their surface before they reverted to shapeless water. The leftover holes were quickly healed up to prevent one from sneaking through and causing an accident. 
 
    “Well, I better do something before you accidentally nail a certain someone on a water spike. Just like you accidentally released five javelins where he and his family stand.” 
 
    Another giggle reached his ears, and Asterios smiled to himself. He was glad Tina was having fun. He too was having a blast. 
 
    ~Help me out a little too, Umbra, will you?~ he asked his shadowy companion. 
 
    ~At your command, Master.~ 
 
    Gripping his weapon stronger, Asterios dodged another javelin and flapped his wings with all he had. He rushed toward Tina’s tornado as fast as it was possible. Of course, she knew about his movements well and launched a counterattack in the form of more projectiles to prevent him from reaching it. 
 
    While Asterios used his greatsword to parry one or two, numerous shadowy spikes surged from the ground in front of him and altered the trajectory of most of the oversized arrows. He had positioned himself just right to have the sun behind his back, causing a darkened spot to move ahead of him, which allowed Umbra to easily use his abilities with no delay. 
 
    Getting rid of the javelins in their joint effort, Asterios managed to arrive in front of the spinning wall of water and drove his foot hard into the ground. Putting all the strength he could muster from Miria’s help, he made a wide, horizontal swing, extending the length of the shadowy greatsword a little. 
 
    The ominous blade cut through the water with ease, surprising Asterios a bit. Split into two, the tornado revealed nothing inside and the spell broke. The water began dissipating both ways from the sliced part. 
 
    Asterios quickly glanced up while still mid-swing after the unexpected lack of resistance from Tina’s defensive barrier and saw her figure being uncovered high in the air. With both hands above her head, she was gathering a large amount of mana and funneling all of it into one, gigantic water spear, which he could clearly tell was Hydran. 
 
    With a loud shout, Tina dropped the massive lance onto him. The enormous javelin of ferociously swirling water descended onto Asterios with no mercy. In just a moment, it crashed into the ground with the strength of a meteor and caused a small earthquake, throwing a bunch of people off their feet. 
 
    All the water surged to the sides while splashing loudly and hit the spiritual barrier, climbing up with its momentum. Some of it escaped the edges of the unsealed box before the members of the Royal Division increased its height and fell onto a few unlucky spectators, with Roz being one of them. 
 
    After a few seconds, the waves calmed down and the water quickly dissipated. Tina flew towards the ground while flapping her wings a little awkwardly and dropped onto one knee as she landed. The feathery extensions disappeared in a greenish flash. 
 
    Panting heavily, she stood up and looked around the wet and completely destroyed from their fight arena. Before she spotted Asterios and made sure she hadn't gone overboard, a black blade showed up under her chin and lightly pressed into her throat. A chuckle reached her ears from behind. 
 
    “That was incredible. If it was anyone else, they would be out cold from that attack.” 
 
    Tina sighed in relief. The tension left her body, and she let herself fall back, hitting Ast’s chest as he caught her. She glanced up at his smiling face and smiled brilliantly too. 
 
    “Figured it still wasn’t enough. Even after all that planning and coming up with ideas to surprise you.” 
 
    Asterios dismissed the blade and patted Tina’s head. “You certainly did. If I had any doubts about what you are capable of, they are now all cleared up. And not only mine.” 
 
    Prompted by his words, she looked around. The barrier was gone, and a few weaker members of this regiment of the Royal Division were wiping sweat off their faces. They had clearly not expected a random bout between the students of some magical academy to pack such a punch. Silvia smiled at them when their gazes met. 
 
    Besides the knights, the other spectators were even more astounded by what they had seen. A loud round of applause filled the air the moment Tina turned her attention to the crowd. It quickly rose by a magnitude as more and more people joined, amazed by the wonderful, albeit a little scary, display. 
 
    The only not-so-thrilled expressions could be seen on the faces of the Council and Roz. They had most likely realized not just Tina’s actual might but also Ast’s. As powerful as her last attack had been, it was as impressive for him to come out of it without a scratch. The general audience might have not focused on that point too much, but a few people had. 
 
    “How did you dodge it?” Tina asked, turning her face up to look at Asterios again. 
 
    “I cheated a little.” He smiled. 
 
    “How?” She raised a brow at him. 
 
    “I think you forgot I can use shadows to move from place to place. I can do it fast, but nothing says I can’t delay my arrival a little.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Tina giggled and slapped her forehead. “That makes so many tactics completely obsolete.” 
 
    He chuckled too. “Yeah, but only if Umbra is free and available to focus on me. Since he was literally in my hand, I could jump in instantly.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s cheating. You used the ability of your familiar. That’s fair game, and what we both were doing.” 
 
    “I guess.” Asterios shrugged. 
 
    Tina steadied herself with his help and left Ast’s embrace a little unwillingly. She would love to let him hug her from behind for a tad longer, but they were in the middle of an official event with tens of spectators. She had to show some tact. 
 
    They both made a bow towards each side and turned to the Principal and the rest of the important figures. Tina stepped forward, causing everyone to stop clapping. She roamed her gaze over the audience. 
 
    “Now you know what a frontline Summoner can do with some proper knowledge, experience, and strong familiars. This path is no worse than the most common, supporting one, and it’s completely false that it isn’t suitable for women. It’s magic. Magic cares not about gender, and neither should we.” 
 
    She waited a moment to let her words sink in before continuing. 
 
    “But that’s not the only thing I wanted to show you today. You have seen what I am capable of, and it’s nothing when compared to Asterios, who was able to dodge or protect himself from all of that while barely breaking a sweat. His prowess is much more impressive; someone who was banished from the academy, humiliated during his stay, and bullied for being the weakest. Yes, you’ve heard it right, for being the weakest.” 
 
    People began glancing at each other and whispering, creating a murmur. The old man from the Council opened his mouth to say something but no voice came out of his throat, to his surprise and bewilderment. Madam Teireshia, who stood close to him, smiled to herself, gripping a wooden token inside her pocket. 
 
    “And it wasn’t just colleagues who did it,” uninterrupted, Tina kept going. “Even professors and other teachers openly displayed their disapproval of someone who was struggling while doing his best, while doing more than any other. Yes, I get it, this is not for everyone, and people can fail, but can you call it failing when someone is weaker in one area and exceeds even the professionals in another?” 
 
    People showed different responses, but the general majority seemed to agree with Tina’s opinions. 
 
    “Just because he had issues on the practical side, for whatever reason, Asterios was ostracized for his strong will, determination, and dedication. Barely anyone tried to help him instead of bullying him for that, as we can see, temporary incapability. Just because he was an eyesore, many tried to get rid of him under any pretext, to improve the academy’s image.” 
 
    Tina took one more step forward and scanned through the faces of all the people present around them. 
 
    “Now, tell me, does that improve the academy’s image? Does seeing a bunch of seniors kick out a person who excels in knowledge but lacks in practice a little just because they care more about practical results improve the academy’s image? Because that’s exactly what the Council did, and I don’t think so. It makes me hate it. And I’m wondering how Asterios doesn’t. I saw everything that happened to him and I can’t confidently say that I would want to continue living that life if I was in his place.” 
 
    A few gasps broke from the crowd after Tina’s quite strong and shocking statement. Her parents were as surprised as the others, perhaps even a little more, and she looked their way with a slightly wry, apologetic smile, trying to look at least somewhat reassuring. 
 
    “Something has to change. And that change needs to start with the Council.” She threw a cold glare at the people near Madam Teireshia. “The Principal is powerless against a group of people, unable to help even if she would want to. Taking this chance, as bold as my request might be, I would like to ask the royal family to intervene in this matter before more potentially great Summoners are forced away from their path by incompetent leadership, of course, if it’s possible.” 
 
    It seemed that the old man had figured out the Principal’s trick and hastily started walking away from the woman to leave the silent zone but Silvia stepped forward before he could say anything, capturing everyone’s attention after their gazes moved to her due to Tina’s words. 
 
    “I’ve heard your request, Tina Nobelle, Ace of Rosewind’s Academy. I can promise you that I will bring this matter in front of my father for just and righteous judgment. We do not condone such treatment in our lands. If your words hold true, proper actions will be taken.” 
 
    The gathered people began clapping again, a bit quieter this time, to respectfully respond to the princess. A wide smile painted Tina’s lips while a few other people in the background paled a little, or a bit more than a little, depending on the person. 
 
    “Let us leave those proceedings for later and not spoil this wonderful day anymore,” Silvia added and glanced towards the Principal. 
 
    Madam Teireshia reached her side and nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. As usual, we welcome everyone to the ceremonial banquet taking place in the grand hall of the oldest building. Please, follow the students or teachers if you would like to participate in this social event. The more the merrier.” 
 
    Taking Principal’s words as the sign that the current show had come to an end, people began walking away in different directions while fervently discussing everything they had heard and seen during the graduation ceremony. No one even noticed when the members of the Council had escaped amongst the crowd too, clearly not wanting to stay around in such an atmosphere. 
 
    Tina sighed and Asterios placed a hand on her shoulder. She glanced at him, saw him smile warmly at her, and she responded with the same. A small blush surfaced on her cheeks as she sneakily looked to the sides, turned around, and raised herself a little to peck Ast’s lips. He received the gentle kiss with gratitude and supported Tina with his arms. 
 
    Someone clearing their throat interrupted them, and she hastily stepped back, finding her father staring at them with her mother by his side. Tina blushed even harder after noticing many more people who had come closer, including Principal Teireshia, Professor Grea, Princess Silvia, and even the Richtenstein family. 
 
    “Well, then. I think it’s time for us to return home, to our own, little, celebratory banquet,” Viscount Thomas began. “I hope you can join us, Asterios. And, of course, your family’s presence, Marquess Wilhelm, would honor our house greatly if you decided to join us. If you haven’t planned something on your own, that is, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we’ll gladly oblige, Viscount Thomas, won’t we, dear?” The Marquess glanced at his wife. 
 
    “It would be rude if we didn’t, dear husband.” She smiled softly. 
 
    Tina glanced at Principal Teireshia and received a nod answering her unspoken question. She then found Professor Grea’s gaze and the red-skinned woman grinned at her expectantly as her tail danced behind her back impishly. Finally, Tina’s eyes landed on the princess. 
 
    “Ummm… I’m sure a small banquet in some unimportant noble’s house is much below a royal family, but if you would like, Princess Silvia, you are of course welcome too. Although, I bet you are very busy and I’m already extremely grateful for you showing up, which was totally amazing and unexpected, and for even the Royal Division to be here, but… Ummm…” 
 
    Silvia showed a very faint smile and glanced between her and Asterios. “I wouldn’t want to disrupt your important day, Tina. My presence would surely make some people tense or uncomfortable. That’s just how it is when someone from a royal family is involved.” 
 
    “From what I know, it was going to be just Tina’s family and a few friends, so I think it shouldn’t really be a problem,” Asterios commented. “If Marquess Richtenstein doesn’t mind, of course.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest! It would be an honor!” the man quickly responded with a bow. 
 
    “Since I’m already around, I might as well stay for a little longer if you allow me,” Silvia replied with a polite nod. 
 
    “Great. Let’s meet in front of our mansion, then,” Viscount Thomas suggested. “Tina, could you—” 
 
    “Have you ever ridden a winged lion?” Silvia asked Tina, interrupting him. 
 
    “No way…” Tina’s eyes opened wide and sparkled. “Can I really?” 
 
    The princess extended a hand to her, and they walked away together, beginning to chat a little. Asterios chuckled to himself and followed them after nodding at Tina’s parents. He had a feeling someone would need to make sure the two didn't stray away from their path to her home too much. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35
The Arrangement 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios walked slightly behind Tina and Silvia as they headed towards the place where the members of the Royal Division had gathered after the showmatch. They were currently waiting for the princess and tending to their beasts. He could tell that everyone there shared a bond with their animal companion just from how they acted. 
 
    The trio soon reached the group and both the tigers, and their riders raised themselves from the ground, lining up in front of Silvia. They stood proudly side by side, awaiting further orders from their princess. The white-furred winged lion stepped forward, towering slightly over its smaller kin-relatives. 
 
    Silvia placed her palm on its muzzle and gently brushed over it while glancing toward her men. 
 
    “We will be now moving to the mansion of the Nobelle family for the post-graduation celebration. You have fulfilled your role and can return to the castle. Thank you for participating in this event.” 
 
    A black-haired woman stepped forth from the line and brought her fist to her chest while straightening up her posture. 
 
    “It is our wish and duty to assure your safety, Princess. We request permission to remain here until an emergency call arrives from the base of operations. As this squad’s captain, I swear that you won’t even notice our presence during your activities.” 
 
    After thinking about the captain’s request for a little while, Silvia glanced at Tina. 
 
    “Do you think it would be a problem if they came too? It isn’t exactly their official escort mission, and I would feel a little bad having them keep watch outside on their rest day.” 
 
    Tina smiled warmly and quickly shook her head. “Of course not, Princess Silvia. I’m sure Mother and Father went overboard with the banquet as they usually do, so there won’t be any issues even if everyone here joins. Although, we might not fit all those magnificent beasts, hahaha.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem. They are all summons in the end,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “They are?” Tina’s eyes widened in surprise. “That’s amazing. I had a feeling everyone was a Summoner after they set up the barrier together but it’s truly incredible that they all have the same familiars.” 
 
    Asterios stepped closer to them. “I think it’s pretty much obligatory if they want to maintain a consistent image. I’m sure you could feel it when they showed up. It just looks great when the whole unit has matching uniforms, armor, and beasts.” 
 
    Silvia nodded at him. “That’s right. We don't exactly limit our Summoners in what kind of entities they can contract but there are usually a few familiars that are mandatory, depending on the main purpose of the unit. The beasts serving as their mounts are more or less standardized amongst the whole division, but I bet you noticed that a long time ago.” 
 
    “Yeah. Whenever you would spot the Royal Division, be it during a parade, official mission, or flying somewhere through the skies, they always used white-furred winged tigers. It’s pretty much become their most recognizable feature,” Tina agreed. 
 
    “That is true and was naturally our goal. We help our Summoners out in contracting those beasts by providing all the necessary resources and aiding them during the rituals. They rarely fail because our family has a long-running oath with their tribe in a certain realm and they lend their strength to our men in exchange for a certain something which I won’t disclose for obvious reasons,” the princess explained. 
 
    “That’s so awesome!” Tina jumped in place excitedly. “As expected of the famous Royal Division!” 
 
    Silvia showed a soft smile. “You will get yours soon. Granted that you accept the invitation.” 
 
    “Ummmm… About that…” A slightly awkward chuckle escaped Tina’s lips. 
 
    “There’s no need to worry, you won’t be split from your beloved if you do so. You have been placed in a special quick-response reserve unit which gathers only during emergencies, and official ceremonies, of course. It will be enough for you to show up now and then for those, and for some training sessions. With Ast’s help, I’m sure that won’t be a problem for you.” 
 
    Tina blushed heavily after the princess called Asterios her beloved and snuck a glance at him standing by her side. It wasn’t exactly wrong, but it felt slightly embarrassing having it pointed out in front of the man himself and all those people from the Royal Division. 
 
    “Thank you… I really appreciate it, Princess Silvia…” she whispered shyly. 
 
    “Think nothing of it. It’s our pleasure to welcome another talent into our ranks. From both what Asterios told me about you and the earlier bout, I’m certain that you will be a great addition to the team. Don’t you guys think so?” 
 
    “Yessir!” All the members responded in unison, heartily agreeing with the princess. 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on Tina’s shoulder and looked between the girls. “Now, let’s not waste any more time and get on the way. I think we gave everyone enough of a head start. There’s a big event waiting for us, and its main star is right in our hands. Can’t have the most important person show up late, can we?” 
 
    An even stronger shade of crimson covered Tina’s adorable cheeks as she nodded in agreement. Watching the troops mount their respective winged tigers, she glanced at Asterios, now wingless since the moment they had ended their duel. 
 
    “How are you going to keep up with us? Are you going to borrow those gorgeous white wings from one of your summons? Or are you going to ride with one of the knights?” 
 
    He smiled at her and took a step back. A crimson aura leaked out of his body as Asterios closed his hands into fists and took a deep breath. A little more used to it now, he brought out his draconic wings without too much pain and discomfort showing on his face. 
 
    Tina gasped and covered her mouth the moment the ominous appendages flapped strongly around his figure and folded behind Ast’s back. He opened his eyes, and she could spot a slight glint in them, one she hadn’t yet experienced. It was very enchanting, just like his wings. 
 
    “I still need to practice using these, so I’ll just fly by your side with their help. Everyone ready?” 
 
    A simultaneous roar of over twenty beasts caused Tina to jump a little, with the most powerful one coming from right next to her, and she turned her face towards the source. Silvia sat on her proud lion and extended a hand to her from above with a gentle smile. All the men and women were on their mounts too, prepared to take off. 
 
    She accepted the princess’s invitation and let herself be pulled up. Silvia sat her in the front and showed Tina where to hold the masterfully-crafted saddle. Fortunately, it was big enough for two people to easily fit in without any issues and even had additional stirrups she could set her feet in. 
 
    Seeing that everyone was ready to depart, Asterios nodded at the two women sitting together on the majestic beast and spread his draconic wings wide. Making a powerful flap, he launched himself into the air, leaving a cloud of dust in his wake. 
 
    “Hold on tight, Old Velkas really hates losing in terms of speed.” 
 
    “Wha—ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
    Tina didn’t even get to glance back at Silvia before the lion lunged forward with three big leaps and took off too. In just a few seconds, they caught up to Asterios, who was still rising, and he noticed their chase. Chuckling to himself, he went all out. 
 
    For the next few minutes, they circled the entire Rosewind while trying to pass each other. Silvia hadn’t boasted for nothing. Her valiant steed had almost no issues keeping up with Asterios. He assumed that the winged beast was able to enhance itself with magic. Otherwise, he would have left them in the dust long ago. 
 
    The Royal Division didn’t fall too far behind either. They always kept a steady formation and followed the duo that rushed ahead from the same distance. Each person and beast were experienced in aerial pursuits, so it was nothing to them. At least as long as it didn’t keep up for countless hours. 
 
    Spotting the carriages belonging to the Nobelle and Richtenstein families slowly approaching the former’s residence, they finished their little game and assumed an unhurried pace. Asterios stayed close to Silvia’s lion so they could talk a little. 
 
    “These are new, aren’t they?” Tina asked, glancing his way with a faint sparkle in her eyes. 
 
    “A little bit, yes. A few things have happened since the Blood Summoning. I’ll fill you in on everything when we get a moment. I didn’t want to disturb you during the last few weeks of school.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “You are in for a great story,” Silvia added. 
 
    Tina turned around a bit to look behind her. “Are you part of it too, Princess Silvia? What’s your relationship with Asterios?” 
 
    As rarely as it happened, Silvia chuckled softly, making Tina aware of how she had worded her question. 
 
    “Ah! I meant as in if you are friends, allies, temporarily traveling together, just met, or things like that!” she quickly corrected herself, getting all hot and red. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind. I’m pretty sure I would be wondering about the same if my partner showed up with another woman by his side while acting friendly with her. I think we are friends, right?” The princess glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “I think so, if only you consider us your friends, Princess,” he replied. 
 
    She returned her face to Tina. “Right now, Asterios is my instructor, kind of. He’s much better with fire than me and agreed to Father’s request to let me join his party in the Demon Continent. We haven’t spent much time together, but I have already gained a lot from it. I’m really thankful.” 
 
    “I see.” Tina giggled, still a little embarrassed. “I think you got the best instructor you could have. When he sets his mind on something, Asterios always gives his all to do it properly. I’m sure it’s the same for helping you out.” 
 
    “That he does,” Silvia agreed. 
 
    They both chuckled quietly together while Asterios smiled wryly. For the rest of their airborne trip, he didn’t interrupt the two girls chatting with each other. He recalled the king’s words about Silvia not really having any real close and casual friends amongst her peers. As they talked, he felt like she and Tina got along quite nicely. They both were smart and talented noble ladies, in the end. 
 
    Moments before the carriages passed the main gate of the estate, they descended from the sky and landed in front of the entrance to the mansion. The Royal Division made a corridor along the path leading to it, turning the arrival of Tina’s family and the others into a more ceremonial procession. 
 
    Asterios dismissed his wings and helped Tina down, evoking another faint blush on his girlfriend’s face. Naturally, he helped Silvia down too, trying to be as respectful as possible. At her command, the troops sent their beasts back home and gathered around with everyone else. 
 
    Tina led them inside with Asterios by her side. It was a little embarrassing but she was amongst her family, so she didn’t want to hide how she felt about Asterios and they gently held hands while walking. Silvia followed shortly after the pair. 
 
    “What took you so long, sister? Did you get lost on your way home?” 
 
    Shortly after entering a grand banquet hall, already fully set up, with multiple servants waiting for the arrival of the guests, a feminine voice reached their ears somewhere from the side. Tina’s head instantly snapped towards the source and a wide smile snuck onto her lips.  
 
    “Gwen! What are you doing here?”  
 
    She hastily trotted to a girl with slightly similar features to herself and the two entered a light hug. It was the first time Asterios saw the second daughter of the Nobelle family in person and he couldn’t really believe that Tina was the older one there. From what he knew, they were two years apart. 
 
    While being the younger one, Gwen was already about a forehead taller than her sister. Additionally, her short hairstyle added some maturity to her appearance. Both she and Tina had the same hair color, with just the length differentiating it. 
 
    Gwen wore official-looking clothes in a style close to something between the Adventurer’s Guild receptionist uniform and the Rosewind Summoner Academy’s school outfit for women. Instead of being cream, the blazer covering her shoulders had a navy-blue shade while the skirt was all black. A classy shirt with a fitting tie completed the set. To top all of that, slim, square glasses decorated her small nose. 
 
    “What do you mean by what I am doing here?” she asked with a tender chuckle. “I wouldn’t ever miss my big sister’s graduation party. I’m sure you wouldn’t miss mine, would you?” 
 
    “Never, hahaha. Why didn’t you say anything? I thought you were extremely busy with your own studies in the capital. I’m pretty sure the college for civil guildmasters was much less lenient than my school.” 
 
    “I made sure to save all my rest time just for this occasion. Don’t worry, I won’t be behind because of you. You know that I’m quite good myself too, always trying to chase after my genius big sister.” 
 
    Tina blushed and giggled timidly. Then, Gwen looked past her and moved her gaze onto Asterios. 
 
    “You must be the guy my sister can’t stop talking about in all her letters. I’m happy to finally meet you, A—” 
 
    She froze the moment her eyes registered someone else by his side and widened to the brim. 
 
    “The princess?” Gwen muttered under her breath. 
 
    Tina’s chuckle brought her out of her stupor. “Yes, it’s Princess Silvia. Not exactly a guest we have expected but I hope you don’t mind this sudden little change. And please, try to contain yourself,” she added the last part quietly for only her sister to hear. 
 
    Gwen swallowed loudly and nodded. Princess Silvia was her idol to some extent. A beautiful young noble girl with a lot of knowledge and a very kind personality, known and loved by everyone in the kingdom. 
 
    She had hoped that one day, after becoming a known guildmaster, she would have a chance to meet her officially at the castle. She would have never thought that day would come even before she graduated. 
 
    “Wha-What is she doing here?” she whispered to Tina while trying to smile politely at the princess. 
 
    “Asterios brought her in for the graduation ceremony.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “You should have seen it! The Royal Division is even more majestic from up close! Ah! They are there, just behind Father and Mother! Unbelievable, isn’t it?” 
 
    It was Gwen’s turn to chuckle wryly. After making sure that her sister was holding on decently well with the sudden turn of events, Tina returned to Asterios and Silvia. 
 
    But the moment she reached them, another person she hadn’t expected entered her sight on the other side of the entrance. 
 
    “Miss Kindra! You too?” 
 
    Ast’s mother walked closer while chuckling softly. She nodded respectfully at the princess and smiled at Asterios before stopping in front of the star of the evening. 
 
    “But of course, my dear Tina. How could I not show up on your big day after you did so much for me? Thanks to Asti, I can easily come and go whenever I want, ufufufu~” 
 
    The two women exchanged a brief hug too. 
 
    “Besides, our families are going to get really close pretty soon, aren’t they?” Kindra winked at Tina, making the short girl red again. 
 
    Asterios didn’t miss that remark. 
 
    With no more surprises hiding behind any corner, Tina finally properly invited everyone inside and personally welcomed all the guests at the entrance. As per her request, Asterios accompanied her during the short event, giving her some more confidence in herself just with his presence. 
 
    Besides Princess Silvia’s sudden arrival on the guest list, and Marquess Wilhelm's family too, a few small friendly noble houses had been invited to the banquet. Most of them were distant relatives of the Nobelle family or their close friends. Tina received a few symbolic gifts from each house, smiling warmly each time someone handed her something even though it wasn’t exactly a custom or anything. 
 
    All of Ast’s familiars finally entered his realm too, congratulating Tina at the very end of the queue. She was very surprised to see Bryn for the first time, amazed by the valiant and mature beauty. The slightly insecure Valkyrie blushed a little when complimented so much about not just her wings but also her looks. 
 
    Shortly after, the party started. Naturally, it didn’t take long before some small cliques formed, with certain guests hanging out around specific other personas more than the others. Nothing felt malicious, though, and people sometimes rotated. 
 
    Silvia watched everything mostly from the side, not wanting to steal Tina’s thunder, even though she knew it wasn’t completely possible. Just her presence caused some people to often glance her way and nod respectfully. 
 
    But she hadn’t thought she would be pulled into the evening by a few younger and slightly older noble kids. She was a little hesitant to join them due to her usual experiences during balls like this, but she was pleasantly surprised by the friendly atmosphere amongst them. 
 
    Asterios and Tina observed her from afar, smiling at each other, happy that the banquet was turning out fine even with the surprising guest of very high status. They walked around the place almost always together, looking now more like a couple than ever before, and Tina was very aware of that. 
 
    After another loud toast, they moved to a balcony to get some fresh air. Standing side by side, they gazed into the night sky, with Tina resting her head on Ast’s shoulder. He tenderly rubbed her side, enjoying the quiet moment with the bustling celebration behind their backs. 
 
    The sound of footsteps reached their ears, and they glanced behind them. A young teenage girl walked toward them. They both recognized Irelia, Marquess Wilhelm’s daughter and Roz’s sister, and turned around to face her. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting your moment,” she began politely after stopping in front of them. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. We are just taking a little rest here. Do you maybe need something?” Tina asked with a smile. 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you. Both. But specifically, Mister Asterios. Thanks to you, Roz got what he deserved and it’s now much easier for me to follow my dream without him taking it out on me. I wanted to thank you sooner, but I didn’t find you the day I came with my father to Miss Kindra’s home.” 
 
    Tina squeezed Ast’s hand a little more as her smile grew. 
 
    “I’m glad that everything turned out fine for you,” he replied. “And I accept your gratitude, even though I feel a little bad for it. It wasn’t my intention to help you back then and I kind of used you for my own benefit that day.” 
 
    Irelia shook her head. “It doesn’t really matter. I thought about our meeting a lot after that and came to the conclusion that you aren’t a bad person. Just as you said back then, if my mom was attacked, I would be angry too. I don’t blame you. Perhaps I should feel bad too since I’m somewhat happy inside about what happened to my brother. So, ummm, thank you again.” 
 
    She bowed towards them and quickly walked away, leaving the two alone. Asterios and Tina smiled at each other and returned their attention to the starry sky. 
 
    “So, what’s this about the fiancé?” he suddenly asked. 
 
    Tina choked on air from the unexpected question and a heavy flush covered her face in an instant, making Asterios chuckle. Meeting his gaze, she giggled adorably. 
 
    “Well… Ummm… Soon after the day you met my dad, Miss Kindra came to us to talk a little about everything…” she began. “We discussed some technicalities and finally ended up on our families kind of joining together under a special alliance. The condition and core element of it would be our marriage if no one had anything against it, including you and me.” 
 
    She tried her best to look Asterios in the eyes while explaining and he made sure not to make it harder for her by nodding calmly to her words. 
 
    “Our families wouldn’t end up fused into one but still operate kind of individually to some extent. Many official matters would require the agreement of both to pass through. It's kind of like our families would be married themselves, with the family heads being the husband and wife. That way, we don’t necessarily force a noble title on the Hestizo family, and we don’t lose ours through fusion, granted that you and I become the official heirs at some point.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled after she finished. “Quite clever. I bet it was my mom who came up with it, right?” 
 
    She chuckled too. “Yes, she did. She even brought a lot of documents to show us how that’s possible and actually legal. Miss Kindra also said that, in case there would be any formal issues with this, she holds a card in her hands powerful enough to get rid of them with some negotiation.” 
 
    Hearing that, he laughed openly, shaking his head. Tina glanced at Asterios, a little confused. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing. I think I know well what that card is. Let’s just say that the Hestizos found a quite influential trade partner recently. One that would be quite willing to help us out just because.” 
 
    “I see. Sounds amazing.” She giggled, trying to imagine that person. “So, ummm, what do you think?” 
 
    Asterios turned to Tina properly and gently held her shoulders. “Is that what you would want?” 
 
    “Well… I think so… I mean… I think it’s only natural that… I would like to marry the person I love, no?” 
 
    Seeing her wry smile, he slowly leaned in and placed a tender kiss on Tina’s lips, withdrawing himself shortly after, stopping close to her face. 
 
    “I think so too,” he whispered, turning Tina’s expression into a dazzling smile. “Just don’t rush things too much. I won’t run away from you.” 
 
    “I promise. It’s not like I wanted us to start the wedding tomorrow or anything, ahahaha. I really can’t wait to spend more time with you and the girls.” 
 
    They shared one more kiss and began returning to the party. But, on their way there, Tina pulled Asterios to the side and led him to a chamber slightly further from the banquet.  
 
    Bringing them inside, she locked the door and turned around to face him with a shy but happy smile. 
 
    "So, regarding our bet..."

  

 
   
    Chapter 36
Tina’s Wish ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After she had locked the door, Asterios watched how Tina tried to say something but ended up repeatedly opening and closing her mouth. Looking for the correct words, she moved her eyes from his face to the ground in turns as the rosy blush on her cheeks gradually grew stronger. 
 
    A few moments later, their eyes met, and she squirmed a little, turning into a full tomato. In the next second, she silently passed Asterios with haste while dropping her gaze to her feet. Reaching the sizable bed behind him, she fell onto it face-first. Some muffled groans escaped the sheets shortly afterward. 
 
    A warm smile snuck on Ast’s lips as he followed Tina’s shy and quite adorable actions. He turned around and slowly approached the bed. In the meantime, she had climbed further onto it and moved closer to the center, resting on her side with her back to him. 
 
    Asterios joined her on top of the comfy mattress and lay behind Tina, pulling himself close. He gently embraced her with a hug and remained silent, just rubbing her side tenderly. Around a minute passed with neither of them saying or doing anything else. 
 
    Calming herself down a bit, Tina shuffled in place and switched sides to face Asterios, blushing a tad again when they ended up with their noses almost touching each other. A kind smile still painted his lips, causing Tina to respond with the same. 
 
    Before she opened her mouth to try and say something again, he moved his hand to her ear and lovingly combed through her long hair, brushing it away to uncover more of Tina’s cute face. She stared back at him while his tender caresses made her increasingly more relaxed. 
 
    “A little better now?” he finally broke the silence and asked. 
 
    Tina answered with a tiny nod, taking a peek at Ast’s lips. Noticing that, he slowly leaned in. Anticipating the kiss, she closed her eyes and waited, and for sure, it came a second later. A few faint pecks peppered her mouth, growing stronger with each one. Before turning too passionate, the gentle exchange ended, and Tina opened her eyes again. 
 
    She placed her small hand on his chest and stared at it intensely. 
 
    “I have been thinking about our bet really hard… At first, it was really simple since I could have used it to ask you out on a date, maybe for a small kiss, or for you to perhaps go out with me as… my boyfriend, if you would allow such a request. But then, it kind of already happened not that long after.” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly, still keeping her gaze away from Ast’s face. 
 
    “So, it changed to me possibly asking if you would officially marry me at some point in time. I know it doesn’t really mean much since people get together without marrying too, but you can call it my little fantasy or something. Yet, again, it actually came true before I used my wish.” 
 
    Beginning to slightly blush again after managing to tame it down just earlier, she raised her eyes to meet his. 
 
    “And now we are here, with you surely already having guessed my request. I’ve rehearsed it in my head countless times but it’s still so embarrassing to ask. It might not be a surprise to you, but I’ve talked a lot with Miria and Selene. They became really close with you. Many times already. I wanted to become like them too, to spend some time close with you. I have quite a lot of catching up to do, hahaha.” 
 
    Following Tina’s slightly embarrassed giggle, Asterios chuckled softly. “Since when is this a competition? I certainly don’t remember starting one.” 
 
    They laughed together a little and returned to staring at each other. 
 
    “First of all, you don’t need to catch up to anyone with anything. It doesn’t matter who slept with me how many times, and even if it does, it’s most likely not in the way you think. The girls are constantly making sure they are getting to spend time with me equally. You should see how they keep pushing each other in front of themselves. It’s kind of funny.” 
 
    He kept combing through her hair as he spoke. 
 
    “And then, you don’t really have to waste your hard-earned wish for something like that. It’s nothing you wouldn’t be able to get without using it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well… I wasn’t sure if you would like to… do it with me… You have both Miria and Selene… They are much more mature than me… Miria is so adorable and sweet… Selene is a beautiful, refined lady… While I am…” 
 
    Asterios didn’t let Tina finish and sealed her lips once more, brushing over her cheek with his thumb as he gently joined them together in a loving kiss. He withdrew himself with a soft smile. 
 
    “You are what? I think you are plenty cute yourself.” His comment made Tina blush more. “Don’t downplay yourself so much. There’s no way I wouldn’t want to spend some time close with you. You are not only beautiful but also care about me dearly, and the proof is right here.” 
 
    He brought Tina’s right hand between their faces and rubbed the black band coiling around her finger. She glanced at it and looked back at Asterios. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” he asked. 
 
    “Ummm… Some kind of a mark… which shows our connection? Just like Professor Grea has?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “I can tell you that while Grea has something similar on her hand, yours is much more special. Do you want to know why?” 
 
    Tina nodded, listening attentively. 
 
    “You are already aware of my draconic ancestry. With it, comes a very special bond that True Dragons can form with others. It can manifest in different ways. Grea’s one is an example of a close aide, someone who is thinking positively of the crest owner. The band around your finger is proof of your much stronger feelings towards me, marking you as my direct mate.” 
 
    “M-Mate?” Tina’s eyes slightly widened. “Doesn’t this mean that we…” 
 
    “Since that day back at the academy, we’ve been pretty much already married, according to some draconic traditions and rituals.” 
 
    She took her hand away from Asterios and rubbed her finger with a newfound passion. A wide smile couldn’t leave her lips. They were already connected as strong as it could be possible, with a bond much more exquisite than some verbal vows and a pair of rings provided. 
 
    “It's only natural for my mate to mate with me, isn’t it? The bond wouldn’t have formed if I didn’t think the same. If I didn’t view you in a similar way at that time, you’d end up as a close aide or lower. So, you can save your wish for something else. There’s no need to rush things either,” he explained. 
 
    Tina moved her gaze to meet Ast’s again. “What if I would want to… mate… with you now?” 
 
    He smiled and skipped with his eyes to the side. “What about everyone else? We are kind of in the middle of your own party. Are you not afraid of someone walking in?” 
 
    A heavy blush covered Tina’s cheeks. “They should be busy in the main banquet hall… And the servants won’t try to get into the locked rooms… It should be fine…” 
 
    Asterios pulled himself even closer, resting their bodies against each other, and moved his hand behind Tina’s back. 
 
    “Well, if that really is your wish, then I will gladly make it come true. Coincidentally, that’s exactly what’s necessary for you to join us in some of our adventures in the future if you would like to.” 
 
    Tina frowned a little. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Have you ever tried passing through the gate?” 
 
    Her eyebrows instantly shot up and Tina covered her mouth with her small hands. “Nooooooooooooooo.” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. 
 
    “Nooooooooooooooooo.” Tina shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “You would technically become my summon, to some extent, and gain the ability to travel through the dimensional corridors I could create for you and can open for my other familiars. A few other, smaller benefits apply, thanks to this quite special fusion of draconic stuff with Summoning Magic, but this is the biggest thing.” 
 
    Tina’s brows rose even more as her eyes widened to the brim. “Wait. Then, if Professor Grea… Could she…?” 
 
    Smiling, Asterios nodded again. “Most likely.” 
 
    She grabbed his clothes and brought their faces right into each other. 
 
    “You need to tell her as soon as possible! That’s been her greatest dream! It would make her so, so happy!” 
 
    He chuckled seeing her lively reaction. “You do remember what that entails, right?” 
 
    Thinking for a second, the heavy blush returned to Tina’s cheeks, and she withdrew herself a little. Asterios moved a lock of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I’ve already thought about it. And I will do so later. Today is your day and I want it to remain yours. Can you do that? At least until it ends?” 
 
    Letting out an embarrassed giggle, she nodded. They stared at each other for a moment and Tina was the first one to lean forward this time. She connected their lips in a gentle kiss and wrapped her arms around Asterios, hugging him closely. They exchanged gradually more intimate and intense pecks until their tongues became entwined with each other in a loving dance. 
 
    After they separated, Asterios sat up and helped Tina join him. She watched curiously as he placed the Alcove of Serenity sigil on the nightstand next to the bed. He winked at her over his shoulder, making her chuckle again with rosy cheeks. 
 
    With their surroundings secured, he climbed back closer to her and pecked Tina’s lips while gently grazing her neck with his palm. 
 
    “May I?” he asked as they stared into each other’s eyes lovingly. 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    Receiving Tina’s approval, Asterios returned to peppering her supple lips with kisses as he began slowly undressing the cute Summoner girl in front of him. He quickly got rid of the ceremonial mantle and moved to the buttons of Tina’s blazer. 
 
    Not wanting to leave everything to him, she broke the kisses for a moment and helped Asterios out. They both looked down with their foreheads linked, working together on getting all the little tokens out of the holes. 
 
    Soon, both the blazer and the shirt were off Tina’s body, revealing her simple but pretty, dark azure bra. Asterios noticed that she was trying to push through her embarrassment and quickly unpin it herself, but he stopped her, grabbing Tina’s hands and moving them to his own clothes. 
 
    Catching up on his intentions, she began undressing him in turn while gently pursuing Ast’s lips. The moment his dark crimson coat was thrown aside, it dematerialized in scarlet flames, causing Tina to stare at them in awe for a fraction of a second. In a few moments, Ast’s torso was laid bare, almost just like hers. 
 
    Clearly gaining some more confidence, Tina removed the last piece of clothing covering her chest, and her bra rolled down her arms, revealing her ample bust. She didn’t try to instantly cover it like Miria, but she quickly looked to the side with a nervous smile, moving her hair behind her ear with her hand. 
 
    “I know they aren’t much compared to Miria’s or Selene’s but—” 
 
    “Stop comparing yourself to them, please.” Asterios interrupted her with a soft tone and lightly brushed over her skin, barely moving over her lovely breasts. “They are perfect, and you look stunning. Besides, they aren't even small. I've always thought you had a nice figure, including your ample chest. Still having doubts? Here.” 
 
    He took Tina’s hand and lightly pressed it to his crotch. It quickly became apparent to Tina that his pants hid quite a tent due to how they sat on the bed. She could also feel the slight warmth pushing through the material, which was another sign of Asterios reacting to her charms. 
 
    While looking at him with an upwards glance, she started rubbing that spot more and more, imagining in her mind what the dark fabric kept away from their sight. She had heard many times from Ast’s girls about that part and how it always brought them to the heavens through Ast’s loving acts. 
 
    She showed a wry smile. “I’m sorry, but while I do know things, I’m completely inexperienced, so I’m not sure if I can do any good…” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “There’s nothing to apologize for. Besides, I’ll be the one taking care of you tonight. You can leave everything to me. I guess we’ll be having our wedding night a bit earlier than the wedding itself.” 
 
    Tina giggled at his remark and nodded. Leaving one more peck on Ast’s lips, she fell to the back. Asterios moved on top of her and began kissing her again while softly roaming his hands over Tina’s slim figure. 
 
    Enjoying his gentle brushes and tickles, she threw her arms around his neck. A few quiet sighs escaped Tina’s lips as Asterios showered her fair breasts with some affection too. Her body grew increasingly hotter the more he grazed her skin with such gentle care, especially down below. 
 
    The sensation increased further when he left her lips alone and made a trail of tender kisses over her cheeks, chin, neck, and finally chest. Asterios switched to pecking and tickling her hard nipples with his tongue and mouth. Tina let out a few more apparent sighs and quiet moans the longer he caressed her entire body. 
 
    Not wanting to torture her for too long, Asterios began moving further south after admiring Tina’s fair bust with his actions for a minute or two. He crossed her slim belly, giving Tina a few, tiny tickles and causing her to giggle adorably while she lightly swatted the back of his head. 
 
    She stopped laughing when he reached the line of her belt, watching him with anticipation and some embarrassment. Asterios skillfully unbuckled it and slowly pulled her skirt and panties down at the same time. A faint string of love juices connected Tina’s pretty mound to the dark blue material, now even darker from being stained with her escaping nectar. 
 
    Seeing him so close to her precious place, with his face right between her legs, was extremely embarrassing. Tina’s heart thumped in her chest like crazy. She was both excited and a little anxious about Ast’s thoughts. 
 
    Those worries disappeared in a flash when Asterios pressed his finger into her warm folds, brushing over her petite slit up and down. He observed her reactions with a faint smile while tenderly rubbing her skin from the outside, not yet diving any further. A small trickle of warm liquid kept fleeing Tina’s lower lips, glistening in the moonlit chamber. 
 
    Finally, he used both hands to gently spread her pure, beautiful flower and brought his lips closer, leaving a slow and unhurried lick on the pinkish insides of her parted slit. Tina’s mouth opened a bit more as her entire body shivered lightly. A faint moan escaped it, making her even more embarrassed. 
 
    But Asterios kept dearly licking her sensitive flesh to slowly bring her more pleasure. In just a moment, her breathing grew hotter and rougher as the pleasant sensation spread through her pussy and entire body. Bit by bit, her temporary shyness was being pushed back. 
 
    A louder whimper escaped Tina’s lips when Asterios suddenly tickled her clit with his thumb and began cautiously sucking on the tiny orb. She moved one of her hands to his hair, combing through it lovingly as they stared each other in the eyes. He could spot the slowly upcoming high in her passionate gaze. 
 
    Not wanting to keep Tina waiting for too long, he dove inside her hot pussy with his tongue, evoking a cute gasp from his adorable girlfriend. The more he lapped his tongue through her snug passage and stroked her shy bulb, the faster Tina’s breathing became. She could feel herself getting closer and closer. 
 
    Upon reaching her limits, she shivered lightly and pulled Ast’s face more into her lower lips while softly biting on the finger of her other hand to hide the escaping moan. Tina’s soft thighs locked his head in place, encasing it between the tender flesh of her slim legs. He kept going until she stopped trembling and letting out cute noises. 
 
    Withdrawing himself from her secret place, he left her beautiful slit alone and climbed up again, arriving above Tina’s face. She brushed over his cheek tenderly, pulling Asterios into a warm kiss, ending it with a shy giggle and a smile. 
 
    “I can’t believe how different that felt,” she commented quietly. 
 
    He raised a brow at her while smiling too, making Tina aware of what she had just admitted. A heavy blush returned to her face but Asterios fought it down with another loving kiss while stroking her side dearly. 
 
    Stopping their sweet exchange, she gazed down as her hand traced over his chest and stomach too, reaching Ast’s pants. 
 
    “Would you like me to… do the same for you?” she asked, meeting his gaze. 
 
    “Only if you don’t have to force yourself.” 
 
    Tina smiled warmly and pecked his lips once again. Taking the hint, Asterios let himself be pushed aside and fell onto his back next to her. She gracefully climbed on top of him and began fumbling with his belt while smiling shyly. 
 
    Without any issues, she brought Ast’s pants down, letting the caged beast out of its confinement, instantly locking her eyes on his erect member. With a note of uncertainty, she approached it with her small palm and brushed over his length with his fingers. 
 
    “It’s so hot…” she whispered, tenderly stroking his hard penis up and down. 
 
    “I could have said the same thing,” he replied, causing Tina to chuckle a little. 
 
    She gave Asterios one more glance and refocused on his member, bringing herself down. Moving a lock of her dark blue hair behind her ear, she traced a long path over his length with her warm tongue, ending up at the very tip. 
 
    Asterios sighed blissfully, making her smile to herself. She was glad she was doing an okay job. It was the very first time she had seen a penis from up close, besides a few accidental glances she caught of her dad when she had been young, little even, as they bathed together as a family, and she barely remembered anything. 
 
    Of course, Tina wasn’t completely oblivious to those things and had been brought up properly with all the knowledge about respective genders conveyed to her by her parents, but it was still completely different from the actual experience. It was surely embarrassing, but also somewhat… fascinating. 
 
    After trying out giving Ast’s erect length a bunch of loving licks from all sides, she switched her attention to the tip, placing tender pecks around the sensitive glans. His palm appeared on her cheek, stroking it dearly, bringing another smile to Tina’s lips.  
 
    He was just so sweet and gentle. She knew he acted like that just for her. Not just once had she heard from Miria how rough Asterios could get if only she asked for it. Neither had Selene shied away from mentioning their intense nights. 
 
    Wanting to respond in kind, Tina slowly took him into her mouth. She quickly realized that it was much harder to properly please him like that than she had thought, and she struggled a little in moving her tongue around the hard member. 
 
    Determined to do well, she started gradually bobbing her head up and down on his length, trying to add some suction to her movements. After a few attempts, Tina tried a little too hard and hit herself in the back of her throat with his tip, bringing Ast’s penis a tad too deep. 
 
    She coughed faintly and did everything she could not to suddenly bite him out of reflex as a few tears began gathering in the corners of her eyes. Asterios quickly sat up and gently cupped Tina’s chin, helping her back away from his member. She raised herself to match him, wiping some drool escaping her dainty lips with an anxious smile. 
 
    “Don’t apologize. It felt amazing. I loved every second of it.” He gently rubbed her smooth waist. 
 
    Tina blushed and nodded faintly, dropping her gaze back down. Just as she placed her hand on his erect cock to stroke it gently again, Asterios traced with his fingers down her charming tummy and brushed over her leaking slit. They stared at each other with gentle smiles while teasing each other a bit, linking their foreheads together. 
 
    After a moment, she leaned in and kissed him dearly, throwing both arms over Ast’s shoulders. He got her intentions clearly and quickly traced a few sigils on Tina’s underbelly, including a certain very useful rune which made her blush even more. Then, he supported Tina’s thighs from below and helped his beautiful girlfriend position herself above his waist. 
 
    They looked each other in the eyes. 
 
    “Ready?” Asterios asked with a soft tone. 
 
    Tina nodded and pecked his lips. “I will never be more ready.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the honors to you then. Take it slow and don’t rush it.” 
 
    Receiving a tender kiss from him too, she began unhurriedly lowering her hips just as he had told her to. Ast’s hot glans soon pressed into her heated slit and parted her warm folds. Pushing herself a bit lower, she made it slip inside with a little gasp, followed by a quiet whimper and slight wince. 
 
    Asterios peppered her mouth with loving kisses while making sure she wouldn’t accidentally drop herself onto him. With his assistance, she took his manhood slowly and gradually. As he had expected from such a short and cute woman, Tina was really tight, and he was glad they took it slow. In just a few moments, her spread slit kissed his underbelly as she took him all the way inside. 
 
    Noticing it, Tina showed a wide smile and hugged Asterios dearly. 
 
    “We are finally one…” she whispered happily to his ear. 
 
    He rubbed her back affectionately and let out a faint, trembling growl into hers, surprising Tina a little. 
 
    “In more ways than you can imagine…” he whispered back. 
 
    A warm sensation began filling Tina’s body as the heat spread from her nether regions much more than she had expected, rushing towards her very core. She shivered a little when her body felt like it was burning for a second, which felt surprisingly incredible, and the sensation quickly faded. Still, a trace of it remained deep in her very being. At the same time, all the pain down there was already gone. 
 
    “What just happened?” she asked, moving her face back and meeting his glowing, crimson eyes with vertical pupils. 
 
    “You are mine and I am yours now. Our very existence is linked together. We are going to grow further alongside each other just like summons do with their master. I look forward to spending my life with you by my side.” 
 
    Tina couldn’t stop another dazzling smile from forming on her lips so she hastily linked them with Ast’s as they sat in a lotus position with their precious places connected together. She didn’t even notice how she began to lightly gyrate her hips in the meanwhile, subconsciously relishing in the faint pleasure overcoming them both. 
 
    Starting the core part of their mating ritual, Asterios traced a trail of kisses down her neck and arrived at Tina’s ample chest while lifting her butt a little and slowly lowering it down, stroking her insides with his hard cock. Tina sighed blissfully, leaning to the back and giving him easier access to her fair breasts. 
 
    “Mhhhmmm… Mmmmmm… Ast…” 
 
    More and more delicate moans escaped her lips as they further made love to each other. Bit by bit, they were going faster, and Tina was beginning to push herself down onto his length as it spread her snug insides deeper and deeper. In the meanwhile, Asterios caressed her soft chest with sucky kisses and brushing of his mouth. 
 
    Soon he was thrusting all the way into her leaking pussy, slamming their waists together while sighing into Tina’s breasts. She stopped hiding her voice and openly let out adorable whimpers and moans into the open air. 
 
    She gasped a little when he suddenly began tickling her clit and giggled at Asterios, increasing her pace a little. They were both actively thrusting into each other as equals, filling the muted chamber with lewd sounds of their passionate encounter. 
 
    “Mmmmhhmmmm… Mmmmmmmm… Asterios… I’m… Nhhhnnnnn…” 
 
    Sensing Tina’s upcoming peak as she gradually tightened around him, he moved his mouth to her cute ear. 
 
    “I love you, Tina,” he whispered into it lovingly. 
 
    “Hnnnngggggggggggg!” 
 
    Tina shivered strongly and slammed her pussy down onto his hard cock as she entered her high. Asterios held her close as she moaned loudly and came on his dick quite hard, smiling to himself from the little mischief he had caused her. Of course, it wasn’t a lie. He cared about Tina now as much as he did for all his precious companions. She had always supported him and his family, now being part of it. 
 
    As the little shivers faded, she brought her face back in front of his and pouted with flushed cheeks. 
 
    “It’s not fair saying it at that moment. And you didn’t even… cum with me…”  
 
    She brushed his chest lovingly and placed a kiss on Ast’s lips. 
 
    “I love you too. Since a long, long time ago. I’m so happy now I don’t know what to say. I know it sounds stupid but do you… really love me too?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Asterios decided to answer her without mincing his words. 
 
    Tina blinked a few times to stop herself from tearing up and embraced Asterios as strong as she could, pressing their bodies together in the process. He rubbed her neck while she grazed his back with a silly smile she hid away from him. 
 
    Realizing that it would take quite a moment for it to fade away, she brought herself back in front of him with a slight blush. 
 
    “Can you… show it to me, then?” she asked with the same, adorable smile. 
 
    She let out a joyous giggle when Asterios pushed her down back onto the sheets. Catching her hands, he entwined their fingers together by her shoulders and began moving his hips. Tina’s short figure jumped up and down as he thrust into her from below, gently but with a firm resolve. Her fair chest bounced considerably under the ardent assault. 
 
    “Ahhhnn… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… I love you so much… Ahhhh…”  
 
    Tina kept smiling to herself while staring back at Asterios. He slammed into her harder with a tiny smirk, causing her to gasp and giggle. He then leaned forward and Tina quickly stole his lips, moaning into them fervently. 
 
    “More… Ahhh… Please… Give it all to me… Ahnnnn… Ahhhh…” she whispered to him from up close. 
 
    “As much as you would love to…” he whispered back and moved his hands to Tina’s waist, grabbing it firmly. 
 
    Anticipating the upcoming spike in pleasure, she hastily grabbed the nearby pillow with her freed hands and hugged it tightly. The moment Asterios lovingly raised his tempo a little bit, still keeping it quite moderate for her, she hugged it tightly and sank her mouth into it. 
 
    Just the top part of Tina’s flushed face and the bottom of her slim waist were now visible to Asterios. She let out much louder moans into the fluffy pillow, which became adorably muffled by it. It made Tina even cuter if that was even possible, and Asterios couldn’t stop admiring her charming expression peeking out from behind the soft cushion. 
 
    Getting close himself, he sensed Tina’s pussy starting to constrict on his length again, making it even harder to push forward through her already tight insides, and he quickly rested on the other side of the pillow, squishing it between their bodies. With one last thrust, he slammed their waists together and came hard with Tina at the same time, kissing her peeking forehead dearly. 
 
    “Mhhhhnnnnnnnggggggggggggggg!” 
 
    The long pillow vibrated from the force of Tina’s fervent moan as her entire frame shivered. Waves of a pleasantly hot liquid filled her deepest depths as Ast’s cloudy seed rushed through her insides in ferocious waves. She could feel each burst tickling her more and more, making her underbelly increasingly warmer. 
 
    Coming down from her high, Tina panted into the pillow while Asterios released puffs of warm air into her face from above, both looking at each other lovingly. She uncovered her mouth and let him peck her lips while they basked in the blissful afterglow. 
 
    She giggled quietly and spoke first. “I think we should soon return before they start looking for us, but I really want to stay connected with you like this for a bit longer. It’s so… nice.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more. But, you are right, we should. Just a few short minutes more, then?” 
 
    “Mhm!” 
 
    She smiled happily, and they began tenderly pecking each other’s lips while slowly calming their bodies in the beautiful moonlight coming through the open balcony. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37
Peerage 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tina lay on the slightly messy bed while closely snuggled to Ast’s chest. She grazed his skin with her slender fingers, thinking about the precious moment they had just shared and were still sharing. He, in turn, lovingly brushed through her dark blue hair and held her in his warm embrace. 
 
    Glancing slightly up, she met his gaze and smiled beautifully, making Asterios answer with a soft smile too. Wriggling herself up, she brought her face close enough to plant a gentle kiss on Ast’s lips. They exchanged a few unhurried pecks, enjoying each other’s sweet company. 
 
    But both of them knew well that this state couldn’t remain for long, or they would risk getting discovered by some random guest or servant. Asterios wanted to spare Tina that unnecessary embarrassment and raised himself first, extending a hand to his gentle girlfriend, soon-to-be-wife if things went according to the plans made by their parents. 
 
    With ladylike grace, Tina accepted his help and sat up in front of Asterios. Her eyes briefly skipped down and a faint blush resurfaced on her pretty cheeks again. 
 
    “You are still so lively down there.” She giggled quietly, trying to focus on Ast’s face. 
 
    “Unexpected perks of my lineage, I guess.” He shrugged. 
 
    “A very practical one for a person with so many mates, hahaha.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that.” He let out a chuckle too. “Being able to embrace Miria and Selene the way they deserve without relying on special potions is very much welcome.” 
 
    “You had to use those?” Tina snickered a little. “I bet you made them yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well… Many ingredients are commonly used in summoning, so it was only natural I made a few when some of them were going to go to waste a week or two later.” 
 
    Asterios scratched his cheek while glancing away, evoking another adorable giggle from Tina. She crossed the distance separating them on her knees and hugged him warmly, pressing their bodies together. 
 
    “I’m actually not that surprised considering how high beastfolk stamina generally is according to what I have heard from the girls. It’s kind of cute of you to try your best to match them as well as you can. But… That includes me too now, right?” 
 
    Bringing his gaze forward again, Asterios smiled at Tina from up close and pecked her rosy cheek. 
 
    “Naturally. That’s not even a question. Although, I don’t think I risk being attacked under a full moon when I’m with you, do I?” He playfully raised a brow at her. 
 
    Tina blushed even more while staring him right in the eyes. “I don’t know, do you?” 
 
    They chuckled together and shared a loving kiss once more. 
 
    “Alright. Enough delaying things, even though I really hate ruining our pleasant moment,” Asterios said, swooping Tina into his arms. 
 
    With a quiet, surprised yelp, she locked her hands around his neck and glanced at him curiously while being carried to the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To the bathroom. We can’t have the star of the evening show up all sweaty and disheveled, can we?” 
 
    Tina smiled warmly and then blushed even harder, realizing something. 
 
    “But… The bathroom is at the end of the corridor…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled, sliding off the bed, and took a few steps forward. Before Tina could question him, a crimson gate rose from the ground. She subconsciously closed her eyes and tensed her body moments before making contact with the swirly, misty surface. To her surprise, no strong push came, which should have forced her away from the interdimensional tunnel. 
 
    Opening her eyes again, Tina found herself inside a sizable chamber carved almost purely out of white marble. A beautiful balcony behind stylish columns decorated one of the walls, showing the mesmerizing starry sky. 
 
    Roaming her gaze around, she stopped at a figure standing just by the empty door frame leading out of the room and froze briefly before realizing who the person was. 
 
    “Selene… So, this is really another realm?” Tina asked with a shade of red still covering her cheeks. 
 
    The mature fox lady chuckled softly and nodded. “Yes, it is. Welcome to my humble home. I prepared a bath for you. Please, enjoy yourselves to the fullest.” 
 
    Selene made a respectful bow then stepped aside, gesturing at the exit. Asterios walked past her while thanking his dear mate then took Tina to the spacious bathing chamber. A gasp of amazement escaped her lips when she saw the masterfully sculpted hall with three big pools and many additional spaces on the sides. 
 
    Heading towards the closest, Asterios slowly stepped inside and submerged them both in the hot water, watching Tina’s reaction to judge if it wasn’t too much for her. She didn’t even pay that much attention to the temperature and slipped out of his hold, remaining by Ast’s side while hugging his chest. 
 
    “It’s beautiful. I’ve seen a few bathing halls, but this one is the prettiest. Selene is such a lucky person to own it.” 
 
    “No. We are the lucky ones to know her, and to have her let us wash ourselves in it.” 
 
    “True. Let’s not waste too much time, then. We will be able to come here in the future too, right?” 
 
    Asterios reached for the prepared shampoo and started covering Tina’s hair with it, taking care of her first.  
 
    “Plenty of times, for sure. Whenever you want. You should be able to open the gates yourself, although we haven’t yet confirmed that. That’s what the documents we have found in the past say, at least. All my mates share a special bond not just with me but with each other too. That’s partially why you were able to converse with others telepathically.” 
 
    She smiled at him sweetly and let out a few dainty sighs as he massaged her head. “What about aides, then?” 
 
    He chuckled, amused how Tina was immediately thinking about Grea. The two must have grown much closer than he had assumed. It wasn’t as big of a surprise, though. Anyone who would get to know Grea well enough would realize how fun and friendly she was. One just had to give her a chance, and perhaps not mind her quirky personality. 
 
    Rinsing Tina’s cleaned hair, he moved to her front and brushed the wet strands behind her back, uncovering her slim and toned figure. They smiled at each other with a light blush from Tina. She was still a little embarrassed displaying her everything to him, her now official lover. 
 
    “Aides can technically do it too, as far as I know. Only servants and slaves, the other two types of bonds a True Dragon can establish through rituals, aren’t able to do much more than sense and talk mentally to their master.” 
 
    “I see. It’s possible, then. Professor Grea would be ecstatic to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure, but keep in mind that there’s a requirement, which you are already aware of.” 
 
    A darker scarlet shade decorated Tina’s fair skin as she returned the favor and began taking care of Ast’s short, white hair. 
 
    “It’s sex, isn’t it?” she asked timidly. 
 
    “It’s something more than just sex, but yes, it does happen through it. From what we’ve read… True Dragons are a tad… peculiar when it comes to taking in those four types of people under them.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They can bind others to themselves through rituals and create a shared pool of energy, with everyone benefiting from it. Mostly the owner, of course. In all cases, it involves laying with the target, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly. “Sex, basically.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “True Dragons build their peerage with pretty much only members of opposite gender since the benefits are the greatest that way. Unless they are into the same gender. It doesn’t seem to matter much in their community. But anyway, they lay even with their slaves or servants, not just aides and mates, which are considered the closer ones out of the four. Giant harems are a normal thing around mature, powerful Dragons.” 
 
    “Do you want a giant harem?” 
 
    Hearing Tina’s question, he turned around, interrupting her from lovingly washing his back. He hugged the beautiful, shorter girl from the front, bringing their faces close enough to lean their foreheads on each other. 
 
    “No, I don’t want a big harem. I didn’t even think much about having a girlfriend not that long ago and now there are three amazing women by my side. All I want is for my beloved to be happy, that’s all. I want you to be happy with me, just like Miria and Selene are.” 
 
    A charming smile slowly rose on Tina’s pretty lips. “But you can’t deny the possibility of there being more in the future, can you?” 
 
    “I will try my best not to—” 
 
    Tina placed her finger over his mouth.  
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t really mind by now. I really appreciate you not aiming to gather so many girls around yourself that it would be hard to count, though.” She leaned in and joined their lips in a tender kiss. “I still remember you saying how you considered rejecting me after accepting Miria and I’m pretty sure you would do the same for me, right?” 
 
    “That’s granted.” Asterios smiled back at her. 
 
    She let out a sweet giggle. “It shows how much you care, and I honestly think it’s lovely. Thank you.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I will still try to keep my close peerage not as numerous. It’s not like I have to follow those customs or whatever common occurrence it is wherever True Dragons might still exist. I was brought up as a human.” 
 
    “Even human kings used to have quite sizable royal harems, didn’t they?” Tina snickered. 
 
    “Me? A king?” Asterios chuckled, shaking his head. “How would it even be possi—oh.” 
 
    Tina laughed out loud, full of realization after seeing his expression. Slowly calming her laughter down, she snuggled closer to Ast’s chest. 
 
    “Who knows what the future will bring. I for sure hadn’t expected to become your wife, even if I did stalk you a little bit. I wanted to confess during the graduation, but knowing me, I would have just chickened out, and we would part ways without anything happening.” 
 
    He tenderly rubbed her slender back. “Right. My life isn’t exactly normal. It’s certainly not out of surprises yet.” 
 
    “Exactly. And I’m so happy to be a real part of it now.” 
 
    They glanced at each other lovingly, and Asterios lifted Tina’s chin to place a faint peck on her lips. Sharing another short, quiet moment, they continued cleaning each other up. She let him carefully and attentively wash all of herself while exchanging tender kisses with Asterios and then did the same for him, putting some bold effort to properly clean the Dragon’s treasure too. 
 
    After finishing, they climbed outside of the pool and used the prepared towels to dry themselves up. Tina already felt like they were newlyweds taking a bath after their first night together and it was constantly bringing a smile to her lips, which she tried to tame down so as not to look silly. Little did she know, Asterios adored her cute smiles he had a chance to catch. 
 
    Selene’s voice arrived from the entrance, and she walked inside after Asterios confirmed with Tina that she didn’t mind. Their fox attendant had washed her clothes in the meanwhile and brought each piece into the state allowing Tina to quickly jump back into her things in a flash. At the first glance, she seemed no different than before their precious moment. 
 
    Asterios resummoned his attire too, and all three of them walked out of the bathing chamber, heading back to the main bedroom inside Selene’s mansion. 
 
    Tina glanced up at the fox lady. “Thank you for all of this.”  
 
    “Oh, think nothing of it, please. That’s what sister-mates are for, aren’t they, fufufu~?” 
 
    A faint blush resurfaced on Tina’s cheeks after being called a sister-mate. She somehow liked the sound of that and looked forward to spending more time with her sister-mates. Especially since she could now experience their beautiful realm, which she had only heard about from their stories before. 
 
    “Miria is still back at the banquet?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Yes, she is. It would be a bit too obvious if both of us suddenly disappeared. I excused myself by saying that there was a brief meeting I had to attend at the temple in my world and she vouched for me. I’ll now head back before the two of you do, for obvious reasons. Feel free to feel at home here.” 
 
    She made another beautiful bow then disappeared into the crimson gate. Tina turned to Asterios. 
 
    “So, how do I do that?” 
 
    “Reach into your source and feel the connection between this realm and your home. Grab it and expand it. It requires a tiny bit of mana, which shouldn’t be an issue for you. It’s easier to just experience it than to describe it. You can try extending your hand to help with visualization.” 
 
    Tina nodded and did as she was told. After a few seconds, a similar portal extended from the floor, making her smile proudly. 
 
    Asterios stood by its side and gestured at the gate. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Excited to see if she had fully succeeded, Tina stepped into the scarlet mist, followed by Asterios. They returned to the room they had shared their intimate moment some time ago. The messy bed brought back a few images into Tina’s mind, making her flush a little, but she quickly regathered her wits. 
 
    They unlocked the room and snuck outside, making sure to lock it again. Tina would later speak to the servants about it to avoid them mentioning anything to her parents on accident, saving herself from a bit of embarrassment during a family breakfast or two. Her mother wouldn’t let her live through it. Asterios knew something about that and sympathized with her. 
 
    With their fingers lovingly entwined, the missing pair soon returned to the grand hall. The banquet was in full swing, clearly much livelier than at the very beginning. It was still with the obvious decorum, but the guests had relaxed to some level and became friendlier with each other. Only Roz seemed to have kept his unamused, perhaps a little uncomfortable, atmosphere around himself. 
 
    Asterios and Tina navigated through the crowd towards the place where her parents currently stood. On their way, they shared a few greetings and brief chats with her relatives or family friends. A lot of congratulations were a big part of those exchanges, which Tina received with a faint blush, squeezing Ast’s hand dearly. 
 
    Overcoming the constant disruptions, they reached their goal and joined Marquess Wilhelm, Marchioness Helga, Viscount Thomas, and Viscountess Luna by one of the tables with deserts. They had been discussing some political rumors and gossip in the noble society, stopping when the main character of the night showed up. 
 
    “Here’s our proud ace! I must admit, your showmatch raised my blood pressure a little bit! It reminded me of my old friend, who also followed the same path. We used to clash together quite often,” Marquess Wilhelm recounted his past. 
 
    “I thought you had forgotten about us in your own little world.” Tina’s mom smiled at them. “What took you so long?” 
 
    Tina dropped her gaze to the ground while blushing faintly and Asterios smiled back at Lady Luna. 
 
    “I apologize. We lost track of time while taking a break on the balcony. The stars are quite beautiful today. Especially a certain one.” 
 
    His comment made everyone chuckle while the implied star shone brighter with an even redder shade, doing her best to look up and smile warmly. Ast’s gentle, reassuring rubs over her hand helped a lot. 
 
    Looking past her parents, she locked gazes with his mom, currently busy talking to Princess Silvia and some other noble, but just free enough to glance her way and smirk knowingly. That little gesture made Tina shiver and Asterios leaned into her ear. 
 
    “Just ignore her. The less attention you give her, the less teasing there will be. Trust me, I know from experience.” 
 
    She giggled at his advice and nodded. They noticed Tina’s father turning towards them again, so they refocused on their group. 
 
    “I bet Tina has already mentioned our little ploy to you.” 
 
    “Yes, we did speak about it briefly,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “And? What are your thoughts about it?” Lady Luna asked. 
 
    Sneaking a peek at Tina, who smiled at him softly, Asterios nodded at her parents. 
 
    “It would be my honor and pleasure to marry an amazing lady such as Tina. I just hope that I’m good enough.” 
 
    Marquess Wilhelm exploded into a hearty laugh. “If you aren’t, then I don’t know who is! I have a feeling what you have shown me, twice, is not everything you can do, is it? You were right, Thomas. Two talented Summoners at the lead of the next generation have your family more than just secured. I’m quite envious of the connections you have gained,” he added, glancing towards the princess. 
 
    “A union between Nobelle and Hestizo surely will bring great changes for your families. For the better, naturally,” his wife added politely. 
 
    “Just, let’s not rush the wedding too much,” Tina joined in. 
 
    “Oh? Why not? I thought you would want to get married to your long-time crush as soon as possible?” Lady Luna chuckled softly. 
 
    “Asterios is currently really busy, Mom,” she answered, bravely fighting back the blush. “He had to get here from far overseas just for my graduation. I’m really in no hurry to make our union official and public. Just this... is enough for me.” 
 
    “Overseas? Fascinating. Where did your travels lead you?” Wilhelm raised a brow at Asterios. 
 
    “To the Demon Continent, currently,” he replied. “I had something to find there and we are more or less done. There’s just a meeting we can’t really miss and that’s all.” 
 
    “With whom, if I may ask?” Thomas inquired. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Just a brief audience with the Demon King.” 
 
    “Just, he says!” The Marquess laughed again. “I guess for someone knowing the princess well enough to bring the Royal Division here, something like meeting a monarch isn’t even worth a mention!” 
 
    Tina giggled by Ast’s side, waiting for everyone to stop chuckling or being clearly amazed by the very prospect. 
 
    “And I would like to accompany Asterios now that I have finally graduated. We could get to know each other a little better in the meantime. There actually wasn’t that much interaction between us up until recently. I’m hoping to catch up on that, honestly, hahaha.” 
 
    “Trying to escape on your honeymoon even before the wedding, are we now?” Tina’s mom smirked at her. “I’m glad you have something to look for after finishing your studies. Having clear goals, even short-term ones, makes it much easier and pleasant to move forward.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will allow it?” Tina glanced up at her mother with hopeful eyes. 
 
    “We—” 
 
    “But of course, sweetie.” Before Thomas finished a word, his wife completely shut him down and continued. “You are an adult, aren’t you? Soon to take a husband, even. You’ve always been very mature and dependable. We can’t restrict you forever, isn’t that right, dear?” 
 
    Under Lady Luna’s warm smile, Viscount Thomas could only respond with the same, making Tina chuckle quietly.  
 
    “Where is Gwen, by the way?” she asked afterward. 
 
    “Right there, trying to gather up enough courage to chat up the princess from what I can see,” her mom replied and gestured somewhere into the hall. 
 
    Tina sighed heavily and glanced up at Asterios. “I’ll go and drag her there or else she will never make a move herself. Looks like it runs in the family, huh.” 
 
    He chuckled and nodded, letting go of her hand. Trying to ignore the people around them, Tina raised herself on her tiptoes and pecked Ast’s cheek before hurriedly escaping into the crowd. 
 
    Lady Luna glanced at him while covering a soft smile with her dainty hand. “It looks like there’s still hope for at least one of them, thankfully.” 
 
    Viscount Thomas shook his head.  
 
    “So, Asterios, what do you think about the current state of…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38
Towards a New Beginning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Tina had escaped to help out her sister, her father roped Asterios into talk about politics and similar affairs from the noble circles. He did his best not to embarrass himself in front of everyone and used whatever knowledge he had to give some valuable input during the conversation. 
 
    Fortunately, even though Kindra hadn’t revealed her social status to him until they reached Tyrienheim not that long ago, she had still taught him a thing or two about the matters of the noble society. It wasn’t much and mostly came off as stories he always thought she had picked up during her mercantile career, which turned out to be much bigger than that. 
 
    That knowledge, combined with bits of decently recent general information he had often picked up from his brief talks with his mother, Asterios was able to save his face. Everybody was aware that Thomas had only been prodding him a little bit, and they were impressed by how much he knew even though he was just a student a few months ago and now a new adventurer. 
 
    Asterios had his mom to thank for all of it. He should have realized much sooner that she was also a person from a higher society during their days spent together. That and his upbringing. He felt a bit ashamed he hadn’t thought of it until so late.  
 
    Nevertheless, he was grateful for her incredible job as a mother. No matter what anyone said, she had given her best and made him into who he was right now, and he was proud of who he had become under her teachings and care. It was most likely thanks to Kindra’s creative efforts that he liked learning about things and studying so much instead of hating it like most of his peers at the academy. 
 
    The discussion continued for a bit with Thomas abandoning any ideas of testing Asterios fairly quickly. They all enjoyed talking together about the current state of the kingdom and Ast’s adventures. Tina’s parents were very eager to hear anything more about him, so he brought up a few tales from his journeys while leaving out the more sensitive information. 
 
    Now and then, Asterios took a peek at Silvia’s group to check on Tina and her sister. They seemed to be doing fine. The sight of the shorter sister trying to encourage the taller one to speak for herself while in front of the princess was something else. 
 
    Miria, Selene, and Bryn also accompanied them, most of the time. They were clearly staying away to give him more space and personal time with Tina’s parents, the nobles, and Tina in general. His companions were very understanding, letting him and Tina focus on each other during her day. And night. 
 
    Naturally, the exotic appearance of his summons captured quite some attention from the guests, overshadowing even the Royal Division present at the banquet. It might have been the first time its members experienced something like that in their entire service. Wherever they had gone, it had always been them who were at the center of attention. 
 
    That resulted in Ast’s girls often getting chatted up by some passing nobleman or noblewoman. While Miria and Selene kindly responded to those attempts and enjoyed interacting with strangers, who seemed to mostly be just polite and curious people, Bryn was more than just a bit surprised at the attention she was getting. 
 
    Many praises rained on her magnificent wings and even figure. It was certainly something new to her, and she understood that Asterios truly wasn’t lying about their worlds being slightly different. It was impossible for so many people to try and deceive her while appearing so kind and excited about her person. 
 
    It made her not only feel warm inside but also curious about her master’s realm and the man himself. Plenty of things were still new to her, including the concept of a man and woman, but it was easy to grasp and get used to.  
 
    Her initial comparison of Asterios to the Scourge felt even ruder now after she had spent some more time around humans and other races present in his world. The initial feeling of faint discomfort somewhere back in her mind had already disappeared, and similar thoughts of linking him to the monsters from her home didn’t surface again.  
 
    It was slowly getting easier to regard Asterios and men in general just like Valkyrs. To some extent, the quite strong differences excited her since it was something new and unknown, making Bryn curious about Asterios as the example of a man. She hoped to learn more about them during their journey, most likely straight from the source, if he didn’t mind. 
 
    Soon, the banquet gradually grew calmer. Some of the guests had politely excused themselves and returned home, mostly those families who took part in the celebration with their children. When the youngest participants were gone, the hall naturally turned a tone quieter. 
 
    Even the music played by the small band of minstrels switched into a slower tune, perfectly fitting the melancholic near-end of the post-graduation party. Everything was coming to a stop, and only the most dedicated people remained, like Marquess Wilhelm’s family and a bunch of close friends of the Nobelles. 
 
    Taking the chance when the discussion he was part of focused between the two families instead of him, Asterios respectfully informed them about his temporary leave and headed towards the spot where Tina, Silvia, and all his companions were taking a rest together. 
 
    On the way there, Kindra suddenly appeared in Ast’s vision and spun around in front of him with a wide smile. He chuckled at his mother’s antics and extended his elbow to her. She quickly took him on the offer, and they walked side by side. 
 
    “Are you having fun?” she asked, glancing up at him. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I was a little worried but it worked out decently well so far.” 
 
    “Of course, it did. You are a fine gentleman and fit in perfectly. You are making me very proud, you know?” 
 
    “I’m doing my best. For you, and for Tina.” He smiled softly. 
 
    “So, did you enjoy your sweet, private time on that balcony?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and rolled his eyes. “Please, spare her from it, Mom. At least for today. You’ll get enough chances to tease your upcoming daughter-in-law, you little schemer.” 
 
    Kindra giggled quietly. “Alright, alright. You are right. We should make sure today is the best day in Tina’s life. Although, I’m sure you have the best night already covered and it will be hard to compete.” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile, choosing not to respond. He would only dig himself deeper into that hole. It was pointless to fight the teasing nature of his mother. 
 
    “Would you like me to transfer you back?” Asterios asked, brushing his mom’s hand on his arm. 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need. I’ll stay in the town for now. Already got the inn covered. I want to use this chance to check on a thing or two at the shop. Do you mind getting me back tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course not. Just let me know whenever. Should I accompany you for a bit, then?” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Your place is by Tina’s side right now. I appreciate the offer, though. As lovely as always, fufufu~” 
 
    Before they reached Ast’s friends, Kindra escaped somewhere after a warm hug. Asterios followed his mother with his gaze for a moment then returned his attention to his initial goal. He reached the women without any further interruptions, getting noticed by Tina first. 
 
    “Ast! Here you are! We were just talking about you!” She waved at him with a bright smile. 
 
    He chuckled and joined their group. “I hope it was all good things.” 
 
    “There aren’t even any bad things about Master we could share!” Miria hastily interjected and giggled adorably. 
 
    He plopped a hand on her black hair and gently scratched behind her ears, evoking a few faint purrs from his panthergirl mate. Everyone stared at the scene with warm smiles. Tina slightly envied Miria and Asterios didn’t miss it with their bond, which, in turn, was noticed by Tina herself, causing her to blush fervently. She had to be much more careful with her feelings after their recent intimate moment. 
 
    “Now, I’m pretty sure I’m not without any imperfections, but let’s assume you are right just for convenience,” he replied. “How is everyone doing?” 
 
    “We’ve been enjoying the banquet greatly, my Lord. Isn’t that right, Bryn?” Selene turned to the valkyrja. 
 
    “Ah, yes, very much. It was full of nice people. It’s a fascinating thing being able to experience another realm.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Miria beamed a smile at her, earning herself more pats. 
 
    “It was an amazing celebration,” Tina added. “I’m very thankful everyone here came to take part in it. Especially you, Princess Silvia. Your presence truly turned our small party into something great. Right, Gwen?” 
 
    “Y-Yes…” the taller sister answered a tad weakly, still slightly star-struck. 
 
    “And I had much more fun than I expected, in full honesty. Thank you for the invitation. I can tell that my knights enjoyed themselves too. I appreciate you letting them join the banquet. It will surely be something they will remember. If you don’t mind, we’ll be getting ourselves ready to return soon.” 
 
    “Would you like me to help you get back home? You wouldn’t need to fly overnight or stop midway to set up a camp,” Asterios suggested. “If it’s not a problem to have your subordinates fly without their leader.”  
 
    “No, it won’t be a problem. They do have a captain in the squad so I’m not really necessary. I think it would be fine, making their return trip more relaxed and casual without me present.”  
 
    Silvia glanced toward the members spending their time in the same spot. Both men and women were happily drinking together, in moderation, of course. They were still on duty to protect their princess, no matter what she said. 
 
    “If you offer, I will oblige. Father will certainly be happy to see me back so soon, and to meet with you again.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and glanced at Tina. “What do you say about a quick night visit at the royal castle?” 
 
    “You are joking…”  
 
    Her eyes opened wide and a barely audible squeal reached everyone’s ears, coming right from the younger Nobelle. Tina looked between the smiling Asterios and the calm princess. 
 
    “That’s actually a good idea. You could even give Father your reply. Unless you would like more time to decide. I’m not rushing you.” 
 
    It was Tina’s turn to let out a cute yelp of shock. “Me? Meet the king personally?” 
 
    “Of course. You would need to do it anyway,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “I thought I would just turn this letter to some official at the barracks or something…” Tina admitted with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “That’s not how it works.” The princess smiled softly. “Father oversees every single candidate, especially those with personal invitations. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that we are like one big family. So, what do you say?” 
 
    “I… I’ll just let my parents know, hahaha…” 
 
    Not wanting to be rude by rejecting the princess, she respectfully accepted the huge honor and hastily trotted to Viscount Thomas and Lady Luna.  
 
    A loud and clearly stunned “What?!” reached them a moment later, coming from her father. Tina returned to Asterios and the others soon afterward. 
 
    “They agreed. I’ll be in your hands then, Princess Silvia.” She made a slight bow. 
 
    “No need to be so official, it’s not an audience. Think of it as visiting your friend’s house.” 
 
    “Right, hahahaha.” 
 
    The princess then used some kind of a magic sigil, and the team’s captain rushed to her side in a flash. 
 
    “At your call, Princess.” The woman bowed respectfully. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that you can return to the capital per your own judgment. You can stay longer if you would like, but I will be coming back with Asterios right now. There’s no need to worry about my safety as I will reach the castle in an instant.” 
 
    The female member’s brows rose a little. 
 
    “Excuse my rudeness, Princess, but… how?” 
 
    “Just like this,” she replied and glanced at Asterios. 
 
    A thick shadow swallowed her figure as it shot from under Silvia’s feet and plunged back to the ground, leaving nothing behind. It reappeared by Ast’s side, forming a pillar, and revealed the princess a second later. 
 
    “You have seen this ability during the duel. Asterios’ familiar can easily move me right in front of the castle without a problem,” she continued, deciding not to mention that he could also pop right inside the compound. 
 
    The woman stared at Asterios with awe for a brief moment before regathering herself and bowing again. 
 
    “Orders received. Please, have a safe trip, Princess. We’ll follow you shortly. On behalf of the whole squad, thank you for today.” 
 
    A loud “Uraaaaaaaaaaa!” came from behind the team's captain, showing that everyone had been attentively listening to the conversation. This  caused a soft smile to appear on Silvia’s lips. She nodded and dismissed the leader, turning towards the others again. 
 
    “Who goes first, then?” she asked. 
 
    “I should be able to transfer two people at once so we can go together. Unless we are going to take someone else with us.” Asterios took a peek at Gwen. 
 
    Tina’s sister quickly waved her hands in front of her while taking small steps backward. 
 
    “Oh, please, don’t mind me! I’ll be going to bed soon! I have a lot of studying tomorrow, hahaha! Thank you for everything, and I hope we can meet again someday! Have a good night, Princess!” 
 
    And just like that, she ran away from them. Tina didn’t even try stopping her, shaking her head and letting out a small sigh. It would be pointless to force Gwen to come with them even if that was part of her dream. She was still in too much shock and disbelief. 
 
    Therefore, they grouped up and Ast’s girls bid a temporary farewell to everyone before jumping back to their realms. He extended an arm to both noblewomen, and Umbra swallowed them whole just like before. They appeared inside the endless darkness while closely hugging Asterios. 
 
    “This is kind of… scary…” Tina giggled timidly, trying to look around. 
 
    “It gets better after a few jumps,” he replied, constantly rubbing her side to reassure the blue-haired girl a little. “And I’m pretty sure you have it at least a tad easier due to our bond.” 
 
    “Are you saying that she doesn’t experience those intense creeps as if millions of invisible beings are scrutinizing her very existence?” Silvia asked from the other side, also tightly embracing Ast’s arm. “I do agree that it gets a little better the more you do it.” 
 
    “It certainly isn’t that bad, hahaha. And Ast’s presence helps a lot,” Tina responded. 
 
    “That it does.” The princess nodded, beginning to think about the benefits coming from being connected to the powerful Summoner by their side. 
 
    In just a few short minutes, the darkness receded and revealed a beautifully decorated chamber in front of them. Tina looked around in awe. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that we were going to arrive in front of the castle?” 
 
    Silvia smiled softly, taking a step forward. “It’s not like the walls riddled with countless magical formations and made of special material can stop him from getting inside. But, do us a favor and keep that information a secret, please.” 
 
    Tina made a mental note to never ever even think about it, shoving the memory deep into her mind. They watched the princess walk to a fancy door and knock on it lightly. 
 
    “Father, it’s me. Asterios transferred me back. I’ve brought guests.” 
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and Welrond showed up on the other side. The king wore his casual robes, which naturally still remained very regal and appropriate for someone of his standing. A wide smile rose on the man’s lips as he stepped into the chamber with his arms spread wide. 
 
    “Asterios! It’s good to see you back! And you too, Silvia, of course! Oh, and who is this?” 
 
    Tina chuckled softly, hardly believing the king’s friendly attitude towards Asterios. She made a respectful bow, lowering her head. 
 
    “Greetings, your Majesty. I’m Tina Nobelle, daughter of Visc—” 
 
    “Ah, naturally! Who else it could be! Welcome, Tina, welcome! Please, don’t be so stiff! I’m glad I could finally meet you!” 
 
    She raised herself and glanced at the man. “Finally?” 
 
    “Asterios told us a lot about you. I was looking forward to meeting the Rosewind Academy's Ace in person. Please, come in, all of you. Let’s not stand in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Sneaking a peek at Asterios, Tina smiled wryly as they followed the king into another chamber, which looked more like a living room meant for relaxation. Silvia’s father brought a few wine glasses and poured something looking quite expensive into each of them, joining everyone on the couches around the low table. 
 
    “Congratulations on your graduation, Tina.” He made a toast, and they all joined in, raising their glasses too. “I’m sorry I couldn’t attend it personally, but I had a few important matters to take care of today, unfortunately. I hope Silvia delivering the invitation in my stead was fine.” 
 
    Tina quickly shook her head. “No, no, no! I really appreciate Princess Silvia and the Royal Division showing up at such an insignificant event! I appreciate it greatly! It was one of the best experiences of my life!” 
 
    Welrond laughed heartily, nodding to himself. “Good, good. Since you have received a gift from your beloved already, I guess I should throw something in myself too.” 
 
    “Ummmm…” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Father. It could also serve as an engagement gift,” Silvia agreed. 
 
    “Oh? You two even got engaged already? Another congratulations are in order! Give me some time to think about the gift, then. I will present you two with something in the morning. You don’t mind staying for the night, right?” 
 
    “Oh, gods…” Tina whispered under her breath, making Asterios chuckle. 
 
    “We will accept the kind offer, Your Majesty,” he answered. 
 
    “Great! I assume a single chamber is fine?” 
 
    Asterios nodded while Tina’s cheeks got covered with a shade of crimson. 
 
    “We are really happy for you, Tina,” the king continued. “From what we have heard, the two of you share quite some history together. Although, if it isn’t too improper to ask, are you planning on marrying your other companions too, Asterios?” 
 
    Receiving permission to join them, Miria and Selene walked into Ast’s realm and sat down by his and Tina’s side. He looked between his mates. 
 
    “The three of us already share a much deeper connection, but I will gladly go through any official ceremonies respected by their cultures and families. So yes, I will most likely marry everyone here at some point. If they don’t mind.” 
 
    Miria’s face joined Tina in being a full tomato, plagued by a silly smile as her tail made lively dances and her ears twitched joyfully while Selene’s lips curled into a warm, soft smile as she stared at him dearly.  
 
    Welrond smirked at him. “Everyone here, you say?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    “Father, let’s leave the discussions for tomorrow. I’m sure Asterios and his companions are tired after the events of the entire day. He and Tina especially since they took part in a showmatch, facing each other in a duel of Summoners. We have a lot to talk about anyway, regarding our trip to the Demon Continent and its continuation in a day or two.” 
 
    “Oh? A duel between the two of you? I better get to see this on a memory crystal!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll record it later. It will serve as great proof of Tina’s prowess. Nobody will have any doubts about her after we share it amongst the members of the Royal Division.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Welrond nodded. “I won’t hold you back, then. Just like the last time, the same maid will let you know about the breakfast. Please, have a good night. And, congratulations again.” 
 
    Wishing each other good night, they went separate ways. Silvia left with her father while Asterios and the girls were led by a butler to their appointed chamber. Tina still couldn’t believe what was happening and just followed their guide while trying to piece everything together in her head. 
 
    After reaching the bedroom, Miria and Selene wanted to excuse themselves to give them space, but Tina quickly snapped back to herself and rejected their offer. She didn’t want to feel like she was getting between them and Asterios. Instead, she hoped she could join their relationship as a new member, even if it was a little bit embarrassing. 
 
    But, under the kind words of both women, she grew slightly less tense and flustered, jumping into the bed with all of them present. Everyone stayed in their underwear to not embarrass their new mate, and the girls warmly snuggled to Asterios together. 
 
    Selene wanted to relinquish her spot at his side to Tina, but Miria hopped onto Ast’s chest and freed her own that way. Thanks to the slight change, everyone had a piece of Asterios for themselves, and he could enjoy being hugged by the three beauties all at once. 
 
    They briefly chatted together before falling asleep. Tina entered dreamland last, still watching their sleeping faces for a little bit before doing so.  
 
    A faint smile decorated her lips. She really couldn’t wait to spend more time with Asterios, Miria, and Selene. Of course, that included Umbra and Bryn too, but those three were much more special to her. 
 
    Dreaming of their adventures in the Demon Continent and countless different realms, she drifted off, snuggled to Ast’s warm side, barely able to wait for tomorrow, marking the start of a new stage in her life. 
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    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Damn. End of Book 5? That’s quite a few volumes. I guess congratulations are in order if you survived this long with my random, chaotic writing, haha. I really hope that you are still enjoying this story as much as I do, with all the little twists and new hints. I promise we are getting very close to even more detailed and straightforward evidence about Asterios. 
 
    This volume certainly was a ride. Many old characters got more moments and development, I’d say. I know some of you were waiting for a long time for Tina’s graduation, since the very first volume, most likely, and I really hope you enjoyed my take on it. I did my best to bring our blue-haired Summoner the big event she deserves. Of course, she just had to try her best to turn it into Ast’s event instead, haha. Just Tina things. 
 
    Besides that, we got quite a lot of new information on Asterios. Things are starting to look quite obvious at this time, yet there’s still so much to uncover. And here comes Bryn too, our new, Valkyrie familiar. Who knows what secrets her world hides? Does it have a similar vault like in Ast’s and the beastfolk girls’ worlds? There’s only one way to know and we’ll definitely cross that path one day. 
 
    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? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, we have a few things coming for us. Asterios still has to meet the Demon King with Radir, find more information about that mysterious Descending Spire, and who knows what else? There might be a few more things waiting for our favorite characters. I’m not sure but I think Welrond might have promised a… wedding gift?  
 
    One thing I can say about Volume 6 is that it will be not like the others. For one, I can already tell that it will be huge, even bigger than this or the previous one. Somehow, I end up writing just so much fun stuff that it keeps growing and growing and growing. Even though, I assure you that it will be exciting and nowhere close to boring! I really can’t say much more or I’ll spoil the biggest part of it! You gotta see it yourself! 
 
    See you in the sixth 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 themes, for sure check: 
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    Harem Lit 
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    Original English Light Novel Group 
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