
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Rise of the 
Weakest Summoner 
 
    Volume 6 
 
    J. R. Saileri 
 
    

  

 
   
    Disclaimer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2020 by Saileri / J. R. Saileri 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form possible without permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Cover design by Ullr. 
 
    Typography by MikeWe. 
 
      
 
    Edition: 01.12.2022 
 
    

  

 
   
    Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    First of all, to my lovely supporters from Patreon, who decided, for whatever reason, to honor me with their presence, often sharing kind words, comments and feedback, besides the obvious financial support. I love you all guys and girls! Even if I started writing just for fun, you are now partially my reason to keep improving further and further! 
 
    And from that incredible, supporting family, I want to specifically mention my Living Legend backers—Moheebi3abc, Julian S., Alvzorin and Lynderyn; my EX rank backers—Michael S; and of course my S-rank backers—Magiwarrior, Soen Kigi, Fandley, Luiswu, Skyell, Dennis W., William J., Robert H., Fussel, Trenton S., SIDracon, James A. M., Rando C. and Daniel T. Especially you, Magiwarrior. You’ve been with me since pretty much the first month of my Patreon, silently watching over my stories basically from their first chapters. Godspeed to you man. Over two years and counting. Insane. 
 
     Of course, I can’t forget another patron of mine—Termac. Since the day you’ve joined, you keep relentlessly pointing out mistakes in my chapters, release after release. I appreciate that so, so much. I hope this little mention will show at least a little bit of my gratitude. 
 
    Moving off this long Patreon-train, I can’t not bring up my best friend—Peres. Even though I’m sure it’s annoying at times, I can always count on you when a random word that I need suddenly decides to escape my chaotic mind. Your help in catching it is very much appreciated.  
 
    Last but not least, to all the readers that follow my works, and to You, who reached for this book. I can never fathom how thousands of people are following me on these various fantasy journeys. Thank You for giving this story a chance. Many of you might not be aware of how anxious an author can get about their own writing. But, just the thought of making someone enjoy a good time even for a brief moment is something incredible. I hope you all will never run out of good books to read! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Foreword 
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    Beware! Spoilers from Volume 5! 
 
    For Volume 1-4 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books! 
 
      
 
      
 
    During their voyage through a stormy sea, Miria tripped and crashed right into Asterios. They fell towards a summoning gate, but instead of bouncing off the crimson surface, they went through it. It didn’t take them long to realize that they entered Miria’s world, which shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    After celebrating the occasion in Miria’s room, they met up with her parents and she introduced Asterios to her family and friends. Not all of them were happy about his presence but Asterios made sure put everyone who thought of disrespecting Miria in their place. When they returned to the ship, Selene brought Asterios into her world too and introduced him to her friends, including Lerisse and Ronye. Having a brief chat, they went back to the ship. 
 
    Finally reaching the Demon Continent, Asterios jumped back to Welrond’s castle through Umbra’s shadows and transferred Silvia to them so that she could join in on their adventures as promised. Svertaniel informed them that he needed a bit of time to ask around for the information related to Grea’s father so Asterios decided to hold another summoning in the meanwhile. 
 
    They visited the local Adventurer’s Guild in Ashen Barrel, registered Silvia as a member of their party, and received a brief rundown of good locations far from civilization from the extremely flirty demon receptionist, who clearly aimed to get quite close to Asterios. Naturally, Miria and Selene didn’t back down from the challenge and acted all snuggly with their beloved master, teasing her back. 
 
    Reaching the chosen destination, they prepared everything that was necessary to host Blood Summoning, something suggested to them by Grea, and began the ritual. Unexpectedly, a female Dragon with red scales answered the call. She quickly showed ill intentions towards them and even threatened Miria and the others for speaking out of the line. 
 
    Something flipped in Asterios and he suddenly got controlled by an unexplainable force. He suppressed the Dragon woman, and she noticed his second source, calling it a Dragon’s Heart. She struggled under the pressure of spiritual energy that Asterios emanated, trying to fight back against it. At least until she realized that the mana felt familiar and recognized the owner, starting to beg for her life. 
 
    But, whoever it was, they didn’t intend to spare her life and made Asterios kill the woman by crushing her own Dragon’s Heart. Before he regained control of his body, a voice advised him to find the Descending Spire before challenging more Dragons. 
 
    Grea blamed herself for putting Asterios and the girls in danger immediately after learning about the summoning. She was in such a horrible mental state that Asterios had to use Umbra to appear in her lab through the link created with her mind. He managed to calm Grea down before she hurt herself too badly, taking care of the light wounds she had caused herself before that. 
 
    Even though the situation had been pretty dangerous, it had brought forth a few benefits for both Asterios and Silvia. While she meditated over the enlightenment gained during the battle with the female Dragon, he noticed that he could bring out a few more draconic features, making Miria ecstatic about the future prospects. 
 
    They took a few days off to relax and also practice their newfound powers. On the fourth day, Asterios and his mates were walking around Selene’s realm. They met with Lerisse, who told them that she’d heard about the Descending Spire somewhere. She went with Selene to browse through the most secret archives of their tribe. 
 
    While waiting for them to return, Asterios had a chance to speak with Ronye, who seemed to show a good change in character. They chatted briefly about her progress in martial arts until the other ladies came back. Lerisse sent Ronye back and brought them in front of a massive golden gate deep under the temple on top of the marble mountain. It depicted two figures, a True Dragon and a Nine-Tailed Fox. 
 
    After a moment, they managed to unlock it with Asterios and Selene pressing their palms into the carved niches. Inside, they found a well-preserved underground complex that could easily serve as someone’s home. It turned out to belong to Kaguya as the storage room was filled with lost martial arts books. 
 
    Asterios noticed a weird painting of a man which actually was a hidden entrance to a secret workshop where they found research notes on Summoning Magic and spiritual circuits made by Kaguya and someone named Red, Ast’s supposed father. 
 
    The notes explained a lot about why and how Asterios could summon and contract humanoid races, pointing out his draconic origins even further. Learning how to properly form bonds with him as a True Dragon, Miria and Selene completed the full ritual which involved joining their bodies together under specific circumstances. They truly became mates on that day. 
 
    Just with that, Selene advanced to the fifth stage, causing quite a commotion. They celebrated briefly and returned to Ast’s world, reuniting with Silvia. After talking a bit about their progress, they headed for another decent place for summoning to try a safer ritual this time. Everyone worked together on preparing the summoning circle and the necessary ingredients. 
 
    A winged lady with golden hair and white armor answered Ast’s call. Her name was Bryn and she came from a destroyed world, where no men existed. The only entities similar in build to human males were the monsters that plagued the realm. After offering Bryn to provide supplies for the floating fortress in which she lived with other members of her race, she became his familiar. 
 
    Shocking Bryn, they came with her to Heven, her world, and met with the Council overseeing the Aerial Refugee Keep named Tyr. Met with some initial hostility, Asterios still fulfilled his promise and established trade between the valkyrjas and his family. 
 
    When they returned to Ashen Barrel and met up with Svertaniel, the demon man informed them about the location of Grea’s father and they used fast, giant centipedes to travel to the Tri-Valor Valley, the place where the Founders of the current Demon Kingdom had been buried. Svertaniel introduced them to many stories about those heroes, which Miria consumed with utter delight. 
 
    After asking around the city, they were pointed towards the big funnel in the middle of the Tri-Valor Valley and found Grea’s father as the sole archeologist there. Grea joined them and they talked briefly about what they needed of him. 
 
    During the conversation, Asterios revealed that he could use his draconic sight to see spiritual energy and was asked by Radir, Grea’s father, to look around the valley. He did so and spotted something under the sand. Bryn and Selene worked together to remove the thick layers of sandstone while Umbra transferred all the people out of the area so that they didn’t get harmed. Their efforts uncovered a complex formation spanning all over the valley. 
 
    With the use of Ast’s sight, they solved the puzzle and a teleportation array brought them into a weird chamber with a massive gate. They found a niche for what looked like a scale and Asterios inserted the only one he had taken off the Golem in Teira, unlocking it. 
 
    A set of difficult trials awaited them on the other side. In one, Asterios had to move through a board on a limited path, answering questions, proving his dedication, and fighting beasts. In another, they were all brought into an illusion of their perfect world, from which they had to escape. And finally, they faced a Golem made of gold, which was brought down by Ast’s and Silvia’s joint efforts. 
 
    It turned out that the Golem protected another underground complex belonging to Red. They found research notes related to Sealing Magic and traces of the three founders living there alongside Ast’s father. Radir was overjoyed to go through all the books and scrolls. 
 
    After calming down, Grea’s father took a peek at the Memory Seal in Ast’s mind and prepared a magical formation to try and take it down. He wasn’t able to remove it completely but managed to unlock a lost fragment of Ast’s memory. 
 
    Watching it, Asterios learned that it was Red and Kaguya who brought him to Teira. Hiding him in one of the buildings, Red razed the entire village, sparing no one. Leaving Asterios in a burning house, they flew away and waited for the merchant convoy to reach the place. Kindra found him a moment later. The entire scene felt clearly orchestrated by his parents or guardians, whoever the two were. 
 
    While they were discussing what he had seen, they mentioned the Descending Spire and Bryn revealed that it was located in her world, surprising everyone. They agreed that the mysterious structure, which turned out to be an important, sacred place for her race, was their only real lead. Asterios and the girls were sure that they had to pursue it to find out more, just like the voice in his head had told him. 
 
    Before they left the hidden complex, they took a look around the vault they had found while Radir had been preparing the formation to deal with the seal. The girls picked some keepsakes and they used a teleportation array present in one of the chambers to return to the surface. 
 
    While they somehow avoided any suspicion amongst the normal people for turning the middle of the Tri-Valor Valley into rubble, someone was clearly following Ast’s party as they walked through the streets. Svertaniel told everyone to follow him and the demon man led them to the back alley of some well-known pub, where Asterios called their stalkers out. 
 
    No one answered his calls so Umbra yanked a few people out of the shadows and they learned that an elite squad answering to the local Governor had been ordered to bring them in. They listened to the request and met with Governor Rowena, an old friend of Radir. She reluctantly agreed to help them get an audience with the Demon King so that they could let him know what they had discovered regarding the Founders. 
 
    Before that meeting took place, though, Asterios returned to Rosewind and attended Tina’s graduation ceremony, making quite an impressive entrance alongside Princess Silvia, who announced publicly that Tina had been invited to join the legendary Royal Division. Tina gave an inspiring speech about her motivations, praising him for all the support he had shown her, especially when he hadn’t been afraid to confront her with the silly decision she would have made otherwise. Perhaps not so much on an accident, she revealed that she was Ast’s fiancé. 
 
    A traditional part of the ceremony was a showmatch between the top student, who was Tina, and one other chosen person who hailed from the academy. She, of course, challenged Asterios and they both did their best to show everyone what each other was capable of. In the end, Tina surrendered and made another speech, this time revealing all the atrocities that the board of directors had committed toward Asterios. 
 
    Silvia promised to hold a proper investigation of the academy and the ceremony closed. People started returning home, including Asterios and the others. He brought out his wings and accompanied Tina and Silvia, who flew on the latter’s winged lion to the former’s mansion for the celebratory banquet. 
 
    During the banquet, Tina snuck Asterios out and brought them to one of the empty rooms. After talking briefly about their feelings, they finally became one. Before returning to the banquet, Asterios brought Tina into Selene’s realm and they took a bath together while he revealed everything about his draconic bonds and how his mates could travel through the summoning gates. Tina urged him to tell Grea and he agreed that he would at a proper moment. 
 
    Since the guests were waiting for them, they didn’t stay in the water for too long and rejoined everyone at the party. When it started getting late, people began gradually leaving and Silvia’s turn finally came too. Asterios suggested transferring her straight to the royal castle with Umbra’s help and she agreed. They took Tina with them so that she could respond to the invitation and they jumped through the shadows, meeting Welrond on the other side. 
 
    The king was happy to hear about Tina’s graduation, her accepting the invitation to join the Royal Division, and her getting engaged to Asterios. Silvia suggested giving them a gift for such a joyous occasion and her father agreed, promising to prepare something for the morning. Welrond urged them to stay for the night and Tina hesitantly accepted the king’s offer. 
 
    She huddled up with Asterios, Miria, and Selene in one bed and fell asleep with a warm smile, dreaming of their future adventures… 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 1
The Family Grows 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warm light coming into the royal castle’s bedroom roused Tina from her sleep. Taking a deep breath, she released a long, silent yawn and moved her hands to rub her eyes. After partially getting rid of the remaining feeling of morning sluggishness, she sighed quietly. 
 
    As usual, the soft, comfy sheets hugged her body lovingly, trying to prevent her from leaving the bed in pursuit of daily responsibilities. She didn’t remember the last time she had slept this well, so today’s influence was even stronger. But she shouldn’t let herself be lazy and show up late for the family breakfast before she had to leave for school.  
 
    Lying on her right side, Tina reached out with her eyes still closed, aiming to grab the edge of the sheets and sit up. Unfortunately, both actions were interrupted almost at the same time, throwing her into brief confusion. Not only had her hand bumped into something soft but also an unexpected obstruction held her body down. 
 
    Tina lifted her eyelids and froze. The sight of a beautiful, white-haired lady resting a short distance from her caused her brain to pause for a second. Everything regarding the previous day came back to her the moment Selene showed a tiny smirk on her clearly awake face. 
 
    The obstruction she had noticed earlier was also explained shortly afterward. Someone’s arm lay over her waist, gently grabbing it and lightly pulling it back. What she had assumed was the sheets, turned out to be Asterios instead, embracing her lovingly from the back as she had somehow ended up as his little spoon. 
 
    Tina met the fox lady’s gaze and blushed immediately, realizing the position she was in. Selene chuckled subtly as a smile rose on her lips. 
 
    “What’s there to be embarrassed about?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Before Tina could answer, some rustling arrived from behind Selene and Miria’s head popped into her vision. The sleepy panthergirl rested her cheek on her friend’s shoulder and threw her arm over Selene’s body with an adorable groan. She lazily opened one eye and glanced at Tina. 
 
    “I’m jealous… Waking up to Master’s warm breath tickling your ears is just bliss… We need to rework our rotation before the next time…” 
 
    Finishing her sentence, Miria slid off Selene’s body and landed back on the bed with a soft thump, disappearing from Tina’s sight. Soon after, they could hear her faint breathing, announcing that their black-haired friend had again entered the dreamland. 
 
    That cute scene brought a tender smile onto Tina’s lips, allowing her to get rid of her initial shyness. She retracted her hand, which was still poking Selene’s toned belly, and moved her gaze up to her face. 
 
    “I guess nothing. It will take a moment to get used to, haha,” she answered as quietly as she could. 
 
    “Used to what?” 
 
    Suddenly hearing Ast’s voice from behind her made Tina jolt a little and she hit his chin with her head, causing him to groan in response. She hastily curled herself in. 
 
    “Sorry!” 
 
    “It’s okay. I had it worse.” Asterios chuckled lightly and rubbed her waist, leaning in to kiss her hair from above. “Good morning. Slept well?”  
 
    Tina placed her hand over his and smiled warmly. “Yeah. It might have been the best rest I ever had. I don’t think I’ve ever slept so well back at ho—oh no...” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Selene asked, noticing Tina’s expression quickly turning sober. 
 
    “I forgot to tell my parents we would be staying. I only said that we were going for a visit. They must be really worried.” 
 
    “It’s alright. They know,” Asterios said. 
 
    “How so?” She turned her head to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of his face. 
 
    “Umbra was nice enough to jump back and inform them about our brief sleepover. You should have seen your father’s face.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Tina giggled adorably. “Please, thank him for me. I was totally out of it yesterday since the moment we arrived here.” 
 
    “Sure, but you can always do it yourself, can’t you?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    Tina focused her scattered thoughts and found the connection between her, Asterios, and all his other familiars. It felt much deeper and stronger than before, completely different from what she had been used to. 
 
    ~Thank you, Umbra,~ she said inside their shared mental link. 
 
    ~You are welcome. Don’t feel afraid to request my help anytime. Shadow Movement isn’t much for me,~ he replied. 
 
    ~I will.~ 
 
    Returning her attention to Asterios and Selene, she found the former looking at her from above, supporting himself on his elbow by her side. Her eyes made contact with his and briefly skipped down to his lips. 
 
    Clearly picking up the hint, Asterios slowly leaned down and left a gentle peck on Tina’s dainty lips. She quickly reciprocated it with her own light kiss, gaining a faint shade of crimson on her pretty cheeks. 
 
    Sparing her any further embarrassment, Asterios sat up and extended his hand, helping Tina raise herself too. Afterward, he brushed through her long azure hair to fix it up a little bit, evoking another kind smile from his new companion and mate. 
 
    As they looked at each other lovingly, Selene crawled closer and rested her body on Ast’s from the front. He wrapped his arm around her waist and entered a kiss with the fox lady too.  
 
    They soon parted, and she chuckled tenderly. “Good morning, my Lord.” 
 
    He nodded at her while caressing her fluffy tail and glanced around. “Where’s Miria? She’s usually all over me right from the start.” 
 
    Selene moved slightly to the side and revealed the peacefully sleeping panthergirl to his sight. They both snickered a bit after seeing Miria sprawled over the bed with her slim tummy completely exposed to the world. 
 
    “Well, someone has to wake her up or we will be late for breakfast with the king,” he said, exchanging glances with the other two. 
 
    “I know just the right person to do that.” Selene smiled at him and released Asterios from her hug. 
 
    Knowing well what she meant, he arrived above Miria and lovingly brushed her cheek. Unfortunately, that did nothing, so Asterios chose to tickle her belly a little. While that action brought out quite some giggling and chuckling from the panthergirl, she still remained unconscious. 
 
    Forced to bring out the heavy arsenal, he leaned down and blew a bit of air at the tip of Miria’s rounded ear. It twitched adorably, and she stirred, cutely mumbling to herself. She needed two more puffs to finally scrunch her face and lift her eyelids. 
 
    Finding Asterios right above her, she stared deep into his crimson irises. She slowly slid her hands over his chest, joined them behind his back, and pulled him down, joining their lips in a passionate kiss. Miria savored the moment and dove deep with her tongue, locking Ast’s hot muscle in a wild dance for almost a full minute. 
 
    He withdrew first, watching her chase after his mouth a little bit, which made him smile at her cute behavior. Someone chuckled on the side, and Miria turned her face towards the source. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    She immediately turned crimson after noticing Tina and Selene staring at her. She giggled shyly, hiding her red face in his chest. 
 
    “Is this how you start every morning?” Tina asked with an amused tone. 
 
    “Some of them.” Asterios shrugged, raising both Miria and himself to a sitting position. “Does it bother you?” 
 
    She quickly shook her hands. “No, of course not, hahaha!” 
 
    “Technically, we usually start with much less clothing than this,” Selene added with a smirk. “Though, the last time we woke up here, we wore quite some bite marks instead.” 
 
    Tina immediately blushed, trying to imagine Ast’s chest covered in bites and how they had come to be. She already knew of that night from the girls, at least to some extent. 
 
    A light knock on the door made her jump and they turned towards the entrance. 
 
    “It’s me, Nola, sir Hestizo. May I come in?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Tina, and she nodded, letting him know that she didn’t mind. She appreciated him asking, though. 
 
    “Yes, please,” he answered, and the familiar maid entered the chamber. 
 
    “Oh. I thought there were two like the last time. My apologies, I should have brought more towels.” She looked at Tina with slight surprise. 
 
    “It’s okay. We can always use some of ours. Thank you for delivering these,” he replied. 
 
    Miria bumped into Asterios from behind and her face popped up next to his. 
 
    “Or we can just share one with Master!” She beamed a smile at the maid, still slightly blushing from her earlier display. 
 
    He softly bonked her on the head and turned back to Nola. “Are we being expected already?” 
 
    “Please, take your time. The breakfast will begin in half an hour. I will wait outside to guide you when you are ready. You, sir Hestizo, and your… ummm… companions?” 
 
    “Wives.” Selene smirked. 
 
    “Wives!” Miria beamed again. 
 
    “W-Wives…” Even Tina joined them very quietly, glancing down at the sheets. 
 
    Asterios looked between them and shrugged. “Wives.” 
 
    A faint blush surfaced on Nola’s light cheeks as she nodded. Following it with a polite bow, she walked out of the room. 
 
    “I thought it was mates?” Asterios asked curiously. 
 
    “I think wives suit your realm better, doesn’t it, my Lord?” Selene chuckled softly. “And it certainly has much more impact on others.” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile. “Spare the maid from your teasing. And Tina too.” 
 
    “I’m okay… It isn’t… exactly wrong…” The person in question giggled shyly. 
 
    Asterios patted her head dearly. “I guess it’s not. Although, not completely true either. We need a wedding first, technically. I can’t imagine one with so many brides.” 
 
    “I can!” Miria showed up by their sides. “I once attended a wedding of a certain Tigerkin who had four mates when they finally hosted the ceremony!” 
 
    “We might need the guidance of your family if we ever decide to host one like that.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Ah. But I’m fine having each one separate too if you would like to go first, Tina, since yours is already planned. I don’t even need a ceremonial wedding at all. I’m already bound to Master with something much more profound than just some verbal vows,” Miria said. 
 
    “I… Ummmm… I don’t know…” 
 
    “We have time and plenty of chances to think or talk about it. First, let’s get ready to join Silvia and the king,” Asterios suggested, still brushing through Tina’s hair 
 
    She was clearly trying to come up with a decision already. 
 
    “Yep! Let’s jump under the shower fast! Should we wait while you go first with Master?” Miria glanced at her. 
 
    Tina shook her head. “No. I would hate to get in your way. I’ll go with everyone.” 
 
    “As long as you are comfortable.” He smiled at her and helped Tina get off the bed. 
 
    They quickly entered the small bathroom together and jumped under the shower just as Miria had said. Tina was a little anxious at first but grew more relaxed and accustomed after seeing the friendly, casual atmosphere between Asterios and the girls. 
 
    The way he cared for their ears and tails captivated her. Both Miria and Selene showed joyful and almost melting expressions while experiencing his treatment. She had thought it would get inappropriate quite quickly, but they never went further than cleaning each other and perhaps sneaking in a few teases now and then for some chuckles and giggles. 
 
    After their turn was finished, they pulled Tina in and employed her help in washing Asterios. Again, without much mischief, they dealt with the task pretty quickly, and she was glad Miria and Selene had made her join as it was great practice with a lot of fun they shared together. She really felt like they were trying their best to help her fit in. 
 
    Getting done with the shower, everyone hastily dried each other up and hopped into fresh clothes brought by Nola just like during their last visit. As they had expected, she’d snuck in another set and another towel while they had been in the bathroom. 
 
    Ready as much as they could, Asterios and the girls followed the maid to the same dining hall too and entered the spacious chamber. Welrond and Silvia were already seated at their side of the table while four chairs awaited Ast’s party opposite them. 
 
    Everyone sat down and breakfast began. Tina still couldn’t believe she was taking part in the king’s morning feast when just the previous day she had still been a mere student of the Rosewind’s academy. So much had happened in less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    “So, I hope you had a pleasant night,” Welrond spoke first. 
 
    “Very, Your Majesty. I’ve never rested in such an exquisite chamber. It’s truly an honor to have a chance to spend a night at the royal castle,” Tina answered with an official tone and a respectful nod. 
 
    The king chuckled a little. “Please, enough of that. This is just a casual meeting, and we are all friends here. At least I do consider Asterios’ friends my friends too. Welrond is fine when we are alone.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep that in mind…” She smiled shyly. 
 
    “Besides, you will soon be one of us. If you accept the invitation, that is. No one is forcing you into making either decision. I saw the recording of your duel and I’m impressed. It would be a shame to lose such a talented recruit, but I would hate to put pressure on you.” 
 
    “You are doing just that by praising her, Father,” Silvia interjected. 
 
    “Right. Apologies.” The king laughed softly again. 
 
    “I think there’s no reason for me not to accept it. Unless my responsibilities wouldn’t let me see Asterios for longer periods of time…” Tina glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “Then there’s no worry. I’m sure Silvia has already mentioned that you will be free to accompany Asterios on his journeys, only required to show up when called or for important celebrations. After you complete the initiation, of course.” 
 
    “Initiation?” Miria tilted her head adorably. 
 
    “Just a short event during which she will summon a beast companion which also serves as her mount,” Silvia explained. “The members of her assigned squad participate in it too and give their assistance, guidance, tips, hints, and such. It’s like a personal introduction to some extent, even more since she is a Summoner herself.” 
 
    “Can Asterios assist me, or can it only be people from the team?” Tina asked. 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Welrond stroked his chin. “I guess there’s nothing against that. I’m not sure if we will achieve the desired result as easily with an outsider instead of someone already contracted with the winged tribe, though.” 
 
    “We can at least try and see, right?” Silvia joined in. “After what I had seen, I believe Asterios won’t have an issue attracting the attention of a winged tiger. It doesn’t even compare to the entities he can summon.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Silvia. “Did you already talk about our expedition to the Demon Continent?” 
 
    Welrond groaned while rolling his eyes. “She didn’t want to reveal any details, only teasing me all the time. You should have seen the smirk on her face. I can tell something is different and it’s eating me inside out.” 
 
    The princess smiled faintly. “I didn’t want to ruin the surprise or disclose any sensitive information without you present.” 
 
    Shortly after Silvia finished her sentence, an orange aura surrounded her figure and formed spiritual plates and a diadem of fire. Welrond slammed his fist into the table and chuckled. 
 
    “I knew it! I just knew that you had advanced shortly after departing! There was no other reason you would cut me off that early! I’m so proud! And grateful, of course.” The king showed a wide smile at Asterios. 
 
    “It was only a matter of time. Although, the circumstances of that weren’t the best. We attempted another summoning, and it got a bit dangerous,” he replied wryly. 
 
    “Did something happen?” Welrond looked between him and Silvia. 
 
    Asterios nodded at her, and she turned to her father. “He summoned a Dragon.” 
 
    The king’s brows immediately shot up. “You summoned a Dragon?!” 
 
    “And not just a Dragon but a True Dragon,” she added. 
 
    “Unconceivable! You now have a Dragon under you?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that Dragon was hostile, thus the dangerous situation. But we managed to kill it before anyone got seriously hurt,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Dangerous my ass! You took down a damn Dragon!” Welrond couldn’t hide his amazement. 
 
    “Well… Not without assistance but yeah.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “Possibly my father.” 
 
    “Oh? Did you manage to do something about that seal of yours, then?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “I didn’t meet him personally. It was more like some kind of a spell he put on me that activated on its own. Although, we did push through part of the seal later, which is somehow related to him. And to Teira.” 
 
    Welrond frowned slightly. “Do you mean the village of Teira? The one plagued by the curse after being razed to the ground by bandits?” 
 
    “And the same one in which my mother found me amongst the burning rubble. Also, the same one that our party visited some time ago.” 
 
    “Wait. Does that mean…” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Perhaps by accident, but we are the ones who took the curse down. I apologize for not mentioning that earlier.” 
 
    “You are just full of surprises. I guess I should thank you. That case never let me rest.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so hasty.” He smiled wryly. “I’m actually expecting a completely opposite reaction due to the connection I share with that village, which I would very much like not to.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I know it might be tough but being the lone survivor shouldn’t be that bad. And from what you said, there’s a chance that your father is alive, no?” Welrond wondered out loud. 
 
    “Yes, there’s a chance that he’s still alive. But he’s also most likely the person who razed the entire village and burned all the inhabitants alive.” 
 
    The king frowned deeply again. “What?” 
 
    “We already talked about my possible draconic origins. There’s a high chance that my father really is a True Dragon, and also the person behind the entire story of the village of Teira.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. No one has seen a single Dragon in centuries.” Welrond shook his head. 
 
    Asterios summoned a crystal from his spatial ring and tossed it at him. He had prepared a recording of that memory beforehand just for this occasion. The king closed his eyes after catching the item and everyone waited for him to finish watching the scene. In the meanwhile, Silvia received one too since Asterios didn’t want to leave her out. As for Tina, Umbra shared it with her directly. 
 
    A few short minutes later, Welrond opened his eyes, rested the crystal on the table, and supported his chin on his joined hands while assuming a serious expression. 
 
    "So, it's like this..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
More Supplies 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios opened his mouth, but the king raised his hand, so he paused. 
 
    “You were either going to come up with an excuse or apologize. Knowing you well enough, I’m fairly sure it would be the latter.” Welrond moved his calm, focused gaze onto Asterios and their eyes met. “I was always told that Dragons were like calamities, comparable to capricious, unstoppable forces of nature. And so was my predecessor, and his predecessor, and so on. I’m somewhat glad we live in the age without those behemoths soaring through the sky above our lands.” 
 
    Asterios wasn’t sure what exactly the king was getting at, so he just listened silently alongside his companions. No one wanted to interrupt the man's speech. 
 
    “For one, I understand that the baby in the fragment of the memory is you, and it’s obvious that no one can hold you responsible for the events of that night, therefore you have nothing to apologize for.” 
 
    “That’s what I said back then too, Father,” Silvia joined in with a faint nod. 
 
    “And then, even if you were part of the reason behind the actions of those people, as I mentioned just earlier, I don’t think you would have been able to have any say in what happened, not to mention expressing your protest against their plans.” 
 
    The girls on Ast’s side all smiled softly, and Tina gently brushed his hand under the table. Through their now much deeper bond, she felt he considered himself responsible for the deaths of the villagers. She was thankful for the king’s words as they clearly took some anxiety off Ast’s shoulders. 
 
    “Having all that in mind, I would still like to ask if you could share more details regarding what you know about Teira if that wouldn’t be too much for you,” Welrond finally finished as he glanced at them all. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “Of course not. From what we gathered, those two randomly stumbled on the village and chose it as a spot to hide me in, kind of. To further cover their tracks, the man not only razed everything and everyone to the ground but also put a powerful sealing formation over the area, in what we assume was an attempt to lock the spiritual traces in one, specific state, preventing the spread and leakage.” 
 
    “That would explain the time-stopping curse.” Welrond rubbed his chin. “Do you think the region is safe after its disappearance?” 
 
    “With the spell broken, the almost twenty years caught up to the current day in an instant. I’m fairly confident that it wouldn’t be dangerous to resettle there. The spiritual traces should be long gone. Unless someone comes to investigate while knowing what to look for, nothing will be revealed about that night. And the chances of that happening are the same as they were with the seal still present,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “And there’s no risk from the inside?” the king continued. 
 
    “We accidentally triggered something during our visit and destroyed what looked like a Golem meant to protect the formation. Its core was a Dragon’s scale, which is now with us. The curse broke with its demise. I don’t think any other magic was left behind.” 
 
    Selene nodded after Asterios ended. “That is true. I didn’t notice anything special in the area and I kept my senses primed for the faintest fluctuations of mana the whole time we were in the village. Right now, only heavily overgrown ruins are left there, and the crumbled body of the Golem.” 
 
    “Thank you. I had some people sent there but all they found was a complete mess. Everyone quickly understood that a fight took place there and we weren’t sure if the participants were fully gone. Knowing that it was you and that things regarding the incident are pretty much closed, reassures us a lot.” Welrond smiled warmly. 
 
    “That’s the only thing I can do to help. In case you ever stumble on a Golem resembling a Lizardman with slightly more draconic vibes, make sure you have something sharp and powerful at hand to pierce the scale located somewhere on its body. We already had the luck to fight a second one.” 
 
    “Or you can completely disintegrate it just like Silvia did!” Miria cheerfully added. 
 
    “Just like Silvia did?” Welrond raised a playful brow at his daughter. 
 
    A faint trace of rosiness surfaced on the princess’ fair cheeks, and she glanced at Asterios. “We can share that fragment if you don’t mind showing parts of our journey. You naturally don’t have to, and it wouldn’t be unusual for you to want to keep the details a secret.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and asked Umbra to replay for everyone the moment when Silvia had used her technique against the Golem. Afterward, the king chuckled as a small grin curved his lips. 
 
    “Now, that’s something. I don’t think I would survive for longer than three seconds against heat like that. It hasn’t even been a month, technically speaking, and you are growing this much stronger already.” 
 
    “I agree that I’m developing faster than before but it wasn’t only my own effort. Asterios assisted me with that spell just like you did many times in the past,” Silvia corrected him. 
 
    “Yes, I was able to see that much.” Welrond turned his gaze to Asterios and smiled at the young Summoner. “I’m all for such cooperation if it lets the two of you bring out your best. I hope you can continue exploring your compatibility further.” 
 
    “As long as our destination allows for it, I’m more than happy to have Silvia with us. She’s definitely a valuable member of our team. But, our next target, possibly, will most likely not do so.” 
 
    The king frowned slightly. “What do you mean? Is there someplace where Silvia’s presence would be inconvenient?” 
 
    Asterios, Miria, and Selene stood up at the same time. The two beastfolk women bowed politely and turned around. Two crimson gates arose from the ground, and they moved aside. 
 
    He made a respectful nod and took a step back, disappearing in Miria’s portal. Ten seconds later, he came back through Selene’s spatial door. Welrond's eyes were wide as saucers as both gates returned to the ground. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” the king asked. 
 
    Asterios nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think you could do that before, could you?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “You are breaking all known norms and rules.” Welrond shook his head while taking a deep breath, followed by a sigh. “I assume only you and your familiars can utilize this?” 
 
    With a faint blush, Tina timidly stood up and another gate opened right behind her. Glancing at the king, she walked back into the interdimensional passage and disappeared from the chamber, shocking the king even more. She returned to them a moment later. 
 
    Tilting his head a bit, Welrond blinked a few times as his mouth hung open. 
 
    “Where did… that one lead to?” 
 
    “Rosewind. My home. Specifically, my bedroom,” she answered shyly. 
 
    “Gods and goddesses… How are you even able to do that? These women from another realm could be somewhat understandable but you are a human from our world.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “I have a way to grant this ability to others no matter where they come from or who they are but the prerequisite… isn’t too proper to mention here.” 
 
    “Improper how?” Welrond inquired. 
 
    “Ummm… Master has to… form a bond with that person… through... mating…” Miria explained, growing slightly flustered in the process. 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    The king glanced at Tina, who blushed even more, trying to avoid his gaze.  
 
    “I see. I understand how this could get in the way if your next destination is somewhere off-world.” He then turned to his daughter and raised a brow at her. “What’s your opinion on that?” 
 
    “Father!” A more apparent shade of crimson slightly tinged Silvia’s face.  
 
    “What?” Welrond chuckled lightly. “I’m just asking what you think about how this works. Besides, you are a grown-up girl, free to do as you please, with whom you please.” 
 
    “The last time someone tried to court me, I’m fairly sure I remember him completely traumatized the next day,” she replied. 
 
    “He was a total asshole.” The king rolled his eyes. “Alright, as you please and with whom you please as long as their main or only goal isn’t to get into your underwear because of how beautiful you are or due to your status.” 
 
    “You are just planning to use me to tighten your relationship with Miss Kindra so that you have higher chances with her.” Silvia crossed her arms under her chest. 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah. You know well that I would never use you for my own benefit, young lady.” Welrond copied her action and glanced at Asterios. “Him? Eh… Maybe… But I would never interfere in your life that way. Unless it would be another noble jerk. Do you know how hard it is to find a nice guy in the current times? It’s not like one can just pop up inside the castle some random day, can he?” 
 
    Miria giggled quietly while Asterios smiled briefly. Everyone knew exactly which nice guy the king meant. He glanced at Tina, and she smiled back at him, assuming a smug expression, clearly saying ‘told you’. 
 
    Shaking his head, he turned back to the king. “It’s not like we are heading out immediately so it’s unnecessary to worry about such things. Tina has just joined our party and I would like us to practice more together before we dive into a world overrun by creepy, wicked monsters. Since our target is under their influence, I will gladly help our new companion out in taking it back but not without making sure that we are all ready.” 
 
    That seemed to capture Welrond’s attention and steal it away from the conversation about his daughter’s future sweetheart. 
 
    “Oh? I thought the summoning failed?” 
 
    Silvia nodded. “Yes, it didn’t go well, but that didn’t discourage Asterios from trying again. Watching both attempts at summoning was very fascinating and eye-opening. I’m now even more curious about how our Court Summoners are conducting their rituals.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they with you?” he asked. “Are you bringing around only your mates or…? No, there’s still Umbra, whose energy I can feel enveloping you.” 
 
    A shadowy mist arose through Ast’s clothes and Umbra’s raven form took shape over his shoulder. Asterios petted the bird with his fingers, stroking the seeping darkness like any fur or feathers. 
 
    “I just didn’t want to show up with another person by my side without proper introductions. If she doesn’t mind joining us here, I naturally have nothing against it.” 
 
    Shortly after he finished, another dark crimson portal appeared on Ast’s side and Bryn walked out of it. As usual, her magnificent wings spread wide, but she quickly took conscious control of them and folded them back before they reached their full span. 
 
    With a polite nod, she knelt on one knee and placed a fist over her heart. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty. It’s my honor to be able to meet the ruler of humans. My name is Bryn and it’s my pleasure to be here” 
 
    “An angel…”  
 
    Welrond admired her wings for a second before hastily gesturing at Asterios to bring her up from the ground. He did as instructed and picked Bryn up. 
 
    “A valkyrja, to be precise, but generally, I agree,” he replied with a smile as he showed Bryn to his chair. 
 
    She didn’t accept his offer, though, and stopped behind him. 
 
    “You really have a tendency to summon not just the most extraordinary familiars but even the most charming ones. Although, I guess it’s not limited just to summoning in your case.” 
 
    Both Tina and Bryn blushed faintly. The former because she knew what the king was getting at and the latter because of being called beautiful and charming so openly. She was more than pretty for her race’s standards, but due to her big chest, she wasn’t really told so a lot as plenty of Valkyrs found smaller breasts much more attractive, and she wasn’t exactly interested in other Valkyries. 
 
    “What can I say? It’s not like I can influence it.” Asterios shrugged his shoulders. “Well, technically speaking, since I’m gradually learning more about myself and gaining strength, I guess to some extent I can now. Not like I would force such conditions first and foremost, though.” 
 
    “I don’t think many Summoners can even add such a requirement to their rituals considering the fact that they can’t contract humanoid entities.” The king chuckled and Silvia smiled shortly. “So, your party is going to move to her world after the Demon Continent, right?” 
 
    Selene nodded softly. “We might have found in Bryn’s realm what possibly is the Descending Spire which we are looking for. Things may still change as we are waiting for a certain someone to update us on their progress with the Memory Seal in my Lord’s mind.” 
 
    “I would be overjoyed if it really was,” Bryn commented. “Our goals would align and I’m sure the morale of many valkyrjas, especially the warriors, would rise substantially if we managed to recapture the Descending Spire and the nearby region with the help of Master and his companions.” 
 
    “Speaking of help.” Asterios glanced at the Valkyrie and then at Welrond. “Didn’t you guys maybe consider re-equipping your knights with new, more regal weapons and armor?” 
 
    “There might have been a project like that somewhere in the pile of suggestions from my advisors, but I think it got lost under the more pressing matters. Why?” The king gazed back at him with genuine curiosity. 
 
    “You see Bryn’s armor?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think about it?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “It has a nice, noble style while retaining most if not all its militaristic qualities. It's good armor, great even,” Welrond responded. 
 
    “Then, if you would be willing to establish a trade relationship with my friend’s settlement, which is a flying fortress specializing in military products and training troops, by the way, I bet they wouldn’t mind taking some custom orders from you, right Bryn?” 
 
    The Valkyrie nodded with a soft smile. “That would be wonderful. And yes, we are always open to new sources of all commodities. There’s only so much we can trade between the ARKs.” 
 
    The king assumed a thoughtful expression. “I guess we could think about it… If I ran it through my advisors—” 
 
    “Ah, I forgot to mention that my family has already signed a partnership with the valkyrjas so you would need to set up negotiations with all the sides to—” 
 
    “Deal!” Welrond cut Asterios off, extending his hand forward. “I was already getting sick of looking at the same armor everywhere day after day anyway.” 
 
    Trying his best not to smirk, Asterios shook the king’s hand with a smile. He felt a little bad for manipulating the man like that, but Bryn’s people could really use more stable trade partners when their only viable commodity was military-type metalworking products. 
 
    Besides, he himself had admitted that he would use Asterios for his own gain, even if it was more in a joking manner than in all seriousness. Everyone could tell that. 
 
    “I will let the Council know about this at once,” Bryn said with a bright expression. “What can we expect from this cooperation?” 
 
    “Whatever you need, my dear! Make a list and I’ll pass it on to my advisors! We will go through it and check what we can deliver!” Welrond turned to her. “Do mark the most crucial supplies, please. Also, it will be faster and easier if you provide some samples first. You have my vote, but it would be best to convince my aides too.” 
 
    Bryn nodded a few times. “That can be arranged. I’m extremely grateful for it, Your Majesty, Master.” 
 
    She bowed towards them, opened a portal to her realm, and shot one more glance at both men. Stopping her eyes on Asterios, she paused for a few seconds and stepped forward, pulling him into a tight hug. A tad embarrassed by her sudden outburst, Bryn hastily jumped into the gate a moment later. 
 
    Welrond chuckled at him while Tina giggled from the side. 
 
    “Alright. So, there’s that. I guess we will be slowly returning too?” Asterios glanced at the royal pair. 
 
    “Do you guys mind taking part in the initiation today?” the king asked. 
 
    Tina moved her gaze to Asterios, and he looked back at her with a smile. 
 
    “Up to you. We’ll gladly follow.” 
 
    She nodded with a faint blush. “I would be honored, then. The earlier we take care of it, the better, right?” 
 
    “Perfect!” Welrond clasped his hands. “I’ll send someone to gather your squad. That can take a moment as they might be spread around the city. Special quick response unit, yeah, but there’s no reason to make them rush back for this.” 
 
    “That’s completely understandable,” Asterios replied. “We’ll drop by a friend’s place in the Rosewind’s academy in the meanwhile and get back here after receiving a notification through Umbra.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I accompany you guys?” Silvia asked, glancing toward his group. 
 
    “Of course not,” Tina answered instead. “Although, we might cause a bigger commotion than we intended that way if you don’t mind.” 
 
    The princess showed a faint smile. “I don't think we will.” 
 
    Asterios nodded after Tina looked up at him and they began preparing. Welrond went to take care of the initiation and to initially run his aides through the upcoming partnership while Silvia escaped to her room to get ready. The others jumped to Miria’s and Selene’s realm while waiting. 
 
    A few minutes later, Umbra transferred everyone who required that to the gates in front of the academy. Miria, Selene, and Tina jumped out of a portal and joined the other two. They passed the brief checkup and were let inside. The guards gave Asterios curious looks, most likely already hearing some rumors regarding the previous day. 
 
      
 
    They arrived at a certain corridor right in front of a very familiar door without any trouble. Asterios lightly knocked on the entrance to Grea’s lab. They could hear the heavy footsteps on the other side and someone grumbling something under their breath. The door soon flung open, and the crimson-skinned professor showed up at the doorstep. 
 
    “Who the fu—oh, it’s you guys. You should have said you were coming. Hop in, don’t just stand there like those Council idiots during the showmatch.” 
 
    Tina chuckled and everyone entered the studio, with Asterios getting in last after holding the door for them. Grea turned around with a spin and grinned at her. 
 
    “How was the night at the castle? Bold of you to run away from your own celebration to bed your future spouse right under the king’s nose.” 
 
    “Professor!” Tina instantly turned red. “We didn’t do it at the castle!” 
 
    “Oh? But you are not denying doing it somewhere else, are you?” 
 
    The poor, bullied girl grew as flustered as to almost match Grea’s skin color on her adorable cheeks. The mischievous teacher chuckled to herself and moved her gaze to the person next to Tina. 
 
    “Oh. Oopsie. I didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of your little sister,” she said, completely not regretful, and extended her hand to the second blue-haired girl who wore a black military-themed uniform. “Nice to finally meet you, Gwen. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.” 
 
    It was Tina’s turn to snicker. 
 
    “That’s not Gwen,” she corrected her, still giggling a little. 
 
    “What? Who then—” 
 
    The mysterious girl touched a charming hair ornament on the side of her head and her hair switched from blue to red with orange inner highlights in the motion of a passing tide. She shook her head and ran her fingers through the mesmerizing strands resembling fire itself. 
 
    “Hello. My name is—” 
 
    “PRINCESS?! FUCKING?! SILVIA?!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
Another Bit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grea stumbled over her own feet and bumped into the stone counter behind her. After dealing with the initial shock, she raised her arm and pointed at Silvia while showing an ecstatic expression at Asterios. 
 
    “You fucking madman! Did you really sneak the princess in here?!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Kind of.” 
 
    “Damn, was I blind when Umbra moved me to you guys back in the Demon Continent. I blame that old coot. I didn't realize it until you told me about it before the ceremony.” Grea pressed her fingers against the sides of her head and shook it in disbelief. “I honestly still can’t fucking believe it. To think that your weird-ass lineage would connect with the True Sun Bloodline…” 
 
    She then dropped her hands and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, obviously it would when we consider fire affinity but still. Man, your shit just can’t stop getting weirder, can it?” 
 
    “Trust me, I know that well.” Asterios showed a wry smile. “I wouldn’t have expected such a development ever.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Silvia joined in. “It was the first time in my life that I met someone whose spiritual energy resonates so… well, so… synchronized with mine. I would have never expected to meet a bloodline with higher authority over fire than mine and Father’s. Without being boastful, of course.” 
 
    “Ah.” Grea gasped and hastily dropped onto one knee. “Forgive my manners and crude language, Your Highness. I got a bit too excited.” 
 
    The princess waved a hand at her. “There’s no need for that. As you might have realized, I’m not here as the royal princess but as a member of Asterios’ party. Just act natural, be yourself.” 
 
    The crimson-skinned woman stood up and nodded. “Aight, then. Fancy hairpin, by the way. It’s not that easy to find such a trinket that doesn’t emit obvious waves of mana into the air when it's on. Even with my Third Eye closed, I would have been able to notice it in an instant if it did.” 
 
    “A keepsake from our trip to the Demon Continent,” Asterios explained. “I bet Radir has already filled you in on most of the things that happened back there.” 
 
    She groaned. “The only thing he has filled me with was his constant rambling about the ground-breaking research on Sealing Magic that your team stumbled on in some hidden, underground complex. Getting anything else out of him was a challenge worse than figuring out your secrets.” 
 
    Miria and Tina giggled together then glanced at each other. The latter couldn’t really understand the part about Radir that well since she hadn’t even met the man yet. But she could easily agree with how complex Ast’s situation was and had been, even much earlier in the past. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Asterios apologized. “We kind of dropped him onto you without a warning.” 
 
    “Eh, I don’t mind, just as I said back then when you contacted me. He’s an annoying ass, but the same can be said about me, honestly. He has sealing, I have summoning. It seems that this obsession runs in the family.” 
 
    “That’s true. You can get quite heated sometimes, Professor.” Tina chuckled softly, earning herself a squint from her ex-teacher. 
 
    “Besides,” Grea spread her arms, “I should thank you rather than blame you. I’ve always kind of kept my distance from my old man. Our relations couldn’t be described as the best. Now, I can’t really make any more excuses since I already owe you a deal big enough to not pay myself back in my lifetime if I refused.” 
 
    “Have you maybe considered that he’s just bad at expressing himself with you?” Asterios asked. 
 
    She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Him? Bad at expressing himself in front of women? Yeah, like I would believe that. He’s as bad at talking to girls as you are at summoning them.” 
 
    All of Ast's companions chuckled quietly, and even Asterios couldn’t stop the corner of his mouth from lifting up. Everyone knew how accurate Grea’s statement was, at least towards him. He wouldn’t be so sure about Radir after talking with the man in the underground complex. Radir seemed quite concerned about her. 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Asterios decided to put that topic away for now. 
 
    “Right. There was this winged chick by your side the last time we saw each other through Umbra.” 
 
    A crimson gate rose from the ground a moment later, letting Bryn step into their realm. She smiled warmly at everyone present and nodded toward the red-skinned professor. 
 
    “Greetings. I’m Bryn. It’s an honor to meet one of Master’s friends.” 
 
    “Can you stop growing your harem for five seconds?” Grea crossed her arms under her chest and smirked at him. “Leave something for other Summoners. Oh, wait. They can’t even compete because you are holding a monopoly on an untapped source of beautiful women from countless other realms.” 
 
    The Valkyrie blushed faintly and Asterios shook his head. 
 
    “Please, don’t assume that every single new summon will become my mate. It’s neither a rule nor a requirement,” he replied. 
 
    “Mate, huh? You have fully embraced your inner Dragon, I see. Did you already turn Tina into your mate too?” she asked, raising a playful brow at him. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    While the person in question dropped her gaze to the floor with a faint trace of rosiness covering her cheeks, Grea blinked a few times in quick succession, getting slightly dazed. She totally hadn't expected Asterios to confirm it so matter-of-factly. A tiny smile decorated Tina’s lips as she stepped a bit closer to him, enough for their shoulders to touch. 
 
    “Well… Uhhh… Congratulations, I guess?” Grea cleared her throat and stopped gawking at her blue-haired pupil. ”Glad to hear that you two finally got together. I bet your capabilities will soar even more now that you can receive even more support from your prince charming.” She attempted to return to her usual, mischievous manner. 
 
    Tina opened her mouth to reply but Asterios stopped her mentally, knowing what she wanted to mention. She withdrew herself before Grea noticed her intention to say something. 
 
    “Let’s spare Tina the embarrassment, Professor, shall we?” Asterios chuckled wryly. “Especially in front of Princess Silvia and everyone. My mother has already bombarded us with a fair amount of her teasing.” 
 
    “Curse Kindra. She went way overboard while raising you. It’s almost impossible to fish any funny reactions out of you because of her. And now I can’t even bully your girlfriend, pfff.” 
 
    “I’m fairly sure that as a teacher here you shouldn’t bully any students. Especially considering the fact that the academy might be getting interviewed quite thoroughly soon.” He smiled at her. “Regarding that, how are the Council and the others?” 
 
    Grea laughed openly. “How could they be? You two put a literal fire under their asses during the ceremony. They would surely love to run away but that would be like admitting that they are guilty, especially knowing that the royal family is watching this place attentively.” 
 
    Miria giggled adorably. “Good. They deserve it after how they treated Master.” 
 
    Asterios scratched behind her ears. “Hopefully, this will turn out for the better. The academy is great, just some people aren’t.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we will personally keep a close eye on the case with Father,” Silvia reassured him, glancing between Asterios and Grea. “Rosewind’s Summoning Academy was one of the institutions our kingdom took pride in, beating even the elves from the far west. We should have been paying more attention to it before the accident.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear. Maybe this shithole will become slightly less insufferable, and I won’t have to actually quit. I would miss this lab so much. So many memories. Good and bad both…” Grea grazed the counter with her hand, staring at it with a slightly melancholic smile. 
 
    “It would lose its most valuable asset if that happened,” Asterios replied, meeting her gaze and smiling too. “Anyway, we dropped by just for a moment while waiting for some arrangements to be finished at the castle regarding Tina’s recruitment. Any progress on your side?” 
 
    She pushed herself off the counter and walked to one of the walls with a seductive step, glancing at him over her shoulder. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Turning to the empty surface, Grea began tracing some lines and patterns over it and soon revealed a complex formation under her fingers. It took her almost thirty seconds to move and spin all its elements into their proper places. 
 
    After the glow emitted by the magical array faded, part of the wooden floor shimmered like a mirage in the desert and a sturdy hatch appeared in everyone’s sight. A few sigils and runes still remained on it for a brief moment before also turning off. 
 
    “Did you really hide your father and his workshop under your lab?” Asterios asked, slightly in disbelief. 
 
    “What?” Grea raised a brow at him. “It’s the safest place, certainly much safer than my house which I barely even visit. I’m not as skilled as he is, but we crammed this place with multiple seals together, effectively turning the underground chamber into a sealed dimension. I bet even your Dragon eyes would have a hard time spotting it.” 
 
    She lifted the hatch and jumped down. Everyone else exchanged glances and quickly followed after the demon woman, actually using the stairs properly as normal people would. The lid closed itself after the last person passed through the opening. 
 
    ~You are not going to talk about the summoning part with Professor Grea?~ Tina asked Asterios through their bond as they descended side by side. 
 
    ~I will, for sure, but not at this very moment. I think we can both imagine Grea’s reaction after she learns the truth. Just think how you reacted back there and multiply it by a hundred.~ 
 
    She giggled in their minds, completely agreeing with him on that and getting a little warm on the cheeks when reminded of the previous night. 
 
    ~I would like to let her know about everything with just us alone, or at least with just the people she considers close, like you for example. I might have an idea about her reaction but we both know that Professor Grea isn’t exactly too predictable and can suddenly turn very emotional,~ Asterios added. 
 
    ~You are right. I think it would be best if you spoke with her alone, just like you explained things to me. We are not so different, after all.~ 
 
    She continued with a gentle smile, making Asterios a little curious. They soon reached the bottom of the short staircase and entered a spacious chamber with a few additional compartments connected by doorless arcs. 
 
    The main section was heavily littered with copious amounts of papers, scrolls, parchments, and books. The bookcases and shelves were full, the counters and cupboards were overloaded too, and even the walls had been turned into pinboards where numerous notes and other pieces of paper hung from. 
 
    Such a scene crafted an image of an underground den of some conspiracy theorist with how many of those elements were connected by colorful strings leading from one point to another and building an utterly chaotic network no one could follow accurately except for its creator. And that creator knelt on the ground amongst the sea of tomes while attentively working on something and muttering some incomprehensible words under his breath. 
 
    Grea walked up to her father and landed a solid kick into his butt. 
 
    “Wake up, old man. You have guests. Gods, have you even slept in the last three days? You look like shit. More than usual, that is.” 
 
    Radir flipped himself over and shakily stood up, dusting his completely crumpled clothes off. He truly looked completely exhausted yet still full of energy. 
 
    “Sleep is for the weak! I haven’t deciphered even a quarter of this in a week!” he shouted while flailing his arms. “Oh. Asterios. Great! Come here, boy! I need you to translate something for me!” 
 
    Before Asterios could react, he was already being pulled towards a desk packed with open books. He decided to help Radir out for a moment or two since the man’s analysis of both Red’s research on Sealing Magic and Summoning Magic could definitely be of great use to him and his companions at one point. Naturally, Radir’s main objective was the seal in Ast’s memories. 
 
    While the men were busy on the side, the girls chatted briefly about the academy and a few other things related to Radir’s and Grea’s work on the material Asterios had left in their hands. Miria and Selene also filled the demon woman in on their adventures with their master in the Demon Continent in more detail, saving just a few bits of information they weren’t sure if it was okay to mention yet. 
 
    Grea was quite interested in hearing about how Silvia and Asterios met, so they mentally asked him if they could bring up the case with the cult. He trusted her wholeheartedly and didn’t mind as he had planned to talk about those events with Grea someday in the future. 
 
    Therefore, they recounted the entire operation from start to finish, explaining how they had even gotten involved with an organization of that scale and with such nefarious goals. It all had begun by accident during the search for a missing boy, which everyone had found both extremely lucky and unlucky at the same time. 
 
    After Asterios finished translating and interpreting the parts of Red’s notes and scribbles that had been taken with a draconic script, everyone gathered around again and they all moved to another room. Inside, they found multiple magical circles and formations on all six surfaces, unbelievably more complex than what Grea had in her summoning chamber. 
 
    “Alright.” Radir rubbed his hands together. “I haven’t made any praiseworthy breakthroughs but I’m almost certain that I should be able to push the seal at least a teeny-weeny bit back again. Besides, we have to experiment a little with this anyway so that I can gather more on-hand data from you.” 
 
    Miria jumped into Asterios from behind and hugged him tightly, resting her chin on his shoulder and showing a brilliant smile. 
 
    “That’s great, Master! We might be able to learn more about you!” 
 
    He chuckled lightly and petted her adorable ears. “Maybe. We can only try. I feel like every small bit will mean a lot with what we currently know. There’s a lot of doubt around everything.” 
 
    Radir took place at the edge of the giant array on the floor and Asterios walked over it to the very middle. He knelt on the ground and took a deep breath, taking a glance at his companions. All his mates smiled at him, and he nodded, noticing even Umbra hanging around on Selene’s shoulder, ready to jump in to help him in case anything happened. 
 
    Signaling to the demon man that he was ready, they began. 
 
    One by one, all the patterns lit up and Asterios let whatever magic was imbued in them enter his consciousness. He felt the similar sensation of someone swimming through his memories to their very beginning and Radir soon arrived in front of the unimaginably complex barrier. 
 
    Compared to the last time, Grea’s father seemed to know a little better what he was doing as he poked various parts of the giant and ominous seal. He switched places of some runes and sigils, changing the patterns or the script. Asterios could see him untangle a few characters and turn them into words. 
 
    Ten minutes later—at least according to how it felt inside Ast's mind—Radir covered quite a lot of magic arrays. When compared to how much was still left untouched, it might have very well been nothing, but it was just enough to trigger something. 
 
    The seal trembled, shimmered, and flashed brightly, filling Ast’s mind with a crimson glow. Subjected to that blinding light, he could feel something popping back in place, a small, tiny fragment of something that had been taken away from him at some point. 
 
    He quickly located that piece and focused all his will on diving into it. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    Asterios opened his eyes to an unexpected scenery. Clear, blue sky spanned above him but that wasn’t all. Someone’s face hung over his figure, which seemed to be positioned horizontally toward them. He quickly realized why after the missing sensations flooded his mind. 
 
    Kaguya was currently holding him in her arms and breastfeeding Asterios with half of her chest uncovered by her soft and elegant robes. As expected from the baby he had been at the time of that memory, he was greedily sucking all the milk from his mother that he could possibly get. 
 
    From what he could see without turning his head around—which, of course, wasn’t possible—there was no ground in his field of vision. If he wasn’t mistaken, they sat on top of a literal cloud, or something very closely resembling a fluffy, white nimbus. 
 
    A faint shadow cast onto him and Kaguya as a man came closer to them. 
 
    Red. 
 
    He looked down at the two with his arms crossed and sighed heavily. 
 
    “We need to move soon. We’ve stayed here for too long. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Got it. Just let me finish here. It’s much harder to fly and breastfeed than I would have ever thought, and I did quite a lot of things in the air in my lifetime,” she replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “I can always take you on my back.” 
 
    She raised a brow at him. “Are we that much in a rush? You rarely let me ride you. Something about pride if I remember correctly.” 
 
    The man shook his head, and silence filled the air for a brief moment before he spoke again. 
 
    “I really shouldn’t have. Especially considering our situation.” 
 
    Kaguya glanced up. “It did not seem like it would change in another hundred years or so. And I really wanted a strong heir. He will be a strong one, I'm sure of it. He comes from a Dragon.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have agreed if I knew he would turn out like this. It’s really unexpected. I have a feeling that it’s all because of that wound I got from Black. I thought I managed to heal it up enough over so many centuries, but I guess I was mistaken. Under current circumstances, it’s literally the worst possible outcome.” 
 
    “That’s why we went back to the Spire and conducted the operation, didn’t we? And you succeeded. Do we still need to do more?” 
 
    “He will never be safe like this, and neither will we. Since we don’t have the necessary materials and equipment now, I will seal the other one with a barrier around his body and block his memories just in case. Then, we need to find a good place for him, as common as it can get. Nothing should leak through the barriers even if someone finds him by accident, but we shouldn’t take unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “Alright. It’s a little saddening but I won’t have to tend to him all the time, at least. It was always a pain during the first few months or even a year. He does seem to be smarter and growing faster than the other children I had, though. Just look at those bright eyes.” 
 
    They both glanced at Ast’s baby face, and he stared back at them, still suckling on Kaguya’s breast. No one said anything else, and the feeding time soon ended. Red brought out his wings, and she brought out seven tails. They shot into the sky together, heading toward the horizon. 
 
    Soon after, Asterios felt himself leaving the memory. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
Golden Age 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the real world, Asterios opened his eyes to the same sight as before. Fortunately, this time, contrary to how their last attempt at pushing through the seal had gone back in the Demont Continent, nothing assaulted his mind or body with pain. It seemed that Radir had gotten a little bit better with the barrier thanks to the knowledge from Red’s notes. 
 
    The formation under him lost its glow and faded, leaving only patterns still remaining on the floor. Asterios glanced forward. Radir was much less exhausted than before too. It was definitely a good sign. If they could drill into his sealed memories bit by bit at a decently regular pace, he would already be plenty happy. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he stood up a little shakily. Returning to his own body after experiencing being locked in the form of an almost newborn had caused some confusion in his mind. 
 
    Before long, Miria was already by his side, jumping under Ast’s armpit to support him, helping Asterios catch proper balance. Everyone slowly gathered around after they were sure that the entire magic ritual was finished, and it was safe to step onto the formation on the ground. 
 
    Sensing the panthergirl’s expectant gaze on himself, Asterios smiled softly and scratched behind Miria’s soft ears a little. 
 
    “It looks like Red and Kaguya have been to Bryn’s realm at least once. Specifically, to the Descending Spire, if my assumption is correct. It has a slightly weak basis, but I feel like it is true.” 
 
    She immediately beamed a wide smile at him, and her tail began making lively dances behind her back. 
 
    “That’s great, Master! There’s a chance that we’ll find more hints about you there!” 
 
    Selene and Tina came closer to him from the front. 
 
    “How much were you able to see this time, my Lord?” the fox lady asked. 
 
    “The memory fragment might have been shorter than the last time, but it did kind of confirm some of our guesses. It was just a brief conversation between my parents, also making the assumption that they are my parents a bit more certain if not fully confirmed.” 
 
    He then moved his gaze around and stopped at the shadowy raven perched on Bryn’s shoulder. Their opposite elements didn’t seem to be an issue anymore, showing that their initial conflict had just been a small misunderstanding. 
 
    “Umbra, could you show it to everyone so it’s easier to discuss?” 
 
    ~Naturally.~ 
 
    For the next minute or two, Asterios regathered himself while the others watched the memory. Since Radir had experienced the scene with him this time, the man focused on recuperating too while they waited in silence. It was much easier to have both Grea and her father informed about most if not all the details regarding his sealed memories. 
 
    Everyone came back pretty much at the same time. Miria opened her mouth and was going to happily say something about them finally getting some definite answers, but she noticed Ast’s pensive state. He was looking into the distance with a partially sober expression. 
 
    Tina trotted closer to him first and captured his attention. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Miria hastily joined her, also arriving right in front of Asterios. “Aren’t you glad that it’s now confirmed, Master? I mean, I know that… it’s not the best thing that could have been confirmed but it’s good that we are getting rid of more mystery, no?” 
 
    Even Selene stopped behind the two. “And, as Miria said earlier, our current destination became even more interesting and valuable to us. It’s certainly something to be happy about.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head lightly and showed a wry smile. 
 
    “I just… Considering Teira… I really hope that they weren’t involved in the appearance of the Scourge…” 
 
    Miria instantly jumped forward and pulled Asterios into a tight hug, wrapping her arms around his body. The sheer force she used to squeeze him made Asterios chuckle lightly.  
 
    Selene joined them and turned it into a group hug. “We can’t know that, my Lord. We shouldn’t jump to such conclusions just from a single sentence. Remember Teira? You initially thought that it was your fault, but it turned out to be completely different from what you assumed.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the scale here… is completely incomparable…” Asterios sighed wistfully. “How would you feel if you learned that your parents might have potentially doomed an entire world? Standing right next to someone who has to live in it?”  
 
    He glanced at Bryn, who could feel his worry and guilt through their still-fresh connection. 
 
    The Valkyrie met his gaze with a serious expression and began walking closer to them. The magnificent staff-spear appeared in her hand while surrounded by shining particles of light. Everyone turned their heads at her. Both Miria and Selene tensed a little, reaching to their cores and gathering their focus. 
 
    Bryn stopped after covering half of the distance and hit the ground with the bottom of her staff while spreading her wings wide. Her halo glowed brightly. 
 
    “I swear upon my name and honor as a proud valkyrja, I will not judge anyone based on what their parents or relatives have done in the past,” she exclaimed with a powerful voice. 
 
    A faint blush surfaced on Bryn’s cheeks as she grew a tad embarrassed. Even her wings curled back behind her a little. 
 
    “Although, I might have been a little too hasty when we first met…” she added in a softer tone with a shy smile. 
 
    Miria and Selene chuckled quietly while the corners of Silvia's mouth rose faintly. Asterios smiled too as the tension quickly left their bodies. His attention was captured by Miria again, who turned her face towards him and stared into his eyes with an excited spark in her irises. 
 
    “Would you… let me ride you, Master?” 
 
    He laughed softly at her adorable expression and stroked her cheek dearly. It was obvious that she was trying to fix his mood by switching topics to another bit they had learned from his memory. 
 
    “If and whenever I'm able to do that, you get the privilege of the first flight.”  
 
    Asterios kissed her forehead, making her giggle cutely. Still brushing Miria’s cheek with his palm, he glanced at Bryn. 
 
    “Thanks. And sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head with a warm smile. “Do not apologize for something that you don’t even know is true. I can’t speak for others, and I’m sure there definitely would be those who would blame you if you were involved in bringing the end of the world in any way, but I don’t wish to do so. Judging by the memories that you have shared with me, you would have been even younger back then if that operation those people mentioned was the beginning of our fall.” 
 
    “And we can’t even be sure if it wasn’t just a random visit after or before the Scourge plagued Bryn’s world,” Silvia added calmly. “It might have already been overtaken at that point in time. From what you have told me, it would be the third place they could have considered their hideout or vault. Now I wonder how many of those are scattered across the realms.” 
 
    Grea tapped her chin. “I wonder if that operation has anything to do with your second source. Though, it could have very well been inherited or something. The man did imply that your case wasn’t exactly normal, and he did use the word ‘another’.” 
 
    “We can sit here and speculate for days but never arrive anywhere close to the truth,” Selene interjected. “I think it will be better to just wait until we get a chance to explore the Descending Spire and manage to find out what they might have meant if they really spoke about the same spire which we are heading to.” 
 
    “Right.” Asterios nodded. “Besides, we are on a quite tight schedule. Tina’s initiation takes place in like a few hours and we are supposed to meet the Demon King like… tomorrow?” 
 
    “Correct!” Radir jumped into his field of vision. “I think it would be fine to arrive today. From what I know, he’s very eager to meet with us after hearing about what happened to the Tri-Valor Valley.” 
 
    A wry smile snuck onto Ast’s lips, and the demon man quickly shook his hands at him. 
 
    “Not in that way! The prospect of a new discovery is the reason! I assure you that he most likely won’t hold any grudge over the fact that you somewhat trashed the place completely.” 
 
    “Well then. I really appreciate your help, Radir, Grea. We wouldn’t get as far without either of you. I’m not sure how I can thank you for all the help.” Asterios nodded at the father and daughter duo. 
 
    “I received plenty already!” Radir showed a wide smile. 
 
    “Same here. And I’m not talking just about the notes and books. I’m just repaying what you did for me all the time.” Grea's face showed a warm expression. 
 
    “Let’s talk a little about everything from the very beginning since I should fill everyone in on the lacking information and we’ll move on.” Asterios glanced at Tina. “Speaking of which, you haven’t registered as an adventurer yet, have you?” 
 
    “No, I was focusing on my studies until now. Why?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, since you’ll be joining us, I think it’s a good idea to have you as a member of our team, and as an official adventurer. I would hate to steal your credit. And, before we go to Bryn’s realm, it would be a good idea to practice all together with everyone a little. We could tackle a dungeon or two as those have proven to be a decent place to practice cooperation in an ever-changing environment.” 
 
    “Master is right!” Miria chimed in cheerfully. “I still remember our first dungeon! I learned a lot about Master and fighting together! But the most important were the parts about our bond! You really have to feel it out as much as possible! It’s the best sensation in the world, I swear!” 
 
    Grea chuckled lightly and very gently slugged Tina in the shoulder. 
 
    “Damn you, shortie. You have to tell me everything about it. No single fucking detail omitted, no matter how embarrassing. I won’t let you weasel your way out of this, you hear?” 
 
    Tina snuck a brief glance at Asterios and nodded at the crimson-skinned woman with a smile. 
 
    “I promise, Professor. And don’t worry, you will get to know about everything soon, that’s for sure.” 
 
    They moved to a more comfortable section of the sealed underground bunker and began talking about various things connected to Ast’s situation. Whoever had been lacking certain events or details quickly received a run down from Asterios or one of his mates. 
 
    Grea’s and Radir’s presence was obvious since they literally worked on uncovering the truth behind his origins pretty much alongside him but even Silvia was fully included this time. Asterios felt like their unique connection could be of a huge help someday too and wanted to have the princess on board. 
 
    It wasn’t as big of an issue as he had initially thought as Silvia considered herself part of their party, and his pupil to some extent. She swore to keep most things to herself until she received permission to share those secrets with her father or others. With that, no one had to worry about very carefully watching their words around her as they felt the sincerity in Silvia’s stance. She had already proven it in the past at least a few times. 
 
    In a pretty relaxed atmosphere, as relaxed as it could get while discussing a few uncomfortable and disturbing events from the past, they talked for around an hour. Naturally, Ast’s past and adventures weren’t the only topics and the conversation shifted to one of the other participants now and then. Everyone was especially curious to hear more from the princess, for obvious reasons. She didn’t appear in public that often. 
 
    When their time ran out, Asterios promised to visit soon again and help the demon duo with their research, and his group left the hidden lab accompanied by Grea. Silvia changed her hair color back and they walked into the academy’s corridors, deciding to check on the Principal before leaving. 
 
    Even though Asterios mentioned that they didn’t have to leave, his beastfolk companions and the valkyrja returned to their realms. The former didn’t want to cause additional commotion and the latter just followed their decision, not really wanting to stand out either. Bryn’s beautiful wings would definitely attract a lot of attention. 
 
    But, even without any of the unique girls present, they still received quite some stares and noticed people whispering between each other. No one had any doubt that they were talking about them. As for the reason, it was clear too. The news regarding the big surprise during the graduation had surely already spread around. 
 
    Since it was a day after the big ceremony and the academy was entering a full month of a break, not many students traversed the hallways. Mostly those who still wished to attend their extracurricular activities remained there, or students who still had something to take care of. 
 
    They reached the Principal’s office without any major interruptions.  
 
    A few people had stopped them briefly, asking Tina for an autograph, making her blush a little. She fulfilled their requests, nevertheless. Fortunately, no one seemed to recognize Silvia in her disguise. Perhaps using polar opposites, in her case black and blue instead of white and red, was working wonders, as simple as it was. 
 
    Grea knocked on the door and led everyone in after Principal Teireshia’s voice invited them inside. They found the woman going through some documents looking like graduation certificates, most likely belonging to those who hadn’t been able to show up for the ceremony, for whatever reason. 
 
    She noticed who her guests were and smiled softly. “Ah, the main stars of yesterday’s performance. Welcome back, Asterios, Tina. And you too, Professor Grea. I don’t think I recognize you, my dear, even though you seem familiar. You aren’t a student here, are you?” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly and glanced at the undercover princess. “I think she should be considered the star of the show too, maybe even the brightest one.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia squinted her eyes at the other blue-haired girl, and they soon widened in realization. “By the Great Kargalan’s beard… Princess?” 
 
    Silvia curtsied politely. “Yes, that’s me, but please, do not mind my presence. I’m just accompanying them. I don’t want to cause too much trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, considering how much you are involved with our academy now, I think it’s a little too late for that.” The older woman chuckled lightly. “I gladly welcome any trouble if it will make things better here.” 
 
    “And we will do anything in our power to correct any wrongdoings.” Silvia nodded her head. “We have neglected our responsibilities towards this place. Even if it isn’t a school run by the kingdom, it does play a big part in its image. There are rules and standards any organization should abide by if it wants to function here.” 
 
    “I know and really appreciate it, Princess Silvia. You have my full cooperation. I’m not so sure about the Council, though.” 
 
    “If my years of experience within noble circles aren’t wrong, I’m fairly certain they will also cooperate as smoothly as they can. If not just to save their skin, then to court some favor by exposing their accomplices.” 
 
    “Good.” Tina crossed her arms under her chest. “I hope we can get rid of all the corrupt idiots and make the academy great again. It would be all good if only the Principal held more power.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia chuckled at her. “The two separate bodies existed exactly to keep each other in check since the beginning. The balance has shifted a little over the recent ages, unfortunately. Reaching that status quo again will be the best possible outcome. I can’t guarantee that my successor won’t be just like some of the members of the Council.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, then,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Now, let’s end these politics. It’s not why you have come here, right? At least not yet.” 
 
    “You bet your ass we didn’t,” Grea finally joined in, walking closer to the Principal’s desk and supporting herself on it with her hand. “Those two were worried about you after yesterday’s big event. You know how much of a softie each of them is.” 
 
    “Then, you should know that I’m doing well at the moment.” The older woman smiled at them. “I’m happy that I could see you put those fools to shame, Asterios. And that you presented yourself so brilliantly too, Tina. Your dedication and achievements make me warm inside, they remind me why I chose to guide and assist others on this path.” 
 
    Tina lowered her gaze a little while her cheeks got covered with a faint shade of crimson and Asterios smiled appreciatively. Grea grinned at the Principal. 
 
    “Oh, you old witch, if this is already making you warm then you are going to melt into a fucking puddle when you learn how much this little chick has discovered mere moments after leaving the coop. We might be standing right on the edge of the new Golden Age of Summoning Magic.” 
 
    Madam Teireshia raised a curious brow at her. “Did you discover something about Asterios’ unusual familiars?” 
 
    Grea laughed openly. “If it was just that! I got tons of material to go through, and I didn’t have time to even start properly but I know very well that some of it will be truly revolutionary, even if certain parts will be inapplicable to normal people.” 
 
    Asterios and Tina exchanged glances, knowing that their researcher friend wasn’t yet aware of most likely the biggest, most groundbreaking revelation in the entire history of Summoning Magic. They could imagine how much more thrilled Grea would get after learning about their ability to cross realms through the summoning gates. 
 
    “Well, I will have to transcribe almost all of it first since there are bits that I can’t mention yet, but there will come a day when it won’t matter anymore. Am I right, Mister Big Deal?” she continued. 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Who knows? I think it’s still way too early for any official announcements.” 
 
    “You two are making me really excited about this and I don’t even know what it’s about.” Madam Teireshia smiled wryly. “Oh, how I wish I was a few decades younger.” 
 
    Grea patted the Principal on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You have enough time to get immortalized in the pages of history as the one who helped introduce revolutionary knowledge. I can’t do everything myself with my complete inability to socialize with people. Just wait for a little. And, who knows, maybe we’ll find another way to prolong your lifespan as a byproduct. A few such methods were discovered by accident, were they not?” 
 
    “Always the optimist.” Madam Teireshia shook her head and then glanced at Asterios. “I’ll gladly be there for you. It’s not like I’m going to go anywhere else. Besides, this academy could use some fresh blood amongst its cadre in the near future. Professor Tina and Professor Asterios don't sound that bad, do they?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly. “What a story would it be for a dropout to end up as a teacher.” 
 
    “If you helped your pupils achieve half of the results Tina had with your help then no one would even bat an eye at that unjust expulsion.” 
 
    The person in question blushed even more heavily, remembering their Joint Summoning back then. She would never forget that blissful moment which also had been one of the first steps on her path to getting closer to Asterios. 
 
    “I might consider it.” He smiled at the Principal. 
 
    Since Madam Teireshia had clearly been in the middle of something when they interrupted her, they didn’t stay for too long and bid farewell to the Principal and Professor Grea soon after, leaving them both in the former’s office. 
 
    Umbra offered to move them in pairs through his shadows, but Tina suggested they take a walk through Rosewind, and Silvia agreed. Therefore, they casually strolled toward the Adventurer’s Guild together. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5
Sunray 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour after Asterios and the girls left the academy, they reached the building of the Rosewind Adventurer’s Guild. On their way there, Tina and Silvia had chatted a little, pulling Asterios into their conversation now and then. Tina was slowly growing a bit more comfortable with the princess’ presence and gradually becoming more friendly and casual around her. 
 
    Making way for a six-man party of adventurers which was leaving through the main entrance, they slipped inside the main lobby. It was as busy as usual. Asterios was glad the guild was still popular and hadn’t lost too many patrons from the Rhode incident in the past. 
 
    Such revelations were fickle. One could never know if announcing heavy or controversial topics to the public would lead to a sudden crash or a new high. But, thanks to Guildmaster Suanori and the rest of the staff, the controversy had ended on a good note. Perhaps on a better note than just good considering their decision to reveal things, fix them quickly, and apologize earnestly had earned them forgiveness and even raised their renown a little. 
 
    “Should we find Ellie?” Miria asked, glancing over the line of receptionists. 
 
    “What if Ellie finds you first?” A feminine voice reached their ears from behind. 
 
    Everyone turned around and found the red-haired receptionist smiling at them warmly. 
 
    “Ellie! Why are you here and not on the other side?” Miria jumped forward with a cheerful smile to hug their friend. 
 
    Chuckling quietly, Ellie spun around with Miria in her arms.  
 
    “I was just escorting someone out when I saw you walk inside. Nice to see you again, Miria, Ast, Selene. Oh, and Tina too. As for the other blue-haired lady, I don’t think we’ve met, have we?” 
 
    Asterios and the girls glanced at each other, not sure how to introduce their new friend since they were standing right in the very middle of the main hall. Thankfully, Silvia took it on herself and stepped forward, nodding her head politely. 
 
    “Hello. You are right, I don’t think we have personally met yet, but you might recognize my name. I’m Finix, a B-rank.” She brought out a crimson coin and secretly showed it to the receptionist. 
 
    Ellie’s eyes widened briefly after noticing it and everyone from Ast’s party didn't miss that small change before their friend returned to her sweet, professional smile. 
 
    “Of course, I do. Please, follow me, then. I’ll lead us to a private meeting room.” 
 
    She made a courteous bow and nodded at Asterios. He glanced at the princess curiously with a raised brow, but Silvia responded only with a tiny smile. With Ellie in the lead, they quickly arrived in an enclosed meeting chamber clearly meant for VIPs. 
 
    Closing the door behind them, Ellie activated some arrays hidden in the walls, revealing the patterns for a second as they activated. 
 
    “First of all, let me say that it’s a huge honor,” she began with a wide smile. “I would have never thought that I would get to meet and be of service to you, Princess Silvia.” 
 
    “Ummm… How did you know it was her?” Tina asked the question most of them had in their minds. 
 
    “It’s simple.” Ellie chuckled softly. “Whenever Princess Silvia goes out undercover, unofficially, she uses the adventurer nickname Finix. That way, the guild staff immediately knows to keep themselves in check since she doesn’t want to be found out. And the token Princess Silvia showed me is just proof that she is the real deal and not some impostor.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh! That’s so sneaky!” Miria beamed at the princess. 
 
    “It happens rarely but that procedure was prepared exactly for situations like this,” Silvia explained. “Usually, I head out for expeditions or dungeons under my real name, as you already know from Father’s mentions.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you have two accounts since you are using two identities?” Asterios pondered out loud. 
 
    “She has one,” Ellie answered instead. “Pretty much everything goes under the same tab. The other name is just for us, mostly, and also so that people don’t overhear the princess’ real name during the briefing in the lobby or something like that.” 
 
    “It must be really hard to be so recognizable.” Tina giggled softly. 
 
    “Sometimes it is, but there’s not much we can do about it.” Silvia showed a tiny smile. 
 
    “Anyway, please, make yourselves comfortable and take a seat. How can I help you today, Princess?” The scarlet-haired receptionist gestured at the lounge sofas in the middle and walked up to a glass cupboard. “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “There’s no need to be so formal. I’m just accompanying Asterios. I don’t really have any special business with the guild today,” Silvia explained as they all sat down. 
 
    “Oh? Are you guys on a quest together? Considering that it seemed like you knew about Finix’s true identity, it has to be something important, right?” 
 
    “I’m a member of Ast’s party and that’s pretty much all that there is to it. Please, don’t mind my status and treat me as an equal. If I’m not mistaken, we came here to let Tina register as an adventurer,” the princess continued. 
 
    Ellie froze mid-step as she was walking closer to them. 
 
    “What? You have the princess in your party? Not the other way around?” She glanced at him with shock. 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s a long story. Yes, Silvia is part of Scarlet Scale.” 
 
    “Trust me, I still can’t believe that it’s real,” Tina added with a giggle. 
 
    Their receptionist friend put her hands on her hips. “How the hell did it happen? The last thing I remember is you heading out to the Demon Continent. And the Dungeon War, of course.” 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “One thing led to another and here we are. If you heard where we are heading next, you wouldn’t believe me no matter how long we have known each other.” 
 
    She squinted her eyes at him. “I’m tempted to prove you wrong, but I feel like it’s a big deal and I shouldn’t really pry into it.” 
 
    “That would be for the best.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “Fine. What’s this I hear about Tina registering as an adventurer?” Ellie moved her gaze to the first blue-haired woman in the room. 
 
    “I’m also joining Ast’s party. It’s only natural that I register, right?” Tina replied. 
 
    “You too? How many are there already?” 
 
    Asterios scrunched his face a little while doing a quick headcount. “If we only count members from this realm, then three with Tina, including me. Adding Miria, Selene, Umbra, and Bryn as my familiars, that makes it seven?” 
 
    “And let me guess, they all are girls.” Ellie raised a brow at him. 
 
    “Umbra isn’t!” Miria chimed in cheerfully. 
 
    Their receptionist friend shook her head with a chuckle. “Looks like the rumors about the Summoner’s Harem were true.” 
 
    “Hey. We have already changed that name. And it’s not like it’s my goal to recruit only women. That’s just how it turns out. There’s Svertaniel, too, although he isn’t exactly a member of our party, I guess,” Asterios replied with a smile. 
 
    “Alright, alright. I’m just teasing you. I still remember you coming alone to the guild to submit some tasks not that long ago and now you are the leader of an all-female party. Miss Kindra must be proud.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “I bet she would still try to match you with Master just like back then, Ellie.” Miria giggled quietly. 
 
    “I don’t think that will change no matter how many mates he gets.” Selene chuckled too. 
 
    “There’s no doubt about that.” Ellie laughed a little. “So, to not waste your time, should we get it done? I think Guildmaster Suanori is free at this moment so we could see if she would like to supervise the registration.” 
 
    “I think that’s fine. Tina?” Asterios glanced at his Summoner partner. 
 
    “Getting reviewed by the guildmaster feels a bit stressful, hahaha.” 
 
    “Don’t worry! I’m sure it will go great! You have Asterios and the princess to vouch for you, don’t you? Come on!” Ellie helped the shorter girl up and they all followed her to the guildmaster’s office. 
 
    She knocked on the door shortly after their arrival. 
 
    “Guildmaster, there’s someone who would like to register.” 
 
    “Are all examiners busy?” Suanori’s muffled voice reached them from inside. 
 
    “Finix is with them.” 
 
    Something ceramic clearly shattered and silence followed. Asterios and his beastfolk girls could hear a faint noise of the pieces being tidied up and they shared a chuckle through their bond. Ellie had clearly done this on purpose. 
 
    Soon, the door opened and Guildmaster Suanori appeared in front of them with all her grace. 
 
    “It’s my honor to—” She paused the moment her eyes found Asterios, and a sigh escaped her lips. “You really make nothing of my advice.” 
 
    He smiled wryly and Suanori invited them inside. 
 
    “As I was saying, it’s my honor to welcome you, Princess. Who do we need to evaluate?” she continued shortly after. 
 
    “Me.” Tina revealed herself from behind everyone and timidly raised a hand. 
 
    “Oh, Lady Tina. I apologize, I completely missed you.” Suanori chuckled softly. “That’s pretty quick, I must say. You literally just graduated, and you are already registering as an adventurer.” 
 
    “I wanted to do it right after Asterios was kicked out but someone convinced me against it. And I’m glad I listened.” She glanced at him with a smile. “Now, nothing else is stopping me. Since we will be traveling together a lot, I would like to register and officially join Ast’s party. Hopefully, no one will say bad things about Asterios after they see a low-rank join their team, hahaha.” 
 
    Silvia deactivated the hairpin and returned to her original appearance for the moment. 
 
    “I can vouch for her if necessary. From what I have seen, and heard from Asterios, I think Tina shouldn’t be placed lower than C-rank. She is really amazing.” 
 
    “That she is,” Asterios added. 
 
    The person in question dropped her gaze to the ground while blushing heavily. Suanori waved her hand at them. 
 
    “There’s no need for that. I’ve seen myself how strong she is during the showmatch.” 
 
    “You were there?” Tina raised her head and glanced at the guildmaster curiously. 
 
    “Of course. It’s a quite big event. It’s not just nobles and parents who are invited. I try to show up to each graduation. Many of the students later come to register so we have some initial data on them thanks to that, especially from the duels.” 
 
    “I guess we don’t have to fight an examiner, then?” Asterios inquired. 
 
    “She would wreck most of them anyway. I think we can easily fit Tina in B-rank just from that display.” 
 
    “That’s quite high! And the same as Master!” Miria joined in. 
 
    “Only because a certain someone is still slacking around with their rank.” Suanori looked at Asterios. 
 
    “It’s not my fault that almost everything we do we just can’t really take public credit for.” He chuckled, spreading his arms to the sides. 
 
    “I’ll go prepare the badge in the meantime, then,” Ellie suggested and escaped the office after making a polite bow. 
 
    “So… Just like that?” Tina giggled shyly. 
 
    “Yes, just like that.” Suanori smiled at her. “Now, may I know what it is this time that you guys have gotten yourselves into to be traveling with the princess? Or is it one of those secret things you can’t take credit for?” 
 
    “I believe I mentioned that I kind of became Silvia’s instructor, to some extent,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Since when does being an instructor translate to being in someone’s party and adventuring with them?” She shook her head with a wry smile. 
 
    “Technically, I’m the one in Asterios’ party,” Silvia corrected her. 
 
    Suanori rolled her eyes. “That’s even better.” 
 
    Soon after, Ellie came back with a neat wooden box, and they attached the badge to Tina’s shoulder with all the decorum and ceremonials. She brushed over the golden plate with a jubilant smile. Naturally, they also registered her as a member of Scarlet Scale.  
 
    Since they didn’t have much time, they chatted only briefly about the situation in Dagger’s End, and a little bit about Ast’s adventures before they had to leave. The exploration of that dungeon was progressing fairly well. Suanori suggested visiting it if they wanted to get some combat experience for Tina while still being amongst the first people to dive in. 
 
    To avoid bringing unnecessary attention to themselves, they jumped to the castle straight from the guildmaster’s office after saying their goodbyes. Miria and Selene remained in their realm to give the moment fully to Tina. A butler had been waiting for their return and led them outside. 
 
    They soon found themselves on a training ground in front of what looked like barracks of some sort. The building was much more stylish and noble-looking than Tina and Asterios would have assumed it would be. 
 
    At the edge of the sandy court stood a line of six people in military uniforms matching the kingdom’s white and gold color scheme. They had no armor on, and a winged tiger lay by each person’s side. The king talked with someone in robes not that far from them, near what seemed to be a summoning circle.  
 
    He noticed them first and waved at the trio. “You are back just in time! Come!” 
 
    “Greetings, Princess!” the soldiers shouted loudly at the same time as Ast's group arrived closer. 
 
    Welrond ordered them to be at ease and placed both hands on Tina’s shoulders. “How are you feeling? Nervous?” 
 
    She giggled timidly. “A little bit.” 
 
    The king smiled at her and gestured to the side. “The people gathered here will be your squad mates from now on. They belong to the Twelfth Regiment of the Royal Division, Codename Sunray. They were inactive for some time since they lacked one member, so they are all very excited about you joining them.” 
 
    Tina roamed her eyes over the six figures briefly. Five humans and one elf, who was a woman. She was glad that she wasn’t the only girl in the squad even though it didn’t really matter that much since she wouldn’t be spending all her time amongst them. 
 
    “Are they all Summoners?” she asked, remembering Silvia’s escort from the ceremony. 
 
    “Yes, in this particular case, they all are. As mentioned earlier, this is a special quick-response squad that does function as a reserve. As its name suggests, it means to bring the light of hope to those still troubled by darkness. They often arrive at the battlefield after the main operation to assist people however they can, or they are sent on precise missions where complete accuracy in following the objective is necessary. Generally speaking, of course.” 
 
    “That sounds like… a lot of responsibility. Will I be good enough?” 
 
    “I have no doubts that you will. Believe in yourself more. You are very talented and smart, Tina.” Welrond smiled at her warmly and turned to the troops. “Is there anyone who thinks otherwise?” 
 
    One person, a man with long, shoulder-length black hair, stepped forward. 
 
    “Oh?” The king crossed his arms over his chest. “State your name.”  
 
    “Ryeon, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “And what’s your opinion then, Ryeon?” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Majesty, I think she looks too scrawny and timid! She might not be the best pick for the quick response squad which often has to deal with unexpected situations and opponents!” 
 
    The man’s teammates looked between themselves weirdly as if they weren't sure if their friend was sane. No one dared to say anything, though. 
 
    Welrond raised a brow at him. “In other words, you think she’s weak, right?” 
 
    Ryeon thought about his answer for a few seconds before speaking up again. “Yes, Your Majesty!” 
 
    His squad was even more shocked than before. 
 
    “Do you think you could beat her in a duel?” the king asked. 
 
    “Naturally, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “I see. Just to make sure, have you seen the recordings?” 
 
    The man furrowed his brows briefly and finally glanced behind him at the others. The woman was giving him a look full of pity while a few of the men tried their best to hold in a laugh. 
 
    “N-No, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Ezbern, if you would.” Welrond glanced at the older magician in the robes right beside him. 
 
    In just a few moments, an illusory panel materialized in the air between the soldiers and the people on Ast’s side. Asterios watched attentively how the person named Ezbern perfectly manipulated Illusion Magic to display the memory sealed in the crystal he was holding in his hand. His and Tina’s duel played from start to finish and the magical mirror disappeared. 
 
    The black-haired man paled slightly by the end of the show. Welrond raised a brow at him again. 
 
    “Would you like to volunteer as her sparring partner to confirm if Tina really is such a scrawny and timid girl?” 
 
    “N-No, Your Majesty... I concede my point… I think she will do just fine…” 
 
    Ryeon hastily got back in line while a few other men chuckled quietly at him. Asterios could only smile wryly. He was pretty sure that each person in their team specialized in something and Ryeon might not be the best at offense among them. 
 
    “Right. With that resolved, should we move on to the summoning? Since you are also a Summoner, old Ezbern will just help you guys out in learning a few key elements that allow us to signal the winged tiger tribe about our wish to meet. Naturally, it’s fine for you to join too, Asterios. I’m expecting a big and strong winged tiger from this attempt.” Welrond laughed at them heartily. 
 
    Tina blushed a little and Asterios arrived at her side. After they glanced at each other and exchanged warm smiles, they walked up to the magician, and he brought out an old book. For the next fifteen minutes, they listened to his explanations while reading it, chiming in to discuss a point or two now and then. He was clearly surprised about the accuracy of the duo’s remarks. 
 
    Near the very end, Asterios and Tina started flipping through the pages by themselves, going back and forth a few times, while the man just kept the book open. They had initially talked to each other but now they were just exchanging glances in silence, poking the paper now and then, which confused him greatly. The speed at which they went through the book was shocking too. Unfortunately, he couldn’t know that they were communicating mentally through their bond. 
 
    Suddenly, Asterios and Tina straightened up and turned to the king at the same time, spooking the older magician. 
 
    “Can we add a few small changes to the formation while retaining all the crucial elements?” they asked together. 
 
    After realizing that they had still been in sync, they chuckled afterward. 
 
    The king raised his brows at them while Silvia smiled softly. “Uhhh… I guess?” 
 
    They immediately got to work and knelt by the already prepared magical circle next to them. Again, in complete silence, they cooperated perfectly, not getting in each other’s way even once. It surprised everyone watching them, except for Silvia, who had kind of expected Tina to be similar to Asterios. 
 
    Done with the changes, they stood up and glanced at each other. 
 
    “You don’t need Joint Summoning for this, do you?” Asterios asked with a smile. 
 
    “I would love to, but you are correct.” She smiled back at him. “Thanks for the help. I’ll handle the rest by myself. I don’t want them to think that I have to rely on you for everything.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Good luck. Not like you need it.” 
 
    He stepped closer and Tina raised her face, letting Asterios peck her lips gently. With a tinge of rosiness decorating her adorable cheeks, she nodded at him before he left the circle. Taking a deep breath, she refocused on the ritual. 
 
    A small shiver passed through her body as she extended her hand forward. “Old-school practices are so cringe…” 
 
    She mentally asked Hydran to make a small cut in her palm and a few droplets of blood soon fell onto the formation, causing it to glow. Closing her fingers into a fist, she made a wide swing to the side. 
 
    “Hear my voice, o magnificent beast! In the name of the old agreement, I call upon thee to fulfill the generations-long oath!” she shouted with her eyes closed. 
 
    The blood dripping from her closed palm stopped in mid-air in a trail behind her fist and began forming a ring as Tina spun around in a full circle. The droplets soon turned into small sigils and kept hovering at the same height. 
 
    With her eyes still closed, she grabbed a bunch of them from various positions all around her in a certain order and threw them above her head. 
 
    “My name is Tina Nobelle, the new spear and shield of the Human Kingdom! Come! Be my valiant steed! Together, we will protect the peace of this land and attain glory by fighting off any threats trying to disrupt it!” 
 
    Clasping her hands together, she released a lot of spiritual energy into her surroundings. A faint azure aura began leaking out of her body. Tina knew how important this part was so she gave it her all, infusing the formation with as much mana as she could. 
 
    Thanks to her bond with Asterios finally reaching its full form, she could draw on much more spiritual energy than before. It was similar to the time during their Joint Summoning but without him needing to actively feed her his essence and mana. She felt like those were now permanently attached to her, making her part of him, and him part of her. 
 
    “Heed my call!” she shouted the final words and slammed both hands to the ground. 
 
    The formation shone the brightest yet with a light blue glow and a beautiful cerulean gate formed almost immediately after she finished speaking, surprising everyone greatly. Those who had witnessed this particular ritual in the past, at least. 
 
    The portal increased in size until it was around twice as tall as Tina. Then, the glow faded a little and a mighty, white-furred paw stepped through the swirling mist. In an instant, all the winged tigers lowered their heads, confusing their riders with the sudden action. 
 
    Slowly and gracefully, the summoned beast walked out of the gate, soon revealing its powerful build. In just a moment, a splendid, winged lion entered everyone’s sight, with a majestic, lush, silvery mane decorating its snow-white fur and its glowing cerulean eyes filled with wisdom, experience, but also power. 
 
    After this imposing beast fully emerged from the portal, it regarded everyone present around with a slow, unhurried glance, stopping its gaze on Tina. It repositioned its legs a little while taking a deep breath and released an earth-shaking roar into the air as it displayed its wings, shattering all the windows in the close vicinity of the summoning site with an immense spiritual shockwave. 
 
    “It’s a… striped winged lion?” Silvia asked after noticing light blue streaks over its entire body while partially covering her ears. 
 
    “No…” Asterios shook his head. “Those are not stripes… Those are external spiritual circuits…” 
 
    Meanwhile, Tina stared at the majestic entity from below with a wry smile and just a single thought in her mind. 
 
    That’s no tiger… 
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    Finishing its deafening roar, the magnificent white lion folded its wings, bringing them closer to its body. Asterios helped Silvia fix her balance as she was still slightly leaning on him and glanced at the princess. She easily guessed what his thoughts were and nodded with a gentle smile, to which Asterios answered with the same. 
 
    He hastily jogged up to Tina, who was still crouching in front of the beast. He passed the soldiers trying to gather themselves up from the ground, and the king, who looked much better than them with his clothes only slightly disheveled. 
 
    The big lion regarded Asterios with a slow glance and their gazes met. He felt like it too understood his intentions and wasn’t bothered by him reaching its Summoner. Kneeling by Tina’s side, Asterios placed a hand on her back and rubbed it affectionately. 
 
    “You good? That was quite close.” 
 
    She glanced at him with a sweet smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel that much pressure from the shockwave, excluding the spiritual fluctuation passing through my circuits.” 
 
    A deep but pleasant chuckle resounded in the air and they both turned their faces towards the source. 
 
    “How could I cause discomfort to the one who has called me here? That would make for a horrible first impression, showing only the complete lack of manners.” 
 
    Asterios and Tina looked at the noble lion with raised brows. Clearly, the sound originated from its position. It hadn’t echoed in their heads like in Umbra’s case but felt like a person speaking, even though they didn't see the beast's muzzle move. 
 
    “It speaks!” Welrond exclaimed in amazement somewhere on the side. 
 
    “What else would it do?” the lion replied. “Oh. I guess it could roar or growl too.” Another warm chuckle reverberated through the surroundings. 
 
    Tina giggled quietly and the beast’s magnificent head turned back to her. She could swear she was able to recognize a smile on its face, and so could Asterios. He offered her a hand and helped Tina stand up, dusting off her clothes a little as some dirt had gotten onto them. 
 
    “Ummm… Hello.” She nodded politely at the lion. 
 
    “Greetings, human child.” It also lowered its head while briefly closing its eyes. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure what happened but… I was supposed to call a winged tiger here, just like the ones on the side,” Tina explained a bit timidly. 
 
    The lion glanced towards the soldiers and their summons, which were still bowing towards the mighty beast. It released a soft growl, and the tigers finally raised their heads. Turning back to her, Tina again had a feeling that it was smiling. 
 
    “I’m quite aware of that, dear child. Does my presence disappoint you?” 
 
    She hastily shook her head. “No, not in the slightest! Rather the opposite! I’m in awe, and slight shock, if I were to be honest, hahaha.” 
 
    “You altered the summoning formation, have you not?” 
 
    “Oh. I’m terribly sorry if that offended—” 
 
    “Please, don’t apologize.” It chuckled again. “I was not berating you but rather complimenting.” 
 
    “Complimenting?” Tina stared at the lion, slightly unsure about its words. 
 
    It slowly glanced around the entire location. “It’s been so long since I set my paw in this place. I’m not sure how many years have passed, but the last time, I clearly left this array in a certain someone’s care. I don’t think they were aware that I might have given them an incomplete version, hoping that someone would notice and make proper changes.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Welrond gasped on the side again. “Do you mean to say that you are the winged tribe’s patriarch? The same one who signed a covenant with our ancestor?” 
 
    “Hm?” The lion regarded the king with a measured glance. “That would be me, yes. And you are… one of his descendants, hmmm. And so is the young lady. Such a blaze is impossible to mistake. Although…” It moved his gaze to Asterios for a brief moment. 
 
    “Ummm…” Before it could get a good look at him, Tina captured its attention again. “I would hate to be dishonest here. It was not just me alone who analyzed and modified the circuit. This person by my side, my friend, did it alongside me. Does that fact change your evaluation of me?” 
 
    “A friend you say?” Its cerulean eyes shone faintly. “A very close friend, considering the bond between the two of you.” 
 
    Tina’s cheeks turned a little rosy and she smiled softly while lowering her gaze a bit. The lion moved its shimmering eyes to Asterios, and they stopped at his chest. 
 
    “I see… You are… Hmmm…” It took a deep breath and puffed some hot air at the duo. “It’s been ages since I smelled this scent and sensed this much heat inside someone. That explains the connection you two share.” 
 
    Giving the pair one last scrutinizing glance, it smiled at Tina again. 
 
    “Worry not, dear child. While the lacking or purposefully inefficient elements of the formation were meant to test one’s knowledge, it wasn’t the only requirement. I can sense a great talent in you, in both of you. You complement each other well, which is rather surprising for such opposing elements. But they have always used to alter the commonly known principles.” It gave Asterios an almost indiscernible nod while saying the last part, one only he and Tina could notice. 
 
    “Since you approve of Tina, does that mean that you are willing to continue with the ritual? As far as I know, the summoning was supposed to invite a beast from the winged tribe here, to serve as her steed and battle companion. Is this kind of service not beneath a grand entity such as yourself?” Asterios asked calmly. 
 
    The lion patriarch chuckled at them warmly. “Why would it be? She’s worthy, I can feel that much. If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be able to reach me, and I would not answer, even if she would have received more spiritual aid from you. She is the one I have been waiting for. It will be my pleasure to share the master and familiar bond with her.” 
 
    Asterios smiled at Tina while rubbing her arm. She felt a tad embarrassed to be praised so much by such a splendid and certainly powerful spiritual beast. Even so, she was happy, very happy that it recognized her years of effort. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at the king, but the man was frantically waving his arms at him, clearly announcing that he had nothing to do with whatever happened after the patriarch had been summoned. It was obvious that he didn’t want to offend the lion. 
 
    Chuckling a little to himself, Asterios returned his gaze to Tina, and she glanced up at him. They needed no words to understand each other. With a tiny flush, she placed a peck on his cheek and they both stepped away. He nodded at the magnificent beast and removed himself from the close vicinity, returning to Welrond’s and Silvia’s side. 
 
    “Ekhm.” Tina cleared her throat, regathering her seriousness. “Since this isn’t like the summons the other members of the Royal Division did, would there be something required as a regular tribute for the contract to be fulfilled? I think that’s guaranteed considering your position, Patriarch.” 
 
    “You have already fulfilled all the conditions, dear child. But, if you really want to add something to our contract, why not make it some regular back scratches? You have no idea how itchy the base of the wings can get.” It chuckled deeply. 
 
    Tina giggled too and nodded. It was a funny thing to imagine. Such a grand and magnificent winged lion was asking for something so small and silly. She felt like her time with the patriarch was going to be so much fun. 
 
    Before she did so, she filled the magic circle with spiritual energy and caused it to glow stronger again. They unhurriedly went through every single step to contracting a summoned familiar and arrived at the bonding part. 
 
    Hydran again helped her make a small cut in her finger by extending its feeler made of pure water along her arm. Tina then drew a sigil on her and the beast’s forehead. Hugging its giant muzzle to her chest, she placed a gentle kiss on the symbol as its quiet purrs tickled her chest. 
 
    A blast of spiritual energy surged from both of them, an azure one from Tina and a cerulean one from the patriarch. Serpents of mana danced around the two wildly until they combined into one mass shortly before fading. 
 
    Tina stepped back and took a deep breath. “Such an incredible feeling…” 
 
    The lion chuckled at her. “It’s just the beginning, my dear.” 
 
    “So, your name is… Esil… Is it fine for me to use it?” she asked, gazing at the noble beast and still not believing that she now shared a deep connection with it. 
 
    “That’s what names are for, aren’t they?” He smiled at her. 
 
    She giggled and nodded, reaching out with her hand. Esil lowered his head and let Tina ruffle through the fur on his forehead, shaking his silvery mane a little bit. From the side, everyone watched a petite girl pet a giant winged lion like any other adorable kitten. It could easily bite off half of her in one go if it wanted. 
 
    Asterios felt Miria's bubbling excitement which had been building up since the very start and he allowed her to finally join them. A big black panther walked out of a crimson gate and stopped by his side.  
 
    He had always thought that she was sizable, being as tall as he was, pretty much, but if they placed her next to Esil, it would be like setting a pony next to a horse. Their sizes were that much different. Of course, the lion’s build was much bulkier than her muscled but still agile frame too. 
 
    After Tina freed his muzzle and tilted his head a bit, Esil regarded her with a glance. 
 
    “Curious… I have never seen such a union of bloodlines… That’s not all, is it?” 
 
    Miria took a few steps forward and gradually shifted to her humanoid form, coming closer to the grand lion. Her tail kept making excited dances behind her back as she observed Esil with a joyful smile. 
 
    “Hello. My name is Miria and I’m Master’s familiar and mate.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, young one.” He gently lowered his head. “It seems that your kin has peculiar abilities. I do wonder about its origins and wouldn’t be surprised if your lineage began from an entity similar to us. Perhaps from a union with them. That does have a chance to be true.” Esil glanced at Asterios. 
 
    She shivered in delight, clearly catching the insinuation there. It was possible that her people came from the union of a Dragon and some mystical beast just like the lion. Such a prospect sounded so awesome she could barely hold herself back from jumping around even if they couldn’t really be sure if it was any true. 
 
    “Can you shift too?” Miria asked what had been on her mind the most. 
 
    “Hmmm. I never had a need to assume a form similar to yours. To be completely honest, I really like my current body and don’t really see myself trying to learn how to shapeshift into a bipedal frame unless that will be necessary. But I can do something like this.” 
 
    Esil raised his head up and spread his wings. The external spiritual circuits hidden under his splendid white fur glowed brightly, breaking through the obstruction, and cerulean mist faintly enveloped his figure. Slightly covering their eyes, everyone could see the giant lion gradually… shrink. 
 
    After a few short seconds, the spiritual haze dissipated and revealed a miniature version of Esil standing on the ground, around the size of a decently big kitten. He flapped his wings and flew towards Miria, who caught him in her arms. Esil nestled himself in her embrace like a snuggly cat while she held him from below. 
 
    “That’s so awesome!” Miria almost squealed, glancing down at Esil sitting in her arms. 
 
    Tina walked closer and petted his head. “So adorable…” 
 
    As the two girls gently stroked the white cub, Selene joined everyone in the realm and exchanged glances with Asterios, Silvia, and Welrond. Even Umbra, now perched on his shoulder, seemed to be in sync with their thoughts, and all the other people around most likely were too. 
 
    What the hell had just happened? 
 
    After a short while, Esil jumped out of Miria’s embrace and returned to his normal size, accompanied by the same flashy effect. The girls then walked closer to Asterios and the others with him between them. 
 
    “It’s my honor.” Welrond politely nodded at the noble lion. 
 
    “So is mine,” Esil responded, also lowering his head. “I know that you have been taking great care of the tigers, as per promise. I hope that our kin can continue to cooperate in the future.” 
 
    “I have no desire to break off the agreement made by our ancestors. That is unless there’s something dissatisfactory on your side, Patriarch.” 
 
    “There isn’t, I can assure you of that, child of the solar.” 
 
    “Would it be rude of me to ask how you speak to us, Patriarch? It’s not exactly vocal talking and at the same time it also isn’t thought communication that I have experienced,” Silvia joined in. 
 
    “Of course not, young one.” Esil puffed some warm air at her, blowing her fiery hair a bit. “I let my essence carry my will. Any being attuned to it should be able to sense it through their circuits. It then assumes the most comfortable form of communication for the recipient.” 
 
    “Ooooooooooh!” Miria’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “That’s so curious! Does that mean the tigers hear you growl or roar?” 
 
    The lion chuckled at her adorable reaction. “They do. Although, since we do share another form of communication, our own language, I don’t always speak to everyone this way. It’s usually only when in front of entities that do not understand the tongue of the beasts.” 
 
    Welrond glanced at the soldiers on the side, who were trying their best to keep their composure in front of the noble beast. “If I may also ask a potentially rude question, Patriarch, would it be fine if we prepared a saddle for you and Tina since you two will sometimes be traveling alongside the others from the squad?” 
 
    “I do not mind. If it will make it more comfortable for my master, I will naturally comply. We can take measurements whenever you wish to do so. I’ve seen some of your saddles and no one amongst the tigers have ever complained about their quality.” 
 
    “That brings up another matter.” Silvia softly rubbed her chin. “Tina has ended up with a splendid companion, easy to say, the most grandiose winged beast in the entire Royal Division.” 
 
    “That is true.” The king copied her motion. “Since the squad has no captain, we were supposed to let everyone get to know Tina a bit better and then have them suggest the leader, but…” 
 
    “It’s only natural that the captain stands out the most amongst all the members of the team,” the princess finished for him. 
 
    “Eh? Me? The captain?” Tina glanced between them and her soon-to-be squad mates, now possibly even subordinates, with visible surprise. “But… I’m so new… I don’t know if I’m good for it…” 
 
    Asterios walked closer to her and wrapped his arm around her waist, showing a warm smile. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure you would do great if you put even half of the effort that you were always putting into your studies and summoning. You are already leading a small squad of your own, are you not? One that gave me a run for my life back during graduation.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I think so too.” Silvia nodded with a faint smile. “Of course, we are not going to force such decisions onto anyone, be it you or the other members of the squad. If they approve, if you approve, we will approve too.” 
 
    Tina glanced at the royal knights and Asterios gave her an unnoticeable push, asking her to have some more confidence in herself. She nodded particularly to no one and walked up to the line of people and winged tigers. Esil followed after her shortly. 
 
    She stopped in front of them and tried her best to look each person in the eyes to appear dependable. 
 
    “You heard what the king said and what we have just discussed, right? What do you think of it? Let me first say that while it has always been my dream to join the Royal Division, it was never my intention to run for the position of the leader, especially without proving myself first. It might seem like I’m abusing my connections to steal the spot.” 
 
    The men glanced between themselves and made various different faces while also exchanging some words. Tina watched them and awaited their thoughts and opinions in a slightly tense atmosphere. Esil’s warm breath hitting her from behind eased the stress and worry at least a little. 
 
    Before any of the men said anything, the only other woman in the squad rolled her eyes and walked up to her. 
 
    “It’s not like any of us has been a squad captain yet, so why don’t we roll with it and see how it goes? I have a feeling that you will do just fine. We will all help you grasp whatever’s necessary and learn alongside you too. What do you say? Acting Squad Leader?” She extended her hand forward with a pleasant smirk on her face. 
 
    Tina took a peek at the men behind her, and they looked to be nodding at each other and her. She smiled too, moved her gaze to match the woman’s, and shook her hand. 
 
    “It will be my pleasure, ummm…” 
 
    “Kathy, Captain.” The woman grinned at her. 
 
    “Tina. I’m looking forward to working with all of you. Like… really forward…” She added the last part quietly, making Kathy chuckle. 
 
    Everyone came closer to shake their hands with her too and introduced themselves. Tina did her best to memorize all the names, getting a little overwhelmed, but her familiars assured her that they would aid her. She did have Ori, Firo, Hydran, and now Esil to share thoughts with. 
 
    Afterward, her squad mates returned to their positions and Tina walked back to the king and the others. Welrond smiled at her while crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Congratulations, Captain Tina. Looks like you have already managed to capture their hearts. Good quality for a leader.” 
 
    She blushed a little but nodded, arriving by Ast’s and his girls’ sides. 
 
    “Father, I think this will be a good moment.” Silvia glanced up at the king. 
 
    “Right, right. I agree. Let’s see…” 
 
    Ast’s crew watched Welrond curiously. He brought two fancy golden tubes out of his spatial storage ring and waved them in his hand. They seemed to be interconnected. 
 
    “What’s that?” Asterios asked first. 
 
    “I did mention an engagement gift, did I not?” The king grinned. 
 
    Tina and Asterios exchanged glances with their wide eyes. 
 
    “Ummm… What is it, if I may ask?” she inquired. 
 
    “I’ve heard that all the boys love castles.” He chuckled softly. “And it so happens that there is a certain one… without a lord.” 
 
    “Oh gods…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
A Glimmer of Authority 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A castle?” Asterios raised his brows at the king while Tina wasn’t sure how to react. 
 
    Welrond chuckled, still waving the two golden tubes banded together. 
 
    “On your new path of life, it’s only natural to have a home that both of you can come back to. Of course, there are your family homes, but I think it would be nice to have your own little nest somewhere in the countryside.” 
 
    He grabbed the metal top and held it in front. The other golden pipe fell down and unrolled a fancy-looking parchment between them. Some stylish text covered the light brown surface with a big depiction of the royal emblem in the background. Two lines decorated the bottom part, with one already covered by the royal crest. 
 
    “As I was saying, it so happens that there’s a simple town not that far from the southwestern border of the kingdom which currently lacks a lord, leaving the castle in its center empty for almost a month now. The previous governor passed away from old age and did not leave a fitting successor. His only son… doesn’t have the best record… and didn’t really come from… an official marriage…” 
 
    The king cleared his throat awkwardly. Asterios and Tina glanced at each other with wry smiles. 
 
    “Nevertheless, the town lords have previously been elected by the community. During its creation, they politely requested for the first governor to be accepted as an official so there are no further problems with someone without a connection to royalty succeeding him. Usually, the lord, mayor, or overseer is a noble just so that we can put some pressure on them if they begin acting out and hurting what they are supposed to protect and develop, but it’s not a law or rule.” 
 
    Welrond smiled at them warmly. 
 
    “Therefore, I would like to offer you the position of the governor of Glimmervale in hopes that you continue to watch over it whenever you are around. I do understand that your journeys may lead you to many places, but I assure you that it won’t really be an issue here. The community of Glimmervale is like one big family, working together to help the town prosper. Their lord was mostly an intermediate between their voices and us.” 
 
    He rolled back the official document and hit his palm with the two tubes while glancing at them. 
 
    “There’s no hidden noble obligation here, besides maybe the duty towards the town itself, but I think that’s only natural for the person watching over it, so your generation-spanning tradition of the Hestizos avoiding being pulled into the royal affairs can still continue. We do not force a title on either of you, only ask you to be good overseers that will look out for their people. Although, that might be of no concern depending on your marriage. In any way, I’m fairly sure that they will accept you two with joy, and that you are the right pair to take the position. What do you say?” 
 
    “That’s so awesome!” Miria jumped in front of them and spun around. “You would be the chief of your own village, Master!” 
 
    “Fufufu~ I always knew my Lord had the qualities to become a lord,” Selene chuckled softly, chiming in with a little pun. 
 
    Asterios exchanged glances with Tina, both of them still slightly taken aback. They looked at Silvia, who gently smiled at them and nodded. She must have discussed it with her father before and supported the idea.  
 
    “I… don’t know what to say, Your Majesty.” Tina spoke first, letting out a quiet giggle. “This seems like a little bit too much, doesn’t it? I honestly expected a little trinket or something, not a… whole city.” 
 
    “I kind of agree with her on that.” Asterios chuckled awkwardly. “I really appreciate the gesture, but is that truly a good decision? Surely, there must be many other people that could do better than us.” 
 
    “There has been no lord in Glimmervale for almost a month exactly because there wasn’t anyone good for the position,” Silvia explained. “Those who could be considered worthy already have their own territories to look after and it’s part of the governing system for one lord to only be allowed to govern one region anyway. Unless there’s an emergency.” 
 
    “As I said, it’s more of a formality, really,” Welrond continued after her. “You don’t need to be afraid that your leadership won’t be up to the standards. People with even less experience have been chosen for similar positions. I think you are a smart couple and both of you were actually raised by parents with proper knowledge regarding such matters, am I right?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile. “I can’t deny that. It came out as a surprise who my mother really is, but she surely did her best to ingrain a lot of such knowledge in my mind from a young age, and I’m grateful to her for that.” 
 
    “I… might have been taught how to manage the family matters since I am first in line to become the family head after my father…” Tina admitted with a trace of rosiness on her cheeks. 
 
    “See?” The king spread his arms and chuckled. “And I’m sure your families would certainly support you, wouldn’t they? I can only see positives here. You get a sweet castle, perhaps a few nice subjects, and we get a respectable lord and lady in a vacant region. Everyone would surely love to be under someone with such a good relationship with the royal family, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well…” Asterios took a peek at Tina, who glanced back at him with a slight blush.  
 
    Looking at his other companions was pretty much pointless since he could feel how much Miria and Selene supported the idea, with the panthergirl being as excited at the prospect as ever. Umbra didn’t really provide any input and Bryn just watched things unfold through his eyes with a warm smile, glad that she had formed the contract with such a dependable master. 
 
    “I guess we will give it a read and consider it then,” he continued after turning to the front again. 
 
    Welrond laughed openly, passing him the two tubes. “You don’t trust me that much, young man?” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Majesty, my mother taught me to never take things like this at face value. This is too big to blindly agree to.” Asterios smiled politely. 
 
    Tina giggled a little, opening the scroll together with him. “That is true.” 
 
    The king chuckled and stepped back, joining his daughter further away. He raised his brow at the princess, causing Silvia to roll her eyes at him with a faint trace of rosiness on her fair cheeks. She could literally hear his thoughts with how obvious they were. Asterios did come off as much better than quite a bunch of young nobles. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios and Tina carefully read the script while discussing it through their bond, sharing the view with all their familiars since they could feel the heavy curiosity coming from their companions. They didn’t find any suspicious parts or sections that could leave something open for interpretation and agreed that it really was as the king had said. 
 
    For a few seconds in the real world, they discussed it between themselves through the bond, which felt like at least a few short minutes. In the end, they came to the conclusion that it should be fine to accept this gift as it was a great base for so many things in the future.  
 
    Wrapping their mental conversation up, they both glanced at the king and his daughter. Asterios let Tina speak first. 
 
    “I think it will be our honor to accept this unimaginably generous offer. We can only hope that we won’t disappoint.” 
 
    Welrond laughed openly again and walked up to them, pulling both Asterios and Tina into a hug. “Great, hahaha! I’m sure you’ll do just fine!” 
 
    At the same moment, the members of the Royal Division behind them began applauding their decision, and the beastfolk girls soon joined them. Even Silvia smiled gently while lightly tapping her palms together. The air shook briefly when Esil released a proud roar into the sky. 
 
    It all felt a bit surreal to Asterios and Tina. 
 
    “Now, regarding all today’s matters, let’s start from the most recent ones.” Welrond stepped back and put his hands on his hips. “We’ll send a messenger to Glimmervale with the announcement. Can you show up there to take the position in three days or is it too soon?” 
 
    “I think it should be fine. We have an important meeting in the Demon Continent tomorrow but after that, we should have enough time to reach the town. I can’t really jump there straight away since none of us have been there yet,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Naturally. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to make whoever you are meeting wait. An affiliate?” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “It certainly would be best not to miss the audience with the Demon King.” 
 
    “Oh. My condolences then.” 
 
    “What?” Asterios blinked a few times, a bit surprised by the man’s unexpected answer. 
 
    Welrond chuckled. “You will see. He is a very unique person, even more than his predecessor. Demons tend to often pursue power but his… approach… gives that stereotype a new meaning. I won’t spoil the surprise.” 
 
    “Ehhhhh! That’s not fair! Now I’m extra curious!” Miria whined quietly from behind them. 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a smile. “Should we be worried about anything?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. He’s peculiar but he isn’t a bad man. I would rather negotiate with him than the Elf Queen. Her personality is quite… cold. Although, speaking of personalities, you certainly love to see her in person every tim—” 
 
    Silvia lightly tapped her father on his shin with the side of her foot, causing him to clear his throat and show a noble smile. Tina wasn’t sure why he had been interrupted, but Asterios had a decent idea. 
 
    “I guess we will see for ourselves soon. Thank you for a bit of advice, Your Majesty. Glimmervale is not that far from their nation, is that correct?” he asked, continuing the topic. 
 
    “Yes, about two or three days of travel from the official border. Quite a big percent of the population in the town consists of elves, as you can imagine, including most of the merchants. Not that it’s a problem, right?” 
 
    “Of course not. I was just wondering if I placed it correctly in my mind.” 
 
    “Good. Moving on, then. Tina.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” She glanced at the king curiously. 
 
    “I’m sure that you know about the uniforms or armor that the Royal Division often uses during either their missions or official events.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty. They always look so beautiful and breathtaking. And, I recently had a chance to see them from up close when Princess Silvia visited my graduation ceremony with her escort.” 
 
    Welrond chuckled softly. “I’m glad you think so. But I suggest we wait for a little before commissioning your set. Due to your future husband’s suggestion from earlier, they might change a little, depending on how our cooperation with Lady Bryn’s people goes. We will prepare the old one in case it’s needed but I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Oh. Not in the slightest, Your Majesty! I bet the end result will be even more magnificent!” 
 
    “Also, since the battle-intended uniforms are usually enchanted as much as possible, we could pick one more for you, with a different color scheme just like Silvia’s, so that you can use it outside of your duties if you would like to. I’m sure there would be times when you wouldn’t want to flaunt your association.” 
 
    Tina glanced at the princess’ black-red attire and armor. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I would look good in black.” She chuckled quietly. “I kind of got used to the academy uniform so something similar would be nice. Although, I often employ the help of my familiars in regard to defense, so enchanted clothes aren’t that necessary.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Welrond rubbed his chin while glancing at his daughter. 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do,” Silvia replied instead of him with a gentle smile. “Personally, I think you would look great in black. Your dark sapphire hair should fit it greatly. It doesn’t always have to revolve around high contrast. If we threw some dark blue details here and there, the effect would certainly be stunning. I can make sure that it retains a similar fashion and style to your old attire.” 
 
    “Then you could have matching clothes with Master too!” Miria showed up at Tina’s side and beamed a wide smile at her. 
 
    She took a brief peek at Asterios and blushed faintly. “I think that would be nice…” 
 
    He chuckled and brushed her shoulder with his thumb. “I feel like we are imposing on your kindness a lot, but we will be grateful to receive any support.” 
 
    “It’s all a very beneficial partnership, I would say. There’s a lot that both sides gain from our little friendship so don’t think too much of just some clothes. Besides, it should be in my best interest to keep the wife of my new lord safe, shouldn’t it?” The king grinned at him, and Asterios smiled back. 
 
    “So, is this the end to all the surprises, or…” 
 
    “Miria.” 
 
    The cheerful panthergirl giggled adorably and lowered her head after getting admonished by her master. She kept sneaking glances up at everyone with rosy cheeks as her thin tail swayed timidly behind her back. 
 
    Welrond laughed heartily and clasped his hands together. “I’m afraid we are out of unexpected gifts for today. I’ll remember to bring something for you the next time we meet.” 
 
    Miria squirmed happily and snuck one more glance at Asterios, who could only chuckle at his enthusiastic mate. 
 
    “Is there anything else we have to take care of, then?” he asked, turning to the royal duo. 
 
    “I think not. We are pretty much done with the initiation. Unless Tina’s new squad mates would like to add something?” The king glanced at the men and their tigers. 
 
    They looked at each other, exchanged a few words, and Kathy stepped forward. 
 
    “The squad has nothing to say, Your Majesty! We are ready to receive your orders under our new captain!” She straightened her posture, putting one arm behind her back and one in the front. 
 
    “Are you assuming the role of vice-captain, then?” 
 
    “Yessir!” 
 
    Welrond chuckled and nodded. “Keep the boys in shape, you two. They could use a bit of a woman’s touch.” 
 
    “We will keep them ready for action at any time!” 
 
    The mentioned boys paled a little after realizing they would be under two women now. Perhaps Kathy didn’t have the best reputation in the squad. Or she did when it came to discipline. 
 
    “You are dismissed for now. Don’t celebrate your new captain too much, though. I would rather not have to explain again why someone found a member of the respectable Royal Division completely wasted in some back alley after their promotion.” 
 
    “Yessir! I’ll keep everyone in check!” Kathy stopped saluting and glanced toward Tina. “Would the captain like to join us during the celebration?” 
 
    “Uhhh… Does it start right now?” Tina asked, a little uncertain.  
 
    “We can host it whenever you are available, Captain.” 
 
    “I think a few hours from now should be fine.” Asterios exchanged glances with her. “We will just visit our homes to mention a thing or two to our families. I’m sure Tina’s parents are wondering why we still haven't come back from our sleepover at the royal castle.” 
 
    Tina let out a cute giggle. “I agree. Do you have a specific meeting place?” 
 
    “We will await your arrival inside our lodgings, Captain! Please, have a good trip!” 
 
    Respectfully nodding her head, Kathy returned to their squad. They seemed to wait until everyone else left before breaking the line and heading back too. Asterios and Tina didn’t want to hold them there unnecessarily long so they turned to Welrond and Silvia to bid their farewell. 
 
    “Thank you for everything again, Your Majesty. We will try our best to live up to your expectations.” She curtsied respectfully. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” Welrond waved a hand at them. 
 
    “May I stay with you, or should I wait until you head somewhere where I can join you again?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Tina, and she nodded. “As a member of our party, you are always welcome to travel with us, Silvia.” 
 
    The king chuckled in amusement and gave his daughter a little push. “Take good care of her. It’s rare for Silvia to go out this often. You guys are having a great influence on her.” 
 
    With a very faint blush, the princess walked closer to them, trying her best not to look back at her definitely smirking father. Asterios and Tina smiled at her warmly, and they took each other's hands in a circle while the other girls and familiars jumped back to their realms. Umbra then transported them out of the castle with his ability. 
 
    “I think it will be better to inform both sides at the same time,” Tina suggested after they resurfaced from the darkness. “Just to avoid explaining things twice.” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s grab my mom and jump to your place. Is that good?” 
 
    “Yep.” Tina smiled at him warmly. “Gods, this will be so awkward…” 
 
    “We better camouflage Silvia again, or we won’t even get to the main topic before they faint.” Asterios chuckled, and the princess quickly changed her appearance with a tiny smile. 
 
    With everyone ready, they moved to Rosewind and quickly found Kindra in one of the inns. Entering it like normal people, they paid Ast's mom a visit. They explained that they had something to announce to her and Tina’s parents. 
 
    Kindra agreed to pay a visit to the Nobelles with them while curiously eyeing their blue-haired friend. After her eyes slightly widened and a barely discernible smug expression took over her face, they knew that Ast’s mom had recognized the mysterious stranger. Asterios smiled wryly and only hoped that she would spare Silvia from the usual. 
 
    To avoid trying to transport too many people at once, they jumped in pairs since such a number was of no issue for Umbra. Asterios accompanied Silvia while Tina entered the shadows with Kindra. They would rather not leave her alone with the princess. 
 
    In just a moment, they showed up in front of Tina’s home and she led them inside. Fortunately, her parents were present, as she had learned from the gatekeeper, and she guided the group to their location. 
 
    Finding the correct door, she knocked lightly. 
 
    “Father, Mother, it’s me, Tina. I’ve brought guests. There’s an important matter that we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Come in, then,” Viscount Thomas said, inviting them inside. 
 
    Asterios held the door for everyone then walked into the beautiful chamber last. 
 
    “Oh, Miss Kindra, welcome!” Lady Luna stood up from behind the desk where both she and her husband had been sitting and trotted to Ast’s mom. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure again, Lady Luna.” 
 
    While the women exchanged greetings, everyone walked closer. 
 
    “Hello, Asterios. I’m glad to see that both of you are okay after your abrupt stay over at the castle,” Thomas smiled at them. 
 
    Tina blushed a little. “Sorry about that, Father. Even I didn’t expect it to go that way.” 
 
    He chuckled while shaking his head. “And this is?” 
 
    “A friend. I’ll introduce you later. Trust me, it’s better this way.” Tina giggled awkwardly. 
 
    Viscount Thomas raised a brow at them and even Lady Luna turned their way to see what the mystery was about. 
 
    “Anyway, there’s a piece of news we would like to share with you together.” 
 
    Their parents focused their attention on the duo, awaiting the reveal. 
 
    Tina opened her mouth a few times but didn’t know where to start. Asterios noticed her troubles and wrapped his arm around her waist, rubbing her side reassuringly. She glanced up at him and smiled sweetly, thankful for his affectionate support. 
 
    Viscount Thomas was starting to sweat a little while sitting on the edge of his seat as he watched the fluffy interactions between the two. The pair of mothers next to him tried their best to hold back the smiles forcing themselves onto their lips.  
 
    The atmosphere was quite obvious. 
 
    “We…” Tina began again amidst a complete silence where even a pin drop could shatter windows, “might own a town now…” 
 
    All the tension instantly dropped as everyone’s brows rose in confusion. 
 
    “Ah, shoot! I was sure it was a baby!” Kindra clicked her tongue, cursing to the side.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Glimmervale’s Hope 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom...” Asterios sighed heavily. 
 
    “What?” Kindra raised a brow at him. “The chances were pretty high. Too bad I was wrong. I can’t predict you as easily as in the past. You need to work a little harder, you know?” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile while a visible blush covered Tina’s cheeks. Viscount Thomas clearing his throat recaptured everyone’s attention, looking a bit more relaxed than before. 
 
    “Anyway, leaving the matters of heirs aside, what’s this about the town?” 
 
    “Pretty much what Tina said,” Asterios replied. “In three days, we are going to take over the leadership of a small town near the border with the Elf Kingdom. Trust me, we were as surprised as everyone here.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” Lady Luna glanced at them curiously. 
 
    “Well…” Tina giggled quietly, dragging her foot over the floor a bit. “After we got to the castle, the king kind of heard about our engagement and told us that he would prepare a fitting gift the next morning. We had no idea what it would be, and he announced it during my initiation.” 
 
    The two mothers chuckled softly together, happy that their children had gotten lucky enough to be noticed by the royal family. Thomas fixed his position in the chair and joined his fingers together over the desk. 
 
    “Initiation?” 
 
    “I already accepted the invitation and officially joined the Royal Division,” Tina informed everyone with a jubilant smile. “Since my new squad was nearby, we agreed to finalize all the necessary formalities. And… I… might have become the captain…” 
 
    “The captain?” Her mother gasped lightly. “That’s incredible! Was that also part of the engagement gift?” 
 
    “No, it was earned by Tina’s hard work and talent,” Asterios quickly explained, shaking his head. “She summoned a magnificent familiar during the initiation and everyone there already knew of her combat prowess from our duel during the graduation. She deserves all of it.” 
 
    Getting even redder under his praise, Tina dropped her gaze to the floor, unable to see her mother’s warm and proud smile. Even her father couldn’t completely hide his pleased expression. They knew well how big their daughter’s dream was and she had even ended a step higher than what she had always wished for. 
 
    Viscount Thomas leaned back in his chair. “I guess this may complicate our plans a little bit, Miss Kindra.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Asterios interjected. “We haven’t received any noble or royal titles alongside the town. We have been chosen as the overseers, like mayors or such. Things should remain just as they were, from what we have understood. Some people might start referring to us as Lord and Lady, though.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I never expected to become a Lord’s wife,” Tina added, slowly regathering her wits. 
 
    “You are much more than that,” he replied. 
 
    They gazed at each other for a brief moment, sharing a soft smile. Both were brought back by her father’s long sigh as they noticed the man rubbing his temples. 
 
    “That’s so bizarre and unbelievable…” 
 
    “What town is it, by the way?” Ast’s mom joined in on the questioning. 
 
    “Glimmervale,” they answered in unison, chuckling softly afterward. 
 
    “Hmmm… I don’t think we have a branch there… It’s truly quite some distance from here or Tyrienheim…” 
 
    “Tell me that you aren’t thinking what I’m thinking you are.” Asterios smiled at her wryly. 
 
    Kindra grinned at them. “Someone has to keep an eye on you two, isn’t that right? Where will you be staying? Is there a mansion there, or…?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her while Tina giggled quietly. Summoning the two golden tubes from his storage ring, Asterios placed them down on the desk in front of them. The two ladies walked closer to Tina’s father as he unrolled the beautiful parchment. 
 
    “Good gods… This is a royal decree…” The man’s brows shot up from the shock. 
 
    “Oh, you get a nice castle! How convenient!” Kindra focused on a different detail. “I wonder if the old servants are still there. You might require our assistance in recruitment, otherwise.” 
 
    “From what I heard, they are awaiting their new lord with anticipation, keeping the premises maintained just like they have been under their previous employer,” Silvia said, speaking for the first time since they had started the meeting. 
 
    Viscount Thomas glanced at her over the decree. “And you are?” 
 
    She took off the hairpin and brushed through her long hair as it quickly changed colors in the motion of a passing wave. Tina’s father paled immediately. 
 
    “Princess Silvia?!” Lady Luna gasped again. “It’s our honor to welcome you to our humble mansion once more.” She curtsied respectfully. 
 
    “Thank you.” Silvia nodded politely. “Please, don’t think of me too much. I’m just accompanying Asterios and Tina. I can also confirm that everything they said is true and that the decree is legitimate.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare…” Thomas hastily shook his head. 
 
    She showed a tiny smile. “Don’t worry. I understand how unbelievable this development might seem. We truly believe that they are the right people to receive the leadership of Glimmervale. Both the Nobelle family and the Hestizo Household were taken into account when considering it. We are unspeakably grateful to have the support of such incredible lineages.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it or you are going to make me blush, Princess.” Kindra made an adorable motion of batting her eyelashes while slightly swaying on her legs. “Now I have one more reason to delegate myself to that town. Having a high-rank executive in a location this close to a neighboring nation can be an incredible business opportunity.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled, shaking his head. “Sometimes, I have no idea if you are doing everything just to chase after me or after new opportunities to expand your family’s influence.” 
 
    She giggled in response. “Why not both?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Princess. Are you perhaps aware if there are any vacant mansions in Glimmervale?” Lady Luna directed a polite question at Silvia. 
 
    “Mom!” Tina immediately shouted at her. “You are not thinking about moving, are you?” 
 
    “It’s not like there’s much holding us here after you graduated, is there?” she answered with a soft, slightly playful smile. 
 
    “Dear, you can’t be ser—” 
 
    Tina’s father glanced at her with wide eyes but stopped himself from finishing his sentence after Lady Luna raised a brow at him. He cleared his throat and returned the deed to the castle and the town to Asterios. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t know the answer to your question, Lady Luna, but I can ask Father to check the next time we see each other.” Silvia broke the awkward silence by bringing the conversation back onto its tracks. 
 
    “We would really appreciate that.” Tina’s mom made a small bow. “Is there anything you could tell us about Glimmervale? We aren’t that familiar with it.” 
 
    “It’s a little smaller than Rosewind, but in terms of infrastructure, it isn’t that far behind it. The population is much more dominated by various subraces of elves, though, while here it’s mostly humans with the other races mixed in. The main castle is located in the very center of the town, and there’s a small watchtower in each direction. The lands near the elven border are peaceful. Besides that, it’s still a city with a lot of areas yet to be developed properly.” 
 
    “Which translates to even more business opportunities.” Kindra giggled to herself. “I bet Glimmervale could use a few rich investors.” She shot a glance at Lady Luna, receiving a delicate smile from the Viscount’s wife. 
 
    “Gods, what is even happening…” Tina chuckled wryly. 
 
    Asterios did the same and brushed through her azure hair. “Get used to it. Your life will never be the same after you let my mom barge into it.” 
 
    “Hey! Don’t treat me like some source of corruption!” Kindra huffed at him, crossing her arms under her chest. 
 
    “I might have considered not to if your victims could be counted on the fingers of one hand. And please, since we are already on the topic, give Ellie some space. I bet you were planning on visiting her today after checking on your shop.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, I don’t think there’s an active Adventurer’s Guild in Glimmervale.” Silvia stroked her chin. 
 
    Kindra raised her brows at Asterios and kept skipping with her eyes between him and the Princess. He slapped his forehead and swiped down his face, knowing well what she had in mind.  
 
    “Oh no~ If only we had a friend who is well-versed in such matters that we could ask for advice~” she whined with a playfully overexaggerated tone. 
 
    Asterios sighed. “I guess we could see if Guildmaster Suanori doesn’t know anyone willing to take the reins. She did find a replacement for Nebula decently fast.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Silvia nodded. “I’m sure that a guildmaster of her caliber has a wide network of connections.” 
 
    “Let’s meet her again after we finish here, then,” Tina suggested. 
 
    “I’m down,” Asterios agreed. “Anything to keep Mom away from Ellie.” 
 
    Kindra pouted at him while squinting her eyes but soon shrugged, satisfied enough with that development. Just getting a clear confirmation that Asterios was quite close with the guildmaster was a quite good result.  
 
    “I’ll need to go back home earlier, then. We need to discuss this with Father and Mother. I’m sure they will be interested in getting involved in such a nice operation. Who knows, if we play it well, we might even secure our way to infiltrate the elven market.” She giggled again. 
 
    “They don’t even know what’s coming for them…” Asterios muttered under his breath, making Tina chuckle. 
 
    “We will also consider this opportunity with my husband.” Lady Luna nodded at Silvia. “Everyone knows how impactful helping with the development of a settlement can be for the involved family.” She sent a glance at Ast’s mother with a soft smile. 
 
    ~Was your mom also such a schemer?~ Asterios asked Tina mentally. 
 
    ~Did you notice just now?~ She giggled at him through their bond. ~The Hestizo-Nobelle Alliance might have originated from Miss Kindra but it’s the fruit of their mutual craftiness.~ 
 
    ~I kinda feel bad for your dad now.~ 
 
    ~Then don’t. He loves living on the frontlines while being more than just supported by Mom. He is like the face of our family while Mom is the invisible hand directing everything from the shadows. People rarely expect that.~ 
 
    ~I can imagine. Are you also secretly like this?~ He raised a brow at her with a gentle smile. 
 
    ~Gods, no, hahaha. You can say that I’m the complete opposite of my mom. Even within my summoning, I’m throwing myself at the enemies right from the front. I always wanted to leave directing everything to someone else… and that includes inside a relationship, and family stuff too…~ 
 
    ~I’ll be happy to take that role, then, so you can do your best doing what you love and enjoy.~ 
 
    She glanced up at him with a warm smile, feeling the truth in his words. Asterios really believed in what he had said, which made her feel very appreciative. He really was turning out as perfect as she had imagined in the past. 
 
    A cough from her father brought her back to reality once more, and she noticed everyone staring at them. Even though their conversation had happened at an increased speed, a few seconds passed in the outside world. 
 
    “I feel like we are missing out on something.” Kindra smirked at her, causing Tina’s cheeks to grow rosy. 
 
    “Just Summoner stuff…” she murmured back. “We can more or less understand each other with a glance…” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s move on. We don’t have the entire day to take care of stuff since Tina has to attend a party with her unit. We wouldn’t want their new captain to disappoint them on her first day, right?” Asterios took charge of the conversation. “Do you want to add something before we return to the guild, Silvia?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” She shook her head. “I’m grateful to everyone here for considering involving yourselves in this arrangement. I can already tell that Glimmervale will definitely flourish with such incredible support. We might need to step up our game before an independent kingdom forms under the joint banner of Hestizo and Nobelle.”  
 
    Silvia chuckled very lightly, something Asterios and his companions hadn’t really seen her do that much yet. She was really enjoying interacting with their families. They felt genuinely nice and also pleasant to talk to. 
 
    Meanwhile, everyone else looked between each other, shocked to hear the princess literally suggest that they cause an uprising in the kingdom, which would supposedly lead to Glimmervale’s separation from it. No one would have ever imagined they would hear such a dangerous statement made so casually, even as a joke. 
 
    Ending at that, everyone bid farewell to each other, and Asterios promised to come back for his mom to transfer her back to her parents after dropping Tina off at her party. He wanted to be present during their talks since he was now also part of the family, and he wanted to keep an eye on Kindra too.  
 
    He sent Umbra to check what Suanori was doing and received permission to jump straight to her office a moment later. They used the shadows to reach her place without Silvia having to tweak her appearance again. Inside, they found not just the guildmaster but also their receptionist friend. 
 
    “Did you forget about something during your earlier visit?” Suanori asked Asterios while standing behind her desk with Ellie by her side. 
 
    “Well, technically speaking, not really, since this little thing came up after we left. There might be something we would like to request your help with.” 
 
    He walked closer with the girls and laid the two golden tubes in front of the duo. The guildmaster raised a brow at the item and picked it up, unrolling the light brown scroll. Her eyes immediately went wide, and she tossed it onto her desk, dropping into her comfy chair. She let out a deep sigh while covering her face with both hands. 
 
    As Ellie was taking a peek at the document, Suanori poked it from above with her finger. 
 
    “This is a little thing?” She furrowed her brows at Asterios. “Seriously, I feel like my hair will start turning gray the more I interact with you, and elf hair doesn’t even do that.” 
 
    Ellie lifted her face from the parchment. “Ast, is this really true?” 
 
    “It is,” Silvia, Tina, and Asterios answered at the same time, shooting each other a glance with soft smiles afterward. 
 
    “Don’t even bother asking. Barely anyone would dare to forge such a thing.” Suanori waved her hand at them. “So, what’s the help you need?” 
 
    Silvia stepped forward. “If I’m not mistaken, Glimmervale lacks a guildmaster and its guild is more like a public announcement and task submission lodge for anyone to fulfill such if they have the means to do so. On behalf of my father, I would like to ask if you aren’t perhaps in touch with someone who would be willing to set up an official branch there, Guildmaster Suanori. With our support, of course.” 
 
    As silence fell onto the room, Ellie exchanged glances with Suanori, and they both sighed in unison. 
 
    “We will go.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Asterios raised his brows in shock at the abrupt statement from the guildmaster. Tina was as surprised as he was. Even Silvia hadn’t expected Guildmaster Suanori to take the responsibility herself. 
 
    Ellie showed a slightly sheepish smile, dropping her gaze to the ground. “To be honest… I was acting a little tough when we met earlier…” 
 
    Asterios immediately sensed her mood and stepped closer to his old friend, taking her hand into his and rubbing it reassuringly. She kept smiling weakly at him. 
 
    “What I said about our guild actually growing after making the incident known to the public wasn’t a lie, but… it’s not just positivity that we keep receiving from people… Many still come to curse at us, release their anger, disgust, hate… And we, of course, can’t blame them for that, but… it hurts…” 
 
    “And is extremely stressful,” Suanori added with a somber tone too. “Both Ellie and I really love this occupation but it’s gradually becoming really difficult to bear. People know us, we know people, and almost everything happens on a very personal level, making it even more painful. I forced Ellie to take a few breaks already but that can help only so much. I know we deserve it, but—” 
 
    “You did nothing to deserve this,” Asterios cut her off, holding Ellie’s hands even tighter. “You made mistakes, yes, but you genuinely felt bad for them and came out to everyone instead of hiding, doing your best to make up for them.” 
 
    Suanori sighed. “Nevertheless, you can call me a coward, but I think moving to a remote location where no one knows us might be a good option. Personally, of course, since I would be ignorant to assume that people wouldn’t recognize me. At least Ellie would finally be able to relax a little as no one should care about some random receptionist.” 
 
    “I do not think what you suggest, Guildmaster, should be considered cowardice,” Silvia joined in with a calm tone. “It’s a very smart and beneficial decision from many standpoints. It might improve not just your lives but also the lives of people here as they might view your delegation as a new start for the Rosewind’s guild. Fresh blood might be what this place needs the most.” 
 
    Suanori chuckled wryly. “It still doesn’t change the fact that I’m thinking about running away, but I can live with that. Would this be problematic to arrange, Princess Silvia?” 
 
    “Just Silvia, please.” She smiled gently at the elf lady. “Not in the slightest. I’ll do everything in my power to make it look official. You will receive a royal ordinance to relocate to Glimmervale alongside the people involved in the guild’s past, which would actually be those suffering the most from the current circumstances. The public will receive a notice that we have heard about the issue and are taking action to make the guild a better place again. This should be enough to turn everyone’s attention away from you.” 
 
    Ellie covered her mouth with both hands, yanking them out of Ast’s hold, and a few tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “Do we really deserve to receive so much?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    Silvia turned to her and nodded. “We appreciate your service and efforts in keeping the kingdom safe from monsters, bandits, dungeons, and other threats that adventurers often take care of before our forces get involved. It’s our turn to pay this obligation back.” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Suanori. “You heard her. Better start packing up. Asterios Express will take care of all the luggage and get you there even if I have to fly you the entire way to Glimmervale myself.” 
 
    Suanori opened and closed her mouth a few times before finally speaking. “I… I don’t know what to say…” 
 
    “Then say nothing,” Tina joined in with a warm smile. “I haven’t interacted with the guild that much myself but even I know how much you guys did for the whole community. It’s time for you to be the ones on the receiving end.” 
 
    “What about the others?” Ellie asked. 
 
    “Those who are fine with Umbra’s shadows will be transported that way if they would like. Otherwise, my grandfather’s mercenaries will escort them while I only take care of their belongings to make it even safer,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Are you really going to such lengths for something like that?” Suanori looked at him in disbelief. 
 
    He smiled at her gently. “I still have a favor to return from getting that info on the king. And gathering people for the Dagger’s End dungeon.” 
 
    “Ah! About that! I completely forgot!” Suanori suddenly slapped her forehead. 
 
    Standing up abruptly, she jogged to one of the cabinets and brought back a fancy wooden box of a rectangular shape. Stopping in front of Asterios, she lifted the lid with the insides positioned towards him. A jubilant smile painted her lips and even Ellie could be seen grinning a little in the back. 
 
    “You got to be kidding me…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Big Leagues 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Miria flew out of a hastily opened dark crimson portal. She crashed into Ast’s back and extended her face past his head as her black eyes sparkled like stars in the night sky. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is?!” she exclaimed, her tone full of excitement and joy. 
 
    Suanori smiled at her softly, holding the decorative box in front of the duo. Selene also entered their realm while shaking her head with a heavy sigh. Even the slightly curious Bryn appeared, surprising everyone who hadn’t yet seen the Valkyrie. 
 
    “You really need to learn to keep your composure,” the fox lady calmly commented. 
 
    Miria giggled shyly and shot Asterios an apologetic glance. He smiled at her gently and brushed through her soft hair. 
 
    “It’s alright this time. Besides, you are asking the correct question.” He turned his head to face the guildmaster again. “I assume this is already finalized and you aren’t just teasing us with what’s to come?” 
 
    Ellie joined Suanori by her side with a proud smile while glancing at the winged woman from time to time. “Do you think that Guildmaster would joke about something like this, Ast?” 
 
    He shook his head. “That would be hard to imagine. But, seeing the Mithril plating while we have barely received gold is a little bizarre.” 
 
    “I told you that you would finally get what you deserve,” the elf woman chuckled softly. “Leaving the introduction of your new, unique friend for later, no, this is not a tease. All that’s left for you to end up as an S-rank is to accept these plates.” 
 
    Miria instantly looked at Asterios with a pleading gaze while hugging him tighter from behind. She really loved the glint that the slightly cyan metal had to it, unable to wait to replace her collar again. 
 
    He answered her unsaid request with a tender peck on the cheek, bringing some rosiness to her face, then nodded at the guildmaster. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a reason to refuse. We have grown decently experienced and strong, albeit not yet as much as I would love us to be. I’m sure the people of Glimmervale would be much more reassured by the presence of an S-rank rather than a B-rank as their new lord.” 
 
    Tina entwined her fingers with him from his right side.  
 
    “I agree. S-rank adventurers are already considered living legends to some extent, as long as they gain some fame.” She then giggled gingerly. “Looks like I’m going to be left behind as your adventuring junior.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tina, but trying to place you higher than B-rank would be a little bit too much, and promotion on the same day certainly doesn’t sound like a good idea anyway. You will have to remain in your bracket until you gain some more achievements while in Ast’s party or on your own,” Suanori explained with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “No, that’s okay, I don’t mind.” The blue-haired Summoner girl shook her head. “As long as I can be with Asterios, I can even stay at F-rank as much as I care. B-rank is already a surprise.” 
 
    “You are just that amazing, Tina!” Miria beamed at her. 
 
    “So, what led to this?” Asterios asked. “I don’t remember doing too many official things that could be properly added to our account. Unless I’m not aware of something in how the guild functions.” 
 
    The guildmaster waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “There’s no need to worry, we didn’t spy on you or try to dig up hidden information. The rank-up does come from the official side of things. There are quite a few achievements you might not be considering as such.” 
 
    “Oh? And what would that be?” Selene joined in, as curious as everyone else to learn what actions had earned them this honor. 
 
    “First of all, I think I mentioned that moving you to B-rank after you resolved the Dungeon War incident alongside me was clearly downplaying your contribution, so you guys were more like on the edge of B-rank and A-rank instead. Not much would be necessary to cross that line,” Suanori began. 
 
    “And that happened shortly after you departed from Nebula.” Ellie chuckled to herself.  
 
    The elf lady nodded with a warm smile. “You guys might have not boasted about dealing with an entire swarm of deadly Finards while on the sea, but Captain Moreso surely did report the incident. As you can imagine, he didn’t spare the details while sharing the brave tale in the Adventurer’s Guild in Ashen Barrel.” 
 
    “Right. That was a thing.” Asterios chuckled too. “Was that such a big deal?” 
 
    “For Moreso, it certainly was. He even got Svertaniel to testify as a witness and participant in that battle. They convinced the staff to register the event under your party’s name even though it wasn’t really a quest beforehand. Only our demon friend was hired as an escort, through a third-party contract actually.” 
 
    “I knew he was a good guy!” Miria added cheerfully. “I hope we can meet again sometime!” 
 
    “Anything else?” Asterios asked, eager to hear what else might have been classified as their achievement as he went through his memories. 
 
    “Of course.” Ellie nodded. “Did you forget about the dungeon in Dagger’s End?” 
 
    Suanori took over after her. “As Ellie says, you did sign up for the quest of finding experienced adventurers to explore a freshly surfaced dungeon. You quickly transported a bunch of them from here to there and pretty much completed the task in a flash. But, since you said that you would be leaving shortly after, it was marked as finished without you returning to the guild’s branch there.” 
 
    “Transcontinental teleportation magic is nothing to scoff at,” the red-haired receptionist added. “Just that ability launched you quite high amongst the capable adventurers in A-rank. Your connections and negotiation skills were considered too, increasing your incredible performance even more. While the task itself wasn’t of a high rank, the report attached to it just screamed S-rank or above.” 
 
    “And again, it’s as Ellie says.” The guildmaster nodded. “With those documented achievements, it wasn’t that hard to push for your well-deserved S-rank. I could now even include your little show from the graduation since I am a personal witness, but it’s not really necessary anymore.” 
 
    “You guys are even busier than I thought, helping out so many people,” Silvia commented with a look of genuine awe. 
 
    “Most of it is either accidental or happens kind of on the side.” Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say so,” Suanori disagreed. “You had no obligation to help Dagger’s End or take part in the Dungeon War incident. Each time, you have gone out of your way because you care about others. It’s a little sad to admit but most high-ranking adventurers are quite selfish, only doing things that suit their needs. Svertaniel was like that, to some extent, until he met you.” 
 
    “I think he just tried to cover his deeds up with a dark and edgy persona. He’s a good man. A little crazy, perhaps, but a decent demon nevertheless,” Asterios added. 
 
    Ast’s companions nodded in agreement, except for Tina, of course. Though, she did trust Ast’s judgment even if she hadn’t met the person they were discussing.  
 
    “Soooooo… Can we get those or…?” Miria eyed the shiny badges, unable to gaze away from the mesmerizing metal. 
 
    Everyone chuckled together at the adorable panthergirl, causing her to giggle in embarrassment, and Suanori brought the box closer to them. “Do the honors, just like the last time.” 
 
    Miria and Selene stepped forward but brought Tina with them, slightly surprising the human girl. They worked together to take off Ast’s old emblem and put the new one in place. Then, Asterios and Tina replaced Miria’s and Selene’s collars. He caught her sneaking a few glances at the black and white bands at least a bunch of times, chuckling inwardly. 
 
    To some extent, Tina had become his summon so it wouldn’t be incorrect for her to request or receive one, but Asterios hoped that she wouldn’t desire it as much as the other girls. Explaining why a human had a familiar’s collar would be a much more difficult thing to do than in Miria’s and Selene’s cases and could bring additional attention to them. Even though, he would buy it for her if that was her wish.  
 
    When the last band was reattached, he reached into the box once more and stopped. Suanori noticed the awkward pause and gasped quietly. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry. The lady behind you is one too, right?” 
 
    Bryn came forward and lowered her head while placing a hand on her breastplate. 
 
    “Greetings, Guildmaster. My name is Bryn, and yes, I’m Asterios’ new familiar and companion. Assuming that you might be curious about my wings, I’m a valkyrja. Everyone has them in our world.” 
 
    “I apologize again. I wasn’t aware that you summoned someone else.” Suanori turned to Asterios. 
 
    “It’s okay. We haven’t registered Bryn either so that’s partially our fault. I haven’t even mentioned the collar yet so I’m not sure if she would be okay wearing one.” 
 
    “Is that some important custom in your realm, Master?” Bryn asked, glancing at the collars on Miria’s and Selene’s necks. 
 
    “No, not really.” He shook his head. “Summoners often order them for their familiars since, you know, they usually are more beast-like rather than humanoid. You don’t necessarily need one. In Miria’s culture, those also have a similar meaning to engagement or wedding rings, so it overlapped nicely, and Selene just followed suit.” 
 
    The panthergirl in question turned full red when reminded of her little mischief from the past as she grazed her new band. Selene had a soft, reminiscent smile too, much less embarrassed about her vow toward her Soul Mate. Even Tina scratched her neck subconsciously, getting just a little bit envious as the girls looked unbelievably happy and proud. 
 
    “Collars or chokers aren’t exactly rare amongst our people, as you can see, Master.” Bryn pointed at the soft white band made of thin fabric decorating her neck. “I wouldn’t mind replacing mine with one that has your sigil. I’m fine not receiving it, of course. I’m just stating that I do not mind.” 
 
    “I will put an order for a bunch of them so that we have spares in case you grow your party even more,” Suanori suggested. “Since we will be moving soon, I’ll set the delivery destination to Glimmervale. They should hopefully arrive shortly after us or even before.” 
 
    While the guildmaster was talking, Ellie hesitantly walked closer to the beautiful Valkyrie. Bryn smiled at her warmly, noticing the girl’s curiosity, and spread her right wing a bit. Receiving a nod of permission, Ellie brushed her fingers through the mesmerizing feathers. 
 
    “They are so gorgeous…” 
 
    “Not as much as Master’s but I am proud of them,” Bryn replied. 
 
    Suanori and Ellie glanced at Asterios with some confusion present on their faces. 
 
    “Oh well…” He chuckled to himself. “Fine, I guess.” 
 
    He let some of his scorching energy out and changed his hair and attire in a flash as a wave of crimson flames rolled over his body from top to bottom. Ellie gasped adorably while Suanori’s brows rose curiously. She did know about the hair and eyes and had already witnessed the clothes during the showmatch but was not aware that he could just switch them like that. 
 
    With a soft grunt from Asterios, two shapes sprouted from his back while enveloped by dark scarlet mist and formed impressive draconic wings. He spread them proudly and made a few slow flaps. Ellie’s mouth hung open while Miria and Tina giggled together.  
 
    “Wait… When you said that you would fly me to Glimmervale even yourself… You didn’t…” Suanori's brows knit together. 
 
    Asterios smiled at her and raised his hands to hold them in a princess carry. A faint trace of rosiness tainted the elf lady’s noble cheeks. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Very impressive, I must say. I’ll try not to drown you in a myriad of questions and respect your secrets.” 
 
    Miria glanced at Asterios with an upturned gaze, and he nodded at her, knowing well what she was wondering about. She turned to Suanori with a grin and puffed out her chest. 
 
    “Master is a True Dragon! I think that explains everything! And we are his mates!” 
 
    The flabbergasted look on the two guild employees was priceless. Silvia could bet that Ellie’s chin couldn’t hang any lower than what it had already achieved and Suanori’s eyes were threatening to pop out of the sockets. 
 
    The guildmaster paled a little. “Surely, you jest—” 
 
    An immense presence washed over her as her gaze was drawn to Ast’s gleaming crimson eyes. She suddenly felt like she was shrinking while two giant red moons with vertical trenches towered over her from behind Ast’s back, enveloped by pure darkness. 
 
    She had experienced something similar in the past when they had been testing his influence, but the impression was much stronger and sharper right now, leaving almost no doubt as to what kind of overbearing creature it belonged to. It was almost possible to make out a Dragon’s head behind the young human. 
 
    Asterios withdrew his aura after a short moment since it wasn’t his objective to frighten or make Suanori uncomfortable and the domineering pressure disappeared in a flash. 
 
    “—not…” she finished her sentence with a wry smile. “Just… Unbelievable…” 
 
    “I know. As much as it was hard to believe myself, there were just too many coincidences and evidence. One day, I won’t be able to hide it from everyone, but you two are my close friends and I trust you. You deserve to know, especially now that you are technically going to follow me to the countryside.” 
 
    “Can you… You know… Shift…?” Ellie walked closer, still quite dumbstruck and smitten by the revelation. 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Not yet at least. I’m like a wolf raised by cats. If there are some inherent and racial nuances that I can make use of, I lack the knowledge and experience on how to do so.” 
 
    “We promise to keep your secrets,” Suanori swore. “Even if they are unbelievable enough to protect themselves to some extent.” 
 
    “Thanks. If any rumors do surface, we can always spread more, revealing my past as some kind of an experimental hybrid created by mad scientists and magicians. Anyone who tries researching my history will notice how weird it is and should agree that it fits the scenario.” 
 
    “Smart,” Silvia complimented him. “I agree that it aligns with your mysterious origins. Teira’s curse strengthens it even more. It can be said to have been a means to protect sensitive traces those people could have left behind with your infant self.” 
 
    “And a renowned guildmaster as a source of them would certainly have quite some impact,” Ellie commented. 
 
    “Alright. We will have lots of time to talk more about Asterios after we move to Glimmervale. Let’s start the procedure as soon as possible. There’s a lot to do and prepare.” Suanori glanced at the princess. 
 
    Silvia nodded. “I will bring this matter to Father immediately. Expect a notice in a few hours. We will assist you as much as we can. Here. We can use this to communicate temporarily.” 
 
    She summoned a small plaque and tossed it to the elf woman. The guildmaster caught it carefully and made a respectful bow. 
 
    “We appreciate the kindness, Princess. I promise to do my best at my new guild, no matter what its current state is.” 
 
    “I’m afraid there isn’t any more than just the base building, and even then, I’m not sure about its condition.” Silvia showed a faint, uncertain smile. 
 
    “I always wanted to help arrange a guildhall! Leave it to us and we will make it into the greatest one in the entire Human Kingdom!” Ellie exclaimed with confidence. 
 
    They exchanged a few more words and pleasantries before bidding farewell to each other. Ast’s girls jumped back to their realms while he returned with Tina and Silvia to the royal castle. The princess thanked them wholeheartedly for the enjoyable day and ran off to do some work. 
 
    After taking a brief stroll through the royal gardens to spend some time with just the two of them, Asterios and Tina headed for the barracks of her new squad. She spun around with a warm smile and kissed him goodbye with a tiny flush. Peppering his new girlfriend with a few loving pecks, he let her approach the team alone, waving at Tina until she disappeared from his sight. 
 
    Deflecting Miria’s and Selene’s sly comments on how cute they looked together, he had Umbra transfer him back to Tina’s house, where he felt his mother’s presence. Briefly speaking with Tina's parents as politely and respectfully as he could, he took his mom away and they teleported home. 
 
    Kindra hastily arranged a critical meeting with her own parents, and they spent the entire evening listening to Ast’s story regarding the castle and the town, and discussing how to best make use of such an opportunity. He had lots of fun being part of the talks and understood even more how incredible his mother was in negotiations, not surprised anymore by the king getting so impressed by her. 
 
    Asterios had Umbra stay with Tina to watch over her just in case and the shadowy familiar informed him that she fell asleep on the table in the middle of the party at around midnight. He chuckled to himself, and darkness enveloped his body. 
 
    In the inn where Tina’s squad was still having a blast drinking and socializing, Kathy noticed their new captain lying on the tabletop with a wide smile while holding onto a half-empty mug filled with purplish liquor. 
 
    She laughed heartily and pointed at her, evoking more laughter from her comrades, at least those who still weren’t passed out on top or under the table. Calming down her giggling, she bounced herself on the bench closer to Tina and began wrapping her arms around the petite girl to help her up. 
 
    At that moment, a pillar of darkness arose from the ground just by Tina’s seat and scared everyone greatly. A single wooden mug flew towards the ominous shape, but a thick, misty tendril of swirling smoke caught it before it made contact. Ast’s face was uncovered right before the cup and the shadows receded fully to the ground, leaving just that one tentacle up. 
 
    He placed the mug on the table and looked at Tina, who was being hugged by Kathy in a weird position. The woman hastily took her hands back and raised them into the air with wide eyes, getting a little pale. 
 
    Asterios smirked at her a little and gently picked Tina up into a princess carry, resting her head against his neck. 
 
    “Thanks for welcoming Tina so warmly. I’ll take care of her now. Enjoy the rest of your night. And be careful not to put a stain on the unit’s name on your way back.” 
 
    He nodded at them, but before he excused himself… 
 
    “Mmmm… Hubby…” 
 
    Asterios glanced down and met Tina’s barely open eyes, filled with quite some drunk haze. She placed a wobbly peck on his cheek and closed them again, falling asleep as fast as she had woken up, if she ever had, in the first place. 
 
    With a wry smile, he nodded at the troops once more and plunged into the ground after thick shadows engulfed them both.  
 
    On that night, the members of Tina’s squad swore to themselves to never cross the line with their new captain as no one wanted to experience the wrath of pure, seeping darkness. There were limits to everything, including the Royal Division’s bravery. 
 
    He spent the night with all his mates in Selene’s mansion as they snuggled around the slightly intoxicated human girl. Asterios was really curious if his technique to alleviate its effects would work on her now just like they worked on his normal summons. That was proven to be correct when Tina woke up with a huge headache, revering Asterios for fixing it for her a moment later. 
 
    They spent some quality time during breakfast and in the spacious bath before slowly getting ready to return to the Demon Continent. 
 
    Today was the day of their meeting with the Demon King, and everyone was looking forward to it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
The Demon King 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So… We are really going to meet the Demon King, aren’t we?” Tina asked as she, Asterios, Miria, and Selene shared breakfast at the fox lady’s home. 
 
    Miria giggled adorably. “Yep! I can’t wait! I bet he will be so amazed to learn what we have found in Tri-Valor Valley!” 
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised after learning how close you guys are with the Human King.” A small chuckle escaped Tina’s lips too. 
 
    Asterios, sitting next to her, brushed her side with gentle affection. “Says the ace of the academy who rose to be the captain of the Royal Division.” 
 
    She glanced up at him with a tiny flush. “I wouldn’t be able to achieve that without your help. Thank you so much again for making my dream come true. And for last night too.” 
 
    Tina slowly leaned forward and placed a soft peck on Ast’s lips. The more time she spent with Miria and Selene around, the less embarrassed she was getting when it came to showing her feelings towards Asterios, gaining some more courage day by day. The duo of her sister-mates just smiled warmly at her kissing their master. 
 
    “It’s only natural,” Asterios replied after she unhurriedly drew her lips back, still gazing into his crimson eyes. Recently, he had almost always been in his awakened appearance, knowing how much the girls loved it. “Supporting others has always been the only thing I could do decently well. I don’t plan on changing that, no matter if it’s about assisting my familiars or making sure that my girlfriends receive the treatment they deserve.” 
 
    “And what kind of treatment is that?” she asked with a curious smile. 
 
    “Nothing short of a royal one,” he answered, leaning forward to leave another brief kiss on Tina’s rosy cheek. 
 
    “You guys are so sweeeeeeeet.” Miria giggled at them with a fork between her supple lips, making Tina quickly drop her gaze down as she grew redder. 
 
    A soft chuckle arrived next to the panthergirl. “Pot calling the kettle black.” 
 
    A pinkish shade surfaced on Miria’s light skin too as she giggled once more, this time a bit more timidly. Asterios and Tina laughed lightly at the beastfolk duo and exchanged glances with wide smiles. Everyone enjoyed the warm atmosphere of their small family. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s wrap this up and get moving. We have to pick up Radir and jump to Tri-Valor Valley. Governor Rowena is most likely already waiting for us,” Asterios said, standing up and giving Tina’s azure hair a few tender pats. 
 
    “It’s a good idea to arrive early,” Selene agreed, following after him. “We can’t teleport straight to the Demon King, and we don’t exactly know how long it will take to reach his place.” 
 
    “Or if Miss Rowena isn’t afraid of being transported by Umbra,” Miria added, picking the empty plates together with her vulpine sister-mate. 
 
    “That’s true,” Asterios agreed, and they cleaned up after themselves in just a few minutes. 
 
    After finishing, he and Tina returned to his realm and jumped straight to their ex-teacher’s lab. The seals Radir and Grea had placed all around the secret chamber prevented Umbra from sneaking in, at least immediately. Umbra assured him that he could force his way in if given enough time. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly necessary and Grea resurfaced through the hatch when Asterios sent her a mental message, wildly swinging the tile serving as the entrance open. She looked exhilarated. 
 
    “What got you so worked up right from the morning?” he asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “All these texts related to Summoning Magic which you had left in our care are just an insane treasure trove! It’s taking ages to decipher everything but man, Blood Summoning can’t even hold a candle to some techniques mentioned in there!” she barraged them with a hasty and jumbled answer, combing through her black hair to reel it away from her face. 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Good. Is daddy perhaps home?” 
 
    “Obviously.” Grea snorted, rolling her eyes. “Have fun trying to peel him off the half related to Sealing Magic. You better have something that catches his attention, or he won’t notice your presence even if you slug him in the balls.” 
 
    He smiled wryly, trying not to imagine that. “Hopefully, he still remembers our arranged meeting with the Demon King.” 
 
    “Well, if he doesn’t, I’ll gladly lend you a hand or anything else you would need in knocking those memories back into his thick skull.” She chuckled playfully but Asterios could recognize a barely noticeable glint in the crazy researcher’s bright red eyes. 
 
    “I think we’ll manage.” He gestured at her and Grea led them down. 
 
    Instead of the room they had previously used to tackle the seal in Ast’s head, she guided them to a different chamber, slightly emptier. They stopped shortly after walking inside and raised their brows in surprise, starting to look around in confusion. 
 
    Tens if not hundreds of books hung from the ceiling on either one or two thin strings, which held them open and somehow locked on specific pages. They were placed at different heights but at a similar angle, and some were even directly above and below each other. 
 
    Between that dense constellation of thick and thin tomes stood a bunch of double-sided blackboards on little wheels. Naturally, they were almost completely filled in with scribbles and various patterns. 
 
    The sight was so bizarre that they didn’t know what to think about it. It wasn’t until a few strings moved in a motion of a passing wave that Asterios and Tina caught any notice of the demon man. The lines danced and trembled as something pushed through the books like a fish through the water, breaking the surface with its topmost fin. 
 
    Grea picked up a stray book from the floor, squinted her eyes, popped her tongue out, and took aim. Following the burrowing entity with her focused gaze for a few seconds, she lobbed the thick volume into the hanging forest, and it disappeared shortly after, plunging into the sea of knowledge from above. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    A heavy thud resounded through the chamber shortly followed by Radir's voice. Another, much louder thunk echoed through the air soon after and Grea crouched down, angling her head and shoulders to the side. They copied her motion and saw Radir lying flat on his back below the line of hanging books while rubbing the top of his head, looking straight at them. 
 
    “What was that for?!” he shouted accusingly. 
 
    “To wake you up, you perverted bookworm. You have guests. And a meeting to attend, from what I’ve heard,” she replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    Radir’s eyes found Asterios and the others and widened as his mouth hung open for a moment. “Oh. Right. It’s today, isn’t it?”  
 
    Not waiting for the answer, he put his hands next to his head and drew his legs close to his chest. Doing a single cradling motion towards the back, the demon man sprung to his feet.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    During the motion, his forehead collided with a low-hanging, thick-covered tome and filled the room with the sound of another chunky impact, followed by a heavy thud of his body slamming into the ground again. 
 
    Grea rolled her eyes at her groaning and rolling father. She stood up and pushed through the curtain of books until she reached him. Accompanied by more groaning and whining, she dragged Radir by the collar back into the open air, throwing him down to Ast’s feet. 
 
    “Idiot. You’ve almost gouged out your Third Eye with that stunt. Perhaps you should have. It might have finally taught you to stop chasing clout. You are no athlete, old man.” 
 
    Asterios extended his hand to him and helped Radir stand up while he still rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “A man has to act cool from time to time. Women will never understand,” he replied with a scrunched face. 
 
    Grea squinted her eyes at him and Radir flinched, moving closer to Asterios. 
 
    “Anyway, we should get going, no? The faster we finish, the faster I can get back to my research. I was getting to the good part.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him. The good part is usually followed by the ‘what the fucking shit is this idiotic fuckery, fuck this, fuck whoever made this, fuck everything’ part when he realizes he can’t solve it.” Grea sighed heavily and shoved her father in the shoulder. “Go make yourself at least somewhat presentable. You don’t want me doing it.” 
 
    Radir nodded a few times and hastily scurried away. Tina giggled quietly, which brought a small smile to Grea’s lips. 
 
    “So, how are you guys doing? Any more of the usual, mind-blowing news?” Tina and Asterios glanced at each other, and she snorted. “Knew it. You just can’t settle on being normal, can you? What is it?” 
 
    Despite her sarcastic tone, everyone could tell that Grea was extremely curious about anything that related to Asterios. 
 
    “Asterios is now an S-rank,” Tina decided to be the news bearer. 
 
    “Oh. Congratulations. That wasn’t as unexpected as I thought. I worried it would be much wor—” 
 
    “After summoning an ancient, legendary creature, I became the captain of my own squad in the service of the Royal Division. Oh, and we received a town to govern from the king.” 
 
    Grea’s mouth hung open for a good few seconds before she finished processing everything. 
 
    “What the fuck?” She looked at them like they were insane. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and tossed her the deed after summoning it out of his ring. She scanned through it quickly and her eyes threatened to jump out of their sockets as she slammed the two tubes shut. 
 
    “I swear you… I… You... I don’t even know what to fucking say anymore,” she exclaimed in bewilderment, shaking her head afterward. “What’s next, taking over the Demon Continent?” 
 
    Tina giggled adorably. “I don’t think Asterios aims to be a king, Professor. But I think there’s something much more impactful.” She then glanced up at the red-skinned woman with a tiny smirk which quickly faded away. “If I remember correctly, you don’t have any students or responsibilities for a month or two after the recent graduation, right, Professor?” 
 
    “Uhhhh, yea? Why?” 
 
    Asterios wrapped his arm around Tina’s waist. “Ever thought about a short vacation at a lord’s castle somewhere in the countryside? I’m sure there will be enough room in the dungeons to set up a secure research lab for you and your father, right under our new home.” 
 
    “You are kidding…” 
 
    “I mean, as long as you don’t mind living with us for a bit. And with my mother. I have a feeling that she will find a way to sneak in no matter what I say. I can imagine how that couldn’t be the best scenar—” 
 
    “Dude!” Grea interrupted him, grabbing Ast’s shoulders and shaking him energetically. “I always wanted to have my own research laboratory in a castle’s dungeons like all the true villains! A creepy, ominous den of cold, haunting, gray stone blocks, full of dubious equipment and knowledge! If I ever say no to that, smack me in the face like a bitch!” 
 
    He chuckled nervously as their noses were inches from each other and the eager demon woman gazed deep into his eyes with a broad, almost ecstatic smile. Tina noticed how lively Grea’s thin tail had gotten and giggled to herself softly. She couldn’t wait until Asterios told her all about the bond. 
 
    “I would rather not do so to my close friend,” Asterios replied. “Unless that’s what you are into.” He let a little smirk show on his face. 
 
    Grea’s brow rose a little, and she pushed herself into him more, pulling on Ast’s collar. 
 
    “Oho? Is my cute, usually silent, withdrawn student perhaps getting bolder?” She grinned at him with an amorous expression. “Should you really be flirting with this old, slutty professor right in front of your sweet, little girlfriend?” 
 
    He decided to tease her back a little and wrapped his arms around Grea’s waist, giving her tender butt a soft squeeze, surprising the demon woman greatly. 
 
    “If she has anything against it, she can smack me in the face like a bitch at any time.” 
 
    They stared at each other from up close for a bit longer, with Grea being slightly dumbfounded while trying to remain her usual, teasing, snarky self. Her bright, glowing red eyes moved a few times and Asterios had a feeling that they skipped to his lips. It was hard to judge without any pupils or irises. 
 
    In the end, Grea pushed him away with a snort and crossed her arms under her fair chest. “Looks like someone is finally growing some balls. I’m glad to see that the girls have a positive effect on you.” 
 
    She then glanced down at Tina and found the petite human girl doing her best to hide a sly grin behind her dainty hand. Grea’s eyes widened briefly before she squinted them threateningly, causing Tina’s lips to draw a strained line. The blue-haired girl made a small cross over her heart and delicately shook her head outside of Ast’s sight as she stood behind him. 
 
    Satisfied with that, Grea turned her gaze to Asterios again. “Returning to the topic at hand, I’ll gladly escape this hellhole for a little bit. I’m curious how you will fare as a lord. I’m in if you were serious about it.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “I was. We’ll arrange things and take care of the moving after we officially receive the castle in three days.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll tidy this mess up in the meanwhile. I swear, his laziness brings out the most stupid ideas ever,” she replied, taking a peek at the forest of hanging tomes. 
 
    “As long as it works.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    Radir joined them shortly after and they jumped back to the Demon Continent after Grea threatened her father not to be an ass to the current Demon King. He already had a grudge with one. 
 
    After resurfacing in front of Rowena’s keep, Miria and Selene joined the trio, and they went to meet the Governor together. The guards must have been instructed about their arrival because they were quickly led to a section that resembled open stables, full of Centracers, of course. 
 
    Soon, Rowena joined them on the small plaza with Svertaniel by her side and scowled when Radir showed a warm smile towards her. 
 
    “I’m not riding anywhere close to that ass,” she stated, crossing her arms under her chest. 
 
    “I assume we are going by Centracers?” Asterios glanced around. “How far?” 
 
    “About six hours, I’d say. We can split into two groups and take the smaller, faster ones. They—” 
 
    “Governor!” 
 
    Rowena turned around and everyone watched a demon man looking like a typical stablemaster but in a tidier and slightly fancier outfit approach them. He stopped and caught his breath after taking the jog. 
 
    “I’m afraid that almost all the small ones have been dispatched with our messengers yesterday. We only have medium or long Centracers in bigger numbers at hand,” he informed her with a polite bow. 
 
    She groaned and slapped her forehead. “I told Yben to reserve at least two for today! That piece of forgetful shit! He better pray I don’t find him too early after coming back!” 
 
    “Ast…” 
 
    Tina’s quiet voice captured Ast’s attention, and he glanced to the side. Her sapphire eyes were tinged with a note of pleading and uncertainty as she stared up at him.  
 
    He smiled and nodded, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I had the same thought.” 
 
    A charming smile bloomed on Tina’s lips as she nodded back. Asterios returned his eyes to the dissatisfied Governor. 
 
    “You can take the single small one. We will follow after you through our own means. It can fit three people, right?” 
 
    Rowena paused the rain of curses and sighed. “Small ones are usually four-seaters.” She then shot Radir a tentative look as if she was considering if it really was worth it before she sighed again, even heavier. “Fine. Will you be able to keep up with it, though?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at Tina. “Will we?” 
 
    A sizable azure gate rose from the ground behind them and Esil walked out of it with a proud and glamorous step. The demon trio gaped at the magnificent, winged beast, which lowered its head to allow Tina to pet it. 
 
    “There will be no issue,” he informed them with a calm and deep voice. 
 
    The saddle and other attachments weren’t yet ready so only Asterios and Tina jumped on the lion patriarch’s back while Selene dragged the pouting Miria back to their realm. Tina apologized to the panthergirl mentally, but she only giggled back and explained that she was just joking. 
 
    After everyone recollected themselves from the shock and awe, the stablemaster brought a small Centracer with a pure white shell, looking more like a scarab or a beetle with tens of little legs instead of a full centipede. He helped the trio jump in and took the driver’s spot with the Governor by his side. Rowena didn’t even want to think about sitting next to Radir. 
 
    The small giant beast of burden shot forward like a ballista bolt the moment everyone put their safety belts on. Asterios was amazed at how much faster it looked than the common one they had ridden on their way here. It must have been raised in a special way. 
 
    Esil unhurriedly spread his wings and ascended into the air with controlled movements, making it as comfortable for the duo on his back as he could. After gaining some altitude, he flapped strongly, and they shot forward too. 
 
    But the wind assaulted their faces only for a brief moment, suddenly disappearing completely. Tina and Asterios looked around in confusion, but they could still see that they were moving, exactly above the speeding Centracer, casting a big shadow over it. 
 
    A warm chuckle reached their ears, and they turned their gazes to the front. 
 
    “Getting rid of a little bit of wind is that surprising?” 
 
    “What happened?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “I raised a barrier around you to protect your bodies from the pressure and the cold. We are moving quite fast. You should be able to reach outside of it if you stretch your arms to the sides.” 
 
    Tina did as Esil suggested, and her hand was blown away the moment it passed through the invisible bubble. She gasped loudly and Asterios held her close to prevent her from slipping out of his grasp. The ancient lion chuckled at them once more. 
 
    “Amazing…” Tina exclaimed in wonder. 
 
    “It’s just a small trick, nothing worthy of praise.” 
 
    They traveled in silence for a few minutes, gazing all around at the barren land underneath them. A few hours had to pass before they left the deadest part of the desert. At one point, Tina glanced up, towards the sky. 
 
    “How high can you fly?” she asked with visible curiosity. 
 
    “As high as fleshly, living beings can survive.” Esil chuckled at them again. “Fly too far off the ground and you risk losing consciousness due to how thin the atmosphere is up there. I learned that the hard way many centuries ago, almost ending up as a big stain in the grass.” 
 
    She shuddered at the image of them crashing down from already this high, not even mentioning higher altitudes. 
 
    “Would you like to see?” Esil asked her with a calm, warm tone as he reeled his head back a little. 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Fret not. I made sure to make a few more trips after that incident and learned when to stop. It's very useful information for our tribe, don’t you think?” 
 
    Asterios rubbed Tina’s thigh in a soft, reassuring motion. “Come on, I know you are curious and excited. I’ll stay vigilant too.” 
 
    She nodded with a coy smile and Esil turned to the front. With a strong flap, he began ascending again at a quick pace. Soon, they were diving vertically, although up instead of down. After the initial shock, Tina began laughing and Asterios joined her. 
 
    Then, some weird pressure passed through their bodies as if they had broken through some invisible spiritual barrier, spooking them greatly. It seemed that this wasn’t what Esil had mentioned earlier because even he looked surprised as he came to an immediate halt. 
 
    “Woah…” A sigh of amazement escaped Tina’s lips. 
 
    “Yeah…” Asterios joined her a second later. “I didn’t think I would ever see the Edge from this side…” 
 
    As they hung in the air while accompanied by the pleasant sound of Esil’s wings keeping them stable, they marveled over the breathtaking sight. The sky above their heads had suddenly turned back to its common, light blue color, and even the sun was back to its golden radiance. 
 
    Down below them, they could clearly see a reddish tint spanning as far as their eyes could reach, turning the ground far, far away even redder than it actually was. It looked as if a thick, translucent layer of scarlet air spanned to the very horizon. 
 
    “Edge?” Tina asked, wriggling herself around to sit sideways on Esil’s back. 
 
    “The spiritual density in the Demon Continent is different. You can see the sky turn red when you sail towards it. The split is clearly visible. It was quite obvious that it didn’t go up infinitely as it had borders on the sides, but this is still something wonderful.” 
 
    They glanced at each other and noticed that their breaths came out as whitish puffs of air, finally realizing how cold it was up there. It didn’t seem to bother them, though, as they admired the sparse mist dissipating after hitting their faces, often skipping with their eyes toward each other’s mouths. 
 
    After a brief moment of silence, Tina leaned forward and they slowly joined their lips in a tender, unhurried kiss as Asterios embraced her lovingly. There was something incredibly romantic about floating in the air just between the two sides of the sky, with the morning sun shining on them warmly, and the musical flap of Esil’s feathers. 
 
    When they parted, Tina remained in her sideways position and rested her head on Ast’s shoulder. They took one more glance at the extraordinary sight and Esil began bringing them back down. Soon, they were inside the spiritual zone once more and resumed their chase after the speedy Centracer. 
 
    Five hours later, a massive city appeared on the horizon. They could already tell that most of the buildings were of a similar metallic black color to those in Ashen Barrel. The scale was incomparable, though, both in terms of width and height. The tall walls surrounding the demon capital didn’t reach even a third as high as some of the highest, ominous towers behind them. 
 
    To avoid any accidents, Asterios asked Esil to lower his flight and join the trio near the ground. They passed through the massive metal gate by riding the magnificent lion behind the Centracer, which slowed down for the entry. The guards stared at Esil in awe. 
 
    After receiving instructions from Rowena, their driver took them straight to the giant castle in the very middle of the city. They passed through a few rings of walls on their way, noticing that this place also had been segmented into circular sections like the Ring City. The closer to the middle, the richer the districts looked.  
 
    No matter where they were, though, the roads were completely metal or black stone and wiggled in every direction like a snake, creating many little hills and valleys. It caused their travel to be extremely wobbly from constantly going up and down in turns. 
 
    Reaching the checkpoint before the royal castle grounds, Rowena showed something to the sentries, and they hastily lifted the gate up after saluting respectfully. One of the two female guards led them to the stables where they left their carriage. Miria and Selene joined the group afterward. 
 
    Then, she passed them to another woman who took them further inside. They all wore armor with the same style, just like the knights at Welrond’s place. Here, though, the women had donned firm sandals, reinforced leather greaves, short, pleated skirts, full reinforced leather chestplates reaching over the stomach, and vambraces of the same, tough, reinforced leather, all pieces completely black. 
 
    “That’s a very… peculiar choice of armor for the soldiers,” Selene commented after they finally met the first male guard on their way to the audience hall. 
 
    “Right…” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    Compared to the women, who were walking displays of tough, leather armor, the men looked a little more… free and unrestrained. 
 
    The fit, muscular, and clearly handsome male sentries wore only sandals, small greaves, tight briefs, vambraces, and helmets that protected the sides of their faces, foreheads, and noses, with magnificent, crimson mohawks on top, also all made from tough, black leather, of course. 
 
    And that was all. 
 
    Each man had his chiseled chest completely exposed. Asterios and all of his companions noticed a slight sheen to their skin too, like it was covered in oil specifically for the purpose of being shiny, emphasizing the men’s able bodies in the process. 
 
    Two of such demon men pushed a sizable metal gate open for them and they stepped inside a long hall. At the very end of it, they saw five people. Four of them were also fit, handsome demon men of various skin colors, but they wore only the black briefs in their case and glinted even stronger in the light coming from multiple braziers present in the chamber. 
 
    The last man sat on a black throne, sprawled all over it. One of his legs hung over the armrest while he supported his elbow on the opposite one, holding his fist against the side of his face, decorated with a smug smirk. 
 
    Fortunately, he had more clothes on himself than the four standing around the throne. The Demon King wore baggy, loose pants of white color. Something came out from behind his belt, and everyone realized that it most likely was the top of his martial arts outfit, tucked in there as the rest hung down around the man’s legs, making him sit on the material. 
 
    Unfortunately, with the addition of white bandages wrapped around his feet and forearms, that was all. Ominous tribal tattoos decorated the man’s skin, starting at his shoulders and spilling onto his muscular chest.  
 
    As for his skin, it was strangely close to a human shade but with a slightly rosy tint to it. Two horns of the same color sprouted from his forehead vertically and everyone could also see similar, demonic wings and a very thin tail with a rhomb-shaped spade dancing behind his back. His hair was short and black, cut in a style that just screamed pretty boy when paired with the demon’s handsome visage and chiseled body. 
 
    Suddenly, Welrond’s words about the peculiarity of the Demon King echoed in Ast’s head, and he smiled wryly. Then, their gazes met and Ast’s skin crawled with goosebumps as the Demon King’s smirk grew a little during that contact. 
 
    I have a really bad feeling about this… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
The Real Ancestor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowena and Radir led everyone closer to the throne, with Svertaniel following after the duo closely. Asterios and his companions stayed a distance from their demon friends, watching them attentively to pick up any signs of motions and actions they should take too. 
 
    Stopping in front of the short stairs connected to the raised platform, the demon trio lowered themselves to one knee and hung their heads down. Everyone else quickly copied them. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty,” Rowena began with a respectful tone. “As promised, I bring you the people on whose behalf I have requested this audience. I thank you for granting that wish of mine.” 
 
    A chuckle reverberated through the chamber, and the Demon King lazily waved his hand. 
 
    “You may rise. There’s no need for such courtesies. It’s only me and my close aides here at the moment,” he replied with a smirk, his gaze still lingering over Asterios. “If I’m not mistaken, those are the people who caused the little stirrup in the Valley, right?” 
 
    “You are correct, Your Majesty. I will just mention that their actions bore no malice or evil intent. As you are most likely aware, no one was hurt. Pardon my rudeness.” The demon woman lowered her head again. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ve taken a glance over your report, Governor Rowena. I bear no ill intent towards your guests either.” Nodding at her, he moved his gaze to Ast’s group. “I’m already familiar with my subjects here. Would you be so kind to introduce yourselves properly?” 
 
    Asterios made a small, respectful bow and walked closer, passing the demon trio who had stepped aside. Miria and Selene did their own courtesies and followed him with a proud step. Although, the former was starting to dislike how much the man stared at her master with a cheeky grin. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty. My name is Asterios Hestizo and I’m a human Summoner, an S-rank amongst the adventurers,” Asterios started. 
 
    “S-rank? I thought the report said B-rank?” The Demon King gave Rowena a questioning gaze. 
 
    “Uhhh…” She regarded Ast’s group with an uncertain expression. 
 
    “I apologize, Your Majesty. Lady Rowena did not deceive you. I have been promoted in the short period between her request and our arrival. It happened just recently,” Asterios quickly explained. 
 
    “Interesting.” The king raised a brow at him. “I guess the badge is proof enough. And you?” 
 
    Miria bowed next. “My name is Miria Blackclaw and I’m a Pantherkin Hunter, Master’s familiar.” 
 
    Selene followed. “My name is Selene of the Spiritual Foxes, also Master’s familiar, and his mate, just like Miria,” she added with a little squint, making the man smirk at her. 
 
    Naturally, Tina did the same. “My name is Tina Nobelle, also a human Summoner, a B-rank adventurer and the daughter of a Viscount, and… Asterios’... mate too… albeit not exactly his familiar…” She quieted down near the end, starting to blush a little. 
 
    “I see. It’s my pleasure to meet all of you. It’s only natural that I introduce myself too, for those who might be unaware. I’m Zegion the Pulverizer, although people just call me the Demon King after I have taken the throne.” The man named Zegion made a courteous nod, with his head still resting on one of his fists. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s not everyone, is it?” 
 
    “If I may summon them here, Your Majesty,” Asterios asked for permission. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    A crimson portal arose from the ground and Bryn walked into the chamber. She stopped next to Selene and made a polite bow. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty. My name is Bryn and I’m a valkyrja, also Master’s familiar.” 
 
    “You have beautiful wings, Bryn,” the king commented. 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment. I am proud of my feathers.” 
 
    There was a brief pause where no one said anything else and Zegion looked at Asterios again. 
 
    “The number seems correct, but I don’t think Lady Tina was part of your… expedition. Was she?” he asked with one brow raised. 
 
    “That is true, Your Majesty.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “And instead…?” 
 
    “A friend of mine accompanied us on our journey through the Demon Continent. She is currently resting back at home on the Human Continent. To give some more information on her, she is a B-rank adventurer specializing in the fire element, not one of my familiars.” 
 
    The king rubbed his chin. “Hmmm… That’s unfortunate… I was looking forward to meeting everyone involved in the incident.… I’m sure that you aren’t hiding anyone from me, right?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Of course not, Your Majesty.” 
 
    After discussing the meeting with Silvia, they had decided on leaving her out of it, for obvious reasons. A royalty from another continent had kind of barged into a secret vault belonging to the demons' heritage. Welrond wasn’t too thrilled about her and Zegion meeting either, so they all agreed to go without her. Of course, Silvia understood the situation perfectly and had nothing against it. 
 
    “If that’s completely necessary, I might be able to get in touch with her. I don’t want Your Majesty to think that we are being dishonest. Our friend’s circumstances are a little special,” he continued. 
 
    “Bummer. I really wanted to thank everyone personally. I’ve heard that you managed to make a groundbreaking discovery in the Tri-Valor Valley. But what can we do?” The king sighed. 
 
    “Well… It wouldn’t be impossible to bring her here, technically… but I would need to receive permission from her guardian first.” 
 
    “Oh? That would be appreciated, Asterios. Could I request that of you? Do you perhaps require something?” Zegion glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “No, I need just a moment.” 
 
    Umbra had already been on his way to the Human Continent and crossed the distance shortly after Asterios and Zegion finished the exchange. Traveling alone through the darkness, he could do it much faster than with someone in tow, and just like Miria and Selene, he was benefiting from his bond with Asterios, growing in power alongside his master. Although, it was more in the form of regaining his locked strength. 
 
    ~Silvia? Do you have a moment?~ Asterios asked after Umbra connected them. 
 
    ~Sure. How can I help you, Ast?~ 
 
    He smiled a little, hearing her use his shortened name. ~I’m afraid that the Demon King wants to meet all of us. Would you be fine with that? And could you ask your father if he would too?~ 
 
    ~I kind of expected that. Give me a moment.~ 
 
    Everyone waited in silence while Silvia looked for Welrond. Zegion kept staring at Asterios the entire time. Rowena seemed a bit stressed out by the overbearing absence of any talk or noise. Radir just smiled under his nose. 
 
    In less than a minute, she got back to Asterios, and Umbra began transporting her to them. 
 
    “It looks like she can join us, Your Majesty. We will need a few minutes before that happens, though,” Asterios informed the man. 
 
    The Demon King snapped his fingers and a door slammed open on either side of the throne room. A bunch of men in their skimpy armor walked inside with trays in their hands. They stopped in front of Asterios and the others. 
 
    “No worries. Enjoy some refreshments while we wait. I’m sure you must be parched after making your way through the desert,” Zegion suggested, and everyone obliged. 
 
    Five minutes later, Umbra’s shadows began swirling next to Asterios and the king naturally noticed them. He dismissed the servants and watched how a humanoid shape formed from the dark mist, which soon receded and revealed a human girl. 
 
    “Princess Silvia?” The man’s brows rose a little. 
 
    “Princess?!” Rowena squeaked quietly, recognizing the young woman from their meeting before. 
 
    “I see. I understand your reluctance now. Your decision wasn’t wrong. Quite smart, actually.” He nodded at Asterios and turned to Silvia. “Welcome, Princess Silvia. I think this is our first meeting, isn’t it?” 
 
    Silvia courteously lowered her head. “That is correct, Your Majesty. Father attended the coronation ceremony alone as I was out of the kingdom on that day. I apologize for my absence.” 
 
    Zegion chuckled and waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. He definitely didn’t send you out a week earlier just to have an excuse not to bring you with him. We’ve spoken directly only once but it was enough to understand what kind of a man he is. I was sure he understood me well too. He shouldn’t have any problems with the two of us meeting if so.” 
 
    A tiny, wry smile painted her lips and the Demon King exploded in a laugh. 
 
    “Right. I should have expected that. He is a smart man but way too overprotective. I pray that his nature doesn’t stunt your growth, Princess. We can only grow through overcoming unpleasant experiences ourselves. Life is all about carving your own path to the top, whatever you consider it to be.” 
 
    Finally fixing his posture, Zegion sat more or less straight on his throne and rested his elbows on his thighs, supporting his chin with his hands as he leaned forward. 
 
    “Alright. I think we can get to the point now. I’m really curious what this is about. Governor Rowena’s report mentioned that you guys made quite a mess in the center of the Valley. I saw the prints of the patterns that were revealed through your actions. There’s more to them, isn’t there?” 
 
    Radir cleared his throat and walked in front of everyone. 
 
    “I believe we have stumbled on a discovery that can’t really be graded with our universal system, Your Majesty. The three pyramids were the key to something, just as everyone always thought. The thing is, the most important part of the puzzle was buried deep under the sand and stone over the passing centuries.” 
 
    “That would explain why no one managed to figure out even a hint,” the king commented with a nod. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not all. I don’t think anyone would have been able to figure it out anyway. The puzzle was created in a specific language, one that was lost to our realm, or it never was shared with us in detail. Thankfully, our friend here, even though he doesn’t know it, can subconsciously understand the meaning of the script.” 
 
    “Oh? A curious ability.” Zegion took a peek at Asterios with one eye. 
 
    Radir also glanced his way and received a nod. “To be honest, it might be connected to the fact that part of Asterios’ memories has been sealed with powerful magic. Our meeting was no accident or a stroke of luck. He came to me for help with that issue and our discovery was the accident there as we noticed that he can actually help with my own research.” 
 
    “A powerful seal, you say?” The king sighed. “I hate to admit it but I’m complete trash when it comes to magic. I know that might be surprising. A demon living in the Demon Continent, the very land that thrives off magic, can barely use it.” 
 
    “It did not stop you from becoming the strongest demon in our kingdom, Your Majesty,” Rowena joined in, bowing lightly. “We all know how powerful you are. Barely any mage would be brave enough to challenge you.” 
 
    The man chuckled and waved the compliment away. “Anyway, thanks to Asterios here, you found out that…?” 
 
    “The patterns were part of a giant magical array that needed to be correctly completed by destroying a few slabs of stone containing answers to questions about the Founders. When we finished it, we were teleported deep underground.” 
 
    “So that’s where you guys disappeared to. No wonder your signatures suddenly vanished after you wrecked the place,” Rowena said while rubbing her chin. 
 
    “Interesting. And it was only you?” Zegion asked. 
 
    “We didn’t notice traces of anyone else getting inside,” Asterios answered. “The mechanism seemed to have reset itself after teleporting us so you would need to somehow complete it again. We didn’t check how since we wanted to get out of sight quickly after coming out.” 
 
    “Even if someone makes it inside, there are many super hard trials to stop them!” Miria added cheerfully, earning herself a few pats from Asterios. 
 
    “That is true,” he continued. “We faced two challenges, three if we count the Golem. One of wisdom, one of resolve, and one of strength. Radir can describe them in detail later so that we don’t take an entire day to recount every little step.” 
 
    “But, to sum it up, the first one asked questions about the Founders, activated traps, and such. The second brought us into fake realities to see if we would forget ourselves in our perfect world. And the third was an infinitely regenerating Golem made of enhanced gold, placed in a chamber made purely of the same,” Radir quickly filled the king in on their journey. 
 
    “Did you overcome all of them?” Zegion glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “Not without struggle, but yes,” he answered. 
 
    “And what we found behind them is the most shocking part,” Radir continued. 
 
    The king regarded him with a questioning gaze, waiting for the big reveal. His aides moved closer to the throne too. Everyone had gotten quite invested in the unusual story. Although, the sight of a bunch of half-naked men with oiled skin leaning over a royal throne created quite unusual sight too. 
 
    “Turns out that all of this hid the untainted living quarters of no one else than the Founding Ancestors. Perfect state and shape, no demon contact since… their passing most likely.” 
 
    Rowena gasped in shock while the king’s aides began murmuring amongst themselves. “No fucking way!” 
 
    She quickly realized her tone and covered her mouth with both hands, taking a peek at the king. He was too surprised himself to pay attention to her, fortunately. Asterios felt like he wouldn’t care about language anyway. 
 
    “But wait! There’s more!” Radir was still on it. “We found a vault full of their personal artifacts! Many chambers house various pieces of art, sculptures, books, notes, and knowledge! That place is a literal cultural treasure trove! Discovery of an unthinkable scale!” 
 
    “That is quite a big deal,” Zegion agreed, clearly pondering the new information. “You are sure about that, right?” 
 
    “There’s no shadow of a doubt,” Asterios replied. “Considering all the facilities present in the underground complex, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that it was their main base of operations during the conquest of the monstrous lands.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” The king looked to be taking it quite calmly. “And no one else knows?” 
 
    Radir shook his head. “We wanted to keep it a secret, for obvious reasons. Besides, who would believe us? I already have the reputation of an insane man.” 
 
    The demon ruler chuckled heartily. “True. Very good. You might be considered crazy, but I don't think you are a liar. I would like to see it for myself. Governor Rowena, can I leave it to you?” 
 
    She bowed respectfully. “Anytime, Your Majesty. I will keep Tri-Valor Valley ready for your visit and restrict access to the center for the time being.” 
 
    “Great. I will head out with my aides after we are done here.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that even though Your Majesty doesn’t want to bother us, we might need to come anyway,” Radir interrupted him politely. 
 
    “And why is that? Are you worried that I won’t pass the tests?” The king asked with an amused tone. 
 
    “Oh, not at all. It’s just…” Radir glanced at Asterios and received another nod. “There’s one crucial detail we might have omitted so far. Besides the trials, which could have reset when we left, there’s still the gate before them. If it closed itself too, then Asterios is the only one in possession of the key.” 
 
    Asterios summoned the small, damaged plate and held it at his fingertips. 
 
    “And that is?” Zegion took a curious glance at the item. 
 
    “A Dragon’s scale.” 
 
    “Oh. You must be really close with the elves to receive a Lesser—” 
 
    “A True Dragon’s scale,” Asterios corrected him. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened almost instantly, and he locked them on the object. 
 
    “Where did you—” 
 
    “It’s a long story, honestly. But I’m willing to reveal part of it since it seems to be connected to the origins of this kingdom.” 
 
    “What?” Zegion didn’t hide his astonishment in the slightest. 
 
    “He is not lying, Your Majesty,” Radir vouched for Asterios. “From what we have learned, Eyla, Nyra, and Drahan received help from someone. The entire complex might have been constructed for that person, actually, in exchange for their knowledge and power. That could explain a lot about our legacy. I would even dare to speculate that the increased density of mana all over the Demon Continent… is that person's doing.” 
 
    A wave of gasps filled the throne hall. It didn’t consist only of the king’s men and Rowena, even Ast’s companions exhaled in bewilderment and awe. Covering an entire continent with magic was a feat almost transcending mortal capability.  
 
    Asterios finally understood the nature of the phenomenon. The weird, red atmosphere was a seal. An open one, but still a seal. It checked out with the fact that Red had researched and most likely experimented with Sealing Magic in the Demon Continent as his test field. 
 
    He mentally slapped himself on the forehead for not noticing earlier. The entire place was enveloped by a cloud of red mana. It was so red that it turned the sky crimson and the sun almost pink. Who could have done that if not Red? 
 
    “Who would be so strong? I don’t think any of our records portray the Founding Ancestors as such incredible figures.” The king pondered out loud. “Wait. You don’t mean…” His eyes widened even more. 
 
    Radir nodded. “It’s most likely as you think, Your Majesty. The person that lent them their aid was… a True Dragon.” 
 
    Zegion’s hands shot to the armrests and clutched the metal so hard it caved in. The few metal splinters that exploded to the sides from the squeezed decorative parts spooked the aides a little. The movement of the king’s arms had been so fast it looked like a blur. 
 
    “That’s why the scale…” he muttered to himself. “Our ancestors… Our people… Have been guided by a True Dragon… No wonder our magic is so strong… We were literally nurtured by a True Dragon in this environment, which it had created in the past… Generation after generation, demons have been born again and again while growing stronger, more accustomed to spiritual energy… But why would a human…” 
 
    Asterios showed a wry smile as the king’s attention turned back to him and the tough crimson plate. “Well… We have quite a few reasons to believe that… it might have been my father.” 
 
    A metallic crunch followed as not just the armrest but now even the floor under the demon monarch’s feet collapsed under insane pressure. 
 
    “Does that mean that you are…” The man glared at him intensively. 
 
    “Technically, yes, bu—” 
 
    A loud boom echoed through the chamber, followed by an explosion of air so strong that it deformed the throne and sent the men around it flying. All of Ast’s senses screamed at him, and he felt a wave of scorching hot energy roll through his body, filling his heart, brain, eyes, and spiritual circuits. He sensed a bunch of scales popping up around his neck. 
 
    Zegion’s figure literally materialized in front of him as a strong gust of wind rushed alongside the demon man. He stopped in front of Asterios with their foreheads almost touching and his fist hanging millimeters from Ast’s stomach. A wicked grin painted the Demon King’s lips as he stared Asterios deep into his draconic eyes, with Zegion’s pupils sharing the same, vertical style. 
 
    “Curious…” he muttered after glancing down and spotting a multitude of black spikes almost stabbing into his vitals, extending through Ast's clothes. 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. “What is it with all the kings wanting to land a hit on me?” 
 
    “All the kings?” Zegion raised a brow at him. 
 
    “You are not the first one to jump at me, Your Majesty. King Welrond got ahead of you.” 
 
    The man snickered and withdrew his fist. “Why are you holding back?” 
 
    “I mean, I knew you didn’t mean anything ba—” 
 
    “No, not like that.” Zegion shook his head. “Let me rephrase my question. Why are you suppressing yourself?” 
 
    “I… do what?” Asterios furrowed his brows in confusion. 
 
    “You see, my eyes are quite special. You can say that it’s ironic for someone unable to wield magic to be able to peer into its core. From the moment I laid my eyes on you, I saw that you are limiting your true nature, limiting yourself, holding back. You are strong, really strong, so strong that I wanted to fight you the moment you walked in. But then I realized that you don’t use that power. Why is that? Why is a True Dragon holding back? Additionally, it feels like… you are not the entire self.” 
 
    Asterios couldn’t be more confused by that statement. He had always given his all in everything, including training, which meant practicing his newfound powers and abilities too. He had never felt like he was limiting himself. 
 
    The Demon King chuckled and patted his shoulder. “I see that you aren’t aware of it. I don’t know you well enough to speculate but the common causes are often related to the rejection of reality. Impostor syndrome, to some extent. You are scared that it’s not you, that the power isn’t yours, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Well, I would lie if I said that I don’t get similar thoughts now and then,” Asterios answered honestly. 
 
    Zegion grinned at him. “You are lucky that I’m in a quite good mood, then. There’s no better way of pushing through mental bottlenecks than a good, old spar without holding back. And I do like you quite a bit too so I’m willing to lend you a hand with it, right here, right now.” 
 
    The demon man stepped back and cracked his knuckles with a smirk. 
 
    “Too bad that you are in a healthy relationship, though. It’s against my principles to get between those.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “What about the unhealthy ones?” 
 
    “They are going to fall apart sooner or later so who cares if I break them early?” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile. 
 
    What is even going on…

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
Let It Go 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So…” Miria’s curious voice captured everyone’s attention before the men went down to their business. “If it was Master’s father who assisted the Founders in conquering the Demon Continent a long time ago… doesn’t that make Master, his son, kind of… on par with them?” 
 
    Rowena looked at the panthergirl in shock and opened her mouth to rebuke Miria, but Zegion’s chuckle interrupted her. 
 
    “When you put it like that, I guess it isn’t wrong.” The man smirked and refocused his gaze on Asterios. “A human on top of demons, what an amusing thought. Are you going to challenge me, boy?” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly and shook his head. “It’s not my intention to steal anyone’s throne, and I don’t think it matters who my parents are in this case.” 
 
    “Right.” The Demon King agreed. “Where were we? Ah. I was going to help you stop holding back so much.” 
 
    The four demon men who had recollected themselves after they had been blasted away by their king, quickly came closer to the visiting group and began herding everyone away with awkward smiles. Asterios glanced back at their actions before returning his gaze to Zegion. 
 
    “Right here? In the throne room?” 
 
    “In the throne room,” Zegion confirmed. “No reason to waste time going around. This is the most durable part of the castle anyway. Besides, I’m all fired up after learning more about you, Mister Dragon. I don’t think I can wait until we reach the arena.” 
 
    A soft chuckle escaped Ast’s lips. “I have a feeling that it’s less about helping me out and more about getting to face me.” 
 
    “Does it matter when both things lead to the same?” Zegion grinned. 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Great. Now get that coat and vest out of the way.” 
 
    “Uhhh… What?” 
 
    “If this is meant to help you become more accustomed to your true self then we have to take it man-on-man, obviously. Come on, I’m getting cold here.” Zegion began warming up his shoulders. 
 
    With one more awkward glance at his companions over his shoulder, now standing almost by the very entrance to the chamber, Asterios sighed and decided to comply. A wave of rolling crimson flames surrounded his figure, and his upper garments disappeared, leaving him only in his black pants. 
 
    He heard a gasp from behind and smiled wryly at the surprised emotions coming to him through the bonds he shared with the girls. It was hard not to notice Tina’s growing, shy curiosity and Miria’s hungry gaze roaming over his back. 
 
    “Nice.” Zegion made a prolonged whistle. “That’s what I’m talking about, handsome. You could work on your pecs and make those abs more chiseled, though.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you but I don’t really focus on getting perfect muscles,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “No worries. Let’s start today!” 
 
    With a strong flap of his demonic wings, Zegion shot forward while reeling his fist. Thanks to the scorching hot energy still filling his organs, especially his brain and eyes, Asterios could notice the motion this time, sure that the Demon King had done something similar during his first lunge. 
 
    Still, the attack came so quickly that Asterios barely had time to cross his arms in front of himself to block the blow. A small wave of force distorted the air around the two men as their bodies collided, with Ast’s ending up pushed two meters to the back. 
 
    He groaned afterward, shaking them to ease the numbing sensation. “Damn… That stings…” 
 
    Zegion chuckled, already in the middle of throwing another punch. “You didn’t break after the first hit. You must really have something of a Dragon in you.” 
 
    Ast’s draconic eyes snapped to the incoming fist, and he managed to redirect the blow, which missed his chest. Unfortunately, Zegion’s hand slid over his arm and hit his shoulder, making Asterios grunt again as half of his body twisted from the impact. 
 
    Trying to catch the Demon King while he had overextended, Asterios swung his left fist at the man’s head. Zegion’s wings flapped, and his pinkish body spun to the side parallel to the ground, not only making Ast’s strike miss the target but even slapping his hand away during the motion. 
 
    Setting his palms on the floor, Zegion threw his legs around Ast’s neck. Just a moment later, Asterios was flying through the air as the Demon King launched him forward with the use of the momentum gathered from the rotations. 
 
    After hitting the hard, metal ground, Asterios bounced and rolled over it for a few seconds, catching the steps leading to the throne platform to stop himself. He hastily stood up and locked on the demon man still standing in his previous spot. 
 
    “Good attempt!” Zegion laughed heartily. “But you are still limiting yourself! I’m Zegion the Pulverizer, the Demon King of Annihilation, and I’m going to pulverize your body next if you don’t start taking it seriously!” 
 
    Noticing the movement of spiritual energy inside the man’s body thanks to his Draconic Sight, Asterios knew when Zegion would rush at him again and did his best to prepare for the incoming attack. Even though the Demon King had said that he couldn’t use magic, he had learned to use mana to strengthen himself to an incredible degree, much like Miria. 
 
    Zegion’s dash made the observers stumble on their feet as the surge of air created by his wings hit them. Asterios timed his motion almost perfectly and removed himself from the demon’s path by dropping one foot by one step on the short, metal stairs. The man’s fist went over his shoulder instead of slugging it and Zegion crashed into the seating of the black throne. 
 
    A loud metallic gong echoed through the hall as Asterios hastily increased the distance between him and his opponent. The Demon King peeled himself off the slightly dented seat and turned around, massaging his stomach with a wide smirk. 
 
    “I see. You are the smart type, always trying to outmaneuver your enemy instead of overpowering them.” 
 
    “Can’t disagree with that. It’s always been how I fight. Comes from being a Summoner, I guess,” Asterios replied with a smile too. 
 
    “I get it. But that’s bad, like really bad. You need to stop doing that.” Zegion took a deep breath and tapped the side of his head. “Stop using your brain. Let your body do the thinking. Let your instincts lead it. You are suppressing your potential by telling your body what it can and can’t do.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Come on, man!” He spread his arms. “Do you think you can hurt me? Or even kill me? There’s not even a scratch on my body after all of this!” 
 
    As to illustrate his point, Zegion reached down and tore a sharp, spiky decoration off the throne’s armrest. He drove it into his stomach, evoking quite a few gasps from Ast’s group. Fortunately, the makeshift shank bent comically instead of penetrating the man’s skin. 
 
    “See? Don’t overestimate yourself, boy. I can take a good pounding.” 
 
    A snort echoed through the chamber and Zegion glanced towards the audience, together with Asterios, who peeked over his shoulder. The Demon King squinted his eyes at the four half-naked men as they began to sweat increasingly while avoiding his gaze. 
 
    “In any way, throw everything you can at me,” Zegion continued, getting back to their conversation. “I assume you didn’t really have that many chances to go all out without worrying about consequences. I’m giving you one as my thanks for your incredible discovery and for sharing with us what you have learned about it. So, butter up, pretty boy, because I’m not holding back my thrusts!” 
 
    With another explosion of air, the Demon King was by Ast’s side again, throwing a mean hook at his stomach. They got entangled in a fierce exchange of short and quick blows, with Asterios mostly focusing on deflecting them and trying to figure out a good moment to counter. 
 
    To the spectators, it looked like they danced around the same spot while sending powerful waves of pressure from the heavy impacts of their hits. Miria had to draw on her bloodline a bit more to follow their movements while all of Ast’s bonded companions focused on their connection as much as they could to speed up their understanding through what Asterios felt during the bout. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Am I too fast for you, handsome? Can’t touch this?” 
 
    Zegion taunted Asterios each time he missed the rare opportunity to strike back at the powerful but extremely agile Demon King. The man used all of his assets, including his wings and thin tail, to achieve movements almost impossible to reenact without those. His range of motions allowed him to dodge Ast’s strikes every time. 
 
    “You are still hanging onto your humanity, kid. Drop the pretense, you are not a human, at least not anymore. Bring your inner Dragon out, pussy! I’m starting to get confused as to who is the man amongst all those dazzling ladies that call themselves your mates! Did you drug them into following such a weakling or what?” 
 
    Getting even faster, Zegion slugged Asterios in the stomach with so much force it shook the hall and sent him flying into the far wall in a blink. Then, he blinked while bringing his fist up and staring at it with a slight surprise. His fingers stung a little for the first time since they had started. 
 
    Moving his gaze to where Asterios had landed, the Demon King’s grin widened even more. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    Two dark crimson membranes slid to the sides in the dented hole, revealing Asterios behind them. He pushed himself out of the niche and fell to one knee, spreading his draconic wings wide after they had cushioned the impact. As he slowly stood up, sporadic crimson scales surfaced on parts of his skin, mostly on the neck, shoulders, arms, and some over his pelvis. 
 
    The two ferocious wings unhurriedly extended towards the ceiling and Zegion instantly tensed his muscles. With a loud boom, Asterios disappeared in a blur. The Demon King grunted heavily when he stopped Ast’s fist from obliterating his face just a split second later, getting pushed a few meters to the back. 
 
    “Good! Good! Embrace it! Don’t think! You can start thinking about your moves after you get used to them!” The man instructed him. “Let’s dance, baby!” 
 
    Zegion flapped his own wings, and their battle took into the skies, as far as the high ceiling allowed, of course. Both winged figures dashed around the throne room while clashing against each other every other second, sending waves of trembling pressure all around them with each contact. Everyone had already found something to support themselves on, like a pillar or heavy brazier. 
 
    A powerful thud threw the spectators a few centimeters into the air as the combatants crashed into the ground in the middle of the chamber. In a flash, Asterios and Zegion were back to pummeling each other with quite a ferocity. The latter’s face was constantly painted with an ecstatic smile while the former had grown quite fierce and serious. 
 
    The balance in their fight had changed a little. Asterios was able to actually land a hit on the Demon King now and then while Zegion had to be a little bit less reckless with his move set. The majority of the hits still connected with Ast’s body, of course, leaving some bruises and blemishes on his light skin. 
 
    But more and more scales surfaced over Ast’s entire figure, mostly gathering at the edges of his limbs and body in general. His stomach had a tough-looking, scaly V running down his pelvis, under his belt, and connecting to his sides where it could be seen above it. His arms had turned almost entirely into a fusion between draconic and demonic with how a durable armor covered his forearms and wrists, a shade darker than his now red skin under it. 
 
    “Is this all you can do? I thought True Dragons were something! I’m starting to pity those women more and more!” Zegion kept taunting Asterios without a break. 
 
    Another mighty impact shook the throne room and they suddenly appeared amongst the spectators. Ast’s wide swing tore away part of the black metal pillar, making Rowena squeal from shock and surprise. She had been holding onto it near the floor right from the beginning. 
 
    Zegion spun around and landed a solid mid-kick in Ast’s stomach, sending him flying back to the middle of the hall. He chuckled and followed soon after, moving their fight away from the bystanders. Before he reached Asterios though, his jaw met an uppercut as he was in the middle of his dash and drove him into the ceiling. 
 
    With almost maniacal laughter, the Demon King descended to the ground to squash Asterios to the floor, but he managed to avoid that fate just by a hair’s breadth thanks to getting better at using his wings in combat. The demon man created a small but wide hollow in the ground, accompanied by a loud metallic gong. 
 
    They exchanged a few earth-shattering blows before arriving at a standstill, holding each other’s hands near their faces and trying to push forward in a contest of pure strength. Unfortunately, Asterios was still way behind the mighty Demon King as his tattoos had begun glowing pink now. 
 
    “I must admit, you are a fast learner. You are getting better at an astounding pace. But you are still not yet there. That human part is still—” 
 
    Something slapped Zegion across the cheek as Asterios suddenly spun around. The hit sent him flying into the nearby wall. He hastily crawled out of the created dent and locked his eyes on Asterios with clear confusion. 
 
    “Oh. Interesting. Looks like you are finally letting it go.” 
 
    A thick yet quite lean and slim near the end tail slowly danced behind Ast’s legs, covered by dark crimson scales from its top and slightly lighter plates on the underside. The tough demonic armor of dark red shade with bright scarlet streaks reached now over Ast’s elbows. Crimson scales ran up to his shoulders, slowly creeping onto his chest. 
 
    “This is going to be fun!” The Demon King smirked and lunged at Asterios. 
 
    Back on the side, Miria couldn’t contain her glee and bounced up and down while pulling on Selene’s and Tina’s clothes in turns. 
 
    “Master has a tail! Master has a tail like a real Dragon! Do you see it?! It’s real, isn’t it?!” 
 
    Silvia chuckled at her adorable behavior as a faint smile curved her dainty lips. “Yeah, we can see it. It looks rather beautiful and… fitting, I guess. It’s hard to believe but Asterios might really be a complete True Dragon, just with some issues holding him back.” 
 
    “Do you think he will transform in this fight, Silvia?!” 
 
    The ecstatic panthergirl pounced on her and pulled the princess into a tight hug, lifting her off the ground. They began spinning as Miria stared at her face with unspeakable happiness. Silvia let out a warm laugh as she looked back at her with the blurred background around them, making Miria giggle too. 
 
    At least until Selene stopped them and supported the princess with Tina, assisting her in catching her balance after being released from the overenthusiastic panthergirl’s embrace. She kept a soft smile on her face even after the ride was finished. 
 
    “I get that you are elated, but do mind our royal friend in your actions,” the fox lady rebuked Miria gently. 
 
    “Sorry, ehehehe~” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind. We are friends, right?” Silvia glanced at her with a tender expression. 
 
    “Yep!” Miria beamed at her. “We could always be more if—ah, I’m sorry, I did it again... My head is still spinning a little, ehehehe~” 
 
    Silvia let out an adorable chuckle after seeing the joyful panthergirl cover her mouth in shame as her pretty ears flopped down a little. 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize. I’m not offended. I bet Father would be happy.” 
 
    “What about you, though, Princess Silvia? Would you be happy?” Tina asked, trying to hide her faint blush. 
 
    Silvia turned her head towards the battle and followed Ast’s figure with a warm smile. “Who knows…” 
 
    A big chunk of metal flew straight at them but bounced off a joint barrier raised by Bryn, Selene, and Svertaniel. One of the fighting two must have hit a pillar on their path. Asterios and Zegion were still entangled in an intense brawl, with the Demon King actually suffering some visible damage at such a level. 
 
    He jumped over Ast’s tail swipe and launched a powerful jab at his head from above, only to have it parried by the half-human, half-Dragon. Zegion didn’t stop there and coiled his thin tail around Ast’s ankle. His wings made a few strong beats, and he used it as an anchor to swing himself around. Landing a solid kick in Ast’s back, he sent Asterios tumbling forward. 
 
    “Do True Dragons amount only to this much? I guess they could do well as decent back scratchers if anything.” The man kept the taunts up, laughing to himself. “Seriously, I’m a tad disappointed. I don’t get how your women aren’t. Perhaps I should do them a favor and show them what a real man is after we are done here, even if it isn’t really my—” 
 
    A small earthquake shook the chamber as Ast’s fist suddenly appeared in front of Zegion’s face and connected with it in a split second. An unbelievable force burst out from the impact, bending the nearby pillar into a heavy curve and denting the ground into a small crater. The demon man didn’t even register the motion or what had hit him before he was launched backward to the noise of his skull cracking. 
 
    Zegion’s body slammed into the deformed throne and ripped the fancy chair into pieces as it bore through the heavy metal backrest like through paper, pulverizing it into bits just as his title implied. He crashed into the wall behind it with an ear-splitting noise of a metal gong that caused even more tremors. All the braziers in the hall had been snuffed out, bringing the hall to dim light. 
 
    “No one lays a hand on my mates.” 
 
    Ast’s cold voice reached Zegion’s ears as he shook his head to dig it out from all the metal debris filling the deep hole. Their eyes met and he noticed Ast’s irises glinting with much more ferocity and dark scarlet horns of vertical shape decorating the sides of his head. The crimson scales had crawled onto his neck and even cheeks and forehead. Asterios began sucking in a lot of air and a slight reddish tint illuminated his throat. 
 
    “Ah, fu—” 
 
    A merciless spiraling inferno of crimson flames hurled towards Zegion as Asterios breathed pure fire, illuminating the entire chamber in a scarlet hue. A deafening hum and noise filled the air as the violent flames assaulted the Demon King’s position for about ten full seconds. 
 
    When Asterios finally stopped, hunching forward a little, they revealed a long, even trench of molten metal up to the end of the hall. Nothing had survived the inconceivable heat. The shallow path of annihilation bore even through the entire raised platform where the throne had been, making nothing of that obstacle. 
 
    But, at the furthest point, everyone could see a low glow of various colors which quickly faded. The four demon men crouched together over the Demon King with their backs sizzling alongside the molten metal from getting partially scorched too. The complex patterns that had appeared on their skin gradually hid away again. 
 
    One of them groaned and began falling to the back but Zegion caught the man’s arm before he fell into the pool of boiling metal underneath them. 
 
    “You good, Achat?” The Demon King looked at his comrade with concern. 
 
    “Yes, My King.” The man named Achat let out a strained chuckle. “I’m afraid that… this attack wasn’t exactly of pure magical nature… It’s a miracle that our formation stopped it, hahaha…” 
 
    Asterios dropped to one knee and glanced over his shoulder at the shocked spectators. “Bryn! Tina! Cough… Cough… Go!” 
 
    He entered a small fit of coughing with bits of black smoke escaping his lips. The called duo instantly snapped back to themselves and dashed forward, knowing exactly what Asterios wanted from them. 
 
    Tina summoned Hydran in the shape of a scythe and took a powerful swing. A tall and ferocious wave of ice-cold water rolled over the still-sizzling metal, quickly cooling it down. It split shortly before hitting the Demon King and his companions. 
 
    Bryn flew to their side in a flash and began weaving multiple spells to heal the hurt demon men, giving her all to aid them the best she could. Zegion nodded at her appreciatively, noticing how far she pushed herself to work on four if not five spells at once, each taking care of different degrees of burns. 
 
    Miria and Selene rushed to Ast’s side and supported him with anxious expressions. He shook his head at them with a wry smile. A stifled chuckle escaped his throat. 
 
    “That’s what you get for playing with fire… and Dragons...” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
The More, The Merrier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With Miria and Selene by his side, Asterios sat down on the undamaged part of the floor. The black smoke still kept escaping his mouth each time he coughed again, trying to calm his breathing after the intense battle. 
 
    “Are you okay, Master? Maybe Bryn should—” 
 
    He raised his hand to stop Miria and gently brushed through her soft hair. “I’m fine. Those men are in a much worse state. Let her focus on healing them.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I don’t feel any pain or such, besides being a little sore after this little training. I think the smoke is just what was left after the fire breath. My throat seems alright. I’ve never done anything like this so it wouldn’t be surprising to learn that I did something wrong, trapping that smoke inside instead of letting it all out,” Asterios explained, affectionately scratching behind Miria’s ear. 
 
    “Alright…” 
 
    The worried panthergirl finally backed down and they all watched how Bryn treated the demons on the other side of the hall while Asterios continued to take deep breaths, trying to remove the leftover smoke from his respiratory system. Silvia, Svertaniel, and Radir came closer, stopping by the trio’s side. 
 
    “Now, that was a real something.” Radir smirked after they glanced up at the newcomers. 
 
    “I agree. I would have never thought I would get the chance to witness a real Dragon’s Breath,” Svertaniel added while nodding. 
 
    Asterios chuckled, coughing up some more smoke. “I wouldn’t call it a real one yet. I’m fairly sure it was nothing when compared to an actual Dragon’s Breath coming from an experienced user.” 
 
    “But, Master, yours was almost as intense as that woman’s from summoning!” Miria protested, pouting at him adorably. 
 
    “She is right.” Silvia crouched by their side. “I saw both from the sidelines. It’s true that yours felt a little… awkward and jaggy when compared to hers, but it wasn’t by much. Just like back then, something resonated within my own affinity. Even stronger, actually. I know it might sound stupid but… your fire felt beautiful.” 
 
    “I don’t think that sounds stupid.” Selene shared her opinion. “It certainly was beautiful to me. That woman’s fire was more vicious and nastier.” 
 
    “We’ll see how it feels after I get some practice,” Asterios replied then glanced at Silvia. “I’m glad to know that it had a positive effect on you. I hope it will further aid your growth.” 
 
    She answered with a faint smile and a tiny nod. “Perhaps I could be of use to you too? You’ve given me so much insight, yet I wasn’t that helpful during our time together.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, but I think we can both gain a lot if we further train together, especially when it comes to fire. We should spar more in the future. I do need to get a hang of this.” 
 
    “So… How does it feel?” Radir asked with his arms crossed over his chest and a raised brow. 
 
    Before Asterios got a chance to have the man elaborate a little on his question, Miria poked his head with her finger.  
 
    No. She didn’t poke his head but somewhere higher, and he quickly realized that Grea’s father was talking about his draconic parts which had shown up during the duel and remained on Ast’s body after it had ended. 
 
    “Honestly, it will take a moment to get used to,” he answered in a pondering tone. “The horns are kind of like my bones but… I do receive some sensations from them, like when a certain curious panthergirl is making me ticklish by repeatedly tapping on the tough surface.” 
 
    Miria hastily took her hand away and giggled while turning a little rosy on her cheeks. 
 
    “And well, there’s also this.” 
 
    Suddenly, something coiled around her waist and quickly lifted her into the air above Asterios. Miria started laughing and hitting Ast’s firm tail with her fists as her legs kicked around. 
 
    “Hey! Let me down, Master! Hahahaha! Not fair!” 
 
    “For this, I’ll need quite some practice. It’s like a third arm but in the back. Moving it consciously is not as easy as it looks. Perhaps I will need some lessons from someone with much more experience in that regard.” 
 
    He slowly lowered Miria towards himself, and she stopped trying to wriggle herself out. Ending up close to Asterios, hanging just above his face, she blushed a little as they stared each other in the eyes. After she leaned forward, Asterios pulled her closer and joined their lips in a tender, loving kiss. His tail unwrapped itself from around her waist as Miria fit into his lap from the front. 
 
    “I will be happy to give you a hand, Master.” She offered quietly after their lips parted, still gazing deep into his charming crimson eyes. 
 
    Asterios placed one more peck on her delicate mouth and Miria hugged him closely, resting her head on his shoulder. He had felt how worried she was about his well-being and Asterios let her relax in his arms while affectionately grazing her back. 
 
    A soft chuckle reached his ears as Selene left a quick kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t forget about me, Master.” She showed a jubilant smile. “When it comes to tails, I’m quite far ahead of Miria.” 
 
    The panthergirl in question giggled cutely at Selene’s little joke and Asterios chuckled too, nodding at his vulpine mate. 
 
    “I wish I had one too…” Tina whispered under her breath while looking down, but Asterios heard every single word as clear as day. 
 
    He reached out with his free hand and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, surprising Tina greatly. Seeing his kind smile, she answered with the same and scooted closer, leaning her shoulder against Ast’s. She didn’t need to hear his words to understand what he meant. He appreciated her help and effort even without it. 
 
    The sound of footsteps caught everyone’s attention and they looked ahead just to see Zegion, Bryn, and the four men walking toward them. The latter looked fine even though they still kept supporting each other, most likely due to heavy mana overexertion. 
 
    Arriving closer, the slightly anxious Valkyrie trotted to Asterios and knelt down in front of him. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Master? Where should I start?” she asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “Thank you for the worry, Bryn, but I’m alright. There are no serious injuries you have to take care of. The smoke is almost completely gone now. My throat was and is fine. What about the others?” Asterios looked past her at the demons. 
 
    “Your friend handled my boys really well,” Zegion answered on behalf of everyone. “I’m thankful for her assistance. They just need some rest, and they will be good as new.” 
 
    “What was that near the end? They suddenly disappeared from inside our barrier. Of course, if I may ask.” Tina politely lowered her head after finishing her question. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. It’s not really a secret. They aren’t just my companions and aides but also kind of like my bodyguards. Pure physical strength can overpower a lot of things, but it isn’t omnipotent, especially when it comes to powerful magic.” He smirked and glanced at the four spent men. 
 
    “Each one of us is part of a bigger formation,” the green-skinned demon spoke up. “Just a single person is enough to nullify certain attacks, but it shines the most when we work together.” 
 
    “The recent situation was a great example of that,” the blue-skinned man continued. “We have never blocked anything this ferocious but I’m glad to know that the technique can stop even a Dragon’s Breath. To some extent, at least.” 
 
    “They are bound to me, kind of,” the Demon King added. “Not much I can tell you about that, but they can teleport to me from almost anywhere when I'm in danger. These idiots have willingly gone through an extremely painful and complex ritual to achieve that even though I told them not to. Seriously…” 
 
    As Zegion shook his head, the four men chuckled together and bumped their fists. Asterios asked Miria mentally if she would let him stand up and she hastily got off his lap with a tiny flush. He gave her ears a few more rubs after she helped him rise from the ground. 
 
    “Anyway, it looks like it worked well.” The Demon King looked Asterios all over with his hands resting on his hips. 
 
    “Better than well, I’d say,” Asterios answered, taking a peek at the path of destruction behind the demon man. 
 
    Zegion turned around and laughed while waving his hand. “Just a minor inconvenience. I always wanted to replace the old pile of junk. I should thank you for giving me a reason to finally do so. But my advisors certainly won’t be happy about that huge hole in the back wall. To think that you’ve melted through two more behind it…” 
 
    “Hopefully, no one was there.” 
 
    “No one should have been. Those lead to various storages. Nothing too important, though, so no problem.” 
 
    “Are you going to stay like this?” Silvia asked curiously, moving her eyes over Ast's new features. 
 
    “At least while we are here, yes,” Asterios answered. “I want to stay… transformed as long as I can to get a good feel of it. Hopefully, I won’t have too many issues trying to achieve this form again when we will be trying to practice later.” 
 
    “Well, worst-case scenario, we at least know what your trigger is,” Zegion commented. 
 
    “And what is it?” Tina glanced at the Demon King. 
 
    “You, of course.” He showed a wide smile. 
 
    She immediately turned red and dropped her gaze to the ground. Asterios wrapped his arm around her waist and rubbed it gently. 
 
    “Plenty of tales and legends warned us that trying to even sneak a peek at a Dragon’s hoard could cost a person their life, but I think that, in your case, getting any ideas about your women might be as deadly if not worse,” Zegion continued with a laugh. 
 
    “That’s not even a surprise.” Selene hugged Ast’s other arm with a warm smile. “I think everyone knows that Master values his friends, familiars, companions, and mates more than any riches in the world. He might be a fierce Dragon, but he doesn’t lack kindness and love.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. That said, what are we going to do now?” Asterios smiled back at her and turned to Zegion. 
 
    “If you are asking about the damage, we’ll take care of it,” the Demon King replied. “Since most of us here are quite sweaty and dirty after the impromptu fight for the throne, I suggest we take a dip in the baths and meet up afterward. I wanted to go and take a look at your discovery right away if you don’t mind. If it’s inconvenient, I can wait until you have time.” 
 
    “That won’t be an issue. My familiar can bring us back to the Tri-Valor Valley in a blink, as long as you don’t mind trusting him with it.” 
 
    “The shadow that brought Princess Silvia here, right? If she has no qualms with it, and even that nannyish father of hers has none, then there’s no reason for me to doubt you. Let’s meet up in an hour. How many servants would you like to accompany you?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine on our own!” Miria hastily rejected the offer, snuggling to Asterios from the back while sending the king a dubious glare. 
 
    All of Ast’s girls had the same thought. They would rather not risk having him send a bunch of half-naked men to assist them in the baths. 
 
    Zegion laughed again. “Fine. One of the guards will lead you there. Have fun. No need to hold yourselves back. I certainly won’t.” He smirked at them. 
 
    “Don’t you feel like we are forgetting something?” Svertaniel scratched his head. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other for a good few seconds until the Demon King shrugged. “It must be nothing important if none of us has any ideas.” 
 
    And so, they headed out of the throne room, with the king leaving through a side exit and Ast’s group being led through the main entrance.  
 
    Half an hour later, the workers tidying up the complete chaos in the chamber stumbled on a passed-out demon woman lying behind one of the pillars. Quite bewildered, they brought her to the castle’s infirmary. 
 
    A female guard guided Asterios and his friends through the metal corridors. Naturally, he had withdrawn his transformation before that. For a brief moment, it felt like he lost a limb, and he couldn’t get used to not having the tail with him. He had always thought it would be the other way around. 
 
    Reaching the locker rooms connected to the baths, they split into groups. No surprise that Miria, Selene, and Tina chose to go in with Asterios. Svertaniel and Radir took off to another exit while Silvia sent Ast’s group a short glance before picking a different one. 
 
    Seeing that Tina was starting to get a little embarrassed undressing with them, Asterios gave her a hand while peppering her soft lips with gentle pecks and she didn’t even notice when all her clothes were gone. He then picked her up into a princess carry and they walked into the open bath, all for themselves. 
 
    Miria and Selene got to washing Asterios right away and Tina tried her best to pitch in. Smiling to himself, he let them shower him in tender caresses, watching the enthusiastic panthergirl explain to the uncertain human lady how to best take care of him. 
 
    Afterward, Asterios teamed up with each of the three to show some affection to the other women. He washed all the tails, ears, hair, and bodies, of course. Somehow, with the presence of another slightly shy girl amongst them, Miria got a boost in confidence and didn’t show much of her usual embarrassment. 
 
    Finished with the main part, they submerged themselves in a hot pool and melted together, with the girls leaning all over Asterios. Tina received the privilege to sit in Ast’s lap, resting her back on his chest as he hugged her dearly. 
 
    As they were enjoying their time in such pure bliss, someone’s soft footsteps echoed on the ceramic floor of the bath. A little surprised, they opened their eyes and glanced toward the source. Ast’s brows rose up after noticing Bryn walking towards them while holding a white towel over her front, barely long enough to cover her lady bits. A slightly uncertain smile painted her lips. 
 
    “May I… join you in this bath?” she asked a little hesitantly. 
 
    “Of course. You are welcome to, if that’s what you would like to do,” Asterios replied. 
 
    He straightened himself up and let Tina’s body slide down his own, having her sit on the pool’s floor in front of him to cover his waist. She sensed his concern and wiggled herself closer to hide him better, getting a bit redder as Ast’s member tickled her back. 
 
    Bryn stepped into the pool and sat down on the opposite side, about five meters apart from the others. The pool they were in wasn’t that big, most likely meant for smaller groups of people. A few more like this one had been set up in their bath. 
 
    A slightly awkward silence fell onto them as no one knew what to say or talk about. While Ast’s side was completely naked, Bryn used one hand to brush over her body and magnificent wings while clutching the towel to her shapely chest with the other, sneaking them a few fleeting glances now and then. A faint shade of rosiness decorated the gorgeous Valkyrie’s face. 
 
    “If you would like, I can turn around or leave for a moment so that you can have an easier time washing yourself without needing to hold onto the towel,” Asterios suggested, speaking up first. 
 
    “Ah, no, it’s alright. It’s not that inconvenient.” Bryn shook her head lightly. 
 
    “It certainly looks like that, though. I’ll just turn the other way for a moment. There’s no need to force yourself when my gaze clearly makes you uncomfortable. We can relax together after you are done.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not like that. It doesn’t bother me that you look at my body, Master. I’m not a shy person.” 
 
    “Then why are you hiding behind a towel?” Miria asked, slightly confused. 
 
    “I… I don’t want to make things awkward… There’s no need to make Asterios uneasy with the sight of my chest… While I wanted to accompany you, I would hate to sour your moods,” Bryn explained, glancing to the side as she clutched the towel tighter. 
 
    Asterios almost rolled his eyes but stopped himself at the last moment. He let out a soft sigh and looked straight at the dazzling woman in front of him. 
 
    “Bryn, please, there’s no way that would happen. We know that it’s a bit different at your place, but I’ve also already mentioned that your figure is extremely desirable in our realms. Rather than be disgusted, even judging just by the alluring shapes created by your towel, I’m certain I would have a hard time not admiring your beauty if it was revealed to me.” 
 
    He stared the Valkyrie straight in the eyes with a serious but calm expression after she faced him again to further emphasize his point. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m very anxious about making you really uncomfortable due to my body being vastly different from anything present in your world. Actually, not from anything. There are those monsters you have called the Scourge which have similar physiques. You certainly wouldn’t take a bath with one, would you?” 
 
    She hastily shook her head with more vigor. “I do not view you as a monster, Master. I’m really sorry for making that comparison when we first met. I haven’t felt anything repulsive from what I have seen that day. Frankly speaking… I’m actually really curious… about the differences…” she admitted with a barely noticeable blush. “But if you insist that it truly is fine…” 
 
    With a trace of hesitation in her movements, Bryn took her towel away, letting everyone see her well-trained body. Just like Asterios had expected, the Valkyrie’s generous bosom was a sight to behold. The armor she wore hardly did her breasts any justice, and the tight material that squeezed them even more also didn’t help. 
 
    He caught himself staring for a few seconds before moving his eyes up to Bryn’s face again. She seemed a bit nervous, but he could tell that it was because she was judging his reaction. Therefore, Asterios smiled at her kindly. 
 
    “You are as beautiful as I thought, Bryn.” 
 
    A tiny smile curved her lips as she nodded politely, moving her arms under her breasts, displaying their size even more to them with that motion.  
 
    Miria stared at Bryn’s chest with wide eyes and glanced at her own, cupping her firm breasts up a little. She then looked at Selene, but the situation there was exactly like it had been, with no visible changes. With some hope surfacing in her mind, she took a peek at Tina and frowned visibly. The much shorter girl was slightly bigger than her. She still had the smallest breasts out of all of them. 
 
    Asterios considered Bryn’s earlier words for a moment and decided to not hide too. He kissed Tina on the cheek and helped her squeeze herself between him and Selene, uncovering his front in the process. He had sensed Miria’s distress and pulled the panthergirl in for a few affectionate scratches and kisses as he caressed her waist, sending her lots of reassurance that he was in love with all of her. 
 
    After getting enough of his sweet words to think about only how much she loved him back, she glanced at the winged woman and noticed her sneaking a few glimpses at Ast’s body. 
 
    “Would you like for Master to help with your wings?” she asked, getting an idea of how to let Bryn get a better look. 
 
    “Miria.” Asterios gave her a stern glare, to which she replied by sticking her tongue out. 
 
    “If… he doesn’t mind…” Bryn responded with a reserved voice. 
 
    He sighed quietly and stood up. Pondering for a second if he should reach for the nearby towel to hide his dangling erection, Asterios chose not to. If Bryn was curious about his physique, she would certainly like to compare that part too. 
 
    A little awkwardly, he arrived in front of the stunning, golden-haired beauty and rubbed the back of his neck as they glanced at each other. “So… Would you mind giving me some instructions?” 
 
    Bryn quickly sat on her knees and put her palms on her thighs, spreading her wings slightly to the sides. 
 
    “If you could pick up some water and run your fingers through the feathers, from the top to the bottom, that would be… appreciated, Master.” Her gaze jumped a few times to his nether regions, and she paused for a brief moment after catching a longer look at his manhood. 
 
    Asterios knelt to not tower over the Valkyrie and did as instructed. Leaning a bit closer for a moment, he glanced at her face after forcing himself not to stare too much at Bryn’s alluring figure from up close. 
 
    “It’s okay if you look as much as you want. I admit that it’s a little embarrassing but that’s fine,” he whispered to her, and Bryn nodded, not trying to run away with her eyes anymore. “So, is it… any different?” 
 
    Staring down almost directly at his hard member, she smiled softly and gently shook her head. A little moan escaped Bryn’s lips as she began to reply. Ast’s caresses were very pleasurable. 
 
    “I don’t think so…” she answered with some more crimson surfacing on her fair skin. “Well, perhaps it looks more… appealing? More… proud? Maybe because of how unusual and curious this is. I feel like I lack a proper word to describe your penis and beautiful body, Master.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled softly. “Perhaps you are thinking of manly? I guess it doesn’t exist in your realm. But it’s not like I know how they look in your world to judge.” 
 
    “Can’t I share my memories with you? Or would that be too uncomfortable?” 
 
    “Oh. That’s true. You can. I surely am a tad curious.” 
 
    Bryn focused her mind for a moment and shared a bunch of pictures from her memories through their connection. She had often visited public baths and those rarely were separated into sections for Valkyrs and Valkyries. 
 
    “I see.” Asterios nodded after a few seconds. “They certainly look a bit… softer... more delicate... but seem to be built the same way, judging by a few glances, at least.” 
 
    “Right? That’s why I’ve been very curious. If your body looked different, I wondered if your genitals did too. I apologize if I pushed you into something uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Asterios smiled at her warmly and stood up to take care of the feathers higher up. “I’m sure it will be easier for us to work together after learning more about each other and satisfying our curiosity. If it will reassure you at least a little, I can admit that your ample chest and pretty lady parts are incredibly attractive.” 
 
    Then, another set of footsteps echoed through the bath and Ast’s head snapped to the side. He certainly hadn’t expected another visitor, and while Bryn’s entrance wasn’t that shocking, seeing Silvia slowly parade their way with just a towel wrapped around her figure stunned him completely. Her bountiful hair had been woven into a single bun, revealing Silvia’s dazzling neck in all its glory. 
 
    The princess stopped by the edge of the pool and glanced down at Ast’s waist for a second. A faint blush surfaced on her noble cheeks, but her calm expression didn’t waver even for a moment. Asterios felt his face grow warmer, realizing how they looked with Bryn from Silvia’s angle, especially with his member hanging not that far above the Valkyrie’s face. 
 
    Silvia stepped into the pool with elegance and unhurriedly moved to where the rest of the girls sat together. Reaching them, she unwrapped the towel from around her body, revealing all of her charming, lithe figure to everyone, and placed it over the edge. She turned around and slid deeper into the water to join Miria, Selene, and Tina, exhaling softly as her moderate chest rose up and down. 
 
    Asterios paused taking care of Bryn’s wings and stared at the princess with a confused expression. Noticing it, Silvia glanced at him, with her face still tainted by a faint shade of rosiness. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “Ummm… I just… didn’t expect you to join us, Silvia,” Asterios answered honestly. 
 
    “It was a bit lonely bathing by myself while knowing that everyone is here. I hope it wasn’t rude on my part to come here uninvited. I assumed that you wouldn’t mind if I asked.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I wouldn’t, most likely. I guess I’m surprised that you took off your towel.” 
 
    “It would be impolite to be the only one covering myself. Besides, I think you have seen plenty of naked female bodies so another one wouldn’t make that much of a difference,” Silvia explained, glancing at the other girls present in the pool. 
 
    “Right. I can’t disagree with that. Perhaps I should cover myself, though? Just not to… wave it around in front of a princess…” 
 
    “I appreciate your consideration, Asterios.” Silvia’s eyes jumped to his waist for a moment, and she slowly looked away. “It’s not necessary unless my presence makes you uncomfortable. I’ve seen… Father’s… plenty of times when we bathed together when I was younger. I’m not unused to the sight…” she admitted with a more apparent flush. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath to compose himself, Asterios turned to Bryn again and they smiled at each other awkwardly. He nodded at her and resumed caressing her wings.  
 
    On the other side, Silvia noticed Miria's downcast gaze and a sad pout. 
 
    “What's wrong?” she asked, a little anxious. 
 
    “There was still a chance after Bryn joined us… but there’s no way Master will agree to it with you present…” 
 
    Silvia’s cheeks turned a shade redder after she quickly realized what the always cheerful panthergirl meant. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin your moment—” 
 
    She started standing up but Miria grabbed her wrist. “It’s okay. Please, stay with us. I’m sure it will be fun nevertheless.” 
 
    Met with Miria’s pleading gaze, and all the other girls next to the panthergirl looking at her, Silvia nodded politely and sat down again. She stared at Ast’s firm back as he helped Bryn with her wings. Her face grew a bit hotter from a bunch of images involving him and Miria surfacing in her mind. Perhaps it hadn't been the best idea to come here. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
A Relaxing Dip Amongst Best Friends 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They seem to be having fun,” Miria commented as the girls watched Asterios take care of Bryn. 
 
    He either knelt in front of the dazzling Valkyrie or stood up to reach a few spots near the top of her wings. The duo’s gazes met quite often as they chatted casually, showing warm smiles to each other or even letting out a soft chuckle. It looked like they were quite absorbed in talking about the physical differences between their races. 
 
    But, besides having a friendly conversation, they were still in the middle of something else. Asterios kept ruffling through Bryn’s feathers with great care and affection, following the guidance of the extremely pleased Valkyrie. The others could see her occasional ardent and flushed expressions when he touched a sensitive spot. 
 
    A slightly shy and anxious smile still appeared on Bryn’s face now and then as she kept elegantly scooping some water into her palm and pouring it over her front. The hot liquid trickled down her impressive chest as she snuck glances between it and Asterios.  
 
    It was obvious that she still had some doubts regarding her appearance, even with the proof of how charming and attractive she was often hanging quite close in front of her face. Of course, Asterios didn’t miss those brief flashes of uneasiness and did his best to constantly reassure Bryn about her beauty and allure. 
 
    “I bet it feels as good for her when Ast strokes her wings as for you when he caresses your ears and tail,” Tina replied to Miria’s earlier statement. 
 
    The panthergirl assumed a pondering expression and reached up to brush her fingers over her adorable, rounded ears. Seeing that cute motion, Tina scooted closer to Miria’s side and slid her own fingers into the soft strands of her black hair, earning herself a curious glance from the feline girl. 
 
    She very gently brushed her fingertips over the edges of Miria’s ears, fascinated with the sensation she felt, and focused on trying her best to make her friend feel good too. After a few seconds, Miria sighed delightedly and closed her eyes. As the panthergirl began releasing quiet purrs of satisfaction, Tina raised herself to her knees and sat over Miria’s thighs while facing her. 
 
    “I know I’m not Ast but I will always be happy to be there for you too,” Tina said with an amiable tone. 
 
    Miria opened her eyes and showed a bright smile. She picked up Tina’s other hand and led it to her free ear, wrapping her arms around the petite human girl’s waist and leaning forward to rest her head on Tina’s chest. 
 
    “You are my sister-mate, Tina. I love you as much as I love Master. I will always be happy to let you spoil me a little too. If… you could… a bit to the right… Up, a little up… Ohhhh, there, yes, please… Mmmmmm…” 
 
    Tina’s own smile grew as the sweet panthergirl melted bit by bit under her caresses. More apparent purrs filled the air between them as Miria hugged her even more, starting to release blissful sighs and rubbing her face into the tender softness of Tina’s fair bust. It tickled, and made Tina giggle quietly, but she was getting so warm inside, so happy and fulfilled. She didn’t know how to react besides looking at Miria from above with a loving gaze as she continued the affectionate pats. 
 
    Silvia found herself staring at the warm and gentle spectacle. The girls radiated such a friendly and caring aura. Something about the sight of Tina lightly kneading and grazing Miria’s ears with utmost fondness captivated her. 
 
    A soft chuckle brought her out of the slight daze and her head almost snapped toward the source. Selene was looking at her with a knowing smile and Silvia’s cheeks grew warmer all of a sudden. 
 
    “If you would like to try, there’s one more pair of ears that would be elated to receive some affection too,” the gorgeous fox lady suggested. 
 
    The princess felt like she had been read like an open page and lowered her gaze to the water. “I…” 
 
    Before she could find the correct words to answer, she heard the pleasant sloshing of water and glanced up again. Selene moved closer to her and turned around. Looking over her shoulder with a ladylike smile, she spread Silvia’s legs just a little bit and sat down between her thighs, pushing herself closer to the princess. 
 
    Leaning to the back, Selene rested her shoulders on Silvia’s chest and closed her eyes. The pair of white fox ears twitched invitingly in front of Silvia’s face. Slightly hesitant, she slowly hugged Selene’s smooth waist with one arm and led the fingers of the other one to the charming, fluffy triangle. 
 
    A calm but clearly satisfied sigh, bordering on a quiet moan, escaped the fox lady’s lips as the princess began to curiously and carefully tickle the fascinating shape. Silvia had petted some cute and adorable animals before, but it felt so different this time. She wanted nothing more than to rub her fingers into the heavenly softness and bring the kind fox lady more pleasure. 
 
    Miria giggled to herself after noticing the enchanted expression of the princess. She met Selene’s gaze for a brief moment after the fox lady raised her eyelids a little bit and they both smiled at each other playfully. Tina could only chuckle wryly at how fast they were capturing Silvia’s heart. 
 
    The water made some light noise again and everyone glanced ahead. Asterios and Bryn had walked back to their side of the pool and stood above the sitting girls. The beautiful Valkyrie wore a soft smile, definitely feeling a bit more confident about herself after the chat she had with her master. She still held her palms together over her navel a bit anxiously, but the other women could tell that she puffed out her magnificent chest with a trace of slowly budding pride instead of slumping forward to hide it, to make it appear smaller. 
 
    Asterios rested his hands on his hips and looked at the contentedly melted fox lady lying with her back on the princess’s chest. Selene chuckled softly and brought her slender hand to her dainty lips as she glanced up at him with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I’m starting to reconsider our contract, Master.” 
 
    Her words brought Silvia’s mind back from the land of fluff and a slight feeling of dread overcame her. She quickly shot Asterios an anxious gaze as her eyes widened in shock, pausing the gentle rubs. 
 
    He sighed heavily and shook his head. “She is just being a tease. Everything is alright. Don’t let her get to you.” 
 
    Selene let out a playful whine while pouting and followed it up with a louder chuckle, wiggling herself more into Silvia’s embrace. The princess smiled wryly with her hand hovering over the soft edge of the white-furred ear as she glanced between it and Asterios in turns. Her gaze briefly stopped at his waist and some more rosiness tinted her noble cheeks before she glanced slightly away, not wanting to stare rudely at Ast’s private parts. 
 
    Asterios felt slightly embarrassed displaying himself in front of the princess like that, so he looked around to get out of her sight. Bryn had already settled herself on Silvia’s left while Tina and Miria sat down on her right with some free space between their spots. The panthergirl-foxgirl duo stared at him intently and he sighed softly again. That little space had been clearly orchestrated. 
 
    Not wanting to appear as if he would rather sit on the far end than near Silvia, he resigned himself to his fate and slowly sat down in that prepared niche, shooting the princess an inquiring glance. She nodded at him politely and he plopped himself down in the water, nestling his body between the princess and the panthergirl. Silvia’s eyes shot to his waist for a moment as Ast’s lively member bobbed a little during the motion, but she quickly refocused on Selene’s ears. 
 
    “Maybe I should cover myself so that we can relax in a slightly less awkward atmosphere?” Asterios pondered out loud after glancing at all the women around him. 
 
    “Thank you for your consideration but it isn’t necessary,” Silvia replied as she met his gaze, knowing that he suggested it for her. “I’m quite thankful for the opportunity to be here, to be honest. I’m gaining a lot from it.” 
 
    “How so?” Miria opened one eye and took a curious peek at her. 
 
    “Well… It’s a quite rare situation which I certainly wouldn’t have gotten myself into if I wasn’t surrounded by people that I consider my close friends…” she began to explain, moving her gaze over everyone and then stopping at Asterios. “As I said before, the only time I’ve seen… a man… like this… was during my youth. I think this is a good experience, getting a little bit more used to the sight and mood.” 
 
    Silvia roamed her gaze a little over Ast’s figure, pausing for a second at his waist, and returned to his face with that faint flush she tried to tame down. 
 
    “I can honestly admit that I’m very inexperienced with these things. I like to think that while it’s embarrassing, it could help me control my reactions in the future in the case of something unforeseen happening. It would be bad to be distracted by… a penis… just because I haven’t seen it much… but it’s not like I can ask Father…” 
 
    Asterios nodded in understanding. “I see. I’m very flattered to hear you consider us this close, Silvia.” 
 
    “We also think of you as our best friend!” Miria added with a cheerful smile. 
 
    “That much isn’t even questionable.” Selene chuckled with a blissful sigh. 
 
    “We haven’t known each other for long but I would like to be your friend too, Princess Silvia,” Tina said with a weak smile. 
 
    “Master’s friends are naturally my friends. If you ever need anything, I’ll be there to listen to your request.” Bryn placed her hand on Silvia’s thigh and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    The princess looked at each of them and smiled softly, nodding at every person with appreciation. She ended up staring at Asterios again, his face this time, and he smiled warmly. 
 
    “Friends are there to help each other out, right? So, even if it’s a little embarrassing, I’m okay with you looking. There’s no need to run away with your gaze. I can’t say that my eyes weren’t drawn to your beauty a few times, checking you out, including your pretty lady parts, of course. I try my best not to but it’s really hard. Thankfully, Selene made it a little easier now by partially hiding you away.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Silvia let out a quiet, warm chuckle. “And please, call me Silvia if we are friends, Tina.”  
 
    Tina nodded with a bigger smile. 
 
    "Funnily, I’m somewhat comfortable with you looking too so you don’t need to hold back either. I’ve felt various different gazes on my body through the years of attending noble banquets but yours doesn’t feel as… lecherous… and… repulsive,” the princess continued. 
 
    “I’m trying my best.” Asterios smiled at her. “It would certainly be risky to leer at the royal princess so openly with my status.” 
 
    “I don’t think you would face any immediate punishment or repercussions as an S-ranked adventurer.” She showed him a small smile. 
 
    He chuckled openly. “Right. There’s that now too.” 
 
    Silence fell onto the bathing chamber as everyone was relaxing in the hot water, glancing at each other now and then. Still a little hesitant, Silvia took a few bolder peeks at Ast’s waist, staring at it for a longer time than usual. He nodded at her after she glanced up to check his reaction, feeling his own cheeks getting a bit hot from her gaze. 
 
    He looked to the side when the water splashed softly and extended his hand to let Miria support herself as she moved from under Tina to his waist. She sat on her knees over his legs and put her hands behind his neck, staring Asterios in the eyes as they linked their foreheads. 
 
    “I know it might be too much, Master… but a kiss…?” she begged quietly. 
 
    Asterios grazed her back lovingly and pushed his mouth forward. Miria purred sweetly as he rained pecks on her supple lips, nibbling on them gently. She sighed blissfully and embraced him closer, resting her chest against his and her forehead against his neck. 
 
    Tina also scooted closer and leaned her shoulder into Ast’s from the side, laying her head on it. He wrapped his other arm around her slim waist and began brushing her charming tummy, making Tina smile tenderly.  
 
    Selene started wriggling herself up too, but he sent her a squinting glare. “You stay where you are. I’m still considering our contract.” 
 
    She whined loudly with a heavy, fake, hurt expression, with her ears flopping down onto her hair, and nestled herself back into Silvia’s embrace. The princess couldn’t hold back a gentle chuckle as she resumed petting the dejected vulpine beauty. 
 
    Asterios met Silvia’s gaze as they glanced at each other. “So, how are things going regarding Guildmaster Suanori?” 
 
    “The replacement should be on their way to Rosewind already. She received our notice and decree, informing everyone in the guild about it. I haven’t heard about any issues, so I think things are going well on Guildmaster Suanori’s side.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear,” Selene replied from below. “We should hope that Master’s hometown guild receives a good leader and new employees.” 
 
    “I tried my best with Father and our advisors to find an appropriate person. We are aware of Nebula’s unfortunate situation from the past and began to run a check on many guilds, starting with those with the highest risk of anything dangerous happening,” Silvia added, playing with the captivating, foxy ear. 
 
    “Happy to hear that. I don’t have anything against civil guildmasters but it’s very apparent that they are statistically more ignorant than the retired adventurers. Who is taking over Rosewind?” Asterios inquired further. 
 
    “An older human woman from the east. She ran a few guilds in the past, switching after developing them to a satisfactory level. Her latest delegation reached the desired state, and she was ready to find a new workplace. I think she is the best pick when it comes to mending the strained relationship between the guild and the townsfolk.” 
 
    “That’s certainly very reassuring,” Tina commented, placing her hand over Ast’s and leading it a bit higher with a small blush. 
 
    He took a peek at her and smiled, gently caressing the underside of her supple breasts, without getting too sexual and intimate. His brushes remained tender and loving as she sighed softly, enjoying the delightful sensation of his fingers, hidden from Silvia’s sight by Miria’s body.  
 
    “We can rest easy knowing that Rosewind will be in good hands, then,” Asterios added, returning his gaze to the princess. 
 
    Silvia nodded. “I’m sure of it. I’m also overjoyed to know that Glimmervale will receive an incredible guildmaster too. Everyone knows who Vine Enchantress Suanori is. She definitely deserves a good rest after all the effort she put into managing her guild. I hope we can—oh, sorry. I hope you can assist her a little in settling down properly.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled softly. “We are a team so it’s only natural that we are going to do so. You are our valued member. Unless you are leaving our party to take care of your own matters, or whatever other reason. We don’t need to know it.” 
 
    She shook her head, creating a mesmerizing show with the red-orange color palette of her fiery hair. “I would like to continue adventuring with you. It has been a lot of fun, and certainly a good learning experience. But I’m afraid of bringing unnecessary attention to you after someone recognizes me. I don’t want to inconvenience you guys. I should let you move through the Human Continent alone and perhaps join whenever you would be headed outside. If you would have me.” 
 
    Tina poked her head from behind Miria’s back. “I’m sure Asterios doesn’t think that you would inconvenience us, Silvia. And… I was looking forward to adventuring alongside you…” She took a peek at Asterios. 
 
    “You said yourself that I’m an S-ranked adventurer now, didn’t you?” He stared at the princess. “We are going to attract quite some attention on our own, especially as the new leaders of Glimmervale. You could keep your hair dyed with the artifact if you want to, but I think that even without it we would be fine. I’m with Tina on the adventuring part. Especially since our next destination after taking care of the town is off world, where you can’t really follow us, reducing the potential time we can spend together.” 
 
    Silvia showed a thoughtful expression. “That’s true. You did mention it earlier. You are going to explore Bryn’s realm for more clues about your origins and power. I can’t pass through the gate like the others, right?” 
 
    “Not without taking part in a ritual called a Dragon’s Coupling Bond. You would need to become my mate or at least an aide. No matter which one, each choice requires an intimate ceremony. Unfortunately, it’s a must to bypass the no humanoid species limitation,” he explained after shaking his head. 
 
    “I understand. It’s already a miracle you can even do it, but I guess being a True Dragon entails a lot of worldview-shattering revelations and possibilities.” Silvia’s gaze lingered over Asterios for a good while and she smiled softly at him before moving her eyes to the two fox ears in front of her. “I will be happy to accompany you for as long as I can.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then. Personally, I’m glad to have you with us too. Sometimes, I can really feel my own fire being stimulated by yours too. Of course, not just because of that. I enjoy your company, Silvia, as the girls do.” Asterios rubbed his neck while smiling awkwardly. 
 
    She let out a little chuckle and nodded. “So do I. Let’s get out and meet King Zegion. I think he had enough time to relax too. Thank you, everyone, for this very pleasant bath.” 
 
    Selene took a deep breath and sat up, pulling her soft ears away from Silvia’s hands. She glanced at the princess over her shoulder with a beautiful smile. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me, Silvia. While I prefer My Lord’s hands much more, your delicate and gentle fingers felt amazing. I’m lucky we are in the water.” 
 
    Silvia’s cheeks grew a tad rosy again as she clearly caught the meaning behind Selene’s words and the fox lady stood up, stepping away from her. She didn’t immediately close her narrowly spread legs but glanced towards Asterios with her blush growing slightly more apparent. 
 
    Naturally, it was hard to resist the impulse, so she found him taking a peek at her pretty little mound. He raised his gaze with a partially embarrassed smile from being caught in the act and she answered with a warm, reassuring one, pulling her knees to her body, which still left her girly parts fully visible. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Silvia reminded him quietly with her face somewhat warm and her cheeks tainted with a shade of crimson. 
 
    “You are very pretty and charming.” Asterios wasn’t sure how to respond so he decided to just compliment the princess with a kind smile. 
 
    They kept smiling at each other for a few seconds until he began raising himself up. But something prevented Asterios from doing so and he let out a faint grunt of surprise. He looked down and chuckled openly. 
 
    “Really?” His brows rose curiously. 
 
    Miria had dozed off at some point and she was peacefully napping on his chest with her forehead resting on his neck. Tina giggled at the adorable sight while Selene stood over them with her hands on her hips and an amused smirk, joined by Bryn at her side. 
 
    “Now we know why it was so quiet,” Asterios commented, making everyone chuckle. “Alright. Time’s up. The sun is rising, my dear lovely mate.” 
 
    He brushed Miria’s cheek while puffing some air over her cute ears. With an adorable mumble, the slumbering panthergirl raised herself to a sitting position with one hand placed on Ast’s chest. Using the other, she rubbed her eyes and yawned softly. 
 
    “Nyaaaaa… I’m sorry for oversleeping, Master… I’ll be ready in a moment…” she said quietly, still a little groggy. 
 
    Then, her ears suddenly perked up and her gaze became clearer. 
 
    “Oh. You are ready as much as you can get already, Master.” She smiled sweetly, glancing down. “Are we going to mate in the morning? I love you so much.” 
 
    Miria wiggled her hips up a little and positioned herself over Ast’s member, taking careful aim. He chuckled awkwardly and pressed his palm to her cheek. Expecting a kiss, she puckered her lips to meet his, but he turned her face to the side instead. 
 
    The exact moment Miria spotted the figure of the princess next to them, looking at her with a gentle smile and rosy cheeks, she froze completely. Everything came back to her in a flash, and she turned so red that Asterios just waited for the water around them to start boiling. 
 
    Everyone laughed together, including Silvia, who let out a soft chuckle too, and the princess extended her hand to the shy panthergirl. They stood up together while Miria sent her embarrassed, upturned glances, soon joined by Asterios who reassured her with some loving ear scratches. 
 
    They walked all together to the dressing room and dried each other off with pleasant towels. Silvia expressed her thanks to Selene for helping with her hair while Asterios, Tina, and Miria gave Bryn a hand with her feathers. With a little bit of magic and traditional towels, they were done in a blink and jumped into their respective clothes. 
 
    Asterios held the door for all the women, and they passed through it while chatting together. Silvia left as the last one and glanced at him with a warm smile, receiving the same in response. They quickly joined the rest of the girls and bounded towards the audience hall.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
At the Edge of Greatness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After passing through a few corridors and walking by a bunch of guards—who were still wearing their quite open uniforms and armor—Ast’s group reached the audience chamber. The two sentries watching over the entrance let them in, and they saw groups of demons loitering around as they entered. 
 
    It looked like the clean-up and reconstruction operations were already in full swing. A few teams worked on various spots and damage. The most fascinating sight was most likely the group of mages melting black metal with their Fire Magic to fill up the long trench Asterios had created with his Dragon’s Breath. 
 
    Tina spotted the Demon King near the throne’s old spot, with the domineering chair completely gone now, and they walked towards the man talking to his aides. One of them noticed their approach and the group turned towards the incoming party. 
 
    “Welcome back.” Zegion regarded them with a smile and arms crossed over his naked chest. “I thought you would take a bit longer, so I already started tidying the place up.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, especially since we have separated into equal groups,” Selene replied with a sly smile. 
 
    Asterios lightly ruffled through her hair, causing her to chuckle. The last thing they needed right now was the argument about which one of them was faster. Certainly not related to the speed of their movements during the duel. 
 
    The Demon King smirked at her and moved his eyes to him. 
 
    “You gotta know when to stop, especially since we have guests.” He winked at Asterios, who smiled wryly. “Anyway, I hope you had fun. Now we just have to wait for your other companions. I bet they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. Mister Radir and Svertaniel are not here yet.” Miria glanced around. 
 
    “And one more person.” Zegion chuckled. 
 
    “Who?” She frowned a bit. 
 
    “Did you already forget who brought you here?” 
 
    A collective ‘ah’ rolled off the lips of everyone in Ast’s group as they realized what the weird feeling of something being amiss had related to. 
 
    “Governor Rowena is currently in the infirmary. She has already woken up from her brief coma induced by getting exposed to a bit too much spiritual pressure. I think we should take her with us when we depart for the Tri-Valor Valley,” the man continued. 
 
    “Certainly, that would be for the best,” Asterios replied a bit awkwardly. 
 
    While they waited for the mentioned people to arrive, Ast’s party decided to help with the operation in the throne room. It was partially his fault that it had ended up like this, so he felt obliged to at least assist the workers slightly, and of course, the girls didn’t want to just idly stand by. 
 
    About fifteen minutes later, the two demon men walked into the throne room with the missing demon woman by their side. Governor Rowena looked a little pale, but otherwise, she didn’t show any worrying signs regarding her recent experience. She did send a few glances at Asterios, looking at him somewhat curiously and warily. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. No one here will leak your secrets,” Zegion assured him as he noticed her gazes too. 
 
    Asterios nodded and everyone gathered together in the middle. 
 
    The king cleared his throat. “Alright. The day is not infinite. Can we move back to the Valley now or would you prefer to rest a little longer, Governor?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Your Majesty. Should I go and prepare our carriages?” 
 
    “No need, we will trouble Asterios here a bit, if he doesn’t mind.” Zegion glanced at him. “And I’ve already sent your driver back anyway, so there’s that.” 
 
    “We should have tested if everyone can travel through the darkness somewhat comfortably before that.” Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    “We are all strong-willed people here, aren’t we?” The Demon King spread his arms with a smile. “Is there anything you need for your preparations?” 
 
    He shook his head, sneaking a peek at Rowena. Hopefully, the Governor could handle it better than their training bout. 
 
    Miria placed a cheerful peck on Ast’s cheek and jumped back to her realm, accompanied by Selene who stole his lips for a brief moment. Bryn made a courteous bow and also entered her own portal. Tina felt the urge to copy her beastfolk friends since she should be able to open a gate to her mansion too but resisted it, deciding to stay by his side. 
 
    Sensing her dilemma, Asterios chose to transport them first. During the minute they were locked together in the middle of an endless void, he peppered his lovely girlfriend with a myriad of gentle pecks, to her great delight. Such a way of distracting her from the uneasy atmosphere was more than welcomed by the timid Summoner girl. 
 
    They landed back in Rowena’s office and Umbra took off to bring the others to them. Before the next pair emerged from the shadows, Tina returned the favor by placing some more kisses of her own on his lips, feeling a little bolder without anyone around.  
 
    Soon, the Governor joined them, looking just a little concerned and uneasy. She hastily regathered her wits and jogged away to issue an order to clear the middle of the Valley of people. Silvia and Radir showed up next, followed by Zegion and Svertaniel. It didn’t seem like the aides would be joining them. 
 
    Everyone waited for Rowena to return, and she led them to their destination. Her knights, troops, and the special Shadow squad made way for them as it was close to impossible to sneak up there without people noticing. With no major incidents, they found themselves staring down into the even pit from its edge. 
 
    “So, this was here all along, huh,” Zegion commented, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Precisely,” Radir replied. “I’m fairly sure my research was quite close to reaching such a conclusion, but Asterios’s special sight discovered it in a flash.” 
 
    “How do we enter?” 
 
    Asterios stepped back and his familiars joined them in his realm. He activated his Draconic Sight, quite faster than he had been used to, and glanced around. 
 
    “It looks like the blocks we destroyed the last time have regenerated. Would you mind, Selene?” 
 
    “With pleasure, My Lord.” 
 
    She shaped a spiritual bow just like the last time and sent an arrow of energy at the spots where he pointed his finger at. Everyone watched how the shallow, empty trenches running all around their feet began filling with a three-colored glow as if liquid mana poured into them. 
 
    “Now we have to move the mechanism!” Miria beamed at the king and jumped into the pit, starting to slide down the slope. 
 
    Asterios shrugged and did the same. Soon, everyone copied the excited panthergirl and they surfed down the angled surface using the remaining bits of sand and dust to lose traction. Rowena almost slammed face-first into the bottom but he caught her in time and helped the demon woman catch balance with a kind smile. 
 
    Not wasting time, Ast’s party got to work immediately. In a flash, they rotated the big rings until Asterios told them to stop as the correct words formed. He waved at everyone to quickly gather, and they were soon swallowed by white light. 
 
    “Closed, just as I thought,” Asterios said after they regained their vision. 
 
    The golden gate was indeed back in its initial position and state. Zegion walked closer to it and ran his hand over the draconic motif. 
 
    “To think that we were really somewhat related to a True Dragon, even if not by blood. I can’t fathom what our ancestors must have thought.” 
 
    Miria giggled adorably. “Don’t you have one right beside you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    He chuckled. “True. I don’t think Asterios is on his father's level, though. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” Asterios nodded with a smile, moving closer to the gate too. “I know well how out of my league he is. I’ve barely brought out a few of my draconic features earlier, not to mention going full Dragon mode.” 
 
    “It won’t take you long. I’m sure of it.” Tina smiled at him softly, and he answered with the same. 
 
    Finding the niche for the scale, he pulled it out of his storage ring and placed it in the hole. The massive gold curtains parted soon after, sliding to the sides. A minute later, they reached the first test chamber, and it looked exactly like everyone remembered. 
 
    “Do you think we have to do everything again, Master?” Miria asked, glancing around. 
 
    “Only one way to check.” 
 
    Asterios put the scale in the pulpit in front of the spinning disc and poured some of his spiritual energy into the circuit. The room came to life and rumbled after a few seconds of silence. The stairs on the sides revealed themselves. 
 
    “Here’s your answer.” Selene chuckled lightly. 
 
    “That’s no fun. I wanted to see the challenges myself.” Zegion pouted, putting his hands on his hips. “Can I borrow that scale later?” 
 
    Stopping to think for a moment, Asterios got an idea he was curious to put to test. He focused his will while bringing his right arm up. Scorching hot energy filled his body and he could feel the skin around his neck changing. Soon, it turned into the very familiar dark crimson scales. 
 
    Curious if it would be tough to do, he tried peeling one of them off and was surprised at how easily it left its place. He concluded that his will to shed it could have impacted the process.  
 
    Holding it between his fingers, he presented it to the Demon King. “Let’s try this one.” 
 
    With an excited sparkle in his eyes, Zegion swiped it off his hands and jumped to the pulpit. Asterios took his father’s scale away and the stairs retracted back into the ground. The man hastily shoved the new one into the niche, and even though the size difference was quite apparent, the formation activated, nonetheless. 
 
    Everyone then watched him go through the path riddled with challenges just like Asterios had. Zegion smashed through the pure encounters and answered some of the trivia ones correctly, proving that he wasn’t just all brawn and no brain. He cleared the chamber in fifteen minutes, and everyone joined him on the other side. 
 
    “This is great for training. As long as the enemies don’t run out, we could make great use of this,” he said with a wide smile while catching his breath. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure they are summoned here through some kind of Summoning Magic and locked away with Sealing Magic so they should last for a bit if not forever. But I’m worried about the safety of whoever goes in. We don’t yet know if it’s a fight to the death or if someone can influence or stop it from outside,” Asterios replied. 
 
    They continued down the hallway leading outside of the chamber and reached the empty room. Just like the last time, a bunch of thrones emerged on the raised platform. 
 
    “Let’s skip this one if we can. It’s just a waste of time,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    “Why?” The Demon King glanced at him. 
 
    “Because it’s evil! It messes with your head!” Miria growled at the ominous thrones. 
 
    “What she says. It’s an illusion of your perfect world, more or less, with part of your memories sealed. I’m not sure what’s the trigger to escape but certainly realizing that it’s fake is part of it,” Selene explained, providing some more details. 
 
    “So, physical training and mental one, huh? This place is already looking great. I really hope we can utilize it,” Zegion commented. 
 
    Asterios climbed to the thrones alone at first to see if he could do anything up there and the rectangular stone chairs hid away after he fed the formation his energy. Everyone jumped onto the platform as it began descending into the long pit. Their next stop was obviously the room with the Golem. It remained as ruined as they had left it. 
 
    “I’m so glad we don’t have to fight it again,” Silvia said, relaxing a little as she had been holding tight onto her staff. 
 
    Part of her was slightly disappointed as she would have liked to experience Ast’s warm mana supplying her circuits once more. She wondered if she could ask him about it when they practiced together in the future. 
 
    “It would be surprising to see it here with its core still locked away.” Radir chuckled. 
 
    “This place looks worse than my throne room. I can see that you didn’t hold your fire back in here.” Zegion whistled in awe. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “Back in your castle, it was my first time breathing fire. The damage here, and the giant hole in the wall, come from our joint efforts. In any way, the vault is right ahead. The sides hide living quarters and such.” 
 
    Before heading to the treasure trove of ancient artifacts, Zegion decided to stroll around the complex, so they walked with the man and guided him through the available rooms. Rowena was completely stunned most of the time, not really joining in on their conversations. Sightseeing their ancestors’ old home must be quite something. 
 
    After a short tour, Radir and Asterios took everyone to the vault and pushed the heavy doors in, revealing the rows of artifacts placed on various pedestals and displays. Rowena almost fainted at the breathtaking sight but Radir caught her in time, chuckling lightly. Zegion’s mouth flung open as he stared at the numerous treasures. 
 
    “This… This is a real something… I can already see our history and archeology departments salivating at just the thought of this place… Quite a bunch of stuff here seems to be of magical nature too… Discovery of the century if not more, for sure…” 
 
    He turned around and grabbed Ast’s arm for a lively handshake. 
 
    “I’m unspeakably grateful for you telling us about this place. I can’t imagine what secrets it contains, not just related to our ancestors’ power but also their daily lives. I saw plenty of bookcases and small libraries. There’s so much to learn, for sure.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Your Majesty, really. We barged in here in search of answers for our own questions and stumbled on everything by accident, damaging the place a bit in the process.” Asterios chuckled wryly. “I hope we didn’t destroy anything super important.” 
 
    Zegion laughed loudly and patted his shoulder with his other hand. “There’s always a price to pay. Don’t think about what you might have gotten rid of and focus on what you were able to gain access to. And on that note, did you find those answers you were looking for?” 
 
    “Some of them, yes. We did get a lead to another place. I think we got everything we could from here.” 
 
    “Good. Feel free to jump back here whenever you need. I assume your query is related to True Dragons, so I’ll let my people know to put some effort into any information they might find regarding such. I feel like you would prefer that over gold and artifacts.” 
 
    “That would be great, right, Master?” Miria pushed herself into Ast’s arm with a wide smile. “We wouldn’t need to waste time going through all the things here!” 
 
    He chuckled and brushed through her black hair. “I agree. We will appreciate any hints you might discover. As for other rewards, we have already allowed ourselves to pick a small souvenir or two from the little things that didn’t seem too important if that’s okay.” 
 
    “As they say, finders keepers!” Zegion laughed once more. “You could have ransacked this place clean without any of us ever knowing so I appreciate that. Even just a few good artifacts is an insignificant price to pay.” 
 
    “I guess we should now see if you can enter this place with Ast’s scale instead of his father’s,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “That’s a very good point.” Radir nodded. 
 
    Ast’s girls led everyone to the chamber with the teleport formation which had taken them out the last time and they returned to the surface. The sandstone blocks were back in their place so Selene sniped them again and entered the complex with just Zegion and Rowena to see how they would do. 
 
    She confirmed that they were able to reach the second trial and stopped there as neither of the two had gone through it so they couldn’t advance. Since the Demon King insisted on giving it a try, she returned to Asterios through the summoning gates while he and the Governor challenged the dream-like reality. Rowena wasn’t too thrilled about it but she couldn’t really decline. 
 
    Assuming that their meeting with the Demon King was fully finished, Asterios and his friends moved to the city to grab something to eat. While dining together, they discussed their future plans, and the girls filled the two demon men in on everything they had missed. 
 
    Radir obviously wanted to return to his secret dungeon under Grea’s lab to continue his research and also prepare for the moment when they would move into Ast’s new castle in a day or two. He felt they were really close to deciphering another part of the seal, potentially allowing Asterios to regain more of his locked memories. 
 
    Svertaniel decided to stay in the Tri-Valor Valley for now, and in the Demon Continent in general. He wanted to remain in touch with everyone, of course, and offered his help in case they need it during their adventures or journeys, mentioning that he was always ready to receive a notification from them. 
 
    The actual truth was, he just wanted Umbra to check on him daily in hopes of striking up a conversation with the Lord of Darkness or something. He might have tried to hide it, but it was more than obvious to those who knew him rather well. 
 
    Since it was getting late, they decided to return to their respective homes. Asterios first escorted Silvia to the royal castle, bidding farewell to the princess, then transported Radir back to Grea.  
 
    He and Tina decided to spend a night at an inn in Rosewind to pay a visit to Suanori the next morning. Of course, Miria and Selene joined them, and they all shared the bed, snuggled together to Asterios. It was starting to get a little cramped with three charming girls in his arms, but he certainly didn’t mind it. 
 
    After waking up, they grabbed Silvia and headed for the guild. She confirmed that everything was on a good track and that he could take over the role today as she had all the important documents on herself. 
 
    The guild was bustling with people and activity. Meeting the guildmaster, they learned that she, Ellie, and a few other receptionists were ready to move too. The older woman who served as Suanori’s replacement was already there, although they must have missed each other as she had just left on a small errand. 
 
    So, to quickly gain the ability to travel between Rosewind and Glimmervale in just a moment, Asterios decided to rush there. Initially, he planned to just fly by himself, but Miria really wanted to try going as fast as she could, and he relented under her pleading gaze. 
 
    Turned into a panther, buffed as much as she could be, she shot forward like a blur. Only thanks to his newly gained draconic strength could Asterios remain attached to her back. Using her spiritual energy, Selene flew above them with all of her tails out just to keep up and relayed the layout of the terrain to the duo on the ground to let them not worry about it. 
 
    Ast’s deeper awakening in the Demon King’s throne room certainly had a great effect on them. They felt much stronger in their respective areas. Miria reached Glimmervale in less than an hour, which was completely insane by normal standards.  
 
    Both she and Selene ended up drained to their ends, but Asterios made sure to refill their reserves back to full using a lot of spiritual transfer that involved lots of kisses and hugs, of course. They weren’t really in the mood to have a go at each other while their friends waited for them and Asterios appreciated it even though he could feel his mates being slightly stirred up from receiving so much of his essence. He couldn't deny that he was starting to get affected by it more and more too. Especially when surrounded by such beauties. 
 
    From the edge, the town of Glimmervale didn’t look like anything special. Asterios brought his wings out and soared high into the air alongside Selene, carrying Miria in his arms, to the panthergirl’s delight. 
 
    They took a good look at the circular settlement from above. Two rivers passed through the quite developed town of a decent size, splitting it into four very evident districts. Cream and white buildings with reddish roofs dominated the landscape. Besides the four tall towers watching over the border, there was no real wall protecting the city from a possible siege or assault. 
 
    The most striking feature was definitely the castle. It sat atop an island right in the middle of the town, just where the two rivers crossed. Such a position created a circular, constantly moving moat around it. The castle’s grounds covered a decently big area, housing a bunch of facilities like the barracks or a small training ground. It was surrounded by a thin wall on the inner bank of the river, contrary to the city. 
 
    “It looks beautiful…” Miria whispered in awe. “I can’t wait to see how it looks inside…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “It’s still hard to accept that it’s going to be ours soon.” He kissed her cheek lovingly and pecked Selene’s too, who hovered next to him. “Come on, let’s bring everyone here and start settling down. We’ve got a lot of things to do and plenty of people to meet.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
Glimmervale’s Representatives 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking one last glance at the charming town from the sky, Asterios leaned to the back and dove towards the ground, much to Miria’s delight. She giggled and laughed while cheering him on as they descended at a quite fast pace. He would lie if he said that he didn’t enjoy his ability to fly too. 
 
    Not wanting to attract any unnecessary attention, Asterios stayed away from the edge of Glimmervale and brought them down a safe distance from it. He spread his draconic wings wide to stop their fall in a controlled manner. Dropping onto the ground from just above the surface, he let Miria slide off his arms. 
 
    Selene soon joined them and found the panthergirl joyfully stealing Ast’s lips, hugging him very affectionately from the front. Her entire posture was bouncing from excitement.  
 
    She chuckled softly, shaking her head, and stepped closer, notifying Miria about her presence by clearing her throat. Miria slowly withdrew herself with a heavy blush, sneaking a few glances at her vulpine sister-mate, which made Asterios chuckle a little too. 
 
    He brushed through her black hair. “No need to be shy about it. I get where all the excitement came from. And I’m all yours anyway.” 
 
    “I guess I can see it too.” Selene smirked at her. “I’ve been able to traverse the air with spiritual platforms but flying is truly something else. Though, watching you, I’m kind of regretting gaining that ability,” she added playfully. 
 
    “Sorry, ehehe~” Miria showed a timid smile. 
 
    Asterios scratched behind her ears for a bit longer until she stepped aside. Sensing her intentions, he pecked her cheek lovingly and walked closer to Selene, pulling the fox lady into a gentle hug too. They stared at each other while smiling. 
 
    “Nothing says you can’t hop on whenever you would like to too,” he said calmly. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” she replied with a trace of mischief in her eyes. 
 
    Knowing well what Selene had in mind, Asterios shook his head with a quiet chuckle. “Fine. I might let you carry me again one day.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” She smiled beautifully and placed a short but passionate kiss on Ast’s lips. “Now, what are we going to do next, my Lord?” 
 
    Asterios turned around to glance at Miria. “You think you can make one more round?” 
 
    “No sweat, Master!” She puffed her chest proudly. “What for?” 
 
    “Guildmaster Suanori.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Yeah. If you don’t mind, I would like to ask you to bring her here on foot. For obvious reasons. Or I can fly her here,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    “No need! I can take care of it!” Miria beamed at him. 
 
    “Great. Thank you. I wonder if she will be able to hold onto you, though.” He rubbed his chin. 
 
    “We will figure something out, Master. Just leave everything to us.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Alright. Do you need a refill before you go?” 
 
    A faint blush tinged Miria’s cheeks with a rosy shade again. “I’ll be fine, Master, thanks to the earlier… kiss... I’m pretty much full.” 
 
    “Got it. Umbra will send you back then and pick Silvia up to transport her in the meanwhile. And speaking of transporting…” 
 
    As he glanced to the side, a red portal arose from the ground and Tina walked out of it with a tiny blush. 
 
    She giggled quietly. “I forgot I can do that. It’s still somewhat hard to actually accept, I guess.” 
 
    “Trust me, I get it.”  
 
    Asterios smiled at her and exchanged nods with Miria. She plunged into the ground with Umbra’s shadows and they were left alone. While waiting for Silvia to be brought to them, he took off into the sky once more, showing Tina the town from above too. Selene soon joined them with the princess in her arms. 
 
    Waiting for Miria’s delivery, they chatted together about Glimmervale. Silvia shared with them what she knew about the town, which wasn’t exactly that much, but she had checked a few things she deemed to be potentially useful for them. She pointed at the most important locations and buildings, like the unused Adventurer’s Guild, for example. 
 
    After about the same time it had taken them to reach the town, Asterios sensed Miria closing in on their position. They quickly returned to the ground and waited for the big black panther to arrive so that they could greet Suanori and he could supply Miria with some more mana she had spent on the run. 
 
    But, everyone froze when she finally stopped in front of them with a slide. 
 
    “Uhhh… Miria? Care to explain this?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    Instead of Guildmaster Suanori, something akin to an elongated cocoon made of vines was strapped tightly to the panthergirl's back. It looked a little funny, like Miria wore a backpack while in her panther form. 
 
    ~She kept falling off again and again so we had to fix the issue somehow,~ Miria explained mentally and nudged the package with her head a few times. 
 
    The vines retracted, and Suanori slid out of the open cocoon, landing on all fours next to Miria. Asterios and Tina stepped forward to help the guildmaster stand up as she took a deep breath and sighed heavily. Her hair was a mess, but she looked fine in general. 
 
    “Thank you… This still wasn’t as bad as that shadow thingy…” She chuckled wryly, gradually regathering her wits. 
 
    Everyone waited a moment so that Miria and Suanori could get some rest and then got ready to move. 
 
    “Any suggestions on what we should do first?” Asterios glanced between the princess and the guildmaster. 
 
    “I can let one of the guards know that we are here as we go through the checkpoint. We are being expected but the people taking care of the preparations for the public announcement would surely appreciate the heads up,” Silvia replied first. “And while they are working on it, we could check the guild?” 
 
    “I agree with that. It would be nice to start with the guild so that we know what we are standing on exactly. You could bring the others here afterward and we would just do our thing, letting you take care of your matters undisturbed.” Suanori nodded. 
 
    “It’s decided then. Let’s see Glimmervale from the inside,” Asterios said, and they began walking towards one of the watchtowers. 
 
    He reached out to Bryn through their connection to ask if she would like to join them but she had something to do on her side and apologized for not being able to do so. Of course, Asterios told her that he respected that and was only checking on her as she didn’t need to come if she was busy but was welcome to accompany them whenever she wanted. 
 
    Therefore, Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Suanori strolled through the streets together, with Umbra watching over them from the sky. Of course, they’d let the guards know about the purpose of their visit.  
 
    The town seemed quite lively. It wasn’t as big and bustling as Rosewind but plenty of people busied themselves around, just going on with their lives. 
 
    As they had seen from above, the majority of the buildings were made of cream stone or brick with reddish roofs. Some white ones appeared here and there too, creating a very charming and welcoming atmosphere. Most decorations, porches, and signposts were wooden, enhancing the view even more. 
 
    No one was surprised to see a lot of elves amongst the population. The king had mentioned that fact and Glimmervale was located not that far from the border with their nation. Asterios could recognize High Elves, Wood Elves, Dark Elves, and even some Abyssal Elves in the crowd. They reminded him of the changeling’s partner but it wasn’t proper to judge people by stereotypes. 
 
    Naturally, other races mixed in too. While elves dominated the sight, humans, dwarves, and demons could be spotted roaming around too. The ratio was clear, though. Glimmervale could have been an elven settlement if it was on their side of the border. 
 
    Cutting their sightseeing short since they had things to do, they arrived in front of the local Adventurer’s Guild building. Right from the facade, it was obvious that the establishment wasn’t given a high priority when it came to maintenance. The wear was visible to the naked eye. 
 
    But, it wasn’t bad. The building was clearly smaller than the one in Rosewind. It had only one additional story and was made purely of wood, standing out amongst the neighboring houses quite a bit. 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” Suanori commented, placing her hands on her hips. “Let’s check the inside.” 
 
    Everyone followed her lead and entered the main lobby. The guild was pretty much abandoned, turned into what looked like storage of some sort. Fortunately, it wasn’t ruined or anything. On the contrary, all the tables, benches, chairs, and other furniture were neatly banded together and collected in various places. A slim layer of dust could be spotted on literally everything, though. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all.” The guildmaster sighed in relief. “It will take a moment to get it up and running but the place feels quite…” 
 
    “Charming?” Miria finished for her and Suanori nodded. 
 
    “Yes, pretty much that. Even in this state, it’s all small and cozy. It brings back memories, you know? As a kid, I started out in a similar place, beginning my adventuring journey. The guilds in tiny villages and settlements were always the ones you just loved to return to.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t really say much regarding that as the only one I’ve seen for most of my life was Rosewind’s,” Asterios commented. “But, it certainly does feel nice. And it surely will feel even nicer after you guys take the lead.” 
 
    “First, we need to get in touch with someone who can instruct us on where to move the boxes taking up the space here.” Suanori roamed her gaze over the hall. 
 
    “Maybe I will be of use in that regard.” 
 
    Everyone turned around towards the source of the new voice and found an elf man standing at the entrance. He wore a simple but quite noble uniform in blue shades, decorated by a brown cape. The man had short dark gray hair and a single monocle on top of his nose. As usual in the case of high elves, it was hard to judge his age just from looks. 
 
    He made a polite bow with a hand over his chest. “Ulyssen, at your service.” 
 
    “Hello. My name is Asterios, and my friend here is Suanori, freshly assigned guildmaster of this place. Would you mind letting us know a little more about you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m well aware who you two are, My Lord, Guildmaster.” Ulyssen smiled at them kindly. “There’s barely any elf who hasn't heard about Guildmaster Suanori or the S-rank adventurer Vine Enchantress. Your arrival has already become a hot topic amongst part of the townsfolk.” 
 
    “Looks like the people weren't turning around to stare at Silvia or you.” Suanori chuckled softly at Asterios. 
 
    “I believe so.” The man nodded. “I certainly know more about our new lord than the common populace when it comes to looks. Otherwise, the white hair and red eyes would be quite hard to miss. But, returning to your question, My Lord, I’m a member of the Committee which aided the previous governor in managing various aspects of Glimmervale.” 
 
    “So, like the king’s aides?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “You could say that, yes. Perhaps with a bit more power and authority. Each of us covers a different field and develops it to the utmost of our abilities and knowledge. While in a king’s case the aides suggest the plans, ideas, and projects for that person to pick from, the Committee members hardly need any approval. The lord functions more as a middleman between us and the kingdom, watching over everyone to make sure that they aren’t overstepping their boundaries, of course.” 
 
    “And how are those people chosen?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Through voting and elections, usually. Everyone can submit their candidature into one of the fields as the members rotate every ten years. Naturally, the entries are properly screened and only people with actual knowledge or experience in that field are allowed to compete for the position. We are obliged to report the results to the kingdom too, after they are approved by the lord,” Ulyssen explained. 
 
    “Sounds pretty smart and fair,” Selene commented. “It certainly secures an influx of fresh perspectives and ideas every now and then instead of letting things stagnate.” 
 
    “To avoid swapping the entire Committee at once, each field has its own campaign with a year or two in between them, giving the new member time to get accustomed to their new position,” the elf added. 
 
    “Can someone stay for longer or do they have to step off?” Tina inquired next. 
 
    “It’s encouraged to let new people take over and that’s what we usually do but nothing prevents the current seat holder from applying again when the time to sign up and vote arrives. There have been cases where people were very happy with someone and let them continue contributing to the community for another term. Through voting again, of course.” 
 
    “It really sounds like a decent system,” Asterios agreed. “What is your field then, Ulyssen?” 
 
    “Logistics and transportation. In other words, these boxes here are my responsibility. I’ve already requested someone to clean up one of the warehouses to make some space for them. We’ll just need to move them if that’s what you would like us to do, and I assume you would.” 
 
    “That’s great and very appreciated.” Suanori nodded at the man politely. “When are they going to be able to help?” 
 
    “In about thirty to forty-five minutes, I’d say.” 
 
    “Hmmmm… Not much we can do before we get rid of those.” She scratched her head. 
 
    “We can move them ourselves, no?” Miria suggested. “We’ll just shove them through the gate and go to the warehouse. This will save time and they won’t have to carry everything through the streets.” 
 
    “I guess we can. Meanwhile, Umbra would bring your coworkers here. More hands will certainly be useful for the cleaning.” Asterios ruffled through her hair. 
 
    “Good idea. If it’s not a problem for Ulyssen.” Suanori glanced at the elf man. 
 
    “Not in the slightest. If you have the means to transport the boxes without much trouble then feel free to do so. I’ll lead you to the—” 
 
    He paused as a loud noise of a bell reached everyone’s ears. It clearly came from the outside and sounded quite powerful. The bell had to be decently big, possibly even massive. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “No, this is not an alarm bell,” Ulyssen quickly reassured them. “It’s too slow and calm. This tune is for public announcements. People are going to start gathering around the main plaza. I assume that the preparations to welcome the new lord are complete.” 
 
    “Well, that seems a little bit more important than a few boxes.” Suanori smiled at Asterios. “Let’s go and continue this after the ceremony. You don’t want to be late for your own inauguration.” 
 
    Everyone was in agreement about that and they followed the elf man outside. It took a moment to get used to the loud noise. The people didn’t seem to mind the volume, slowly heading toward the source while chatting amongst themselves. They followed the crowd, walking after Ulyssen. 
 
    Soon, they entered a spacious market square but the stalls and stands had been moved aside to make space for a raised stage. A bunch of people in official clothes stood on top of the platform while more and more residents gathered in front of it. 
 
    Their elf guide made way for them through the mass of bodies and they somehow managed to reach the stage without having to fly or jump above everyone’s heads. The gathered people quieted down a little after seeing unknown figures climb the stairs and watched the newcomers with great interest. 
 
    Silvia stepped closer to the six people waiting for them, including Ulyssen, and discussed something with the Committee members, most likely. Asterios and his companions roamed their gazes over the townsfolk in the meantime, still watching people pour into the plaza. 
 
    After Silvia returned, she glanced at Asterios. “Let’s get this done with, then. There’s no big ceremony. I’ll just announce it officially and then you should probably say something. It doesn’t have to be a grand speech or anything.” 
 
    He nodded and stepped aside. Silvia walked closer to the front edge of the stage and summoned an artifact from her spatial storage ring. It was a similar device to the one they had seen during Tina’s graduation, meant to increase the volume of the user’s voice. 
 
    “Greetings people of Glimmervale,” she began, waiting a moment for everyone to turn completely silent. “As many of you might have already realized, I’m Princess Silvia, the daughter of King Welrond the Fifth. It’s my pleasure to be here today with an official decree from my father. I’m sure that everyone knows its contents so, please, allow me to do the honors.” 
 
    A brief round of applause filled the air, some cheers echoed here and there, and Silvia brought forth a fancy-looking bundle of two golden tubes. Everyone turned quiet again when she unrolled the parchment. 
 
    “In the name of King Welrond the Fifth—may the Eternal Flame watch over him—I hereby declare Asterios Hestizo, a respected S-rank adventurer and a trusted friend of the kingdom, and Tina Nobelle, the daughter of a Viscount of a reputable lineage and Sir Hestizo’s reliable partner, the new lords of the town of Glimmervale. Their appointment has been approved by the local Committee with a unanimous vote. We hope that this community will thrive even more under their watchful eyes. Please, welcome your new governors warmly.” 
 
    Shortly after people realized that she was finished, they returned to applauding the princess even louder and with more enthusiasm. Silvia glanced over her shoulder and nodded at the advisors. Asterios saw them nod at him and Tina, so they walked with them to her side. 
 
    Two Committee members held a massive brass key together. The duo quickly figured out what was going to happen and extended their hands forward. They received the symbol of their authority over Glimmervale and the two advisors stepped back. Asterios and Tina raised the key together, evoking another booming wave of cheers, smiling at each other softly. 
 
    They then pulled it down and walked closer to the artifact. Asterios glanced at Tina to see if she would like to speak instead but received a faint shake of her head as an answer. She wanted him to do it as they held onto the key together. 
 
    So, he turned his attention to the crowd and everyone went silent. “Greetings, everyone. I think introductions aren’t necessary after Princess Silvia did such a great job with them.” 
 
    Some chuckles rumbled through the audience. 
 
    “First, I wanted to say that this is a huge honor for us, but also a huge responsibility. I won’t lie, this is my first time receiving such an important and influential position. It’s quite obvious from our appearances that we are quite young, even by human standards. But, personally, I believe that age isn’t the best indicator of how wise or experienced someone is. That said, regardless of those two factors, I can promise everyone here that we will do our best to cooperate with the Committee to the utmost of our abilities. Glimmervale will certainly continue to flourish. Our first little input into that process will be the re-establishment of the Adventurer’s Guild under the leadership of Guildmaster Suanori.” 
 
    And another wave of cheering filled the plaza. Getting called out, Suanori walked closer to the duo and made a friendly wave at the crowd. Asterios could swear that the audience grew even more heated, especially the male half. He couldn’t exactly blame them. She wasn’t just a legendary adventurer of their kind but a beautiful lady too. 
 
    Seeing that the people of Glimmervale weren’t showing any signs of stopping their celebrations and expressions of joy, Asterios assumed that it was enough for the speech. He had a few other things in mind he could have said, but fortunately it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    Ulyssen approached him and Tina with a warm smile. 
 
    “So, ready to find the lock for this big key?” he asked with a quiet chuckle. “I’ll give you a hint. It’s something located in the heart of the city.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
The Rightful Owners 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after the announcement, people began scattering around, leaving the main plaza through all the alleys leading out of it. Some still chatted joyfully amongst themselves but the atmosphere had already calmed down. Asterios roamed his gaze over the unhurriedly leaving residents and turned back to Ulyssen and the others. 
 
    “It really was short. Looks like everyone is already over it,” he commented. 
 
    The man chuckled quietly. “The day has barely begun. They still have plenty of responsibilities. But don’t worry, almost everyone will gather here again in the evening to throw a magnificent feast just for you.” 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled in excitement. “Really?” 
 
    “But of course. How could we not prepare a warm welcome for our new lord?” An elf woman walked closer to them and joined in. 
 
    She had shoulder-long auburn hair and caramel eyes. A pair of thin, round glasses decorated her small nose. Similar to Ulyssen, she wore a simple, bluish uniform. The main difference was in her cape, which had a yellow shade instead of brown. She was slightly taller than the man and around Ast’s height. 
 
    “Merfinna, good timing.” Ulyssen smiled at her and patted her back. “I think this is a good moment to introduce everyone. This lady here is responsible for overseeing the food and agriculture segment of our dealings. Needless to say, she will make sure you get to experience the best we can offer later today.” 
 
    “It’s our pleasure.” Asterios nodded and exchanged handshakes with the woman, who did the same with Tina. 
 
    “Oh, no, it definitely is our pleasure. Young blood will certainly reinvigorate this town again. The previous lord was starting to get grumpy, mostly indulging in idling around and other pleasures. I can already tell that you don’t lack the aspiration to help us develop this community. Adventurer’s Guild right from the start? A big move.” She showed a small smile at the duo. 
 
    “Well, we certainly will try our best not to hold the town back. I’m not sure how much of a help we will exactly be to all of you, but Tina has a lot of knowledge about how to handle a noble household. I believe that at least she will be able to contribute properly,” Asterios replied and glanced at his fiancé. 
 
    Tina blushed faintly and gripped his hand. “Don’t say that. You surely know many more useful things from everything Miss Kindra taught you. Your family has much more experience in developing communities than mine.” 
 
    “I think both of you will do great.” Selene chuckled softly. “Glimmervale will outshine Rosewind and Tyrienheim in no time.” 
 
    “A wonderful goal to aim for.” Ulyssen laughed too. “Now, let me introduce the others. You already know me and Merfinna. Those two human men talking over an unrolled scroll are Danny and Ted. The one with the gray cape takes care of the general population and administration. The other man, wearing a dark blue cape, oversees public safety and our garrison.” 
 
    After pointing at them, Ulyssen turned around and scanned the remaining people with his gaze. Finding who he was looking for, he gestured at a quite muscular demon man discussing something with a few normal citizens.  
 
    He had short black hair combed to the back and purplish skin. No horns decorated his head but they could spot not just one but three thin tails moving behind his back, out of which one held a notebook for him and another wrote something in it with a pencil. A red cape decorated his shoulders. 
 
    “That’s Keenu. Our construction and defense expert. I’m pretty sure you can imagine what he takes care of. This small scene has been set up by his team. They make sure that all the buildings are up to standards and properly maintained,” Ulyssen introduced the busy demon man. “Now, where is… Aha. She always gets lost in the crowd.” 
 
    Locating the last remaining Committee member, the elf man directed everyone’s gaze to one of the food stalls which had been shoved aside to make space for the public announcement. Asterios and his companions stared at it for a brief moment until something pushed through the people standing around the cart and a short person began walking away while counting coins in their pouch. 
 
    It was a dwarf woman with rusty, waist-long, curly hair and a very bright, lively face. Definitely used to moving around plenty of people much taller than herself, she nimbly stepped out of everyone’s path without even taking her gaze away from the leather sack. A green cape fluttered behind her back. 
 
    “And down there is Esotvi. I bet you could have already guessed her occupation. She’s behind our trade. Don’t let her size fool you, there’s no angry customer or merchant she can’t handle. She actually grew up on these very streets as a quite sly, orphaned swindler but decided to put her talents to good use after getting past what she calls her edgy teenager phase. Our commerce is at its highest currently, and I wouldn’t be surprised if people wanted her to stay for another cadence,” Ulyssen said. 
 
    “It sounds like you guys have the most major areas covered really well,” Asterios commented in slight awe. “It’s a surprise this town isn’t much bigger and more popular.” 
 
    “We don’t need to hurry anywhere. People are happy with the current pace of infrastructural and social development. Plus, unfortunately, we lack any meaningful features besides good living conditions for people to flock to us,” Merfinna explained. “We are mostly a stop for the travelers going either way between the kingdoms. Nothing notable to see here.” 
 
    “Yeah. Rosewind has the academy and Tyrienheim is just kind of in the middle of everything, plus it’s a much older city with many noble families investing in it.” Tina nodded. 
 
    “Not for long.” Asterios chuckled and she let out a quiet giggle too, making the two Committee members a little curious. “Anyway, what’s this about the key? It’s not just symbolic?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Ulyssen smiled at them cryptically. “Let’s go, then. We still have a lot to see.” 
 
    Merfinna excused herself politely and they followed the elf man through the town. He described each restaurant, shop, workshop, and all the other facilities as they passed them. Everyone was surprised to learn how perfectly he had memorized all of that. It showed that the man behind logistics truly took his position seriously. 
 
    Soon, they began hearing the quiet hum of running water and the buildings started to clear up. An impressive castle built out of gray brick entered their sight. Ulyssen brought them close to the short fence in the form of small poles connected by a heavy chain that hung down in an arch and everyone admired the deep, manmade moat. 
 
    Looking to the right and the left, they could see one of the rivers going in and out of it at a slight angle. Noticing a wall right under the long, three-part drawbridge Asterios glanced at the man. 
 
    “How does this work exactly? I saw the pond from above and I’m pretty sure rivers don’t usually cross like this, falling into a moat and casually going out through two different canals, without causing some issues, at least.” 
 
    “You are right. This moat has technically two sections. In fact, in the past, the two rivers did not meet. They flowed quite close but didn’t make contact. You can imagine two quite wide letters U almost touching with their bottoms. It was inevitable that after a few decades or slightly longer, the natural separation would disappear, so an artificial one was built.” 
 
    He gestured at the two walls, one on the left and one on the right, each slightly shorter than the canal itself but still tall enough to prevent the water from spilling to the other side. 
 
    “The founders widened the streams and brought them even closer, leaving a plot of land in the very middle, properly reinforced, of course. Currently, we can see one of the rivers, which flows into this part of the moat from the south, and exits to the west. If we walked around it, you would see the one coming in from the north and continuing east.” 
 
    “Interesting. Still, there’s more to this, isn’t there?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Ulyssen’s eyes sparkled. “Very observant. In case of an emergency, the separators can be lowered. That creates a much more violent stream than the current one, raising the level of the water too. It doesn’t take that much time, so you could catch someone trying to cross the moat on a boat or by swimming and get rid of them before they reach their goal.” 
 
    “Yeah, there was no way they wouldn’t utilize it for additional defense.” Suanori chuckled. 
 
    They admired the handiwork of the founders for a moment longer then continued their short journey. After passing through the triple drawbridge, they stopped in front of a massive gate.  
 
    Asterios immediately noticed a big keyhole in the solid metal and shook his head with a wry smile. “Seriously?” 
 
    Ulyssen smirked at them. “It’s a tradition. There’s no need to lock and open the gate again and again, but during the first passing, the new lord has to turn the key himself, or herself if the new overseer is a lady. Just a small challenge to prove that they are worthy.” 
 
    Before anyone could say something, Miria jumped out of a dark crimson portal with the heavy key in her hands. She had gone to fetch it right after the man started speaking, unable to hold back her excitement. Even with her innate strength, the item, over half as big as she was, caused her toned muscles to flex as she held it like a deadlift bar. 
 
    Asterios, Tina, and Selene gave her a hand each and she smiled at them cheerfully. Silvia walked closer and ran her fingers over the impressive key. 
 
    “I can only imagine how hard it can be to turn this thing after somehow managing to put it into the hole. How did the previous governors do it? Were they all super strong, either physically or magically?” She glanced at their guide. 
 
    Ulyssen zipped his mouth shut with his fingers and remained silent, still smiling at them kindly. It looked like there would be no hints for this challenge. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but if we don’t open this gate fast, Miria will cut it down herself from how buzzing with excitement she is.” Asterios shot his energetic mate a wink and Miria’s body stopped trembling.  
 
    She blushed heavily, doing her best to take control of it. Everyone chuckled at her enthusiasm. They couldn’t wait to see the castle too. 
 
    Tina, Selene, and Miria nodded at him and stepped back, leaving the key in Ast’s hand. Seeing that, Ulyssen raised a brow at him. As the man watched him attentively, Asterios drew more on his scorching hot energy and filled his body with it. Being careful not to show any signs on his visible skin, he let himself dragonify a little. 
 
    Fortunately, he could force the scales to appear under his clothing and he stopped after reaching a level high enough to let him handle the heavy key with relative ease. Ulyssen’s eyes widened as he shoved the big piece of metal under his armpit and walked closer to the gate, holding onto it with just one hand. 
 
    Asterios then brought it to the front and raised it up. The keyhole had been placed around the level of his head. The man was even more shocked seeing him casually insert the massive key into the lock. With a loud, metallic click, it fit right in. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Asterios set his feet hard on the ground and flexed his muscles. With a quiet groan, he slowly turned the key. Miria and Selene covered their ears as the old mechanism whined loudly during the motion from the very sporadic use. 
 
    Another heavy click followed and the gate rumbled. It split in the middle and began unhurriedly opening itself inwards. Before it ran away from him, Asterios pulled the key out and rested it on his shoulder, hiding his other hand in his pocket as some scales had reached his wrist from the intense exercise. 
 
    “So, ladies first?” He chuckled while breathing a little roughly. 
 
    Ulyssen collected his chin from the ground and furrowed his brows at him. “How did you…?” 
 
    “Was I not supposed to do that?” 
 
    The elf shook his head with a wry smile. “No, it’s alright. It’s just… The point of this test is for the new lord or lady to realize that they can’t put the key in or turn it alone and have them ask us or other people for help instead of wasting time on something exceeding their capabilities. A good leader doesn’t shy away from solving the problem with assistance from the masses.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, it looks like I failed then.” 
 
    Miria giggled and hugged him from the side. “No, you didn’t, Master. We knew that you could handle it alone and that’s why we stepped away. You know well that we would be more than happy to do it for you.” 
 
    “She is right.” Tina came closer too and smiled at him gently. “A good leader knows when to ask for help, just like Ulyssen said, but a good leader also knows how to judge the difficulty of the task properly and take the matters into his own hands if it’s not necessary to trouble his subordinates.” 
 
    “And good subordinates know their leader well enough to let him handle things he is able to do for them.” Selene joined them with a swaying step. “Besides, I’m pretty sure almost everyone here could have done that so it felt only natural to leave it to you.” 
 
    She glanced over at Suanori and Silvia, with the latter showing a tiny smile and raising her hand. 
 
    “I can admit that my fire would most likely not be of much help here. I still need to practice my aura a lot. And I’m certainly not as strong physically as you guys,” the princess replied. 
 
    “My magic might have been able to do it but I would need to try first,” Suanori added warmly. 
 
    Ulyssen chuckled at them. “It’s not like this test has any significant importance. As I said before, it’s just a custom. While the original intention was slightly different, I feel like it showed another good side of you. I’m certainly looking very forward to working with a lord who is willing to be proactive in solving the issues which he is able to.” 
 
    “So… We can now see the castle, yes?” Miria peeked from behind Ast’s neck. 
 
    Asterios kissed her fluffy ear while giving her a few gentle pats. “Put the key back, please, and you can lead the way.” 
 
    She did exactly that and was back by their side in a blink, making everyone chuckle again at her enthusiasm. But, before they moved on, someone’s steps reached their ears from behind. They turned around to see a man heading their way, wearing leather pants, a red shirt, a leather sleeveless vest, and a long, leather coat. He had black hair and gray eyes. 
 
    “Finally. It took damn too long to pick someone to take over. Time to get inside,” he said while continuing to walk forward. 
 
    Ulyssen clicked his tongue while the others stared at the man in confusion. Soon, he reached them and was clearly going to pass by but Asterios blocked his way with his arm. The weird man glared at him after bumping into it. 
 
    “Excuse me, but you are…?” Asterios tried asking politely. 
 
    The man shoved his arm away and patted out his vest. “Tsk, John Tachoma, who else?” 
 
    “Is that supposed to mean something?” Miria tilted her head at him and he shot her a glare too. 
 
    “Obviously. I’m the rightful owner of this castle. Now that you have finally opened the gate, let’s not waste any more time and get inside. I’m starving.” 
 
    Everyone looked between themselves in even bigger confusion. They all shared the same, single thought, even those who weren’t connected together through any bonds. 
 
    Is that guy crazy? 
 
    “For the last time, John, no, you are not.” Ulyssen joined in with a heavy sigh while rubbing his forehead. “He is the son of the previous lord,” he explained. 
 
    “Yes, I am, and that’s exactly why this castle is mine. But, I’m a very generous person and I don’t mind giving our new governors some space to live in it. There should be a few empty rooms in the furthest section of the west wing, just by the barracks.” 
 
    Finishing his speech, he tried to walk forward again but was stopped by Silvia crossing his path this time. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, you have no hereditary rights to the castle or the position to govern it as you have been born outside of an official marriage. The previous lord had no wife, although I’ve heard that he had plenty of mistresses whom he visited whenever he was bored, out of which one conceived. Correct me if I’m wrong, but even though he wasn’t obliged to, he supported your mother financially during his life, even leaving her a small pension for when he would pass away. Unfortunately, you didn't receive any inheritance regarding this place,” she said. 
 
    “And who are you to judge that?!” The man raised his voice and pushed himself almost into her very face.  
 
    Silvia blinked a few times in surprise then glanced down at her clothes and at the wisps of hair hanging over her shoulders. She finally directed her confused gaze at Asterios with the unspoken question clearly visible in her charming, amber eyes. 
 
    Did I forget to deactivate the relic? 
 
    But, she hadn’t, and Asterios shook his head. Her magnificent, two-toned hair was on full display, not leaving any doubt about her identity. At least, it shouldn’t have, especially amongst people having a close relationship with a kingdom’s official. 
 
    She then moved her eyes to Ulyssen, who started to sweat a little. Before anyone could say anything, he jumped forward, shoved the man aside, and started banging his fists at his head. 
 
    “You stupid idiot! Do you want me to throw you off the bridge right into the moat?! Get the fuck away before I personally rip your guts out! I’m in awe that you still have your head on your shoulders! If anyone else saw this, you would be dead on the spot! Fuck off!” 
 
    “Ow! Ow! Ow! Fuck you too! Ow! Bastard!” 
 
    The man finally relented under the assault and ran away, stumbling over his own legs on the way. Ast’s group looked between themselves in disbelief. Ulyssen quickly fixed his clothes and kneeled in front of Silvia. 
 
    “Your Highness, please, forgive me for this blunder. I have no excuses for letting this happen. I’ll accept any punishment, just please, spare my life. I still have so much to contribute to this town,” he begged in a slightly anxious voice. 
 
    She placed a hand on his shoulder and brought him up. 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I don’t think any of us expected such a... development. It wasn’t your fault. But… How?” 
 
    He sighed wistfully and wiped his face from sweat. “He is a complete bastard, both figuratively and literally. So much that the previous lord rarely let him into the castle. As you said, Princess, the lord supported the woman financially since even if he played around with multiple ladies constantly, always looking for new ones, he had his heart in the right place and would never abandon someone carrying a child. She actually had a husband back then and decided to stay with that person, which the lord respected.” 
 
    Tina lent him a handkerchief and he thanked her politely before continuing. 
 
    “She didn’t reveal the truth to the uninvolved parties until she passed away, choosing a simple life alone with her child, very grateful for her past lover’s continuous, generous support. She left us a few months ago and that was when John learned about everything and started trying to chase after his lineage, demanding to be taken in by the lord and named his rightful successor. But, they didn’t match well together and the lord only let him in a few times out of pity, regretting those decisions quite a lot afterward. He hated the man’s personality.” 
 
    “No surprises here. He does seem like a total ass. I can’t believe he shouted in your face, Silvia. I should have smashed his nose when I had a chance.” Miria let out a feral growl as her upper lip twitched. 
 
    The princess smiled softly at the panthergirl and nodded appreciatively. 
 
    “Let’s get in before he decides to come back again,” Ulyssen urged them. 
 
    “How do we close the gates?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “The guards operate it. They can lock and unlock it from the inside without the key.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and walked past the small keep. Asterios turned around to watch the gates close while thinking about the weird man. He had a feeling that it wasn’t the last they would see or hear of him. 
 
    After finally moving inside, Ulyssen guided them around the entire castle. He started with the facilities placed on the outside, like the lord’s stables, the garrison, the barracks, the training field, the lord’s private vegetable garden, and the small decorative park behind the castle, with a beautiful pond. 
 
    Asterios and Tina greeted everyone they met, wanting to appear friendly and compassionate. They didn’t have to act as they really liked to know the people they would be spending at least part of their life around. Most of the servants, knights, and guards they stumbled on did feel quite nice. The duo believed the previous lord had treated them with proper respect. 
 
    Then, they were brought inside and began their sightseeing of the impressive castle. It took them almost two hours to visit all the chambers, rooms, and places. Miria couldn’t stop herself from bouncing around and peeking into every single crack and crevice, often making everyone laugh at her antics. 
 
    The last part of the castle that they visited was the lord’s chamber and it took away their breaths. Well, except for Silvia. She was used to living in a royal castle with much wealthier interiors. 
 
    The lord’s bedroom was almost as big as the bottom floor of Ast’s old house in Rosewind. Naturally, it was beautifully decorated with plenty of paintings, bookshelves, wardrobes, cabinets filled with masterfully crafted utensils, and a giant, double-king-size bed with high canopies. 
 
    “You can set up a small camp on it, hahahaha!” Miria commented after throwing herself onto the mattress and rolling around the impressive surface which could fit about twelve people if not more. 
 
    The walls were covered by dark red tapestry and mahogany decorations which hid the usual, gray stone bricks present all around the castle. Only one of them had windows but they were big and directed right into the magnificent park down below. The sight over the town was breathtaking too. 
 
    Since Ulyssen had his own responsibilities to attend to, they thanked the elf man for his invaluable help and let him go. Suanori wanted to get back to the guild, and everyone agreed to accompany her. They could explore the castle whenever they wished to anyway. 
 
    She rode on Miria while Asterios jumped with Silvia through the shadows, calling Tina to him with their familiar bond afterward. They moved all the boxes to Selene’s place this time, and were guided by a male elf sent by Ulyssen right to the emptied warehouse where they unloaded their cargo. 
 
    Shortly after returning, they got to work. Umbra began transferring the receptionists and other employees from Rosewind and Asterios accompanied the girls and boys in the darkness to ease their anxiety. Suanori and the rest took care of the cleaning in the meantime. 
 
    Soon, everyone who had agreed to move was brought in and they had almost twenty people working together. Besides the guildmaster, Glimmervale’s guild gained a few other experienced members, like a few receptionists, a few janitors, a novice appraiser, an accountant, and an assistant, the right-hand person of the guildmaster. 
 
    It was far from enough and perfect, but it was a much better start than nothing. After fixing the state of the guild, Suanori planned to start a recruitment campaign in the town and also send out notices of their opening. They didn’t really need tens of employees. Glimmervale wasn’t that big and the number of adventurers was quite low. 
 
    But, that could change in a flash so they wanted to be ready. 
 
    Time flew while they were all having fun working together. As evening arrived, it started getting dark. The loud bell rang again with a different tone, and they headed for the main plaza together. 
 
    As they had expected, it had turned into a giant banquet under the open sky. Countless long tables were set up in rows and filled with various food and beverages. A bunch of tall bonfires illuminated the main square with a pleasant, orange glow. People were dancing, laughing, drinking, eating, and celebrating. 
 
    In a moment, they were pulled into the festive atmosphere. Asterios made sure to invite Bryn to join them too and the Valkyrie gladly obliged after she finished her own work. Everyone was swept by the enthusiastic crowd and they split up faster than they could notice, spotting flashes of each other between the sea of people. 
 
    The first person Asterios managed to find after taking a small break to moisten his throat was Silvia. Some men and women dragged her into their jaunty circle. She noticed him too, and their eyes met briefly. It seemed obvious that she needed to catch a breath too so Asterios approached them and politely invited the princess for a dance, pulling Silvia away from the loud, cheerful townsfolk. 
 
    “Thank you. I was starting to get a little dizzy. This isn’t how the noble banquets that I attend usually look. They were so enthusiastic that I didn’t know how to politely step away,” she said with a gentle smile. 
 
    “No problem. Would you like me to guide you to a bench so that you can steady your head? I have to admit, I’m not really that confident in my dancing skills.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I think I can manage one slow dance. I don’t want to make you look like a liar.” A small chuckle escaped Silvia’s lips too. 
 
    “Alright. Feel free to rest on me. And I apologize ahead of time.” 
 
    They smiled at each other and Asterios extended his hand to her. She took it and followed his advice, bringing their bodies closer. After delicately wrapping his arm around her waist, he began moving, slowly swaying to the beautiful music. Fortunately, the band played a decently calm tune so they didn’t stand out too much. 
 
    With neither hiding their real appearances, they felt very comfortable dancing together. A charming smile painted Silvia’s lips the entire time and Asterios was sure that his were slightly curved too. They stared into each other’s eyes, observing the orange flickers of fire in them. 
 
    There was another kind of fire flickering inside their bodies, which was partly why they felt so pleasant and comfortable. They had sensed it early and let their spiritual energy mix by allowing some of it to leak outside. A warm atmosphere accompanied them as the air around their figures shimmered delicately like in a hot desert. 
 
    After about ten minutes, the music got way too fast and jumpy for them to continue and Asterios escorted Silvia to the nearby bench, thanking her for the very enjoyable dance. She smiled at him softly and thanked him back for the opportunity to join him. 
 
    He managed to take maybe two sips of the fine wine and exchange a few words with the princess before Miria found them and dragged Asterios back into the middle of the festivities again. Without asking first, of course. Silvia chuckled to herself as he dropped the glass in shock and she waved him goodbye as Asterios disappeared from her sight. 
 
    They immediately started dancing, and it was nowhere close to slow. Miria swirled, twirled, and spun around in Ast’s arms, giggling and laughing uncontrollably. She purred lovingly into his neck whenever they got closer, rubbing her entire body into his. He could tell that she had lots of fun. 
 
    But then, during another frivolous spin, somebody cut their connected hands and Miria plunged into the crowd while retaining her momentum. With a mischievous chuckle, Selene showed up in front of Asterios and threw her arms over his shoulders. A beautiful, ladylike smile painted her dainty lips as they began to sway together to the music. 
 
    Her little sabotage gained her about seven minutes before Miria came flying at the sly fox lady. They engaged in a quite physical argument but Asterios could easily tell that they didn’t mean anything bad and were just playing around, jumping between people in a slightly more violent and agile game of tag. 
 
    That was when Tina made her move. As they often said, while two dogs fought for a bone, a third had the perfect opportunity to snatch it away. 
 
    Before the two beastfolk girls could notice, she led Asterios to a less chaotic part of the plaza and turned around, glancing up at him with rosy cheeks. He quickly hugged his lovely girlfriend and they began to move to the rhythm together. With her hands tightly clutching the front of his coat, she peppered Ast’s lips with tiny kisses, giggling to herself each time he gently bit on hers. 
 
    They spent some time together, just swaying their hips and raining down pecks onto each other's soft mouths, until Tina started getting a little light on her feet and Asterios swept her up into his arms, carrying the furiously blushing girl to the nearby bench. He sat down by her side and they observed the banquet together. 
 
    Out of everyone partying out there, Bryn caught their attention the most. The dazzling Valkyrie didn’t do anything crazy but her refined moves were really captivating, especially when paired with the way her dazzling wings accompanied her body. She had garnered a small crowd of people who admired the winged lady and respectfully cheered her on, including even Suanori and Ellie. 
 
    Asterios felt like it was a good experience for her, perhaps letting Bryn get a bit more comfortable with her beauty. Quite a few men were present in the small group and he could tell that they didn’t spare her compliments. He locked gazes with her for a second and a jubilant smile painted Bryn's lips, which Asterios of course reciprocated. 
 
    Naturally, the celebration couldn’t last forever and Ast’s group left the party sooner than later. The lively banquet was still going on when he escorted the girls back to the castle grounds as everyone indulged in some friendly chatting.  
 
    Before heading inside, he accompanied Silvia home first, bringing her back to her own castle through Umbra’s shadows. They exchanged temporary farewells and thanked each other for the pleasant evening, promising to see each other the next morning. 
 
    When he got back, the girls weren’t where he had left them so Asterios assumed that they had already gone ahead without him. He moved to the lord’s bedroom to see if they were waiting for him but found no one inside. A little confused, he plopped down on the bed to rest for a moment before checking on them through their connection. 
 
    But, before he got up to do that, someone opened the door to the chamber and he lifted his head to check who the guest was. His eyes caught onto a flash of azure and he smiled, knowing well the identity of this visitor. Raising himself to his elbows, he paused for a second. 
 
    Tina walked towards the bed with a timid step, covered only by a long, white, fluffy night robe. Just her feet and her head poked out of the comfy clothing preventing her from getting cold as she held it closed tightly under her chin. Their eyes met and they smiled at each other softly. 
 
    At that moment, she let the robe slide down her curvy body and Ast’s brows immediately shot up. 
 
    “How may I be of service to you tonight… Master…” Tina whispered softly, joining her hands over her slim belly as he stared at her in honest surprise. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
The Shape of You ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Tina stood a short distance from where Asterios was sitting with a faint, rosy blush covering her fair cheeks, his gaze remained on her beautiful neck since the moment she had dropped the night robe. Ast’s brows were raised a little as he took in the unexpected sight. 
 
    A slim, comfortable band of dark azure color decorated Tina’s slender neck. Just like the ones his familiars wore, hers had a small metal plate with his Summoner’s Brand engraved on its silvery surface. He knew it wasn’t guild-issued due to the oval shape and the shade, but it had clearly meant to imitate it. 
 
    Tina’s gentle hands rubbed together in a display of timid anxiety. Ast’s attention was finally torn away from the pretty collar and his gaze lingered over her petite, lithe frame with an ample bust for a brief moment before moving up to his shy girlfriend’s flushed face. 
 
    When their eyes met, he smiled at her softly. “I could imagine Grea in such a position but you…” 
 
    More sweet rosiness surfaced on Tina’s moonlit skin and she twirled her fingers resting over her slim tummy. Recalling her earlier welcome statement, Asterios figured out what she intended to do, and he wasn’t exactly against playing along a little. 
 
    He rested his right hand on the bedding next to him and patted it a few times. Tina smiled beautifully at his silent approval and walked up to Asterios with an unhurried step, clearly presenting all of herself to him during the short journey. He couldn’t stop his gaze from taking in her graceful figure. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity to her, Tina finally arrived by Ast’s side and obediently seated herself down, keeping her petite hands between her thighs, making sure that she wasn’t obstructing any of her womanly charms, though. She turned her face towards him and her blue eyes met his crimson irises. 
 
    “What do you require of me, Master? Please, let me know about any of your wishes,” Tina said in a quiet, sweet voice, articulating herself properly just to not leave any doubts between them. 
 
    Asterios smiled at her gently and wrapped his arm around her waist. She shuddered lightly under his touch but kept her gaze on his kind and handsome face. Delicately rubbing her side with his hand, Asterios leaned in and she tilted her chin up just a little to meet him, closing her eyes. 
 
    Their warm lips met in a loving peck, soon followed by a few more. They exchanged little, lazy kisses while breathing softly into each other’s mouths. Asterios was the first one to back away just a bit as Tina opened her charming azure eyes. 
 
    “Aren’t you cold?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled faintly and lightly shook her head. “No, Master. I admit that it is chilly tonight but… the thought of you… keeps my body warm…” 
 
    Ast’s fingers slowly slid down her slender thigh and past her pelvis, soon running into Tina’s precious mound. He brushed against her sealed lower lips carefully, parting them just a little with subtle motions. 
 
    “It certainly is very hot down there,” he commented in a whisper, watching Tina’s mouth part to let out little sighs of pleasure. 
 
    “Please… Tonight… It’s my responsibility to take care of you… Master…” she breathed with a bit of struggle. 
 
    “Alright,” Asterios agreed with a nod and a charming smile. “Will you help me undress then?” 
 
    Tina waited a moment longer for him to withdraw his fingers from her girly parts and nodded too. Leaning in, she started placing loving pecks all over Ast’s cheeks as she slowly tugged his crimson coat off him. They watched it turn into dark red flames together after being tossed aside before continuing further. 
 
    Without delaying her actions too much, she soon uncovered all of Ast’s well-toned chest and took a blushing peek at it. He pulled her in for a slightly longer kiss as her hands roamed over his skin and he could feel the tender sensation of Tina’s fair bust pressing into him from the side. Her enticing nipples were hard and sharp from the slight chilliness of the environment and their slow teases. 
 
    “I’ll move onto the belt now, Master,” Tina whispered, drawing her lips back. 
 
    Receiving a nod in response, she lightly pushed herself away and stepped off the bed. Keeping their gazes connected, she kneeled in front of Asterios and he let her spread his legs a bit more. With a few nimble motions, Tina unfastened his belt and pulled down his pants. 
 
    She stopped briefly before taking down Ast’s underwear, breaking eye contact to glance at the visible bulge in the material. His hand appeared on her cheek and he smiled at her warmly. She removed the remaining obstacle and Ast’s lively member sprang out of its hiding right in front of her face. 
 
    Placing her small hands around his hard shaft, Tina gave it a few delicate pumps before starting to lean forward. Ast’s fingers led a lock of her long azure hair behind her ear as she pecked his tip. She gave Asterios an appreciative smile and watchfully pulled his penis between her delicate lips. 
 
    Keeping her beautiful hair in place, he sighed contentedly. Tina focused her efforts on making him feel good right from the start. She didn’t have much experience in such matters yet but it didn’t stop her from doing her best for the man she loved. And there was no time to learn better than the present. 
 
    She kept kneading his length while brushing her hot tongue all around Ast’s tip, placed in her warm mouth. After getting the hang of it, she began bobbing her head up and down a little, gradually increasing the depth and intensity of her motions. 
 
    Asterios didn’t hide how well she was performing and openly sighed in delight. Each time Tina glanced up to see if she was doing good, he smiled at her appreciatively and stroked her flushed cheeks. She couldn’t stop her own smile from forming on her lips but it was a bit awkward with his hard member between them, which made Asterios chuckle quietly. 
 
    She had heard from her sister-wives—or rather sister-mates—that Ast’s vitality had grown exponentially after he discovered more of his draconic heritage so Tina aimed to fully please him until the very end, sure that he would be fine continuing after. One of her hands moved to his precious jewels and began rubbing them between her fingers as her mouth tightly hugged and caressed his shaft even stronger. 
 
    “Haaaah… Tina… I’m close…” Asterios warned his lover kindly. 
 
    But that only caused the charming blue-haired girl to speed up. 
 
    He brought his other hand to aid Tina and brushed away the azure hair dangling over both sides of the petite lady’s gentle face. Holding it behind her head, he breathed heavier and heavier as Tina swirled her tongue around him with a fierce passion, adding small, quick sucks to the mix. 
 
    “Be careful!” he advised her once more as he reached his peak, having a hunch that she wouldn’t back down. 
 
    Feeling him twitch inside her mouth, Tina stopped moving her head but still sucked strongly and rubbed her hand up and down his shaft. Serpents of warm, cloudy liquid landed on her tongue in intense waves as she kept Ast’s tip on top of it. A few spurts hit the back of her throat, but she held herself strong. 
 
    After Asterios came off his high, she carefully licked him all around and released him from her clutches with a quiet plop. He then watched Tina swallow his load with a few slightly awkward gulps before opening her mouth to show him it was all gone. Asterios quickly summoned a small waterskin and held it up for her to take a few sips. 
 
    Tina obliged with an appreciative nod as a single bead of water traveled down her front, escaping her mouth. He followed it intently as the mischievous droplet raced over Tina’s skin, curving its path a little as it was altered by her ample breast. It passed her slim stomach then finally disappearing in the closed valley below, making him swallow too. 
 
    Pushing the waterskin back to him, a small grin painted her lips, and Asterios knew she had seen everything. He dismissed the water holder as she stood up, joining her hands behind her back and throwing her alluring waist a little bit forward. 
 
    “What is your next wish, Master?” she asked with a flush and a gentle bite on her lower lip as her eyes skipped down for a fraction of a second. 
 
    He smiled at her and extended his hand. “You must be tired after the entire day. Why don’t you take a seat for now?” 
 
    A spark of understanding flashed in Tina’s eyes and a quiet giggle escaped her lips. She took Ast’s hand into hers and turned around. He wanted to return the favor first but decided to just keep this little play up for tonight and let Tina truly service him. 
 
    Glancing down over her shoulder, she unhurriedly lowered herself until something poked her sealed entrance. Tina hummed softly and pushed herself lower, letting out a delighted sigh as Ast’s hard member began parting her smooth channel. With his assistance, she soon took him all in and he wrapped his arms around her waist. 
 
    “You are so hot inside…” Asterios sighed into her ear. “And you grip me so firmly…” 
 
    Tina leaned her back into his chest and let out a slow breath too. “And you fill me up so good, As—Master…” 
 
    He chuckled at her almost breaking the act and Tina couldn’t help but giggle in response too. Then, she placed her small hands on his thighs, turned her face to the side, and began moving her body up and down. Asterios quickly found her lips and placed his over them, peppering his sweet girlfriend with love too. 
 
    “Mhhmmmm…. Mmmmmm… It feels so nice…” She let him hear her voice and thoughts openly. 
 
    “Do you like it slow?” Asterios asked, gently nibbling on her lower lip. 
 
    “Yesssssss…” Tina purred. “I know you are strong… Nhhhnnnnn… But I love when you are so caring… Master…” 
 
    “And you are worth caring for,” he replied, moving his hands to cup Tina’s ample peaks. 
 
    She smiled at him sweetly and continued raising and lowering her aroused slit on Ast’s member while he started delicately kneading her breasts. She let out a slightly louder moan or sigh whenever he tickled her stiff nipples and kissed him with more passion as she enjoyed that gentle affection. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… Would you like me to… go faster?” she asked, feeling herself slowly but gradually build up. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Anything for you… Master…” 
 
    Tina pressed herself more into his front and Ast’s hands slid to her thighs to support them. Her arms moved up and above her shoulders, and she took a hold of his head just behind her. That motion showcased Tina’s slender neck with an enticing arch and Asterios started softly kissing it. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Ahhhhhh… I love you…” Tina confessed cordially as she increased the pace with his help. “It’s still so gentle… But so mighty too…” 
 
    “I love you, too. I love everything about you, Tina. I love how you are trying to go out of your way for me. Please, let me show it at least a little,” he answered with an affectionate tone. 
 
    “Ahhhhh! Ahhhhhh! Ast! Mhmmmmmm! Mhhhhm!” 
 
    Tina’s moans increased in volume as one of Ast’s hands snaked its way down her tummy and his fingers tickled her hidden clit, now slightly more revealed thanks to his member spreading her lovely pussy wide. She dropped the pretense completely and let herself feel really good alongside her beloved. 
 
    “Ast! Ahhhh! I’m almost! Ahhhhh! Please!” 
 
    He knew exactly what she pleaded for and he wouldn’t have it any other way either. Their joint movements grew even more intense while still retaining an aura of care and gentleness, and after circling his finger over Tina’s shy nub once more, he brought both his hands to her fair bust and began lovingly kneading it again. 
 
    Her own hands moved to his neck and held onto it firmly. Using the leverage, Tina kept dropping her hips onto his, spearing herself onto Ast’s cock repeatedly. She panted and moaned into the ceiling as he nibbled on her neck with his supple lips. Feeling himself getting close too, Asterios softly rolled Tina’s nipples between his fingers. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhnnnnnnnn! Aaaaaaaasssst!” 
 
    Her snug pussy constricted around his member as Tina shoved herself down one last time. A little bit of love nectar spurted out of her parted slit as they exploded together, bringing him to his peak with the comfortable convulsions of her soft insides too. Asterios grunted as his hot seed filled Tina’s depths during her climaxing moan. He bucked his hips up a few times to fill her up to the brim. 
 
    Tina trembled for a short while after their respective highs so he held her dearly around her waist as she shivered faintly with her knees banged together. It soon passed and she rested against him while breathing heavily as Asterios still rained pecks on her arched neck. 
 
    “So hot… So full… Thank yo—oh no…” 
 
    Meeting Ast’s gaze after she turned her face to match his, her eyes suddenly widened. His brows furrowed momentarily but seeing where Tina looked next, he could only chuckle softly. She brushed her palm over her underbelly and sighed in relief, noticing a crimson symbol glowing there. 
 
    “When did you place it?” she asked with a note of curiosity and appreciation in her azure eyes. 
 
    “When you first sat down next to me. I figured out it wasn’t yet the time.” 
 
    Tina smiled at him beautifully and placed a loving kiss on Ast’s lips. “Thank you. One day. When we both are ready. I think we should first make our new home into a proper one. But before that…” 
 
    Raising one brow at her, Asterios followed Tina’s gaze ahead of them. 
 
    “You can come in now.” 
 
    Two crimson gates arose from the floor and two ladies stepped out of them. Miria and Selene extended a hand each and Tina slowly pulled herself off Ast’s member with their help, standing up to join the two completely naked women too. Traces of their love juices left trails over their thighs and Asterios had a feeling that they might have watched everything through the bond they all shared. 
 
    Supported by her sister-mates on both sides, Tina smiled at Asterios timidly with a visible blush. A little bit of his white cream escaped her now closed again girly mound but she tried to ignore it. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me share this moment with Asterios alone but I would hate to prevent you from embracing him too due to how considerate you are,” she said, exchanging looks with both women and then turning to Asterios. “So, could you please love them too while I rest a little?” 
 
    He smiled at her warmly and stood up, walking to the trio.  
 
    Hugging Tina dearly, he kissed her on the lips. “As you said earlier, anything for you. All of you.” 
 
    Asterios swiped Tina off her feet in one swift motion and took her into his arms. He walked to the bed and stepped onto the mattress with ease. The canopies were high enough for a person to stand straight and still have quite some leeway above their head. Bringing Tina to the middle of the giant bed, he gently placed her on a pillow and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Taking a few steps back and turning around, he faced his two other mates who still stood where they had. Miria was rocking on her heels from anticipation while Selene tried to remain composed but he noticed her eyes boring into his waist. 
 
    “Come.” Asterios extended his hand forward and smiled at them. 
 
    Miria instantly sprang ahead and lunged at him. She smashed into his chest before he could react and they fell onto the comfy bedding, laughing and giggling together. Wrapping all her limbs around him, she started licking his neck and face. 
 
    “Masteeeeeeeeeeeeeer…” Miria purred. “I need you inside… That was too much… I couldn’t watch any longer…” 
 
    He chuckled and glanced at Selene, who had made her way to their side and sat on her knees. 
 
    “Would you mind if I took care of my first mate first?” he asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest, my Lord. It’s Miria’s privilege. I’ll wait for my turn while tending to our sister-mate there,” she replied with a wink. 
 
    He thanked her with a nod and firmly grabbed Miria’s tender butt. Taking careful aim, he thrust his hips up and drove his cock into her leaking pussy in one go. Miria gasped and squealed in delight, arching her back. 
 
    Asterios knew she wouldn’t enjoy playing around, especially after peeking at them going at it very slow in her eyes. He immediately began pistoning through her soft tunnel without holding back. She was perfectly ready to receive her desired rough affection.  
 
    Just to make sure he could perform well, he filled his body with more scorching hot mana, materializing a few crimson scales over his skin, which captivated Miria even more. She sat up and tried keeping herself steady as her body flailed around from Ast’s intense pounding. 
 
    “Nyaaaah! Nyaa! Nyaaaa! Yesssss! Like that, Master! Nyaaah! Nyaaahnn Ravage me!” 
 
    Seeing that she had trouble grasping the sheets to stabilize herself, tearing whatever she grabbed into shreds, Asterios thrust up as strong as he could and rolled them around. Miria yelped in surprise and landed on her back with her legs spread against his abdomen. He plunged into her as deep as he could and hammered her toned figure into the bouncy mattress. 
 
    “Yessssss! Harder, Master! I love it! Nyaaahhh! Nyahhhh! Love me like a true Pantherkin!” 
 
    He then hissed quietly as something suddenly scraped over his back. The perpetrator was obvious as Miria embraced him tightly, pulling him more into her yearning pussy. Her sharp nails raked down his back again and he let out a low growl, bringing more scales out. 
 
    Miria’s eyes shot wide open and she bit on her lower lip, trembling a little. Her face became even more enamored as he growled at her. He felt her tighten on him, reaching a small orgasm just from that sound. More crimson plates surfaced, now around his neck. 
 
    “Master! Master! Nyahhh! Nyahhh! Give it to me, please!” Miria begged desperately. “Fill me up like a True Dragon!” 
 
    As Miria’s snug passage began quivering after her call, Asterios leaned forward and closed his teeth as gently as he could over her soft ear, pushing himself into his cheerful feline mate with all his strength. Miria screamed in ecstasy as shivers overcame her alongside Ast’s hot milky white seed. He pumped into her until there was no more. 
 
    Miria’s eyes skipped up and she reached out. Asterios was a little confused but soon felt her soft, cushiony fingers stroke something that made him feel really good. A  quick shiver passed through his spine as he noticed in the reflection of Miria’s black eyes that his orgasm had brought his vertical, draconic horns out. 
 
    She would most likely remain in a slight daze just looking and caressing them, but someone’s shadow dropped onto their figures and captured her attention. Selene stood next to her with a soft smile, and Miria giggled at her adorably. 
 
    Pulling Asterios into a sweet kiss, she wiggled herself from under him and crawled away to accompany Tina while Selene enjoyed her time with their beloved. He chuckled softly while looking at her figure with a glowing heart over her navel and noticed that quite a lot of her skin had turned into black fur. It must have happened during the moment, similar to his transformation. 
 
    Leaving pondering over how much of her bloodline had Miria brought out for later, he sat up and glanced at the fox lady patiently waiting for him with a delicate smile. Ending up with his face at the level of her alluringly glistening lower lips, Asterios caught an accidental whiff of Selene’s very aroused scent and it reignited something in him again. 
 
    Locking his eyes on the fragrant and very inviting slit, he slowly moved closer and placed his hands on Selene’s shins. She watched him run his palms up to her thighs with a delicate brush and just that caused her to sigh softly. Soon, they closed onto her navel and the lips of her precious place. Asterios parted the warm curtains gently and placed a sucky kiss on the pink of her pussy. 
 
    Selene shivered with a gasp, and her hands shot forward. Asterios growled into her humid entrance when her fingers wrapped themselves around his horns for added balance. The vibrations tickled her insides, causing the fox lady’s legs to give up a bit. 
 
    “Oh, my… My Lord… Mmmmmmm…” she cooed sweetly. 
 
    “You taste magnificent, Selene…” he replied into her. 
 
    “I’m all yours to eat up, my Lord… Ohhhhh…” 
 
    Her hands grabbed his horns stronger as Asterios began lapping his tongue all around her labia. She watched him pursue her pleasure from above, sighing and moaning in bliss. He pleased every little part of her spread flower, unhurriedly brushing against her sensitive flesh with his lips and tongue. 
 
    But, that couldn’t last forever and Asterios finally pierced her entrance to trace his hot muscle all over her inner channel too. Selene let out a prolonged hum followed by a heavy sigh. She loved it but really wanted him to take her already. Asterios always woke up something in her core, a deep yearning to be filled up with his love. 
 
    “My Lord… Please… No longer…” she pleaded hopefully. “I want to feel you…” 
 
    Asterios stopped his caresses with one more peck on her dripping mound and stood up. They placed their hands on each other’s hips and stepped closer, joining their lips in a tender kiss. Selene began swaying her waist back and forth as her heated slit rubbed over his length, covering him in her love juices. 
 
    “Here I go then, Selene,” he whispered and she nodded back. 
 
    With a little help of his fingers, Asterios slipped into the fox’s hole. She hummed into his face with a dazzling smile. The exquisite, white-haired lady rained kisses on his mouth until she felt him all inside. He gripped her soft bottom firmly, and their bodies began slapping against each other as they moved back and forth together. 
 
    “Mhmmmm… Mmmmmm… You complete me so well, my Soul Mate…” Selene gazed deep into his crimson eyes. “It’s like we’ve really been born for each other...” 
 
    “Considering who your ancestor is, and who my father is, I could believe it might not be that far off,” Asterios replied with a smile. 
 
    She chuckled lightly and rested against his chest, letting him make love to her affectionately. His words were true. If Princess Kaguya had taken a True Dragon as her Soul Mate, it wouldn’t be that surprising for her, also a Spiritual Fox of the Moonborn bloodline, to be a suitable match for him, also a powerful True Dragon of the Crimson bloodline if something like that existed. 
 
    “My Lord… Ahmmm… Ahnnnn…” 
 
    Wet sounds of flesh slapping against flesh filled the room as Selene arrived closer to her peak. Ast’s earlier caresses had brought her quite far already and she was quickly approaching her climax. He moved his hands to the base of her single tail and began brushing his fingers through the heavenly fluff. 
 
    “Ohhhh… Ohhhhh… Ohhhhhhhh!” 
 
    After a few strokes, Selene shivered and stood on her tiptoes. She moaned alluringly right into Ast’s face while staring deep into his eyes. Suddenly, five more tails materialized behind her back and danced joyfully with a beautiful sheen to them. Selene’s irises turned glowing white as she entered her Awakening. 
 
    Asterios held her close until she finished and they shared a few deep kisses. Her ears twitched once, then twice, and then again, making her break the kiss with an annoyed huff. Receiving a concerned gaze from her master, she smiled warmly and took a peek over her shoulder, irritated by the weird itching somewhere on her back. 
 
    Her eyes widened involuntarily and she let out a loud gasp. Asterios looked behind her too and spotted a shimmering, translucent shape next to the existing tails. Selene hastily turned her face to him with her wide eyes. 
 
    “Plea—” 
 
    Before she had a chance to speak, Ast’s lips crashed into hers, and he invited her tongue for a wild dance. She yelped quietly as she felt their bodies falling then soon moaned strongly into his mouth as Ast’s cock buried itself deep inside her tight tunnel. He had brought them down into a lotus position, starting to thrust into her with fierceness and love. 
 
    “My Lord! Ahnnnn! Ahhhhnnn! Please! Your essence! Ahnnnn! Your Mana! Your seeeeeeeed! Ahhhhh! Give it all to meeeeee!” she pleaded, knowing well that he knew too. 
 
    She hugged him tightly, pressing her impressive breasts into his chest, and wrapped her arms around him over his shoulders. As Asterios pounded her love hole relentlessly, she noticed that his tail and wings had come out too. She reached out to stroke the draconic appendages, evoking scary but very alluring growls from him. 
 
    Asterios kept dropping her pussy onto his cock without holding back. He wanted to give Selene what she deserved, help her advance again, and if his seed was going to aid her, he would expend every last bit of it to make her depths overflooded with it. Reaching into his scorching core, he led that energy straight into his hard member. 
 
    Selene gasped fervently as she felt him heat up inside her. The pleasant hotness warmed her insides more than she believed was possible. The hotter her leaking pussy grew, the more sensitive it became, and she could feel the brimming essence already flowing into her through the tightening channel even without Asterios cumming in it. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Fill me up, my Lord! Push me past all boundaries! Ahhh! So I can serve you even better! Ahnnn! Ahhhh!” 
 
    “Then take it all!” Asterios growled and everyone could feel a blast of his powerful aura as he roared into the air. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
    A powerful orgasm overcame Selene as he burst inside her. All her senses were assaulted with his might and aura. She felt his vitality fill every corner of her tight passage, as much as to leak from between her lower lips clutching onto his twitching member. She actually howled alongside his roar until they both were done. 
 
    Asterios gasped for air, a little light-headed, and felt a pulse of spiritual energy, but it didn’t come from him. Selene closed her eyes and immediately steadied her breathing. With a faint, white glimmer all over her skin, she suddenly floated off him while crossing her legs under herself and extending her arms in a meditative pose. 
 
    Everyone watched as she hovered in the air above the mattress with an aura of tranquility and calmness. It looked enchanting and mesmerizing, although the faint trail of white liquid dripping from between Selene’s legs made it feel a little bit awkward. They expected to see her seventh tail form just like in the past, but something much more stunning happened and they quickly forgot that small detail. 
 
    All the tails except for the main one disappeared and a silvery circle with an empty center and thin edge showed up behind the fox lady’s back. A small, curved crescent illuminated itself by the right edge on the inside, the left one if they looked at it from her perspective. 
 
    Then, one by one, Selene’s tails materialized again behind her back, each one lighting up another partition of the weird circle. It stopped at six for a brief moment, with the shinning shape filled perfectly in half, and with another spiritual pulse, one more segment joined it, pushing past that invisible boundary. The seventh tail fully consolidated itself amongst all the fluffy clouds. 
 
    They thought that would be all, but slowly, gradually, one more tail formed and another piece of the circle filled it up while blinking unhurriedly into existence. About two-thirds of the shape was covered with a white radiance, shining at everyone softly. 
 
    With one more spiritual wave, the weird plate began fading back, and soon, Selene floated down with eight bushy tails delicately swaying behind her back. Asterios quickly moved closer and let her land in his lap. 
 
    After everything returned to normal, she let out a long sigh and opened her white eyes, which were filled with unexplainable grace. The patterns on her arms and legs had grown to reach her torso and even neck, sneaking onto her cheeks and shimmering very faintly. Selene’s neutral expression was soon replaced by a loving smile as she stared at Asterios and she placed a light kiss on his lips. 
 
    “Now, this is what I call a good transfer,” she chuckled charmingly with an impish smile as her beautiful voice tickled everyone's ears. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
Everyone Gather Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios, Miria, and Tina stared at the figure of their friend in awe. Eight magnificent tails swayed behind Selene’s slender back. Bits of the patterns covering her arms and legs extended onto it a little and glowed delicately. The two girls scooted closer to the other duo, and everyone surrounded the fox lady who was shining with impressive might. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Asterios asked as he reached out to brush Selene’s cheek while adoring her dazzling smile. 
 
    “Brimming with power, in simple words.” She let out a soft chuckle. “I feel like I have pushed past something… significant. Everything seems different than before, like I have been… reborn.” 
 
    Miria hugged Asterios from behind and poked her face over his shoulder with a big grin. 
 
    “You have eight tails now! That’s one step away from becoming a goddess! It’s so amazing!” 
 
    Selene smiled softly while taking a peek at the fluffiness swishing behind her. “I don’t think I feel like a goddess or anything near one. That would mean I’ve reached the pinnacle, and yet there’s still so much room to grow. At least, that’s what my senses are telling me.” 
 
    “But, you are now more powerful than Princess Kaguya, no? She’s always been mentioned with seven tails and you have eight! Nine was the number of tails the Fox Goddess had!” 
 
    Ast’s fingers moved to the excited panthergirl’s ear and he started caressing it with a warm smile, enjoying his mate’s elated mood. Miria blushed faintly and purred lovingly, rubbing her cheek into his neck, which was still covered in sporadic scales. In fact, Ast’s tail brushed against her precious place as she sat behind him, but she welcomed the pleasant sensation for as long as he didn’t mind her getting a little frisky with his body parts. 
 
    “While it is true that Kaguya is said to have reached seven, we don’t know how up-to-date that information is. If Master’s father had the same effect on his mates, she might as well be leagues ahead of me,” Selene curbed Miria’s expectations a little bit. “We didn’t see how many tails she had in any of the memories, did we?” 
 
    “She’s usually showed up with just one, although there was one instance with her bringing up seven before taking off,” Asterios replied after taking a moment to think. “But also, I’m pretty sure she didn’t have the help of external spiritual circuits like you do. They seemed to have been researching them but I spotted nothing of sorts on either of them during the flashbacks.” 
 
    “And they look to be growing with you,” Tina added, gently grazing one of the patterns with her fingers. “I’ve heard about these, but I’m pretty sure they aren’t supposed to increase in size like this.” 
 
    “Who knows? Just like we thought that it was impossible to contract humanoid races, there might still be many mysteries waiting for us to discover or solve. If Selene’s ancestor really was a powerful entity revered like a goddess, it wouldn’t be that surprising for her to display some norm-shattering behavior,” Asterios shared his thoughts. 
 
    “And there was this beautiful shape.” Miria made a circle with her hands in front of everyone. “It must have been important, right? It felt so eerie and mystical. And the pulses of spiritual energy were so strong.” 
 
    “It most certainly has been a representation of the moon,” Tina commented and Asterios nodded to her words. “It slowly filled in like the changing moon phases and paused briefly at the half. Then, the big pulse happened and Selene gained a tail with another piece lighting up. And another later. I think it means something.” 
 
    “According to simple math, when half is six, then full is twelve. That’s like three more than what your legends mention, right?” Asterios glanced at the fox lady. 
 
    “That is true. Nothing speaks of the phenomenon we just experienced, though. It happened for the first time for me, and you were there for many of my advancements. I wonder if Kaguya also saw it for her seventh one? It felt like I stepped through something at that moment,” Selene pondered out loud. 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled with joy. “Are you going to become stronger than the Fox Goddess?”  
 
    Her vulpine sister-mate chuckled gently. “Maybe we don’t know a lot about her just like with Princess Kaguya. She could have had more. Perhaps we should visit Lerisse and see if she knows anything about any of this.” 
 
    “You just want to see her reaction to your new stage, don’t you?” Asterios asked with a soft smile and Selene hid a tiny grin behind her ladylike hand. “It’s been some time since we’ve seen each other so I guess we could make a little trip, take Tina with us too, and perhaps Bryn would like to visit another realm.” 
 
    The blue-haired girl blushed a little and nodded with a faint smile. She grazed the collar around her neck with her fingers for a moment then started slowly unpinning the clasp.  
 
    Miria tilted her head at Tina. “Why are you taking it off?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled a little and pecked her cheek, signaling his snuggly mate to let go of him for a moment. “You need to understand that not everyone is comfortable wearing collars or chokers in public, Miria. What Tina did earlier was very surprising as I didn’t expect her to go that far since she is a human with a noble upbringing nevertheless.” 
 
    He moved over to Tina and Miria took a sharp breath as his tail slid out from under her, tickling her sensitive parts, which made Selene grin at her slyly. Arriving by Tina’s side, Asterios helped her with the collar and they shared a slow, loving kiss while tenderly brushing each other’s sides. 
 
    “I… wanted to act like your proper familiar… for a moment... since I’m now one too…” Tina admitted with a rosy blush over her fair cheeks. “Did I do well?” 
 
    “You were great and I loved every second of it even though you didn’t have to since you are you,” Asterios replied and showered her in more gentle pecks. “At the same time, don’t feel shy about it. It was fun. We can keep it as our little secret.” 
 
    She smiled at him beautifully and pushed herself into Ast’s embrace, sighing blissfully. Miria and Selene soon joined them as Ast’s draconic features gradually faded within crimson flames and they entered a warm, group hug. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get some rest.” Asterios finally broke the pleasant silence. “We have a lot of things to do and I’m sure everyone is tired after the celebration.” 
 
    A little yawn escaped Miria’s lips at that exact moment and the other girls chuckled together. They crawled closer to the headboard as one mass of bodies and snuggled into each other. Tina remained in Ast’s embrace as he hugged her from the front while Miria nuzzled her face into his back and Selene spooned their blue-haired sister-mate. Everyone shared one more goodnight kiss and they soon drifted off. 
 
    In the morning, a light knock on the door to their chamber woke Asterios up. He opened his eyes and found himself still in the middle of all his current mates. Tina shifted a little but didn’t have any intentions of leaving his warm embrace so he turned his head towards the entrance without disturbing any of the girls. 
 
    “Good morning, My Lord, My Lady. My name is Yumi and I was chosen to be your personal maid. May I come in?” A cute, feminine voice reached his ears from the other side, slightly muffled by the wood. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Asterios answered and gently escaped Tina’s hold to sit up. 
 
    She grumbled a little with a frown but it was quickly replaced by a nice smile as he lovingly stroked her cheek and pulled the covers more onto her. Tucking the sheets around his sweet lover to cover the shy girl from anyone’s sight, he refocused on the door. 
 
    A short elf woman in a maid uniform with a short skirt walked inside. She was around Tina’s height, had straight, brown, waist-long hair, and orange eyes which perfectly suited her adorable face covered in light freckles. A bundle of white fabrics resting on her forearms extended forward. 
 
    Closing the door with her heel, she paused briefly then took a glance at the bed. A slight flush surfaced on her plump cheeks after she noticed Ast's naked torso. Her eyes quickly darted up to his face, and she smiled timidly. 
 
    “Is it okay for me... to look?” she asked with a note of uncertainty. 
 
    Asterios raised a brow at her. “Why wouldn’t it be? As long as you are comfortable, of course.” 
 
    She shook her head adorably. “No, I don’t mind, My Lord. I’m your personal maid to help with anything you would need. I just had to ask to make sure that I’m not overstepping my boundaries since I don’t know much about your person yet and if you are fine being seen without clothes.” 
 
    Miria yawned softly and brought herself up too, uncovering her fair bust in the process. She hugged Asterios from the side while resting her chin on his shoulder and opening one eye at the cute maid. 
 
    “Master surely doesn’t mind. What are those?” 
 
    Yumi’s gaze wandered over Miria’s figure for a second before jumping back to Ast’s face. He guessed her question and nodded, reassuring their new maid that it was alright. Their elf caretaker slowly walked closer to the edge of the bed and placed her delivery on the sheets. 
 
    “I brought you bathrobes, Mistress. We have finished preparing the morning bath for you and I figured out that you would like something to cover yourselves with while walking there. Breakfast should be ready in about fifteen minutes too. Would you like me to ask a few maids to tend to you in the bath or do you prefer bathing alone?” 
 
    Selene raised herself up too and hugged Ast’s other side. “We will wash our master ourselves, thank you. Unless he would like the additional company, of course.” 
 
    Asterios fluffed her ears a little to bring that sly smirk down from her lips and chuckled softly. “Thank you, Yumi. We’ll be fine on our own. I appreciate the offer and I hope it’s alright to decline. I don’t know much about living as a lord yet.” 
 
    The maid shook her head once more with a warm smile. “I’m only suggesting things, My Lord. Feel free to instruct me on what you would like and what not. Our previous master has always been bathed by the maids but it was per his own request. In case you would need a hand but wouldn’t want to call for multiple servants, I will be always there to assist you as your personal maid.” 
 
    She then reached into one of her inner pockets and brought out a small bell on a stick, placing it on the nightstand. 
 
    “Please, use this whenever you wish to call for me. It’s a small magical trinket. I will hear the sound anywhere in the castle, and possibly in the town too, being aware of your general location during its use. It is my priority to be of service to you, My Lord, so don’t hesitate to ring it often as my duties are scheduled in a way that I will always find time for you no matter the hour.” 
 
    Yumi then made a polite bow toward them, trying not to stare at her new master and his women too much. 
 
    “Of course, any of the mistresses may do the same. Unless My Lord states otherwise. I’ll head to you as fast as I can, no matter what I’m doing. I apologize in advance if I show up in casual clothes or pajamas during the night as we are usually allowed to leave our uniforms aside during rest time, and I wouldn’t want to make you wait. Unless My Lord plans to introduce any changes to the previous rules.” 
 
    Asterios quickly waved his hand in a dismissive manner. “No, no, I don’t. As long as there are no complaints about anything, I think it’s best to leave things as they are. On that note, I want to ask you to be honest with me, Yumi. Since you are my personal maid, I would like you to speak openly without worrying about offending me with your thoughts. If you have anything to say about the current state of any matters, go on. That said, I want to ask, did you volunteer, or were you forcefully assigned?” 
 
    The pretty elf girl went through his words in her mind a few times to make sure she didn’t misinterpret anything and everyone could see her thinking about it heavily. Then, Yumi bowed once more with a kind smile. 
 
    “As you wish, My Lord. You don’t need to worry about me. I have been picked among the willing candidates. We received a general briefing to learn a little about you and anyone could decline. If I were to be honest, the competition to become your personal maid was extremely fierce and many girls yearned for that position. I’m very grateful for this opportunity.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you again. I guess we should take that bath if it’s already prepared.” Asterios raised his hand to stop Yumi from interrupting him, guessing that she would say something about it being of no matter if things were ready or not. 
 
    She nodded obediently and picked one of the bathrobes from the pile, unfolding it and holding it up in front of herself. Asterios, Miria, and Selene stared at her for a moment and the pretty elf stared back until her eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “Ah. I’m so sorry. Should I leave the room and wait outside for everyone to dress themselves?” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly and started walking toward her. Sliding off the bed, she turned around and spread her arms, letting Yumi put the bathrobe on her. The skillful maid quickly wrapped the fox lady’s body in the pleasant material then moved to the front to firmly tie up the belt, receiving an appreciative nod in response. 
 
    Miria’s eyes sparkled and she quickly followed her vulpine sister-mate. She never had any servants tend to her like the former High Priestess had and it looked so fun. Yumi did the same to her while the panthergirl kept turning her head all around and watching her movements, bringing a small smile to the young elf’s lips. 
 
    Asterios glanced down at the last girl remaining by his side and Tina met his gaze with a rosy flush. He leaned down to peck her cheek and started tucking the sheets tighter around her body, assuming that she was too embarrassed to show up naked in front of a stranger, but Tina actually surprised him again and sat up with the help of his hand. 
 
    She slowly joined the dressed duo and was soon wearing a matching bathrobe too. He chuckled lightly. He should have guessed that she would be fine considering that her family did hire a bunch of servants. 
 
    Asterios considered materializing some clothes with his aura to spare Yumi from the unnecessary sights but shook his head with a wry smile after noticing Selene’s teasing smirk. The girls had played right into her little act. It would be rude for him to refuse right now. 
 
    So, he pushed the covers away and walked on his knees to the edge of the bed, choosing that instead of standing up not to tower over the girls. A much more fervent blush covered Yumi’s cheeks but she professionally took care of him too, neatly wrapping Asterios up in the bathrobe, doing her best not to stare too much but unable to sneak a few glances at his pleasant-to-the-eye body. 
 
    Then, they were led to the baths and Yumi bowed politely, leaving them alone and reminding everyone that she was still outside in case they needed anything. Asterios and the girls marveled over the beautiful chamber with warm, pale tiles. Every single wall was covered by a mural depicting multiple bathing ladies. They didn’t spot a single man in the pictures so it was pretty obvious for whose pleasure the paintings had been made. 
 
    Selene tried to sneak off and request Yumi’s help without anyone’s knowledge to tease their new friend a little but Asterios noticed her attempt early and punished his frivolous companion with fierce tail washing which reduced the composed lady into an incoherent mess. 
 
    After finishing, they dried themselves up and their elf maid brought them back to their sleeping chambers, asking what they would like to wear. Asterios surprised her by literally creating his clothes in front of her eyes while the girls jumped together into Selene’s gate and soon came back dressed up in their usual attire. Yumi looked a little disheartened that she didn’t get to assist them but they cheered her up together, promising the cute maid that they would go through the available outfits with her later. 
 
    They moved together to the dining hall and found the table fully set with a myriad of aromatic dishes. It didn’t look like the cooks had gone overboard with an unnecessary amount of food, but there was clearly a bit more than they could eat. Yumi and a few other maids helped them sit down and began swiftly walking around to pass them the desired dishes. Amongst the women, they could spot a few male butlers too. They mostly took care of drinks. 
 
    After getting their fill, everyone thanked the servants for the amazing feast and the table was cleaned up in a flash. Asterios decided to get to know the people after breakfast since he had mostly focused on sightseeing the castle the last time. Yumi agreed that it was a great idea and brought them to meet all of the staff. 
 
    That notion seemed to surprise a lot of people, especially the maids working in the cleaning sections of the castle, or the cooks. It looked like the previous lord hadn’t paid much attention to the men and women at the very end of the chain and Yumi confirmed that.  
 
    She also explained that a few of them had resigned after the death of the previous lord, mostly those who might have had an affair with their master as he'd enjoyed playing with women. But, she made sure to emphasize that no one had been forced into anything and it wasn’t alright to do so with servants who weren’t comfortable with that kind of thing. 
 
    Asterios was glad to hear that and could feel himself liking the community of Glimmervale more and more. It really looked like it was run by the people, for the people. The lord, the governor, wasn’t above the law just as the king had said. 
 
    He also noticed the subtle glances some maids were shooting at him while they passed each other and he received their polite greetings. Yumi honestly revealed that she had already been questioned by many since everyone was curious about her first impression of their new master and had told them that he seemed kind and understanding, plus everyone had heard that he was a quite handsome young man. Asterios easily guessed which category of servants they belonged to, including their personal maid, who also kept sending him small smiles. 
 
    Predicting the possible future, he prohibited Selene and Miria in advance—but mostly the former—from playing with and teasing the maids too much, so as not to let their expectations run too high. He had no intentions of acting like the previous lord while he had them by his side. A bath or two with some assistance could be fine if any of his companions wished for it, but there was no reason to go further. 
 
    After introducing everyone that she could think of, Yumi asked what they would like to do next. Asterios and the girls thought about it briefly, discussing amongst themselves if they should visit Lerisse or learn more about the town first. In the end, they decided to see if there was anything they could help with. 
 
    Their elf maid smiled at them beautifully and shook her head when they asked if the servants needed anything. She promised she would let them know as soon as anything came up. Additionally, she suggested taking them to the Town Hall where the members of the Committee spent most of their time, and they obliged. 
 
    She took them out of the castle, and they strolled through the morning streets of Glimmervale. People busied themselves with preparations for work or other duties but still exchanged warm greetings with them. It looked like Yumi knew a lot of people personally as she shared some brief pleasantries with almost everyone. 
 
    Soon, a tall stone building of cream color stood right in front of them. It resembled a small, rectangular villa and it was easily distinguishable from all the other more industrial or mercantile buildings all around it. Even without the signboard stating what it was, it emanated that governmental atmosphere. 
 
    Yumi guided them inside and to the third floor. They found a big meeting chamber there with a large, oval table in the middle covered with a myriad of books, notes, parchments, scrolls, and many other official-looking items. Six rooms with empty doorframes led out of it, each in one of the colors associated with the Committee representatives. 
 
    Shortly after their arrival, Ulyssen jogged out of his office followed by Danny and Esotvi from their own. 
 
    “Good morning, My Lord, My Lady. I’m glad to see you are well. We really hate to burden you on the very first day but we have just received a very important message and would like to request your opinion on the matter,” the elf man said after they all made a respectful bow. 
 
    “That’s alright. We came here to see if we could do anything for you. What’s the matter?” Asterios replied, raising a brow at them. 
 
    Esotvi stepped forward and Ast’s group glanced down at the dwarf girl. “Am I right to assume that you are associated with the famous Hestizo Household, My Lord?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I am. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “It seems that a big convoy is less than a day's travel away from Glimmervale and the head of the family is requesting permission to set up a base of operations in our town.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly while shaking his head. “Because of course, they are.” 
 
    Tina giggled. “They must have set everything in motion the day we told them.” 
 
    “Ah, My Lady, it also seems that Viscount and Viscountess Nobelle are amongst them and they requested a list of vacant mansions for their arrival,” Danny joined in, holding a piece of paper that clearly had an official wax seal of Tina’s family. 
 
    She paled in an instant and it was Ast’s turn to chuckle at her. “They really had, hadn’t they?” 
 
    “Regarding the aforementioned matter, My Lord, the Hestizo Household expressed their wish to move into the same property the Nobelle family would choose to settle in if there are no legal or administrative issues with that,” Esotvi added. 
 
    Ast’s expression matched Tina's when he imagined the two families living under one roof right next to them, and it was Miria and Selene who chuckled at the duo next. 
 
    “It looks like the fusion is going to take place sooner rather than later,” the fox lady commented with a smirk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
The First Counseling 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Looks like we won’t be able to catch even a small break after taking over.” Asterios rubbed his temples with a wry chuckle and glanced at the three Committee members. “Oh, well. We aren’t yet perfectly familiar with everything so we would appreciate your guidance.” 
 
    Ulyssen made a short bow. “But of course, My Lord. We will take care of everything ourselves. Formalities have to be kept, though, and we need to consult the more pressing matters with our overseer, meaning you. And, I personally think it’s only natural to bring up matters concerning your relatives.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’ll do our best to help wherever we can too.” Asterios nodded. “But, before we jump to the issues at hand, do you mind if I just bring one of my friends here? I think their insight and experience in such dealings could prove useful.” 
 
    “Please, go on, My Lord. If you trust them, we don’t have a reason not to. We’ll wait for your return and prepare for the meeting,” the elf man replied. 
 
    “It won’t take long,” Tina added with a smile, quickly realizing who Asterios meant. “We’ll help you with any documents or such in the meanwhile, right?” 
 
    Miria and Selene nodded and walked ahead alongside her after they all left a peck on Ast’s cheeks. With a warm smile, he waved at them and soon plunged into the floor, swallowed by a deep and ominous shadow. Umbra transported Asterios to the royal castle as fast as he could, and they soon resurfaced in front of the door leading to the king’s dining hall, taking just a few short minutes to get there. 
 
    Knowing well that both Silvia and Welrond were inside, Asterios lightly knocked on it. The king’s voice answered almost immediately and urged him inside. After he did so, the man spotted and recognized him in a flash. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, young man. Here to join us for breakfast? You are always welcome.” Welrond gestured at the fully set long table with a wide smile. 
 
    Asterios made a polite bow toward the man and his daughter before shaking his head lightly. “I appreciate the offer, Your Majesty, but we’ve already eaten not that long ago at our own castle. I apologize for intruding on your morning. I only wanted to ask if Silvia would like to accompany us today too. We might spend most of the time taking care of boring administrative matters and learning the ropes of managing a town, though.” 
 
    Welrond let out a soft grunt as he nodded and glanced at his daughter. “Well? What do you say?” 
 
    Silvia showed a faint smile and cleaned her soft lips with a stylish napkin. “I would love to join you, of course. I think I could offer some valuable guidance on the matter. I wasn’t able to provide much for the team recently.” 
 
    “That’s not true and you know it, Silvia.” Asterios waved his hand dismissively. “You’ve been a huge help all the time. Plus, it’s not like there’s some quota of usefulness or anything. You are or were part of the party so I didn’t want to leave you out of everything.” 
 
    “I’d like to think that I still am if that’s an option,” she answered as they glanced at each other. 
 
    “I’ll wait outside for you to finish, then.” 
 
    “There’s no need,” the king interrupted. “We were just finishing, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Silvia nodded and began standing up. “Let me just grab my uniform and we can go. Would you prefer to wait in the lounge or come with me so that we can move right away?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at her father and noticed the smirk on the man’s face. The king was clearly waiting for his answer. He considered picking the lounge but it felt like that would make him look as if he was trying to distance himself from the princess, which seemed unnecessary. 
 
    “Whichever you would prefer. I don’t mind following you if that’s alright.” He decided to give a more open answer. 
 
    “Alright. If you’ll excuse us now, Father.” Silvia glanced at the man, and he smiled back at her. 
 
    “Go on and have fun. If there are any issues in Glimmervale, just let me know, and we’ll see what can be done,” he said then took a big sip of what looked like tea. 
 
    “Hopefully, two big families moving in at the same time won’t cause too many of them.” Asterios chuckled as Silvia walked his way. “Thank you, Your Majesty. Please, enjoy the rest of your morning.” 
 
    He opened the door for the princess, receiving a gentle smile in response, then left after Silvia. As she led them through the castle hallways, they continued to walk in relative silence. Just as Silvia had mentioned, she wasn’t yet in her usual adventuring gear. She only had some casual clothes; a simple and comfortable white shirt on top and tight black pants as her bottoms. Her hair was tied up in a single ponytail. 
 
    Shortly before they reached her living chambers, a maid trotted to them from the side. “Princess! You are early! I haven't yet prepared your clothes! Please, give me just a moment!” 
 
    Silvia waved her hand at the woman. “It’s okay, Camille. I’m only getting my armor and we’ll be leaving. You don’t need to cut your break short. In fact, I don’t think I’ll be home early again so you can take it easy today.” 
 
    They reached the door, and Asterios held it open for her after making sure that it was alright and receiving a small nod of confirmation. The maid scanned his figure with squinted eyes while he could only smile wryly. It wasn’t hard to imagine that the princess didn’t have many male guests this close to her bedroom. 
 
    “Are you not coming in?” 
 
    Or inside as the woman’s eyes widened at her mistress’ casual question. 
 
    Asterios made a polite nod at the maid then joined Silvia, closing the door behind him. The sight of a spacious and beautiful chamber greeted him. Somehow, he could easily tell that it was Silvia’s. Crimson shades and dark mahogany dominated the palette of colors. But, the most striking feature was the number of bookcases and cabinets filled with texts, obviously. 
 
    Without a word, Silvia continued walking towards a big wardrobe and began unpinning her shirt. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather have me wait outside?” Asterios asked with a note of surprise. 
 
    She stopped her actions and glanced at him over her shoulder. “You’ve already seen all of me, haven’t you? Back there in the bath? What’s the point?” 
 
    “Well, sure, that’s true, but those were quite special circumstances. We are now in your personal chambers and you are still a beautiful noble lady who is going to change so I think it’s only proper to give you some privacy, no?” 
 
    A barely discernible tinge of rosiness tinted Silvia’s cheeks as they looked at each other. She glanced down at her shirt and pondered for a moment. 
 
    “I might need some help putting on the chestplate. Camille usually does it for me and I’ve already told her that she can return to her break. Unless that makes you uncomfortable, of course, then I apologize for dragging you in without considering your feelings.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a chuckle. “No, I’m fine. As weird as it sounds, I’ve got to see a lot of Miria, Selene, and Tina already, so it’s nothing much, really. Just let me know what I can do for you and it will be my pleasure to assist you.” 
 
    “The chestplate is in the wardrobe next to this one. You could take it out while I change if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    They nodded at each other and Silvia returned her attention to the buttons. Asterios reached her side just as she was done with the last one and slid the shirt off her shoulders, revealing her slim stomach and chest covered by a simple white bra. He tried not to stare too much and opened the mentioned wardrobe. 
 
    The armor he already knew so well was set on a cushion and he brought it out, examining the metal chestplate in more detail. To some extent, it felt like a shield without the part allowing someone to actually hold it. It was also lighter than he would have thought, but he knew from experience how tough it was. 
 
    As he admired the masterfully crafted piece of armor, Silvia jumped into the dark set of pants. He caught her removing her bra, so Asterios tactfully turned slightly more to the side until he heard the rustle of cloth brushing against her soft skin. She had pulled something akin to a protective corset with a bottom in the form of a long shirt over her head and was just fastening a few belts to make it cling tighter to her figure. 
 
    With that ready, Silvia grabbed her coat and put it on with a swish, turning towards Asterios. He knew it was his turn so he brought the armor closer to her chest while she guided his hands to the proper positions before taking the chestplate from him and holding it herself. Asterios quickly moved around to attach it to the coat wherever he saw what he figured out were mana-sensitive magnetic connections, and fastened the few belts going inside it around Silvia’s torso. 
 
    After he was done, she gave it a few strong tugs, spun around, made a few quick motions, and nodded to herself. 
 
    “Thank you, it’s perfect. I have my staff in the ring so we can go now.” She smiled faintly at Asterios. 
 
    “Great. Are you leaving your hair like that?” He pointed at her ponytail. 
 
    “Ah. Right. Would you mind?” 
 
    He shook his head and moved behind the princess, pulling out clips and pins which held her hairstyle in place. Silvia’s vibrant scarlet hair flowed down a moment later, creating a mesmerizing sight as the red strands swirled around the inner, orange ones. He combed through them gently to help them spread evenly then joined Silvia by her side. 
 
    “Thank you again.” She nodded politely while putting on her gloves. “I don’t think I forgot anything else, did I?” 
 
    “We will see soon, I guess.” Asterios chuckled and held out a hand toward her. 
 
    Silvia took it and they plunged into the darkness together. He held the princess’s hand the entire time they spent in the ominous nothingness to reassure her senses a little and she very much appreciated having an anchor for her thoughts and focus. 
 
    Soon, they emerged back in the circular meeting room. Danny was currently checking something on the round table and jumped a little when they showed up. 
 
    “Oh. Princess. How can we be of assistance to you today?” the human man asked with a respectful bow. 
 
    “I’m just accompanying Asterios, nothing more. Please, treat me as one of his party members,” she replied with a polite nod. 
 
    “That’s a quite unexpected friend you have brought in, My Lord.” Ulyssen chuckled as he walked into the chamber with the girls behind him. “Very well. Shall we get to it?” 
 
    Esotvi quickly jogged out of her office and joined them too. “I’m here! Now we can.” 
 
    “Are Merfinna, Ted, and Keenu not going to attend?” Asterios asked after moving his gaze over all the current participants. 
 
    “Merfinna personally checks the fields each morning so she won’t be here for another hour or two but I don’t think we need to bother her with our current predicament,” Danny replied. “Ted is most likely running drills in the garrison. Keenu’s input could be valuable but we should be fine with just us three. I’m not sure what he is up to today. He always finds something to do at some building.” 
 
    “We don’t really gather all at once unless there’s something really important or related to all our fields to discuss,” Ulyssen added. “And right now, our main topic revolves around trade, logistics, and administration so everyone important is already here.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Alright. So, to not waste your time unnecessarily, are there any problems with the requests we have received? Let’s start with housing since I think it’s the most important. Hestizos and Nobelles will need a place to stay first before the former can think about setting up shops or whatever.” 
 
    Danny leaned onto the round table and spread a bunch of document holders over its surface. “We have a few vacant mansions which they could rent or purchase, depending on their wishes. Unfortunately, they aren’t anything grand. Glimmervale is still a small town, and we didn’t build many of them as we haven't really expected noble families to suddenly show up unannounced so I hope that what we have will be up to their standards.” 
 
    Tina stepped forward and opened one of the leather folders. Silvia glanced at Asterios and he nodded at her. The princess soon joined the blue-haired girl and they checked the documents together. 
 
    “I don’t think my grandparents will be disappointed with anything, honestly,” Asterios commented in the meanwhile. “Knowing Mom, she will talk everyone into constructing their own mansion shortly after they establish a stable presence on the market.” 
 
    Miria giggled quietly. “I can see Miss Kindra doing that.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled too and scratched behind her adorable ear. “So, this might be way ahead, but we do have space for one more, right?” 
 
    Ulyssen rubbed his chin. “We’ll ask Keenu for details but I’m pretty sure that’s certain. He will gladly assist them in picking the spot and taking care of all the technicalities if it isn't. Danny?” 
 
    “Just as you said. I can think of a few fitting places that we could suggest. The earlier, the better actually, so that we can reserve the spot just to be safe that nothing else is raised there. Most are in the housing districts but I’m pretty sure there should be some in the mercantile ones too, right, Esotvi?” 
 
    The dwarf woman ran back to the table after she had snuck away during the talks and jumped onto a small stool to get a better angle on the flat surface. She slammed a sizable scroll onto it and unrolled the parchment, revealing a detailed administrative map of the parts of the town under her jurisdiction. 
 
    “Here, here, and… heeeeere—ugh… Thank you.” She pointed at two unobstructed spots in the schematics and couldn’t reach the last one so Ulyssen set a miniature flagpost there for her. “Depends on how much space they would need and if the noise from the main square would bother them. Right next to it is a sizable strip of greenery that isn’t anything special. No one would mind a beautiful mansion there. And the spot could sell for a great price considering the location. Uh, if that’s alright, of course.” 
 
    She sent Asterios an uncertain gaze and he chuckled. “I’m not going to abuse my newly gained position to get anyone anything half-free. Whatever they negotiate, it’s up to them. The more they pay, the better for us, right? But, let me warn you, not even kings can handle her. It won’t be easy to sell high.” 
 
    Esotvi grinned. “A challenge. I like those. We’ll see who comes out on top in the end. I just don’t want to end up on the bottom of the moat after I bleed the lord’s relatives dry.” 
 
    “As long as you play fair, you have nothing to worry about,” Asterios reassured her. “Well, more like legal, actually. I bet there are many ways to play unfair and my mother would clearly know them all.” 
 
    “I think I know which one my parents will take,” Tina finally said after raising her face from the documents. 
 
    Danny and Ulyssen peered at the folder she kept her hand on. 
 
    “Why exactly that one?” the former asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s the oldest one. It doesn’t mean that it’s in bad shape but it will clearly need renovations much sooner than the others.” 
 
    “Simple.” Tina giggled. “It’s the closest to the castle.” 
 
    Selene snickered softly. “Right. The moment either Miss Kindra or Lady Luna notices that detail, everything else won’t be of any importance.” 
 
    “The family heads might have different opinions and suggestions, no?” Ulyssen glanced at the girls. 
 
    A very quiet and ladylike giggle reached their ears, and they saw the princess with a gentle smile. 
 
    “I don’t think they have much say in that regard,” Silvia commented and everyone on Ast’s side chuckled openly too. 
 
    She had been there when Asterios and Tina announced taking over Glimmervale and knew as well as them who really held the reins in the Nobelle family. It wasn’t that hard to guess the situation in the Hestizo Household as Silvia had met Ast’s mom a few times and wasn’t unaware of her feats, which meant that his mother had to be a similarly great woman too. 
 
    The Committee members weren’t as knowledgeable so they could only stare at the laughing group with mild confusion and curiosity. No one felt like probing for more information on such powerful and well-known families, though. 
 
    “So, I guess there’s that.” Asterios glanced over the table. “What about Hestizos inserting themselves into the market here? That’s your field, right, Esotvi?” 
 
    The dwarf woman nodded and stood straight on her stool. “That depends purely on their intentions. I won’t tolerate any disruptions or undermining. That said, having the legendary merchant household settle down here could be a big thing for Glimmervale. What do you think about this situation, My Lord?” 
 
    “I know for sure that Mom and Grandparents are anything but greedy and egotistical. I’ve only taken a peek into their businesses but they all felt fair and respectable. Knowing her, she’s already coming up with ways to make the town thrive just because I own it now.” 
 
    Tina trotted to his side and took Ast’s hand into hers with a warm smile. “I can vouch for that. Miss Kindra offered us so many gifts and proposals of cooperation in their ventures after my parents gave us their blessings. She’s a good person, and a good merchant, of course. She can think of ways to profit herself without hurting others.” 
 
    Silvia joined their side. “You have my word too, and my father’s. He can’t stop praising Miss Kindra. She really made an impression on him during their negotiations. Even though from the perspective of an outsider it might look like she is one of those sly and conniving traders, she always keeps everyone’s good interest in mind.” 
 
    Esotvi swallowed her saliva loudly and paled a little. “T-The talk about kings wasn’t just like… proverbial?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Her current body count is two. Good luck.” 
 
    “We should pitch Miss Kindra against King Zegion next and see what happens!” Miria giggled adorably under Ast’s caresses. “He is quite different from the others!” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any deal we could reach with the ruler of the demons,” Selene commented with a smirk. 
 
    “I hope so. I would rather not ruin every single kingdom I visit.” Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. “Anyway, assuming that they would want to construct a warehouse or two, open up a shop or two, set up other things for business, and help the town grow, is there anything you would need from us?” 
 
    The dwarf woman quickly recollected herself and scratched her head. “If they really are so cooperative then I don’t think so. We should be able to handle this on our own. I will naturally report all the dealings to you, My Lord, as I always did. I feel like the upcoming weeks are going to be something.” 
 
    Ulyssen clasped his hands to catch everyone’s attention. “Alright. I think that’s all for the two major topics. Since they are going to reach us most likely today, we should get in touch with Keenu and let him know to examine and prepare the mansions before that happens.” 
 
    “We can deliver the message,” Tina suggested. “If there are no more pressing matters, there’s no real reason for us to take more of your time, and we need to familiarize ourselves with the town a little more anyway.” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    “If so, then we are grateful for your presence during this meeting, My Lord, My Lady, Princess. I hope you have a great day.” Ulyssen bowed and the other two followed suit. 
 
    After bidding farewell to the Committee, Asterios and the girls headed out. No one had any idea where Keenu could specifically be, so they decided just to walk around and ask the people. The members seemed very close to the townsfolk, so they figured someone should have seen the man. 
 
    After about half an hour, they finally were pointed in the right direction and found him near the farms with Merfinna. They inspected one of the barns together and talked to the farmers about expanding it. Asterios and the crew gave them a rundown of the meeting then went with Keenu to the mansion they were sure their parents would pick. 
 
    The man offered to prepare all of them just in case but they insisted on the one and he relented in the end. They inspected it together, gaining even more confidence in their prediction. The residence was a beautiful, three-story, U-shaped mansion with a small fountain in the front yard. It had more than enough space to house two small families. 
 
    Keenu shooed them away from the manual labor, telling everyone that his boys would take care of everything, so Asterios didn’t argue and they walked away back to the center of the town. 
 
    “So, what do we do now, Master?” Miria asked as she nibbled on a meat skewer Asterios had gotten for her. 
 
    “We have some time before they arrive. We could go around more and meet people or visit shops and such, or we could maybe help Grea move in already if you are up for boring moving boxes,” Asterios replied, glancing at Tina and Silvia specifically since he knew his familiars would do anything he asked. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea.” Tina smiled softly. “Where to?” 
 
    “The castle. Its dungeons, to be precise. I’ve seen plenty of space down there for their labs and workshops. It would be nice having them around at least for the time we’ll spend here.” 
 
    “I don’t mind helping out even though I’m not that strong physically,” Silvia added. “And I don’t think I can pass through your gates, right?” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We beastfolk will do the heavy lifting while you two arrange everything. I’m sure Bryn will be interested in joining too.” 
 
    A dark crimson gate rose from the ground and the Valkyrie walked into their realm with a dazzling smile. “With pleasure. I haven’t been of much help lately, spending a lot of time amongst my people. I can’t abuse our master’s kindness so much. I appreciate the consideration but you should call for me more no matter how small the request would seem.” 
 
    “Let’s get to it, then.” Asterios smiled back at her and nodded. “It shouldn’t take long with all of us present. Umbra?” 
 
    ~Ready whenever you are, Master.~ 
 
    Miria opened her own portal and all four girls walked through it, leaving only Asterios and Silvia back in his world. They joined their hands together again and headed back to Rosewind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
Practice Makes Perfect 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a long moment, Asterios and Silvia left the shadows and materialized inside Grea’s office. Umbra had checked if anyone was there not to scare their friends with his entrance and it seemed that the demon duo was most likely in the secret lab together. There was no real reason for him to force his way inside the sealed space. 
 
    With no one around, all the girls joined them by walking out of the crimson gate so that Grea didn’t catch Tina during the motion. There was no doubt that the peculiar but very observant researcher wouldn’t miss that detail and they hadn’t yet revealed everything to her. 
 
    Miria knocked on the trapdoor and the red-skinned demon woman soon came out to greet them. 
 
    “You are just in time! Assuming that you came for what I think you did.” Grea glanced at Asterios, and he nodded with a soft smile. “Great! We finished packing stuff last night and were just waiting while making sure that we didn’t miss anything. Come on in.” 
 
    She led them underground and everyone immediately froze at the sight of an almost uncountable number of boxes littering the ground. Some stacks reached as far as the ceiling allowed and the packages varied in size greatly. They could see through the doorless frames that other rooms were in a similar state. 
 
    “That’s… an awful lot of boxes,” Tina commented in awe. 
 
    “That's what happens when you are dealing with lots and lots of very delicate appliances and resources.” Grea winked at her. “I have full trust in the quality of your delivery services but it’s just safer to assure that nothing breaks with the slightest bump.” 
 
    “Plus, the majority of them hold all the books and scripts you have provided us with,” Radir joined in after walking out of one of the passages. “That’s like two vaults worth of knowledge, isn’t it?” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly with her slender hand over her lips. “Certainly true. I wonder if it will soon become three instead.” 
 
    “It might not be as useful as the previous ones though.” Miria scrunched her adorable face. “I don’t think we’ll keep finding magic research related to Summoning or Sealing Magic in any vaults we stumble on next if we follow the current pattern.” 
 
    Asterios lovingly brushed through her hair. “There’s no way to be sure about that but I agree. In any way, how are things going?” 
 
    “Slowly but surely I’m cracking it down.” Radir fixed his glasses. “Grea has been helping me out much more recently so I hope to present you with some valuable results soon, hopefully, unlocking more of your trapped memories.” 
 
    “And I feel a little lost right now.” Their ex-teacher put her hands on her hips and sighed. “It’s like I’m missing something, lacking a crucial detail holding everything together. No matter how much I try, I can’t seem to be able to track that thing down. I’m sure it would push my research ways ahead if only I managed to discover that sneaky fuck of a variable.” 
 
    “Letting your mind focus on a completely different thing like helping out your father is a great idea,” Silvia joined in. “I always found it useful for clearing your head of the problem and attaining a fresh perspective after returning to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s exactly what I’m doing.” Grea combed through her black hair. “Both cases can be helpful to Asterios so I don’t mind working on either.” 
 
    “And I have no words to describe how grateful I am for your efforts. You never had to aid me so deeply,” the person in question replied with a warm smile. 
 
    “Are you stupid? I would never reject the opportunity to study motherfucking Dragons even if you weren’t one of the overgrown lizards of annihilation and death.” Grea snickered to herself. “You were my favorite student by leaps and bounds. Sorry, Tina.” 
 
    The blue-haired Summoner girl giggled. “Damn. I really should have come to you earlier, Professor.” 
 
    They wrapped up their casual chatter and got to work. Tina assisted Grea with Silvia in directing the entire operation for obvious reasons. She lent Asterios and the others Hydran’s help since it wasn’t anything new for summons to pass through the gates of other familiars. The living water was very delicate and precise with the cargo, greatly surprising everyone. 
 
    Under their watchful gazes, Miria, Selene, Bryn, and Asterios jogged in and out of the portals leading into Selene’s mansion. They had checked if having multiple open wasn’t an issue and found no problems. It was definitely safer than jumping through a single corridor while carrying fragile goods. 
 
    Bit by bit, the underground lab was emptied out and Selene’s residence turned into a warehouse for a short while. It took them two-and-a-half hours to move everything. Fully finished, Radir began disabling the enchantments around the room and Asterios suggested transferring Grea and him in the meanwhile. 
 
    Seeing the trio of Ast’s women leaving through the gate, the quirky researcher tried to pass through it herself, saying that maybe something had changed after Asterios developed his draconic abilities more, but she bounced straight off the misty surface with a groan. Tina and Asterios shared a glance and smiled at each other softly before she was taken away by Umbra and moved out of their sight, where she could open her own gate. 
 
    Then, just as before, Silvia traveled with Asterios as he held her close to make it more bearable for the princess, and they showed back up in the castle, soon joined by Tina and the other girls. Umbra returned to grab Grea and Radir while they headed for the dungeons. 
 
    Miria suggested asking Yumi for help, and Asterios let her ring the bell to call for their personal maid. Not even two minutes passed before the pretty elf girl rushed to their side with a slightly ragged breath, quickly collecting herself. 
 
    “Thank you for calling me, My Lord, My Lady. How can I be of use to you?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “First of all, you could make sure to take your time getting to us. There’s no need to run for your life at our every call.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, My Lord. What if you have something importan—” 
 
    “Let’s do it like this, then,” Tina gently interrupted. “If it’s just one bell, it’s something small and you don’t need to sprint to us. If there’s more than one but they are spread out, we could use your help as soon as possible without having you completely drop what you are doing. And then, if it’s a lot of quick signals, it’s something critical.” 
 
    Yumi pondered Tina’s words for a moment and nodded. “I guess we could do that. Thank you for your concern. I’m very happy to hear that you think about me so deeply.” 
 
    “It’s only natural,” Asterios responded. “Now, secondly, feel free to use our names for convenience if it’s not something insensitive of me to ask for. We already know how much you respect us and it won’t seem any less if you address us more casually in private or amongst our peers.” 
 
    That gave their personal maid a longer thought but she nodded once more in the end. “I’ll try my best then. I might need a moment to get used to it, Lord Asterios. Oh. I did it again.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled softly and smiled at the blushing girl. “It’s alright. Baby steps. At least you fit my name there.” 
 
    “Was there anything else you have called me for… Miria?” Yumi glanced at the panthergirl holding the bell and tried her best not to call her Mistress. 
 
    “Yep! Master needs to choose a good place for our friends to move in. They are going to set up a laboratory and research center in the dungeons. Could you help us pick a nice spot?” 
 
    “But of course. It will be my pleasure. Please, follow me.” 
 
    They walked behind the maid as she led them underground. Yumi toured them through all the chambers once more, explaining much deeper about their previous role, their structure, best and worst uses in the current circumstances, and everything else she could remember. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find a net of adjacent rooms which felt just perfect for the demon duo even before Grea and Radir arrived by their side. A few minutes after they had chosen, Umbra brought the father and daughter in. Grea agreed that the place couldn’t be better and admitted that she loved the dark aesthetics. 
 
    While Asterios and the crew began transferring the boxes again, Yumi suggested going to fetch Keenu so that he could discuss customizing the chambers to the needs of their new residents and she received permission to head out. Grea was on cloud nine after learning that she would have a real construction expert at her service soon. 
 
    The Committee member joined them before they even finished and talked to the demons about their needs and wants. They were already done when Asterios and the rest wrapped up the moving and Keenu left to gather men for what he had to do. 
 
    The girls suggested helping with unpacking but Radir and Grea said that they would need to place everything in the correct spots by themselves anyway so there was no point in holding them down there to just watch and wait for occasional commands. They didn’t want to argue and left the area, with Yumi staying behind to assist the demon duo as per Ast’s request. 
 
    “What do we do now, Master?” Miria asked after they ended up strolling into the garden behind the castle. 
 
    “Not sure. We have some time before Mom and the rest arrive. Any suggestions?” 
 
    “We could visit Lerisse in the meanwhile, my Lord,” Selene replied. 
 
    “I guess we could, but…” He glanced at the princess. “I would hate to leave Silvia behind for who knows how long after I already invited her to join us.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me. I don’t mind hanging around the town while waiting for your return.” Silvia glanced back at him and showed a tiny smile. 
 
    “Oh, no, we certainly can’t do that.” Selene shook her head. “I can imagine how it would feel to get invited on a date with the person I enjoy spending my time with and then end up disregarded for hours just because they chose to do something else.” 
 
    “Except it isn’t really a date but yeah, something like that.” Asterios chuckled and exchanged glances with Silvia as they smiled at each other. “So, instead, we could perhaps practice a little. We do have a moment and quite some time has passed since the last time.” 
 
    “You mean with me?” Silvia asked with slightly raised brows. 
 
    “Yeah. We didn’t get into that many fights recently so I think we could have a little spar to check on our progress, and perhaps help it develop a little more. I did promise to assist you with that, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea, Ast,” Tina commented with a smile. “Personally, I’m very curious to see you in action, Silvia.” 
 
    “If you offer then I’ll oblige.” The princess nodded faintly. “Maybe we’ll be able to help each other this time too. I’ve been looking forward to sparring with you again after the exercises we went through together.” 
 
    “Let’s move to the training grounds, then.” 
 
    They left the garden and strolled towards the garrison inside the castle’s walls. A sizable field had been leveled there and reinforced with bright, sandy earth. Plenty of arenas of various sizes riddled the practice area. When they arrived, a small group of knights was training together near the buildings at the far end. 
 
    Asterios and his companions stopped in front of the biggest arena with its boundaries marked by lines of black paint on the desert ground. 
 
    “We might want to put some barrier up just in case a spell goes astray or something,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Bryn replied and summoned her staff. 
 
    She grabbed it with both hands and pointed it to the sky in front of her face. Closing her eyes, she began whispering words none of them could recognize. As she did, the cross at the top of the weapon glowed brighter with each second. 
 
    After about a minute, Bryn spun her staff a few times before returning it to its initial position and hitting the ground with its butt. The sound of a small, glass bell reverberated through the air, and two lines of glowing light flowed in opposite directions from the point of impact, following the painted border. 
 
    Soon, everything was covered up and the Valkyrie hit the ground once more. The lines flashed with more intensity, and golden, ethereal walls rose from the ground. They extended a few meters into the sky and a similar ceiling closed the secure box. 
 
    Bryn opened her eyes with a warm smile. “This should last for quite a bit. There’s no need to hold back. I’ll create an opening for you to enter whenever you’d like.” 
 
    Asterios and Silvia nodded at each other then went inside, leaving the others on the safe side. They walked to opposite ends and turned to face each other. With one more nod, they quickly began their preparations. 
 
    Silvia reached for her core while bringing her battle staff out. Additional plates of flaming armor materialized over her coat and a small diadem hovered over her head. She spun her weapon and grabbed it horizontally, moving her right hand from one end to another. A serpent of pure fire coiled around the black metal, and she took her position right after it was completed. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios let the scorching hot energy spread through his body without limiting it in any way. He felt his appearance change and all the already-known features soon showed up. They were going to go all out, and trying to force them in could possibly limit that. For his weapon, he chose to unsheathe the artifact sword hanging on his back and filled it with mana too. 
 
    As the two challengers assumed battle stances, the squad of knights who had been training further in the field came closer and stopped next to the women. The girls quickly recognized one of the men as Ted, the military specialist taking a seat on the Committee. 
 
    “I can’t believe I get the chance to see the princess in a fight. What is Lord Asterios doing, though? It looks equally fierce,” he asked, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Asterios is a Summoner, and just like me, he can borrow abilities from his familiars. He is currently enhancing his body by merging it with… a Fire Drake and a Wyvern of his which aren't accompanying us right now,” Tina explained to cover Ast since she wasn’t sure how much they were going to reveal to everyone. 
 
    “Bringing out something resistant against fire? Great choice. I can’t wait to see how it plays out.” 
 
    The girls chuckled together, knowing well which one of the two could actually need such resistance, and it certainly wasn’t Asterios. 
 
    Then, two echoing thuds traveled through the air and the figures inside the arena disappeared. A fraction of a second later, Asterios and Silvia showed up in the very middle to the accompaniment of a loud, metallic clang as their weapons clashed against each other. Some of the knights had already gasped at their speed and force, unaware that it was just a warm-up. 
 
    Inside the barrier, the two fire users glared at each other from up close. A wide grin could be spotted on Ast’s lips and Silvia’s mouth was slightly curved by a beautiful, excited smile. 
 
    “Care for a dance, Princess?” 
 
    “I hope you can keep up with me, Dragon.” 
 
    They chuckled together and Silvia’s eyes flashed. Asterios immediately broke the contact and an intense inferno surrounded the princess less than a second later. He brought his sword low and made a strong, diagonal slash upwards through the obstruction. 
 
    Contrary to his expectations, nothing blocked the path of his blade and the sliced flames revealed pure emptiness inside. He hastily looked up and found Silvia just exiting the swirling fire near the top of the orange tornado with seven javelins forming above her head, starting to plummet towards him alongside her. 
 
    Asterios focused his spiritual energy in his eyes and right hand, calling the sheath to his left. Pulling it to his hip, he hid the blade inside and fed the sword more mana. His expression turned serious as he lowered his stance, and his mind concentrated on the multiple targets in the air. 
 
    Silvia’s eyes widened when she felt powerful energy gathering in Asterios at an insane rate. She surrendered the control of the javelins to pure luck and instantly brought her staff to her front, aligning it with her body and clenching all her muscles. 
 
    The world seemed to suddenly turn completely silent for a second until an invasive, echoing clink tore through the air. Asterios unsheathed his blade and swung it horizontally faster than everyone’s eyes could follow. The sounds returned as a mighty arc of dark crimson flames shot toward Silvia and obliterated five of the incoming projectiles. 
 
    She groaned loudly as the raging line crashed into her staff and sent her flying to the back. Falling to the ground, she tumbled for a good while from the force of the impact and landed on her stomach. Quickly raising herself up to all fours, Silvia shook her head and glanced at Asterios. 
 
    One of the two remaining javelins had hit his shoulder, but the damage was minimal. Ast’s dark crimson coat was already regenerating the singed surface. He smiled at her and took another stance. Silvia answered with a grin and bolted forward before he had a chance for a follow-up to his previous attack. 
 
    She made a few quick hand signs to assist with the spell since she had no time to draw magic sigils with her staff. This pushed her body into a spinning motion as she lunged towards Asterios low near the ground. Fierce amber flames surrounded her and turned the princess into a human-sized drill of pure inferno which charged ahead horizontally. 
 
    Asterios managed to put his sword in front of him just moments before that drill slammed into him and groaned as the force began pushing him back. He set his foot hard on the ground and even used his tail to support his body. The heat crashing into him was intense but not completely unbearable. It was certainly irritating, though. 
 
    Before he could do anything, the rotations suddenly stopped. As his confusion grew, he saw Silvia shoving her staff into the ground as the flames were dissipating and she swept him off his feet with her leg.  
 
    Retaining the momentum, she spun around it like a pole dancer and landed a powerful drop kick right into Ast’s chest moments after she had tripped him. He was sent backward with a loud thud, bouncing off the ground a few times before coming to a stop. 
 
    Raising his head, he saw Silvia in the middle of preparations for a much bigger spell, dancing enchantingly with her staff as quickly as she could while shooting him glances to judge how much danger she was in. Instead of interrupting her, he decided to face whatever she was bringing head-on. 
 
    Just as he stood up proudly, the princess wrapped up her ritual. 
 
    “Drown my enemies in the ocean of purgatorial flames, Hellsea of Final Incineration!” she shouted, her voice shaking the air. 
 
    A complex, amber-colored array came to life right above Silvia’s head. In a blink, it extended as far as the side edges of the arena allowed. The battleground then roared with what sounded like an unstoppable force of water rolling forward at unimaginable speed. 
 
    Then, that water burst out of the formation. 
 
    Amber-colored flames surged forward and crashed into the ground in the form of a literal liquid. It was a sight as illogical as it could get, but magic often was subjected to its own laws. Asterios watched with a fascinated expression as crushing waves of relentless fire rushed at him with a loud noise. 
 
     Asterios had no time to admire Silvia’s magnificent creation. He shoved his sword into the ground and extended his right arm forward, bending his fingers into a claw grip. As he closed his eyes and focused his mana in his palm, he listened to the incoming sea of liquid flames. 
 
    Then, just moments before the ferocious waves crashed into him, he let out a mighty growl, and his eyes shot open. The fire slammed into a barrier of invisible force and flowed around Ast’s body, engulfing his surroundings with a loud humming noise. Fighting against the unforgiving inferno, he groaned and slowly rotated his wrist, bit by bit. 
 
    Reaching a full one-eighty, he growled again and closed his fingers into a fist. A powerful pulse of spiritual energy shot forward and cleared the way ahead straight to Silvia’s position. She heard and felt a strong tremor heading her way, and the force soon crashed into her from the front like a ferocious gust of scorching hot air. 
 
    Silvia’s eyes widened to the brim. A round tunnel had been created in the sea of flames between her and Asterios. The fire continued flowing around it unobstructed. Asterios lowered his arm and she stared at him in terror, watching how he began to slowly make his way towards her while she was locked in place by the spell. 
 
    As if to taunt her, Asterios extended his hand to the side and casually dipped his fingers in the fire outside of the protective corridor, mimicking the motion of playing with the surface of water. He scooped a bit of the liquid flames and let them pour out of his palm while smiling at her. 
 
    Silvia drew on her mana even further and put more effort into the spell, groaning from the struggle. The tunnel began narrowing, getting pushed in by the hellish flames, and she managed to force a small grin on her lips, scrunched from the strain. 
 
    But, Asterios just unhurriedly raised his arm and closed his fingers into a fist again. His draconic eyes glimmered with power and the corridor expanded even more as another unstoppable wave of force rolled through it and slammed into Silvia, causing her to yelp in surprise. 
 
    She groaned and just watched him come. It would take too long to recover after breaking the spell. She didn’t have a few seconds, not to mention ten. Asterios could easily reach her in that short span of time before she put her guard up. She might have underestimated him again. 
 
    He soon arrived in front of her and stopped, gazing deep into Silvia’s shining, amber eyes. She returned the gesture and stared into his ferocious, crimson irises. Knowing that it was the end, she canceled her technique and wobbled a little. 
 
    Asterios stepped closer and gently supported her with his own body as the flaming ocean gradually ran out of water. He held Silvia close with his arms wrapped around her waist as she panted at him heavily. She could feel his heart beating rapidly, and even though Asterios didn’t wheeze as heavily as she did, his breath was certainly ragged from his efforts to fight back. 
 
    The firewater receded completely and revealed the duo to the spectators. Miria giggled and started nudging Selene and Tina, who chuckled lightly too. It did not look like a duel from where they stood. 
 
    “After two times… I think I’ve learned something important…” Silvia spoke first as they kept staring at each other. 
 
    “Which is?” Asterios smiled at her. 
 
    “Never use big techniques against stronger opponents...” 
 
    He chuckled softly and she joined him with a quiet snicker too. They took a deep breath together and noticed the crimson-amber aura surrounding them. The particles of spiritual energy were barely visible but they could see and sense them. 
 
    Locking their gazes again, they nodded at the same time. Without any more words, they lowered themselves to the ground and sat in a cross-legged position as close to each other from the front as they could.  
 
    Asterios rested his elbows on his knees and extended his arms towards Silvia, palms up. She mirrored his motion and placed her hands on top of his but directed them downwards. They curled their fingers in and intertwined them together. Leaning forward, they let their foreheads bump into each other and entered a state of deep meditation. 
 
    Everyone watched how the amber and crimson aura surrounding them grew more potent and slowly began swirling around the duo. The colors mixed together and danced in spinning motions, causing their clothes to flutter. A noticeable gust of wind hit the spectators as the duo continued circling their mixed spiritual energies through their linked circuits. 
 
    Asterios and Silvia remained still for about ten minutes. Then, the mixed energy swirling around them burst outwards and spooked everyone greatly. But, the spectators felt a really pleasant tingling sensation when the wave passed through them. 
 
    The meditating duo opened their eyes with their foreheads still linked. 
 
    “I can feel how much my Aura Manifestation has improved. I don’t even need to look at my spiritual armor to tell. And it’s all thanks to our joint practices and spars. It’s so incredible,” Silvia said quietly with a gentle smile. 
 
    “Same here. I feel much calmer and more in control, more in sync with my quite extraordinary lineage. I can’t believe how much being around someone with a similar one can change. Your True Sun Bloodline is amazing,” he replied with a soft smile too. 
 
    They gazed at each other for a moment longer, feeling very comfortable in their current, meditative position. But, they couldn’t just sit in the arena forever and Asterios drew himself back after his enhanced sight began to notice a very faint, rising blush on Silvia’s fair cheeks. 
 
    “Thank you for the spar. I hope you had fun because I certainly did,” he said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Yeah. I think we should do it more often. If you don’t mind, of course.” She nodded softly with a delicate smile too. 
 
    “We should make this a daily occurrence while we are here. What do you think?” 
 
    “That would be incredibly beneficial and enjoyable.” 
 
    “Great. It’s decided then. Let’s get up and finally join the others.” 
 
    Asterios extended his hand to Silvia and they stood up together. He noticed that his features had disappeared alongside her spiritual armor, most likely during the final moments of their meditation. Exchanging one more nod, they walked to the edge of the arena side by side. 
 
    Bryn canceled her barrier and Miria instantly threw herself at Asterios. “That was so cool, Master! I have no idea what you did after that fire swallowed you but I bet it was amazing!” 
 
    He chuckled at her and fluffed Miria’s soft ears as she clung to him. “I’ll let you see it in my memories later.” 
 
    Tina approached Silvia and smiled beautifully. “That spell was breathtaking too. I don’t think I would stand a chance against something like that. It was more powerful than that draconic one I’ve heard about, right?” 
 
    The princess nodded her head appreciatively. “Yes, it was. I’ve been able to cast it after Asterios helped me so much during our journeys. It is quite devastating to the environment so I can’t really use it everywhere, though.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Ted joined in while rubbing the back of his neck. “There’s now a completely scorched square of perfect shape right in the middle of the training field, hahaha.” 
 
    Asterios and Silvia looked back and realized that the man was right. They had razed the ground almost into pure darkness. A single line running through the entire length remained slightly less charred, where Asterios had created his corridor early during the spell. 
 
    “With someone as powerful as you around, I don’t think there’s anything to worry about during the next monster attack,” the man continued with a happy smile. 
 
    “Monster attack?” Asterios raised his brow at the advisor. 
 
    “No one mentioned it yet? I mean, I know it’s not that big of a deal, but…” The man looked between them and everyone shook their heads. “Oh well. I guess that’s my job as the head of security and defense. So, here’s the thing…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
Security Concerns and Resolutions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before that, let me first take care of your injuries,” Bryn interjected and glanced between Asterios and Silvia. “You may continue to discuss this matter while my magic does its work.” 
 
    “Sure. Thank you, Bryn,” Asterios replied with an appreciative nod. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Master. It’s just part of my duties.” The winged woman smiled beautifully. 
 
    Everyone watched how she took a deep breath and brought both palms to the front. With her eyes closed, Bryn began tracing small sigils in the air, using the fingers of both hands simultaneously. It was a fascinating sight to see the Valkyrie create multiple symbols with each of her hands moving independently. 
 
    After a bunch of golden sigils hovered in the air in front of her, Bryn gently clapped her hands together and the glowing symbols rearranged themselves into an octahedron. She withdrew her palms and pressed them into the empty middle of the created formation, and they soon began to glow with warm and pleasant light too. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she drew her hands back and stepped closer to Asterios and Silvia while the sigils faded away. “Could you please turn around?” 
 
    The fiery duo obliged and showed their backs to the angelic woman, standing side by side. They felt Bryn press her palms into them and a comfortable sensation of relaxation washed over them, making both Asterios and Silvia sigh in bliss. 
 
    They glanced at each other with gentle smiles and Asterios returned his attention to Ted. “Alright. What’s the issue with the monster?” 
 
    “Monsters to be exact,” the man corrected him. “As I mentioned earlier, it’s nothing major, really, and we think it’s only natural for a few of them to stumble on our town which is located in the middle of a dense forest. There has been a small tribe of Goblins nearby in the past but we dealt with them appropriately. This is not the most dangerous place but certainly not without any dangers.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you raised any additional walls around the town, then? The watchtowers are good but they can only do so much,” Miria asked. 
 
    “That’s a huge investment and I’m afraid it would suck out almost all the funds we currently have due to how much Glimmervale has grown over the years. You’d have to ask the others about the details, though. That part isn’t exactly my field of expertise.” 
 
    “You could have requested help from the kingdom,” Silvia added. 
 
    “We are already receiving so much from the royal family, with the most notable aspect being our freedom. I don’t think there’s another town or city which has as much governing autonomy as ours. We don’t want to trouble the king more than necessary,” Ted explained. 
 
    “I have a feeling it’s somewhat related to pride too,” Selene commented. “You want to prove that allowing you to govern yourselves wasn’t a mistake on the king’s part. You want to do things on your own to show you are capable and have the resolve to develop this settlement as you promised instead of running back to him with your tail between your legs the moment you hit a bump in the road.” 
 
    “There might be something to that.” The man chuckled. “But, the absence of any palisades or walls is also because the region has always been relatively quiet and calm. Our scouts do a great job and our knights pull their weight properly too. We have many systems to warn people about danger and quickly take care of it. You might be aware of at least one of them.” 
 
    “The bell,” Asterios replied, and Ted nodded. “So, leaving that matter aside for now, let’s get back to those monsters you mentioned.” 
 
    “As I said, it’s only natural that some beast makes its way into the town's vicinity. Some time ago, the frequency of appearances increased. I keep saying monsters but it’s mostly beast-like entities like boars, wolves, giant eagles, sometimes a wyvern. We started searching the area to figure out the cause, thinking that maybe some strong predator showed up and disturbed the ecosystem, but we found no traces of anything like such.” 
 
    “And that frequency is now...?” Asterios raised his brow at the man. 
 
    “Higher than before but completely irregular. In the past, it was maybe once or twice a month or so, but now it varies. Sometimes a week passes, sometimes a few days. There’s no real pattern here.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that there is,” Asterios said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “I agree,” Silvia joined in with a nod. 
 
    Ted looked between them in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You said it’s beasts. And it is true that spontaneous appearances are normal. But, you are dealing with constant attacks even if they are irregular. Beasts might not be that intelligent but they aren’t stupid. They would realize the danger after a few times. Territory is a simple concept ingrained in most wild beings. Repeated assault regardless of failure is a pattern which isn’t common amongst undomesticated animals,” she continued. 
 
    The man furrowed his brows and assumed a thoughtful expression. “Then what is happening?” 
 
    “I can’t know that, but I’m sure you are right about something being wrong here,” the princess added. 
 
    “Should we help?” Tina glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “That’s obvious.” He smiled at his worried girlfriend. “Glimmervale is now not just under our jurisdiction but also protection. We won’t be here all the time, though. I think we should take steps to increase the safety of the town. Raising walls might take a while but… perhaps there’s something only we can do…” 
 
    Seeing his focused gaze, Tina couldn’t help but grow curious. “Only we can do? What could we—oh. You can’t seriously be thinking about that, can you?” Her eyes suddenly turned wide after she sensed some of his thoughts. 
 
    Asterios only grinned more and stared back at Tina. “Can’t I? I’m pretty sure you can confirm that yourself even now, can’t you?” 
 
    Miria almost pounced at them, bouncing up and down between the duo. “What are you talking about?! I want to know too! You can’t make me so curious and speak in riddles all the time! What’s so surprising in Master thinking about summoning again?!” 
 
    “The fact that he is considering Domicile Summoning right now!” Tina answered the excited panthergirl. “Good gods… I was a student like a week ago…” 
 
    “Domicile Summoning?” Silvia turned to Asterios with a curious expression too. 
 
    “Sometimes also called Resident Guardian Summoning, it’s a ritual that binds an entity to a place rather than a person,” he explained. “It’s usually conducted by a group of Summoners to contract a strong being which is tasked with protecting someone’s home. One person still has to enter the contract with the warden, but the others play a mostly supporting role.” 
 
    “Is it that big of a deal?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Of course it is!” Tina shouted. “He isn’t planning to pick a house or even a castle to protect but an entire town! That would need like thirty Summoners working in tandem and a summoning circle as wide as… as… Oh no.” 
 
    “Glimmervale’s main plaza?” Asterios smirked, and Tina paled a little. 
 
    Selene chuckled quietly. “I think you are forgetting who our master is.” She winked at her sister-mate. 
 
    “And the fact that we have three summoning experts right where we need them, with an unrivaled genius amongst their ranks,” he added. 
 
    Tina glanced at him. “Who? You?”  
 
    Asterios snorted. “Grea, of course.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    He chuckled and waved at Tina to come closer since he still couldn’t leave the vicinity of Bryn’s spell. She blushed a little but trotted to his spot, and Asterios hugged the shorter girl from the front. 
 
    “With just the two of you working together, you’d be able to cover half of Rosewind. She might be a genius but you are one of the most talented women I’ve ever met. Wouldn’t you love to conduct this ritual with our help?” 
 
    They gazed into each other’s eyes and Tina raised herself up on her tiptoes to place a gentle kiss on Ast’s lips with a tinge of rosiness covering her pretty cheeks. 
 
    “I think I would rather help you do it. We both know who has a much better record of attracting incredible familiars.” She smiled at him dearly. “But, thank you for the offer. It’s very lovely to know that you would give me the chance just because.” 
 
    “So, you are not worried about it anymore?” He raised a brow at her with a caring smile. 
 
    Tina giggled adorably and sighed. “Considering everything I know about you, I really shouldn’t be surprised that we could be able to pull this off with just the three of us. To be honest… I’m getting really excited about it now…” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and pulled her into one more brief kiss. “You’d go down in history as the youngest Summoner to ever conduct Domicile Summoning, over the biggest area ever, in the smallest group ever. That’s one step above getting your name engraved in the Obelisk of Wisdom, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tina’s cheeks flushed even more, and she hugged Asterios tighter. She couldn’t help a wide smile from taking over her lips. Thanks to the fact that she was a tad younger than him, he wanted her to take most of the credit for the achievement instead of hoarding it all for himself.  
 
    She didn’t feel bad about it either because she knew well how difficult the process could be. Even Asterios would have lots of issues trying to manage every part on his own. He might be able to succeed with how awesome he was in her eyes, but she was happy being a big part of it. He could have tried tackling it alone, or even asking for just a bit of assistance, but his first thought was to give the lead role to someone else. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Tina opened her eyes and noticed that her face was directed right at the princess. Silvia observed her with a very faint, gentle smile, and Tina almost immediately turned red as a tomato. Slowly, she pulled herself off Asterios and left one last peck on his cheek before moving to his side to hide from the scarlet-haired girl. But, she then met the warm gazes of all of Ast’s women. A grin from Ted made her squirm a little. 
 
    “Alright. We better go let Grea know. We should also talk about it with Ulyssen and Keenu since there’s a lot of preparations to be held if we really want to conduct this ritual,” Asterios said to capture everyone’s attention and then nodded at Ted. “We’ll investigate the attacks too, of course. As wrong as it sounds, I guess it would be good to experience it ourselves first.” 
 
    “I’m sure there will be another.” The man chuckled. “We will try not to kill the beast or beasts before you arrive, My Lord. Maybe you and your friends will be able to figure out some hints from them.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Silvia praised him and glanced at Asterios. “What about the materials for this ritual? It sounds like something of a quite big scale. Should I ask Father for some support?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “We have lots of things in Miria’s world, with some of them being very rare and unique. For the more common ingredients and such, I’ll just buy what we can here and then jump around the kingdom to get whatever else remains on the list. Thanks for the offer, Silvia.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me know if you would have any problems finding something. We can sell you things too.” 
 
    Bryn sighed heavily and withdrew her hands. “It is done.” 
 
    “That took a moment,” Selene commented. “I thought it was some powerful magic at first.” 
 
    The winged woman smiled beautifully with a very faint blush. “It was. But it was also a very precise one. I had to manually lead my mana through every muscle and vein in their bodies. Since we had the chance, I wanted to fully heal even the oldest wounds and imperfections. Things like unnoticeable aftereffects of broken bones, sprained ankles, pulled muscles, internal ruptures, and such. Sometimes, basic Healing Magic skips small things like that.” 
 
    “Woaaaaaaaah…” Miria’s eyes sparkled with awe. “I didn’t even know about those…” 
 
    Bryn chuckled. “While Master’s body seems to possess an incredible self-regeneration, most likely thanks to his recent advancements, I was still able to get rid of some slight contamination in his chest. He must have been exposed to a highly-condensed cluster of vicious mana to suffer such a wound.” 
 
    Asterios and Miria exchanged glances, having an idea about what that cluster could have been. There would never come a day when she would forget about that moment in the cave during their first quest together. 
 
    “But, in Silvia’s case, I had a lot of little things to fix so you should clearly feel the effects of my magic even right now, Princess,” the Valkyrie continued. 
 
    Silvia stepped forward and moved her arms and legs around. “Unbelievable… I feel like all the tension left my body… I didn’t even think it existed in the first place… I appreciate it so much, Bryn. This feels incredible.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, please. I’m happy to aid my master’s close friends. You and your father do a lot for us too. Thank you, Silvia.” 
 
    The two women exchanged smiles and turned to the rest of the group.  
 
    Ted excused himself and the knights and returned to their training. After seeing their new lord make such a show for them, they got fired up even more and doubled their efforts, filling the practice field with their enthusiastic shouts. 
 
    Asterios and his crew headed back to the castle and entered the dungeons again. They quickly found Grea and her father still in the chambers they had received. The rooms were in the middle of heavy customization, and it seemed like Keenu had brought even people who could use magic to assist in shaping stone counters and flat blocks to turn them into proper labs and workshops. 
 
    Trying not to inconvenience any of the workers, they reached the demon woman at the far end. 
 
    “Grea. Do you have a moment?” Asterios called out to their ex-professor since she had her back to them. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I clearly remember telling you guys to fuck off to do your own stuff. I’m not accepting any more help from you and nothing can change that. You’ve done way too much for us already,” she replied without turning around to face them. 
 
    Even though Grea’s words could seem harsh, they made Asterios and Tina smile as they knew well that it was just her way of being a little embarrassed about receiving so much.  
 
    He shook his head with a quiet chuckle. “I’d like to request your help with something.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    Tina giggled adorably. “Asterios wants to hold Domicile Summoning for Glimmervale.” 
 
    “HE FUCKING WHAT NOW?!” 
 
    Grea spun around at lightning speed, and her wide, bright red eyes locked onto them. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many people you would need for that?!” she shouted while throwing her arms into the air then crossing them under her chest. “Duh. Of course, you do. I taught you that myself.” 
 
    “All the people I might need for it are already here,” Asterios replied with a smile. “Who could do better than Rosewind’s Academy Ace and Best Teacher?” 
 
    “Flattery won’t get you anywhere, punk.” She snorted at him but everyone could see the corners of Grea’s mouth rise from the compliment. 
 
    “Does that mean you are out?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Are you fucking sane?!” she shouted again. “Of course, I’m in! When do we start?” 
 
    Everyone chuckled, and Asterios explained that he had to talk with a few other people first. Grea shooed them away again and jumped right into her impressive library and own notes to work on the summoning circle in the meanwhile. She had a few designs ready but none of them took a True Dragon as the main caster into consideration since they were quite old projects from her past. 
 
    They returned to the Town Hall and met up with Ulyssen, who was the only person currently staying behind in the building. They talked briefly about their plans, and the duo of Summoners explained in simple words what Domicile Summoning was about. 
 
    Ulyssen promised to pass the information on to every member of the Committee who wasn’t yet aware of their initiative so that they could assist them to their utmost capabilities. Asterios tasked them with finding a lot of people with good artistic sense and talents to create the giant formation in the plaza, and perhaps a bunch of people from the farms who could help spread the ingredients around since they would surely be experienced in such actions. 
 
    Since it was a project related to Glimmervale’s security, Ulyssen promised to bring him a complete list of all the materials they had in the entire town and its warehouses, including the castle, so that Asterios could use as much of them as it was possible before spending his own money. 
 
    Since the elf man rushed outside to immediately spread the news and divide the work between the Committee members most fitting each task, they returned to the streets of Glimmervale too and walked towards the main market to take a more in-depth look at what they would be working with. 
 
    After about half an hour of their examination, a guard jogged to Asterios, and everyone turned to face the man.  
 
    “My Lord! I bear news!” he said, out of breath. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Asterios approached him as the man moved closer. 
 
    “The caravans are here. The Hestizo and Nobelle families have arrived.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged smiling glances then quickly followed the guard back to one of the towers guarding the main entrances to the town. Seeing that the knight was slightly winded from running to them as fast as he could, Tina called for Esil and asked him to help them out. The giant winged lion agreed and took her, Asterios, Silvia, and the guard onto his back before launching himself into the air while the other girls jumped into their portals. 
 
    They reached the long line of carriages in a flash and dropped from the sky to the accompaniment of the powerful thudding of Esil’s wings as he landed, spooking a lot of men and women in the vicinity. The party slid off his back and walked towards the front of the convoy while the man’s colleagues took care of their guard guide who was suffering from a meltdown over the insane thing he had just experienced. 
 
    Asterios and his group stopped in front of Ted and a few figures sitting on horses. 
 
    “My Lord, My Lady, the Hestizo, and Nobelle family representatives.” The head of knights bowed and stepped aside. 
 
    A chuckle reached Ast’s ears.  
 
    “I would have never thought I would hear my son called by such a title.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’m glad to know that you haven’t lost your charm during this journey, Mom. Welcome to Glimmervale, Viscount Thomas, Viscountess Luna, Grandfather, and… Is Grandmother not with you?” 
 
    “Someone had to stay behind and watch over everything. And I have to admit that Anna is just that much better at handling it than I am,” James answered with a deep fit of laughter. “Also, I’m just visiting. I won’t stay for long. I haven’t traveled much in recent years and visiting my grandson’s town while accompanying my daughter certainly seemed like a fine excuse.” 
 
    While Asterios talked with his family, Tina approached her own parents with a warm smile and a tinge of rosiness on her cheeks. The pair got off their horses with the assistance of their entourage and entered a group hug with their daughter. 
 
    “I can’t believe you really did it… I hope you at least told Gwen so she doesn’t come back to an empty home…” Tina whispered. 
 
    Her mother chuckled gently. “Of course we did, sweetie. I’m sure she is dying to see this beautiful town right now. But, enough about that. Have you been well?” 
 
    Tina giggled and drew herself back. “It’s been like one night we have spent here, Mom. And just a few days since we’ve seen each other.” 
 
    “It must have been a very memorable first night, for sure.” Lady Luna smiled at her daughter knowingly. 
 
    Tina’s face turned red almost in an instant and caused her mother to chuckle again. No more teases followed, and they started chatting about their respective experiences on the journey and in the town. 
 
    Asterios returned his attention to his own family after observing the Nobelles for a moment and smiled. “Let’s get moving, then. We’ve picked a mansion for you. There are a few options but I’m sure you’d want that one no matter what. But before that… What do you think about Glimmervale in comparison to Tyrienheim, Mom?” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” Kindra giggled sweetly. “As for the town, I haven’t seen much yet. The buildings certainly look charming and beautiful from afar when compared to—oh.” 
 
    She paused after something clicked in her head as she looked back at Ast’s sly expression. 
 
    “Oh, you.” A wide smile soon rose on her face. “If I hadn’t known any better, I could swear on my life that you are my own blood and body.” 
 
    “Whatever could you mean, Mom?” Asterios shrugged and spread his arms. “I’m your son, am I not?” 
 
    Kindra giggled again and winked at him before turning around. “Come on, Thomas, Luna! Let’s not stand here pointlessly. We need to move to our new home! Our families have a very, very important investment venture to discuss right this instant!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled as she jogged to Tina’s family. The girls standing behind him walked closer. Miria slid her head under his palm to receive some pleasant rubs while Selene wrapped his other arm around her waist as they watched the small, energetic woman try to pull the other two into the town. 
 
    Now, things were really set in motion. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23
A Short Intercontinental Shopping Trip 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria switched into her panther form and picked up Asterios and his mother. Tina invited her parents onto Esil’s back, and they reluctantly agreed. After everyone was properly seated, the two magnificent beasts led the carriages into the town. Many people admired the unusual procession and waved at their new governors. 
 
    “Are you abandoning your old appearance now?” Kindra asked as they rode together. 
 
    Asterios was going to ask what she meant but realized that he had usually appeared with black hair and blue eyes in front of his mother unless the circumstances required otherwise. 
 
    “Not exactly.” He shook his head while hugging her dearly from behind. “A lot has happened in the Demon Continent, and this is partially the result of that.” 
 
    “How so?” She tilted her head to the side to take a peek at her son's face. 
 
    “I’ve been told that I shouldn’t hide and limit my true self, or it will be detrimental to my growth. And this seems to be the actual me, with white hair and red eyes. I don’t want to drag the girls down by having an existential crisis about my identity anymore. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Changing. Pushing aside the son you’ve raised for so many years. Looking like someone else and not the boy from your memories.” 
 
    “Oh, Asti…” 
 
    Asterios carefully assisted his mother as she began shifting herself and soon ended up sitting with her front towards him. She placed her slender hands on his cheeks and looked deep into his draconic eyes. 
 
    “It does not matter what color your hair or eyes are. You are and always will be the same boy that I picked up twenty years ago. You are not changing but growing up, developing further, finding out who you really are. Regardless of the answer to that question, the fact that you are my son will never change. So, don’t apologize. You have no idea how happy it makes me to see you moving ahead through life.” 
 
    They gazed at each other in silence for a good while before Asterios pulled Kindra into a loving embrace. She smiled warmly while reciprocating it and gently rubbing his back. Nothing she had said was a lie. It was pure bliss seeing him grow alongside the kind girls accompanying him. She should have realized earlier that Asterios was worried about becoming a different person in her eyes and told him this much, much earlier. 
 
    After sharing a moment, they withdrew themselves from the melancholic hug and Kindra shuffled again, this time seating herself sideways. Asterios supported her while she rode the rest of the way like a noble princess with her proud knight escort.  
 
    His enhanced hearing picked up some conversations wondering if she was one of his women too, and he chuckled softly. It was inevitable due to her age. Kindra did look very youthful and energetic for someone in her mid-thirties. They both were aware of how they appeared in this scene and shared a knowing glance. Asterios only hoped that she wouldn’t start teasing the residents by making use of their assumptions. 
 
    When they reached the selected mansion, Kindra didn’t even cross the premises before rushing to the Nobelle family about staying in that one. She quickly noticed how close it was to the castle, as Asterios had expected. Tina’s parents agreed quite quickly. They weren’t especially picky. 
 
    Everyone walked inside to tour their new home, and there were no signs of any disapproval. Danny and Keenu guided them while explaining everything about the residence. In the end, they didn’t really need to sell it to the newcomers, so they focused on presenting things as they were. 
 
    Both families brought only a few small wagons of belongings from their home mansions so they started to move their things in already. The rest of the convoy belonged to the Hestizo Household as a merchant troupe and carried goods or other commodities necessary for trade as they would be establishing their shops and base of operations in the town. 
 
    But, it was slowly getting late, so they left such matters for the next day and focused on moving into their new home. Asterios and his crew helped as much as they could. His girls stayed behind while he and the parents visited the Town Hall to finalize everything properly. 
 
    Asterios thought that his mom would already try to get into the castle, but she didn’t pursue the idea. She did notify him about spending the rest of the evening at their new house with her father and the Nobelles. Because she didn’t require any more assistance from them, Ast’s group decided to let them be. 
 
    He still sent Umbra to spy on them a little and quickly learned that Kindra had already started bringing Tina’s family into the idea he had hinted at earlier. It didn’t seem that it would take long before the Committee Members learned about the proactive side of his mother and her lineage. They didn’t have to worry about the walls anymore with the joint funding of the two quite sizable families. 
 
    With the dark sky spanning over their heads, Ast’s group arrived back on the fortified island in the middle of town. He turned to Silvia as they stopped in front of the castle. 
 
    “Would you like me to drop you back home now?” he asked. 
 
    “Can’t Silvia stay with us, Master? Wouldn’t that be simpler?” Miria joined in while tilting her head. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, naturally, but she can easily stay in a more luxurious castle where all of her servants and family are without an issue too. Umbra is getting faster and faster at moving with a living load. That said, it all really depends on what she would like to do.” 
 
    The adorable panthergirl glanced at the princes with a happy smile. “What do you think, Silvia?” 
 
    “If you really don’t mind my presence then I would like to take you up on that offer. It will certainly be less inconvenient for Asterios to constantly transport me around. And your home isn’t any worse than mine. I wouldn’t really care even if we stayed in an inn or such. As a party member and a friend, I enjoy spending time around all of you.” 
 
    “Then you should stay!” Miria beamed at her and hugged Asterios from the side. “Party members have to stick together, right, Master?” 
 
    He chuckled and ruffled through her hair. “Yeah. Should we first jump back to let your father know about the change?” 
 
    Silvia gently shook her head. “No need, thank you. I’ll let him know with our long-range communication sigils.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go, then. We need to let Yumi know about our new guest and she is surely going to go all out after hearing who is going to stay in the room they will be preparing.” 
 
    The girls chuckled together, and they resumed their walk while the princess talked privately with the king. She surrounded herself with the Hall of Serenity so she had to walk much slower to not break the spell but Asterios could still notice the various expressions Silvia made, like the faint roll of her eyes or the little curve of her pretty lips. 
 
    Yumi acted just as they had predicted and dashed away to properly tend to the next most luxurious chamber after the lord’s. Everyone shared a late dinner and moved together to check on Silvia’s new room. 
 
    It happened to be located right next to the master bedroom so they didn’t have to traverse multiple corridors just to exchange a word or two. It didn’t look any less grand than their chamber so Asterios was happy to give it to the princess. He also requested that she be assigned a personal maid and a few priority servants. Silvia argued that it wasn’t necessary, but she relented and accepted their goodwill. 
 
    They took a quick bath with everyone present without any mischief from the beastfolk girls then headed to their respective bedrooms. Tina didn’t like the thought of Silvia being alone while they were all together, so she offered a sleepover if the princess didn’t mind her presence. Silvia agreed that it was a fun idea and not something she had really done a lot in the past, so the two girls bid a temporary farewell to the others. 
 
    The next day, after breakfast, Asterios and Tina were called to the Town Hall, and they hastily made their way there alongside the other women. Hestizos and Nobelles had been waiting for their arrival and got straight to the point.  
 
    All the Committee Members listened to Kindra’s father first regarding the establishment of their family’s presence in the town. Esotvi and Ulyssen partook in the conversation the most since it touched on their personal subjects. A few spots were quickly chosen for the various stores and the contracts were signed. 
 
    Besides the shoe, clothing, and jewelry shops, they chose one more general location for an open office. It was a major and quite important operation since only a few big, selected cities had an established base of operations, and it meant that Glimmervale was clearly valued by their family. Such a move would certainly attract lots of attention and hopefully benefit everyone living there. 
 
    Then, a bunch of Committee Members almost fainted when Kindra and Lady Luna offered to fund the construction of defensive walls around the town. Esotvi and Keenu took the news the worst. One knew well how much that would cost, and the other was aware of how grand such a project was in terms of construction. 
 
    Naturally, money wasn’t really an issue for the two families, and they would gain something much, much more valuable for their initiative. Not just plenty of privileges and tax exemptions but also getting the king and the kingdom into a little debt just like the heads of the Hestizo Household had with Tyrienheim in the past. No one could deny the importance of developing both commerce and security. 
 
    Since the governors were present during the talks—meaning Asterios and Tina—the projects received a quick initial approval. It wasn’t something that could be fully closed in a day but they expressed explicit will to move forward with those suggestions, at a fair rate, of course. Neither of the two wanted to abuse their position to benefit their own families through shady practices. 
 
    Thus, everything was left in the hands of the two families and the Committee Members. Asterios moved out with his crew to take care of their matters while the other side discussed and calculated everything properly. They met up with Grea, and everyone was briefed on what they needed for their big ritual. While the girls collected and prepared things in the town, Asterios started jumping through shadows from place to place to buy a bunch of materials they didn’t have on hand. 
 
    Thanks to Umbra’s ability, he could quickly check for prices in different regions and pick up the orders where they would be the cheapest. It honestly felt like cheating. If he started a transportation company as his mother had mentioned, or even a merchant group, he could get rich from this just one ability. Thankfully, with everything considered, money wasn’t really a big problem for him. It was a weird feeling for sure. 
 
    On the second day of gathering ingredients, Asterios arrived in the small village next to the nature dungeon they had visited long, long ago with Miria and Selene. This was also the place where they had first stumbled on the traces of the sinister organization working on some scary poison. It really brought back memories, and not just for him as the two beastfolk ladies joined in through their gates to reminisce about the past together. 
 
    After getting what they needed and having a little chat with Ven, their advisor from that time, they jumped to Tyrienheim to gather the last bits of the necessary ingredients and materials. Only the priciest items remained on their list. 
 
    First, they decided to check on Cynthia and her father since they had already started visiting their acquaintances and it introduced them to that specific mood of wanting to meet up with old friends.  
 
    Unfortunately, the forge was locked and Umbra confirmed that no one was inside. Learning from the neighbors that it was a recent change, they assumed that the father and daughter duo must have taken some bigger commission that required them to close for a moment or perhaps had gone on vacation. 
 
    So, they headed to the Adventurer’s Guild and were met with another disappointment. It turned out that their favorite dwarf advisor wasn’t there. Approaching another receptionist, they found out that Truvi had been laid off after not meeting the quotas too often. 
 
    They instantly felt saddened by the news and partially responsible for it even though it wasn’t their obligation as adventurers to regularly show up or take quests. Yet, they were most likely the only ones under Truvi and it didn’t look like the situation had changed after they'd left. 
 
    Miria asked if any of her colleagues knew anything about her current whereabouts and one of the girls suggested that she might have returned to her father’s forge on the edge of the city. They hastily followed the directions and found the place without an issue. 
 
    Entering the small workshop, they immediately noticed their friend in the far corner. She was hammering a freshly forged shovel into a proper shape with her back to them. The emerald braids were hard to mistake. 
 
    A male dwarf with voluminous, waist-long, wavy brass hair approached them and glanced up at the trio. 
 
    “What ya want? Order? Shopping? Ques—” The man’s eyes widened as he noticed the cerulean plates marking S-rank adventurers, and he swallowed his saliva loudly. “Uhhh… Errrr… How may I help ya, respected friends?” 
 
    Miria barely withheld a giggle from seeing his reaction. “Could we please speak to Truvi for a moment if she isn’t super busy?” 
 
    “But of course, mah lady. Just ah moment.” He bowed his head and strutted quickly toward his daughter, most likely. “Truvi! I swear on mah beard if you offended some bigshots imma rip half of yer hair out! Ya have visitors!” 
 
    The young dwarf groaned over her work and set the shovel aside, jumping off a small raised platform. She trotted unhurriedly towards them with her face mostly directed to the ground and only raising it up after reaching the trio. 
 
    Her eyes instantly turned into saucers after she noticed who those visitors were and she stumbled backward when they moved to the S-rank plates. “What da frick?!” 
 
    “Hi! Long time no see!” Miria beamed at her cheerfully. 
 
    “How did ya find me? Na, how da frick are ya S-ranks?! You were D-ranks buncha months ago!” Truvi shouted back. 
 
    Asterios chuckled while crossing his arms over his chest. “A lot of things have happened since then. But, it looks like you’ve had it a bit tougher than us.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and waved her hand. “Ah, don’t get me started, wouldya? I knew that it was too perfect to be true, and that I’m not cut for it. Shit be like that. Past is in da past.” 
 
    “But, wasn’t your dream to work as a receptionist?” Miria asked with a gloomy expression. 
 
    “Dreams won’t feed ya, kitty girl. I can’t leech off mah Pappy forevah. It was time to grow up.” 
 
    “If they did, would you like to continue?” Asterios raised a brow at the dwarf woman. 
 
    “Pfffft. I wouldn’t be here if so.” Truvi sighed. “What ya getting at, pretty boy? No chance they take me back even if ya pressure the guild with yer rank. Nice hair by da way. This new look suits ya.” 
 
    “They might not but I know about a place that desperately needs you.” 
 
    “What? No fricking way. As much as I like ya guys, don’t do that. Don’t tease me. Not you.” 
 
    Asterios sighed too and stood a bit taller. “I’ll be frank with you, then. As the current lord and governor of Glimmervale, I request you to travel back with me and employ yourself in the newly established Adventurer’s Guild under the leadership of Guildmaster Suanori. I promise you fair compensation and respectful treatment within a secure job not based on pitiful commission systems. Do you accept this offer?” 
 
    Truvi stared at him in shock and confusion while repeatedly opening and closing her mouth. Meanwhile, Asterios summoned the royal decree from his spatial ring and unrolled it in front of her, causing their dwarf friend to fall onto her butt and pale a little. They heard the clang of metal and saw the dwarf man fainting next to one of the stone counters. 
 
    She gave her father a glance and ignored him completely. “Ya… are not joking, are ya?” 
 
    “I think I would have chosen something safer to joke about rather than impersonating a kingdom official for which you can end up losing your head, at the very least,” Asterios replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “Sweet momma… Can I… really?” 
 
    “We’ll give you a few hours to think or prepare and tend to your unconscious father. After finishing our shopping trip, we are going to come back here to either pick you up or hear your reason for refusal. Naturally, don’t feel pressured into either. See you in a moment.” 
 
    Miria and Selene waved at her happily, and they left with Asterios after he stored the scroll back in his ring. This was the easier way to convince Truvi that they were serious rather than arguing with her for who knew how long. And they still had to get the necessary resources. 
 
    Just as promised, they showed up in the forge shortly after picking up everything. The emerald-haired dwarf had already been waiting for them, sitting on top of a few suitcases filled with her belongings. The girls took them to their realm to let Umbra focus on transporting the two people and they jumped back to Glimmervale. 
 
    Truvi took the ride quite well. Arriving right in front of the guild, she was still skeptical about it, but after meeting the fabled Guildmaster Suanori in person, she set all her doubts aside. Asterios explained the situation to their elf friend and she gladly welcomed a new employee recommended by him and the girls. Truvi sounded like a very resourceful person from their words. 
 
    Leaving the guild’s matters in the guild’s hands, they regrouped with the rest of their squad in the main square. The preparations for the summoning were in full swing. The plaza was empty and multiple people worked together on drawing a huge summoning circle spanning the entire diameter of the market. Grea was obviously there, overseeing everything. 
 
    They talked with the demon woman and her father and learned that things should be ready the next day. Asterios decided to join them in their efforts now that they had everything they needed and things moved quicker with everyone’s help. Still, it got late before they noticed so the ritual would still take place the next day. 
 
    After a calm night and filling breakfast, everyone moved to the plaza. Ast's eyes widened to the brim when he saw how many people filled the streets, leaking into the main square at the edges all around it. They obediently kept off the prepared stage, but pretty much the entire town was watching everything with excitement. Countless people hung from the balconies or even sat on the rooftops. 
 
    Asterios and the girls approached the gathered Committee Members, Grea, and Radir. Meanwhile, Tina’s parents, Ast’s mom and grandfather, Yumi, Suanori, Ellie, and Truvi set themselves down in front of the crowd to not disturb them. Everyone was there. 
 
    “Quite a gathering, isn’t it?” Grea elbowed the awe-struck Asterios. 
 
    “I did expect some audience but nothing like this,” he replied with a wry smile. 
 
    “We might have had a little bit to do with it,” Ted said and chuckled. “This is a great way for the people to get some grasp on your strength, on the power of their new lords. I’ve seen what you can do with my own eyes but there’s only so much that people are going to believe from mere words and testimonies. This can reassure them greatly. I apologize for the inconvenience.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “No, it’s a good idea. Not like it bothers me. We’ve held many rituals in front of other people in the academy.” 
 
    “Well said!” Grea smacked his back. “Now, let’s not leave them hanging! Time to make some history!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
The Storm That Is Approaching 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before that, Bryn.” Asterios glanced at the Valkyrie behind him. 
 
    “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “Just in case, I would like to put a barrier over the spectators. Do you think it’s possible to set up an outwards-facing one instead of the usual, dome-like protection?” 
 
    “Without an issue, Master. I have the perfect spell in mind.” She smiled beautifully. 
 
    After receiving a nod, the winged beauty soared into the sky and began circling the plaza. People gasped in amazement whenever she flew by them while diving down to leave mysterious sigils in various spots on the ground, walls, and roofs. 
 
    Five minutes later, Bryn stopped in the very center of the square and spread her wings wide. Chanting something quietly, she raised her staff and multiple rays of light shone from it right into the marked spots. Ethereal walls began rising and everyone watched how they bent at perfect ninety degrees to expand away from the plaza. Soon, all the spectators, buildings, and streets had a glimmering barrier above them with just the market left untouched. 
 
    She returned to the ground, and Asterios thanked her for the help. The girls stepped back while he, Tina, and Grea got to work. Three distinct, smaller circles had been placed inside the huge array of hundreds of patterns, and each person sat down in their respective one, with Asterios taking the most complex of them all. 
 
    They had spent a lot of resources preparing this. Besides obvious cheap and expensive magical ingredients, Asterios used up plenty of his own gathered materials. A few kilograms of the mysterious dust from the Dungeon Core disappeared during the creation of the lines around them. He didn’t even want to think about the worth of this summoning circle in gold coins. 
 
    Asterios, Tina, and Grea shared a look from their positions in the form of a triangle. The two women closed their eyes and started the ritual. The black lines began to glow with green light, then blue, then red, then purple, and then faded to black again. The spectators were confused, beginning to think that something had perhaps failed. 
 
    Everyone gasped in surprise when a rainbowy shine suddenly illuminated the plaza strong enough to overpower the faint light from Bryn’s barriers. They watched excitedly with bated breaths for whatever was going to happen next. 
 
    Confirming that both Grea and Tina had integrated themselves properly with the array, Asterios began his own work. He extended his hand forward and brought out the catalyst from his storage ring. Countless people screamed in shock and terror the moment the offering materialized in the middle of the magical circle. 
 
    It was an expected reaction. What they saw was nothing common. A huge skull of a Dragon lay on the ground. Only Asterios and his friends knew that it belonged to a Skeletal Dragon, so the people could only assume, and assumed they had. A discussion broke out amongst the audience about how their new lord must have slain a Dragon in the past. 
 
    Asterios ignored everything while focusing on the ritual. He slowly made a bunch of precise hand signs while observing the other two. With their eyes closed, both Tina and Grea weaved their fingers at their own pace too. After a short moment, he found his own rhythm and joined in on the patterns with one hand coordinated with Tina’s motions and the other with Grea’s. 
 
    Then, after about three minutes, the duo stopped at the same time, making a circle above their crossed legs with their fingers. The formation’s shine faded a little, but the rainbowy colors remained in the patterns. Asterios positioned his hands palms-up on his knees in a meditative position and closed his eyes. 
 
    He merged his consciousness with the formation and appeared in the starry space with the projections of Tina and Grea by his side. They joined their immaterial hands together and he took the lead. Both women trusted him wholeheartedly, so it was banally easy for him to control their merged energies. 
 
    In the outside world, three pillars suddenly shot into the sky from the spots where the three Summoners sat. One was dark crimson, belonging to Asterios; another dark blue, belonging to Tina; and one bright pink, belonging to Grea. Thick streams of spiritual energy pierced the heavens. For many, it was a view of a lifetime. 
 
    Meanwhile, Asterios began releasing his Echoes of Consciousness to look for powerful entities capable of protecting an entire town. He made sure to stay away from any thoughts about Dragons, even though they had used the skull of one. But, he was sure that it was his blood that was the key to attracting their attention, specifically during the Blood Summoning. 
 
    Thankfully, no such realms or entities flashed in front of his mind. He spent what felt like hours trying to attract a worthy protector. It felt weird actually rejecting offers instead of praying for stumbling on any. But, he didn’t want his past mindset and experiences to affect the ritual. He yearned for the best for the town and its people. 
 
    He had never seen his summoning attempts consume so much spiritual energy. There was a reason why big groups of Summoners attempted Domicile Summoning, and he experienced it first-hand. Luckily, his vast, scorching hot reserves were enough. He borrowed some mana from the two women too, of course, carefully observing their state so as not to overstrain them. As the main pillar of this ritual, he put most of the stress and tension onto himself. 
 
    Then, a powerful wave of thick spiritual energy washed over the trio, making them shiver. They had connected with a truly powerful entity. Asterios checked that it wasn’t a Dragon and was relieved not to notice any signs pointing at that result. Although, the flash of their upcoming guest had given him a brief scare at first. 
 
    The same energy burst outwards from the formation and crashed into the barriers protecting the people. The three spiritual pillars increased in size and intensity, creating a small spiritual storm inside the plaza as an additional helix of mana coiled around each of the powerful columns.  
 
    Then, a dark gray gate began growing high in the sky, horizontally above the main square, slowly covering almost its entirety. It expanded unhurriedly while swirling like the eye of a cyclone seen from above. Soon, it hung menacingly above the plaza. 
 
    Suddenly, a gigantic shape fell out of it and continued to descend toward the ground. Before it slammed into the stone pavement, three pairs of thick wings unfurled from around it and thudded in the air together, slowing the pace of what now looked like a house-sized reptile with a massive, vicious body. A powerful gust of air slammed into the barriers, hitting the Summoners and the few people not protected by the transparent walls. 
 
    Slowly and gracefully, the entity landed in the middle of the formation and folded its wings. Standing tall on its four, thick legs, it reached almost as high as a two-story building and was as wide as a common house. Sections of tough, almost black armor covered its entire body like sharp, triangular plates of angled rocks. A giant, slightly sharp-angled head sat at the end of its short, forward-facing neck. It closely resembled  a Dragon, especially with the two massive horns that sprouted from the sides of its head and aimed straight to the front. 
 
    Complete silence fell onto the world as the entity regarded its surroundings with its deep blue eyes decorated by vertical pupils. A low rumble then broke it, coming deep from the humongous beast. Asterios hastily returned to reality as soon as he could, and his brows shot to the sky after he noticed how much bigger their guest was when compared to what he had seen in its homeworld. Seeing that most of the inhabitants seemed similar to it, he hadn’t thought that they were huge. 
 
    The Dragon-like being moved its gaze to him. Asterios was sure it wasn’t a True Dragon, thankfully. It was clearly a humongous Drake-reptile hybrid with how low its belly hung near the ground, practically scraping it. The lizard-like figure, albeit very thick, massive, and with ominous armor, didn’t leave that much doubt about it. But, there was still issue with the quite large number of wings. 
 
    Asterios stood up and nodded at the girls that it was alright to come and support him. Grea and Tina received some assistance too as they gathered in front of the huge snout of the giant Drake. Its jaws were literally the size of almost two people standing on top of each other. It wasn’t as big as the Skeleton Dragon’s, but the overall size of the two draconic beings was decently similar. 
 
    “Welcome to my home realm, proud beast. My name is Asterios. I apologize for not addressing you with a more respectful title, but I am not sure about the identity of your species and would hate to assume incorrectly.” Asterios bowed politely. 
 
    “Hmmmmm…” A deep, old, ancient voice reverberated through the air without the impressive creature opening its mouth, just like it had happened with Esil in the past. “I am the Storm King Venuzathor, part of the proud family of Dracodons. As for you…” 
 
    Under the scrutinizing eye of the powerful Dracodon, Asterios had no doubts that the Storm King had figured out his species, either from the spiritual energy during the summoning or just right now from examining him. 
 
    “If it wouldn’t be too impolite of me to request this, I would be in your debt if we could keep my real identity a secret from the masses,” Asterios whispered barely audible words, certain that Venuzathor could easily hear him. 
 
    The Dracodon stared at him for a brief moment while releasing some more deep, rumbling noises. “Very well. I shall agree to this in respect of your unfavorable condition. I can understand why you would want to remain in this form.” 
 
    Ast’s brows furrowed. “Unfavorable condition?” 
 
    Venuzathor extended one of his thick front legs and poked Ast’s chest with his giant, sharp talon. “Is it not an unfavorable condition for one to be rendered half-dead?” 
 
    A cold shiver ran through Ast’s body as his eyes widened to the brim. He had no idea what the Dracodon was talking about but he knew that the entity in front of him had no real reason to throw him into confusion with such heavy lies. 
 
    “What do you mean half-dead?!” Miria suddenly stepped forward and shouted with her voice almost cracking near the end. 
 
    The Storm King moved his gaze to her and puffed some cold air at her through his big nostrils. “The wound in his chest runs deep, deeper than my eyes can peer. It is a miracle he is still alive after suffering such an injury.” 
 
    “Injury?! Bryn healed Master a few days ago and she didn’t say anything about any grievous injuries!” Miria continued with a panicked tone. “Is it from spiritual energy?! Is it because of the crystal from the cave?! Is it all my fault?!” 
 
    “Miria!” Asterios called to her after she began screaming her lungs out. 
 
    He hastily pulled the panthergirl towards himself. She trembled in his arms as tears rolled down her cheeks. His hands cupped her cheeks and caressed them lovingly while pulling Miria into a gentle, affectionate kiss. He brushed his mouth against hers dearly. 
 
    “Stop. Don’t blame yourself without knowing anything. Bryn said that she removed all the traces of the Limit Breaker, remember?” Asterios spoke to her quietly after she calmed down a little. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Just stop.” 
 
    Miria’s lower lip trembled as more tears escaped the corners of her eyes. She hugged Asterios tightly, almost tearing through his spiritual clothes and crushing him with her strength. 
 
    “I can’t lose you…” she whispered to his ear with a trembling voice. 
 
    Asterios tenderly caressed her head and ears. “You won’t. Half-dead, half-alive, it doesn’t matter. True Dragons are immortal and you can’t really halve immortality. I will never leave your side. I swear.” 
 
    They stayed in the hug until Miria stopped sobbing and brought her face back in front of him. He placed one more kiss on her sweet lips, and she nodded faintly. Wiping away her tears, she freed him and remained by his side while tightly holding his hand. 
 
    “We will talk about it later, without all the people around,” Asterios promised Miria. “Let’s first focus on the ritual.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” She smiled at him weakly and glanced up at the Dracodon. “I sincerely apologize for my outburst, Storm King. Please, pardon my rude behavior. I have acted out of the line and my words and actions are my own, not my Master’s. I swear that I will surrender myself to proper and adequate punishment so please, don't let this sour the relationship between you and my Master.” 
 
    A few moments after she stopped speaking, a booming rumble shook the ground as the Dracodon raised its head to the sky. Asterios and his companions quickly realized that Venuzathor was laughing or chuckling in his powerful, echoing way. 
 
    Returning his deep blue eyes to them, the Storm King puffed some chilly air in their direction. “I like you, child of the feline. Very well. Let’s discuss the reason why you have called for me, the Storm King Venuzathor, to this peaceful world.” 
 
    Miria bowed once more and Asterios glanced at the Committee Members behind them to see if everyone was fine, as much as they could be in front of a gigantic, draconic monstrosity. 
 
    “So much for a show of power, huh? Nothing beats learning that your newly appointed lord is a walking husk.” He chuckled at Ted. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure. On the contrary, if this is what you can do with one foot in the grave, people’s imaginations are going to run wild with what you could achieve at full strength.” The man smiled back at him while anxiously eyeing the Dracodon. 
 
    Asterios shook his head and returned his gaze to the Storm King. “Oh well. Let us start again. Thank you for answering our call, Storm King Venuzathor. First, let me state our main purpose for doing so. We are looking for a guardian for this location and would like to request your aid. That is if watching over a human settlement is not below you, of course.” 
 
    The Dracodon raised his head and slowly looked over the crowd and surrounding buildings. “Are those your people? You have quite a lot of attachments for a… human.” 
 
    It seemed that Venuzathor had almost called him a Dragon but Asterios was glad that he changed it due to their brief agreement after noticing some similarities between the people. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct. I can’t call myself their king, but they are under my supervision as someone delegated by the ruler of these lands. It’s my responsibility to oversee this settlement and make sure that the people under my care are living a good and safe life.” 
 
    “Hmmmm… Very noble of you. But, let me ask you a question. If I would agree, who would I answer to? You or the ruler you serve?” The Storm King returned his gaze to the ground. 
 
    “This might sound confusing, but I’m not exactly the king’s servant. I have received the honor of watching over this town for my… achievements. You can say that while the people here govern themselves through a somewhat democratic system, I have a free hand in assisting and guiding them. Therefore, all my actions are my own, except for those that explicitly request the king’s aid. This summoning is my personal initiative,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “I see. You would be my master then, is that right?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Technically speaking, yes. Although, this is a specific type of summoning that doesn’t require your complete submission to me. This place will be your anchor instead of my person, and while you could of course listen to more of my requests if you are willing, your only responsibility would be to protect this area and its inhabitants, and I won’t be able to force you to do other things.” 
 
    Venuzathor examined the patterns for a moment, gracefully twisting his massive body. “This is a commendable formation, and I can tell that you are not lying about its purpose. I’m in awe of your prowess, to support such a complex array with just the three of you. My curiosity has certainly peaked, especially from the fact that you handled and are still handling the vast majority of it alone.” 
 
    “Thank you for the praise, Storm King. I’m sure it’s not anything that spectacular for someone of my stature.” Asterios made a respectful bow. 
 
    “Even considering who you are, don’t think that anyone can achieve such things with just pure power. Knowledge is the mold that guides the spiritual energy towards the desired outcome.” The Dracodon seemed to lightly bow his head at him too. 
 
    Asterios understood his words clearly. They had stumbled on two major vaults of knowledge belonging to his father, who certainly was a powerful True Dragon. Yet, the man still had to spend years if not decades researching magic for some reason. 
 
    “With such a perfect ritual, though, I am wondering about the cause of the interference,” the Storm King added. 
 
    “Interference?” 
 
    “As I was traveling between the realms, I noticed something else besides the marked destination of my descent. It was faint, but a ripple of spiritual energy seemed to interfere with the dimensional tunnel. Naturally, choosing to investigate some weak auxiliary signal would be comparable to willingly stepping off the safe path, thus unbelievably stupid, so I ignored it.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin. “I have no idea what it could have been.”  
 
    He then glanced at the girls and the Committee members but everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “All I can tell is that the source shouldn’t be located far from here. I can still faintly sense something towards… the southwest,” the Dracodon said. 
 
    “Master, maybe it’s connected with our issue?” Miria glanced at Asterios curiously. “If it’s powerful enough to interfere with your magic, it could also affect the fauna, right?” 
 
    He smiled at her and petted her cute ears until she couldn’t stop herself from purring adorably. 
 
    “Good thinking. We’ll definitely have to check it out.” Asterios turned back to Venuzathor. “Do you have any more questions or concerns? Would you be willing to aid us if not?” 
 
    The Dracodon regarded him with an unhurried glance and puffed some air at him and Miria again. “I am interested in your request. From what I can feel, our contract should greatly benefit both sides. Besides receiving a small share of your essence, I would like to add a few of my own conditions.” 
 
    “As long as they are in my capabilities, I will see to them.” 
 
    “First, I would like to receive permission to hunt in this region. Fret not, though, I will do so in consideration so as not to destabilize the ecosystem of this area. This is mostly for my own egotistical desire to taste what your realm has to offer.” 
 
    A bunch of people shuddered when the Dracodon let his head slowly swing from one side to another above the audience while releasing a low rumble. 
 
    “I see nothing wrong with that but I would like you to confirm your prey and game with me before going for the kill, just so that you don’t accidentally hurt someone or something important. We wouldn’t want to anger our powerful neighbors,” Asterios said, presenting his counteroffer. 
 
    “That is a wise amendment. I accept.” The Storm King nodded. “The second condition is related to the first. I hope consuming the enemies daring to raise their claws at the settlement and its inhabitants can be included in the ways of dealing with them. I assume that some of them might be human, thus my question.” 
 
    Another shiver ran through the crowd and plenty of people immediately swore to never cause trouble in the town no matter what. A few smaller, petty criminals or those with something on their conscience began to sweat profusely. 
 
    Asterios thought it over for a moment then nodded. “Depending on the gravity of their transgression and their intentions, I see nothing against it. Do hold yourself back for less serious threats, please, if I can ask for it.” 
 
    “I shall do so. Lastly, I would like to request a fight with you if and whenever you regain your full strength, Asterios. Not to the death, of course. That would contradict our agreement. Since you are the lord of this place, it’s only natural that my protection includes your person too.” 
 
    This time, it was Asterios who broke into a cold sweat. Venuzathor might not be a True Dragon, but he could tell that the Dracodon was an immensely powerful and proud entity and who knew how close he was to the True Dragon woman they had fought in the past? In the end, it was actually a good condition. It would allow Asterios to fare against a draconic being without risking certain death. 
 
    “I accept your challenge, Storm King Venuzathor. I promise I won’t disappoint you and give you a satisfying battle.” 
 
    Booming, rumbling laughter echoed through the town and the Dracodon lowered his head to Asterios and Miria. 
 
    “Very good. I have nothing more to say. Let us proceed whenever you are ready. I swear on my name that if the need arises, I will protect your subjects with my life on the line.” 
 
    Asterios and Miria exchanged glances and smiled at each other. She then gingerly pecked his lips and trotted back to the other girls while Tina and Grea showed up by Ast’s sides. The two ladies also smiled at him. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked them. 
 
    They both nodded and walked to their previous positions. As they sat down, Asterios remained standing and cut his palm to drip some blood onto the formation. He sighed deeply and stabilized his breathing while Selene approached him from behind. 
 
    His vulpine mate weaved some sigils in the air with three tails out. A spiritual bubble surrounded Asterios and became almost solid, obstructing the vision. People began whispering among themselves so the Committee Members explained that their lord had to undress for this part to save his clothes from getting damaged and everyone nodded to their words. 
 
    Obviously, that was a lie. 
 
    Inside the small sphere, Asterios slapped his palms together and let all of his true self out. Soon, his scales, horns, and tail showed up, and his limbs turned much more draconic. He groaned heavily and opened his spiritual circuits to their limits. 
 
    Selene had to bring out three more tails and use both hands to prevent the bubble from bursting from the insane amount of mana surging out of Asterios. A crimson pillar was still able to shoot into the sky and tongues of spiritual energy escaped the bluish cocoon like dancing serpents flying outwards. 
 
    Asterios poured his energy into the magical circle, and everyone watched how it gradually turned dark crimson with the motion of flowing water. A scream broke from his lips as he strained himself to his limits. It took him three minutes to fully activate the formation, and he felt like his entire body was burning from the output of mana. 
 
    But he succeeded and transferred enough spiritual energy to trigger the contracting part of the ritual. The entire magical circle shone brightly with crimson hues, and Ast’s Summoner Brand appeared briefly on the Dracodon’s forehead before fading away. He could feel a connection with the Storm King. 
 
    Panting like mad, he managed to withdraw his transformation and let Selene know that it was fine to take the obstruction down. She did so then immediately supported Asterios as he fell backward, setting him gently on the ground as he chuckled wryly. 
 
    “It’s been… a long time… since I’ve exhausted myself so much… hahaha…” 
 
    “Just rest, my Lord. I can’t even fathom how you filled this entire thing alone.” She smiled at him warmly. 
 
    “I guess it’s time to do my part,” Venuzathor said and began shifting his massive body and legs a bit. 
 
    Everyone watched how the Dracodon’s dark back was illuminated by a blue glow coming out of the crevices between the plates of his armor, creating multiple arrowhead-shaped stripes along his upper body. A pattern resembling tens of lightning strikes surfaced on his underside. He then pushed himself off the ground with his front legs and stood on his hind ones.  
 
    “Oh, shit. Cover your ears!” Asterios shouted and reached for Selene’s much more sensitive fluffy triangles. 
 
    Whipping his head to the sky, the Storm King shot a thick beam of condensed lighting out of his jaws. An ear-splitting, booming roar shook the air, sending mighty, trembling waves of force all around the source, which caused a small earthquake in the area. The spiritual energy crackled and flashed as the violent pillar tore the firmament of heavens to the accompaniment of the loud humming and buzzing noise of the beastly roar. 
 
    Dark storm clouds gathered around the flashing monument and swirled viciously as the proud beast kept howling. A powerful wind broke out amidst tens of lightning strikes and thunder echoing through the air. The sky became gray in a moment while the formation on the ground seemed to turn azure and change a little, expanding even more. 
 
    After thirty seconds, Venuzathor closed his jaws and the pillar of lightning was no more. He fell forward with a loud thud like a collapsing building and the sky began clearing up a little bit. The storm had passed but the clouds remained slightly gray. 
 
    “What was that?” Asterios asked after partially regaining his hearing. 
 
    “I claimed this region as my territory. No one should dare to intrude on my new sanctuary without a death wish. And also…” 
 
    Everyone started looking around when a loud, thundering noise reached their ears from every direction. People soon realized that the noise belonged to hundreds if not thousands of flying animals and beasts, from little birds to massive Wyverns. They descended onto the plaza and all the nearby buildings, sitting on top of the barriers set up above the people. In a moment, the entire city was covered by a blanket of winged creatures. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Grea asked after appearing next to Asterios with Tina by her side. 
 
    “They’ve come to pay their respects, of course,” the Storm King boomed. “And to receive their orders.” 
 
    “Orders?” Miria asked confusedly. 
 
    “I will need an army of agents if I want to properly keep an eye on the entire region.” Venuzathor chuckled deeply and glanced down at Asterios. “Now, listen to your subordinate and rest. I can see that you are barely keeping yourself conscious with sheer will. I’ll send scouts to gather intel on the weird interference and bring you good news when you wake up again.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly and nodded. Releasing a heavy sigh, he let the girls take care of him as his eyelids finally surrendered and he fell asleep immediately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25
The Calm Before the Storm 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios woke up with a groan. Scrunching his face, he raised his hands to rub his forehead but only one of them arrived at its destination unobstructed. Slightly confused, he slowly opened his eyes and quickly recognized the castle’s ceiling. He wasn’t in the master bedroom since there was a lack of the distinct canopies high above his head and the bed was clearly much narrower. 
 
    Tilting his head to the side, where his arm had refused to rise up earlier, he noticed a person sitting on a simple but comfortable chair with a padded backrest just next to the edge of the mattress. The scarlet-haired woman gently held his hand and smiled ever so softly at him. 
 
    “You are awake at last,” Silvia said in a hushed tone. 
 
    He decided to question the unusual situation in a moment and sighed softly while shifting a little. “What’s the time, and how long was I out?” 
 
    “An hour or two after noon. You’ve been asleep for two days since the summoning.” The princess saw his eyes widen a little and tenderly squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry and take it easy. The Storm King said it would take at least three days for you to regain the lost reserves so you must still be somewhat tired. Everything was taken care of after you went to rest. We made sure of that.” 
 
    Meeting Silvia’s kind gaze, Asterios nodded and tried to relax. He knew he could count on his friends and didn’t doubt that they had everything in perfect control. All the women were something else in the end, and the Committee members hadn’t suddenly disappeared. 
 
    Feeling the princess’ soft fingers brushing over the top of his hand, he moved his eyes to it. At first, he hadn’t noticed, but there was a faint connection between them, and warmth emanated from their touch, much more than it should. 
 
    “So, what’s the situation here?” Asterios asked, switching his gaze between their intertwined palms and Silvia’s face. “Not that I don’t find this nice, but I would expect Miria in your place instead with how much she usually worries about me.” 
 
    The princess let out a very subtle chuckle and nodded. “That’s true, and she did check on you the most out of all of us.” She then slightly lowered her head. “I’m sorry for acting on my own but shortly after we transported you here, I noticed that our mana mingled together just as usual, and I soon found out that my spiritual energy could somehow stimulate yours. I’m sure you can feel it even now.” 
 
    “I see.” Asterios nodded and brushed his finger over Siliva’s soft skin. “Does it drain you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not in the slightest. While I’ve certainly been sharing some of my mana with you, it’s not an amount worth mentioning. I would need to focus deeply to notice the effects and I haven’t felt anything worrisome during all my time here.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve been sitting here since the summoning.” Asterios raised his brows at her, and she responded with a slightly more apparent smile. “Damn. I don’t know what to say besides thank you. It must have been horribly boring.” 
 
    “I wasn’t alone all the time.” The princess skipped with her eyes past him. 
 
    Asterios turned his head to the other side and found a golden-haired woman with dazzling white wings sitting there. “Gods, Bryn, I’m sorry for not noticing you earlier.” 
 
    The Valkyrie showed a brilliant smile and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, Master. I’m glad to see you recover so quickly. I made sure to keep an eye on you from a medical standpoint now and then but my time here can’t even compare to Princess Silvia’s. There's no doubt that you woke up earlier thanks to her discovery and help.” 
 
    “For sure.” Asterios returned his gaze to the princess and found a barely noticeable tinge of rosiness on her noble cheeks. “Thanks again. How is the situation?” 
 
    “You are welcome,” Silvia replied calmly. “Nothing significant happened while you were unconscious. The plaza is already back to its original state and the Storm King chose its northern part as his resting place, lying there peacefully most of the time. The Committee members decided to build a raised platform for him and will most likely start the construction soon as they are a bit busy assisting with your family’s new stores.” 
 
    He chuckled, imagining the towering Dracodon curled up on a pedestal and watching over the market with his keen eye. Then, a dark gate opened next to Bryn and a person flew out of it. 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    Miria slammed into Asterios and he had to break his hand out of Silvia’s hold to catch the panthergirl. More chuckles escaped his lips as his feline mate wrapped her limbs all around him and rubbed her face into his chest. As he stroked her cute ears, Selene and Tina walked into the room too. 
 
    “It’s alright, I’m fine.” He caressed Miria’s back lovingly. “I’m happy to see you too.” 
 
    Raising them both to a sitting position, Asterios put his hands under her chin and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. She smiled beautifully at him. 
 
    “I know you are fine, Master. Silvia and Bryn took good care of you. I’m just glad you finally woke up,” Miria explained and kissed him too. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly on the side and shot a glance at the princess. “Venuzathor said it would take you a day or two more, but I’m not surprised that you exceeded his expectations.” 
 
    “I still feel a little hole in my reserves but I’m almost full. I think I’m good to go. Thanks, everyone, for taking care of me.” Asterios looked at each of them with a kind smile. 
 
    “Speaking of holes…” Miria said quietly, and the mood turned slightly more serious. 
 
    He sighed softly and scratched behind her ears. “The injury, right?” She nodded somberly. “Well, I’ve never felt like dying and I’m sure you can tell. On the contrary, I’ve been growing stronger bit by bit. I don’t think there’s much we have to worry about, especially without any information on what Venuzathor meant.” 
 
    ~Let me elaborate now, then.~ The Storm King’s voice echoed in their heads. 
 
    “Looks like everything ended without an issue,” Asterios commented. “We would be glad to hear more of your insight on this matter if you know anything, King Venuzathor.” 
 
    ~Storm King is more of a title rather than status. Feel free to call me Venuzathor, or Venuz for short. And naturally, I do not mind speaking of what I can see.~ 
 
    “Noted. So, I don’t exactly know where to begin so if you could…?” 
 
    ~Your feline mate was pretty close with her assessment. Looking at you, I see half a person. It’s hard to explain but I guess calling it a hole in your being is quite accurate. What I have no doubt about is that whatever it is, it was inflicted upon you.~ 
 
    “The injury,” Tina whispered as she and Selene sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    They felt the Storm King make a rumbling noise of agreement. ~There are evident traces of something powerful piercing your body. The physical matter might have fully healed, but the traces of spiritual damage still linger over your entire torso like a web of fading cracks.~ 
 
    “Could it be… from the crystal?” Miria glanced into Ast’s eyes with a teary expression. 
 
    He grazed her cheek and gave Venuzathor access to his memories from that day. The Storm King watched their battle with the Bloodfang and pondered for a moment. 
 
    ~Hmmm… I don’t think that was it… That crystal… is way too weak.~ 
 
    Miria exhaled heavily with her hand over her heart. Asterios pulled her into a warm hug, glad that she felt at least a little better about herself. He still could sense her worry but Miria didn’t blame herself so deeply anymore, and some relief washed over her. 
 
    “Bryn did say that she removed the Limit Breaker’s effects,” Selene said with a respectful nod at the Valkyrie. “You didn’t notice anything else?” 
 
    The winged woman shook her head with a downcast gaze. “No, I’m sorry. I took care of anything I could sense through my magic. If there is still something that could be healed, it’s either above the scope of my current abilities or I need to use a specific spell for it. Of course, I will do everything in my power to test everything I know.” 
 
    Seeing the determined expression taking over Bryn’s face, Asterios smiled at her softly. “It’s alright. I’m really grateful for your help, Bryn. There’s no rush to exhaust yourself in pursuit of a solution.” 
 
    “There’s a chance that the location in your realm holds some magic research too, right?” Tina glanced at her. “Maybe it will be about Healing Magic. That could come useful. Especially if it was some mix of draconic characteristics with normal spells like with the Summoning Magic.” 
 
    “Tina is right,” Silvia joined in. “You told me that there was some connection between the Summoning Magic and the beastfolk realm, and then between the Sealing Magic and the Demon Continent. Is there anything about Healing Magic that comes to your mind, Bryn?” 
 
    The Valkyrie made a thoughtful expression for a while and scrunched her face a little. “I don’t think there’s anything special about it. Our Healing Magic is certainly quite strong, and many of us are able to master it.” 
 
    “It could be something barely known in the society like in Miria’s and Selene’s world,” Asterios suggested. “No use in trying to figure it out. We’ll see for ourselves when we take the Descending Spire back from the claws of those monsters.” 
 
    Bryn showed a dazzling smile and bowed her head. “Speaking of Healing Magic, that man in charge of the garrison asked me if I could run a check on his soldiers too. After consulting with the others here, we thought that you would accept the request so I agreed and was tending to them whenever I wasn’t by your side, Master. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “Of course. You girls know that you don’t need my permission for such little things, or anything, to be honest. Just don’t overexert yourself.” 
 
    “Look who's talking.” Selene smirked at him and he chuckled. 
 
    ~I apologize that there’s not much more I can share with you,~ the Storm King added after a moment of silence passed. 
 
    “That’s already plenty, thank you,” Asterios replied. “It doesn’t feel like an immediate danger to my life and certainly isn’t anything new so let’s focus on our current issues first. Everything was fine on your end, right?” 
 
    ~I have familiarized myself with the terrain in the close vicinity and my scouts keep a constant eye on these lands. They haven’t reported anything out of the ordinary yet. We will know immediately if they do.~ 
 
    “And what about the weird interference?” 
 
    ~A flock of birds told me they feel uneasy flying over a certain place in the same direction as I mentioned earlier. I haven’t investigated it myself yet, waiting for your awakening. It seems to be a small hill like countless others in the forest.~ 
 
    “At least we now have something to check instead of just theorizing,” Tina commented. “Let’s see it after you get back on your feet, Ast.” 
 
    “I’m already good,” Asterios answered and turned himself to the edge of the bed. 
 
    “No need to rush, as you said yourself,” she reprimanded him with a stern gaze and he smiled, feeling Tina’s concern and affection. “The town is definitely safe with the Storm King around. Any beasts will now think thrice before rushing in this direction.” 
 
    He raised his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright, I’ll obey. I don’t feel like lazing in bed, though.” 
 
    Tina smiled back at him and placed her hand on Ast’s chest as she got closer. He leaned down and let the shorter girl peck his lips. They stood up together and he summoned his clothing with a wave of crimson flames. 
 
    “We could spend some time in our world if you would like, my Lord,” Selene suggested. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Silvia, who also just stood up. 
 
    “It’s okay. I need to head to rest up a little anyway,” she said, and he could tell that her eyelids were at least somewhat droopy. 
 
    “You haven’t slept this entire time?” 
 
    “I did. A little bit,” she admitted. 
 
    He pointed at the door while squinting his eyes. “Out with you before your father learns of this and takes my head for ruining your health and beauty.” 
 
    Silvia chuckled very quietly and walked to the entrance. They exchanged soft smiles as she passed him, and the princess excused herself from the room in silence. Asterios sighed and raked through his hair. 
 
    He noticed all the girls looking at him with smiles. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Miria replied with a giggle and nuzzled herself into his arm. 
 
    Selene opened a portal for them and they all walked into the city of Spiritual Foxes. The panthergirl left his side quite quickly and pushed Tina forward. With a noticeable blush on her cheeks, the Summoner girl slid her hand into Ast’s and they walked side by side like a true couple while the three women followed after them shortly. 
 
    Asterios knew exactly what was the reason behind Selene’s suggestion, so he led everyone toward the main temple. Tina admired the beautiful buildings carved in the marble mountain. They felt so majestic and romantic. It was like they were walking through one giant sculpture rather than a town. 
 
    They soon reached the overbearing stairs and he swept her off her feet, evoking a little squeal from the blue-haired girl. Miria jumped into Bryn’s arms as Asterios materialized his wings, and they soared into the air with Selene by their side. She had brought out enough tails to fly comfortably. After her recent advancements, just five were enough for the short distance. 
 
    “What are you planning now?” Asterios asked his vulpine mate as they landed on top of the last step. 
 
    She showed a mischievous grin and began walking ahead. The air around the fox lady shimmered and she disappeared, confusing them all. But, it didn’t look like she had lunged forward faster than their eyes could follow, just quickly faded away into nothingness. 
 
    Asterios reached for his draconic origins and focused on his eyes. His vision turned into grayscale and he quickly noticed the traces of bluish mana associated with Selene. He raised his head and found a transparent, blurry silhouette of his eight-tailed companion floating in the air above the temple. Soon, massive serpents of cyan energy surged toward her from everywhere around. 
 
    A moment later, a powerful presence exploded from the point where she hovered in the sky. All the scholars, priests, priestesses, and servants dropped to their knees or onto all fours as gravity suddenly increased tenfold or more. An intense spiritual storm broke out around the temple's peak and a ferocious wind howled in circles, separating the location from the rest of the world. 
 
    Everyone looked around with either terror or awe in their eyes as dark clouds gathered above their heads. The only thing lacking were lightning strikes and thunder but it seemed like Selene either chose not to cause them or couldn’t do so yet. Asterios could see how she manipulated immense amounts of spiritual energy around the place to create this phenomenon. 
 
    “Bring me the Matriarch!” a deep, female voice boomed straight from the sky. 
 
    Ast’s group knew it was Selene but only thanks to their obvious advantage of prior information. The poor Foxkin and Spiritual Foxes had no idea what was happening and could only cower on the ground. Some managed to assume a praying form and bowed to the heavens. 
 
    Soon, the doors to the temple burst open, and they watched Lerisse rush forward with a panicked expression, with all five of her tails out to combat the increased gravity. Right behind her ran Ronye with a deathly pale face and five tails too, which seemed new to Asterios. 
 
    The duo stopped in the middle of the plaza in front of the entrance and turned their eyes to the sky, moving their hands into their people’s greeting. 
 
    “The Matriarch is here! I greet the respectable senior!” 
 
    “Weak!” The powerful voice boomed again. 
 
    Right after, the pressure around the two women grew even more and they were forced to their knees even with all their tails out. They grunted in a struggle but quickly assumed a respectful pose on one knee, with their heads bowed, and hands still joined above their figures. It didn’t look like the others suffered the same fate. 
 
    “Is this the extent of power my descendants have reached in the last centuries? Pathetic!” Selene’s fake, powerful tone caused the ground to tremble. 
 
    Lerisse’s eyes shot wide, and she too paled to the extreme. Asterios chuckled and shook his head, realizing what their companion was playing at. 
 
    “Do you have nothing to say for yourself, Matriarch?” the voice echoed again. 
 
    “This junior has failed the ancestor! This junior doesn’t dare to make any excuses! This junior will prostrate herself in front of the ancestor and await punishment!” 
 
    “You think you are worthy of seeing my immortal visage?” The gravity pressed the Foxkin duo even stronger, causing them to whine a little. 
 
    “I am not!” Lerisse quickly shouted. “None of us are! There is no one among—” 
 
    “There is someone!” Ronye interrupted her and the Matriarch shot her an intense glare. “There is someone with potential just like the ancestor! She is strong! She might even be the ancestor’s…” 
 
    The older woman swatted at her unfilial disciple to stop Ronye from blurting out more unnecessary things. 
 
    “Someone?” The voice rumbled a bit softer, and the pressure decreased a little, letting the two women raise their heads. 
 
    They watched the dark clouds part in a certain spot and a ray of silvery light shone through the hole down on the pavement right in front of them. Following it, they noticed a sparkling, shimmering outline of a person of feminine posture and multiple tails. 
 
    The obstruction gradually receded and revealed an impishly smiling Selene looking down at them. 
 
    “And who is that someone?” She smirked. 
 
    Lerisse’s eyes turned into saucers and immediately narrowed into thin slits. 
 
    “You… Unruly… Brat… I’m going to murder you!” 
 
    The Matriarch lunged forward as the pressure disappeared but Selene chuckled softly and blinked away from the woman’s fist. Lerisse continued swinging at her, but the white-haired fox lady didn’t even change her posture, just teleporting from place to place as the seething Matriarch chased after her. 
 
    Asterios and the girls walked up to Ronye and he extended his hand to the young foxgirl. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She looked up at his warm smile and blushed immediately, realizing her embarrassing position, squatted awkwardly with her butt on the floor. Trying not to look him in the eyes, she accepted the help and stood up with a little wobble, falling into Asterios. He chuckled softly and assisted her in regaining proper balance. 
 
    “The fifth one wasn’t there the last time, was it?” he asked. 
 
    Ronye glanced up at him with a tinge of confusion in her eyes before they widened ever so slightly and she bowed respectfully. 
 
    “It’s all thanks to Esteemed Teacher’s guidance. I have recently advanced under the eye of the Matriarch and Senior Selene. I am unspeakably grateful for your help.” 
 
    Asterios raised her up. “That’s great news. I’m glad that my ramblings could assist you.” 
 
    Just then, Selene blinked herself next to him and Lerisse showed up right after her while panting heavily. 
 
    “Congratulations, Ronye. I knew you had it in you.” The white-haired fox lady smiled brilliantly. 
 
    “Tsch. This is not the end, you hear me?” Lerisse clicked her tongue and fixed her appearance. “I swear you will give me a heart attack one day. I literally thought Kaguya had returned.” 
 
    “The last thing I remember from the teachings is her reaching the seventh stage.” Selene showed a wide smile while letting her eight tails sway gently. 
 
    “Show off,” the Matriarch scoffed but everyone could notice the corners of her mouth rise proudly. 
 
    After everything calmed down a little, Lerisse invited everyone to her office, and they sat around a low tea table to chat together. The main topic was of course Selene’s unimaginable advancement and the fox lady didn’t spare the details on how she had achieved it exactly. Ronye could barely sit a few seconds without turning all red. 
 
    But, she somehow managed to talk to Asterios despite all of that. He accepted her thanks and they discussed a few theories related to spiritual energy while she recounted some of the exercises she had introduced into her daily life after receiving his notes. The duo looked into it so much that even the Matriarch was shocked to see her young disciple show so much emotion and excitement while talking to a male. 
 
    Naturally, Asterios properly introduced Tina and Bryn to everyone who hadn’t met or known about either. As usual, he couldn’t not mention the Valkyrie’s situation again, so part of their conversation regarded the possibilities of trade between the realms since the leader of Spiritual Foxes was present. 
 
    Lerisse joked that Selene couldn’t escape her fate even after rejecting the position of the Matriarch as she had ended up looking after another settlement in a completely different realm. While the white-haired lady wasn’t exactly Glimmervale’s ruler, she was Ast’s mate, his equal, so she felt at least a bit responsible for it as he did. 
 
    After about two hours, Selene suggested visiting Miria’s hometown too and everyone agreed after their feline friend started bouncing around in excitement. As they were leaving, Asterios cheered Ronye on, seeing how fired up she had gotten after their conversation and accidentally plopped his hand onto her hair to ruffle it gently.  
 
    Albeit with her face turned crimson, she did not run away and stood there to receive his pats as her single now tail swished happily. Selene and Lerisse watched the show with grins, extremely happy that the ever-so-headstrong Ronye was actually letting someone get through that prideful shell of hers. It was a good thing for the young Matriarch candidate. 
 
    Bidding farewell to the two fox-eared women, Ast’s group jumped to Miria’s home through a portal she had opened for them. After unlocking more of his lineage, Asterios had tested if they could do so since the anchor in her realm should be attached to that place. It worked without an issue, so the girls could properly open gates to him or to their homes no matter where they were. 
 
    The sight of five people leaving Miria’s bedroom shocked her mother greatly but she quickly regathered her wits and invited everyone for some cookies. Her husband soon joined them and everyone shared a good time with Miria’s quite eccentric parents. Oria was extremely excited to meet Miria’s sister-mates and knowingly teased the only one person who wasn’t. Bryn held herself strong but they could see some flush on her cheeks whenever such topics surfaced. 
 
    Just like in the past, they left Miria’s home to take a walk through the village, in a much larger group this time. They obviously attracted quite the attention, but many people recognized Asterios or his two beastfolk mates now since they had often spent their free time amongst them or the Spiritual Foxes. 
 
    Since they were already jumping places, Bryn offered to let Tina tour her realm too, and no one had anything against it. They still had a moment before it would start getting dark and the flying metal fortress would surely look breathtaking at night too. 
 
    Thanking Miria’s parents for their hospitality, they followed the Valkyrie through her gate. Tina was mesmerized by the golden and silver buildings, but the groups of winged women were what captured most of her attention. 
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t fated to sightsee Bryn’s homeworld just yet as a voice in everyone’s heads made them pause. 
 
    ~There’s movement,~ Venuzathor exclaimed calmly. 
 
    They exchanged serious looks and nodded. 
 
    ~Inform the guards, please. Umbra, fetch Silvia. Gently. She might still be sleeping. We are going to finally see what this is about.~ 
 
    As Asterios finished, everyone jumped through his gate and stepped back into Glimmervale’s castle. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
Town Defense 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone soon found themselves in the master bedroom back at the castle. A moment later, a deep shadow swirled on the ground and a dark pillar formed a feminine silhouette. Silvia was revealed from behind the ominous curtains as they receded back into the floor.  
 
    She met Ast’s gaze while lightly rubbing her eye. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m sorry for waking you up but it seems that we’ll be under attack in a moment. How are you feeling?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “No matter how tired I might be, I will never choose to rest leisurely while my people are in danger. Thank you for your concern, though. I’m fine,” Silvia replied with a confident tone. 
 
    “You are going to be an amazing queen one day. Not that you aren’t an incredible princess already.” He smiled warmly, and she responded with a gentle smile too. “Let’s make sure that no one gets hurt on our watch, then.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Tina stepped closer to him. 
 
    “Venuz? Anything you can tell us about the situation?” 
 
    ~The birds spotted a few small mixed groups of beasts heading towards us through the forest. They are coming from the same direction, the southwest. We should have a few minutes before they arrive. They are also supposedly spread unevenly so it doesn’t seem like a coordinated attack.~ 
 
    “Thank you.” Asterios nodded both mentally and physically. “Ted mentioned that the appearances were quite random, so it doesn’t look like anything changed. Have you informed them about it?” 
 
    ~As you have requested. The protectors are running around the settlement and urging people to stay in their dwellings for now. The human you mentioned is gathering the strongest fighters and will soon head in the direction of the upcoming assault. Though, if I intervene, I can get rid of the issue before it even reaches us,~ the Storm King stated with a proud tone. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer, but we would like to see and examine the monsters on our own. I’m sure you could squash the entire force with a flick of your claw. Would you mind leaving it to us and watching for any enemies that manage to slip by?” Asterios asked. 
 
    ~Very well. None shall pass the edge of this village,~ the Dracodon responded and Asterios could sense that he really didn’t mind. 
 
    “Great. Which watchtower is the closest to the direction the enemies are coming from?” 
 
    ~The southern one.~ 
 
    “Thank you.” Asterios nodded once more and turned to the girls. “Let’s check if we can see them approaching.” 
 
    Silvia stepped closer to him, and the two held hands as Umbra’s shadow swallowed them. In a blink, the darkness faded away, and they appeared on the wooden scaffolding surrounding the top of the southern watchtower, surprising the two scouts stationed inside. The girls hastily joined the duo through their own means. They spread out along the railing and gazed into the distance. 
 
    “I don’t think I can see anything yet,” Miria said as she leaned over the iron bar. 
 
    Asterios wrapped his arm around her waist to hold her close. “They must still be quite far. Let me try. We just need to confirm if they are coming from only one general direction.” 
 
    He closed his eyes while drawing on the scorching hot mana and funneled it into his sight. The more he trained to enhance various body parts with his draconic energy, the easier and faster it became to achieve the desired results. In less than a second, he lifted his eyelids and gazed into the forest ahead. 
 
    Trying to use their old Ranger friend’s Farsight technique as the base, Asterios channeled his energy in a similar way and almost gasped out loud when his vision jumped forward so much it felt like he was about to slam face-first into one of the trees. The girls grabbed him as his body suddenly jerked and he let out an awkward chuckle. 
 
    “I’m good. Didn’t expect to suddenly watch ants climb some bark hundreds of meters ahead.” 
 
    “You really can see so far?” Tina turned to him with an amazed expression. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not that easy to control. I’ve experienced Farsight in the past, but this took me by surprise. Give me a second to adjust.” 
 
    Focusing his mind on the boosted technique, Asterios practiced increasing and decreasing the range of his piercing gaze until moving his eyes around didn’t make him flinch anymore. He scanned the tree crowns from a distance and noticed movement. Enhancing the image as much as he could, he finally saw some flashes of animals through the dense leaves. 
 
    “Common beasts, just as Ted said. I can’t tell much from this angle. Judging by the shivering leaves, we should be able to handle them with our numbers if we spread a bit along the edge and they don’t split any further,” Asterios said while running his gaze from side to side. 
 
    “Amazing,” Bryn said. 
 
    He returned his sight more or less to the neutral state and turned to his companions. “Let’s get down and prepare the welcome party. Are we ready?” 
 
    “Race to the bottom?” Selene smirked mischievously and jumped onto the metal railing without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Oh, no, you are not getting a headstart!” Miria’s lips twisted into a joyful grin, and she immediately vaulted over the balustrade. 
 
    As the fox lady began running down the ethereal stairs she created under her feet, the panthergirl used the small, defensive windows in the tower’s structure to descend like an excited monkey, throwing herself from one opening to another. 
 
    Bryn soared into the sky with a powerful flap of her magnificent wings and barrelled toward the ground while Tina threw a big javelin of water over the edge at a sharp angle. It left a suspended, leaking trail in the air, and she hoisted herself over the protective guardrail without a second of hesitation. Landing with both feet on the liquid line, she began to skillfully slide down in a lowered stance. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Silvia and she chuckled quietly. “Not much I can do with my fire yet that doesn’t require a chant or a brief dance.” 
 
    He extended a hand to her with a smile. “Do you mind?” 
 
    She shook her head and let Asterios pull her closer. He swept the fiery princess into a proper princess carry then dashed towards the railing. Right in front of it, he spun on his heels and pushed himself off the wooden platform. As his back passed over the metal bar, they began falling to the ground while upside down. 
 
    Two seconds later, wings sprouted from Ast’s back, and he gained control of their descent, letting them continue falling like a boulder until he felt that it was time. They reached Miria, who had just jumped onto the roof of the closest building to the tower while shifting into her panther form, and he spread his wings wide. 
 
    Their trajectory quickly curved into an arc and they shot forward barely inches above the tiled roofs, zooming past the running panther. A challenging growl reached Ast’s ears from behind at the same time as a pleasant laugh arrived from under him.  
 
    Glancing down, he realized that it came from Silvia, and their eyes met. They smiled at each other before he focused on pushing them forward with his powerful wings. Tina and Selene were still descending in their own ways but he could see Bryn already edging on her victory. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” Asterios instructed and the princess wrapped her arms tighter around his neck. 
 
    Gathering plenty of spiritual energy in his wings, he spread them to their limits and made a mighty flap that sent them into a spinning motion right after the leathery appendages wrapped themselves around their bodies in a protective fashion. An echoing explosion traveled through the air as they surged forward like an oval cannonball. 
 
    Silvia couldn’t see anything except for the quickly traveling spots of light penetrating the dark crimson membranes of Ast’s wings, and her ears were full of a loud whizz of air as he tore through it with his figure. Asterios had left a small hole in front of his eyes to judge the distance and squinted to fight against the powerful wind assaulting them. 
 
    Bryn readied herself to land and secure her first place when she heard an incoming high-pitched whistle and her head snapped toward the source. Her eyes widened, and she hastily somersaulted to the back as a big, dark crimson projectile crashed into the ground underneath her. 
 
    Steadying herself in the air with a few awkward flaps, she followed the two tracks it had left in the mud and found Asterios at their very end with his wings spread wide. He was leaning to the back to combat the force of impact with Silvia still in his arms. She hastily flew to the duo and descended next to them. 
 
    “Damn. I thought my legs would end up ripped off.” He chuckled while digging himself out of the ground and setting the princess on her feet. “Did we win?” 
 
    The Valkyrie assisted Silvia as she regained her balance and began preparing a spell to heal Asterios but she noticed the crimson scales covering his feet and calves, now partially visible as the spiritual material had been torn away by the intense friction from their landing. Dark red flames were already reconstructing the missing clothing. 
 
    Just then, Selene joined them on the grass, and Tina reached the end of her slide made by Hydran. A black panther jumped down from the nearby roof and stopped next to them while panting heavily with her rosy tongue lolling out. 
 
    ~Ugh! Even Tina beat me to it!~ Miria complained telepathically as she shifted back. 
 
    The blue-haired girl giggled adorably. “I almost fell a bunch of times, though.” 
 
    Asterios approached the panthergirl and petted her cute ears. “You good?” 
 
    Miria beamed at him. “Yes! Don’t worry, I won’t let it get to me, Master. I know I’ve been in a tough spot since the very start.” She rubbed her cheek into his and then suddenly withdrew herself back. “But that was awesome, Master!” 
 
    Silvia let out a quiet, soft chuckle. “It was. My heart is still beating like a drum from that landing.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Asterios shot her an apologetic smile. “Let’s get back on track, though. We have a town to defend.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and they walked the remaining distance to their destination together, which was the very middle of the southwestern border of the town where the buildings started. 
 
    Pushing through a few bushes, Asterios suddenly paused, and the girls glanced at him curiously. He pointed ahead and everyone found an angle to peek forward. Glancing from behind their respective trees, they noticed a human man looking outwards from the town with a shiny greatsword in his hands. The tip rested on the ground ahead of him. 
 
    “Wait. Isn’t this that guy from the drawbridge?” Miria whispered as her brows furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “John.” Silvia nodded. “But what is he doing here? How come he beat the guards and even us?” 
 
    “We’ll have to think about it later. They are here.” Asterios glanced to the side, and everyone heard the approaching beasts. 
 
    A quite sizable wild boar jumped out of the shrubs and sprinted toward the town. The man stepped into its path and awkwardly swung his greatsword with a shout. He managed to hit the boar’s snout, and the blade cut deep into its front. The ferocious pig squealed in pain for a moment and dropped dead as half of its head got split open. 
 
    “That’s clearly an enchanted weapon,” Silvia commented. “There’s no way he can swing that blade so easily while he can’t even retrieve it.” 
 
    Just as she said, the man struggled to pull the sword out of the boar’s flesh, trying to leverage himself with his foot on the dead beast. They heard more rustling from the side, and everyone exchanged glances. 
 
    “Let's spread out and assist each other when necessary. Miria to the far left, Selene to the far right, Tina left, Silvia right, and I’ll remain in the middle with Bryn to look after everyone. Try not to lay complete waste to this area,” Asterios gave his orders, and the girls jumped into action. 
 
    Miria switched into her panther form and dashed ahead to reach her position while Selene brought three tails out and jumped in the opposite direction. Tina brought a slip of paper from her pocket, and it flashed with an azure magic formation on it. Wings erupted from her back as she grabbed Hydran in his scythe form, and she bolted after the panther. Silvia summoned her staff and flaming armor before joining the fox lady. 
 
    All the movement shocked the greatsword user, but his attention was quickly brought back to his front as a wild wolf lunged at him. He tugged on his stuck sword, but it was still deep in the boar’s skull. Before the canine beast slammed into him, something pierced its neck with a quiet whizz, and it fell to the ground, starting to tremble. 
 
    Asterios showed up by John’s side and kicked the blade while reloading his bracer, setting the sword free. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here before you get yourself killed,” he shouted and moved past the foolish guy. 
 
    Three rabbits jumped into his view and confused Asterios a little. But, he quickly noticed that they were hostile too and had sharp, moose-like antlers sprouting from their foreheads. Their size was that of a common dog. The fluffy beasts bounced forward as a group, and Asterios unsheathed his Spellslinger, slotting a simple earth-based spell into the niche. Bryn erected a barrier in front of them and the duo got to work. 
 
    Miria remained in her panther form and ripped the throat of a black-furred lion without an issue. The beast hadn’t even paid any attention to her until her fangs literally sank into its delicate flesh. The lioness dashing right after the male didn’t so much as flinch at the death of her possible mate and continued forward. 
 
    Spitting the bloody remains aside, the panthergirl twisted her body and leaped after the dashing feline with a taunting roar. It had no visible effect but she reached the back of her opponent nevertheless and dug her claws into the lioness’ behind. That evoked a reaction as a pained yowl filled the air and the two tumbled ahead. 
 
    She wasted no time grappling with the enemy and shifted into her humanoid form. Drawing one of her swords out, Miria skillfully drove it into the wild cat’s chest and pierced the beast’s heart. As life slowly escaped her opponent’s slumping body, she tossed it away and sprung to her feet. 
 
    Noticing the familiar sensation of her favorite spell washing over her warmed-up body, she smiled joyfully and sent plenty of appreciation to her beloved master through their bond. Leaning forward, she disappeared with a loud thump. Nothing was going to get past her. 
 
    Selene stood still with a fan of spiritual javelins hovering vertically behind her back. She supported her chest with one arm while flicking the other hand toward any intruder stepping into her range. A big crane flew above her head, and she didn’t even lift her face to follow it. Three blue spears soon shot at it and skewered the bird to death. 
 
    The frequency of incoming enemies wasn’t high and she didn’t even have to break the tiniest sweat while defending her position. Once in a while, more than one opponent showed up, like the current pair of oversized badgers with a coat of spikes similar to those belonging to a hedgehog. 
 
    She felt no threat from the attackers as they didn’t really aim for her. Picking one of the sharp polearms from behind her back, she stepped forward and used Ethereal Shift to blink behind the two animals with a sapphire flash, her weapon directed to the side. Both beasts suddenly exploded in fountains of blood, and she wiped her face of the gathered crimson stains. 
 
    As her senses suddenly grew sharper, thanks to a supportive technique she quickly recognized, Selene smiled to herself softly and glanced to her left. She could spot orange explosions of light not that far from her and the silhouette of the princess flickered between the trees. Returning her gaze forward, she sent her lord a mental kiss on the cheek and aimed her fingers at an incoming deer. 
 
    Silvia made sure to control her flames to her utmost abilities. She was fully aware that her element was the most destructive in their current environment. Still, she had trained for years not to let such conditions render her useless and she dispatched her opponents with precisely aimed blows and noble grace. 
 
    A bush rustled at her side and a gray-skinned lizard crawled out of it. A layer of stone covered its back, and its tail split into three. Each tail ended curled to the front with a vicious spike resembling a scorpion’s stinger. 
 
    Assuming that its underside should be one of its weaknesses with how the top of the body was heavily protected, she backstepped and spun her black battle staff. Chanting in a whisper, she made a few pirouettes and shoved the tip into the ground just when the beast was reaching her position. 
 
    The dirt underneath it glowed as a yellow formation appeared on it, and orange flames erupted upwards like a small volcano. The armored lizard shot into the air while wiggling in pain and fell onto its back. Silvia was next to it in a flash, boosting her lunge with tiny jets of fire coming out of her heels, and stabbed the singed belly of the beast. Its insides lit up and soon burst open with violent fire which killed her enemy without a doubt. 
 
    Doing a quick scan of her surroundings, she confirmed that nothing had caught up on fire by accident and smiled to herself. She could hear others facing their own opponents and saw Asterios working together with Bryn not that far from her. He kept masterfully juggling simple spells to efficiently kill various different beasts.  
 
    Their eyes met briefly and he made a respectful nod clearly meant to commend her efforts. He was obviously keeping an eye on her and everyone else. As he dove back into his battle, so did she. Just a little bit, she wished she was able to communicate and coordinate with him just like the other women could, but she shook her head to focus on her task. The safety of the townsfolk was the top priority, and there was no use in getting distracted. 
 
    Tina flapped her wings strongly to dodge a wild coyote and spun mid-air, slicing it in half with her water scythe. So far, only two beasts had come to her, and that one was the second. She felt a bit down that she couldn’t show Asterios what she really could do, but her mind was immediately filled with loving appreciation as he apparently sensed her mood, which caused her to blush heavily. 
 
    As per her request, a massive grizzly charged in her direction with a mighty roar. Her eyes widened for a split second but she jumped into action at once. Fishing another paper slip out of her pocket, she infused it with a pulse of mana, and it disintegrated, leaving only a glowing emerald sigil of quite the complexity hovering in the air. 
 
    Catching it with her free hand, Tina slapped it onto her face and the array merged with her skin. Greenish patterns snaked around her entire body and she felt pure power turning her muscles burning hot. Her vision grew sharper, and while she couldn’t see it, her irises turned gold and her eyes resembled that of a proud lion. 
 
    Hydran reshaped himself into a magnificent, crystal-clear longbow, and she held it forward in her left palm. As she drew the bowstring with the fingers of her right hand, a helix of fierce wind mana coiled around her arm and reached the quickly forming water arrow. The two elements fused, and the projectile unexpectedly expanded to the size of a barrel in a blink. 
 
    That sudden change spooked Tina as she had been focusing her eyes on the bear and she gasped, accidentally releasing the bowstring. Overbearing silence descended onto the battlefield for a fraction of a second so heavily that one could hear a pin drop to the ground, and in the next moment, a pillar of merciless, horizontal tornado twice as big as she was blasted forward, filling the surrounding area with unbearable droning noise. 
 
    Tina yelped at the size of her attack, and her eyes turned into saucers right after it ended. A perfectly round corridor of nothingness extended about twenty-five meters ahead. Everything in its path had been ground into inexistence. Some trees at the edges barely stood straight with half of their trunks evenly evaporated. Droplets of water and blood dripped off the remaining leaves with no grizzly in sight. 
 
    Hearing a chuckle in her head, she blushed so hard her face turned into a full tomato. As Asterios reassured her that it was fine, she swore to herself to be very careful with anything regarding Esil’s powers. Doing her best to regain control of her mind, she turned Hydran into a scythe again and waited for the next beast. 
 
    Right in the middle of their formation, Asterios and Bryn had some great fun together. He hadn’t had many occasions to properly use his Spellslinger in recent weeks so he burned through low-level spells while treating the combat as decent training. The Valkyrie danced around him with her staff and skewered any beasts he had left for her.  
 
    She was content with just watching from afar and making sure that everyone stayed uninjured, but appreciated his effort of including her in the fight. All the girls fought bravely and skillfully, avoiding gathering any wounds. It had to be expected; they were defending against pretty normal-looking beasts of low strength. 
 
    Additionally, they didn’t have to worry too much. The knights had arrived shortly after them and formed a line right in front of the town’s edge, waiting for anything to slip past the valiant defenders. Even Guildmaster Suanori was present, and she had erected a short wall made of vines that the archers could use as ramparts. Unfortunately, everyone could only watch in awe as Asterios and his companions mowed down any incoming attacker with extreme ease. The enemy’s numbers were way too low to give them trouble. 
 
    The defense operation lasted for slightly over half an hour. A single beast still popped up now and then, but Ted urged Asterios to leave some fun for his boys and called his party to the sidelines so they could rest. The girls gathered around the two men and flashed each other nice smiles as they calmed down their breathing. 
 
    “So, it’s like this every time?” Asterios asked after taking a sip of water. 
 
    “Pretty much. A few of them sometimes manage to get into the town if the scouts notice movement a bit too late, but there usually aren’t any injuries or damage, even amongst the soldiers,” Ted answered. 
 
    “Was it only me or does it feel like the beasts completely ignore everything and just run ahead?” Miria placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head a little. 
 
    “I noticed that too.” Selene nodded while stroking her chin. 
 
    “There certainly is something wrong with them,” Asterios agreed. “No matter the species, their eyes are completely black. Like, entire eyeballs are pure darkness. That’s not normal.” 
 
    “Oh. I haven’t noticed. I should have paid more attention.” Miria’s shoulders slumped a bit. 
 
    He quickly wrapped his arm around the panthergirl and rubbed her side. She smiled at him sweetly with rosy cheeks. 
 
    “It’s a small detail, easy to miss. But, it might be connected to their unusual drive to just charge forward. I tried to test it, and even after getting hurt, they chose to continue ahead instead of fighting back, unless they had no other option,” he explained. 
 
    “It really feels like the town itself is their target, doesn’t it?” Silvia pondered out loud. 
 
    “Anyway, what’s up with that John guy? He was here in the beginning but he’s nowhere to be seen now.” Tina looked around with a frown. 
 
    “The lord’s bastard son?” Ted raised a brow at her and everyone nodded. “No idea but he’s always there to fight off the beasts alongside our men. Mostly getting his ass kicked, to be honest. But, I’m not going to send away anyone who has a good weapon and is willing to help defend the town. Perhaps that’s his way of coping with not becoming the lord? Much better if he takes it out on some rabid wolves rather than people.” 
 
    Asterios and the girls exchanged a pointed look. It definitely felt weird, especially with how quickly the man had made it to the edge of the town. 
 
    “We’ll have to question him, I guess. First, let’s take a short trip to the site of the interference before it gets dark. We should at least take a quick look. Maybe we’ll find some hints right after a fresh attack. If the two are connected in the first place, of course,” he suggested. 
 
    “Alright. Our men will handle things here until it’s completely safe,” Ted replied and extended his arm. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “Do me a small favor,” Asterios said as they shook hands. “If a weak beast shows up, let it into the town. Follow it and see what it’s going to do. Kill it whenever you deem it fit or if it gets too risky.” 
 
    “Got it, boss.” The man nodded. “A few of them made it in the past but we got them fairly quickly so they were still running. I’ll have a detailed report ready for when you are back if a worthy test subject volunteers for this experiment.” 
 
    After one more handshake, Ted jogged away to join his men while Asterios and the girls prepared to depart. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
The Operation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how are we going to get there? Are you going to fly, and we will join you later, Master?” Miria glanced at Asterios as her tail swayed slowly. 
 
    “That depends on how far it is. Do you know the distance, Venuzathor?” he asked their new friend. 
 
    ~About two hours on foot, considering human speed. Flight would be much faster, of course,~ the Storm King replied. 
 
    Asterios stroked his chin. “There still could be beasts heading this way which we might miss while speeding through the air. It would be a good idea to take care of them on our way.” 
 
    “We can cover both the ground and the air if you ride Miria while I ask Esil to carry me and Silvia,” Tina suggested. “I’m sure she can get there fast, considering how quickly you two reached Glimmervale. Bryn and Selene could wait in their realms if they don’t mind.” 
 
    “Yes! I love running with Master on my back!” The panthergirl jumped in circles with a joyful expression. 
 
    “A decent plan.” Asterios smiled at Tina. “Let’s get to it, then. If no one has any objections.” 
 
    Everyone agreed and Esil soon joined them. Selene and Bryn jumped through a single gate while Miria shifted and let Asterios onto her back. The magnificent winged lion lowered himself to the ground for his Summoner and the princess. 
 
    “Alright. Southwest, right?” Asterios asked after both steeds stood up. 
 
    ~Let me help you out a little.~ Venuzathor’s voice resonated in everyone’s minds. 
 
    A moment later, they heard a loud, clacking rumble reverberate through the air in the distance. The deep, guttural, growl-like bellow echoed through the forest, and they turned their faces towards the source, which seemed to be located somewhere in the town. 
 
    “Now that I think of it, how come I can hear the Storm King’s voice too? I’m not part of your familiars or that draconic bond, right?” Silvia raised a curious brow at Asterios. 
 
    An ancient chuckle resounded in their heads. ~I’m more than capable of telepathy, young human. I can hear and sense you well through the others around you.~ 
 
    Then, a red-feathered bird bolted towards them and perched itself on Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    ~This one will show you the way,~ the Dracodon added. 
 
    Asterios petted the cute animal and nodded. The bird flew up and shot forward. Miria lunged right after it and he heard the flutter of Esil’s wings as the lion took off behind them. He leaned closer to Miria’s body and they sprinted ahead at the usual, incredible pace, easily keeping up with their guide. 
 
    Both groups kept their eyes peeled for any wild beasts, but they didn’t stumble on any more attackers. The brief journey was uneventful but very enjoyable for both parties, especially for Miria. She could never get enough of pouncing and weaving between trees with Asterios gripping her fur tightly. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, their tiny guide slowed down and fluttered next to Ast’s face, chirping at him excitedly. He understood its intentions well and nodded in appreciation at the small bird. With a cute loop, it split from them and was on its way to whatever it had been doing before getting called for. 
 
    ~I can see a clearing ahead,~ Tina informed Asterios mentally. ~It’s a grassy hill reaching over the tree line. We are just in front of it.~ 
 
    He could already notice the rising ground through the trees too and thanked his blue-haired girlfriend for a heads-up. A few seconds later, Miria crossed the edge of the forest and came to a sliding halt on the fluffy grass. Esil descended from the sky next to her, and they all looked at the rising mound in front of them. 
 
    “I don’t know what I exactly expected, but a peaceful meadow certainly wasn’t it,” Silvia commented as she slid off the lion’s back. 
 
    “Right?” Tina jumped off too. “I would have thought that it would be much creepier here. Perhaps a lair of some big, scary monster, maybe a hut of some evil witch or wizard, but not a pretty, grassy hill.” 
 
    Miria morphed into her humanoid form and the two missing women stepped into the clearing from a dark crimson gate. 
 
    “There certainly is something weird about this place.” Selene showed a thoughtful expression as she placed her hands on her hips. “It emits quite a lot of spiritual energy. It comes from… under the ground, I think?” 
 
    “That is true. I do sense it too.” Esil nodded his noble head. 
 
    “Let’s look around first. Maybe there’s something on the other side,” Asterios suggested and they spread out to circle the tiny mountain. 
 
    Bryn took flight and scanned the natural formation from above while they examined the ground. In just a moment, it was clear that nothing unusual was to be found in the close vicinity of this green peak. It was a simple but beautiful place surrounded by trees. 
 
    “I’ll see if my draconic sight can pick anything up,” Asterios said after they grouped up again. 
 
    The girls nodded and he focused on his eyes. In a flash, his vision turned into grayscale. Greenish wisps of smoke rose all around the elevated ground. He looked down but couldn’t exactly penetrate the earth to follow them. 
 
    But, amongst the emerald serpents, Asterios noticed something else. He squinted his eyes a bit and saw another type of mana leaking through the mud. Lowering himself to a crouch, he ran his hand over the grass. That motion revealed a thin, smoking blanket of dark purple mist. It clearly came from below too. 
 
    “There’s something happening under the ground just as Selene said.” He stood up and glanced at the fox lady. “I can see spiritual energy evaporating into the air. Plus, I think there’s some contaminated mana amongst it too.” 
 
    ~I can confirm that,~ Umbra joined in. 
 
    “Could it be a new dungeon forming up? Reaching the surface to make an entrance?” Silvia pondered out loud. 
 
    Asterios thought about it for a second. “That’s a possibility. But, I’ve never heard of one affecting the surrounding animals in such a way. They do end up scared of it quite often but not to the point of mindlessly assaulting nearby settlements, especially that far away.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a hole somewhere already and the monsters are able to escape?” Miria pursed her lips while tapping them with her finger. 
 
    “The range of beasts we have seen was a bit too wide for one or two floors of a dungeon, I think,” Tina shared her own thoughts. “Plus, there is no reason for them to run away if they were born inside one. They can’t really defy the Core.” 
 
    “Dungeons and Cores are mysterious things. Who knows how exactly they operate or what they are capable of,” Silvia said. 
 
    “Should we dig down to see for ourselves, then?” Bryn suggested. “After spending a few minutes here, I’m starting to notice the contaminated energy too. It gives an eerie, chaotic feeling, even somewhat evil.” 
 
    “The sun will be setting soon.” Selene gazed into the slowly darkening sky. 
 
    “Ted didn’t mention any cases of concurrent, back-to-back attacks. I think we can return for now and come here in the morning. Even if anything happens, the Storm King can surely protect everyone from a bunch of weak beasts,” Tina replied, glancing at Asterios. 
 
    He nodded at her. “We did intend to just take a look at this place. The mystery isn’t any closer to being solved but we at least confirmed that nothing extremely lethal or dangerous lurks on the surface. And some of us still need to rest properly.” 
 
    Silvia met his gaze and smiled gently. “I won’t argue, then.” 
 
    Miria suddenly perked up. “Rematch?” 
 
    Everyone chuckled at the cheerful panthergirl and Asterios shook his head. “Do whatever you like. I’ll take Silvia back to the castle since I’m fairly sure she isn’t interested in competing with you girls in that aspect.” 
 
    “As shameful as it is to admit, I would burn through my mana at an unbelievable pace if I attempted to challenge your speed,” the princess said. 
 
    “It’s nothing shameful!” Miria beamed at her happily. “As Master always says, everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. Your Fire Magic is amazing, Silvia! And I’m sure that with Master’s help, you will easily grow even more incredible!” 
 
    “Alright. We’ll give you a start. Prepare for this one.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    Miria shifted into her panther form, Selene brought a few more tails out, while Bryn stretched her wings and put them in the most advantageous position. Tina hastily trotted to Esil, exchanged a few words with her familiar, and soon sprouted a pair of beautiful wings too. Ori popped out of a small, azure gate and squeaked around her but she swatted the jealous bird away, gently of course. He wasn’t the only one who could lend his master the ability to fly anymore. 
 
    After the four women formed a line, Asterios exchanged glances with Silvia and she raised her hand to the sky. 
 
    “Ready?” he shouted and they flexed their muscles. 
 
    The princess shot a small Fireball from her palm and caused it to explode with a quiet bang a moment later. The contestants lunged forward in their own ways and a powerful gust of wind hit the duo. Asterios covered Silvia with his body as soon as he could and they chuckled lightly together. There was no sign of any of the girls when they looked ahead again. 
 
    Since they were already close, Asterios and Silvia remained in their protective hug and plunged into the shadows. They soon emerged in the castle’s hallway and looked around. Umbra had dropped them next to their bedrooms. 
 
    Asterios stepped back and smiled at the princess. “You better get a good night of rest. Thank you again for looking after me. I would have most likely missed the attack if you didn’t do so. Not like you girls couldn't have handled it yourselves with ease.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I’m glad I could help.” She smiled back at him. “I’ll see you in the morning. We will get to the bottom of this, I’m sure.” 
 
    “We will. Good night.” Asterios nodded, and they parted. 
 
    He checked how far the girls were and decided to take a quick bath while waiting for them. Yumi hastily prepared it and he jumped straight in. His personal maid offered to help but he declined politely, wanting to soak alone for a change. She remained next to the entrance on the other side just in case he wished for anything then brought him fresh towels when he was getting out. 
 
    The women arrived at the castle a few minutes after he had gotten out and was lounging in the master bedroom. They were all sweaty and exhausted, but wide smiles painted their lips. Chuckling at their euphoric state after the competition, he asked Yumi to lead them to the baths and assist them if they needed it. 
 
    Little did he know that the girls pulled the poor maid in with them the moment she had stepped through the door, and they didn’t let her escape for an entire hour. They hosted a little girls' night and had lots of fun relaxing in the bath while talking about many things, especially Asterios. They missed Silvia, but no one wanted to wake the princess up just for it. There would be many occasions to host such meetings in the future. 
 
    In the morning, everyone shared breakfast together. Asterios noticed that Yumi seemed to blush a bit more than usual while assisting him by the table but wasn’t exactly sure why. He assumed that she might be thinking back to the bath from the previous day as she certainly had caught a few glimpses of him while delivering the towels. 
 
    Then, a messenger arrived and notified them about Ast’s grandfather wishing to meet him. The knight asked when he should bring the man for an audience but Asterios thanked him for his work and chose to visit James personally. He hadn’t spoken with his mother after waking up either and she was certainly at least a little bit worried. 
 
    Ast’s group reached the mansion now belonging to Hestizos and Nobelles fifteen minutes later. They were greeted by a butler who hurried inside to notify the families. Kindra showed up a second later and slammed into Ast’s chest, hugging him dearly. They talked a bit while heading to the main office. 
 
    “Morning, Grandfather.” He waved at James as they entered. 
 
    “Glad to see you back up, Asterios.” The man chuckled and stepped closer to shake hands. “I heard you were quite busy yesterday defending the town.” 
 
    “It is my duty.” Asterios shrugged. “Did you or Mom need anything from us?” 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know I’m going to be returning today.” 
 
    “Oh. To Tyrienheim?” 
 
    James nodded. “Yes. I only accompanied your mother to take care of all the formalities requiring the family head’s presence, and to enjoy a bit of travel, as I mentioned earlier.” He smirked slyly. “We, the old generation, have our own things to focus on. I’m sure my smart, talented daughter will be more than enough to make this town thrive, especially with the support of a prominent noble family.” 
 
    Tina’s cheeks turned a tad rosy when Ast’s grandpa glanced at her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Grandfather. I’ll make sure Mom is safe and lacks nothing here.” Asterios moved his gaze to Kindra and she giggled.  
 
    “I’m still lacking grandkids.” She squinted at him with a wide smile. 
 
    He shook his head and ignored her, returning his gaze to his Grandfather. “I hope you and Grandmother can visit us sometime.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt that we will.” The man laughed openly while stroking his chin. “You know I trust you more than… some of my own children. And I’ve seen with my own eyes how far you can go for the people you care about. Drop by whenever you are around. Anna would love to chat more with you.” 
 
    “I shall. It was a pleasure seeing you again.” 
 
    The men hugged each other, and Ast’s party left his grandpa to his preparations before the departure. Kindra pecked his cheek and stayed behind too. As they were moving through the mansion, they ran into Tina’s parents and she trotted to spend a moment with them while the others waited patiently in front of the house. 
 
    Before they regrouped, Yumi jogged into the residence’s premises and informed Asterios that Radir had sent her to let them know that he had some news for them. It was hard not to get excited at the possible prospect of discovering more about Ast's past and everyone was in a great mood when Tina finally came back. 
 
    They hastily returned to the castle and headed straight to the underground. Entering the workshop chambers, they found the demon man holding a book in each hand and reading both. His gaze comically jumped from left to right as his forehead scrunched in focus, emphasizing his closed Third Eye. 
 
    “Radir?” Asterios called out to the man as calmly as he could. 
 
    It still made the red-skinned demon flinch but nothing serious happened. 
 
    “Here you are! I’ve made progress!” he said with a broad grin. 
 
    “Can you finally take the seal down?” Miria asked, practically oozing with excitement. 
 
    Radir chuckled. “If you want to leave it to chance that either or both of us end up as a pile of ash then sure.” 
 
    Miria shivered as her eyes went wide. “Let’s not do that. Yeah.” 
 
    Asterios smiled and scratched behind her cute ear. “Is Grea not with you?” 
 
    “She was up late last night researching stuff. I know how much shit she gives me for pushing myself further than I should but she isn’t exactly a role model herself. That might be my fault, though. She does take more after me than after her mother.” 
 
    “I’m aware. It’s not the first time she’s overworked herself.” Asterios shook his head while sighing softly. “Alright. Let her have her well-earned rest. What do you have for us?” 
 
    “Hopefully, a new piece of your lost memory. Come. I’m sure you are dying to learn more.” 
 
    Radir scurried to another room with a bounce in his step, making the girls chuckle. It was like watching a kid unable to wait to get to play with their favorite toy. Sealing Magic and magical research clearly brought the man and his daughter lots of joy. 
 
    Following him, they stepped into a chamber with an intricate array painted on the floor. Besides the other, smaller formations carved into the walls and the ceiling, there was nothing else inside. The auxiliary circles and sigils differed from the shapes on the ground, and Asterios could tell that they had a different purpose, most likely related to safety. 
 
    Following the man’s guidance, he seated himself in the middle while the girls remained outside of the array. They watched how Grea’s father worked himself to sweat over the formation as Asterios sat motionlessly on the ground.  
 
    Radir hopped all around the room and manually activated and deactivated various parts of it, checking on Asterios after every single action. Everyone waited with bated breaths, not wanting to disturb either of them even in the slightest. No one wished to put the two in any possible harm and the girls understood well how dangerous this entire thing was. 
 
    After ten minutes, the formation crackled and bolts of crimson lightning shot out of Ast’s body right into the patterns. Red sparks flew everywhere and some even rose from the ground. Radir started coughing so Bryn hastily pushed the fumes out of the chamber by creating some wind with her wings. 
 
    “Is Master alright?” Miria asked with an anxious expression, not sure if she should move yet. 
 
    “I am,” Asterios replied as he coughed a few times too. “It seems to have worked. Part of the seal crumbled as it receded deeper into my mind. I guess it will be getting more and more eventful the further we go.” 
 
    She shot toward him and the others surrounded Asterios too. He smiled at them, feeling nothing but appreciation for their worry. Well, and a bit of guilt for causing it, of course. 
 
    “Ready to get confused even more?” He chuckled and everyone nodded. 
 
    Since Silvia couldn’t peer into his mind, he decided to check the memory alone with Umbra’s help and then share it with the girls afterward. He dove into his thoughts as he closed his eyes to focus. 
 
      
 
    ※※※ 
 
      
 
    A magnificent, ribbed vaulting of silver and gold spanned above Asterios as he moved through some kind of a hallway with his eyes pointed at the masterfully-carved ceiling. He quickly realized that he was being carried in someone’s arms, and those arms belonged to a man. 
 
    Red. 
 
    While he couldn’t see them, he heard the distinct clink of another person’s shoes hitting what sounded like metal flooring. He assumed that it was Kaguya because who else could be accompanying his father? Hopefully, he would be able to see that for himself soon. 
 
    After a few seconds, they passed through a beautifully decorated, arched doorway and stepped into a huge room with a very high ceiling. A round dome extended past it, although no windows or other holes seemed to be present in the structure, and only weird, bright gold crystals illuminated the interiors. 
 
    Then, Red slowed down and placed Ast’s tiny body on something, perhaps a table or pedestal judging by the height as he lay slightly above the man’s waist. A fox-eared woman with white hair showed up in his vision on the other side of whatever he lay on and proved his earlier guess. 
 
    His father disappeared somewhere on the side, and the chamber began lighting up with an uncountable number of formations and arrays carved into the walls and ceiling. Some of them even floated in the air, slowly forming a beautiful, breathtaking cone with a shaved-off top pointing down at Asterios. A full spectrum of a rainbow filled the air as the unimaginably complex sigils and patterns spread around like webs. 
 
    An anxious expression on his mother’s face was hard to miss. The fox lady had her arms crossed under her chest and her lips pursed in a strained line. She soon spoke for the first time in that memory. 
 
    “I know I might usually be quite turned on by all the blood and gore spraying from my opponents, and I did battle against younglings in the past too, but this is making me really uncomfortable. Are you certainly sure about this?” 
 
    The stoic man returned to his place by Ast’s side and glanced at his partner without a word. He then moved his gaze to the lying Asterios and seemed to unwrap his baby body from the comfortable cloth covering it. His right cuff then retreated down his elbow with red flames, and the man’s arm turned draconic, very similar to what Asterios had achieved during his duel with the Demon King but way more ferocious. 
 
    “Your hand is almost bigger than his chest,” Kaguya commented as her eyes fell on Red’s sharp claws. 
 
    “Relax. And hold him down for me,” he instructed calmly. “This is the only method. The heart is spiritual, not physical. Barely any of his flesh will suffer any harm. The formation will heal him up and keep him alive during the process. That’s its entire purpose. Now come. We have no time to waste.” 
 
    Albeit still a bit hesitant, she did as she was told and Asterios could see wisps of blue energy wrap themselves around his limbs to restrict their movements. Shortly after his entire body felt stiff, Red raised his draconic hand and thrust it down. 
 
      
 
    ※※※ 
 
      
 
    Asterios gasped as his eyes shot open and his hands clutched the middle of his black shirt. Miria instantly pushed herself closer to him. 
 
    “Master?!” 
 
    “I’m fine! I’m okay! Just a scare…” He panted heavily while examining his torso and sighed in relief. “What a way to end it…” 
 
    Seeing all the confused faces, he chuckled wryly and let Umbra show everyone the memory while he calmed down. After a few moments, a pensive silence filled the chamber. 
 
    Bryn was the first one to break it. “I recognize that room. Any valkyrja would, honestly. It’s in the sanctified medical ward of the Descending Spire. That was our most advanced facility fitted with the most powerful healing spells, formations, arrays, everything. It could literally bring any living thing from the brink of death. Before it was lost to us, of course.” 
 
    “It seems that we have watched the initial moments of the operation they mentioned in the previous memory,” Selene said. “It’s too bad we didn’t get to see more, but it’s understandable. You can’t expect anyone not to lose consciousness after getting stabbed like that.” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain we can assume that this is connected to Venuzathor’s mention,” Tina suggested. “Something like that had to leave a wound, even if not physical, then spiritual. Red did mention it for some reason. They might have been aiming for that aspect.” 
 
    “He used the word heart. That means the Dragon’s Heart, right?” Silvia looked between everyone. “We know they sealed Ast’s memories and put a barrier around his second source, which was called a Dragon’s Heart by the hostile Dragon woman, so did they do something to it back there too? Did they like… cut it in half? Is that why Asterios feels half-dead?” 
 
    “I have no freaking idea.” Asterios sighed while shaking his head. “It’s damn hard trying to figure out what someone is doing, talking, or thinking when they obviously know about the thing and don’t conveniently elaborate for any possible listeners each time they talk.” 
 
    Tina giggled a little and patted his head. “Life is not a novel, Ast. People don’t act like that, just like the villains don’t monologue all their secrets out.” 
 
    “Actually, regarding the later part, they do.” Selene chuckled. “The Phantasmal Horror? Remember?” 
 
    There was a collective ‘ah’ from everyone except for Radir. The girls had long shared their adventures with each other in full detail. No one could disregard them experiencing such a situation firsthand. It hadn’t exactly helped them beat the villain at the very moment of his long speech, but it still was pretty funny when they thought about it now. 
 
    “In any way, I feel inclined to agree with Silvia. They have certainly done something to me, clearly to make me less noticeable. Every single step they took was related to that goal and they often spoke about those,” Asterios said after a moment. 
 
    “Maybe we will be able to figure it out when we get there?” Bryn glanced at him with a hopeful expression. “I don’t think anyone else used that place in a long time, besides your parents. If that event took place twenty years ago, or even decades earlier, the Spire was already infested with the Scourge. I have no idea how they could have utilized that chamber.” 
 
    “One is a powerful True Dragon and the other is the legendary ancestor of many Spiritual Foxes,” Miria commented. “I bet they could wipe out all those monsters if they worked together.” 
 
    “True.” Bryn nodded. “One Dragon’s Breath would empty an entire hallway.” 
 
    “We’ll keep thinking about it in the meanwhile, but for now, we have something slightly simpler to take care of.” Asterios slowly stood up. “Thank you for all your help, Radir. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    The demon man waved his hand nonchalantly. “You know I love working on this. One day, I will crack this seal open completely. If you find any more vaults with magical knowledge, bring them to me. They might help. Who knows?” 
 
    “We will, for sure. This place might become our own, little vault. We would need to secure it much better, though.” 
 
    “You mean hoard, right?” Tina giggled, and he smiled wryly. 
 
    “Leave that to me and Grea.” Radir bumped his chest. “With all the sealing knowledge you brought in, we’ll turn this place into an even more impenetrable safe house than all those you have visited! Your dad gonna be all jealous!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and nodded. “I can’t wait, then. Thanks again and have fun.” 
 
    Bidding farewell to the demon man, they headed out of the dungeons while exchanging their thoughts about the newly learned information. Before they tackled the Scourge issue in Bryn’s world, they had to make sure that Glimmervale was safe. And they were on a good path to that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28
The Circle of Demise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are we heading straight to the hill?” Miria asked after they reached the surface. 
 
    “I don’t think we have to rush there right away,” Asterios replied. “We should first find Ted and see if they managed to do as I asked them yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh, right. The experiment.” Tina nodded to herself. 
 
    “Should we ask Yumi to send someone for him?” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “It’s not that urgent. We can find him ourselves if you don’t mind. I’d like to visit the plaza. Maybe he’ll be there by any chance,” Asterios shared his thoughts with them. 
 
    “What do you need from there, Master?” Bryn glanced at him with a curious expression. “Are you going to check for any damage?” 
 
    “No.” He waved his hand. “I know well that you wouldn’t let anything happen to the town or people back then. I trust you. Those barriers were impressive. I just remember seeing the formation somehow twist and change. It keeps occupying my mind since then.” 
 
    “It’s true that it did change,” Tina confirmed. “I noticed that too when we were carrying you to the side. The townsfolk tried to clean the ground but they couldn’t put a scratch on the patterns for some reason. Also, they stayed dark blue and still remain like that.” 
 
    “They are still there? That’s peculiar.” Asterios raised his brow at her. 
 
    “Right? Everyone gave up after half a day and just moved on to bringing all the stalls and other things back into their proper place.” 
 
    He chuckled wryly. “Looks like we have unintentionally vandalized the most visible part of our town by accident.” 
 
    “It’s not that apparent with all the people and structures present in the market. But, it certainly should be quite noticeable from the sky,” Selene added with a smirk. “Besides, we don’t yet know if people are angry about that, my Lord. It doesn’t look bad and can pass as a nice artistic decoration.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the giant Dragon-like creature resting at the northern end of the plaza is much more attention-grabbing,” Silvia commented with a small smile. “Barely anyone will care about the ground with something like that right in front of them.” 
 
    They all chuckled together and moved out as a group. The streets were slightly bustling as expected at the early hour. More people shared their greetings in passing than before, and it was clear that Asterios and his friends had gotten a bit more recognition since their last casual stroll. No surprise with what they had done in the last three days. 
 
    After about ten minutes, they walked into the main market and glanced around. The chattering noise filled the entire place as countless merchants, both traveling and resident, presented their wares and talked to potential customers. Many of the former belonged to various subraces of elves, certainly arriving here from the neighboring nation. 
 
    While enjoying their time amongst the colorful booths, they noticed a certain closed shop in the line of buildings running around the entire market. The signpost felt familiar to Asterios, and everyone soon realized that it was one of the brands owned by the Hestizo Household. Scanning the rest of the stores, they found two more also in preparation for their grand opening. It seemed that his mother and grandfather had secured quite good spots for their businesses. 
 
    As they wandered around, Asterios kept his eyes mostly on the creamy pavement under their feet. Tina had been right about the array. Even after days had passed, the lines didn’t show any signs of wear, not even from all the friction. He also confirmed that they had truly expanded with additional, swirly parts. 
 
    Not finding Ted anywhere in the close vicinity of the market, Ast’s group decided to visit the Dracodon lying peacefully at the north end and then continue their search. The Storm King raised his eyelid as they arrived closer but didn’t move otherwise, resting curled around himself with his big head directed into the plaza. 
 
    ~You are full of surprises, Dragon.~ Venuzathor spoke first, conveying his message right into their minds. ~I did not expect such a quick recovery from someone in your condition.~ 
 
    “I had help.” Asterios smiled at Silvia who nodded with a gentle smile too. “But, anyway, we just came to check on the magical circle since I remember something weird happening to it.” 
 
    ~That is somewhat my fault. I didn’t think you would need it anymore so I took it over and modified it with my own spiritual energy. It would have been a waste to just destroy such a well-crafted formation prepared with high-quality materials, to be honest. Should I not have?~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head and waved his hands. “No, no, no. If it was your doing then that’s alright. I was worried that something went out of control, perhaps. And you are certainly right about the ingredients.” 
 
    “What did you do to the formation if it isn’t a secret?” Silvia asked politely. “I can imagine that you wouldn’t really need something this grand and complex for a barely significant spell like heating up the ground during the winter season.” 
 
    An echoing rumble traveled through the air as Venuzathor chuckled quietly; as quietly as a beast of his size could have, at least. 
 
    ~This array is now responsible for absorbing the natural spiritual energy from the air and storing it in its core, allowing me to assimilate it whenever I may need it. Thanks to that, I can remain in this realm for much longer without having to return to my world to rest, minimizing the time I am forced to spend away from this location and thus the risk of anything happening in my absence. Naturally, even if I’m away, I’m going to come back the instant there’s danger, but it’s incomparable to me responding to it straight away.~ 
 
    “Fascinating.” Asterios watched the visible patterns with awe. 
 
    “Doesn’t that sound like he created his own pocket dungeon with him as the Dungeon Core? Just without all the monster creation and other stuff?” Miria tilted her head with a curious twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “It kind of does.” Tina looked up at the massive Dracodon. “Is it capable of gathering the energy from people and magic too?” 
 
    ~Yes it is. Do not worry, though. It doesn’t suck anyone’s spiritual energy out, only takes what has been released into the air, and therefore wasted otherwise. Besides making my stay more comfortable here, it also allows me to draw on the gathered resources in case of an emergency, enhancing my strength,~ the Storm King explained. 
 
    “Looks like we have turned Glimmervale into an open-air, humanoid-type dungeon with a draconic-type final boss.” Selene snickered behind her slender hand. 
 
    “I don’t think even the capital has anything nearly as powerful as this.” Silvia shook her head with a delicate smile. “Father will be so jealous if he learns about it.” 
 
    “You are not going to inform him right away?” Asterios turned to face her. 
 
    “I’m not obliged to report every single thing instantly. He is well aware of the Domicile Summoning and the news about Glimmervale’s new guardian must have already reached his ears too. He hasn’t asked me directly about it yet, though, so I’m wondering what he is thinking. But, I know what I am thinking.” 
 
    “And what are you thinking, Silvia?” Miria spun around and ended up in front of her with an excitedly dancing tail. 
 
    “That this is a great advantage and should remain a secret for as long as it can. The part about the array, of course. It could attract unnecessary attention to the town if information regarding it was released publicly. In my opinion, it’s safer to keep this trump card hidden instead of relying on it scaring the potential troublemakers away with it being revealed. If you wish, I can forgo reporting about it to Father so that only we here know about its existence.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin as they looked each other in the eyes. “You make a good point. While it isn’t in my plans to announce all about us to the world, I didn’t expect you to keep secrets from the king, though. Are you sure that’s okay? I don’t want you to get in trouble.” 
 
    She smiled faintly at him. “I’m part of your party so it’s only natural that I should keep our best interest in mind, shouldn’t I? And it’s alright. As I said, I’m not a spy or anything. If a time comes when we could possibly need this formation or the knowledge about it, I’m going to ask you for permission to utilize it. That should be okay, right?” 
 
    He nodded with a kind smile too. “There’s no way it wouldn’t.” 
 
    Miria lunged at the princess from the side and pulled Silvia into a warm hug. “We make the best team that ever existed in all the realms!” She laughed cheerfully. “I’m so happy we can have fun like this together with a future queen!” 
 
    Even the usually calm and collected Silvia giggled under the joyful assault with a more apparent smile decorating her lips. “Don’t be so sure about that. There’s enough time for Father to still produce another heir. But, I guess it all depends on a certain woman and if he manages to capture her heart properly.” 
 
    “That has to be the toughest challenge the king has ever faced for sure,” Asterios commented, and everyone chuckled together. 
 
    After calming down a little, they left Venuzathor to his relaxing nap and returned to their main task. Since it could take way too long to just ask around, Asterios sent Umbra to locate the man for them. As expected from the powerful and fast Lord of Shadows, he found Ted a minute later and led everyone through the city. 
 
    They located the Committee member having a snack in one of the inns and he noticed their arrival, waving at them to join him at the table. 
 
    “Greetings, My Lord. Are you looking for me or got a bit hungry too?” he asked as they seated themselves down. 
 
    “The former,” Tina answered. “Did you let any beast into the town yesterday?” 
 
    “Ah, this, yes. I was going to have someone deliver the report to the castle soon.” The man nodded and took a bite of his sandwich. “Luck was on our side. There was one.” 
 
    “Did you find out anything unusual?” Asterios glanced at him. 
 
    “A quite sizable snake slithered our way so we didn’t stop it and sent men to escort the animal since it didn’t move too fast. They followed it through the streets as it continued forward until it reached the main market. Then, it moved to the center and… stopped.” 
 
    “Did the sight of the Dracodon scare it?” Miria wondered. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” Ted shook his head. “The snake halted its movements right in the very middle and raised its body, you know, just like snakes poke their heads up. It remained stationary while its tiny tongue kept doing the little wiggles now and then. It would only move when someone pushed it away, usually trying to bite them and then returning to that spot. It paid no attention to the Storm King even as he hovered over its tiny form with his enormous fangs.” 
 
    “That’s so weird.” The panthergirl scratched her head in confusion. 
 
    “Maybe, but one thing is clear,” Selene said. “Its only goal was to get to the center of the plaza at all costs. The other beasts only fought back when we blocked their way or tried to stop them.” 
 
    “There is certainly something unusual going on here,” Silvia added in deep thought too. 
 
    “Hopefully, we will find some answers in a moment,” Asterios said. “At least we know that as long as no one tries to act like a hero, people shouldn’t get hurt even if the beasts barge inside the town. Make sure to spread this knowledge. It can save lives.” 
 
    Ted nodded with an earnest expression. “Leave that to us, My Lord. Everyone will be instructed to make a clear path if one of these bastards somehow appears without us knowing. During the attacks, people usually hide wherever they can anyway so they will certainly be more reassured in their confines.” 
 
    “Since the beasts do nothing after reaching the plaza, can’t we just wait the attack out until all of them gather there and get rid of them in one swoop?” Miria suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think they would care for all the booths and stalls set up around it,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Ah. Right. Sorry, I forgot about those.” 
 
    Asterios brushed through her black hair to cheer his feline mate up a little. “It was a good idea. Don’t let it stop you from sharing more of them.” 
 
    She smiled at him sweetly. “I know, Master. I will keep them coming and you just have to correct me if I say something silly.” 
 
    He chuckled and rubbed her head even harder, making Miria giggle happily. “You are smarter than you think and don’t you dare say otherwise.” 
 
    “Should we move out now?” Tina asked after Asterios stopped assaulting the adorable feline. 
 
    “We might as well. Let’s jump there through the shadows to save time. Thank you for your work, Ted. Have a good rest of your break.” 
 
    He and Silvia stood up and held hands. Waving at the man at the other girls, they disappeared after Umbra’s shadows enveloped them. In just a blink, the bright sky almost blinded them as they found themselves on top of the grassy hill. 
 
    “Damn, you really are getting fast,” Asterios said as they looked around. 
 
    ~It’s all thanks to you, Master. And the distance wasn’t that big. It’s been a pleasure growing alongside you so far.~ 
 
    “Well, more than growing, you are technically just lifting the restraints on your power put on you by that lock on your realm.” 
 
    ~The same can be said about you, Master, just with the seal in your mind instead of the entire world. You certainly have to feel like you are regaining something long lost, and I’m not talking just about your memories.~ 
 
    “That is true.” Asterios nodded as the rest of his party walked through a crimson gate. “Alright. I guess it’s time to start our excavation. Any ideas?” 
 
    “I don’t think digging down in my panther form can do a lot.” Miria giggled. “I’ll run around and see if I don’t find anything weird.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her and placed a loving peck on the panthergirl’s soft lips. “Got it. Have fun.” 
 
    She shot him a smile then lunged away, changing shapes in a flash. 
 
    “Fire won’t be that useful either. I do know some other spells and techniques, but I might sit this one out too,” Silvia said next. 
 
    “I could temporarily summon a Golem or some underground beast to aid us.” Asterios rubbed his chin. 
 
    “Let me handle this, my Lord.” Selene walked up to him with her iconic smirk. “You know that I have experience going down for you already.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Fine. It’s all yours.” 
 
    She smiled beautifully and pulled herself into his embrace, joining them together in a passionate kiss. After a few long seconds, she backed away while seductively licking her lips. Sending a wink at him, she turned around and jogged forward. 
 
    Everyone else moved to the edge of the clearing to give the powerful fox lady more space to work comfortably. Selene examined the ground with her Spiritual Sight and nodded to herself.  
 
    She summoned all eight of her tails, surprising everyone a little. But, that wasn’t all. Her external circuits glowed brightly, expanded, and her body was soon covered by the translucent, light blue armor from head to toe, including the fluffy tails behind her back. 
 
    Selene focused her mind, and they watched how all the pieces began shifting and flowing toward her arms. They morphed, changing shape, and a moment later, Selene had giant, demonic gauntlets around her forearms and hands, thrice as wide as her entire body. It looked slightly comical but no one could deny the dense, mighty energy those appendages emanated. 
 
    After she uncurled her fingers, they noticed just how long and wide her spiritual claws coming out of those gauntlets were. Each sharp finger was the size of a dog. It was a truly ominous sight. 
 
    Then, Selene took a deep breath and shoved that giant spiritual hand into the ground with a loud shout. The sharp claws sank into the earth with barely any resistance and she pulled them back after closing her fist. A huge chunk of dirt came out during the motion, squeezed by the phantom extension. 
 
    Not wanting to unnecessarily damage the nearby trees, she poured it gently aside. Then, she really got to work. Everyone watched how Selene repeatedly shoved her scary hands into the ground, excavating giant fistfuls of mud. At one point, she had to jump into the wide hole she had created and fly out of it with her cargo. 
 
    After ten minutes, a message came while she was deep beneath the ground. 
 
    ~I got something!~ 
 
    ~Great. We are coming,~ Asterios replied and recalled Miria. 
 
    They walked to the hole together and peered into the darkness, slightly illuminated by the cyan glow emanated by Selene’s energy. They saw it grow brighter and quickly leaned back to avoid getting smacked by the fox lady. She flew out of the makeshift well and poured two huge loads of dirt aside. 
 
    “There’s a tunnel down there. It clearly feels manmade,” she explained. 
 
    “Any dangers? Beasts?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “None that I spotted. It was quiet.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s check it out.” 
 
    “Wait just a moment and I’ll make it easier to descend.” 
 
    She winked at them and put both of her spiritual hands above each other. Set up like that, they were almost taller than a person. Selene sank them into the wall of the created hole and began falling while slowly spinning. Her claws created a mildly-angled ledge running down to the very bottom like spiraling stairs without any steps. 
 
    Asterios stepped onto it to check if it was durable enough, and they soon began walking down the swirling slope. Reaching the bottom of the well, they saw a bunch of spiritual platforms waiting for them to cover the remaining distance between the ceiling and the bottom of the tunnel. Everyone arrived next to Selene safely. 
 
    Bryn whispered a few words and her staff glowed brightly. Then, a head-sized orb of light manifested inside the circle at the top of her weapon and floated ahead. It stopped next to the ceiling, illuminating the entire passage. Weirdly, it did not blind them when they stared right at it. 
 
    “Useful,” Selene commented, withdrawing her spiritual extensions and five tails. 
 
    “Light is my specialty.” The Valkyrie smiled kindly. 
 
    “Let’s not get too comfortable, though. The chaotic mana is much more noticeable down here. We better be careful,” Asterios instructed, and everyone prepared for battle. 
 
    There were two ways they could go and no real signs of either being anything special. Instead of splitting up, they agreed on seeing where one of the paths would lead them. Miria took the front, then walked Asterios and Silvia. After the princess followed Bryn and Selene, with Tina securing the back. 
 
    As the fox lady had mentioned, the tunnel was clearly manmade. Support beams continued to appear through it, the floor was artificially flattened, and there was some kind of shapely orbs stuck in the walls. Asterios noticed that they were polished crystals of some sort, and they guessed that those might have been serving as a light source in the past before they ran out of power. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of walking, Miria spotted what looked like an entrance to a cavern, and they slowed down a little. Reaching the archway, they sent Umbra to take a peek inside since everyone could feel some kind of ominous energy from that direction. 
 
    ~Well, there are certainly people here,~ the Lord of Shadows informed and they tensed up. ~But they are all dead. I see no danger lurking around, except for this weird magical formation in the middle perhaps.~ 
 
    Sharing a brief glance, they all nodded at each other and walked into the chamber. Bryn increased the brightness of her orb again after making it weaker earlier, and the pleasant light illuminated the artificial cavern. What they saw inside was anything but pleasant, though. 
 
    A circular array of black color decorated the middle. It crackled sporadically with purplish particles and tiny sparks of lightning. Parts of it were stained with old, dried-up blood. Similar smears could be found throughout the small grotto. As Umbra had mentioned, a bunch of skeletons in tattered clothes and robes were sprawled around the place, most resting their backs against the walls. 
 
    “What happened here?” Miria roamed her gaze over all the bones. 
 
    “No idea, but don’t get anywhere near that magical circle. It doesn’t look stable, and we don’t know what it’s capable of,” Asterios warned her with a serious tone. 
 
    They spread out carefully and walked around the formation, keeping a watchful eye on it. While most of the girls examined the skeletons, Asterios and Tina very carefully tiptoed to the array. They held onto each other tightly and leaned forward from a relatively safe distance to check on the patterns. 
 
    “Do you see that sigil over there?” She pointed at the top-right part. 
 
    “Five strokes in a double circle? Yeah. Could it be…” He rubbed his chin with his free hand. 
 
    “And there, the second ring from the inside, the decahedron with square tips. There’s no way you don’t recognize it.” Tina hastily moved her finger. 
 
    “You would break up with me if I said that I don’t.” Asterios chuckled and Tina let out a quiet giggle. 
 
    “We do forget even the simplest things sometimes, don’t we?” She glanced into his eyes with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Perhaps, but that’s like the basics they drill into you during the first year. I bet even Roz could draw it from memory with his eyes closed.” 
 
    She giggled again and turned her face towards the formation. “That’s it, then. This is definitely a summoning circle. There are some parts that I don’t recognize, and a few words, but they all seem…” 
 
    “Elven?” 
 
    Tina nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Let’s step away and see what the others found out. Not much more we can gather hanging over it like this.” 
 
    Asterios carefully straightened them up, and Tina squeezed herself closer to him during the motion. They glanced at each other with warm smiles and she showed a faint blush, taking a peek at his lips.  
 
    He lowered himself just enough for them to share a gentle peck and they moved away from the magical array. The others had already gathered, and the duo of Summoners joined their friends. 
 
    “Did you find anything interesting?” Asterios asked after they arrived closer. 
 
    “Some daggers, very old clothes, a book or two with quite withered pages. Nothing much besides that,” Silvia answered. 
 
    “Some of the skeletons had wounds from bladed weapons but most show signs of being subjected to a lot of pressure, perhaps from powerful blows, while others seem quite intact so the cause of death is a bit harder to guess,” Selene added. 
 
    “The readable parts of the books are in a language we do not recognize but that might be just because of the damage,” Bryn joined in. 
 
    “There’s a chance they are in Elvish,” Asterios said. “The circle had some characteristic patterns often used by elves.” 
 
    “I should take a closer look at the books, then. I’ve learned a little bit of Elvish for the sake of diplomatic relations. Even if I mostly know a bunch of words and phrases, I should be able to confirm the language from the script.” Silvia made a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “Are those people elves, then?” Miria glanced around at all the bones. 
 
    “Possibly. And it’s alright, Silvia. We can always ask an expert to take a look at them for us,” Asterios answered. 
 
    “Guildmaster Suanori.” The princess nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Yes. In any way, we believe that this is a summoning circle. Obviously, there’s something wrong with it. I don’t think we should carelessly interfere with it before we get some more information about it.” 
 
    “Is this where the beasts come from, then?” Selene scanned the crackling patterns with her whitish eyes. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Tina Answered. “That would solve part of the mystery. I don’t think any normal beasts would willingly go against Venuzathor. This thing might be randomly summoning them from time to time. The question is, why are they so obsessed with the town’s plaza?” 
 
    “Maybe these people here made it like that?” Miria tilted her head and pursed her lips. “They could have wanted to attack Glimmervale with their help but something went wrong? And now it's out of control. Do the elves have any problems with the town?” 
 
    “If this is an intentional assault under the direct orders of elven superiors, or even the queen, this could be taken as serious provocation or much worse. I don’t remember anything about our relations near the borders being anywhere close to bad or strained. Father would have made sure he did everything he could to ensure the safety of our people.” Silvia’s expression turned grave. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions here.” Asterios sighed. “The last thing we want is to wrongly accuse the elves of nefarious activity towards humans. This certainly isn’t something recent. These bodies and all the evidence are decades if not centuries old.” 
 
    “The regular attacks started like slightly over a month ago, though.” Tina crossed her arms under her chest. “Perhaps this place was long abandoned but something happened and the formation was reactivated. Since contaminated spiritual energy is involved, it wouldn’t be a surprise that it got corrupted.” 
 
    “We need more information, both about these people and the summoning circle. There’s no use pondering over it when we know a much more knowledgeable person than the two of us.” 
 
    “Professor Grea.” Tina hit her palm with her fist. “We could get her and Guildmaster Suanori to help.” 
 
    ~Shall I bring them here?~ Umbra suggested. 
 
    “No, thank you.” Asterios shook his head. “We’ll meet them personally. I think this is a good moment to fill Grea in on everything. We’ve kept her in the dark long enough.” 
 
    Tina glanced up at him with a wide smile, and he chuckled wryly at her. They could both see how that would go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29
The Light of Salvation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are we going back the way we came here, or are you jumping to the castle with Umbra’s help, Master?” Miria asked, glancing at the only passage leading out of the stone chamber. 
 
    “Let’s check the other end of this tunnel while we are here. If this circle summons the beasts, they have to reach the surface somehow, right?” Asterios replied. 
 
    “It’s always possible that it somehow does that above the ground already,” Tina added. 
 
    “True.” He nodded. 
 
    She roamed her gaze over the interiors once more, stopping at the array. “But it’s right to say that it’s worth exploring the rest of this place. Maybe this isn’t the only magic circle.” 
 
    Since no one had anything against the idea, they quickly assumed the previous formation and walked out of the creepy cavern. Nothing happened on their way to the place where Selene had dug into the passage, and they continued the other way this time, still keeping their guards up. 
 
    After about five to ten minutes of walking, Miria noticed a faint ray of light ahead of them and Bryn dimmed her glowing orb. They carefully approached the crevice and soon learned that it led outside. The exit was covered by thick vines running through lush moss, almost completely sealing the entrance to the tunnel from the outside world. 
 
    Before she made quick work of the obstruction with her mana-coated blades, Asterios suggested trying their best not to damage it too much since it served its purpose properly, hiding this place from sight. They certainly didn’t want to make it easily accessible to anyone who could stumble on it by accident. 
 
    They pushed through the vegetation like through a heavy, earthen curtain and returned to the forest. Looking back at the entanglement of plants, flowers, and lots of different flora, they all agreed that it looked indiscernible from this side and that leaving the barrier intact was a good choice. Before they continued on their trip back home, Selene quickly flew away to mask the hole she had made in the grassy hill. 
 
    Asterios asked Venuzathor to keep an eye on the area, especially the secret entrance and the hill itself. The Storm King promised to place a few scouts there. That way, they could get a much earlier notice about the next attack or anything unusual happening in the close vicinity of the corrupted summoning circle. 
 
    Umbra transferred Asterios and Sylvia back to the castle while the other girls returned to their realms. Tina joined the duo since Ast’s world was also hers, obviously, and she took off with the princess to busy themselves with something while he visited their professor and friend. She sent him a wink before the two women disappeared behind the nearby corner. 
 
    Going over and over again in his head how he would approach this entire situation, Asterios wandered to the underground part of the castle. He strolled through the few rooms which had been turned into research workshops and headed to the one with Grea’s presence inside. The arched, wooden door was slightly open, so he took a peek through the gap after widening it a little. 
 
    The demon woman stood over a wooden counter on the opposite side of the room with her back to him. She rested her hands on the sides of the smooth countertop while slightly hunched forward, most likely reading through a book or some documents. Her smooth, red, thin tail, curled from side to side unhurriedly, clearly showing how focused its owner was. 
 
    Using that chance to sneak in, he stepped into the chamber and closed the door behind himself. Grea was deep in her thoughts, and her body didn’t show even the slightest hint of her registering the noise of it clicking into place. The key was actually in the lock, so he turned it just in case then slipped it into his pocket. 
 
    But, that was as far as he wished to take his stealthy approach, and he knocked lightly on the wood. The echoing sound made Grea flinch lightly, and she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, Asterios. I didn’t expect you back so soon. I heard that my old man has just solved another part of your seal. Do you need something from him?” 
 
    “Not really. I’m still processing the entire thing and haven’t come up with any additional questions. I just stopped by to see how you are doing. Is he not around?” 
 
    Grea turned to him and rested her back on the tall counter, placing her elbows on the edge, which was at an almost perfect height for that. She crossed her legs and glanced at him. 
 
    “He’s either resting after the attempt, having a snack to replenish his energy, or stuck with his nose in another tome somewhere in the far corner of this place.” 
 
    “Great.” She cocked a brow at him, but he just smiled softly and shook his head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Grea sighed wistfully. “As for me, I’m afraid I’m nowhere as useful as he is. I haven’t made any meaningful progress for quite some time. I’ve gone through loads of material but it’s like there’s just this one little piece that keeps escaping my grasp whenever I start getting to the bottom of it, making everything I do feel like I'm walking in circles all around it. I’m sorry. I’m just a worthless quack.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Asterios apologized while slowly walking closer. “For making you feel like that. We both know how incredible you are.” 
 
    She chuckled openly with a wide grin. “Don’t try to sugarcoat it. I do have my moments but I’m just some crazy bit—” 
 
    “I haven’t been perfectly honest with you on everything,” he interrupted her with his smile turning a bit wry. 
 
    Grea snorted to the side and crossed her arms under her chest. “Obviously. Don’t bring the entire 'no secrets between friends' bullshit here. It’s a lie. Everyone has something they want to keep to themselves. You do, I do, everyone does. Especially considering what you are. You’ve always been a careful person. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. Besides, it’s not like your secrets are that much bigger than mine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Asterios smirked and took one step back, making her raise a confused brow at him. 
 
    Then, a crimson gate slowly rose from the ground next to Asterios. After forming a full arch, the dark surface rippled and Tina walked into the chamber with an old book in her hands. She beamed a wide smile at Grea, passed the black volume to the demon woman, and nodded her head before stepping back through the portal with a little wave of her hand. The gate then retreated to the ground a moment later. 
 
    Grea stood there with her jaw dropped as low as it physically was possible, absent-mindedly holding the book in her still-extended arms. Her pupilless eyes were usually hard to track, but Asterios was close enough to follow the shift of her facial muscles and eyelids to watch how Grea’s gaze repeatedly shot between him, the missing gate, and the black tome, making a quite funny triangle. 
 
    “Are you sure?” He chuckled and repeated his question.  
 
    With an expression of pure shock still on her face, she let a small groan escape her throat and proceeded to open and close her mouth in turns, letting out various quiet noises instead of any comprehensible words. Asterios couldn’t help but grin even more at his flabbergasted professor. 
 
    But, finally, after about thirty seconds, Grea’s arms shot toward the ceiling. 
 
    “What the FUCK?!” 
 
    The book flew out of her hands and bounced off the stone bricks above their heads. Asterios quickly stumbled around on his feet and caught the falling tome before it slammed into the ground, releasing a small sigh of relief. He then chuckled quietly again. 
 
    “This just did not happen,” Grea continued with a grave tone while constantly shaking her head. “This is not what I think it is. Your evil parrot evolved and can now create red gates instead of black shadows. Yeah. For sure. You are just fucking with me.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you should be able to tell if I do.” He smirked at her. 
 
    Grea let out a half-moan, half-whine as her knees trembled a little. She launched herself at Asterios and grabbed his collar, pushing her face in front of his. 
 
    “HOW?!” 
 
    He brought the book up next to their heads. “Here’s the answer in full detail. It’s the piece you have been missing. I’m sure you would have figured it out yourself even without this, but I’m really sorry for keeping this from you.” 
 
    She tore it away from his hand with a scoff and stepped back to lean onto the counter again. He knew she didn’t scoff at him, or at least she wasn’t angry at him for keeping secrets. Grea was just a very expressive woman and he had a feeling that even she wasn’t always in full control of her body, which had sometimes led to her being misunderstood. 
 
    “Check the labeled pages,” he suggested. “I know you are a fast and thorough reader but there’s quite a lot of information in there. I made sure to mark the core parts.”  
 
    A grunt answered him and he silently watched how Grea scanned the bookmarked pages. At first, she paid attention to every single word and sentence, going quite slowly, but then he watched how she sped up more and more until she was basically flipping through the pages with a lot of noise. She was shaking at the very moment she shut the book. Raising her face to match his, she again began letting out random noises in an attempt to form words. 
 
    Asterios showed a slightly gloomy smile. “I’m sorry. There’s not much more I can sa—ow!” 
 
    “Stop apologizing, you idiot!” Grea huffed after hitting the top of his head with the book’s spine. “There are no such things as no secrets between friends, again. But… Why?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck but didn’t run away from her gaze. “I knew exactly how much this means to you. It’s your dream, your life goal, your everything. You would do literally anything to achieve it, except maybe for the vilest, evil stuff. I think.” 
 
    A quiet chuckle escaped Grea’s lips as she tightly hugged the book to her chest. 
 
    “I’m not going to say that I know better than you, but I just didn’t want you to do something you might regret after the euphoria settled down,” he continued. “I wanted to wait for a good opportunity. The longer I waited, the more it bothered me, but you know how stubborn I can be when I decide on something. I thought it was finally time to end this.” 
 
    They stared at each other in silence for a good while before Grea placed the book away on the counter behind her. 
 
    “Fuck…” she cursed and took a deep breath, releasing a heavy sigh. “Since you shared with me a quite big secret of yours, I have to tell you one of mine. It’s only right.” 
 
    Asterios opened his mouth to interrupt, but Grea raised her hand to silence him. He stopped himself and obediently listened. 
 
    “This is something I have shared with only one more person.”  
 
    She glanced up at his face. Asterios could tell that Grea was preparing herself to gauge his reaction to whatever she was going to say. Her arms returned to her chest with a slightly more anxious hold. It was clear that her more vulnerable side was showing. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Once more, a short silence fell onto them. This time, it was Asterios who broke it after a warm smile appeared on his lips. 
 
    “Tina?” He crossed his arms too and raised a playful brow at the demon woman. 
 
    Even before Grea replied, he could clearly see the corner of her mouth curl into a tiny smirk. She nodded at him faintly. 
 
    “Looks like we really have a lot of secrets,” Asterios said, and they chuckled together. “Did you get it?” He gestured at the book with his head. 
 
    “Just enough to grasp the concept and… know what’s necessary to succeed,” Grea answered with a little skip of her eyes to his waist. 
 
    “Let me just give you a quick rundown, then. It’s not just pure Summoning Magic but you have clearly figured that part out yourself already.” She smirked at him and he replied with the same. “The draconic aspect plays a pretty big role in the entire thing. Thanks to the Dragon’s Coupling Ritual, I can take the characteristics of the Dragon’s Coupling Bond and Summoning Magic and merge them into something new and improved.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a mention of a few of those bonds in there.” Grea nodded and shuffled on her legs. 
 
    “Basically, a True Dragon can take a slave, a servant, an aide, and a mate,” Asterios listed on his fingers. “We’ve learned that True Dragons build their entourage that way, binding other entities to themselves, and also laying with them. The last part makes everyone who participates stronger, especially the Dragon. Summoning and draconic contracts can easily overlap but you’ll learn more about it from the book. Just know that they can either block each other from happening or fuse. But, for that, the Dragon’s Coupling Bond has to be fully formed.” 
 
    “So… In my case…” Grea murmured while raising her left palm up and glancing at it. 
 
    Asterios smiled. Someone as smart as her didn’t need a long time to catch on. “The summoning contract was shoved aside, also partially because we are from the same realm, and we formed a draconic contract, which bound you to me as a close aide. Thus the mark on the back of your hand. I’m sure you have realized by now. The one the other girls have is that of a mate.” 
 
    He slowly walked closer to her and pulled Grea’s hand into his hold. 
 
    “This is also the main reason why I was so hesitant about telling you,” he admitted and she glanced up to look at his face. “The mark of the mate forms for a person who is pretty much in unconditional love with the contractor, with the same feelings being present from the other side too. In the case of the close aide, it still revolves around strong feelings of affection but it’s either that they aren’t as deep, or one of the sides isn’t fully confident in them, perhaps somewhat unsure about it.” 
 
    Breaking eye contact, Asterios glanced down and gently stroked the slightly glowing, red pattern. 
 
    “Both mate and close aide can become summons, so it’s not where the problem lies. I wasn’t sure how you felt about me, if the lacking part was on my side, on your side, or both. That’s why I didn’t tell you immediately. I know you more than well. I was afraid you would have pushed yourself to fuck me for the sake of your ever-going dream. As I said earlier, I didn’t want to let you do something which you might come to regret deeply later.” 
 
    He brought his gaze back and looked straight into Grea’s bright red eyes. Her face didn’t show much emotion, remaining more or less neutral as she listened to his confession. Then, she took a deep breath and sighed heavily again. 
 
    “I guess it’s my turn now, right?” She chuckled delicately. “As cringy as it’s going to sound, you are literally the golden sunshine that pierced the dark clouds of my crumbling world after it had collapsed. Your light pushed through what I felt was impenetrable darkness and shone right onto my cold face, showering it in pleasant warmth.” 
 
    A tender smile tugged the corners of Grea’s mouth as she brought their hands up and between them. She placed her other palm on top of Ast’s and brushed his skin softly, trapping his hand between hers. 
 
    “You ignored pretty much everything about my past no matter what others said. I did my best to scare you away but you never gave up. I vividly recall every single day you showed up in front of my lab, letting yourself be subjected to my shouting and cursing until I got so annoyed I finally let you in. Then, you proved that you didn’t care only for all the knowledge but also for me as a person. I showed you my unsightly side more times than I can remember but you didn’t recoil even once. You were always there, with me, going completely out of your way to look after me during my darkest moments.” 
 
    She kept lightly grazing Ast’s hand until the faint smile slowly faded away from her face. He watched how her lips tensed, and her expression gradually turned sorrowful. 
 
    “There was… only one person I viewed this way…” Grea continued with a much quieter voice. “They are… gone. Because of me. You were so similar to her… so kind… so warm… so selfless and passionate, that I…” 
 
    Trying to stop her lip from trembling, Grea bit on it while starting to blink repeatedly. 
 
    “But… I didn’t… I couldn’t… Not again… Not another… I could not—” 
 
    She started shaking her head when Asterios tore his hand away from her hold and placed both palms on her shoulders, pressing on them strongly, interrupting his agitated friend. 
 
    “Look at me. Grea, look me in the eyes. Look.” 
 
    She stopped the motions and faced him properly. They stared deep into each other’s eyes, and she could clearly see his serious expression and tensed forehead. Asterios increased the strength of his grip on her shoulders. 
 
    “Did you already forget what I said? Or did you decide to completely ignore it?” He leaned closer; their noses almost touching. “I will never die. I will never leave you alone. Nothing will stop me. Not even you.” 
 
    She held his powerful gaze for a good moment, admiring Ast’s glimmering, crimson irises. Tears finally escaped the corners of her eyes and flowed down her crimson skin like rivers. Her lip trembled as fast as a hummingbird’s wings as they peered into each other accompanied by her quiet sniffles. 
 
    Then, out of the blue, Grea slapped herself in the face hard, spooking Asterios so badly that he jumped back with wide eyes as a loud smacking sound echoed through the air for a second or two. 
 
    “Enough of this soppy bullshit!” Grea shouted at particularly no one and lunged forward to grab Ast’s collar with both hands again. “The truth is, I fucking love you, and I don’t fucking care anymore!” 
 
    Before he could react, she slammed her lips into his with enough force to make their teeth chitter against each other. He ignored the short pang of pain and allowed Grea to violently pursue his tongue as if her life depended on it. She roughly kissed him long enough to run out of breath and was forced to withdraw for air. 
 
    “If you really do mean that, then fucking fuck me, Dragon!” she bellowed right into his face with a growing grin. “Come on! Make me yours! Claim me! Break me! I know you want me!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled with a big smile too. “Here? What if your father is close by?” 
 
    She scowled to the side while rolling her eyes. “He will be fucking ecstatic to hear me getting pounded into oblivion while screaming your name at the top of my lungs. He would very well watch and cheer you on if he could.” 
 
    Asterios snorted but knew it was most likely true. 
 
    “Getting second thoughts now, Dragon? Afraid that you can’t handle me?” She pushed her face more into his with a taunting smirk. 
 
    He moved his right hand from her shoulder, slowly trailing it up her neck and ending at her cheeks where he squeezed them with quite some strength.  
 
    “Watch what you wish for, Dahaka,” Asterios growled with a husky tone. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck…” Grea bit on her lower lip and shivered as a wide smile blossomed on her face. 
 
    He suddenly pulled her with him as he turned around and shoved her aside. She stumbled over her legs and ran into a waist-high stone counter in the middle of the room with a grunt. Looking over her shoulder, she trembled again. The way Asterios slowly walked toward her with an overbearing smirk made her weak in the knees. 
 
    Perhaps she might have pushed him a little bit too far.  
 
    But, that was exactly what she wanted, and he obviously knew it well. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
Improvise, Adapt, Overcome ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This surely brings back memories,” Grea purred alluringly. 
 
    She leaned more into the counter in front of her and stuck her robe-covered butt out, giving it a little wiggle. Her red tail swayed unhurriedly, making enchanting twirls in the air. Staring right into Ast’s crimson eyes over her shoulder, she showed him an enchanting smile. 
 
    “It surely does.” He grinned at her as his gaze briefly fell to her shapely behind. “It didn’t take you long to throw any leftover decorum out of the window after we got a little bit friendly back then. You made a conscious effort to look as seductive and sluttish as you really could.” 
 
    Grea hummed happily and jiggled her ass more. “I bet you had so many dirty thoughts about me, didn't you? You must have imagined yourself taking me hard over all those counters, desks, and shelves in my old lab, haven’t you? There’s no way you didn’t.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled softly and shook his head, stepping closer to Grea. “I was still in a hormonal period back then, Professor. There’s no denying it, no matter how much I would love to. And your constant teasing didn’t help.” 
 
    “Was? In my eyes, you’ve barely changed.” She nibbled gently on her lower lip as her tail slightly sped up. “So, how much?” 
 
    He reached her position and tenderly laid his hands on her sides. The scarlet rope coiled around his waist and pulled him in strong enough to make Ast’s hips bump into Grea’s bottom, holding him close. His palms lazily brushed up her figure as they looked at each other. 
 
    “Every damn day,” Asterios whispered with a wry smile. “Honestly, it was almost insufferable. You knew exactly what you were doing to me. You were a much worse, much lewder version of Kindra, just when I hoped to escape her own teases in school.” 
 
    She purred louder as he leaned forward over her back. “And now, you are not a powerless, hormonal boy anymore. You can take your revenge easily. I won’t be able to do anything if you pin me down. I will be fully at your mercy.”  
 
    Their faces moved close, with just inches separating their lips. Grea’s grin grew wider as she gazed back at him. Her eyes skipped to his mouth, but her expression changed for a fraction of a second and Asterios didn’t miss that. His brows rose up curiously as she gently nibbled on her lower lip once more. 
 
    “You are… certainly sure that it’s alright, right?” Grea asked in a gentler tone. 
 
    Asterios sighed softly at her vulnerable side showing up again at a moment like this. With a warm smile, he pushed his hips forward enough to press his slowly bulging pants against her own heat, and slid his palms over her clothes right towards her chest, giving Grea’s fair breasts a tender squeeze. She let out a throaty moan and arched her neck, giving him the perfect opportunity to plant a delicate kiss on her red skin. 
 
    “You are the second woman after my mother to take care of me so dearly, and spend so much time helping, assisting, guiding me,” he whispered tenderly next to her ear. “You are smart, beautiful, funny, hot, and perhaps a tad crazy, but believe me, I want you just as much as you want me. It took me a while to grow up into that thought, though. A few ladies might have possibly helped with it.” 
 
    Grea grinned to herself as she hummed joyfully, enjoying his hold on her. “What was it? Don’t stick your dick in crazy?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first rule I’ve broken in the academy.” Asterios chuckled into her neck. 
 
    “Fuck…” She groaned with a little shudder and pushed herself more into his waist. “You have no idea how many months I have longed for this…” 
 
    Stepping a bit away for a moment, to Grea’s slight confusion, Asterios gently spun her around and grabbed her thighs. She giggled happily and wrapped her arms around his neck as he sat her down on the low counter in front of them. Her legs quickly locked him in place too as their mouths crashed into each other. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm…” Grea moaned quietly as their tongues danced together. 
 
    Her hands started to explore Ast’s body right under his dark crimson coat and he soon followed suit, roaming his palms all over her front. His fingers slid past her belt and brushed over her smooth thighs, exposed to the world through the gap in the front part of her robes, acting similar to a semi-short skirt. She gasped and shuddered as he caressed the soft skin of her inner thighs. 
 
    “You aren’t going to be gentle, are you?” she asked after hesitantly freeing his lips for a second. 
 
    “I don’t think you want me to be, do you?” he replied while cocking a single brow at her. 
 
    A wide grin answered him. “I’ve heard so much about how kind and tender you can be in bed that I got a little bit worried, you know?” 
 
    “You really got close with Tina.” Asterios chuckled quietly. “But, the three of us know well that Summoners value the ability to quickly adapt to the situation. What kind of a Summoner would I be if I couldn’t do this much for the woman I care about?” 
 
    She pushed her lips into his again and viciously assaulted them with no remorse.  
 
    “Then show me how good of a student you are. Let’s see if you picked up anything worthwhile during your time under me or if you really are just a fluke, Weakest Summoner,” she cooed with a devilish smirk. 
 
    He moved his hands to her chest. “No particular attachments to these clothes, right?” 
 
    Grea raised a curious brow at him then yelped in surprise as Asterios tore her robes open with his strong hands. In a blink, her crimson tits were out, bouncing alluringly from the mighty force they had been subjected to. He didn’t wait for anything and dove straight for the dark nipple proudly standing tall on one of her impressive peaks. 
 
    “Fuuuuck… That’s so hot…” she moaned as his tongue rolled around her stiff summit. “More…” 
 
    Looking at Asterios from above, Grea pushed her fingers into his white hair and raked them through the soft strands, stroking his scalp at the same time. His hands gripped the ripped edges of the torn material, and she swallowed heavily in anticipation.  
 
    A moment later, her body experienced the same powerful tug as before, accompanied by a loud ripping noise, and the fracture reached past her navel. With one more pull, he tore her robes open completely, from neck to crotch, revealing Grea’s black, lacy panties. Her bra had unfortunately not survived the initial pull and hung in two parts from her shoulders, alongside the navy clothes. 
 
    “Yessssssss…” Grea whined with a wide smile. “Can you feel how wet I already am for you? Can you sense the fire in my pussy, burning in anticipation? I’m going to fucking melt your cock in seconds…” 
 
    Asterios pulled himself back from her tasty breast and brought his face up to hers while placing his palm on her drenched underwear, causing Grea to shiver slightly. 
 
    “Now, that’s the horny professor I remember.” He grinned at her and joined their lips in a feral kiss. “You’ve always been an even bigger expert in talking dirty than Summoning Magic.” 
 
    She moaned into his mouth as he rubbed the slick fabric with his fingers. Grea’s hips followed his movements and pushed her covered slit into his digits even more. In one fluid motion, he slid her panties aside and shoved two fingers up her flooding snatch. 
 
    “AH! YES!” Grea instantly screamed and tightened her legs around him. “Turn my insatiable cunt into a fucking mess! Ahhhh!” 
 
    Grabbing a fistful of her black hair with his left hand, Asterios pulled on it strongly, evoking a sultry groan from his hot ex-teacher, angling Grea’s head to the back. Relentlessly drilling her tight pussy with the fingers of his right, he began leaving strong, sucky kisses on her arched neck. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Fuck yes! Ahhh! Mmmmm!” Grea completely didn’t hide her cries of pleasure, screaming ardently at the ceiling. 
 
    Her hands shot to the edge of the counter and gripped it firmly. She had to seek support or else she would fly off from Ast’s deep and rough caresses. Echoing, wet slapping filled the workshop as his palm smacked her lower lips during each thrust. He did not spare her any mercy, relentlessly assaulting different spots inside her coiling passage in search of the best ones. 
 
    “Shit! Shit! Harder! Finger it harder!” she pleaded with a throaty grunt. “Ahhhhh… Yessssss…” 
 
    Asterios naturally obeyed and fingerfucked Grea as hard as she wished, sliding his digits in and out of her thirsty hole with enough force to send ripples through her thighs, belly, and heavily bouncing breasts. Grea clenched her teeth and scrunched her face, showing even more signs that she was rapidly approaching her climax. The way her crimson pussy began pulsing around his fingers was enough for him to know she was close. 
 
    He let go of her hair and quickly pressed his thumb into her swollen clit, circling with his pad over the sensitive bulb while speeding up the intense drilling even more. Grea gasped loudly and her hand latched on his wrist as her mouth hung wide open. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck, cummmminnnnnnnnnnnnnnnng!” 
 
    Her tight insides grew even tighter as they squeezed Ast’s fingers all around and he pulled them out. A trickle of love juices followed them on their way out as Grea orgasmed hard with his other hand wildly rubbing her shy nub from above. He watched her beautiful pussy twitch repeatedly as her entire body shivered in waves of pleasure. Lascivious groans kept escaping her tensed throat. 
 
    Asterios waited for Grea to finish riding her high and kept lovingly massaging her completely soaked folds. Plenty of her released nectar created a tiny puddle under her delicious ass, dripping over the edge of the counter and down onto the ground.  
 
    About half a minute later, Grea raised her lowered head, still panting lightly, and grinned at Asterios beautifully. 
 
    “You’ve always been a dexterous one.” She giggled happily. “If this is what you can do with your hands…” 
 
    Her teeth sank into her lower lip as she looked down at the obvious bulge in Ast’s pants. 
 
    “It’s time to get that cock primed and ready.” She jumped off the countertop and quickly got to her knees. “I can’t wait to see, smell, and taste that erect beast. Mhhhmmmmm… I’m already leaking again just thinking about it…” 
 
    Tenderly brushing through Grea’s hair, he let her desperately unbuckle his belt. She then yanked his pants down alongside his underwear and his rock-hard member sprung into the open, causing her to giggle in glee again. She wasted no time and pressed her soft lips into his warm length while cradling his orbs with her hand. 
 
    “Sooooo pretty… Soooo delicious…” Grea hummed to herself while rubbing her face into Ast’s penis. “I’m sure it feels great lodged deep in a slick, wet, itching pussy… But first…” 
 
    She opened her mouth and closed her plump lips around his tip, giving it a strong suck. Asterios let out a sigh of pleasure while tilting his head to the back a bit. Grea’s tongue swirled all around his glans as she continued vacuuming him with all she had, and it was just an incredible feeling. 
 
    Asterios expected his lewd-to-the-core professor to know her way around a blowjob but she had surpassed his greatest expectations. It was impossible to hold in all the groans and grunts forming deep in his throat as she devotedly worked him off. 
 
    He glanced down and found Grea staring back at him from below with a proud smirk wrapped around his dick. She raised the tempo and took him even deeper into her mouth, lightly tapping his crown into the back of her throat. 
 
    A grin curved his lips too, and he reached towards the single, black horn standing tall at the right side of her head. Her eyes widened as he gripped it tightly and pulled her face right into his navel with one, mighty tug. Grea gagged once as Ast’s cock blasted through her tight throat but kept herself in control of it after that brief moment of surprise. Asterios kept fucking her mouth with the use of her horn for slightly less than half a minute while groaning openly. 
 
    When he finally pulled his member out completely, it bobbed in front of Grea’s face as she coughed a little. 
 
    “Fuck… You certainly know how to treat a woman...” She shot him a wicked smile. 
 
    He grabbed a fistful of her hair again and pulled Grea back to her feet as she moaned in pleasure. 
 
    “I know how to treat you.” Asterios smirked at her and joined their lips together in a rough kiss. 
 
    Grea’s hands explored his muscles and slowly reached his stiff member. She unhurriedly pumped his shaft up and down as he led her back to the low counter. When the edge hit her bouncy butt, she stood on her tiptoes and let Asterios set her on the stone surface again. He quickly tickled her underbelly ,and Grea noticed a glowing sigil right above her nether regions.  
 
    “Afraid you will put a muffin in that oven?” She shot him a teasing grin. 
 
    He shot one back. “With the quality of this batter, we would end up with an entire cake.” 
 
    Suddenly, she pushed him away a little bit, and he glanced at her curiously. She brought her tender butt as close to the ledge as she could and set her feet on the sides, spreading her legs in line with the counter’s edge. Her slender fingers snaked down her soft belly and reached the two crimson curtains hiding the entrance to her cave of wonders. Pulling them apart as far as she could, she exposed all of herself to him with a wide smile. 
 
    “Do you like what you see, Dragon?” Grea glanced at him with an upturned gaze. 
 
    Asterios grunted in response while moving closer to her again; his eyes glued to the mesmerizing scarlet of Grea’s sensitive flower, fully blooming right in front of him. His cock twitched eagerly as he neared her inviting entrance, which gave away its eagerness with trickles of sweet nectar too. 
 
    Pressing his glans into her parted folds, he traced over her tender, crimson skin with his fingers, leading his palm up and up. Grea quickly figured out his intentions and a hungry smile curled the edges of her lips. He soon reached her throat and gently but firmly tightened his hold around it. 
 
    “Yesssssss,” he whispered into her ear. “This tribute does please me, Dahaka.” 
 
    His fingers clenched even more and Asterios thrust himself to the very depths of Grea’s snug passage in one, mighty shove, letting out a low, rumbling growl right into her face. She whined loudly and bit on her lower lip as her eyelashes began to flutter. Even without any irises or pupils to confirm that fact, he could tell that her eyes of pure bright red rolled to the back of her head. 
 
    Grea shivered and then gasped, catching mouthfuls of air as Asterios loosened his grip just a little bit to help her with that. Even though he knew of a technique allowing him to press on someone’s neck in proper places to simulate the lightheadedness of choking without actually blocking one’s breathing, he had a feeling that Grea would enjoy the authentic, rough experience more. 
 
    “Fucking shit…” She cursed with a strained chuckle. “I can’t believe I came just from getting dicked in…” 
 
    “I feel a little sorry for Mr. Wavington now.” Asterios smirked at her. 
 
    Grea let out a loud cackle while whipping her head to the back. “I guess it’s time for me and Wandy to break up. I don’t think I will be able to satisfy myself with anything other than your big, thick, Dragon cock after you are done with me.” 
 
    “I have a lot of expectations to meet,” he answered and gave his hips a little pump after drawing them back. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm… Would you mind… doing me as your true self?” she asked with a blissful moan. 
 
    Asterios moved both hands to Grea’s cheeks and pulled himself into her lips as wisps of dark crimson mist swirled around his body. She watched excitedly as his draconic features materialized one by one while he lovingly but fiercely chased after her tongue. Soon, he had plenty of sporadic scales over his skin along with sharp, vertical horns, beautiful and ominous draconic wings, and a slowly swaying draconic tail, all in crimson shades. 
 
    Without waiting for any more words, he began sliding in and out of her warm embrace, and Grea wrapped all her limbs around him. She moaned in ecstasy without holding back anything as his hard member split her tight insides in half. Her sharp nails raked down his back as he brought his hands back to her throat and held onto it tightly while staring deep into her enchanting eyes from up close. 
 
    “Just like that! Ahhh! Ahhh! Wreck my lewd cunt so much I will need crutches for a fucking week! Ahhh! Ahhh! Ahhh!” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Asterios growled into her face and made Grea shudder again. 
 
    “Fuck… That growling is so fucking hooooooooot… Do it more…” she begged while nibbling on her lip. 
 
    “I will do whatever I want,” he replied with an even deeper, more booming growl, and gripped her throat tighter. 
 
    Grea’s eyelashes fluttered again as she came on his cock. “Mhmmmmmmmmmm… Yes, you will… Mhmmmmmmm… I’m your poor little fucktoy… Mmmmmmmm… Ohhhh, ohhhh, ohhh sooo poooor…” 
 
    Asterios let out a rumbling chuckle at her blissful, almost melting expression. An utterly stupid smile painted Grea’s face as he pounded her parted slit into oblivion. He didn’t hide anything and kept letting out groans of pleasure back at her, now and then weaving a growl or two into it, which seemed to make her coiling pussy even tighter each time. 
 
    “Are you bursting yet? Ahhh! Ahhh! Where’s that marvelous Dragon jizz at? Ahmmm! Ahmmm! My womb can’t remain empty forever!” 
 
    Letting out a snicker, he sealed Grea’s lips again and grabbed her by the waist. She whined into his mouth as he started pummeling her with even more force. More slapping of their joined bodies rolled off all the walls to the accompaniment of wet noises. Bit by bit, Asterios was getting closer, and he was intent on fulfilling Grea’s request soon. 
 
    She couldn’t hold her mouth on his during the intense hammering and kept bumping into his lips while moaning fervently. They pecked each other continuously as a result until Asterios grabbed Grea’s hair once more and pulled it down. He growled ferociously while shoving himself as deep into her embrace as he could while sinking his teeth into the side of her exposed neck. 
 
    “Oh, shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit! Mhhmmmmmmmmmmm!” 
 
    Right after the first waves of cloudy liquid tickled her insides, Grea reached another peak and they exploded together. She screamed her throat out and shuddered as Asterios filled her up with his hot seed, bucking his hips forward with each milky serpent leaving his tip. 
 
    They remained in each other’s arms, breathing roughly for about a minute. Grea’s fingers roamed over his back as she hummed blissfully. Asterios kept raining little kisses on her skin, evoking more slight shivers of pure, gentle pleasure from her.  She loved the sensation of him still filling her up to the brim while dearly caressing her body in this blissful afterglow. 
 
    “Not that bad…” she purred coyly. “I might have expected a bit more from a Dragon, but—” 
 
    “Did you think we were done here?” He interrupted her with a growl, and she felt her body rise up into the air. 
 
    He stepped back while holding her by the neck and Grea’s feet dangled slightly above the ground as they moved. Her hands shot to his wrists but a wide smile decorated her beautiful face, almost bordering on insanity. She did not fight back, only waited in anticipation for what was coming. His fresh seed dripped out of her now lone slit right onto the stone floor as he squeezed her throat with a feral smirk, allowing her to let out only half-silent, desperate gasps and noises. 
 
    Creating enough distance between them and the counter, Asterios threw Grea forward while letting go of her neck. She stumbled backward and quickly spun around before slamming into the block of stone with a loud gasp. Before she even had a chance to glance back, Asterios nailed her dripping pussy from behind, forcing a powerful whine out of her that was full of lust and desire. 
 
    Well, perhaps she loved this a little bit more. 
 
    “Fuck, you are still so hard! Ahhhn! Ahhhn! Ahnn!” Grea moaned ahead as Asterios slammed into her jiggly ass repeatedly. 
 
    “Being a True Dragon comes with a few useful benefits,” he replied with a smirk and smacked her right cheek. 
 
    “Ah!” She giggled and sent him a grin over her shoulder. “Naughty! Slap me more!” 
 
    That was exactly his intention so Asterios continuously hit each of Grea’s tender butt cheeks with his palm in turns. She giggled almost every time his fingers landed on her bouncy ass. The rough treatment caused her pussy to tingle and he could feel it through the little squeezes she did around his cock. 
 
    After her skin began turning so much redder than its natural shade, Asterios stopped the punishment and she looked at him with a pout. But, she didn’t get to complain for long as he slid his hand under her right thigh and set her knee on the counter, spreading her secret place more. 
 
    She purred in response, letting him know how much she liked the new position, but then shuddered and realized that it was not the end. She craned her neck around as much as she could and watched how Ast’s left forearm twirled around her thin, red tail and grabbed it by its thickest part, which was its base. 
 
    “Not the t—MMMMMMMWWWWWWHHHHHMMMMMMM!” 
 
    Asterios didn’t let her finish her sentence and tugged on the tender rope with all he had, shoving himself even deeper into Grea’s leaking honeypot than before. His other hand shot to the single horn on the right side of her head, and he forced her to look forward. Grea’s cries rose by an octave as he drilled her senseless while using parts of her body as handles. 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Ahhh! You are spreading my pussy so much! Ahhh! Ahhh! I’m getting addicted! Ahhh! To this Dragon cock! Ahhhhh! Wreeeeeeeeeeeeck meeeeeeeeeee!” 
 
    He growled in response and hammered her thirsty snatch as hard as he could without hurting her. Grea was pinned between his waist and the stone counter, unable to escape Ast’s violent pounding. He pummeled her into the hard slab of stone with enough force to make the various books and utensils present on it jump and bounce around even though it was firmly attached to the ground. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Thrust that delicious dick deep in me! Ahhhh! Ahhh! Rip my fucking horn off! Pluck my fucking tail off! Ahhh! Ahhh! Ruin me like the true predator you are! Ahhh! Ahhh! Tear me to shreds! Ahhh! Breed me, Dragon!” 
 
    With a loud grunt as Grea’s pussy tightened on him enough to choke his hard member to death, making it quite tough to pull out and plunge back into her hot folds, Asterios let go of her tail for a moment and put her other thigh on the counter too. Now, just Grea’s ass hung over the edge as he sank his fingers into the tender flesh of her hips, pushing himself into her from below. 
 
    “More! Flood me! Give me that seed! Now!” 
 
    She whimpered into the ceiling as he made rough love to her dripping and spread pussy sticking over the counter. Small shivers began shaking Grea's body as she quickly sprinted towards another mind-blowing peak. Asterios could feel each tremble perfectly well as she gave his member another strong squeeze the very moment her body shook again. Grea basically screamed into the air from the incredible pleasure with a euphoric smile tugging the corners of her mouth. 
 
    "Fuck yes, yes, yes, yes! Ahhhh! Cum in meeeeeeee! Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!" 
 
    Holding himself back until she climaxed first, Asterios thrust deep into her and released a second load into her spasming channel. Grea moaned into the heavens while supporting herself on her hands at the front but the pleasure overwhelmed her so much that she dropped to her elbows and then to her chest as he pumped her love hole full of seed. Her ass stuck up in the air as she trembled, her face down and pressed on the hard surface of polished stone. 
 
    Finishing fully, Asterios plopped himself out of Grea’s magnificent pussy, and a steady stream of white dripped right onto the floor in an instant. He smiled wryly at the sight before his eyes, the two most precious holes of his professor displayed clearly to him from her stretched position. He could see her delicious tits through the gap in her legs, heaving up and down while pressed into the tabletop. 
 
    Crawling onto the counter himself and dropping on his back next to Grea, he pulled her onto his body to make it more comfortable for her. She hummed quietly and snuggled to his chest as her soft breasts pressed into his skin. He roamed his hands lovingly over her back as they slowly recovered from their blissful orgasms while caressing each other dearly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
Living the Dream 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you doing?” Asterios asked as his palm softly grazed Grea’s lower back. 
 
    “I can feel your jizz sloooooowly pouring out of my pussy.” She giggled quietly, bouncing on his chest a little. “Who would have thought it’s such an amazing sensation? Mmmmmmmm…” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “I take it you haven’t had the pleasure to experience it a lot.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Grea replied and raised herself to her elbows, bringing her face above his. “You are the first one to grant me this pleasure. I don’t think Wandy counts, does he?” 
 
    Asterios smiled back at her beautiful smirk. “You think I would be jealous of a piece of wood?” 
 
    “Hey! He’s a good piece of wood! Even has bumps!” She snickered. “But I don’t think he can compete with your wood.” She nibbled on her lower lip and ran a finger down Ast’s chest. 
 
    Grea lowered herself slowly and joined their lips in a slightly less rough kiss than the ones they had shared during their heated activities. Asterios welcomed the change wholeheartedly and exchanged many little pecks with her as they brushed their mouths together for a long while. 
 
    “You know, I kind of thought I would stay single forever,” she whispered with a tiny smile after they parted. “Fucking myself to sleep with my wand and all that.” 
 
    Placing a hand on her crimson-skinned cheek, Asterios gently pulled her down for one more kiss. 
 
    “I promise to fuck you to sleep from now on. From time to time, at least,” he replied with a small grin of his own. 
 
    Grea hummed happily while gazing down at Asterios with hooded eyes and then gasped lightly as a shiver ran down her spine. A wide smirk quickly took over her lips. 
 
    “Admit it,” she purred. 
 
    “Admit what?” He raised a playful brow at her. 
 
    “You’ve always been dying to pull on it, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Whatever could you mean?” he answered and forced a sultry moan out of her throat by giving her tail a tender tug. 
 
    She giggled and started placing a myriad of kisses all over his face as he lovingly ran his closed palm up and down her still-sensitive tail. It would be a lie if he said he hadn’t ever thought about doing that, especially with how much Grea had always exposed her pretty appendage to him all the time. It just begged to be grabbed and yanked gently. 
 
    “I think we should get you all cleaned up,” Asterios said in between the pleasant pecks he was being subjected to. “As hot as you are all like this, we can’t have you stay dirty forever.” 
 
    “Oh, but I’m your little, dirty fucktoy, am I not?” Grea purred at him with a dazzling smile. “It’s an honor for me to be all roughed up and filled with your seed to the brim. You should cover my entire body with it just to ensure that I’m all marked up.” 
 
    He raised them to a sitting position and kissed her sweet lips gently. “If you keep talking and acting like that, people will never stop assuming that you are a total slut.” 
 
    “But I am one.” She kissed him back while pushing her soft breasts into his chest. “Just for you.” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” Asterios chuckled as they gazed into each other’s eyes with warm smiles. “There’s no winning against you there. But, I’m still going to care for my exclusive slut and wash her like a good, respectful boyfriend.” 
 
    Grea squealed in delight as he pushed them off the counter in one motion and put her in a princess carry before they even landed on the ground. She looped her arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder as Asterios walked ahead. 
 
    “Uh, the door is that wa—” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, a dark crimson gate rose from the ground right in front of the wall Asterios was heading towards, and he stepped right into it. Grea instinctively closed her eyes and tensed her muscles, but they did not bounce back and Ast’s chuckle reached her ears. 
 
    Lifting her eyelids again, she noticed that they were now in a big bath with a bunch of steaming pools carved into white marble. Soft plops of someone’s footsteps echoed to their right and Asterios turned his body towards the sound. A petite and completely naked blue-haired girl entered their sight, a tiny flush covering her adorable cheeks. 
 
    “Hello, Professor.” The small beauty smiled brightly, and her eyes skipped to the red-skinned woman’s waist for a brief moment, causing her to blush even more. “Looks like you didn’t hold back to be leaking so much…” 
 
    “Tina?” Grea stared at the gentle girl with wide eyes and an utterly confused expression. “What? Where—oh, shit! You fucked my brains out so much I literally forgot!” 
 
    She jumped out of Ast’s embrace and landed on the white floor, immediately stumbling on her weak legs. Asterios hastily wrapped his arm around her waist and assisted her in regaining some stability with another chuckle. 
 
    “You forgot your crutches, miss.” He smirked at her. 
 
    “Fuck, I really am going to need them.” She let out a heartfelt laugh. “Worth it, though.” 
 
    Tina giggled and extended her hand to Grea. “Let’s get into the pool and then we can talk.” 
 
    Grea accepted it with a smirk and let the duo lead her. “So, this is really it? I’m in another fucking world, right?” 
 
    “That seems to be correct.”  
 
    A different person answered as they were lowering themselves into the hot water and Grea whipped her head toward the source. Selene placed a small bundle of towels by the edge and showed the red-skinned woman a dazzling smile.  
 
    “Please, take your time to enjoy the bath. We’ll have plenty of it to wander through the town afterward.” 
 
    With a polite bow, the fox lady unhurriedly left the spacious chamber, leaving the trio alone. Tina giggled again at Grea’s still amazed and partially dumbfounded expression, capturing her attention. 
 
    “I knew you would be able to sort out your feelings, Professor,” she said with a joyful grin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Grea furrowed her brows at the cute Summoner girl sitting next to her. 
 
    Tina grabbed the demon woman's left hand and raised it up above the surface of the steaming water. 
 
    “Ah. It moved. This is the mark of a mate, right?” Grea rubbed the black band coiling around her finger. 
 
    Asterios joined her and brushed over her palm too. “Looks like it.” 
 
    “There’s no need to hide how much you are into Ast anymore. Everything is out now.” Tina giggled adorably. 
 
    “Shut your pretty little trap, shortie!” Grea splashed water onto her, evoking even more giggles from the petite girl as they entered a full-on war. 
 
    They went at it for about a minute before all the giggling and chuckling faded away. The two women breathed roughly while glaring at each other with toothy grins. Tina then pulled herself closer to Grea and leaned her head on her former professor’s shoulder as they sat side by side. 
 
    “It feels good to finally let it out, doesn’t it?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes, it does…” Grea answered with a contented sigh and glanced at Asterios by her other side. “It’s like a huge weight has been lifted off my heart after I finally told you.” 
 
    “Just wait until you step outside of this bath. Too bad that you might have a small problem with that now.” He smiled at her warmly. 
 
    “Bastard!” She giggled and splashed some water on him. “And whose fault do you think it is?! You destroyed my pussy back there! I would not be surprised to see that stone counter cracked from how hard you hammered me into it! Gods, that was so fucking hot!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and swung at her too. “I had some practice. You can thank Miria for that. Still, I don’t think even she likes to be treated as roughly as you do.” 
 
    “You really went wild, huh…” Tina dropped her gaze to the ground as her cheeks flushed deep crimson. 
 
    Grea wrapped an arm around her. “You should have seen how he bent me over like a twig and pounded into me with no mercy! Oh! Or how he choked me in the air and then threw me away like a wet, used rag! Fuck… I’m getting all tingly again just recalling that…” 
 
    Tina and Asterios exchanged a glance as Grea shivered while biting on her lower lip and he could only chuckle wryly at his blue-haired girlfriend. It looked like their little family had gained a very expressive and open member. Hopefully, the more shy girls would be able to bear with the rambunctious demon woman. 
 
    “We get the picture.” He chuckled again and brushed over Grea’s thigh. “Spare Tina the details. Why not talk about something much more exciting?” 
 
    She smirked at the petite girl, wiggling her eyebrows for a bit, then turned to Asterios. “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know... You being here?” 
 
    “Oh, right. The whole magic Dragon dicking ritual which complements Summoning Magic and lets me be A MOTHERFUCKING SUMMON! FUCK YEAH!” 
 
    Grea threw her arms into the air and cheered, evoking happy smiles from the other two. They could stare at her ecstatic expression for hours. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve been keeping something like this from me, shortie,” she said then angrily squinted at Tina. 
 
    “Eh? Why me?” 
 
    “Because you were the one I talked with for countless hours behind his back, and there’s no fat chance that you didn’t know about it! Oh, I’m going to tickle you so much, you will fucking cum yourself to death from laughing!” 
 
    “Ahhh! Nooooo! Hahahahahaha! Professor! Stop! Ahahahaha!” 
 
    Tina attempted to make a run for it, but Grea lunged after her and grabbed her waist. The two women thrashed and rolled in the water to the accompaniment of loud giggling and laughing. Asterios watched with a smile as they fought each other, making sure that neither of them took it a bit too far.  
 
    But, seeing both of them have so much fun like that made him warm inside. Grea didn’t have many friends besides him, and Tina certainly was the first major female friend after the girl who had lost her life in the past, who had also been Grea’s crush to some extent back then.  
 
    It was a miracle he and Tina had been able to bring their very anxious and emotionally scarred teacher out of her shell even a little bit. He knew first-hand how fragile Grea was, how much damage had the unfortunate accident done to the ambitious researcher, alongside all the hate and toxicity from everyone at the academy. 
 
    Thankfully, things seemed to be better. He wasn’t going to let Grea fall into her depressive moods again as long as they were connected this deeply. She deserved all the happiness in the world, and he was going to bring it to her, starting with her greatest dream of becoming a summon, and perhaps the smaller wish of wanting to be one with him, as he had just learned. 
 
    As Asterios was lost deep in his thoughts, it took him a moment to realize there was no more noise and movement. He refocused his gaze on the two women sitting still in the middle of the pool while looking back at him. 
 
    “Anybody home?” Grea snickered with a laugh. “What’s with that stupid, creepy grin?” 
 
    Then, she perked up as if she had gotten an idea and quickly moved behind Tina. She sat down and pulled the smaller girl into herself while sliding her hands to Tina's front. Wrapping her legs around her blue-haired student, she put her heels on the inside of Tina’s soft thighs and pulled them apart in one, quick swoop. The shy Summoner momentarily yelped in surprise, and her hands shot down to cover her exposed girly parts. 
 
    “Did our little, sexy scuffle get you all eager again?” Grea asked Asterios with a sultry tone then giggled to herself as she brought her mouth closer to Tina’s ear. “Are you ready to offer your body to our very hot and bothered Dragon boyfriend like the good, obedient mate you are?” 
 
    Tina gently swallowed her saliva as she stared back at Asterios with a timid glance. Her entire face was tinged with a deep, rosy flush. The bath water was crystal clear and every inch of her small frame was visible to him. She delicately lifted the fingers covering her secret place, sensually bringing them up to her pelvis as their eyes bore into each other deeply. 
 
    A moment of invisible, sensual tension passed between them before Asterios smiled at her lovingly and crawled up to her on his knees, placing a hand on Tina’s cute cheek. 
 
    “I think it’s time to finally get Grea cleaned up, don’t you agree?” he asked quietly then joined their lips in a tender kiss. 
 
    As they exchanged delicate pecks, he grabbed Grea’s ankles and pulled them up to release Tina’s thighs, gently closing her legs together again. She reached out to his neck and pulled herself into his embrace as he sat back. 
 
    “Tsch.” Grea clicked her tongue while crossing her arms under her perky chest. “You were supposed to lunge forward and have your way with her as I held her down. Where’s the Dragon’s sex drive?” 
 
    “It’s always there, Professor. He’s just powerful enough to control it for us,” Tina answered with a sweet smile as they peered at each other with Asterios from up close, giving him a few delicate tugs down there. “Now, I think you are right, Ast. We can’t let her go out to the Spiritual Foxes smelling all like… your seed.” 
 
    Their faces turned to Grea and she shuddered a little under their clearly malicious grins. Before she could react, they jumped at her together and proceeded to thoroughly wash every bit of her body, making her cum three times in the process with just their fingers and nothing more. She had no chance of escaping a Dragon’s strong grip and could only suffer in pleasure as they took care of her with their utmost attention and affection. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they sat on the edge of the pool together with Grea between them as she let the duo wipe her off with the prepared towels. 
 
    “Remind me to never fuck with you two ever again…” she muttered under her breath as a small, post-orgasmic shiver jerked her body once more. 
 
    Asterios and Tina chuckled together with wide smiles. They soon were done drying Grea up and took care of each other while she watched, whining that she was going to puke from all that sweetness and tenderness, making them laugh even more. After everyone was ready, Asterios recalled his draconic features and led the girls to the changing room where Selene had prepared some clothes for them.  
 
    He materialized his own clothing in the form of crimson-black, long robes woven from embroidered silk while Grea and Tina jumped into the sleeveless one-piece dresses, falling in line with the common fashion choices of Spiritual Foxes. Tina got a cyan one that emphasized her slim figure and well-developed chest while Grea wore a dark azure one that showcased her gorgeous legs and even had a proper hole for her tail. 
 
    They walked into a lounge chamber and reunited with the two beastfolk girls already waiting for them. Selene remained in her usual, white battle dress with dark sapphire patterns while Mira had donned a smooth, shiny, scarlet one that perfectly highlighted her athletic body and appealing curves. 
 
    Asterios paused for a moment as he took the sight of the dazzling panthergirl, and she giggled timidly while swaying her hips around. Unable to hold herself back after seeing his enamored expression, she lunged forward to kiss him and purred so loud the entire room echoed with a cute rumble as he stroked her exposed back and twirled her tail. 
 
    After that small delay, they left Selene’s mansion together and walked slowly through the pure white town. Tina kept giggling to herself each time Grea shot her gaze to a different building or piece of landscape. She was reminded of her own gawking when she had first stepped into Miria’s and Selene’s realm. 
 
    The scene was especially adorable as Grea basically strangled Ast’s arm with her body while rushing from left to right and pulling him along with her. No matter what, it didn’t look like she had any intentions of letting the man go as she pointed at various things or people and squealed like a kid. They were getting a lot of weird looks, but it was completely worth it. 
 
    About two hours of wandering later, Selene noticed that their new sister-mate was starting to tire down so she guided them to one of her favorite open-air restaurants. The diner had been carved in the outermost edge of the town, basically hanging right above the enormous drop spanning all around the tall, marble mountain which was the home of the Spiritual Foxes. 
 
    Grea ran to the silver guardrail and leaned over to take in the sights as the other women sat down at the table just next to it. Asterios arrived by her side and also rested his elbows on the metal bar. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I’m in another fucking realm,” Grea whispered as she turned to him. 
 
    He noticed a few tears running down her pretty face decorated with a wide smile. She pushed herself into him, and he caught her affectionately, letting her pursue his lips in a feral fashion. 
 
    “Easy there.” He smiled back at her after she backed away a little, still remaining in his hug. “This is just the beginning. There’s so much you have yet to see, and will see in the future as we explore this universe together.” 
 
    “Fuck…” Grea nibbled on her slightly trembling lower lip as he brushed the wet trails away. “I’ll need to get my thick ass back to work as soon as possible. There’s no way all my holes will be enough to repay something like this ever.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled as Tina and Miria blushed deeply at the table. “You have already done so much for me that this isn’t worth even a fraction of that. I wouldn’t be here if not for you. So, you wouldn’t be here if not for yourself either. See? It’s all thanks to you.” 
 
    She snickered loudly while whipping her head to the sides. “You fucking idiot, that’s not how this works! That’s not how any of this works!” 
 
    “It does for me,” he replied with a smirk. 
 
    They stared each other in the eyes until Grea sighed with an enticing undertone. “Now I kinda want you to bend me over this railing too…” 
 
    He laughed openly and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Let’s get seated down before you actually talk me into it.” 
 
    They stepped closer to their table and Asterios pushed the chair in for her. Grea shot him a sexy wink and he sat down between her and Tina. Miria had taken the next spot, and then Selene closed the circle. A Foxkin butler rushed to their side and took a few minutes to note their order as everyone kept asking the fox lady for recommendations. 
 
    After the butler left, Grea placed her menu card down and ran her gaze over the faces of everyone present at the table. 
 
    “Well, then. I really hope you don’t mind me joining you, girls. I know how annoying and rude I can be, but I promise not to be too much. I would really fuckin—ekhm, really hate to be detested by any of you.” 
 
    All the women chuckled together and Miria beamed a blindingly dazzling smile at her. “Please, just be yourself, Grea! We’ve been friends for a long time! Now, I’m super happy to be your sister-mate too! You love Master and Master loves you so there’s no use in acting like someone else!” 
 
    Selene nodded sagely. “That is right. We would despise ourselves if the relationship between you and Master turned sour because you tried to artificially fit in. Besides, I think you and Miria have a lot in common. You will be best friends in no time.” 
 
    The panthergirl dropped her gaze and her cheeks turned full tomato red as she caught her vulpine sister-mate’s insinuation clearly. 
 
    “So, everyone here already knows all the details?” Grea snickered.  
 
    Tina let out a quiet giggle as a tinge of rosiness tainted her cheeks too. “Asterios doesn’t hide anything from any of us, and that includes his senses, memories, basically the entire mind.” 
 
    “Neat. No more life-changing secrets now?” She grinned at him. 
 
    He chuckled wryly. “Yeah. Again, I’m sorry about that. I feel guilty and regretful about it all the time.” 
 
    She slugged him in the shoulder with a roll of her eyes. “Forget about it, idiot. I’m just fucking with you. I really fucking appreciate you putting yourself under all of this just to make sure that I don’t do anything stupid. I really do. Who else knows better how insane I can be if not me?” 
 
    “All the smoking hot scholars aren’t exactly right in the head. That’s a fact.” Selene chuckled softly. 
 
    “Damn straight.” Grea laughed and flashed her a smile. 
 
    Their food arrived shortly after and everyone had a taste of a hot bowl of thick noodles with various pieces of meat and vegetables floating in the golden, fragrant liquid. Selene and Miria showed the other girls how to properly eat it, and everyone soon melted above their respective meals. 
 
    Before they could finish, the butler brought the second dish, which was in the form of small, rectangular blocks of deep-fried pork cutlets surrounded by crunchy, brass-colored crumbs. The aroma was intense and they swept their plates clean in a flash, moaning and humming in pure bliss. Grea practically climaxed a bunch of times while experiencing the interdimensional cuisine. 
 
    After they were full and not even the tiniest little speck of food could fit in their bellies, the butler brought a big black vase filled with local alcohol and Selene poured it for everyone into their small, round cups. It had a clean, slightly sweet taste and they enjoyed sharing the drink together. 
 
    “Since it looks like we’ve run out of things to talk about, what about moving on to our newest discovery regarding the continuous attacks on Glimmervale?” Asterios suggested after a long silence fell onto them. 
 
    Grea downed the rest of her drink and slammed it into the table with a soft clink. 
 
    “Alright. Hit me up. I have a feeling that this is going to be fun.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32
A Difficult Situation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We believe we might have found the source of the monsters attacking the town,” Tina said. “With an emphasis on town.” 
 
    “Well, I figured there had to be a reason why they are all coming this way.” Grea shrugged. “Though, I thought Glimmervale might just be on their path or something. What do they have against your freshly gained home?” 
 
    “That’s still partially a mystery to us but I asked Ted to conduct a small experiment,” Asterios replied. “They let one beast into the town and watched its movements. It reached the main plaza and stopped, completely, dead in its tracks. Not even our big bad friend had any effect on it until someone attacked it or tried to chase it away, of course.” 
 
    She stroked her chin and nodded appreciatively at Selene, who refilled her cup. “Weird as fuck, for sure. Their main goal must be to get there, perhaps to wait for further instructions. That’s a slight relief but why would the beasts do that?” 
 
    “It’s possible that this part is related to what we stumbled on while examining a small, grassy hill in the direction of the onslaught, where Venuzathor said the animals felt something weird.” He exchanged glances with Tina, and the two nodded at each other. 
 
    “Right under that hill, we found a tunnel and a cave,” she continued after him. “What’s best, there is a summoning circle in that stone chamber, with a bunch of old skeletons and their belongings.” 
 
    “Now, this is getting interesting.” Grea grinned and fixed her posture on the chair, leaning forward. “It wouldn’t be that stupid to assume that it’s responsible for directing those beasts into the town if there was a condition like that inscribed into its structure, or as a part of the ritual.” 
 
    “Now that I think of it, I guess this is the interference the Storm King mentioned.” Asterios nodded to himself. “There was a reason why the academy strongly advised against conducting more than one summoning ritual on its entire grounds at once. I hope our attempt didn’t make it worse than it already is.” 
 
    “And that means?” The crimson-skinned researcher cocked a curious brow at him. 
 
    “The array remains active at all times and seems to be corrupted or damaged,” Tina explained. “We found traces of contaminated spiritual energy, and it emits ominous purple sparks or little crackles. There is no doubt that it’s unstable.” 
 
    “We wanted to ask you for help to possibly neutralize and get rid of it.” Asterios glanced at Grea then smiled wryly. “The two of us got a little sidetracked, but I did expect something like that after we decided to stop keeping you out of the loop.” 
 
    Grea snorted and shook her head. “My brain went into such an overdrive when you showed up with that book, shortie, that I thought I would faint.” Tina giggled at her comment and blushed a tiny bit. “And it’s true that we got a tad distracted afterward. But, you should already be well aware that I can’t be held accountable for the things I do while horny, excited, or emotional. And I was all of those things back then.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled at Ast’s wry smile as the quite salacious crimson-skinned lady eyed him up and down with a hungry gaze and wolfish grin. 
 
    “Anyway, before things escalate again, anything else you can tell me about it?” she continued as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Asterios cleared his throat and smiled back at her. “The bones may possibly belong to elves as we found traces of their language in the books and parchments scattered in the cavern, so we were planning on asking Guildmaster Suanori for her assistance too.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be smart. I can lend you my knowledge and experience regarding Summoning Magic but there’s no fucking way I know more about elves than the two of you. Except for their magic, of course, to some extent.” 
 
    “And we will keep everyone safe in the meanwhile,” Miria joined in with a joyful smile and Asterios reached over the table to ruffle through her hair. 
 
    “Pardon my bluntness, but you don’t seem to have a lot of combat experience, right?” Selene glanced at their new demon companion. 
 
    “Be blunt, sharp, straight, elusive, or whatever you want with me.” Grea snickered and flashed her a grin. “Yeah, I’m a weak-ass scholar who needs her strong Dragon man to protect her from getting squished by a random overgrown piggy. Sorry about that.” 
 
    The fox lady waved her hand dismissively. “No, please, don’t apologize. I was just wondering since you were my Lord’s teacher, and I kind of assumed that you were a Summoner too like him and Tina, but we haven’t ever heard about your strength or even your familiars.” 
 
    “That’s because Grea doesn’t have any familiars right now,” Tina interjected with a soft smile. 
 
    “Why?” Miria tilted her head. “She knows so much about it, no? She helped us a lot, like with the wand that summoned Selene, the Blood Summoning, or all the tests we went through back at the academy to discover more about us and Master.” 
 
    “The answer is simple.” Asterios slid his hand down and grazed her cheek. “Because of her dream.” 
 
    “Dream?” She blushed a bit under his gentle touch. “You mean this?” 
 
    “Yep. You are right.” Grea nodded with a wide smirk. “I always wanted to become a summon, a familiar, remember? I did everything I could to increase the chances of that happening. That includes nullifying all my contracts and staying away from making new ones, just in case having one would prevent me from achieving that goal. Naturally, no one could know if that was a thing but better safe than sorry, right? Plus, I don’t have much talent in summoning, really. I have a stupidly big brain for it but I’m just a tad above Asterios when he was a waste. Luckily, I didn’t suffer for it in the Demon Continent as much as he did in Rosewind back then.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter anymore, right? Because you technically became Master’s summon? Since Tina made it work after she properly bonded with Master, summoning Esil, you can do it too, no?” The panthergirl turned her face to her while still enjoying the sensations of Ast’s fingers caressing her cheek. 
 
    Grea fell into deep thought while supporting her chin on her joined hands. Her crimson tail swayed slowly behind her back, making little twirls and spins whenever it reached the sides, again showing just how considerably focused she was. 
 
    “You are right… I don’t have to continue like this…” she murmured to herself, and suddenly her expression brightened up in an instant. “That’s right! We can do those now!” 
 
    She literally sparkled with excitement while turning to Asterios and he watched her with raised brows until he finally realized what she had in mind, partially thanks to their slightly deepened connection. 
 
    “No chance.” He laughed out loud while shaking his head. 
 
    “Those?” Miria adorably furrowed her brows. 
 
    “Sex Summoning, of course!” 
 
    Tina did a powerful spit take as she was in the middle of taking a sip from her cup, fortunately missing everyone.  
 
    “THE WHAT?!” She coughed a few times with wide eyes. “THAT’S A THING?!” 
 
    Grea snickered at the sight of her flushed face and showed a knowing grin. “But of course. Have I ever lied to you about anything related to summoning?” 
 
    “Why have you never told me about it, Professor?!” Tina whined. 
 
    “It’s a fairy tale, a thing of fiction, just like the entire sex dungeon genre,” Asterios interjected with a sigh. 
 
    “You are a fucking fairy tale,” Grea quipped back with a giggle. “Or am I fucking a fairy tale? Anyway, if traversing realms through your familiars’ gates is possible, why not that? Besides, it is an actual group of techniques and rituals confirmed by experts, not like the bullshit wet dream of many Summoners which only you seem to be living.” 
 
    “Why is there nothing about it in the academy, then?” Tina asked. 
 
    Grea rolled her eyes. “Because you would all be fucking like rabbits if it was common knowledge, duh.” 
 
    A deep, scarlet shade took over Tina’s cheeks and she took a shy peek at Asterios. “You knew?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I did. Getting to know Grea this close had some benefits in the form of publicly unavailable knowledge and techniques. Like the book about spiritual transfer which you should remember, Miria.” 
 
    Miria giggled quietly with an added flush. 
 
    “See? And that one worked! You fucked them so good they became almost unmatched!” Grea threw her arms into the air. 
 
    “Then… Back in the secluded summoning chamber… Could we have…?” Tina kept shooting him embarrassed glances while twirling a lock of her dark azure hair. 
 
    “Technically, yes, but don’t take the words of this always horny demon academic for granted,” he answered with a small smile. “What was it even about?” 
 
    “Why, fucking, of course!” Grea laughed almost maniacally. “Replacing the majority of ingredients with pussy juices, semen, sweat, saliva, all that cum, and everything else! There’s also a theory that the more fervent the moans and lovemaking noises, the better! They can count as additional chanting!” 
 
    “Chanting my ass.” Asterios snorted. 
 
    “No, that would be my ass.” Grea grinned at him seductively, and he snickered while shaking his head. 
 
    “I think that’s a fun idea, though,” Miria said with a gleeful smile and excitedly swaying tail. “Maybe we could all contribute?” 
 
    “Don’t get fooled, she just wants to get laid in every possible situation from her fantasies after finally getting a lover,” Asterios added. 
 
    “I think I can understand that,” Selene joined in. “There was nothing but mating on my mind for a few weeks after you finally claimed me, my Lord. Years of loneliness do that to a woman.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Grea stood up and pointed at the fox lady. 
 
    “You just admitted that all you want is to have sex.” He chuckled at her. “Let’s leave it for another time and refocus on the current issue. I think we can squeeze in another visit to the array’s cavern today. Should we see if Guildmaster Suanori has some free time?” 
 
    Asterios swiftly changed the course of the conversation after noticing how dangerously red Tina started getting. She made a faint, appreciative nod at him with her shy, jumping gaze, and he smiled gently at her adorable acts. 
 
    “Fine.” Grea sighed and calmed down a bit. “The fun ends here, but another one is about to begin. I can’t wait to see that place. But, before that, we should get back to the workshop.” 
 
    “Ah, right. I did lock it down from the inside and we should tidy it up a little.” 
 
    “Sounds like you had everything planned.” She shot him an impish smirk, and he just waved a hand at her. 
 
    Everyone started standing up and gathered next to the railing.  
 
    Miria noticed that Asterios remained behind them and glanced at him curiously. “Master?” 
 
    He showed a kind smile. “It’s nothing. You girls look just so dazzling in these dresses that it feels like a waste to end this early.” 
 
    She giggled cutely and pulled him into them as the other women stepped closer. 
 
    “I’m really happy you think so, Master.” Miria purred quietly while rubbing her cheek into his as she hugged him from behind. 
 
    “I admit it felt really nice to go out like this,” Tina said as her fingers found his left palm. “It’s not really my style… but if you like it… I can wear it sometimes…” 
 
    Selene chuckled softly as she gently gripped his other hand. “Feel free to take these dresses with you. I’ll prepare something else for the next time, though I might need to take one more into account by then.” 
 
    “Hey.” Asterios squinted at her as Grea let out a cheerful laugh. 
 
    “I think I’m going to really like it here.” She grinned at Asterios and stole his lips for a brief moment, wrapping her arms around his waist afterward. “Thanks for the introduction and after-sex date. We might have fucked up the order a bit but I loved it. Love the dress too, Selene. Definitely using it for future official appearances.” 
 
    They stood by the edge of the great chasm and took one more look at the sea of trees far, far below them as the mild wind howled in their ears. Asterios took a deep breath and the girls let go of him so that he could comfortably open a gate back home. They stepped into the underground stone chamber together. 
 
    He quickly located the dark book and picked it up from the ground, passing it to Grea. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll go through every single detail a bit later. First, I have to deal with all that mess we created,” she said and turned around after placing it in a safe spot. “Damn. You really pounded me hard. My pussy juices are all over that stone counter and the floor.” 
 
    Miria and Tina blushed heavily as she cackled to herself, naturally being able to see all the evidence as well. The panthergirl could also clearly smell the lewd scents still present in the air as there were no windows in this room, which affected her even more than the visuals. 
 
    “Let’s clean it up before it dries off.” Asterios started walking towards the counter, but Grea placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “As I said, I’ll take care of it. You guys go and see the pretty elf lady. Go now, shoo, shoo.” She playfully urged them away. “I can’t wait to try and open a gate to you after I’m done here! Fuck, that’s so exciting!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled alongside the other girls and then they all jumped a little when something slammed into the wooden door with a heavy thud. A pained groan followed after it and they shared a confused glance. He brought the key from his spatial storage and turned the lock, pulling the knob towards himself. 
 
    “Dad?” Grea’s brows rose in surprise as she peered over Ast’s shoulder. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    Radir lay on the ground hugging something looking like a short, gray stone pedestal on top of which potted plants were often found all around the castle. He squirmed in pain while grunting and groaning, most likely from the impact. 
 
    “I tried knocking… Ughhh… But no one answered… Shit… After you got quiet, I thought you fell asleep… But hours passed and I was starting to worry you fainted or something…” 
 
    Grea snorted and jabbed Asterios with her elbow. “Told you he would be listening.” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile and helped the man up. “You could have asked Yumi for help. She has a master key for all the doors in the castle.” 
 
    Radir groaned as realization dawned on him, and Grea slugged him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Idiot. Sometimes I wonder if you really have a brain or are just insanely lucky. Go get yourself checked. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that you broke half of your bones” 
 
    “I’m fine. I can help.” 
 
    She turned him around and pushed him forward. “No, thank you. I’m a grown-up girl. I can take care of my cum stains by myself.” 
 
    The others walked through the door too and Grea slammed it shut after giving them a little wave and a nice smile. Asterios asked Bryn to come in for a second, and the Valkyrie cast a few simple healing spells at Radir just in case. She then politely excused herself and returned to her work. 
 
    They first went to the master bedroom and stored their new dresses in one of the big wardrobes. It felt nice to see them all hanging next to each other in one place, but perhaps not as nice as the sight of three beautiful girls in just their underwear sending warm smiles at each other. 
 
    After donning their battle gear, they regrouped with Silvia again and headed straight for the Adventurer’s Guild. They still had quite a lot of time before it would start getting dark, so they weren’t in a hurry. Certainly, Suanori would be a bit less busy before the evening than around noon. 
 
    The cozy, wooden building looked much better than Asterios remembered. The facade had been properly tended to, refreshed, and decorated with charming vines that coiled around the frames and various other elements of the structure like the support beams. Some potted flowers hung or sat on the window ledges too, but not too many so as not to overwhelm the travelers. The guildmaster and the staff members had clearly done a lot of work. 
 
    Walking inside, they found themselves in an actual guild and not a warehouse this time. The lobby had been cleaned up and many characteristic elements commonly seen in such places riddled the guildhall. A bunch of metal announcement and quest boards had been attached to the walls near the counters, supplied with magnetic pins of course. The tables for socializing had been brought back, and so on. 
 
    Miria noticed a familiar redhead and immediately sprinted to the receptionist area. She bumped into the counter and leaned over it with a gleeful smile.  
 
    “Hi, Ellie! How are you?” 
 
    The person sorting some documents gasped and chuckled at the panthergirl with a wide smile. 
 
    “Miria, you spooked me! I’m alright. I see that everyone is here.” She glanced past the excited beastfolk girl at the approaching group. 
 
    “Hello. Is Guildmaster Suanori free?” Asterios waved at her as they arrived. 
 
    “She should be in her office. I’m sure she won’t mind you coming. Should I call for her or would you like me to guide you there?” 
 
    “It’s fine. I know the way. You don’t need to stop whatever you are doing. I’m just going to ask her something,” he replied and glanced at the others. “You can wait here and chat a little if you want.” 
 
    “I’ll stay!” Miria beamed at him. 
 
    “I would like to remain here too,” Selene joined in with a soft smile. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Tina replied, and Silvia nodded faintly. 
 
    They went with Asterios and left the other duo with Ellie. It seemed that the beastfolk girls wanted to catch up with their friend a little bit more. 
 
    Just a moment later, they were in front of the guildmaster’s office and Suanori invited them in after he knocked on the wood. They found her also going through some documents behind her impressive desk placed in the middle of the room. 
 
    “What do I owe this pleasure, My Lord?” Suanori sent Asterios a small smirk and stood up. 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “This will really be a pain.” 
 
    “Get used to it. It’s not that different from getting called guildmaster all the time.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Right. How are you guys doing, by the way? I hope Truvi is alright. We haven’t seen her on our way here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s just tending to something today. I must thank you for bringing such a talented individual to us. Yes, her way of speaking can be a little quirky but she’s a real professional when it comes to all the duties and responsibilities of a great receptionist, and not just that,” Suanori explained with an appreciative smile. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. She does work hard for her dream. It would be a real shame to break her heart again.” 
 
    “No matter what people say, I’m not letting her go. If someone has a problem with her, they can just pick any other receptionist to ask for guidance. But, from what I’ve seen, people seem quite accommodating here, even if she weirds them out a lot in the beginning. Perhaps you have already started rubbing off on them.” 
 
    “That would be something.” Asterios smiled back. 
 
    “So, what do you three need from me?” The guildmaster raised a brow at them while leaning back into the desk and crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “We wanted to ask if you could help us identify bones in a certain cave and see if the writing we found alongside them doesn’t belong to elves,” Tina answered. 
 
    “Interesting. I assume that’s connected to our current issue?” 
 
    Silvia nodded. “We do think so. There’s a damaged summoning circle hidden under the ground some distance towards the southwest, in the same place as the skeletons.” 
 
    “Well, then it is my duty to get to the bottom of this.” Suanori pushed herself off the desk. “I’ll do everything in my power to aid you.” 
 
    “Great. We could technically jump straight there… but I know you wouldn’t exactly like that,” Asterios said with a slightly wry smile. 
 
    “Yeah…” She chuckled nervously. 
 
    “I’ve heard about the… incident,” Silvia said as she glanced at the woman. “While I do seem to endure the transfer a little better, I’m sure that Ast’s presence and direct contact with him make it much easier to bear. I’m not trying to talk you into anything, Guildmaster Suanori, but maybe you could try it again with him since the destination isn’t that far.” 
 
    Suanori pondered over the princess’ words while looking at Asterios. After a moment, she sighed heavily. 
 
    “I know that I can’t run from it forever, especially now that I’m overseeing this place. Emergencies will surely appear, and I should get more accustomed to this method of travel just in case we need to use it. You are right, Princess. I’m willing to try.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and notified the other girls mentally that they would be going now. Miria let him know that they would join him after they arrived there and returned to her little chat with Ellie and Selene. He took a peek at the duo but was happy to learn that there was no mischief going on this time. 
 
    Tina stepped away and made space for both the guildmaster and the princess to approach Asterios from both sides. She waved at them with a reassuring smile, and Suanori stared at her in slight confusion as darkness enveloped them. Thankfully, Silvia had been right and it was much less mentally taxing to travel with Asterios by her side. They spent only about three seconds inside the pure darkness and it did not feel longer for her specifically. 
 
    They showed up in front of the concealed entrance and Asterios hastily glanced at the slightly pale elf woman by his side. “You alright?” 
 
    She nodded with an anxious smile. “Yes. Much better than the last time. It truly was completely different.” 
 
    “I’m sure the fact that Umbra can control more of his power played a role in it too.” 
 
    Then, three crimson gates rose from the ground next to them and the missing girls joined them. Grea walked out of one, Tina out of another, and Selene with Miria from the last one. The blue-haired girl placed a finger on her lips as the shocked guildmaster gawked at her and the oddly elated demon woman. 
 
    After Grea calmed down a little, Asterios led everyone through the obscured passage, and they soon reached the ominous cavern. Their researcher friend hissed the instant they walked into the open and stopped everyone by extending her arm to the side. 
 
    “Don’t you even think about getting near that thing! Fucking shit! It’s so broken that it’s a miracle, or a curse, that it still hasn’t imploded! Be super fucking careful not to touch it! I’ll need someone to assist me so that I don’t either! I can’t turn to dust literally on the day I got a dick in me for the first time in my life!” 
 
    Miria and Tina giggled together as Asterios rolled his eyes at the curious glance Suanori shot him. He decided to accompany the guildmaster in her examination around the chamber with the other girls while Selene helped Grea with her spiritual powers since she seemed the most suitable for the task. 
 
    Their group reached the first skeleton and Suanori knelt by its side. “There’s no doubt that these belong to elves. I’m pretty sure this one was a High Elf, judging by the elongated sternum and additional ribs. You can see here how the ribcage is a bit more rectangular. All of that is because of their, well, height.” 
 
    “What about these books, then?” Miria brought an old tome from nearby. 
 
    Suanori picked it up and carefully scanned through the contents. “Yes, that’s Elvish, but… It makes completely no sense. A lot of these words are no longer in common use, replaced by new expressions as the language develops through the ages. Additionally, the grammatical structure is a mess. It’s not like this is some iteration of Ancient Elvish, they are just… randomly used.” 
 
    Asterios stroked his chin while following the guildmaster’s finger. “Could there be a reason for that? Or were those people just crazy?” 
 
    She furrowed her brows, flipping through more pages. “I don’t think so… Wait. Yes, that’s it. They wanted you to think that. This is a code, no doubt.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded sagely. “If they were doing something important or shady here, they would want to prevent any information from leaking out to the outsiders.” 
 
    “I think we should let the Elf Queen know.” Suanori closed the book and turned her serious face to him. 
 
    “Are you sure the higher-ups aren’t involved in this? I’m not accusing anyone of anything, but…” 
 
    “It’s alright. You can speak freely and you know that. I’m a guildmaster and an S-rank adventurer before an elf.” She smiled at him. “I can’t deny the possibility that this could have been some old operation to perhaps destabilize this region or something like that, but I had enough clearance in my nation to know that this code is extremely crude. I might even be able to crack it completely from just the books here. If this was something with a higher order, there is no way anyone would use such a basic and easily recognizable cipher.” 
 
    “Alright. We trust you.” Asterios placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled too. “Let’s see how Grea is doing and we’ll discuss this.” 
 
    They turned around and saw the demon woman floating above the magic circle in weird poses with a notepad in hand. She had another one upheld by her thin tail and hanging next to her face as she wrote something on both of them. Bluish spiritual energy surrounded her body. 
 
    Not wanting to disturb their researcher friend, they shuffled around for a moment longer until Grea gave Selene the signal to put her back on the ground. Then, everyone gathered around the two women. 
 
    “Any good news?” Asterios asked as he arrived next to them. 
 
    “Well, not really.” Grea sighed. “This shit is going to be damn tough. We need to be extra delicate with anything we do. This thing absorbed so much mana that it could blow up at any moment, taking a huge chunk of this place with itself.” 
 
    “And what can we do?” Miria glanced at her curiously. 
 
    “Manipulate a bunch of structural elements to gradually release all the accumulated spiritual energy, both normal and contaminated, then disable the entire thing part by part without causing a chain reaction which could detonate the remaining ones, and then fully get rid of any leftover traces of it just to be perfectly safe,” Grea explained. “The fact that the majority of this thing seems to be made with some twisted, elven sigils and phrases does not help. It won’t be a cakewalk.” 
 
    “I think I could help with that,” Suanori joined in. “Not personally, but if we let the Elf Kingdom know about this, they would surely want to investigate, even if to just remove all of this to assure that they aren’t blamed for trying to provoke a war. At worst, we can at least rest assured that this thing won’t threaten anyone anymore after they deal with it.” 
 
    “This could work, but I don’t know…” Grea scratched her head. 
 
    “Perhaps we could talk to Father about it and send a more official notice with a polite request for explanation and investigation,” Silvia suggested. “That way, the information would pass over all the lower management and get delivered straight to the queen or her royal court. We would greatly reduce the chances of misunderstanding or even us getting accused of provocation.” 
 
    “I think that would be the best way to approach it, Princess,” Suanori agreed. 
 
    “Sounds like another visit to the royal castle.” Asterios smiled at the two girls. 
 
    “Give me just a moment and I’ll see if Father has a moment,” Silvia added and stepped aside, summoning a small plaque out of her spatial ring. 
 
    “You coming with us?” Asterios glanced at Suanori. “We could use your expertise.” 
 
    She sighed a little but nodded. “Yes, you could. I guess it’s time for me to meet the king once more.” 
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    After standing on the side for a short while, Silvia returned to the group and glanced at Asterios with a faint smile. 
 
    “He’s almost done with an audience and should be able to spare some time for us in about half an hour or less,” the princess informed him. “We can wait at one of the lounge chambers in the inner castle since I don’t think we need to use the audience hall, right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel about that but sure.” Suanori chuckled a little anxiously. “I’ve never been further than one of the strategy rooms and the throne chamber.” 
 
    “It’s a good time to sightsee a bit more!” Miria giggled at the guildmaster as she bounced around. “Silvia’s home is soooo beautiful! Our castle is pretty too, of course, but it just can’t compare to the royal one! Sorry, Master, ehehe~” 
 
    Asterios pulled her into him as she spun near his spot and scratched under Miria’s chin. “You are completely right. It doesn’t even compare.” 
 
    “It’s not that much fancier,” Silvia commented as her small smile grew a little. “Yours has just a slightly different style. I think it has its own charm with all that dark gray brick and general stone design and fashion. I admit that the royal modeling is much more flashy.” 
 
    Grea stepped closer and put her hands on her hips, capturing everyone’s attention. “Great. You guys go and have fun with the king, and I’ll get back to where I belong to see what I can find out about this thing. It will be hard to focus with a certain book craving my undivided focus but this is now our top priority.” 
 
    “There’s no need for you to rush it that much,” Asterios replied. “This will take a few days, no doubt. You sure don’t want to come with us?” 
 
    She waved her hand at him and snorted. “Nah, man, that’s not my jam. And I’d rather not accidentally curse the man. You know well how hard it is for me to control my words. I’d rather shut myself in my new sex dungeon and have a date with some old books. Though, I guess the sex part isn’t a thing without you present.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a wry smile as Grea shot him a wink. “You do you. Should we get you home first?” 
 
    “Ehhhh, let me try something out first.” 
 
    They watched as the red-skinned woman closed her eyes and made quite unnecessary hand movements before throwing her right arm forward with a grunt. A crimson portal rose from the floor and swirled in front of her. Grea opened her eyes and nodded to herself. She confidently stepped into the swirling mist and disappeared from the underground chamber. 
 
    ~Sweet. Just as planned.~ Her voice soon reverberated in the heads of everyone connected to her. 
 
    ~You got back?~ Asterios asked mentally. 
 
    ~Yep. I tried to force my brain into thinking that this is what I consider my home but it looks like I didn’t really have to do that thanks to someone’s invaluable help in creating unforgettable memories with me in this workshop. In short, thanks for giving me the fuck of my life here.~ 
 
    He chuckled lightly. ~You are welcome. Enjoy your research, and the book on the Dragon’s Coupling Bond.~ 
 
    Returning his attention to the cave, Asterios glanced at Silvia. 
 
    “She got back to the lab through the gate. I should have figured out that it won’t be that hard for Grea to change what she considers home this fast. We can go now.” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly behind her petite hand. “True. Professor Grea’s brain just works differently.” 
 
    All the girls except for Suanori and Silvia returned to Selene’s mansion for now and the remaining trio huddled up together. The guildmaster was a tiny bit conscious of their quite close hug in the beginning but was unspeakably glad she said nothing the instant they entered the neverending darkness. 
 
    “I really don’t know what it is about this place but I really can’t stand it,” she said with a low, shaky voice while closing her eyes tightly shut. “This is going to take a moment, huh?” 
 
    ~A moment is the correct expression,~ Umbra commented in their minds. ~We will be there shortly, way sooner than ever before. I’m still not able to jump such a distance in a blink.~ 
 
    “You are progressing at a fast pace, though. Do you think you will be able to manifest yourself at full power someday?” Asterios asked while reassuringly rubbing the guildmaster’s back. 
 
    ~With how much you’ve been growing recently, Master, I can’t deny that possibility. In the past, I didn’t think it could be achieved ever, but if we assume that being ‘half-dead’ means that your power is halved too, it doesn't seem that impossible now. I do wonder if we would be able to do anything about the curse at some point.~ 
 
    “The immense seal that locks your dimension?” Silvia glanced at Asterios as the embodiment of his summon at this moment. “I really don’t mean to sound rude, but would that definitely be a good idea?” 
 
    A deep chuckle echoed around them. ~Some might certainly say that it’s better off remaining sealed, or perhaps the rest of the universe is better off with it sealed. Rest assured though, Princess, it is not my life goal to release my ‘brethren’ from their prison. I would gladly find out more about the truth behind our fate and perhaps the real identity of the entity that has put us in that situation. Like many beings stuck in that void, I do feel the slight urge to take revenge for my experiences.~ 
 
    “I can’t imagine going against someone or something like that.” Asterios smirked wryly. “But well, I didn’t exactly imagine going against a True Dragon before and we did, even if part of the confrontation was handled by someone else.” 
 
    “And that someone else was your father. I think it’s very likely that you are able to reach that level too, Asterios.” The princess looked deep into his crimson irises. “Perhaps going even further than that. Your parents did seem to think that you are something else, going as far as to put all those safety measures in place to assure that you grow up fine.” 
 
    “More like to assure that they are fine, I think.” Asterios shrugged his shoulders. “But yes, I can’t refute that possibility, and I certainly hope our journey to the Spire will shine some more answers on the situation, considering that Red was so adamant about me going there before anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure about that. You guys are doing amazing. I’m not certain if I would be able to live like that, in constant doubt and lack of any concrete information about myself.” Silvia smiled at him kindly. “I think it’s something worth admiring.” 
 
    Just after she finished, the darkness receded and they found themselves in one of the castle’s corridors. The princess recognized the location after taking a few glances around, and they first waited for a moment so that the guildmaster could properly regather her wits after the transfer. 
 
    Then, she led them through the hallways, taking a more scenic route. Back to her full strength, more or less, Suanori enjoyed the chance to witness more of the royal castle from the inside. They took a peek at the training arenas where Asterios and Silvia had first met, the royal library, a few public facilities that weren’t a tightly guarded secret, the beautiful, lush garden which felt like an entire estate on its own, and they ended up in the lounge where they were supposed to wait for the king. 
 
    As they made themselves comfortable on the cozy furniture around the two low tables, Silvia invited the others through Asterios and the trio of his companions joined them. As Miria, Selene, and Tina seated themselves down, she called for her personal maid to attend to them. 
 
    Asterios could swear that the woman which he had already met not that long ago kept sending him squinting glares and quite intense gazes whenever he wasn’t looking her way. It was quickly confirmed by his girls who shared their vision with him. He barely kept himself from laughing so as not to alert the unusual maid. 
 
    Around the time that the princess had promised, the doors to the lounge opened and the king walked inside. Suanori immediately jumped to her feet and straightened up, making the other women chuckle at her reaction. 
 
    Welrond spread his arms to the sides and showed an equivalently wide smile. “Asterios! Good to see you and your beautiful companions again!” 
 
    Asterios slowly stood up too and reached out to shake hands with him. “It's a pleasure, as usual, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Your Majesty this, Your Majesty that, we are long past this phase.” Welrond chuckled at him and glanced at the elf lady standing next to them. “Ah yes, we do have a guest today! Guildmaster Suanori, I presume?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yes, it’s an honor.” Suanori bowed respectfully while still slightly dumbfounded by the casual atmosphere. 
 
    “Now, now, let’s not do that here. Asterios’ friends are my friends. Also, I’m pretty sure we are acquainted too, to some extent, if I’m not mistaken,” Welrond said as he brought her shoulders back up. 
 
    “Just a small, joint operation with the adventurers in the past, yes.” She nodded with an anxious smile. “We haven’t spoken this directly back then, though.” 
 
    “Have a seat and don’t worry too much about it.” He smiled at her brilliantly and they both sat down. “I’ve heard very interesting rumors about a certain ritual that took place in Glimmervale recently.” Welrond turned to Asterios almost immediately. 
 
    “You’ve heard more than just rumors, Father.” Silvia sighed softly. “Asterios and everyone else really went out of their way to make it much safer.” 
 
    “I’d argue that he made it safer than even the capital.” The king laughed openly. 
 
    “With all due respect, Venuzathor is not omnipotent.” Asterios chuckled lightly. “It is true that there should be less worry about the defenses. It will be even better after we raise proper walls around the entire place. They could have been quite useful in the current predicament.” 
 
    Welrond joined his hands under his chin. “If I’m not wrong, we did offer our aid in their construction, but I think the town’s leadership at that time didn’t want to be indebted to us so we backed off. Our subjects feeling comfortable is in our best interest.” 
 
    “It certainly shows. Glimmervale is a nice and friendly community. People feel like a big family there. Naturally, it doesn’t mean that everything is perfect, but I know well how tough it is to achieve such status amongst the residents,” Selene joined in while taking a sip of her fragrant tea. 
 
    “And it will certainly get even better with a well-established Adventurer’s Guild,” Welrond added, turning to Suanori. “I was elated to hear that it would be developed by someone of your caliber, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “You flatter me too much, Your Majesty.” She lowered her head politely. “I certainly appreciate this chance to take over. We will do everything in our power to help Glimmervale prosper. I think it won’t take long before the guild becomes highly active considering the town’s location. The second closest one to the border is located a few days of travel away from it, towards the Elf Kingdom.” 
 
    “Great! I’m always glad to interact more with our neighbors! An Adventurer’s Guild benefits everyone and is a good way to maintain and even develop our friendly relations!” 
 
    “Regarding that, Father, we might be bringing news that could possibly create some unnecessary tension between our nations, but unfortunately can’t be overlooked,” Silvia said calmly, but Asterios could notice a tinge of anxiousness in her expression after spending enough time around the composed princess. 
 
    “Hmmm.” The king stroked his beard as he glanced her way. “Things never just remain nice and steady, do they? What’s the issue, then? I assume it has to be related to Glimmervale.” 
 
    “There’s a small occurrence of weird, almost rabid beasts appearing southwest to the settlement every now and then, and rushing straight into the town with no regard for almost anything. It’s nothing too dangerous since their numbers are low and they aren’t particularly strong, but it’s quite constant even if irregular,” Asterios began. 
 
    “I hope the people watching over Glimmervale aren’t stupidly hiding things from us while thinking that there’s no need to involve the kingdom. That never ends well.” Welrond frowned. 
 
    “I can see them doing that if it was just the monsters, but now that we’ve discovered some more details regarding the unusual situation, there’s no way they wouldn’t want to at least let the kingdom know about it. This is a very delicate matter.” 
 
    “Asterios is right, Father. We found an old, underground cavern, clearly manmade, with an unstable summoning circle which we believe to be the source of the beasts,” Silvia continued. “Our friend is already looking into it but there’s one major element of this mystery that is even more concerning.” 
 
    As the princess looked at the guildmaster, Suanori nodded at her then turned to the king. 
 
    “There are remnants of High Elves in that stone chamber, including their belongings and some documents. Those are written in a somewhat crude cipher to hide the real contents. The array in the center of the cave is also clearly an elven design. Everything points out my race’s involvement in this incident, although I can’t say for sure who, why, and with what objective in mind,” she explained. 
 
    “We just discovered it so we definitely need some more time to see if we can figure out if Glimmervale being the target was always a thing, or if it somehow became one when the formation was influenced by contaminated spiritual energy,” Asterios added. 
 
    “That is certainly concerning.” The king sighed softly. “It doesn’t look good from an outsider’s perspective and what you have relayed to me so far. I agree that we need to tread carefully around this matter.” 
 
    “That’s why we thought that we could perhaps issue a notice from our side straight to the queen or her close aides and politely ask for an explanation or help in investigating the issue.” Silvia glanced at her father. “Do you think this could have been something deliberate, aimed at our kingdom?” 
 
    Welrond instantly shook his head. “No, that's impossible. The Elf Queen is cold and strict but she isn’t the person to lower herself to such underhanded tactics. She’s too proud and noble. If she found any qualms with us, she would have let us know in the most official way possible. She would literally demand me to see her in the royal castle just so she could declare war on us with all the decorum.” He chuckled to himself. 
 
    “I think so too.” Suanori nodded. “Your description is quite accurate, Your Majesty. There’s a high chance that she isn’t aware of anything if those dead people were actually involved with the officials in any way. We can’t deny any possibility but I’m sure Your Majesty knows that there are countless groups and organizations that think they are better than the ruling party.” 
 
    “That is true,” Asterios said and exchanged a look with the king to which they both nodded in understanding. “Nevertheless, this is an incredibly sensitive topic, not something that some random, newly-appointed lord and his band of adventurers can confidently pursue. I hope we can count on the kingdom with this one.” 
 
    “Obviously.” The king huffed to the side. “I’m glad you decided to come here instead of trying to solve everything on your own. We’ll get busy with this matter immediately. As much as I usually avoid speaking with the Elf Queen, this is not a situation where I can be picky. I’ll request a direct audience through the Mirror Cube right away.” 
 
    “Mirror Cube?” Miria perked up at the sound of a curious name. 
 
    Silvia chuckled quietly and glanced her way. “It’s a special chamber fitted with highly secure communication magic developed by the elves. The Elf Queen ordered the construction of one in our castle in case of an emergency. You step into a room full of mirrors which then change when activated and create an illusion that the two people stand in two halves of the same room, usually stylized after elven architecture. Naturally, you need one in both locations for it to work properly.” 
 
    “Booooo. I thought we might get to travel to the elves and let Umbra connect everyone like the last time.” The panthergirl whined playfully as her ears flopped down. 
 
    Welrond exploded into a laugh and shot her a wink. “There is no chance in hell she would agree to let anyone come anywhere near her, not to mention do anything to her mind. She’s paranoid even about her own Mirror Cube.” 
 
    “That sounds a little bit excessive.” Tina giggled softly. 
 
    “That’s just how she is.” The king shrugged and turned his gaze to the guildmaster. “May I receive permission to use your name in my conversation with the queen? I think revealing that someone of your renown is working to resolve the issue will give us more credibility.” 
 
    Suanori hastily bowed her head. “You may do as you please, Your Majesty. I might be an elf but I’m a guildmaster in service of your nation. As your loyal subject, I will be of use to you with great honor. If there is anything I can help with in regard to the elven side, please let me know. I’m sure that the queen should be aware that I always operate with the best interest of both our races in mind.” 
 
    “Good. I just wanted to give you an option not to get involved. As far as I remember, you prefer to stay on the side, more or less.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s definitely not something I can just sit out while watching from the sidelines. I’m really glad we can do things this way. It would surely be much more troublesome and risky if we were to attempt to inform the queen about this, or worse, try to request information, no matter how politely. Thankfully, Asterios making the connection with Princess Silvia allowed for this opportunity.” 
 
    The man laughed heartily again. “Ah, yes, I’m very happy that they share a good, friendly connection. It was truly a blessing getting to know Asterios. Our lives have changed a lot since that fateful day.” 
 
    Silvia rolled her eyes as he shot her a wide grin, making the other girls and Asterios chuckle. Everyone knew that the biggest change was definitely related to him and not his daughter as the king was trying to imply. One of the two clearly pursued something with much more passion than the other. A woman, to be precise. 
 
    “Alright. This should be a good time to try to get in touch with the queen.” Welrond stood up and smacked his thighs a few times. “I have no idea how long I’ll have to wait or how long the discussion will take so you are free to stay or go back as you wish. I’ll let you know about the results immediately if it’s something extremely important, but expect the news in the morning at the latest.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with you, Father. If you manage to connect with the queen before it gets too late, I’ll be able to relay the information to Asterios myself when I return,” Silvia said. 
 
    “You are not going to stay for the night again?” He raised a curious brow at her. “Camille is getting really worried about you. Especially since the day you decided to stay at Asterios’ place, for some reason.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly, having an idea or two why. The woman had been at least a little bit shocked when Silvia took him into her private chambers back then. It sounded like Silvia was quite close with her personal maid so he could see how the woman could be very concerned about the princess. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her again. She just isn’t used to me being away so much. You know how compassionate and thoughtful she is, Father. She wouldn’t let me leave her behind during any of the expeditions you sent me on in the past.” 
 
    He let out an amused chuckle. “Right. She can be frighteningly stubborn. Perhaps I should delegate her to Glimmervale's castle with you?” 
 
    “I’ll… think about it.”  
 
    Silvia paused for a moment as she was answering and Asterios was sure that he noticed a trace of hesitation in her voice while the princess glanced his way. He wondered if she thought twice about the idea because she could see inconvenience for him or herself in that development. 
 
    The father and daughter duo bid farewell to the others then left the lounge together. The very moment they were left alone, Suanori visibly relaxed and sank into the sofa with a deep sigh.  
 
    Selene chuckled at her with an impish smile. “Certainly, it wasn’t that bad?” 
 
    She shook her head with her gaze still directed down. “Your perception of things is completely skewed because of how illogical the very existence of Asterios is. And well, I guess you are a person of high standing in your realm too. Normal people like me don’t get to get all buddy-buddy with the king. Gods help me…” 
 
    Miria giggled as she snuggled more into Asterios. “But you are pretty famous and well-known yourself, and a high-ranked adventurer too! You even got familiar with the king in the past.” 
 
    “Not to the level of being able to leisurely stroll through the royal castle like I own the place.” Suanori raised her head and showed an anxious expression. “The next thing I know, you will get the Elf Queen to smile at you.” 
 
    “You should be careful with your words, Guildmaster.” Tina smirked at the elf woman. “He has a tendency to achieve what people deem impossible.” 
 
    She snorted and shook her head again. “He might as well marry her at that point and it won’t be any less unbelievable.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled together, and Asterios stood up next. “We have things we can do on our end too. Let’s jump back. Perhaps we can catch a slightly suspicious individual and question them for more useful information.” 
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    After taking one more glance around the stylish, royal lounge, the girls jumped into Selene’s gate and left Asterios alone with Suanori. The guildmaster took a deep breath to prepare herself for the upcoming discomfort then extended a hand to her with a reassuring smile. 
 
    Moving closer to stand shoulder by shoulder, they were enveloped by darkness and plunged into the ground. The ominous void caused a lot of anxiety for Suanori, but Ast’s presence made it a little bit more bearable, for whatever reason. She assumed it had to do with the fact that Umbra was his familiar, most likely. 
 
    Soon, they landed back in the Adventurer’s Guild, right in her office. Asterios assisted Suanori for a moment longer as she calmed her thumping heart down.  
 
    Clearing her throat afterward and assuming her dignified aura back, she nodded at him appreciatively and stepped aside. “Thank you. Now, I guess I should see if there’s anything that can be done about those old books and texts. Could you please lend them to me for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s not like any of us can decipher those, so it’s only natural you have them,” Asterios replied and focused his thoughts. 
 
    ~Grea, do you have a second?~ 
 
    ~I have all the time in my life for you,~ the red-skinned demon woman answered with a clear smirk in her voice. 
 
    He chuckled and lightly shook his head. ~Bring me the elven books, please.~ 
 
    ~A chance to use the gates again? Right away, love!~ 
 
    Less than a minute later, a dark crimson portal rose from the ground and Grea lunged out of it with a stack of books, notebooks, and pieces of paper. 
 
    “Who ordered a bunch of old and barely recognizable scribbles?” She grinned at the other two from the right side of the pile. 
 
    Suanori received the small tower from her and placed it down on the desk. “Thank you. I’ll try my best and let you know if I find out anything interesting or useful.” 
 
    She turned around and started checking the old tomes one by one. Asterios decided not to interrupt the guildmaster anymore and glanced at Grea. She grinned at him, caught his wrist, and pulled him into the gate after her. They came out in her underground research chamber, the same one they had dirtied a bit not that long ago. But, it was back to its clean state already. 
 
    Grea spun around and bumped into Asterios from the front, joining their lips in a light but very sensual kiss as she flung her arms over his shoulders. He indulged his passionate ex-professor for a good while, exchanging soft brushes and tender pecks, with Grea nibbling on his lips and pulling on them now and then. 
 
    Finally letting him go, she withdrew herself, and he could recognize something akin to a faint blush on her crimson-skinned cheeks. A wide smile curved the corners of Grea’s mouth. 
 
    “I seriously can’t get enough of how good you taste.” She giggled with an upturned gaze. “I think you will have to bear with me doing shit like this on every occasion for a week or two before I calm down a bit.” 
 
    He smirked at her and leaned forward to leave one more kiss on her full lips. “If it were up to me, you could very well stay like this forever.” 
 
    She bit on her bottom lip as her skinny tail made frantic wags with its tip. “Don’t do that. That’s dangerous. You know how irresponsible it is to give me bad ideas.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. “Alright. What are you going to do now?” 
 
    Doing a little spin to gently swat him in the face with her tail, Grea walked up to one of the higher counters with a mischievous giggle. “I almost caught up with the missing piece. I plan to go through my research from the start to finish and see how much that thing changes it. Maybe I’ll finally be able to give you something more useful than basic information on what you are, which you usually discover by yourself anyway.” 
 
    He caught up to her and hugged her from behind. “I’ll be looking very forward to it, then.” 
 
    Grea glanced back at him over her shoulder with a raised brow. “Oh? Where’s the ‘you’ve done so much for me already, that was just my fault’ and the other of your usual shit?” 
 
    “Overshadowed by the curiosity and excitement about what someone as brilliant as you can figure out from the information we have gathered.” 
 
    She snorted while doing a motion indicating an eye roll, but Asterios saw clearly the happy smile Grea tried her best to tame down from forcing itself onto her pretty lips. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it.” He brushed her cheek with his mouth. “Call me whenever you need anything.” 
 
    “What if I really need a dick in my pussy?” she asked while guiding Ast’s hands all over her front. 
 
    “Anything,” Asterios whispered to her ear, causing her to hum delightfully. 
 
    “I won’t be polite, then.” She purred then stepped out of his hold. “Now go, before I need a change of underwear again. I have a feeling I’ll need to go shopping soon. With just one set per day, I’ll be forced to run bare and rare in a blink with you just existing near me.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you would love to do that?” he asked with a shake of his head. 
 
    With another sweet giggle reaching his ears, Asterios plunged into Umbra’s darkness and transferred himself to the main plaza. Venuzathor lifted his impressive eyelid the moment he fully materialized in front of him. 
 
    “Hi. I hope you don’t mind me interrupting your nap. I just wanted to ask if you could locate someone for me perhaps? I’m not sure how well you are aware of what is happening around the town,” Asterios asked politely. 
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t be able to point you toward the person you are looking for without marking them first,” the Storm King answered through spiritual energy. “Unless there’s something special about them, like with you or your mates and other companions.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At least, I’m not aware of that person being anything special. He seems like your usual human with a quite decent weapon.” Asterios shook his head with his hands on his hips. “Alright, thank you. I’ll let you know when we find him so that you can leave the mark on him for the future.” 
 
    A deep but quiet rumble of affirmation rolled through the air, and Venuzathor closed his eye once more. 
 
    “Umbra?” Asterios glanced at his shoulder and the big, misty raven formed on top of it. “You certainly remember the guy, right? Can I ask you to search the town for him?” 
 
    ~Naturally, Master. Give me just a few minutes.~ 
 
    The ominous bird took off his shoulder and plunged into his shadow. A crimson portal opened next to Asterios, and his three mates joined him. 
 
    “Maybe we should ask someone where he lives and check his home?” Tina suggested while looking up at Asterios with a warm smile. 
 
    He nodded and lovingly ran his fingers through her long, dark azure hair. “Great idea. I bet the Committee members know more about him than they would want to.” 
 
    They all headed to the town hall and exchanged a few words with the kind residents. A few people thanked them deeply for investigating the monster attacks, saying that they felt much more relieved and safe now. 
 
    Ast’s group soon entered the cylindrical meeting room and took a peek into the adjacent chambers. They found Danny sitting behind his desk and smiled at each other. There was no better person to inquire about John than the representative whose main field was population. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Danny!” Miria greeted the man with an energetic wave of her hand. 
 
    Danny raised his gaze from the documents and stood up. “Welcome. Is there anything I can do for you today?” 
 
    “We are looking for the residence of a man called John,” Selene replied. 
 
    “Oh. Well, you came to the right person, then.” He chuckled. “Let’s step back into the middle. I’ll show you where he lives on the map.” 
 
    They returned to the previous chamber and watched how Danny unrolled a simple and easily readable map of Glimmervale. It displayed basically just the clear layout of the streets and buildings with some kind of numbers inside most of the geometrical shapes, out of which the majority were squares or rectangles. 
 
    “What are those numbers for?” Miria couldn’t stop her curiosity. 
 
    “We figured out that writing and erasing names on the map could quickly make it deteriorate so we just put numbers there instead. The higher they are, the more recent the registered acquisition by a new owner or tenant. We have a registry with numbered pages to quickly and effortlessly check who hides under a specific numeral,” Danny explained. 
 
    “That’s smart,” Tina complimented him. “You don’t even have to erase the numbers when something changes, just write down the new people in that registry. It’s easy to track the history of the building that way too.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was Ulyssen’s idea. I’m sure we are not the only ones to have thought of it.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe they don’t do that even in the capital. We’ll ask Silvia after she returns.” Asterios shrugged. “In any way, where’s John’s house?” 
 
    “It’s technically not his, at least not yet, but it’s here, on the eastern side.” The man tapped a small square on the map. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Miria frowned and tilted her head. 
 
    “The house belonged to his mother. She passed away a few months ago. Heart attack from what I know. John found her on the floor after coming home one day.” He shook his head gloomily. “She was a great woman. Thanks to the timing of the lord’s death, she at least didn’t have to suffer losing another person she had some feelings for after her husband lost his life. People like to think that the lord followed after her as he might have still felt something for the girl who brought him a child.” 
 
    “That’s so sad…” Tina blinked a few times to clear out her eyes. 
 
    “Unfortunately, she hadn’t anticipated her untimely death and didn’t write down her will, or filled the necessary documents to make her son inherit the house. She was renting it instead of having purchased it so the contract states that without those formalities taken care of, the place returns to us and becomes vacant.” 
 
    “Then the man does not live there anymore, right?” Selene twirled a strand of her white hair while staring at the map. 
 
    Danny scrunched his nose a little. “Well, we discussed this amongst ourselves and asked the residents for their opinion too. In the end, everyone agreed to bend the rules for her a little bit so we extended an offer to John. He could receive all the rights after signing the required documents, and of course, continuing to pay the rent, with a month of unpaid time so he had a moment to sort himself out after the death of his mother.” 
 
    “That’s very noble of you. People of Glimmervale are so compassionate and charitable.” Tina showed a sweet smile. 
 
    “We are one big family here.” He smiled back at her. “But, even so, things didn’t turn out as well as we expected. John refused to cooperate. He immediately began his attempts to be taken in by the lord, pursuing the inheritance of his lineage, as he kept saying. He did reluctantly sign some documents but refused to pay anything. Up until now, he paid nothing, and technically no longer has any rights to the place. But, people decided to tolerate him, somewhat pitying him for losing his mother and then father, so he still stays there.” 
 
    “Now, that’s not nice, no matter how tough it was for him.” Miria pouted and crossed her arms under her chest. “It looks to me like he hasn’t changed a bit and still is a complete asshole.” 
 
    “What was his relationship with the lord before he started to actively pursue his inheritance?” Asterios asked while stroking his chin. 
 
    Danny scratched his head. “Uh, there wasn’t any? The two had never met before he began visiting the castle.”  
 
    “So, he was just a normal guy before his mother passed away, right? If I haven’t misunderstood the story of his mother, she wanted to remain with her husband after conceiving and to raise the child as their own, so no one knew about his real father, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. I think I did mention that before but we learned of this after the woman’s death when John began pursuing his birthright. He showed a letter addressed to him that spoke the truth. It was no doubt written by her. She must have felt guilty for keeping it a secret and wrote it even before taking care of her will, which she didn’t get to do in the end,” the man summarized. 
 
    “It’s of no surprise that he came straight to the lord after finding it. He does strike me as a man who cares only about wealth and power,” Tina commented and glanced at Asterios, finding him deep in thought. “Ast?” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, sorry, I spaced out a little.” He chuckled wryly and ruffled through her beautiful hair. “Thank you for the information, Danny. We need to ask John a few questions so knowing him a bit better helps us a ton.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my job, My Lord. We are always glad to be of assistance to you. With how much our community is receiving, I’d say it will be extremely hard to repay such generosity without doing our best too.” 
 
    Miria giggled cheerfully and hugged Ast’s arm. “We are happy to be doing things for everyone too! I’ve never thought about becoming a chief myself but it’s so fun to be the chief’s mate! It’s so nice to have people appreciate what you do for them even though they don’t really have to!” 
 
    Tina smirked at the panthergirl a little. “I can’t disagree with that. I thought leading a family was something incredible, but leading an entire town is just incomparable. I really enjoy it too. It makes me want to do more for the people so that I can see them be even happier. I wonder if that’s how Silvia and her father feel.” 
 
    “That’s the second question we now have for the princess,” Selene said with a smug grin. “Better write it down before we forget.” 
 
    They all chuckled together and Asterios turned to look at Danny. “Thanks again. We’ll go and see if John is home. If you guys need anything, let us know.” 
 
    “Will do, My Lord. Have a nice trip.” The man made a polite bow, rolled back the map, and returned to his office. 
 
    ~Umbra? You can speak now if you didn’t want to interrupt before.~ Asterios reached out to his familiar through the bond he shared with everyone. 
 
    ~I’m afraid I haven’t yet succeeded in fulfilling my task,~ the Lord of Shadows responded. 
 
    ~Huh. You didn’t find him?~ 
 
    ~I’m doing a third lap around the town and its vicinity but I can’t locate that human anywhere near. I can broaden the search if you would like, Master. It will take a moment, though.~ 
 
    Asterios furrowed his brow. 
 
    ~Venuzathor, has there been any movement near the hill?~ he asked the Storm King. 
 
    ~None that I am aware of. A scout reports to me once per hour if nothing happens. Should I raise the frequency?~ 
 
    ~There’s no reason to do that if they will inform you about any suspicious movements anyway.~ Asterios shook his head. ~Thank you. Keep up the great work.~ 
 
    “Do you think he knows about the circle?” Tina asked after Asterios stopped the mental conversations. 
 
    “I don’t know, but considering that he shows up to fight off the beasts, I thought he might have somehow followed us during one of our trips there. I would rather not have him find the array and stupidly try to be a hero by destroying it if he really is doing all of this for fame and recognition.” 
 
    “That’s sound logic,” she agreed. “But that also means he is not home right now. Are we still going there?” 
 
    Asterios shrugged. “Technically, it’s not his home, so we have all the right to check it out.” 
 
    “Besides, we are the law!” Miria beamed a toothy smile at them while bouncing up and down. 
 
    Everyone chuckled again at the adorable panthergirl and they moved out of the Town Hall. Asterios recalled Umbra for now and the shadowy raven led them through the streets while flying above their heads. They reached the house occupied by John after seven minutes of leisurely walking. 
 
    A small, single-story, cozy building stood in front of their eyes. It was made of the same, creamy stone, although assuming a slightly whiter shade. The roof was covered by rows of red as fine wine tiles, fitting the neighborhood perfectly. Dark mahogany door and two windows with closed shutters of the same color decorated the facade. 
 
    Miria grabbed the knob and opened the entrance with a slight surprise. She glanced back at the others, but everyone just shrugged and followed her inside. No one sensed anything or anyone else inside. 
 
    The interiors were as simple as the outside. A short but decently spacious hallway connected a bunch of rooms together. They took note of the kitchen, the toilet, two small bedrooms, and a slightly bigger living room. Most furniture was crafted from dark mahogany too and created a warm atmosphere in the homely residence. 
 
    “I don’t think we will find anything here if the door wasn’t even locked but I guess we should at least take a look,” Tina said as she glanced inside the kitchen. 
 
    “Perhaps no one would even want to come here so he didn’t bother locking it up,” Miria replied as she took a peek into one of the bedrooms. “Or he just wanted us to think that there’s nothing to find here.” 
 
    “Let’s spread out and see what we can do,” Asterios added and walked towards the living room. 
 
    Each of them searched a different part of the house to their utmost abilities. Miria followed her sharp senses to sniff out any suspicious scents, Selene used her Spiritual Sight and Spiritual Sense to prod for any signatures of mana, and Tina summoned her smaller familiars to cover more ground, asking Firo and Ori for help.  
 
    She felt a bit awkward about going through someone’s things, but she quickly got rid of that feeling after reminding herself what kind of a person John was. After that, she resumed her search with renewed vigor and determination, almost as if she wanted to find something incriminating about the rude man who had yelled at their friend. 
 
    After about half an hour, they met up in the living room. 
 
    “I found no hidden compartments or weird elements in the furniture and the walls,” Miria informed them with slumped shoulders as her ears flopped down a little. 
 
    Selene ran her hand through the panthergirl’s hair and scratched her head gently. “Don’t feel down. I haven’t noticed any unusual traces of mana either. Only some leftover bits, and I had to focus intensely. I can confirm that the sword was here not that long ago, less than a day” 
 
    Tina sighed softly, and the two familiars sitting on her shoulders bobbed up and down. “We also have nothing. The only thing we found is dust. This place hasn’t been cleaned in months, most likely since that guy’s mom passed away.” 
 
    They glanced at Asterios together and saw him staring at a wall with a somewhat neutral and cold expression. 
 
    “Did you notice something, Master?” Miria stepped closer to him and followed his gaze. 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I even asked Umbra to have a try at verifying if we haven’t missed anything but that brought nothing.” He shook his head. “I just have a really bad feeling about that guy for some reason. No matter how I look at it, he’s extremely suspicious. He suddenly came out as the lord’s son just like that with no regard for anything else, not even caring about what was going to happen to the home he grew up in with his parents. 
 
    Selene crossed her arms under her impressive chest and glanced around. “What if he didn’t find the letter after his mother’s death but… before.” 
 
    Tina put her hands on her hips and frowned as she too ran her gaze over the living room. She then turned to the fox lady, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “You don’t think that he…” 
 
    “...killed his own mother after reading it?” Miria finished and turned really uncomfortable. “But why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because she lied to him and he got furious? Because she tried to stop him or to convince him against revealing it? Because she was in his way to be adopted by the lord?” Asterios presented a few reasons he could think of right away. 
 
    Everyone fell silent as they contemplated his words until Miria stomped the floor with an angry expression. “But why?! Why would he hurt his own mother?! People said such nice things about her! If she was a bad or evil parent then maybe I could understand, but… but… but…” 
 
    Asterios walked up to Miria as she tightly squeezed her hands into fists. Her lips were firmly pressed together as a few small tears began welling up in the corner of her eyes. He pulled her into a gentle and loving hug and began tenderly patting her head. 
 
    “Nothing is confirmed yet. We don’t have any evidence. I can’t say that it’s an unbelievable scenario considering all that we’ve learned, but let’s wait with assuming things until we question him properly. If he shows any signs of hiding something, we’ll have Umbra dig everything out,” he consoled her in a soothing voice. 
 
    She sniffled quietly into his shoulder while embracing him back. Tina and Selene joined them and also brushed through the panthergirl’s hair. They felt equally sad and angry at the man. As Asterios had said, they could see any of his suggestions happening in the past. 
 
    Then, they all jumped slightly when someone knocked on the front door. Their eyes shot to the entrance in a blink. 
 
    ~It’s Yumi,~ Umbra informed them and everyone exhaled in relief. 
 
    Asterios placed a delicate kiss on Miria’s forehead and she released him with a sweet smile. He walked to the door with the others behind him. They peeked over his shoulder as he pulled the knob. 
 
    As Umbra had noted, Yumi stood on the other side, respectfully holding her palms over her maid skirt. 
 
    “I’m sorry for interrupting, My Lord. There’s some commotion in the main market, and your presence is being requested.” 
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    “My presence?” Asterios raised his brows at their personal maid. 
 
    Yumi made a small, polite bow. “Yes, My Lord. Would you mind heading there to appeal the request? If you are busy, I’ll return to the market and let everyone know to seek an audience with you at another time.” 
 
    “That’s alright, thank you. We have just finished our business here. Can you lead the way?” he asked and stepped outside to allow the others to leave the house too. 
 
    “Naturally, My Lord. Please, follow me.” She turned slightly and gestured ahead with her hand. 
 
    Miria trotted closer to her and smiled adorably at the maid. “You don’t have to be so stiff with us, Yumi! We are friends!” 
 
    Yumi answered with a gentle smile and an appreciative nod. “I know but we are in public right now, Mistress Miria. As your personal maid, I have to uphold a certain level of decorum and respect for my masters. I’m very pleased to hear that you think so highly of me, Mistress.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly after seeing the cute pout on Miria’s lips and plopped a hand onto her hair. “Let Yumi do her work in peace. We should appreciate the effort she is putting into this even though we said that she doesn’t have to.” 
 
    Miria wrinkled her nose a few times but beamed at their maid friend right after, making Yumi blush just a little from the friendliness coming off the sweet panthergirl. She bowed once more and began leading the way to the main plaza with everyone behind her. 
 
    After arriving at their destination, they quickly noticed that a small crowd had gathered in front of Venuzathor. It looked like a circle had formed around something or someone, but it was hard to see from their angle. As soon as they moved closer to the people surrounding the spot, they were noticed and everyone respectfully stepped aside to make way for their lord. 
 
    The moment a short, clear corridor formed, Asterios sighed to himself while the girls standing right next to him giggled quietly. He walked ahead with his gaze locked on Kindra, who was running in circles around a pair of tall elves. It didn’t take long for him to also recognize the duo, and his brows rose in surprise. 
 
    “Imadil and Cynthia?” Miria peaked from behind him while tilting her head. 
 
    The man turned his face their way and showed a calm smile. “Miria and Asterios, hello. And hello to all the other ladies too, of course.” 
 
    “Hi.” His daughter waved at them from his side. 
 
    Asterios finally reached their position and shook Imadil’s extended hand. “It’s nice to meet you two again. What are you guys doing here?” He squinted his eyes accusingly at Kindra, who swayed her hips like an innocent little girl while avoiding his gaze. 
 
    Cynthia put her hands on her sides and smiled at him. “A certain quite interesting piece of news reached our long ears some time ago and we just had to check it out.” 
 
    “We’ve heard that there's a small rural town into which two very prominent families were planning to move recently. Supposedly, the newly appointed lord is a wise and resourceful person,” Imadil continued after her with a chuckle. “We traveled here to meet him and to see if this really is a land full of opportunities for smiths just like ourselves.” 
 
    “I see. Your sources must be really well-informed,” Asterios replied with a small smirk, and Kindra couldn’t hold in a barely audible giggle. “That explains why we didn’t find you back in your forge in Tyrienheim when we were visiting. We thought that maybe you took a week or two off.” 
 
    The man frowned at him slightly. “You didn’t see the note?” 
 
    “What note?” Miria asked. “It was just locked, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Imadil slowly turned his face to his daughter and raised a brow at her. Cynthia's eyes turned wider just a little bit, and she dropped her gaze to the ground as a faint tinge of rosiness stained her bright cheeks. Her father sighed heavily while rubbing his forehead. 
 
    “My apologies. It seems that my absent-minded daughter forgot to hang it out on the front entrance before we left.” 
 
    Tina chuckled softly. “Happens to everyone.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Asterios smiled at her. “Now then, how can I help you? It’s certainly a great honor to welcome artisans of your caliber to Glimmervale. I’m afraid our small town won’t be able to compete with Tyrienheim in terms of available work or custom orders.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we’ve started getting a little bit tired of the atmosphere surrounding a grand, well-developed city. There are just so many entitled people living in such places that you would be surprised.” Imadil shook his head, and Cynthia exhaled wistfully. “Certainly, your subjects could use some good quality maintenance on their tools, weapons, and other equipment, perhaps even some useful enchants. I don’t mean to belittle all the other smiths or metalworkers here, of course.” 
 
    “And that’s still pretty much the majority of things we’ve been taking care of in Tyrienheim anyway,” Cynthia chimed in. “Especially the orders from the garrison were the most annoying. They always expect their gear to be returned in a top-notch condition within some unachievable deadline while they deliver half-operable trash.” 
 
    Kindra huffed while crossing her arms under her chest. “Seriously, it feels like half of Tyrienheim’s population consists of rude, rich kids. Our receptionists and all other people being in direct touch with the customers have to deal with so much sass it’s sickening.” She flashed them a sly smirk. “Thankfully, Glimmervale is a completely different case.” 
 
    “It certainly is something else.” The elf smith nodded and took a glance at the giant Dracodon resting peacefully behind him. “I don’t think even the capital has such an entity watching over it. And I can feel the sophisticated arrays surrounding this place too. Ignoring the lack of defensive formations, for now, I think Glimmervale can be considered one of if not the safest settlement in this kingdom.” 
 
    “The walls certainly are a bit of a problem, especially considering our current issues.” Tina giggled softly. 
 
    “Is there some kind of trouble?” Cynthia looked between her and Asterios. 
 
    “A little bit but it’s unnecessary for you to get involved, and it’s not really a good topic to discuss in the very middle of the town.” He gestured around with his gaze. “We are already working on fixing the issue, and it won’t take long before it’s a thing of the past.” 
 
    A few enthusiastic shouts broke out in the small crowd which still surrounded them and people soon began clapping joyfully. Asterios and Tina smiled at everyone and nodded their heads appreciatively as more yells joined the first ones. 
 
    “Alright, alright, thank you.” He had to calm down the gathered residents, or they would never end cheering. “Unless anyone has something else for us to discuss, we’ll now move to the castle so that our new guests are properly tended to.” 
 
    The crowd quietened and a wave of murmurs passed through it. People began to disperse and Asterios glanced at Yumi, who immediately picked up on his intentions. Their personal maid approached the elf duo and invited them to follow her to the castle. He and Tina walked beside Imadil and Cynthia while the other girls fell to the back with Kindra. 
 
    “So, how are our creations faring in your hands?” the man asked after a short moment of silence. 
 
    “They are extremely useful and powerful, even though I haven’t really had many chances to make proper use of them recently. I did fend off a bunch of beasts with a few simple spells the other day but nothing on the level of fighting a Skeletal Dragon like in the past. And I’m focusing quite a bit on developing my own talents now that I have discovered more of them,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “You do feel a little bit different,” Cynthia admitted, examining him with her inquisitive eyes. “I wonder how far you can push your Spellslinger right now.” 
 
    He pondered for a moment then reached for the artifact sword hanging behind his back. Drawing it out of its sheath, he brought the purplish blade ahead of him. 
 
    “Are you able to sense the concentration of spiritual energy?” he asked the duo. 
 
    “Of course,” Imadil replied and Cynthia nodded after him. “I was able to peer into you back when we first met, and my daughter has obviously inherited the same techniques.” 
 
    Their eyes glowed slightly and Asterios focused deeply as they slowed down their walk a bit. He didn’t want to manifest his draconic features by accident and it was a good exercise to see how far he could take it before he was forced to do so. A powerful spiritual aura burst out of him, but he hastily took control of it and fed it into his weapon. 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia watched with wide eyes as he pumped an unbelievable amount of mana into the artifact, causing it to change accordingly. At first, it exploded in crimson flames, but that vicious fire soon merged with the edge of the blade and illuminated only the wavy pattern running alongside it. After a few moments, that intense glow reached blindingly-glowing scarlet radiance and caused the entirety of the weapon to lit up with a purplish hue as the crimson flame marks crept further towards the other dull edge of the blade. 
 
    They began sweating, seeing very clearly how much spiritual energy had already been condensed in the artifact. Imadil worried that it could implode under so much pressure and wanted to say something, but Asterios sensed a weird change in the weapon. He hastily raised it up and pointed it toward the sky. 
 
    The people around them gasped and screamed when violent, dark crimson flames suddenly enveloped the shining blade and exploded with a burst of heat, forming a spiraling pillar of vicious fire as wide as Asterios and extending a good few meters above everyone’s heads, reaching the very roofs of the nearby buildings. 
 
    A moment later, the swirling flames disappeared and revealed an awe-inspiring, enlarged version of the single-edged blade, as wide and tall as the fiery pillar. It had a pure dark crimson shade and small tongues of fire licked the air all around it.  
 
    Asterios was extremely careful not to bring it close to any element of their current surroundings because he could not just feel but also sense the inexplicable heat it emanated. He had no doubt that it could easily slice through stone bricks and other similar materials like through heated butter, melting them into a puddle. 
 
    Before he damaged any part of the beautiful town, he withdrew all the infused energy back from the magical weapon. The huge blade dissipated into nothingness like an extinguished flame and returned to its usual, solid, purplish metal state and size. He held it out to let it cool down a little bit. 
 
    “You… certainly can push your Spellslinger quite far with spiritual energy like that…” Imadil said with a strained chuckle while Cynthia became pale as a sheet of paper, once more considering if she hadn’t doomed the entire realm with her creation. 
 
    Asterios could only smile wryly. If they already considered his energy powerful, he wondered what they would say if he revealed that he might possibly be just half of himself at the current moment. He didn’t know if his strength would double after recovering from that ailment, but Venuzathor had made it sound like it. 
 
    “In any way, I assume you are looking to move into Glimmervale, right?” Tina asked curiously as Asterios carefully sheathed his sword. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cynthia answered her with a somewhat weak voice. “We figured out that if we are going to continue doing the same thing, it would be nicer to do so in a smaller, more welcoming environment. We aren’t exactly troubled by money, plus, we will be much closer to our homeland here. Not like we plan on visiting often but that’s certainly a decent bonus.” 
 
    “As Cynthia said.” Imadil nodded. “We would like to purchase a place for us to turn into a forge. Or, if there is a vacant workshop, we could take it over. There’s not that much we need since we carry most of our tools and materials with us.” 
 
    The man gestured at Asterios with his hand and he nodded in understanding. It wasn’t a surprise that their family would be in possession of storage artifacts. Perhaps they had even been created by the father and daughter duo or someone from their lineage back in the past. 
 
    “I don’t think there will be any issues with that. Yumi, could you go and pass this news on to the Committee?” Asterios glanced at their maid guide. 
 
    “With pleasure, My Lord. Please, excuse me, then.” She made a polite bow and quickly scurried away. 
 
    “Looks like you already got used to your new position.” Imadil chuckled softly. 
 
    “Of course! Master is the best at leading and ordering others!” Miria flashed him a proud grin from the back of the group. 
 
    “In any way, we’ll most likely meet the artisans working here before we set everything up,” the elf man continued. “I would hate to get into anyone’s way and it’s not our aim to compete for the spot of the best smithy, or to overtake the market with our products. Perhaps we will be able to cooperate. I honestly miss working together with a bunch of people under the same goal a little.” 
 
    “And what would that goal be?” Tina asked curiously. 
 
    “Making Glimmervale's metalworking and artifact smithing an object of envy.” Cynthia smiled at her gently. “Just imagine the crowds flocking to this remote town after the rumors about the quality of local creations spread far and wide. This close to the neighboring nation, we have high chances of attracting both elves and humans. Additionally, we are located almost perfectly in the middle of the two capitals.” 
 
    “Do you think of the same thing as I do, my daughter?” Imadil raised a brow at her with his mouth curling up just slightly in the faintest smirk. 
 
    She answered with the same and gave him a tiny nod. “It’s time for Spellsongs to come into the light again. We’ve been laying low since Mother’s passing, but we can’t let our craft and skills deteriorate any further. She would whip our asses if she saw what we’ve been doing in the last decades.” 
 
    The man’s smile grew and Asterios could discern a barely noticeable spark of passion in his emerald eyes which had brightened up ever so faintly. “You are right. We can’t let things stay like this forever. And even though Glimmervale lacks some outer defenses, I think it’s one of the safest places we could have chosen right now. We just have to make sure to do our part properly.” 
 
    “We are already working on the walls,” Tina informed the elf duo. “Our families are going to fund the construction. The base project should be finished very soon.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear. Perhaps we should get in touch with them too and see if we can lend our craft in that,” Imadil replied, taking a glance at Kindra who smirked at him slyly. 
 
    They soon reached the castle grounds and Asterios led everyone with Tina to one of the meeting lounges. The servants hastily brought them some beverages and snacks, leaving the chamber afterward to respect their lord’s and his guests’ privacy. Imadil, Cynthia, and Kindra sat down on one comfy sofa while Asterios plopped down opposite them with all three girls at his sides. 
 
    “So, I’m a little curious, what do you know about the queen?” Asterios asked after everyone settled down properly. 
 
    The father and daughter pair exchanged pointed looks and returned their gazes to him with surprised and slightly anxious expressions. 
 
    “I can assure you that we didn’t come here under any ord—” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no. That’s not what I meant.” Asterios waved his hand and interrupted the man. “You see, our main safety concern is currently related to the elves. My mom trusts you and we do too. We have discovered traces of nefarious activity and had the Human King contact the Elf Queen to politely mention the situation, so we can investigate it deeper. I just wanted to know what your opinion is on her since I assumed that as Spellsongs you must have met her at least once, considering how big of an asset to their nation those are.” 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia shared a glance once more and nod. They created some kind of intricate symbol in the air with their fingers, leaving emerald traces of spiritual energy behind them. Completing the sigils, they snatched and pressed them into their chests. 
 
    “On the honor of our ancestors, we swear to keep your secrets within our hearts unless given permission to share,” they spoke in unison and the emerald glow faded away after they finished. 
 
    “Now, I think this will be a bit easier.” Imadil smiled at everyone's surprised faces. “I can admit that we’ve been a small part of the elven royal court for quite some time. There are things we can’t share openly, but mentioning that part is of no concern. A lot of the elite forces use our products, or those created with our assistance when we worked with other Spellsongs. Albeit extremely detached and strict, the Elf Queen is a good person with a big heart. She cares for the people more than she shows it.” 
 
    “What is the problem you are facing?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “A corrupted summoning circle is spewing out mind-controlled beasts which assault the town. Their only goal is to get to the center and then await further orders. There were elf remains on its site and encrypted books with a crude cipher. Guildmaster Suanori is already on it, doing her best to crack it. We are not sure who, why, and when set it up in the human lands,” Tina explained with a professional tone. 
 
    The surprise was apparent in the father and daughter duo. Imadil stroked his chin with a deep frown. 
 
    “That is truly a matter of great concern. I don’t think the queen would want to damage our nation’s relationship with humans, and even if she did, she isn’t the person to do things half-heartedly. She wouldn’t leave such obvious traces behind, and the cipher wouldn’t even hint at elves,” he commented. 
 
    “We could visit the Adventurer’s Guild and see if we can recognize any parts of the code,” Cynthia suggested. “We do know a little bit about them, for obvious reasons, and we should be able to notice obvious patterns pointing out any royal involvement.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Right now, we are waiting to hear back from the king after he presents the situation to her and then we will act accordingly. I wouldn’t want to pry too much into the internal affairs of the elves if this turns out to be bigger than just some rogues or outcasts playing righteous villains or something,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Don’t worry. If anything happens, we can vouch for you. Including Guildmaster Suanori, the three of us should have enough credibility. It’s also partially our duty to investigate any potential threats to the Elf Kingdom. Working together might bring our nations even closer.” The handsome elf showed them a delicate smile. 
 
    “It seems like we have a lot of things to do right after arriving here.” Cynthia chuckled softly. “I think we should make it our top priority to give your garrison’s equipment proper maintenance and throw some simple enchantments on it. We’ll need more time to actually forge anything more complex, but that should already be helpful in case anything happens. After seeing that giant draconic being, I’m not that worried, though.” 
 
    “Let’s not go too far. We don’t want it to suddenly look like we are gearing up to start an independent state here.” Asterios chuckled, recalling Silvia’s remark from the past and wondering if Welrond had predicted Glimmervale getting so much attention when leaving it in their hands.  
 
    The elf duo smiled and stood up. Everyone soon followed suit. Asterios reached out and shook Imadil’s hand as they walked around the low table between them. 
 
    “We’ll mention that to our military advisor too. If you would like, one of our servants can lead you to the Town Hall so that you can get to finding your new forge right away,” he suggested. 
 
    “I’ll do it!” Kindra beamed at him. “I know where it is and we still have lots to talk about!” 
 
    “You will never let an opportunity to do business pass by.” The man shook his head with a wry smile. “Fine. Having some assistance from capable merchants might make things much easier. We are not dropping our prices, though.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We’ll do with just your inflated artificial fees. I think we’ve known each other for long enough for us to be considered suave eljiunari instead of khasenija.” 
 
    Imadil’s brows shot to his hairline as Kindra’s tongue rolled around the difficult words without a single issue and he glanced at his daughter, finding Cynthia with another trace of rosy blush on her cheeks and escaping his gaze. It looked like the cunning human woman had squeezed out of the elf lady a bunch of things she wasn't supposed to know or understand. 
 
    After exchanging a few more words, they bid temporary farewell and Asterios escorted the elves and his mother to the long drawbridge. They left at the same moment as Yumi came back, so the diligent maid decided to join them and accompany the trio back to the Town Hall again after the girls quickly filled her in on what had transpired during her absence. 
 
    Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Tina moved then to the master bedroom and dropped onto the bed together, starting to go through all the events of the last week. Grea surprised them by suddenly dropping on top of him with a loud shout and they all chuckled together. 
 
    They lost track of time while chatting joyfully, exchanging theories and ideas about their current predicament. The topics of how Glimmervale was quickly turning into some grand hub hosting many famous or important individuals were a big part of their discussion. Miria joked that they would one day announce independence and appoint him as the Dragon King ruling over these lands. 
 
    Soon, the time came for Asterios to fetch Silvia from the royal castle and he brought the princess to their bedroom. She informed them that the meeting had gone well and the queen was eager to work together to resolve the issue. A delegation of her trusted people was meant to arrive in less than three days and help them investigate the array while also taking a look at the old books. 
 
    They talked for a moment longer as the girls filled Silvia in on what they had been doing during the day, mostly focusing on their visit to John’s house, their theories involving the man, and the visit of their elf friends. She was amazed to learn that they knew a family of Spellsongs and promised not to reveal that information to others yet. If the father and daughter duo really went along with their plans to resurface again, it wouldn’t be an issue in the near future. 
 
    After they finished, Asterios walked Silvia to her own chamber and they split for the night. Back in his bedroom, he found all the girls already under the sheets. Judging by Tina’s flushed cheeks and Grea’s devilish grin, they clearly wore nothing. It wasn’t hard to guess whose idea it was. 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint them, he jumped out of his clothes too and joined the ladies in the very middle. Grea pushed herself into his side immediately and snuggled to him with a pleasant hum. The other girls let her have a bit more of him for the night and huddled close around the duo in the center while leaving them some space to enjoy themselves. 
 
    Without any further mischief, the crimson-skinned demon woman fell asleep in Ast’s embrace shortly after exchanging a few short words and giggles with him. Leaving a peck on her black hair, he waved at the others and they soon piled up on him with some quiet chuckles.  
 
    Selene hugged Grea from behind, Tina took over his free side by partially climbing onto it, and Miria embraced her from behind, moving close enough to rest her head on Ast’s body above the shorter girl. They all shared a goodnight kiss and dozed off together. Considering how lively their recent days were, they had a lot in front of them going forward. 
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    Waking up, Asterios found himself in quite unusual position. As his eyelids returned him the ability to see by lifting themselves up, he noticed a perky, crimson-skinned bosom right in front of his face. Not exactly sure how, he had ended up on top of Grea, who hugged him tightly to her chest, wrapping her arms and legs all around him. And, on top of that, something also pressed him down into her by weighing on his back. 
 
    Somehow, Asterios was sandwiched between Grea and Tina, with Miria and Selene lying on his sides. As easy as it was to imagine, he had no way of escaping the created pile of bodies without rousing any of the women from their sleep, and soon, his newest mate opened her eyes while taking a deep breath. 
 
    Grea quickly realized what position they were in and smirked at him teasingly, to which Asterios shook his head and leaned in to join their lips in a warm, morning kiss. One by one, the other girls woke up too, their sleep broken by Grea’s occasional moans, intentionally louder than necessary. 
 
    The overly-lewd display caused a few bigger blushes to cover the faces of the less bold half of their little family. Before Miria and Tina turned way too flustered, Asterios grabbed Grea’s single horn, yanked it to the side, evoking a sultry yelp from the owner, and stared the mischievous demon lady deep into her eyes. 
 
    He was afraid that his action had a completely opposite effect when Grea looked back at him while nibbling on her bottom lip, but she obediently toned down her teasing and released Asterios from her clutches. Assisting Tina with his extended hand, he sat them both up and shared a gingerly peck with his blue-haired girlfriend too. Naturally, the other two received the same treatment not long after. 
 
    “Mmmmmmmmmm!” Grea groaned alluringly as she raised herself up too and stretched, showcasing her pert breasts for all of them to see.  “I would have never thought I would one day be able to wake up in a pile of naked bodies. Very sexy, appetizing, naked bodies, let me add.” 
 
    She grinned at the other three, roaming her gaze over everyone’s figures as Tina, Miria, and Selene snuggled closely to Asterios. Stopping at Ast’s waist, her eyes sparkled and she licked her lips. 
 
    “If this is the sight that is going to greet me each morning, then I’m so glad to be part of this.” Grea giggled and crawled towards them on all fours. “Anyone else feels like having some sausage for breakfast?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled with a soft smile as she stopped short of his quite eager right from the morning member, looking up at the three of them from below. He reached out with his hand and cupped Grea’s chin, tenderly stroking her cheeks. She purred quietly and moved her face forward, watching in satisfaction as Tina’s cheeks bloomed full crimson the closer she was to her goal. 
 
    Then, Grea giggled and pushed herself up, wrapping her arms around Ast’s neck and stealing a kiss from his lips. 
 
    “Looks like morning blowjobs might still be a little bit too much for our cute, little friend.” She smirked at Asterios as her thin tail danced enchantingly behind her back. “Fret not, though. Give me a week or two and she will be devotedly worshiping you alongside all of us as a proper harem should.” 
 
    Tina was approaching the levels of crimson rivaling that of a fully ripened tomato and Asterios shook his head, giving Grea a light peck back. 
 
    “Don’t push her too hard. Or anyone, honestly. I don’t need all of you after me each morning. You clearly are enough.” 
 
    “You are so sweet.” She batted her dark eyelashes at him. “But, as much of a slut I am for you, there’s no chance I can handle this glorious, draconic cock alone. There’s no Dragon King without his group of loyal cocksuckers making sure that their lord starts each morning with a bang.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough.” Asterios chuckled lightly. “Any more of this and I’ll have to punish you. And for the last time, we are not going with the whole Dragon King thing.” 
 
    Grea’s lips curved in a wide grin as she pressed her chest into his and reached out to Ast’s privates. “I’ve been a bad, baaaaaaaad girl.” 
 
    Before her fingers wrapped around their target, Grea was suddenly lifted in the air with a girly squeal and landed over Ast’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She yelped when his strong hand smacked her plump butt, evoking a crispy slap from her tender, crimson flesh. Asterios helped the blushing Tina step off the bed, and they all walked to the bath together. 
 
    Right after entering the bathing chambers, he tossed Grea into the pool of hot water, making the other girls chuckle in amusement as their new sister-mate plunged into the clear liquid with an almost maniacal laugh. They joined her with Asterios a moment later and washed each other before breakfast. As the girls roamed their hands over his body, the frivolous demon lady took great care of its specific part with her nimble fingers, truly helping him start the day with a bang as she had said. Since they didn't seem to mind, he enjoyed Grea's assistance to the fullest. 
 
    Silvia joined them during the meal and they discussed their plans for the day. Since they were limited by having to wait for the elf delegation to reach them, there wasn’t much to do regarding the corrupted summoning circle. As per Umbra’s report, John still hadn’t shown up at his old house, and there was no sign of him anywhere near the town. 
 
    Therefore, they decided to see if Imadil and Cynthia didn’t need help moving in, creating a chance for the princess to introduce herself to them at the same time. They found the father and daughter duo in one of the forges after getting directions from Ulyssen. 
 
    The elves were in the middle of unpacking and gladly accepted the additional pair of hands. Or a few.  
 
    With everyone present, including even Bryn, it took them less than two hours to turn the vacant smithy into an almost fully operable state, not that far from how their forge in Tyrienheim looked. Imadil hadn’t been exaggerating. They had truly brought a lot of their equipment and even appliances to Glimmervale. 
 
    Cynthia informed them that they planned on visiting their new artisanal colleagues before diving straight into getting some maintenance done on the militia’s equipment. They wanted to bring a bunch of blacksmiths together to complete the task quicker just in case anything happened in the upcoming days. If things went south, Ast’s small army would be much better prepared to face the crisis. 
 
    Asterios and Tina thanked them wholeheartedly and left the elf duo on their own. They passed the message onto Ulyssen so he could start preparing the transports in cooperation with Ted, who was of course responsible for their garrison. 
 
    The town hall had been in quite the chaos in recent days, as they had noticed. Pretty much every single Committee member was extremely busy with something and it was close to impossible to catch them together in the main administrative building. Most of the time, it stood almost empty. 
 
    Somehow, after Glimmervale had been taken over by its new lord and his wife, almost every single domain was under heavy improvements. The only field not yet being swarmed with new development projects and important tasks was agriculture. Every single one of Merfinna’s fellow advisors had their hands full.  
 
    Ulyssen was in the middle of everything as the man behind logistics and transport.  
 
    Esotvi had to deal with the many shops the Hestizo Household was setting up, now also with Imadil’s and Cynthia’s forge. 
 
    Danny sat in papers to make sure that all the administrative formalities were properly tended to without any mistakes, and having two respectable families volunteer to fund quite sizable defensive structures was kind of a big deal. 
 
    Keenu was either with him since it involved his field of expertise too, which was general construction, or going around the town with Esotvi to take care of all the newly opened stores and other establishments. He and his men moved through the streets constantly, running from one place to another. 
 
    Ted maybe wasn’t as busy as the other four, but considering the threat looming over them, he had taken it upon himself to keep their armed forces primed and ready for a possible confrontation. He spent most of his time training with his men or doing maintenance on the few pieces of defensive machinery on top of the watchtowers. 
 
    And, just like that, the arrival of just two people—not counting Ast’s familiars, of course—had forced the entire town and Committee to switch into the highest gear in decades. Nobody complained, though, which impressed Asterios and the girls. Everyone literally glowed with eagerness, enthusiasm, and effort to make their hometown a better place.  
 
    So, to do their part too, besides regularly surveying the lands around Glimmervale and the location of the contaminated summoning circle, Asterios and his companions decided to use that moment while they waited for the elf delegation to prepare in their own way. 
 
    “I’m so curious and excited!” Miria bounced on her feet as they walked down one of the major streets. “Will we really stay to watch this time, Master?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” Asterios chuckled and scratched behind her adorable ears. “Ulyssen said that this person is supposedly very skilled and experienced. We’ve used the services of a few enchanters but they were just mediocre. If this one turns out to be much better than them, it would save us a lot of time we would have to waste looking for someone.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you carve and use those tokens soooooo many times, ehehe~! I can’t wait to finally see how they are enchanted! Do you know about it, Master?” She tilted her head at him with a cheerful grin. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll leave the explanation to the expert, though. We are here.” 
 
    They stopped in front of a wide building housing many stores and workshops. One of them had a sizable, wooden signboard with a swirly, purple font clearly announcing that the locum belonged to an enchanter. The front window was covered by purple curtains, so they couldn’t see much of the inside. 
 
    Asterios led everyone in and they entered to the sound of a small, metal bell hanging above the door. The room they found themselves in was shrouded in dim light. Everything except for the furniture was in dark violet shades. The dark mahogany went quite well with it. 
 
    Shortly after their arrival, a man in long robes of a similar style walked out of an open doorway and stopped to take a glance at his potential customers. He was clearly of older age, and his long, black hair was starting to lose its vibrance. His magnificent beard which reached to his knees was also riddled with gray streaks. A big, floppy, pointy hat with a wide rim sat on top of his head. 
 
    “Ah, welcome, My Lord, My Lady.” The man clasped his hands and made a polite bow while showing a friendly smile. “I was wondering when you would pay me a visit.” 
 
    “You’ve been expecting us?” Tina raised a brow at him. 
 
    “I heard a thing or two about our new lord’s way of fighting after the recent defense of the town and was sure that there would be a day when you will come to examine my humble services.” 
 
    “You enchant Runic Chips, right?” Miria asked with an enthusiastic tone. 
 
    The man chuckled lightly. “While it isn’t my main way of making a living here, yes, I do. It’s always been my hobby to work on enchanting Runic Chips. Unfortunately, they aren’t that popular so I don’t get the chance to work on them too often, and doing so just for fun is way too expensive.” 
 
    “Depending on your ability, you might have a chance to work on them more, Mister…” Asterios joined in. 
 
    “Endymion, My Lord.” The enchanter made a respectful bow. “And you can rest assured. Even though it is a hobby, I take quite the pride in it.” 
 
    Noticing a twinkle in the man’s eyes, Asterios nodded. “What would be your probability rates with these?” 
 
    He brought a few crystal sigils out of a pouch on his belt and passed them to the man. Endymion took the carved tokens in his hands with gentle movements then quickly trotted to the main counter, scooping a monocle from a shelf underneath it. Everyone watched the old enchanter peer into the chips. 
 
    “Fascinating… The technique is top-notch… The materials are quite varying but that’s to be expected… All in all, from a hundred percent for the lower-tier ones to about… ninety-five for the Acid Storm. The outer ring is slightly chipped, thus the reduction.” 
 
    “Ninety-five? Are you sure?” Asterios glanced at him with slight surprise. “I purposefully damaged that one. Considering the quality of the core, it’s hardly possible to reach anything above seventy.” 
 
    The man smiled mysteriously at Asterios. “Looks like you know your thing, My Lord. But yes, I am sure. Should we test it?” 
 
    “What are the probability rates?” Silvia asked calmly, glancing at Asterios. 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to ask too!” Miria jumped in place and beamed at her. 
 
    Endymion chuckled lightly again and gestured at them with his wrinkled hand. “Follow me, please. I’ll explain as we prepare.” 
 
    They did as instructed and walked into a smaller chamber without any cloth or linen decorations. The walls were bare, made of dark stone bricks, and extremely well-polished. Many wooden cabinets and counters stood by the edges of the room, holding various books and materials. 
 
    “Do any of you actually know how Runic Chip Enchantment works?” Endymion asked them as he stopped in front of a structure looking like a flat bowl on a pedestal. “Well, except for you, My Lord.” 
 
    Asterios remained silent as the girls looked between themselves. It didn’t look like anyone was going to answer the old wizard’s question. 
 
    “Very well. Let’s start at the very beginning. Runic Chip Enchantment is all about putting the desired spell inside an appropriate, prepared vessel. Naturally, as all in nature, the process can fail. But, in the case of this particular field of enchanting, it doesn’t exactly mean that you end up with nothing. Which, actually, isn’t as good as you might think.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Wouldn’t ending up with something be better than ending up with nothing?” Selene frowned in mild consternation. 
 
    “In any other branches of enchanting, be it about armor, weapon, or artifacts, when you fail, you lose some of the materials and ingredients used in the process, but you can repeat it indefinitely,” the man explained, activating some previously invisible runes in the ceramic sink. “Here, you don’t need any of those, but you get only one shot at it. If you succeed, you end up with your desired outcome, but if you fail, you end up with… an undesired outcome.” 
 
    “And what is an undesired outcome?” Tina asked. 
 
    “A different spell than what you are aiming for,” Asterios answered instead. 
 
    “Exactly.” The old enchanter smiled at him. “No matter if you succeed or fail, the token will always end up with a spell stored inside, which means that you lose the chip completely if it turns out to be something entirely useless or nowhere close to what you wanted.” 
 
    “I see.” Silvia nodded to herself while stroking her chin. “I think I’m already starting to understand why it’s not common. It’s like you would have to keep bringing new swords to the enchanter each time they fail. Something like that can’t be cheap. Am I right to assume that the result is random in case of a failure?” 
 
    “That is right, Princess.” The man winked at her and waved his hands in the air above the bowl, and plenty of purple sigils began floating. “There are many variables in play there, but the undesired end result usually can’t be fully predicted. Before I dive deeper into how that happens, I need you to grasp the concept of Runic Chip Enchantment.” 
 
    He placed Ast’s crystal token in a small slot and began tapping the flying, glowing symbols with his fingers, dragging them around to reposition them, joining them together to make new ones, and snuffing out the others. 
 
    “Have any of you perhaps had a chance to play with a very simple but entertaining toy in the form of a wooden board with dozens of nails stuck in it, where the main goal is to lead a metal ball to make it through all of them and fall into a small bag at the very bottom?” 
 
    “Oh! I did! I did!” Miria started bouncing around in excitement. “They are super popular amongst kids in my village! My dad made a bunch of them for me! Should I grab one?” 
 
    Tina showed a reminiscing smile but no one else seemed to be familiar with the toy in question so Asterios nodded at the panthergirl and Miria hastily jumped into her crimson gate. Not even five seconds later, she was back with a small wooden board in hand, most likely keeping it somewhere easily accessible in her own room. 
 
    Everyone gathered around her and she held it out to them to show how it worked. Grabbing a tiny wooden orb from a small bag attached to the bottom of the rectangular plank, she brought it to the top edge and released it. The ball began falling down and bouncing between thin nails spread densely over all of the toy’s surface. Soon, it reached the end and missed the target completely due to the path it had been forced into and fell to the floor. 
 
    “This looks fun,” Silvia commented as she closely observed another attempt. “Very simple but entertaining. It’s like you want to cheer on the little ball to make it.” 
 
    “Right?” Miria showed a toothy grin, her tail dancing gleefully. “It’s even better when you play with others! You can compete to see who wins first, or even use many balls with one board and take bets!” 
 
    “We should all play together with it one day. What do you think, Ast?” Tina glanced at Asterios with a tinge of rosiness on her noble cheeks. 
 
    “Certainly. I’m pretty sure I have my own too, perhaps stored somewhere in Miria’s realm now, or in the villa we bought in Tyrienheim.” He smiled back at her and they brushed their fingers together. “Before that, though, we might want to get back on track with the explanation.” 
 
    They turned their gazes to the toy again and chuckled together. Silvia, Selene, and Bryn were leaning forward and intently watching the wooden orbs roll down the obstacle course while Miria held it in front of them. It seemed that getting their attention back could prove to be a challenge. Thankfully, it took less than three minutes, and everyone refocused on the mysterious enchanter who had just finished the previous stage of his preparations. 
 
    “How does this toy relate to Runic Chip Enchantment exactly?” Silvia was the first one to inquire more after their short fun. 
 
    “You can say that the enchanter is like your feline friend, the board is the process they have to go through, the ball is their progress, and the small bag serving as the target is the desired outcome, which means the spell they are aiming for,” he explained with a playful smirk. 
 
    “Is it also as random as this game?” Miria raised her brows curiously. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. That’s why Lord Asterios asked me about my probability rates. As you can imagine, a hundred percent probability rate means that I’m guaranteed to give him the result he desires. Anything lower is a risk of me failing to do so and ending up with a random spell.” 
 
    “That means that the better the enchanter, the higher his rates are, right?” Bryn joined in. “That’s why Master is looking for someone experienced in it.” 
 
    “Correct.” The man nodded as the crystal rose from the bowl and began spinning in the air before his face. “The enchanter’s ability is one of the variables that can influence the rates and is also the core part of the entire process. In total, there are three of them. Can you guess the other two?” 
 
    The girls began thinking heavily over his question while watching the mesmerizing show of flashing lights. Spiritual energy flowed out of all ten of his fingers and was absorbed into the crystal, touching various leftover sigils on its path. 
 
    “The material?” Tina suggested an answer first. 
 
    “Correct once more.” He nodded at her with a soft smile. “First and foremost, the higher the quality of the base ingredient, the more spiritual energy it can absorb after being carved into a token, which in turn means the stronger and more complex spells can be targeted. It has to be able to hold enough mana to activate the magic, so you can’t use some random rock for something like Meteor Rain. Naturally, the better it is, the higher the chances of success for the less demanding spells, up to a hundred percent, of course. Elemental affinities also play a role in that, albeit not extremely big, mostly narrowing the failed results to spells of certain nature.” 
 
    After he finished speaking, silence fell onto the room again, broken only by the magical whooshing and buzzing of his enchanting apparatus. Everyone began racking their brains again to figure out the other variable, except Asterios. He already knew the answers. 
 
    “Carving…” Selene muttered under her breath while going through her memories of Asterios teaching her how to prepare the crystals. “Is the way it’s carved the other one?” 
 
    “I must say, you have surrounded yourself with very smart companions, My Lord.” The man chuckled quietly. “That is right. Just like before, there’s a reason for carving besides just raising the chances of success, and it’s to create shapes and sigils associated with the desired spell. This is the main way of giving the mana shape, of picking the magic you want it to become. The more accurate they are the higher chance of landing a perfect hit. You could enchant a piece of crystal but the pool of end results would be incredibly vast, influenced only by the chosen material’s affinities and the enchanter’s knowledge and skill. Proper carving is extremely important.” 
 
    “That’s so intriguing!” Miria giggled to herself, unable to hold in her excitement. “Does the enchanter play a special role in it too besides making it happen?” 
 
    “Yes, they do. The enchanter must be somewhat familiar with the spell to help it form. They not only fuel the token with mana but also guide that energy to achieve the required shape, form, and element. That’s why a lot of enchanters specializing in Runic Chips are Wizards too. Deep knowledge of magic and many spells is very beneficial. If you are trying to enchant a spell that you can cast yourself, it becomes even easier to succeed without necessarily needing proper carving or material.” 
 
    He made some additional movements, causing the token to gradually slow down its spinning. 
 
    "All in all, achieving a higher level or quality of the three aforementioned variables can be compared to adding more nails to the toy board. At a certain point, it won't be random anymore as the ball will be forced to follow one single path, not allowed to stray off it no matter how hard it bounces back. Easy to imagine, that's the one hundred percent probability rate." 
 
    At that moment, the last bits of Endymion’s mana seeped into the circular crystal and the chip floated back down into the flat recess. He picked it up, examined it up close, and smiled to himself. With a small wink, he tossed the token to Asterios. 
 
    “Here. Wall of Lightning, as intended. With a monster core of this tier and carving of this quality, the probability rate for a common enchanter should be around eighty-five percent. In my case, believe it or not, it’s a hundred percent. It’s been ages since I worked with such fine craft.” 
 
    Asterios took a closer look at the Runic Chip and easily confirmed that the correct spell was stored inside. He nodded at the man, believing Endymion’s words. The aged enchanter had conducted the entire process while half-distracted by his explanations. It was clear that he had attention and effort to spare and could go even further than that. 
 
    “Thank you. Amazing work. It doesn’t look like we will have to go looking for a good enchanter around the various kingdoms.” He summoned something from his spatial ring and tossed it to the man. “What about this? Do you think it’s within the scope of your abilities?” 
 
    Endymion’s eyes turned into saucers after he caught the shiny piece of crystal. 
 
    “W-What is this?! How can this be so pure?!” he shouted in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s a fragment of an old Dungeon Core. I also have some bones coming from a Skeletal Dragon. We haven’t yet found anyone being able to make proper use of them to the fullest.” 
 
    “Good gods… The spells you can infuse into this… Are you planning to wipe out entire cities with these?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and shook his head. “Not really. I would like to have a few on hand just because we tend to run into quite powerful enemies. And it’s only going to get worse. It would be great to prepare some large area-based spells too. Our next destination is infested with monsters and we could use some help in reducing their numbers quickly.” 
 
    For the first time since they entered the workshop, Endymion showed a more lively and excited expression. His deep purple eyes brightened greatly and almost swirled with enthusiasm. 
 
    “If you are going to provide me with materials like this, it would be my honor and pleasure to work on them even completely free of charge! I dreamed about powerful enchantments! I studied, learned, and practiced magic for decades to improve myself! But, it was always the cores that were lacking! Now? Now I can finally live! Please, let me become your personal enchanter, My Lord!” 
 
    As the old man rushed to him with much more energy and vigor than they all had expected to see from someone of his age, Asterios let him grab his hands and look at him from up close with a reverent gaze. The girls chuckled together at Endymion’s awed expression and the fact that he had lost his wizardly hat from the sudden movement. 
 
    “I don’t think I have a reason to decline.” Asterios smiled wryly as the man shook his hands in joy. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37
Respect Never Fades 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After their new enchanter friend calmed down a little bit, Miria fetched him the hat that had fallen to the ground and they moved to another chamber. While the previous one was obviously a magical workshop, the next room was a small lounge, with its purpose most likely to house guests and let the owner relax a little bit in the backroom. 
 
    Asterios started talking with Endymion more about himself and his use of Runic Chips while the girls got permission to explore the store a little. The aged wizard was even more shaken after learning that Asterios had been the one to carve the tokens he had seen earlier. To prove himself, Asterios brought out more examples and even showed some of his tools. 
 
    The carving and engraving technique was of a high enough level to earn Asterios some praise from the old magician. Having access to someone this skilled saved a lot of time and money on commissioning people specializing in that aspect while also assuring the quality of the final product, which was part of the three big variables in the entire process of enchanting. 
 
    Endymion had heard that Asterios used an artifact capable of discharging Runic Chips, but it was his first time hearing that it was a Spellslinger. He studied the weapon meticulously while asking tens of questions. Asterios, naturally, didn’t mind filling their personal enchanter in on how it exactly worked. That kind of knowledge could potentially be useful in the creation of tokens. 
 
    As the two men were lost in their own little world, Miria led the expedition into the unknown with the other girls following closely behind her. They quickly learned that the store had one more floor, which was used as living quarters. Of course, they didn’t dare be disrespectful and didn’t snoop around uninvited, only looking around superficially to satiate their curiosity. 
 
    Everyone got back when Asterios and Endymion were discussing what they would need for the spells the former wanted to imbue in the tokens. The carving wasn’t a problem, and neither were the materials. Many of the high-tier ingredients, jewels, or monster cores still remained in their storage in Miria’s and Selene’s world. 
 
    Making a list of five powerful spells, both men decided to test their cooperation first before diving straight into serious work. Endymion left for a moment and came back with a thick book that contained descriptions of many spells, as he explained. The old wizard was more than happy to lend it to Asterios so he could familiarize himself with the ones they had picked, as result, making more accurate shapes and sigils when he would start carving chips. 
 
    Miria, Selene, and Bryn excused themselves to take a stroll through the town since it looked like they would be spending some time in Endymion’s workshop and their presence wasn’t exactly necessary. Tina and Silvia wanted to stay and chose to study the grimoire together with Asterios. The princess was particularly interested in Fire Magic while the blue-haired Summoner girl was eager to see what kind of Water Magic secrets the magical tome hid amongst its pages. 
 
    Then, after reading enough, Asterios left the book to the girls and got to work. The aged enchanter was more than thrilled to watch him carve the sigils and sat silently on the side, trying his best not to disturb the young lord. Since Selene wasn’t there, Silvia lent them her magic and created a controlled flame that Asterios could use to get rid of the shaved-off bits of crystal. After she cast it, he could easily manipulate it almost like it was his own fire. 
 
    Time flew by in a flash, and it soon was early evening. The girls wandering through the streets returned, letting everyone know that they had tried to see if John was back anywhere in the town or its close vicinity. Unfortunately, there were still no signs or traces of the suspicious individual. 
 
    They had asked a bunch of residents if it was normal for him to disappear like that and learned that it wasn’t exactly common, and he could be seen around the town now and then. Since Venuzathor’s scouts hadn’t spotted any weird movement near the hidden cave, Asterios assumed that John might be afraid of being confronted by them after the last attack when they had seen him show up unusually early and therefore avoiding them. The girls agreed with that version, for now, until they got a hold of the weird man. 
 
    During the time they had been out, Asterios and Endymion finished three out of five spells. Since all they had to do to the last two lay in the old enchanter’s hands, they decided to leave and pick up the tokens the next morning.  
 
    Bidding farewell, they returned to the castle, practiced a bit together, had some fun during late dinner, and went to bed. They almost forgot about Grea, who had lost herself in her research down in the underground, but Asterios jumped to her workshop and dragged the workaholic demon woman to the bedroom by force, which she seemed to enjoy a lot. 
 
    After breakfast, they paid Endymion a visit and collected the remaining Runic Chips. Everyone was extremely eager to test them out, so they quickly left the building and headed out to find some safe, remote place far from the town. Miria was practically vibrating from excitement and the other girls showed some interest in seeing Ast’s power too. Especially Silvia since they had a seemingly incredible fire-based spell in one of the crystal badges. 
 
    But, before they could leave Glimmervale’s premises, Tina noticed three cloaked figures being escorted by two guards and pointed everyone’s attention toward them. They decided to see what it was about and caught up with the group. 
 
    “Is there some problem here?” Asterios asked after crossing their path. 
 
    The cloaked figures regarded him with an uninterested gaze before one of them spoke up. “It’s none of your business, huma—” 
 
    “My Lord, we have just been heading to the castle to request an audience for these people.” One of the guards cut the mysterious person off and both men made a respectful bow. “They claim to have come from the Elf Kingdom to investigate something on the orders from the queen.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s fast. Barely a day passed since we got in touch with her,” Tina commented. 
 
    “It only shows that she’s taking the issue seriously. Father must have stressed its importance well enough,” Silvia added.  
 
    Asterios nodded at the guards. “You can leave it to us now. Thank you for your service.” 
 
    The men saluted with satisfied smiles and turned around to get back to their posts. The cloaked trio glanced at them walking away and then back to the group in front of them. 
 
    “You are the lord?” the same person who had spoken earlier asked again. 
 
    “Asterios Hestizo and Tina Nobelle. We are in charge here, yes. I’m glad you’ve come but what’s the deal with the hoods and all that? It kind of makes you stand out more.” 
 
    One by one, they pulled the material back and revealed their faces. The person in the middle, who was also the owner of the voice, was a High Elf woman with long white hair and eyes of a similar shade. Surprisingly, she was half a head shorter than Asterios and it was her general features that had given her subrace away. The other two seemed to be Wood Elves, both men, with black and light brown hair respectively. 
 
    “I’m Fievedem, a scholar in pursuit of knowledge related to Summoning Magic,” the woman replied and gestured to her side. “These two are my escorts. We were ordered to reach our destination as soon as possible, and our means of travel requires us to cover ourselves more to avoid unnecessary scratches and injuries.” 
 
    Miria crossed her arms under her chest and pouted while squinting her eyes at them. “I’m sure I could cover that distance in half a day.” 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on her black hair and fluffed it gently. “This is not a contest, but I’ll remember that. We’ll see if you really can do it if we ever have to travel that way.” He then turned back to the elves. “How much do you know about the situation?” 
 
    “Remnants of elves, damaged summoning circle, ciphered books, and that would be all. Our mission is to investigate all these matters and get rid of the threat to this human settlement. I’m going to ask you to lead us to the location of the array. The longer it remains active, the more dangerous it gets for your town,” Fievedem answered in a strict no-nonsense tone. 
 
    “That’s obvious.” Asterios smiled. “Would you like to see the books first? We aren’t that far from the Adventurer’s Guild and Guildmaster Suanori should be present right now. She’s most likely working on them as we speak.” 
 
    “Is the circle far?” 
 
    “Are you scared of darkness?” 
 
    “What?” The woman furrowed her brows. 
 
    “We can be there in less than fifteen seconds or in about an hour. It all depends on if you can bear with my method of transport, which tends to be quite mentally taxing,” Asterios explained, got enveloped by shadows, plunged into the ground, and resurfaced behind the elves. “My familiar can get us there in a blink.” 
 
    They jerked when his voice came from the other side and the elf woman’s eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “That must be a powerful familiar to transfer people through shadows so effortlessly,” Fievedem said while eyeing Umbra’s crow form perched on Ast’s shoulder. 
 
    “We all are!” Miria exclaimed with a big grin. “Master summons only the best familiars!” 
 
    “We?” The woman glanced at her. 
 
    “Everyone here except for me is Ast’s familiar.” Silvia raised her hand. “And Tina, I guess. Though that’s a bit more complex, I think.” 
 
    The person in question blushed slightly as the two met their gazes. 
 
    “But, that’s impossi—” 
 
    “Asterios! There you are! Got a minute?” 
 
    A voice arrived from behind the girls and they turned around to find Imadil heading their way while waving at them. Then, out of the blue, all three elves dropped to one knee and lowered their heads. 
 
    “We greet the Keeper of Jade Sight,” they chanted in unison. 
 
    Imadil froze in place while Asterios raised a brow at the High Elf man. He showed a wry smile under everyone’s curious gazes and covered the remaining distance with a slightly awkward step. 
 
    Stopping in front of the trio, he put his hands on his hips and sighed heavily. “Get up. Think a little before you say anything. You are not supposed to do crap like this outside of the kingdom,” he lectured the three elves, who hastily stood up. 
 
    “Part of the royal court, huh?” Asterios smirked at him. “Seems like that might have been a bigger part than you’ve been letting on.” 
 
    “No matter how far you run and how well you hide, the past will always catch up to you.” Imadil clicked his tongue. “In any case, I wanted to report that we are almost done with the maintenance and some simple enchantments for the troops. The other smiths are really cooperative. I’ll join Suanori to focus on the texts while Cynthia oversees the rest of the job.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear.” Tina smiled at him kindly. “Thank you so much for your hard work. Hopefully, with the help of our new friends here, it won’t be necessary to check its quality anytime soon.” She giggled sweetly. 
 
    “I’ll be happy to learn that all our efforts were completely in vain.” Imadil chuckled a little. “I’ll stop disturbing your plans then and wish you luck. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    With one more wave, the elf smith was on his way back. Fievedem and her entourage turned to Asterios with even wider eyes. 
 
    “You are friends with the Keeper?” she asked somewhat in disbelief. 
 
    “I have no idea what you are talking about but I do know that elf decently well.” Asterios shrugged. “Now, what would you like to do?” 
 
    “Let’s check the site first,” the woman replied, trying to compose herself a bit. “We are all strong mentally so your transfer shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and approached the two men, extending his hands to them. After glancing at the woman, who gestured with her head at them to go ahead, they took his palms and plunged into the darkness together. About fifteen seconds later, he resurfaced in the same spot and repeated the motion for Silvia and Fievedem. 
 
    They appeared inside the cave a moment later and the woman shuddered slightly after getting out of the shadows. But, what shook her even more, was the crimson gate that opened next to them a moment later, and all the girls she had seen earlier walking out of it to join them. 
 
    “So, we haven’t really touched much here besides the books,” Asterios began. “We checked the circle but since it’s clearly made of elven runes and script, with some of it kind of unrecognizable due to the cipher and present wear, we gathered only the basics about it.” 
 
    Fievedem turned to look at the glowing formation and winced almost immediately. “This is really bad. It’s a miracle it’s still operating and hasn't imploded yet.” 
 
    One more red portal rose from the ground and Grea walked out of it with her hands on her hips. “Right? That’s what I told them. Keep away from that shit if you don’t want to go poof.” 
 
    “And you are?” The woman’s brows knit together in confusion. 
 
    “Lord Asterios’ personal fucktoy and stress relief sex doll, yours truly.” Grea made an exaggerated, low bow. “My second most advanced field of expertise is Summoning Magic, right after sucking dick.” 
 
    A few of the girls chuckled and giggled while Asterios rolled his eyes. 
 
    ~Grea…~ he complained mentally. 
 
    ~Sorry, not sorry. I hate those stiff, stuck-up girls with a stick up their ass.~ She chuckled too. ~I bet if you shoved your stick in there instead, she would sing completely different.~ 
 
    He snickered and shook his head. “I apologize for her. This is Grea, and she’s been at least halfway truthful. She’s our expert on Summoning Magic.” 
 
    “Boooooo. Don’t make me bring out the certificates. No one sucks dick better than me.” The mischievous demon woman pouted. 
 
    Asterios squinted his eyes at Grea and they flashed briefly, causing a heavy shiver to pass through her entire body. She bit on her bottom lip with a quiet whine as Ast’s strong intent forced her to be a good girl and keep silent. 
 
    Sending his frivolous crimson-skinned mate a small smirk, he turned to the elf woman and gestured with his hand. Selene enveloped Fievedem’s body with her spiritual energy and hovered the elf researcher over the array. 
 
    “Hmmm… Yes... I can recognize most of the elements used in the creation of this formation…” The woman talked to herself. “It’s nothing too advanced. It was meant to summon multiple beasts at once whenever supplied with mana. The main restriction was for them to wait for orders after getting summoned. This wasn’t the usual contracting summoning to gain a familiar. I’m not sure what the creators wanted to achieve with that.” 
 
    “Why are they running towards Glimmervale, then?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “It has clearly been tampered with. It’s a crude change. That segment was overwritten and replaced with an order to rush toward the specified location. This set of sigils here refers to direction and distance. I assume these are related to your town,” Fievedem explained. 
 
    “Are you able to say when that change was made?” Asterios joined in. 
 
    “Only that it wasn’t part of the original circle. It has integrated itself with the array well enough to be an integral part of it now. It would have been possible to specify more if such an operation was performed between one to two weeks ago. After that, it can be any older.” 
 
    “Can you disable it?” Tina glanced between the trio of elves. 
 
    “I’m afraid that it would be too dangerous to take action without properly identifying the encrypted segments. If not for those, I would have been able to shut it down completely, but right now, I can only disable it part by part and the smallest error could cause a chain reaction.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” Grea snorted. 
 
    After the woman signaled at him, Asterios asked Selene to put her down and she looked at her companions. “Anything?” 
 
    “No crests or other markings. They don’t seem to belong to any radical groups or organizations that we know of, madam,” one of the men answered while crouching next to a skeleton. 
 
    “The cipher doesn’t seem to match with anything either,” the other one added while examining a piece of parchment. 
 
    Fievedem sighed. “Our best bet is to try and decode it first, then. If none of the texts here talk about the ritual, we’ll have to try and forcefully end it, maybe even intentionally cause it to implode so it disappears for good. Collect all the evidence you can and we’ll be moving out.” 
 
    The three elves started picking up the bits and remains into their storage artifacts and Asterios waited with the girls for them to finish. No one had any qualms with it since they had no use for the elven belongings and the queen would surely appreciate more evidence and information on whoever it was that had been causing international trouble. 
 
    After the cavern was swept clean, they all returned to the town, showing up right in front of the guild. Asterios led the delegation to Guildmaster Suanori and left them in her hands. She had already deciphered part of the code alone and with Imadil’s help. Having three more people on the task would surely raise their speed and efficiency by a lot, especially since the queen’s experts seemed to have been picked according to their skill and knowledge in this particular area. 
 
    Leaving the elves to do their thing, Ast’s group returned to what they could do, which was to assist the Committee members with their matters and help the townsfolk in general. They visited Cynthia first and observed how she worked with a bunch of local smiths on the maintenance. The enchanting process was very mesmerizing and they spent about an hour observing it from the sidelines. With his Draconic Sight, Asterios could tell that the gear and weapons had now some weak magic woven into them, increasing sharpness or durability as Cynthia explained. 
 
    Helping out everyone around, they didn’t even notice when it had gotten dark. Sharing dinner together at the castle, they discussed many matters related to the town and its development, including safety, of course. Silvia was happy to hear what they had been doing and planning, expressing her gratitude as a princess for the care they were putting into Glimmervale. 
 
    Tired after the events of the day, they split in front of their bed chambers and called it a night. 
 
    Unfortunately, they weren’t fated to experience full rest. 
 
    ~Someone entered through the hidden entrance.~ Venuzathor’s deep voice boomed in Ast’s head. 
 
    His eyes shot open as he woke up in an instant, throwing himself into a sitting position. Miria squealed from getting launched off his chest and rolled backward before landing low on all fours further on the bed, her eyes narrowed into thin slits and her body ready to pounce at any intruders. 
 
    “Shit, sorry,” Asterios apologized and ruffled through her hair as she jumped off the bed. “How long ago?” 
 
    ~About three to five minutes. The scout rushed here as fast as it could,~ the Dracodon answered. 
 
    “Get ready as quickly as you can and let everyone important know just in case.” Asterios regarded his waking-up mates with a quick glance. 
 
    All the girls got up in a blink too, sending Asterios a quick nod to signal that they understood. If not for the quite serious situation, the sight of so many naked beauties hastily dressing would certainly be something worth admiring. But, they had no time to waste so no one had any silly ideas, including Grea, and Asterios disappeared in a puff of black smoke after materializing his own clothes. 
 
    Less than twenty seconds later, he popped out inside the cavern with the rogue formation. A man standing right in front of it with an open book in his hands entered Ast’s sight. Without a moment of hesitation, Asterios ordered Umbra to restrict the person and thick shadows coiled around the man’s body, interrupting his awkward chant. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” 
 
    “Drop it, John,” Asterios said as he stepped into the violet light. “The jig is up. Cut your connection with the array and back off. You have no idea what you are toying with.” 
 
    John’s head snapped towards him and the man scowled. “You again. I knew you would be a thorn since the day on the bridge.” 
 
    ~Should I just kill him?~ Umbra asked inside Ast’s mind. 
 
    ~No. He is currently trying to operate the formation. His mana is linked to it. We can’t risk an abrupt cut-off. Besides, we need answers.~ 
 
    “Withdraw your spiritual energy and we might still be able to talk,” Asterios demanded, still slowly approaching the suspicious guy. “It will be better for you to cooperate, trust me.” 
 
    “Or, I can just summon something bigger this time and kill you, getting rid of any witnesses and the current lord in one go!” John turned his attention to the book he was holding and opened his mouth. 
 
    “Silence him!” Asterios shouted and Umbra’s tendrils wrapped themselves around the man’s mouth, shutting him up. 
 
    Only muffled noises left John’s lips and Asterios was going to order Umbra to knock the man out and be ready for anything since they clearly wouldn’t be able to get through him, but he noticed weird movement. Before they could stop him, John clenched his free hand into a fist really hard, strong enough to draw blood. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Asterios cursed and launched himself forward, slamming into the man’s side. Umbra’s shadows enveloped them while they were still in the air and transported them out of the chamber before the scarlet drops fell to the ground. 
 
    They groaned after slamming into the grass under the night sky. Asterios immediately rolled on top of John and held him down until Umbra’s tendrils restrained the man again. 
 
    “Are you fucking suicidal?! That could have—” 
 
    A loud rumble interrupted him as the earth trembled heavily. Suddenly, the hill they were on started growing smaller, and soon, descended into the ground as if something sucked it in. They began rolling down a quickly widening, uneven funnel until everything went silent for a fraction of a second. 
 
    “Ah, shi—” 
 
    An enormous explosion blew up the entire sucked-in ground and launched Asterios and John high into the air alongside chunks of earth and stone. Plenty of trees were uprooted and shot into the sky too as the diameter of the eruption was twice as big as the non-existent now grassy hill. 
 
    Getting smacked around with flying debris, Asterios quickly manifested his wings and started weaving through the field of earthen obstacles, trying to locate the idiot who had caused all of this. He found the culprit fairly quickly, beginning to fall down limply, completely unconscious. 
 
    Diving towards the man, Asterios grabbed John and flew to the ground while avoiding the falling chunks, landing on the edge of the giant crater created by the magical outburst. He gazed down the deep chasm and sighed heavily after noticing a gigantic, purplish, swirling surface at the very bottom that started to flash with numerous different silhouettes. 
 
    “Fucking great… A manmade stampede was just what we needed…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38
For Glimmervale 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A crimson portal appeared by Ast’s side and Miria jumped out of it, letting out a surprised gasp. She landed on the very edge of the giant hole and barely kept herself from falling forward. Thankfully, Asterios used his free hand to help her regain proper balance. 
 
    “Are you okay, Master? We felt a lot of distress coming from you. What happened?” She glanced at him and noticed John under his armpit, hanging down limply. “Oh. I think I can figure it out.” 
 
    “Sorry but we don’t have time for any explanations right now,” Asterios replied, still staring into the swirling gate at the bottom of the pit. “We need to warn the town immediately. This is not something we’ll be able to stop by ourselves.” 
 
    He sent a brief mental message to everyone connected to him, asking them not to leave the castle for now. A few replies came almost instantly, assuring him that they would take care of informing all the important people about the current situation. 
 
    Miria followed his gaze and shuddered. “That’s… a lot of beasts…” 
 
    “Yeah, and they most likely still want nothing else than to rush to the main plaza.” He sighed and turned to Miria, tossing the unconscious man to the ground. “Umbra, lock him up somewhere in the castle and let Yumi know to watch over him at all times.” 
 
    ~As you wish, Master.~ 
 
    Shadowy smoke gathered over John’s body, and it disappeared from their sight. Asterios summoned the grimoire the man had held back in the cavern, which he had thrown into his ring shortly after they had moved to the surface, and hastily checked its contents. 
 
    “As I thought, besides information on the summoning circle, this book contains some hints and tips regarding the cipher. We should deliver it to Suanori and the others as soon as possible and hope they can find a way to close this rift while we defend the town.” 
 
    “Can’t we just close it by force or something, Master?” Miria took a peek over his shoulder. 
 
    “There’s a chance we could make it worse instead. If Fievedem really is one of the best experts the queen could have sent, they should be able to figure something out with the details on how the array was created and how it functions, even after it went out of control,” he explained. “Come on. We have no time to waste. Trying to kill the beasts here is pointless as many will surely escape our grasp.” 
 
    “After you, Master.” Miria nodded with a serious expression. 
 
    Asterios pulled her in to give her a gentle peck on the lips and darkness swallowed him as he played with her ear. A moment later, he appeared in their bedchamber, finding Tina and Silvia talking to each other next to the bed, already fully dressed and ready for action. 
 
    “Ast. Finally, you’re back. How bad is it?” the former asked with a concerned frown. 
 
    He patted Tina’s azure hair and smiled softly. “That idiot caused the formation to implode and go out of control, but it’s nothing we can’t deal with. There will be quite a bit of fighting, though. Where’s Grea?” 
 
    “Here!” A voice came from behind him and Asterios saw the person in question entering through the door to their room. “Sorry. I had to attend a quick meeting with the toilet. I’m pretty sure we won’t have much time for that in the upcoming hours.” 
 
    With a chuckle, he walked closer to the demon woman and passed her the grimoire. “This should help with the encrypted texts. Get this delivered to Suanori and the others. They could use your genius in coming up with a way to stop an immense summoning fracture from spewing out beasts and monsters for gods know how long.” 
 
    Grea smirked at him and took the book.  
 
    “I love when you praise me like that,” she purred at him from up close while batting her eyelashes. “Will do. Lend me your shadowy parrot if he doesn’t mind. We’ll gather everyone in the guild if they aren’t there already, which I doubt considering that it’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    Umbra materialized himself on her shoulder and Asterios nodded at them. Grea blew him a kiss with a wink and plunged to the ground as darkness swallowed her body. Asterios turned around to face the others, now joined by Miria who had jumped back into the bedroom in the meantime. 
 
    “Where are the others?” he asked. 
 
    “Selene and Bryn are outside, letting everyone know about the incoming danger. Both of them can fly so they got to it right after you asked us to spread the news,” Silvia answered in her usual, calm tone. 
 
    “Great. Thank you. We should move out too. I hope you don’t mind being carried again. I’m going to fly too, and while Miria and Tina can use gates to follow, I would hate to leave you behind. Or worse, force you to run after us all around the town.” 
 
    “I do not. It’s quite fun, actually.” Silvia showed a gentle smile and shook her head. “Let us go, then. We have people to protect.” 
 
    She started walking towards the balcony and Asterios soon joined her, with the other girls arriving there right after him. He exchanged glances with them, receiving nods and warm smiles in response, and lifted Silvia up after she wrapped her arms around his neck. With one strong flap, he launched them into the air. 
 
    “Look. There’s Bryn.” The princess pointed somewhere to the side shortly after they gained some altitude. 
 
    Just as she said, the dazzling Valkyrie could be seen speeding through the night sky, stopping by each of the four watchtowers to inform the sentries about the danger. She spotted them before reaching the next one and hastily rushed to meet the duo in the air. 
 
    “Master.” She made a courteous nod after stopping. 
 
    “Thanks for your work, Bryn. How is the situation?” Asterios nodded back. 
 
    “Selene should have already informed the Committee and the garrison. I’m almost done with the towers, just one remains. Should I continue to notify the people on the streets and in their homes afterward?” 
 
    “I have a better idea. Let’s see if it’s possible to make it happen first.” 
 
    He flapped his wings and flew towards the main plaza, with Bryn following after them. In a few seconds, they landed in the somewhat empty square, right in front of Venuzathor. Some people still lingered over the faintly illuminated market, lit up by charming lampposts spread evenly throughout the location, but the majority of the population was clearly asleep. 
 
    The Storm King was awake, though, and regarded the trio with an unhurried glance. 
 
    “I have sensed a powerful explosion of spiritual energy. My scouts reported it too. I assume things aren’t looking too good,” the Dracodon said with his deep, booming voice. 
 
    “Unfortunately. The rogue array imploded and we are going to face an army of beasts soon. Can we count on your help?” Asterios raised his face to stare at the intimidating head of the draconic entity. 
 
    “But of course. That is my obligation.” Venuzathor made a slow nod. 
 
    “Thank you. I also wanted to ask about something. You said that your voice is carried by spiritual energy to reach our ears. Is it possible to use that technique to reach everyone in the town?” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be an issue,” the Storm King answered after a brief pause. 
 
    “Then please do. Warn the people to stay hidden and leave everything to us.” 
 
    Venuzathor’s body began shifting and the giant entity soon towered over them even more. He released some clacking noises while stretching his massive limbs and head. Then, the Dracodon took a deep breath and closed his eyes in focus. 
 
    “Wake up, people of Glimmervale.” A loud, echoing voice boomed through the streets with a deep rumble. “The settlement will be under attack by numerous beasts tonight. Do not leave your dwellings until further notice. Your lord and his protectors will ensure your safety and take care of the assault. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Look after each other and wait patiently for the situation to be resolved.” 
 
    The Dracodon’s powerful words echoed through the town for a while longer and the silence soon returned to the slumbering city. Many windows in the buildings surrounding the market began lighting up as the residents had been woken up by the sudden announcement. Venuzathor glanced down at the trio and puffed a bit of cold air at them. 
 
    “Everyone should have been warned,” he said, a tad quieter this time. 
 
    “Amazing…” Silvia stared at the draconic entity with awe. 
 
    “Thank you again. As much as I would love to talk for longer, we have to move. We’ll see each other on the battlefield, I guess,” Asterios replied and made a light bow. 
 
    The Dracodon released another puff of icy air at them and Silvia returned to Ast’s embrace. Sharing one last nod with the powerful Storm King, they shot into the air again. Heading towards the Adventurer’s Guild, they saw many knights running towards the southeastern edge of the town. The townsfolk who remained on the streets hurried the opposite way, trying to get back to their homes as soon as possible. Everyone seemed to be doing their part. 
 
    Arriving in front of the guild, they dropped onto the ground and walked inside. Asterios was surprised to see a bunch of people hanging around the lobby and lively discussing most likely the upcoming battle. From their looks and the occasional badges on their shoulders, he identified them as adventurers from various ranks. There weren’t many, but he hadn’t expected any, to be perfectly honest. 
 
    Ellie spotted them from the other side of the hall and pushed through the small crowd of about fifteen people or so. 
 
    “Ast. I’m glad to see you. If you came for the guildmaster, she’s in her office. Was that loud announcement your doing?” 
 
    “Courtesy of our resident Dracodon.” He nodded at her. “What’s up with them?” 
 
    “Just a bunch of adventurers who came to Glimmervale recently and didn’t leave yet. We are obviously putting up an emergency quest to aid the guards with defense. Every single person counts,” the red-haired receptionist explained. 
 
    “That is true. We could certainly use every pair of hands,” Silvia replied while running her gaze over the gathered people. 
 
    “Alright. Let me or any of the girls know if you guys need anything. I appreciate your work.” Asterios patted Ellie’s shoulder, and they smiled at each other. 
 
    “I’m just doing whatever I can to help. Truvi is truly amazing. I don’t know when but she has already mapped the surrounding area, at least from the direction where the monsters are coming, and is currently copying the layout on the blackboard to brief everyone.” 
 
    She gestured to the side and they followed with their gazes, noticing their dwarf friend standing on top of a small step ladder and filling the black surface with notes and lines. 
 
    “Let her know not to put too much work into it. The terrain might change a lot during or even before the battle. The lush forest reduces visibility a lot. This could be a big fight so sacrificing part of it to make it safer might be a good choice,” Asterios added. 
 
    “Got it. I’ll talk to her immediately. Good luck. And be careful. All of you.” Ellie showed them one last smile then jogged away toward her colleague. 
 
    The others moved through the guild and reached Suanori’s office. After a light knock, Asterios led them inside. Besides the guildmaster, they found Grea, Imadil, Cynthia, and the trio of the elven delegation inside. 
 
    “Yo! We might actually have something here thanks to the new book!” The demon woman grinned at Asterios while waving at him. “Also, that booming voice was fucking orgasmic. Well, maybe not as orgasmic as your husky tone when you growl into my ear while pounding me inside out but it was quite close.” 
 
    All the elves exchanged glances while Asterios rolled his eyes with a small smile forcing itself onto his lips. “Please, focus, Grea. How’s the research?” 
 
    “As she said, the new book is a huge help with the cipher,” Suanori replied instead. “We made a lot of progress yesterday but we aren’t completely done.” 
 
    “We are close, though,” Imadil added. “A few texts have already been deciphered. The guys are studying them while we now focus on the grimoire.” 
 
    “I believe we should be able to close the chaotic breach but we need time.” Fievedem turned to Asterios and met his gaze. “We will also need to get near it.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Asterios answered confidently. “Just let Grea know when you are ready and she will inform me about your plans. We can talk telepathically. I’ll assure your safety during the operation too.” 
 
    “The relationships where the dick isn’t the only major benefit are just the best,” Grea commented with a wide smile. 
 
    Asterios had walked closer to the desk to check their notes as they had been speaking and reached out to cup Grea’s cheeks in his palm, raising her chin to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Behave.” He squinted his crimson eyes at the immodest demon woman. “Or I’ll have to punish you.” 
 
    Grea bit her bottom lip and gave him a faint nod. The tip of her tail wagged like crazy as she stared back at him with a lustful gaze, loving every second of Asterios firmly holding onto her cheeks high enough to bring her to her tiptoes. 
 
    After he finally released her, she gave him one more sensual glance and quickly calmed herself down. The elves dove back into the documents, and Asterios left with his two companions. They had no more time to waste and rushed right to the edge of the town, landing on the roof of the furthermost building. 
 
    As they glanced at all the preparations, a few gates opened by their sides. Miria, Selene, and Tina joined them. The knights were setting up wooden barricades with sharp spikes in front of the passages leading into the city. Ted oversaw everything and instructed the guards on how to spread evenly to cover more ground. 
 
    “The forest really hides a lot. And the night doesn’t help. Everything is so dark even though the sky is only partially clouded,” Silvia said after a moment. 
 
    “I bet he planned to release the wave somewhere around the morning but my interruption foiled his plans,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, my Lord,” Selene added. “Who knows when he would have made a mistake and caused this on his own? At least we have been warned early and are able to prepare.” 
 
    “Selene is right. We should focus on our current situation. What do you need us to do, Master?” Miria pushed herself into his side and rubbed her cheek into Ast’s. 
 
    He pecked the side of her forehead and turned to his vulpine mate while drawing the artifact sword from its sheath behind his back. 
 
    “Cull down the trees a bit. Give the soldiers more space to see the approaching monsters and fight.” 
 
    The fox lady accepted it with a respectful bow. “Your wish is my command, my Lord.” 
 
    She brought out four more tails, achieving the fifth stage of her Awakening, and jumped down. They observed Selene as she made a few steps forward to get closer to the tree line and crouched down, assuming a sword-drawing stance. Asterios could see and sense the spiritual energy gathering around her. 
 
    Then, a quick flash illuminated the surroundings for a fraction of a second and a creaking noise followed it. Selene seemingly remained unmoving during it, but he had caught her impressively quick movement, a single wide swing that had sent a cerulean arc of speeding energy ahead. The ground began shaking as countless trees fell onto the grass, revealing a huge path of tree stumps. 
 
    Selene moved into its middle with a blue flash and repeated her drawing stance. One by one, she created more squares towards the sides, making sure not to insert too much mana into the weapon and accidentally send the sharp arc too far. After less than a minute, she had cleared a lot of the forest in front of the edge of the town, creating a stump-riddled plain, and shoved the fallen trees to the far sides. 
 
    She reappeared by their side and exhaled softly, showing Asterios a dazzling smile as she returned the blade to him. “Is this satisfactory, my Lord?” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” He smiled back at her. “Though, I think we need some light too. Just to really make sure that nothing dark-skinned or dark-furred slips past us.” 
 
    “I can take care of it too, my Lord. I have the perfect technique in mind. I’ll have to stay in the eighth stage during the fight to uphold it, though. Not that it’s a problem as long as I receive some replenishment after things calm down.” She chuckled softly. 
 
    “I can offer an alternative, then,” Bryn joined in. “I should be able to light up the area and still have enough focus to put up a decent barrier in front of the buildings, and heal people whenever necessary.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of spells to keep up with,” Tina commented. “I think we should let Selene do it if she can still fight during her technique.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I couldn’t.” The fox lady smirked. “Let me deal with it while you put a stronger barrier up, Bryn. Be right back.” 
 
    Selene crouched, brought three more tails out, surrounded herself with a cerulean aura, and shot into the sky. They followed her with their gazes until she stopped in the air high above their heads. Focusing on his sight, Asterios could see her fueling her external circuits while making complex hand signs and drawing many sigils in the air. 
 
    After fifteen seconds, Selene slapped her palms together, and the loud smack echoed through the area. Her figure suddenly lit up with a pure white radiance as silence fell onto the land again. Then a deep, loud, powerful gong sounded out of nowhere, causing the air to tremble slightly as the noise traveled through the sky until it faded after about three seconds.  
 
    Right after that, though, another gong followed. Everyone turned their heads up to watch the confusing spectacle. Miria gasped and pointed at Selene. Asterios and the others noticed what she had, and their eyes widened. With each powerful sound, a shining, white globe expanded from the center of Selene’s body, growing when the noise rolled through the area and pausing during the brief moment of silence. 
 
    One echoing gong after another, they watched it swell more and more, quickly swallowing the fox lady and still increasing in size. Not that long after the first sound, the expanding sphere of bright white radiance rivaled the moon hanging in the sky in the far distance.  
 
    It was not an exaggeration to say that Selene had summoned another one, much more prominent than its original counterpart. The light emanated by the awe-inspiring ball illuminated the soon-to-be battlefield in a cold, silvery hue. Not a speck of shadow could be spotted on the prepared strip of earth. 
 
    When the noise finally stopped, Selene phased out of the fake moon and floated down to everyone. She landed on the roof and stumbled a little. Asterios was quick to catch her and lend her his own body as support. He found multiple beads of sweat on her forehead as she breathed quicker than usual. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do something like that,” he commented with a warm smile. 
 
    Selene chuckled gently and showed a proud smirk. “I made sure to put the manuals we found in Kaguya’s treasure trove to good use. Though, this particular technique might have drained me more than I expected, fufufu~” 
 
    Met with Selene’s upturned gaze, Asterios chuckled too and placed his hand on her soft cheek, pulling the mischievous fox lady into a passionate kiss, which served as her mana replenishment and well-earned reward at the same time. They pursued each other’s lips only for a moment, both aware that their time was extremely limited. Their sharpened senses could already hear the incoming stampede. 
 
    Asterios released Selene from his embrace and turned to Bryn. “Let’s get that barrier up and get ready. They are close.” 
 
    The Valkyrie nodded, her eyes briefly skipping to his lips, still slightly shining from the previous exchange under the powerful artificial moonlight, and she jumped off the roof, starting to cover the outer walls of the furthermost houses with numerous patterns. 
 
    After Bryn disappeared from everyone’s sight, they began their preparations.  
 
    Miria let out ferocious growls as her black fur climbed up her body, completely covering her limbs and partially creeping onto her stomach and shoulders while Selene circulated the regained spiritual energy through her external and internal circuits, remaining in her Awakening. 
 
    Tina finished her formations and borrowed wings from Esil again. Ori popped out of an azure gate, squeaking at her angrily, but she quickly pacified the lousy familiar by drawing from his wind magic too, bringing cerulean, swirly patterns to her visible skin, mostly on her face. Naturally, she employed the help of Firo to reinforce her body with durable scales too. 
 
    Silvia wasn’t left behind. She had grown much more accustomed to her new powers and covered her durable clothes with layers of flaming plates, creating a fiery tiara above her scarlet head. A helix of intense heat of amber color coiled around her black staff as she prepared herself to dance and summon hell upon their enemies. 
 
    “Here they come,” Asterios said, preparing his Spellslinger. “We should let Venuz—” 
 
    A powerful, rumbling and clicking noise interrupted him. Before they turned around to gaze into the city, a deafening roar shook the ground, almost knocking them off their feet. A thick pillar of condensed lightning shot into the night sky. 
 
    Then, something flashed in the direction of the main plaza and enormous sparks of lightning rolled through the streets and buildings while crackling ominously. The blue flickers passed the edge of the town and rushed outside, somehow not affecting the knights or anyone else in the slightest. 
 
    Someone screamed in shock down on the ground and Ast’s group turned their gazes toward the source. More people began to gasp and step back as something weird crawled out of the ground.  
 
    Humanoid silhouettes of weird blue energy made it to the surface. They had a scary, demonic look to them with many sharp spikes being part of their bodies, alongside sharp claws on both hands and feet, made of whitish energy instead. Marks resembling lightning strikes of the same color spread from their limbs and decorated various parts of their bodies, pulsing menacingly. Their empty eyes and sharp-fanged jaws were lit up too. 
 
    “Are those… Lightning Elementals?” Tina’s eyes turned into saucers as they stared at countless demonic shapes emerging from the ground. 
 
    ~It could get too chaotic there if I showed up myself so I’ll lend you my minions instead.~ Venuzathor’s voice boomed in Ast’s and his bonded companions’ heads. 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. “Looks like we might not even be needed here.” 
 
    Just then, a golden radiance shone on the knights close to the edge of the town, and a mesmerizing barrier of the same color rose from the ground. A moment later, Bryn landed next to them and nodded at him with a warm smile. 
 
    “Preparations complete, Master. Nothing will get through this barrier as long as I breathe.” 
 
    “Well. Let’s put this to a test, then,” he answered and they all turned towards the culled forest. 
 
    The ground rumbled as the monsters neared the town. They couldn’t yet see them directly, but the cloud of dust kicked up by the rushing beasts and the frantically shaking treeline was enough of a giveaway.  
 
    Spotting the first few beasts making it into the prepared battlefield, Asterios took a deep breath and imbued his throat with the scorching hot energy. 
 
    “For Glimmervale!”  
 
    He shouted much louder than he expected to, sending a booming wave of force around, and all the gathered people roared in unison in response. 
 
    The battle began. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39
Carnage of the Night 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miria, Selene, Silvia, please take care of the enemies on the ground,” Asterios said, moving his gaze over them. 
 
    “Leave it to us, Master!” Miria thumped her chest with her fist while showing a bright grin. 
 
    “Fufufu~ I’ve been waiting to test the eighth stage in a battle for some time already.” Selene chuckled softly and looked at the arriving monsters and beasts with a hungry gaze. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We will make sure not to let anything get past us while protecting the knights too.” Silvia smiled at him gently while spinning her staff. 
 
    “Great. In the meanwhile, Tina and I will take the skies to get rid of any flying enemies,” Asterios added while glancing at his blue-haired partner. 
 
    “Right after you.” She looked up at him with a faint trace of a blush on her rosy cheeks. 
 
    “What about me, Master?” Bryn asked with an eager expression. 
 
    “Roam around the battlefield and act according to your own judgment. If you feel like fighting directly, you are free to do so. But I would like you to assist anyone who gets hurt, considering your area of expertise,” he replied. 
 
    “Very well. I’ll keep an eye on everyone.” The golden-haired Valkyrie made a small bow and soared into the air. 
 
    “Umbra, be on the lookout too. Warn us if anything more serious approaches or if something unusual happens. Utilize your shadows to check on the elves back in the guild now and then too. Same as Bryn, feel free to enjoy the battle. I’m not trying to limit you only to pure support,” Asterios added as the shape of a black, misty raven materialized on his shoulder. 
 
    ~I do not mind. Selene’s spiritual moon inconveniences me a little on the prepared battlefield but I’ll have some fun within the woods. Call for me anytime.~ 
 
    After he disappeared, Asterios and the leftover girls turned their eyes back to the front. The few single beasts that had reached the first line of defense had been easily taken care of, and the main wave was just crossing the halfway point of the stump-filled plains. Many animalistic beasts charged forward, similar to the ones they had fought before, but the monster army was also riddled with exactly that—monsters. Various scary-looking creatures ran along the ferocious animals. 
 
    “Looks like the implosion caused the array to tap into some voidal dimensions,” Asterios commented, spotting the ominous, purple-and-black entities. “Alright. Let’s get this party started.” 
 
    He raised his right arm towards the sky, and the black blade of his Spellslinger extended out of its hidden sheath. A blood-red crystal began glowing increasingly within the circular slot and scarlet streaks surged out of it, creeping toward the edges of the entire weapon. The air around him grew heavy and tense from the accumulated spiritual energy and everyone stepped back to give Asterios some space. 
 
    After just a moment, the bright red marks spilled out of the onyx blade and violent arcs of crimson lightning danced around Ast’s figure, hitting the ground with a loud, buzzing noise. The created static caused his hair to begin standing up while his clothes fluttered from the high fluctuations of mana. As his right arm started shaking from the accumulated power, he had to support it with his left hand, holding it steadily in one place. He didn’t want to discharge the spell into something or someone by accident. 
 
    Checking the position of the monsters in the corner of his eye, he finally stopped holding back the immense surge of spiritual power and an uneven, crackling orb of scarlet lighting shot out of his extended arm like from a cannon, sending a wave of force into his surroundings. The weird projectile whizzed through the air with a deep arc, releasing high-pitched whistling noise. 
 
    Everyone on the ground followed the spell with curiosity, wondering what would happen this time. Then, the jagged sphere exploded with a bright red flash and split into two. Those two halves split again, increasing the total number of them to four. It happened again, and again, and again, covering the entire battlefield in a wide row of thirty-two scarlet spheres of sparkling energy like some elaborate fireworks. 
 
    Finally, after the last division, all of the multiplied projectiles exploded once more at the same time. Each of them launched twelve rays of crimson, crackling energy which arced toward the ground at a different pace. They fell onto the rushing monsters one by one, blasting groups of incoming enemies into oblivion as the earth shook from the mighty impact of almost four hundred cascading blasts.  
 
    The soldiers stared at the spectacle in awe and astonishment. A single spell from their lord wiped out about three-fourths of the visible monster army in a blink. The powerful noise of the explosions still echoed around them for a good few seconds after the last one took place. The men and women roared in joy again and clashed with the remaining opponents which had luckily managed to survive the attack. 
 
    “High-quality Runic Chips are something else.” Asterios whistled. “We gotta give it to Endymion, I don’t think Scarlet Curtain had this many explosions.” 
 
    “It was so beautiful and eerie yet so scary and devastating at the same time,” Silvia commented with an amazed expression. 
 
    “We better work hard if we want to catch up to Master’s kill count.” Miria giggled and flashed them a smile. “I’m taking second place!” 
 
    Still laughing to herself, the energetic panthergirl jumped off the roof and plunged to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Selene smirked and lunged after her, causing a small blast of spiritual energy. 
 
    “Since when was this a competition?” Tina raised a brow at Asterios. 
 
    He chuckled and shrugged at her. “No idea but let’s not get left behind.” 
 
    Silvia and Tina exchanged nods with Asterios while smiling warmly at each other and followed after the beastfolk girls, joining their assigned positions. 
 
    Miria obviously made it to the fight first and immediately sliced through numerous beasts and monsters with her sharpened shortswords, using her activated bloodline to dash from place to place faster than they could perceive. Not that it was even necessary since her opponents paid her no attention until she caused them any injury, which was already too late for them as Miria assumed the policy of one hit, one kill. 
 
    She danced and spun around with a big smile on her adorable face. Every step she took was followed by a light thud of a falling body belonging to one of her opponents. Her sharpening techniques had grown unbelievably strong over time, and her heightened senses from the partial transformation allowed her to strike with pinpoint accuracy and precision. It was almost effortless for her to hit the most efficient points on each beast’s body. 
 
    Suddenly, all her hair and fur covering her body stood up to attention and she jumped backward. Right after, a giant, ethereal palm of light blue slammed into the ground in front of her, smashing the poor monsters underneath it into a paste, leaving a shallow handprint in the earth after disappearing. She glanced up and spotted floating Selene with a mischievous grin curling the fox lady’s lips. 
 
    “Not fair! These were mine!” Miria complained with a frustrated whine. 
 
    Selene chuckled and waved her hand, sending a bunch of spiritual javelins into the monstrous crowd. “It’s a free-for-all, isn’t it?” 
 
    The ground began trembling again, much weaker this time, and they turned towards the edge of the forest. Something big was making its way toward them and Miria immediately launched herself forward, not wanting to miss the opportunity. 
 
    She reached the source of the powerful stomping just as it stepped into the artificial clearing, revealing itself as a huge elephant-like monster of obsidian skin, purple glowing eyes, and three heads. It was on par with the tallest trees and its legs were thicker than any of them. But she didn’t let it intimidate her and continued her advance. 
 
    Arriving in front of it, Miria dug her heels into the ground and sliced the monster’s powerful leg with both blades, easily cutting into its flesh with her Mana Coating. The ominous elephant bellowed in pain and dropped to one knee. In an instant, she was next to one of its three trunks and sank one blade into the tube-like appendage. 
 
    The monster howled again and whipped its hurt trunk up with a lot of force, launching the still attached panthergirl high into the sky. Miria sent Asterios a quick flash of her perspective and she didn’t even have to mention her intentions as she felt a spiritual platform forming under her feet when she flipped herself upside down in the air. 
 
    Crouching on the solid surface, she crossed her dual blades in front of her and let out a powerful roar while launching herself off it. Her body quickly assumed a spinning motion and she shot toward the elephant’s skull at a sharp angle. She struck her target true and drilled through the monster’s head and the rest of its body with barely any resistance, plunging into the ground underneath it. Her opponent wobbled on its thick legs and fell to the side with a mighty thud. 
 
    Miria whipped her head around to get rid of the blood in her hair and glanced up at her vulpine friend again. 
 
    “That still counts as one.” Selene snorted at her. 
 
    The cheerful panthergirl clicked her tongue, but before she could reply, numerous yowls and screeches of pain captured their attention. Turning around, they spotted three massive tornadoes of pure amber fire rolling around a specific point of the battlefield, scorching everything on their path to literal ash. A figure of a dancing, scarlet-haired woman flashed in the middle between them each time one of the merciless cyclones passed by, sucking in more helpless monsters into their embrace. 
 
    “Magic is cheating!” Miria groaned as Selene chuckled at the beautiful spectacle before flying away to rejoin the fight. 
 
    ~Come here. I’ll give you a hand.~ Ast’s voice echoed in her head, and she perked back up almost instantly. 
 
    Quickly locating her beloved master in the sky, she sheathed her weapons and shifted into her panther form to sprint toward Asterios. Moving between the rushing monsters like a blur, she reached him at the same time as he descended to the ground to meet her. 
 
    “Stay like this. I have an idea,” Asterios instructed her, and Miria growled softly in anticipation. 
 
    While he hastily carved some sigils and patterns in the grass, she mauled a few passing beasts with her claws and sharp fangs. Soon, he recalled her to him and traced some more lines and symbols over her fur. She could see the light crimson glow coming from her back. 
 
    “Alright. Worst case scenario, half of this is going to work. The other half is more of a thought experiment after considering how you can kind of magically change shapes,” Asterios said, patting her feline head a few times. “Here we go. It might feel weird for a moment.” 
 
    Miria growled in response to let him know that she didn’t mind and the array under her paws lit up too. Asterios slapped his hands together and she began experiencing a slightly uncomfortable prickling sensation all over her body, even on the inside. She noticed a trace of the familiar black mist appearing around her before she had to close her eyes to focus on bearing with the unusual experience. 
 
    After what felt like long, unpleasant minutes of her body tingling and twisting, everything finally stopped. 
 
    “Damn. That’s way more than I would have thought.” Ast’s voice reached her ears from the side. 
 
    But the weird thing was, it had come not just from the side, which felt somehow farther than before, but also kind of from below. She opened her eyes, turned her head towards the source, and immediately frowned in confusion. As much as she could in her panther form, of course. 
 
    A miniature version of Asterios stood next to her humongous paw. He could literally use it as a sofa if he wanted, resting on its furry surface comfortably. Raising it slightly up, she could squash him easily too. The weird sight made her very perplexed. 
 
    ~Why did you make yourself small, Master?~ Miria asked, cutely tilting her head to the side. 
 
    He chuckled and made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “Look around.” 
 
    She did as instructed and gasped mentally. It wasn’t that Asterios had gotten smaller, it was she who had gotten big. Her body was now as tall as the tree line, rivaling the elephant monster she had felled not that long ago. She could literally peek over the crowns full of leaves.  
 
    Spotting many small and tiny monsters running around the battlefield, she got an urge to roar and did exactly that. An immense shockwave exploded from her position, bending the nearby trees in half as the force of her voice rolled over the plain. Even the mind-controlled beasts stopped dead in their tracks for a second. 
 
    “And now, let’s make you prettier,” Asterios said after the echoing noise faded away. 
 
    Something flashed bright red, and with a loud whoosh, Miria’s entire panther body lit up in crimson flames, just like her fur had in the past during one of Ast’s techniques. She looked herself over in wonder before turning her head back to Asterios. 
 
    Spotting his wide smile, she gave his small figure a mighty lick, almost toppling him as he chuckled at her action, overcame with pure joy and happiness. 
 
    “Enough!” Asterios laughed and pushed her giant muzzle away. “Go. You have quite some catching up to do. And don’t transform back until you are done. The spell will definitely fade away when you do, so don’t expect to turn into a giant.” 
 
    ~Thank you, Master! I love you so much!~ 
 
    Miria spun around, lowered her posture, and leaped forward, crossing almost half of the battlefield. An enormous panther of pure crimson flames suddenly pounced on a group of completely unaware beasts and began tearing them into shreds while releasing ferocious, booming growls. The soldiers watching her go cheered merrily at the deadly sight. 
 
    “So, you grew wings now, huh?” 
 
    An unexpected voice reached Ast’s ears from behind, somewhat familiar but he wasn’t exactly sure how. Turning around, he found the figure of a warrior woman wielding a greatsword with dark brown hair woven into a ponytail cleaving through some poor wolf. 
 
    “Rudy?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Oh, so you still remember me?” The woman chuckled heartily. “Hiya, handsome. Long time no see, right?” 
 
    Asterios was mildly surprised to see his old friend right next to him. A quick look around allowed him to spot the rest of Rudy’s team scattered over the battlefield, now that he knew what he was looking for. Tesser and Douhlim fought their own small battles amongst the soldiers and a bunch of other adventurers he had seen in the guild earlier. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked, stabbing a running horse-shaped monstrosity with his armblade as it passed by. 
 
    “Fighting, what else?” Rudy laughed openly with a wide smile. “Can’t miss a good party, can we?” 
 
    Asterios shook his head and chuckled too. “You know exactly what I meant.” 
 
    “Eh, details.” She spun around and wounded a few more beasts on her path. “We can talk more after the fun time is over, but basically, we heard that Glimmervale gained a new lord whose name was suspiciously similar to a person we are familiar with, so the boys and I decided to give it a check and showed up literally around this evening. We didn’t expect you to throw us such a nice welcoming party, though.” 
 
    “You are welcome,” he answered with a smirk. 
 
    Rudy shot him a grin and grunted, swinging her heavy sword to the side. “Alright. Talk to ya later. Both of us have places to be right now. See ya!” 
 
    The muscular woman threw a sloppy salute at him and sped away to join one of her friends. 
 
    Asterios shook his head again with a small smile, flapped his wings to launch himself into the air, and joined Tina, who had just cut two Wyverns in half with her incredible water scythe by spinning vertically. She flicked her hair aside with her free hand after finishing and locked gazes with Asterios, blushing lightly. 
 
    No more flying monsters or beasts came their way yet so they observed the battlefield together. Countless creatures rushed into the plain they had created. Their numbers were seemingly unending. It looked like one giant flood spilling out of the forest. 
 
    But, that flood crashed right into the almighty and powerful women standing proudly against it.  
 
    Selene’s abilities were perfect to take care of multiple opponents and the shining fox lady rained technique after technique on the poor entities. Each of her punches or kicks, boosted by spiritual energy, carved craters, holes, tunnels, and corridors in the ground, pulverizing anything standing in their path. Various swords, blades, spheres, and other projectiles made of cerulean mana swung around her and finished the leftover opponents the other techniques missed. 
 
    Silvia was not that far after her when it came to devastating power. The fiery princess’ spells and abilities burned entire clusters of monsters each time she cast something. Her three tornadoes kept circling her position whenever she moved, giving her enough peace of mind to focus on dancing and preparing other attacks undisturbed. Just now, she finished another spell and a giant head of a True Dragon made of pure amber fire peeked out of a glowing formation, breathing orange hellfire on her enemies, drowning them in a sea of flames. 
 
    Now buffed by Asterios, Miria also left a lot of scorched ground behind herself, pouncing and rolling around her own part of the battlefield. Each swipe of her impressive claws sent violent arcs of crimson flames forward, slicing through rows of enemies. Her jumps caused explosions of fire to spread in circles, pulsing repeatedly for a good few seconds afterward. Of course, she still swiped and tore the monsters with her natural weapons, enlarged to be even more impressive and deadly. 
 
    Bryn followed her role and circled above their forces, throwing a simple shielding spell at a man or woman in danger, or diving down to aid the injured soldiers with her Healing Magic. As she had said, her golden barrier was impenetrable. The few beasts that had managed to sneak close to it couldn’t do anything against the solid wall of spiritual energy no matter how strongly they attacked. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Asterios and Tina handled the sky without any issues too. The number of flying enemies was much lower but they usually were slightly bigger and more dangerous. But, the blue-haired Summoner lady handled herself better than well, utilizing her strengths to their full potential. And, paired with her beloved, she danced in the air with pure glee and happiness as they assisted each other, coordinating their attacks perfectly, thanks to the deep bond they shared. Most of the time, Asterios could leave the beasts to her and focus on supporting the others with various techniques. 
 
    Naturally, the girls weren’t the only ones fighting this small war. The guards and soldiers dealt with their own opponents bravely too. Thanks to the culling commenced by Ast’s companions, they could fight more confidently. Their new, freshly enhanced gear straight after professional and meticulous maintenance certainly played a big role in their performance too. Literally, everyone was more than happy to slash, stab, or smack their enemies with their extremely sharp and durable weapons. It was pure joy to use them. 
 
    Among them, Venuzathor’s minions wreaked chaos in the enemy’s ranks. The frightening Lightning Elementals launched themselves after the beasts and monsters with pure, animalistic ferocity, using their glowing white claws of both their hands and feet to tear their opponents to shreds while releasing various screeching and ominous noises. They bit, swiped, stabbed, and ripped everything in sight. They didn’t lack magic either, often using various simple lightning-based spells or just covering their limbs with a shocking layer of crackling energy. They knew no fear and lived for only one goal, to pulverize their enemies. 
 
    Now and then, a black spike or two shot out of the monsters’ and beasts’ shadows, piercing their vital organs, which usually resulted in the death of their owners. Umbra mostly preyed on the poor creatures deep in the forest, where no one could see him sinisterly suck all the life and spiritual energy out of his prey, but he still assisted the main forces whenever he felt like it. He appreciated the chance to fully let go without having to worry about holding back. The people near the town could only feel some ominous energy coming from his direction, unaware of what was happening in the shadow-filled forest. 
 
    Asterios slotted a new token into his Spellslinger and activated the mid-tier spell. Brown energy formed the shape of a crossbow-sized bow over his blade and he drew the spiritual string back. Letting it go, he launched a quick arc of mana at the nearby Jade-Skinned Gargoyle. The spinning disc decapitated the creature and he repeated the motion against three more of its kind. Right after he was done, the Runic Chip cracked and was pushed out of the slot with a whizz of pressurized air. 
 
    “There’s literally no end to them,” Tina commented after arriving next to his side, flapping her magnificent wings to hang still in the air. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been afraid of after seeing that huge, chaotic gate. Who knows how much contaminated mana the formation absorbed in the years of its existence.” Asterios sighed. “Thankfully, the ritual doesn’t seem to be strong enough to control more powerful entities or we would be in much more trouble.” 
 
    “It’s already incredible that we can hold out against an entire stampede on our own. The town doesn’t even have walls but it’s not like it needs them with Bryn present. I’m sure that this battle will birth many tales and legends considering the perspectives of normal people and soldiers watching it unfold from the sidelines.” 
 
    “Who knows?” He chuckled. “We certainly need the walls just in case we won’t be around. I’m sure our parents will take good care of them with Imadil and Cynthia.” 
 
    ~Hey. I think we might be ready to have a try at it.~ Grea’s voice echoed in their heads. 
 
    Asterios and Tina shared a look and he smiled at her. “Great. Let’s wrap it up and get back to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40
Knocking on the Void’s Door 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Asterios and Tina finished off the few remaining beasts heading their way, he looked around the battlefield. 
 
    ~Bryn, do you think you could take care of the sky too while we are gone?~ he asked everyone through the bond he shared with his companions. 
 
    ~It should be of no issue, Master,~ the Valkyrie responded immediately. 
 
    ~I’ll lend you a hand if you need it,~ Selene joined in. ~Miria and Silvia are doing great on the ground so it shouldn’t be a problem for me to split my attention a little bit.~ 
 
    ~Yep! Leave it to us, Master!~ the panthergirl added cheerfully. 
 
    ~Thanks, everyone. Selene, let Silvia know about the change. She isn’t able to hear us yet. I’ll head with Tina to the guild and then most likely to the breach. Have fun but don’t drop your guard,~ Asterios wrapped up their mental conversation. 
 
    But Selene’s teasing chuckle actually prolonged it for a moment later. ~Yet?~ 
 
    ~Not now.~ He and Tina exchanged soft smiles. ~We can talk about it anytime later but I’m pretty sure all of you are aware that I enjoy hanging around our princess quite a bit.~ 
 
    Miria’s giggle echoed in their minds. ~I can’t wait for Silvia to join us!~ 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a faint sigh and flew towards the town with Tina by his side. Bryn immediately took their place, and they could see their gorgeous friend envelop the head of her staff with golden energy, creating a beautiful and deadly ethereal blade alongside its edges, turning it into something akin to a fusion of a fancy spear and glaive. 
 
    In a flash, the Summoner duo arrived in front of the Adventurer’s Guild and dropped to the ground. They walked inside with a quick step. The main hall was pretty much empty, save for a few adventurers who didn’t look confident enough in helping with fighting. Not every single one had to play an offensive role even partially. 
 
    Sharing a nod with Truvi, who they spotted behind one of the reception counters, they headed upstairs and reached the guildmaster’s office. With a sound knock, Asterios led them into the room, and everyone turned their eyes to them. Grea literally buzzed as she trotted close to the duo and threw herself at him. 
 
    “We got it! I’m sure of it!” she announced again, stealing a quick kiss from his lips. “Let’s get rid of that abomination once and for all!” 
 
    “Amazing. I knew you could do it.” He stole one back and set Grea down next to him, glancing at the elves. “What do we have to do?” 
 
    Fievedem stepped forward. “First of all, we need to get there, but I don’t think that will be an issue with your abilities.” 
 
    Suanori made a heavy sigh, capturing Ast’s attention, and he sent her a reassuring smile after their gazes met. She nodded, trying to respond with a more confident expression. 
 
    “After that, we have two options,” Imadil continued after the elf woman. “Technically, it’s three, but two of them are equally dangerous.” 
 
    “One and two, we destroy the circle or overload the fissure,” Cynthia took over. “Then three, the safest but also the most complex one, we try to add a few parts to the spiritual array, based on the documentation we’ve been able to decipher, and hope it shuts off without blowing up half of the surrounding area.” 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin while thinking. “I assume we are fairly confident in going with the third option, right?” 
 
    The Summoner lady delegated by the queen nodded at him. “After learning about some of the finer details of this ritual, I should be able to take care of it. The process requires my undivided focus, though, so I will need all the protection we can muster while doing my part.” 
 
    “Which might be a little bit troublesome considering that we’ll be working right next to a giant pit spewing out dozens of monsters,” Suanori added. 
 
    “Maybe it would be if we didn’t have him.” Grea grinned impishly while running her hand over Ast’s jawline. “And his strong mates, of course. Not to discredit all those badass girls.” 
 
    Giving his flirty professor a tug on her slim tail where no one could see it, Asterios made Grea’s eyes widen briefly before her eyelids fell halfway in an expression of pure yearning. 
 
    “I like the vote of confidence but let’s not get too rash,” he berated her while kneading that tender appendage within his fingers. “Let’s get to it, then. The faster we can close it, the safer it’s going to be for the others at the frontlines. Do you need to gather anything?” 
 
    “I already asked Umbra to fetch a few things for us, so we are good to go.” Grea bit on her bottom lip but quickly turned a bit more serious. “Anyone?” 
 
    All the people in the room shook their heads and Umbra materialized over Ast’s shoulder. He brought Asterios and Suanori to the vicinity of the crater first so that Tina and Grea could join him quickly through a gate. Then, the others were brought to them in pairs too. A moment later, they stood together at the back of the huge hole, watching as many monsters climbed or flew out of it. 
 
    “I’ll begin immediately. Please, watch over me in the meanwhile.” Fievedem shot Asterios a glance and moved closer to the edge with her two escorts. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll need to do much,” Suanori said soon after the trio left. “These creatures pay no attention to anything that isn’t on their path to Glimmervale.” 
 
    Just in case, everyone kept a close eye on the woman and the two other elves. The men tidied up the ground around the edge of the crater from debris and used some kind of a liquid solution to burn away the remaining grass, uncovering the dark brown earth underneath it. She, in turn, drew intricate patterns over the prepared surface, slowly moving clockwise around the pit’s rim. 
 
    Asterios could tell that those were purely elven and did share some similarities with the sigils and lines they had seen in the magical circle down in the cavern. Fievedem’s drawings were clearly much more precise and mystical. They had definitely analyzed enough information to interfere with the chaotic formation, but she surely was an even bigger expert at Summoning Magic developed in her homeland than he had first assumed, perhaps being a person of much more importance too. 
 
    And that person had immediately knelt in front of Imadil. 
 
    But it was not the time to ponder over such things. As Suanori had said, the monsters didn’t care about anything they were doing around the hole, and Fievedem soon covered over half of the circle. Unfortunately, she stopped at that point, and everyone walked closer to the trio. 
 
    “I won’t be able to continue with them pouring out like this. We can solidify the patterns after finishing the circuit but before that, the monsters could break them while crossing the lines,” she explained. 
 
    “Then we have to stop them. At least for as long as you need to finish,” Tina replied. “Let me try.” 
 
    Asterios nodded after she looked at him and pulled her in for a gentle kiss. Tina enjoyed their brief, loving exchange while also receiving some more of Ast’s scorching hot mana. She pulled away with a shy smile and a faint flush on her charming face. Giving Asterios one last warm glance, she sauntered towards the cliff with a little bounce in her step. 
 
    Arriving at the edge, she took a deep breath and brought Hydran forth, forming a thick pole in her hands. Focusing mana on it, sharing the energy with her familiar, she held it up for a few seconds. After it began spinning much more ferociously, she shouted loudly and shoved the butt of the swirling staff into the ground. 
 
    Water rushed to the sides like two rolling waves, just short of the patterns in front of it. After circling the crater, they smashed into each other, and Tina twisted her spiritual weapon. The low hedge of crystal-clear liquid surged upwards and soon covered the entire hole with a thick dome of violent water, trapping the monsters inside. 
 
    Grea cheered and everyone looked at Tina’s spell in awe. The elves were going to continue their work but stopped after a splash reached their ears. While most of the beasts couldn’t do anything against the swirling barrier, the occasional, more durable creatures pushed themselves into it as if their life depended on it, hurting themselves in the process to an astonishing degree, but also creating small gaps in the liquid wall. Through those, some smaller beasts could possibly slip outside for as long as the disruptors weren’t torn to shreds. 
 
    It looked like Tina couldn’t do that much to the barrier after it had been erected so Suanori jumped in to help her without a second of hesitation. The guildmaster trailed the tip of her wooden staff in the air, creating many glowing sigils of green color, and hit the ground with its butt. 
 
    Immediately, countless thorny vines shot out of the mud all around the spinning obstruction and crisscrossed each other above its surface. In just a few seconds, a durable and sharp net covered the liquid dome, additionally reinforcing it. 
 
    But, while clearly very effective, it still wasn’t completely failsafe. Asterios and the others could take care of the few small monsters that would make it through, and they would be extremely wounded at that point too, but any chances of something breaching the patterns they had laid down were not welcome. 
 
    After running his gaze over the people gathered around the chasm, he sighed softly.  
 
    “How long do you need to connect the ends?” he asked the elf Summoner. 
 
    “A minute, two at worst,” Fievedem answered. 
 
    “Alright. Doable.” Asterios nodded to himself. “I have an idea. I’m going to stop them completely for that time but under one condition. You have to swear an oath not to divulge anything you will see to anyone, especially the queen.” 
 
    She frowned at him slightly and he could tell that she was going to ask for an explanation, but Imadil stepped closer and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Just do as he says. He’s a trustworthy person. The two of us already did it.” 
 
    His words seemed to shock Fievedem, but she nodded at the man. She and the two other elves made a similar oath as the father and daughter duo, turning to look at Asterios after they were finished. 
 
    “Thank you. Now, can I destroy those vines, or will it hurt you, Suanori?” he asked the guildmaster. 
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll be fine,” she grunted while upkeeping her concentration on the spell. 
 
    “Perfect. If you can, bring out some more. I’ll have Tina cancel her dome before I get to my own thing. It’s not too compatible with what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Right after the last word left his lips, he closed his eyes, relayed his plan to his blue-haired lover, and reached for a lot of the scorching hot energy. A wave of pleasant yet fierce warmth hit everyone as a crimson aura burst out of him. The elf trio gasped when draconic wings, horns, and tail came into existence at various parts of his body. Tough, crimson scales surfaced on some spots over Ast’s skin, and his hands were completely covered by them. 
 
    Opening his ferocious, glowing eyes of pure crimson, he regarded the elves with one more look and launched himself into the sky with a powerful flap of his wings. After reaching the desired position above Tina’s water barrier, more or less in the center of the giant hole, he began drawing an immense breath while giving her the signal to drop the technique. 
 
    Everyone could hear him strongly suck in more air than his lungs should technically have been able to store as the swirling dome receded to the ground. Grea was literally shaking from excitement, bouncing on the soles of her feet, and they looked at her weirdly. 
 
    But then, they all understood. 
 
    The entire area was suddenly illuminated in a deep crimson shade as a ferocious hellfire of the same color burst out of Ast’s mouth. Loud noise and hum of powerful, surging flames filled their ears as the relentless inferno burned the viny net into ashes in less than a blink and rolled down the wide chasm, covering its entire diameter. Screams, screeches, yelps, and other sounds of pain echoed through the air as all the rushing creatures suffered the same fate. 
 
    Noticing that the three elves were utterly stunned and flabbergasted, Grea gave Fievedem a juicy smack on the ass to force her out of her stupor. The Summoner woman shook her head and immediately went to continue the formation with her helpers, trying her best not to be bothered by the intense flames raining down from the sky right ahead of her. Thankfully, the heat was somewhat bearable, which seemed to be quite a curious thing considering that the insides of the crater sizzled with scorched and melted flesh. 
 
    Not a single creature managed to come out of the bright and utterly deadly flames during the time Fievedem took to draw the remaining patterns. She gave her best, not wanting to test if Asterios really could breathe fire for as long as he had said. Finishing in just over a minute, she hastily made the array permanent and backed off with the other two. 
 
    Tina let Asterios know that things were finished, and he gradually withdrew his fire. He was nearing his limits, so he was thankful for her assistance. After the last spurt of flames left his throat, the surrounding forest returned to its natural, dark shade of the night. Everyone stared at the bright red, melted walls of the vertical tunnel in astonishment. 
 
    He flew down to join them on the ground while coughing lightly. Tina and Grea quickly ran up to him and began patting his back as he chuckled and did his best to let out all the black smoke still occupying his lungs and throat. 
 
    “I thought I had it under control now, but I guess breathing fire for an entire minute is still a bit over my current capabilities,” Asterios commented with a wry smile. 
 
    More screeches and yelps reached their ears, and he took a peek over the edge with the two women by his side. 
 
    “The earth is still hot and will inconvenience them a lot, but they are climbing up again,” Tina said. “Plus, flying types won’t be bothered. What now? Can we close it?” 
 
    Fievedem shook her head. “Not from here. We need to get under that giant portal, to the core formation, and do the rest through it. Otherwise, the chances of failure are much greater, and that means another explosion.” 
 
    “Didn’t it get blasted when the array imploded?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “I guess you haven't seen too many summoning circles blow up, have you?” She showed a rare, faint smile. “The energy can surge out causing a frontal, reverse, spheroidal, tectonic, or planar implosion. Only the last two have a high chance of damaging the array while the rest takes place almost fully around it. Judging by this pit, we definitely are dealing with the frontal implosion, the most common one.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, super fascinating, for sure, but we have practice to carry out instead of discussing theory,” Grea inserted herself into the conversation, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “If you want to follow up with your lecture, I’m sure Ast would gladly be up for some personal lessons. Hell, I would love to watch or join in too.” 
 
    He bonked her on the head while chuckling. “Albeit very crass, she isn’t wrong. I’m always happy to learn more, especially since the academy’s resources weren’t infinite. But, as she is also right, we need to finish—” 
 
    The ground suddenly shook strongly, interrupting Asterios. He hastily wrapped his arms around Grea’s and Tina’s waists and took off before they fell over the edge. Everyone took a few steps away from the pit and he set the two women down in a safe area before flying over the ominous opening once more. 
 
    “Uhhh… Grea? Fievedem? What are the chances that my flames went through the breach?” 
 
    The elf woman’s forehead furrowed a little. “I’m… not sure, actually. Thinking logically, it shouldn’t be possible for anything like that to pass, but these flames felt…” 
 
    “But considering your condition, anything goes, really,” the mischievous demon lady continued after her and raised a brow at him. “Why?” 
 
    “I think someone didn’t like that.” 
 
    A powerful howl made the air shiver as it rolled out of the tunnel and echoed in the distance. Then, a huge, thick arm of light gray color reached out of the swirling, purple rift, sinking the fingers of its hand into the slowly cooling earth. Another one popped right up and grabbed the other side of the crater, clearly announcing that whatever was making its way out of the chaotic portal, was big enough to spread its limbs across the entire hole. 
 
    After a giant canine head resembling a terrifying jackal poked out of the gate, locking its glowing yellow eyes on Asterios high in the air with a ferocious snarl, he instantly turned to the people on the ground. 
 
    “Tina! Get them to the hidden entrance! Now! And call Umbra to your side just to be safe!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts! This thing is clearly locked on me! Go!” 
 
    With a strained line over her lips, she nodded obediently and began herding everyone toward the direction of the secret tunnel. Asterios noticed Umbra’s shadow joining hers and smiled to himself. But that smile didn’t last long as another bone-chilling howl rumbled through the crater. 
 
    The humongous creature was halfway up now, and he could see it in most of its glory. It had a humanoid figure of massive size. There was no doubt that it could easily close its fist around Asterios and still have some room to spare. Its light gray body was furless but covered by what looked like jagged, natural plates of rock armor. A lot of it was chipped or decorated with impressive claw marks. 
 
    Passing the half point, it lowered its posture and tensed its visible muscles. Asterios knew exactly what was coming and hastily pushed himself aside, flying towards the land. The gigantic jackal launched itself out of the hole and landed on the ground on all fours with a powerful thud. Rising to its hind legs like a person, it growled at Asterios viciously, its ominous shape extending far over the tree line. 
 
    “Yeah… I guess a simple apology will do no good here…” He smiled wryly after seeing its ravenous expression. 
 
    Worried about damaging the patterns they had worked so hard to prepare, Asterios flapped his wings and flew away from the chasm. Looking over his shoulder, he was glad to see the canine giant following him while dashing forward on all fours again. There was no way of resolving it peacefully anymore. 
 
    Moving far enough from the now obliterated hill, he stopped and faced the monster. Before it got to him, he hastily flew higher, using his wings to his advantage to observe and analyze his opponent before it engaged him. 
 
    But Asterios didn’t get to watch the jackal for long as it was fast to come up with a countermeasure. 
 
    The massive monster snarled, starting to growl, and hunched forward. The jagged rocks over its back began growing in size, soon creating a sharp spike. After it grew in size enough, the beast grabbed it and broke it off, drawing one leg to the back. 
 
    With a powerful swing, it hurled the rough javelin at Asterios strong enough for the wave of force released by its throw to bend the nearby trees, breaking a few. Since its intentions had been very obvious from the moment it had picked the projectile, Asterios managed to prepare himself and dodged out of the way. The big spike disappeared in the night sky, flying who knew how far. 
 
    “I can’t have you do that repeatedly. You might hit something important by accident,” he muttered to himself and unsheathed the artifact sword, starting to fill it with mana. “Let’s see how tough you are.” 
 
    Brandishing his weapon at the monster, Asterios supplied his wings and organs with some more energy and shot forward with a thud. The jackal swung its massive arm to intercept him, but he ducked under it and sliced into the unarmored skin of its armpit.  
 
    His sword did penetrate the thick, leather-like layer, leaving a long but shallow wound on its surface. Unfortunately, considering its humongous size, it seemed no more than a scratch. Even if he plunged his blade deep into its body, he would have to aim for vulnerable zones, which were all covered by additional plates of tough stone or something similar. 
 
    Avoiding another slash aimed at him, Asterios did a roll and increased his distance again. He felt like a fly in front of the canine giant. Or a mosquito. Felling it would certainly require something with much more penetrative power. Or power in general.  
 
    He had a few decent spells stored in his Runic Chips, so he wasn’t completely out of options. He could also stall the enemy for as long as Fievedem needed to disable the summoning circle, the girls to clear up most of the remaining monsters, and then reach him, but there was always a chance that the monster would grow bored of trying to chase after him. 
 
    Looking at his artifact blade, Asterios recalled its unusual behavior back in the town and was just going to reenact that scene when a voice reached him. 
 
    “Ast!” 
 
    The jackal’s sharp, pointy ears twitched, and they both turned their gazes to the side. A scarlet-haired woman in a black battle uniform ran into a more open spot between the trees. 
 
    Asterios immediately launched himself towards her, doing so shortly before the monster. Pushing his wings to their limits, he reached her first and snatched her from the ground moments before the giant dropped on the girl with its massive body. Carrying Silvia in his arms, he flew up again, watching his opponent for any signs of it hurling more javelins at them. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked in mild confusion. 
 
    “Gods, it’s huge…” the princess commented as her amber eyes widened slightly, then turned her face to match his. “Tina told the others that you are facing a powerful, unknown enemy alone and they told me to leave the battlefield to them so I came to help you as quickly as I could.” 
 
    “I guess I could use a hand or two.” Asterios chuckled quietly and she showed a gentle smile. “Care for one more dance, Princess?” 
 
    “With pleasure.” Silvia’s smile bloomed a little. “Let’s finish it quickly and get back to the others.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41
Perfect Match 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios tightened his grasp on Silvia and spun to the side. A sharp javelin of dark gray rock whooshed by them, and he quickly changed directions by strongly flapping his draconic wings and twisting his body, avoiding another one.  
 
    The giant jackal was certainly a crafty opponent with at least a bit of brain and not all just brawn. Launching a second projectile shortly after the first to catch its target in the middle of dodging was commendable. Thankfully, Asterios had been able to notice it preparing that tactic, ready to react in time. 
 
    “This will be a bit tough,” he said, watching their opponent attentively. “I can’t really let you down or it will get to you in an instant.” 
 
    Silvia sighed softly. “I really need to work harder and catch up to Father. I can’t use my magic to casually fly yet.” 
 
    “Right. He did seem to be able to hover in the air when we were dealing with the situation in Dagger’s End,” Asterios mused to himself. 
 
    “He achieved a high level of control over his spiritual energy that allows him to heat up the air around his body enough for it to uphold his weight. It’s still a bit more than I can handle at the current moment,” she explained. 
 
    “That's a quite sensitive piece of information you have shared with me, Princess. Are you really sure it’s fine to reveal your father’s potential weakness just like that, for me to potentially abuse?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “And will you abuse it?” Silvia turned her face to meet his eyes and smiled gently. “Because I don’t think you would. Unless the two of you entered a duel or something, I guess, but then, anything goes, really.” 
 
    “I appreciate the trust, then,” Asterios replied with a soft smile too. “I promise not to betray it ever. Now, let us focus on the task at hand. I have an idea.” 
 
    Lowering his left arm, which held Silvia’s legs, he allowed them to fall and hang down alongside his body, still holding the princess snugly to his chest. He helped her quickly turn to the front and set her heels on his shoes. Shortly after that, his clothes fluttered with dark crimson flames, and Silvia let out a quiet gasp as the fire rolled up them both. 
 
    The tiny flames faded away as quickly as they had appeared and revealed a few additional pieces of clothing. Black leather belts with dark silver buckles tied Silvia to Asterios. A bunch of them locked their legs together, and three bigger ones affirmed her torso to his body, below her chest. She could still freely move everything from her shoulders up. 
 
    “Amazing. I didn’t know you could do that,” Silvia whispered in awe. 
 
    “Neither did I, but technically, I just wanted to alter my attire a bit, and it seemed to work. These clothes are made of spiritual energy, in the end.” He chuckled and made a few motions with his legs and entire body. “Is this somewhat comfortable?” 
 
    “It’s perfect. Don’t worry about me. Just do your thing and I’ll do my best to assist you with my magic,” she replied with a confident nod. 
 
    “Can you make it work without your dancing?” Asterios asked curiously, noticing that the huge monster started preparing something new. 
 
    “Dancing is just a form of casting, as you know very well, which suits me the most. I’m not completely hopeless without it. Especially with you by my side,” Silvia answered, also focused on the jackal. 
 
    “Yeah. I can feel it too. There’s nothing around that we have to worry about destroying so let’s see what our bloodlines can achieve together.” 
 
    Before their opponent had a chance to hurl something new at them—a huge piece of sharp rock that resembled a boomerang—he spun around his own axis and pushed himself forward with a small explosion of air. Silvia summoned her staff from her storage ring and gripped it strongly as they flew toward the monster.  
 
    Successfully deceiving it with his initial direction, Asterios dove under its other armpit than he had initially aimed for, easily making it out of the way of the awkward swing coming at them. Stabbing his heated sword into the jackal’s skin, he circled the humanoid beast while heading lower and lower over its torso.  
 
    Meanwhile, Silvia whispered an incantation of her own and blazing javelins of amber fire materialized right behind the path they made. Ast’s blade scraped against the stone armor and tough skin in turns until they reached the monster’s pelvis and had to back off before getting smacked by its big hand like an annoying insect. 
 
    The moment he got out of its reach, Silvia twirled her staff twice and raised it to the sky with a shout. The flaming spears awaiting orders finally received their instructions, and they all crashed into the jackal’s figure like tens of fiery stakes. It whined in pain as a few of them hit the shallow cuts Asterios had left on its skin, scorching its vulnerable inner flesh a little. 
 
    “A good attempt but nothing more than some surface wounds,” he commented with a sigh. 
 
    “I know. It’s not easy to prepare things on the fly. Too bad we can’t share thoughts like you can with the other girls. That could be useful,” she replied calmly. 
 
    “Well, we have to work with what we have. I’d like for Umbra to remain where he is and aid the rest of our forces unless it’s completely necessary.” He shrugged lightly. “I’ll try my best to notify you ahead of time whenever I get a seemingly good idea.” 
 
    “I can try to make it trip if you are able to fly near the ground by its feet for a bit,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    Without a second thought, Asterios fueled his eyes and brain even more and shot toward their enemy again. The giant monster growled at them in annoyance and slapped its palms together with enough force to send a ripple and a loud echo through the surrounding forest.  
 
    Silvia grunted alongside Asterios as the wave threw them off their course but he quickly corrected their path before another attack came. Dodging a downwards swipe, he flew up and slashed the monster’s cheek in the passing, diving down by its protected back next. Passing a massive canine tail, he left a cut on it too, evoking a much more apparent yelp of pain from the owner. 
 
    Meanwhile, Silvia was muttering some incantation under her breath. They reached the grass by the jackal’s feet and she began touching various spots over the ground with her black staff while Asterios flew in irregular patterns between the monster’s thick, armored legs. It didn’t take long before he had to dodge chaotic, furious stomping and kicks, but he continued maneuvering near the ground until she tugged on his clothes. 
 
    Doing a flip to get out of the way of another attempt to squash them, he got away from their opponent a bit, still hiding amongst the trees, and watched how complex magical circles began to glow at the places Silvia had poked earlier. They quickly connected to each other with multiple lines and created a mesmerizing array. 
 
    In almost an instant, the ground melted and turned into literal lava. Sizzling sounds reached their ears and the canine beast howled in pain as it tried to get out of the swamp full of boiling-hot liquid rock. It burned the soles of its feet as the monster splashed through the small pond, barely keeping itself from falling in some random direction. 
 
    “I’m going for the neck,” Asterios announced just as it stumbled into the edge of Silvia’s creation while walking backward. 
 
    Not waiting for her response, he rushed up the monster’s tough front. It noticed his attempt and lowered its snarling snout even while in the middle of losing balance, ruining Ast’s hopes of sinking his artifact sword into the soft underside of its muzzle.  
 
    Drawing his fist to the back and tensing his muscles, he smashed it into the beast's chin with incredible force, pushing it up with a loud snap and the noise of the jackal’s teeth clattering against each other. Right after he flew past it, Silvia released a spell she had been holding onto and a bright orange flash assaulted the monster’s eyes, evoking another yelp from it. 
 
    All that combined motion, paired with their opponent drawing its massive arms to its face to cover it, was much more than the giant creature could handle and it finally fell to the back with a loud thud, smashing a few trees into splinters under its heavy body. Asterios wasted no time and plunged them towards its uncovered eye. 
 
    A much more powerful howl shook the air as he stabbed his sword through the monster’s eyelid. Silvia didn’t remain still either and sank the butt of her staff in the delicate matter right next to Ast’s blade. They fueled their respective weapons with more mana and violent flames erupted under the beast’s lid, illuminating it brightly in both orange and red as the jackal kept howling. 
 
    Noticing motion, Asterios rolled them to the side before a light gray hand came down onto them and the giant beast smacked itself into its hurt eye as they increased their distance from it. Silvia cursed quietly, and he glanced down at her, not finding her staff anywhere near them. 
 
    “It got stuck in something,” she explained. “Most likely in its scorched flesh.” 
 
    “We’ll get it back. It must have pushed it even deeper with that hit. How much does this inconvenience you?” 
 
    “I’m not the greatest in doing magic without a focus, but it’s never too late to practice more. My spells might become a little more chaotic and out of control, though.” 
 
    “Don’t mind me and go all out,” Asterios reassured her. “You know well that fire is kind of my thing.” 
 
    She smiled warmly. “That makes us a great match.” 
 
    As much as they both wanted to continue their momentum and inflict more wounds on their injured enemy, the massive creature did its best to cover its vulnerable regions while rolling over the ground until it was somehow able to withstand the pain in one of its eye sockets. Raising itself to all fours, it locked its one remaining eye on the two flying figures and growled viciously as steaming blood flowed down the side of its muzzle. 
 
    Suddenly, it arched its back like a cat trying to intimidate its target and dug its clawed hands and feet into the ground, creating deep marks in the earth. Its growls grew louder and more booming as Asterios and Silvia watched the jagged, rock armor covering its body expand.  
 
    The dark gray stone crawled further over its previously exposed areas with an annoying grinding noise. Its armpits and undersides of limbs had barely any uncovered surface after the change, just enough to allow them to bend fully, even if that made it very uncomfortable as the tough plates rubbed against each other a lot. 
 
    Additionally, the rocky coating crept up its neck and covered its canine head in an awkward-looking stone helmet, protecting not just the monster’s skull but even its snout from the top and the sides. The only somewhat vulnerable part remained under its muzzle. Learning from the battle, it even created a net made of rock over both of its eyes. 
 
    “This complicates things a little bit,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “And I’m sure that this is no common stone. Your artifact blade made dents in my other battle staff during our duel, that’s how hot it could become back then. Yet, you couldn’t do anything against this creature’s armor, and you have grown a lot since that day,” Silvia added thoughtfully. “I don’t know if my fire will be of any use if even yours has a problem.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Together.” He patted the princess’ head. “If not, we’ll do our best to make it even angrier and stall it until Grea and the others are done with the formation.” 
 
    Their brief conversation came to an end as the massive jackal started spinning in place like a dog chasing its tail. Unfortunately, it wasn’t playing around but clearly trying to kill them with every ounce of its power, which was definitely linked to earth or stone to some extent. 
 
    The spiky armor covering its back gained even more pointy tips and they started getting launched into the air at a rapid pace, shooting at the night sky like volleys of self-replenishing arrows. Asterios had to keep bobbing and weaving between the incredibly fast and dangerous projectiles for as long as the beast continued its weird technique. Silvia helped him out by throwing flattened mini Fireballs she had mastered thanks to him. She exploded a bunch of the stone spikes before they reached them, making sure to cover Ast’s blind spots. 
 
    For a moment, they thought that their enemy would just keep spewing more and more spikes at them indefinitely, hoping that one would finally hit them, but it stopped after about three full minutes, definitely getting at least a bit tired. It swayed on its four limbs as it regained proper balance while Asterios did his best to quickly catch his breath too. The jackal had given him quite an exhausting flying exercise. 
 
    Not wanting to let it act first again, Asterios rushed forward with a strong flap. Bringing out his Spellslinger, he slotted a crystal blue token in the black blade’s oval niche. 
 
    “Try to cover its vision for a bit after we get close,” he instructed Silvia and saw her nod with a determined expression. 
 
    Sheathing his single-edged purplish longsword on his back for now, he focused fully on the armblade in his gauntlet, filling all the possible components inside its structure to the brim with his scorching hot mana. Silvia finished preparing a spell and held her palms close to her chest with her fingers making the shape of a triangle. 
 
    Their opponent rose to two legs in an attempt to intercept them, more confident in its reinforced defense, and Asterios paused their advance for a fraction of a second. As he had expected, the jackal tried to knock them out of the sky with another powerful clap, much stronger this time. Right after the forceful wave passed them, he resumed his flight and approached the creature at a rising angle. 
 
    Instead of taking a swing at them as usual, it did nothing with its arms, confusing Asterios for a moment. But then, he noticed some movement in its chest armor and rolled to the side barely in time to avoid a burst of small javelins of rock. A few of them grazed him and Silvia but he had saved them from more serious injuries. 
 
    The bursts continued the entire time he tried to fly up towards the monster’s snout, and Asterios had to keep backing away every now and then, not wanting to risk getting hit while carrying Silvia attached to his front like a literal meat shield. 
 
    Thankfully, the fiery princess wasn’t waiting idly and kept herself ready to take matters into her own hands at the very first sight of an opportunity. When they flew close enough to the jackal’s snarling muzzle during one of Ast’s loops, she threw her hands forward while retaining the triangular shape, and some sigils lit up between her fingers.  
 
    A jet of amber fire blew right into the creature’s forehead, effectively covering its eyes. Compared to Ast’s Dragon’s Breath, it looked puny, but it did its job better than well. 
 
    Their opponent barked in frustration and brought one of its armored arms between them, blocking the flames by holding its stone-covered limb close to its skull while waving the other one blindly in an attempt to swat the princess away. Silvia kept her spell up as Asterios dodged the swipes, following the backtracking beast until he too found the perfect opportunity. 
 
    Rolling out of the way of the swinging arm, he grabbed the jackal’s massive finger and drove his Spellslinger into its palm. The blade managed to pierce the tough, leather-like skin and shone alongside the Runic Chip.  
 
    A powerful wave of frost rushed out of the artifact, causing Asterios and Silvia to shiver from the intense cold. He kept himself latched onto the monster for about five seconds before pushing them off its hand with a strong kick just as the ominous-looking ice began crawling out of the wound. Skillfully avoiding another swing, he increased the distance and they caught their breaths, watching the jackal stare at its stinging palm in confusion. 
 
    “What’s that?” Silvia asked, squinting her eyes in curiosity. 
 
    “If fire doesn’t work, maybe ice will make do. I used something similar in the past. It’s like a magical poison that will freeze its blood and flesh from the inside. It works much slower than Permafrost but you can’t easily get rid of it by smashing the ice to bits before it covers you whole,” Asterios explained. 
 
    Just as he said, the crystal ice slowly crept up the monster’s arm, turning it from light gray to dark blue. It was a matter of time before the poison spread through its entire body or reached the vital organs. 
 
    Then, a bright violet flash caught their attention and they glanced to the side. A wide pillar of purple energy shone into the night sky for three more seconds before fading away. Asterios saw the trees in the distance rustle in a motion of a rolling wave and hastily turned around to shelter Silvia from what was coming. 
 
    An immense ripple of spiritual energy crashed into them and continued ahead, causing the ground to rumble as it rushed forward. In just a moment, everything was back to normal with the exception of a slightly more noticeable presence of mana in the air. 
 
    “I assume that means Tina’s group succeeded.” Silvia smiled softly. 
 
    ~We did it! The breach is no more!~ Tina’s excited voice confirmed her guess a second later. ~Hang on there! We will be there to help you in a minute!~ 
 
    ~No. Don’t come immediately. You should have seen what we are against through my eyes. Get rid of the remaining monsters with the others and see if you can come up with something to defeat this giant. You will only be in danger by blindly rushing here,~ Asterios instructed her. 
 
    He felt Tina’s hesitation and intent to protest but she suddenly appeared shocked and it faded quickly. 
 
    ~Alright. See you after the fight. I don't think it will take much longer.~ 
 
    Asterios didn’t have time to ponder over her quick change because a piercing noise of something scratching against stone reached his ears alongside a lot of growling and snarling. Refocusing on their opponent, he found the jackal gnawing on its arm around the elbow; its sharp fangs chipping away the tough stone armor and digging deeper. Then, with a loud crunch, it closed its jaws and yanked it with all its remaining strength, tearing off half of its arm. The poisoned half. 
 
    “Damn. I had no idea its fangs were sharp enough to damage the stone.” Asterios winced as the beast held its amputated limb in its muzzle, its single, yellow eye burning with even more ferocity. 
 
    “Its tenacity is worthy of admiration,” Silvia complimented it. “Even though it’s really bad for us.” 
 
    The monster spat its arm out to the side and snarled at them, clearly intent on not cutting any more corners in its pursuit of their deaths before its own demise. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like it had a way of stopping the massive bleeding. 
 
    But, before anyone made any moves, something interrupted them again. 
 
    Waves of cascading thuds echoed through the air, reaching them from the distance. Three distinct thumps happening one after another rolled through the sky at regular intervals. Even the jackal turned its snout towards the source as its thin, upright ears twitched repeatedly. 
 
    The moment Asterios spotted what caused the unusual phenomena, his eyes widened to their limits. A massive, bulky shape headed toward them by flying close to the line of trees. Its long belly almost scraped the crowns, which were flattened with each flap of its three pairs of menacing wings. 
 
    There was no doubt. 
 
    Venuzathor was flying to their aid. 
 
    Though flying might be a bit of an exaggeration. It clearly was a struggle for him to keep his humongous body in the air. 
 
    Nevertheless, the protector of Glimmervale, their friendly Dracodon was clearly making his way to them with his draconic eyes locked on the jackal. Asterios turned to their enemy to see what it was going to do and found it shaking, definitely not from excitement. 
 
    It literally turned its tail in a flash and dropped to all fours—or all threes considering its current state—and prepared itself to lunge the opposite way. But, the Storm King was not going to let it run away and Venuzathor drew his short neck up while opening his colossal jaws. An orb of azure energy quickly grew in size between them. 
 
    Just as the jackal pushed itself forward with all it had, the Dracodon swung its head down and sent the sphere of crackling blue lightning after it. The projectile shot through the air faster than Asterios and Silvia had expected it to and smashed into the monster’s body in a blink, electrocuting it to the point of complete paralysis. 
 
    Venuzathor reached their position and dropped to the ground with an earth-shaking thud. 
 
    “Since the main threat to the town has been taken care of, I decided to see what was giving you this much trouble. I would have never expected to see a Terrackal here,” he said in his usual, booming voice. “It would have been nothing more than a snack for you in your full True Dragon form but you have certainly wounded it heavily even without it. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Does flying come hard to you because of your size?” Silvia asked what Asterios was wondering about too. 
 
    A deep chuckle echoed around them. “Unfortunately, I am not a Dragon, nor a True Dragon, but a Dracodon. My place is not in the sky but on the ground. My wings aren’t capable of absorbing spiritual energy to support my flight as the mentioned entities do. I can’t fly for extended periods of time.” 
 
    “That’s really unfortunate,” Asterios agreed. “You look much more magnificent and worthy of such a feat than the True Dragon we have met.” 
 
    “I’m overjoyed to hear such flattery. But, we have unfinished business to take care of. The paralysis won’t last forever.” Venuzathor glanced at the twitching Terrackal. “And it might take a moment for me to tear through all that irritating armor.” 
 
    “I was just going to try something out so if you would let me.” Asterios made a polite request. 
 
    The Dracodon nodded and walked to the monster. If it was standing, the two massive creatures would certainly see head to head, but the Storm King’s body was many times more enormous than the jackal’s frame and it could definitely do a lot of damage even just dropping onto the poor giant canine. 
 
    Venuzathor placed one of his claws on the Terrackal’s back, and Asterios flew closer. He hid his Spellslinger and brought forth his artifact blade once more. Holding it in two hands in front of him, he focused his mind and fueled it with lots of spiritual energy just like when they had walked through the city with Imadil and Cynthia. 
 
    Soon, he sensed the same weird change in his weapon and allowed it to take the form of a giant crimson blade of polished flames, with small tongues of fire poking out of its surface. The blade was as wide as his body and long for a few meters. 
 
    Positioning himself above the Terrackal, Asterios raised the sword into the air and aimed at the monster’s neck. The poor beast could only watch with its single eye as he brought the blade down with a shout. A scarlet trail remained after the weapon as it crashed into the armor protecting the jackal’s spine, turning it red hot in an instant. 
 
    The creature yelped in pain but Asterios didn’t manage to break through the tough surface yet. So, he raised the sword again and repeated the motion. The blade pushed through the heated stone with some resistance and sank a little bit into the Terrackal’s neck as it let out a pained whine. 
 
    It was not enough to kill it, so Asterios went at it again. The sword sliced into the monster’s spine much further this time but stopped on the even tougher bone. The Terrackal was truly a terrifying enemy with unimaginable endurance and toughness. 
 
    Before the next blow, Silvia raised her hands to lay them on Ast’s around the sword’s hilt. He glanced down at her and she smiled warmly, giving him a delicate nod. As she turned her face forward, they both closed their eyes and took a deep breath, focusing on that very faint connection between their spiritual energies, letting them mix and intermingle. 
 
    Then, tiny tongues of amber fire joined the small crimson flames licking the air around the sword’s enlarged edge. A moment later, they exploded all at the same time and multiple spots of violent, orange fire burned all over the red blade. The sword hummed with power much louder, fiercer, and definitely prouder. It illuminated the surroundings in a warm mix of red and orange, overshadowing the natural colors of the forest. 
 
    Asterios and Silvia reaffirmed their grip on the pommel and shouted together as they brought the artifact down with their combined might. The blade whooshed loudly, leaving streaks of crimson-amber glow behind it, and slashed through the Terrackal’s entire neck in one swing. Not even the ground stopped it as they easily traced half a circle with their swing, stopping at a perfect right angle. 
 
    Opening their eyes, they were completely shocked to see the deep gash in the earth, and the completely decapitated head of the monster they had fought. Giving the mesmerizing, dual-colored blade an admiring look, they exchanged glances with joyful smiles. After they had enough, Asterios dismissed his technique, and their combined spiritual energy beautifully dissipated into the air. 
 
    “It looks like you would have handled the situation perfectly well even without my interruption.” Venuzathor’s rumbling chuckle echoed through the sky once more. 
 
    “I guess we really are a good match,” Asterios repeated Silvia’s earlier words, and she chuckled quietly too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42
Until Dawn 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the danger gone, Asterios returned to the ground next to the Terrackal’s decapitated body, landing softly on the undamaged patch of grass. He still had Silvia attached to him, so he didn’t want to inconvenience her anymore by suddenly dropping down like he had been used to. 
 
    A wave of crimson flames rolled over his body and the black belts tying the princess to him disappeared. With the aid of his hand, she jumped off his shoes and gave him a grateful smile. 
 
    “I must say, that was a very interesting and fun way to fight together.” Silvia fixed her hair and clothes, slightly disheveled from their frantic movements during the battle. 
 
    “Yeah. Not something I expected to do ever.” He chuckled. “I’m glad it somehow worked out. But that reminds me, we still have to get your battle staff out of the monster’s eye socket.” 
 
    “Right. And it’s currently covered by a thick net made of this extremely durable stone.” She nodded, glancing at the creature’s head. 
 
    “It should be nothing more than common rock now,” Venuzathor joined in. “That mineral is in a kind of symbiotic relationship with the Terrackal. It feeds on the beast’s spiritual energy, offering protection and other boons in return.” 
 
    To illustrate his words, the Storm King stepped closer to the body and pressed his clawed foot over the creature’s leg. Stomping down on it, he easily smashed the previously durable stone into bits, alongside the monster’s bones, of course. 
 
    Asterios and Silvia climbed on the Terrackal’s snout together and moved to stand in front of its injured eye. He filled his artifact sword with some mana again, just enough to turn the flames decorating the blade’s edge up, and slowly melted through the bars of rock with its help, cutting the protective barrier out. 
 
    It took them a moment to find and pull Silvia’s weapon out. As they had thought, it had been pushed even deeper by the monster’s powerful smash when it had smacked itself in the face while trying to get them. But Asterios reinforced his muscles enough to bring the black staff back. It didn’t look damaged, only a little bit dirty. 
 
    He wanted to gather materials from their fallen enemy but also didn’t want to do it right now, when the others could still be fighting. Venuzathor suggested taking it into his realm for now and Asterios agreed. None of his mates could open gates large enough to fit even the Terrackal’s head, and he was sure that the Storm King’s lair should be safe to store the corpse for a day or so. 
 
    The Dracodon urged them to return while he took care of the body and they bid farewell to their draconic friend, thanking him for the assistance. Silvia jumped into Ast’s arms again and he flew them toward the pit with the summoning circle. As they approached it from above, they could note the lack of beasts and monsters crawling out of it. 
 
    They landed near the edge of the crater and looked around before taking a peek into the chasm. They couldn’t see the bottom due to the pitch-black darkness, but they also couldn’t see any signs of the swirling, chaotic rift, which could mean only one thing. Grea’s team truly had succeeded in their task, and Tina had followed his request and went back to the battlefield with everyone. 
 
    “Thank gods it’s gone.” Asterios sighed in relief. “Now I wonder if Fievedem and the others learned something about the creators of that array during their resear—” 
 
    “Looks like I’m late. Unfortunate.” 
 
    He stopped mid-sentence and whipped his head to the side, towards the source of the voice that had reached their ears, belonging to a woman he didn’t recognize. She had a tone of a mature lady, somewhat lacking emotion, sounding very neutral and methodical, almost bored. 
 
    To his shock, he found a tall figure dressed in black right by the edge of the pit not that far from them. Neither he nor Silvia had heard, seen, or sensed anything, and there was now a person standing next to them.  
 
    Although standing might not be the best expression. 
 
    The woman floated above the ground with a small cloud of seeping darkness hovering at the height of her ankles. It looked like this ominous smoke connected to her legs like it was an extension of her. Tiny drops of some dark purple liquid dripped off the dark mist, dissipating very quickly after hitting the earth underneath it. 
 
    Expensive-looking black pants from a suit covered her long legs. She wore a black butler vest with a classy, purple shirt underneath, completing the set with a similarly stylized short, black tailcoat with an open front. A bow tie decorated her collar, also in the same dark shade. Completely not fitting the entire image, a rainbowy handkerchief poked out of the front pocket of her vest. 
 
    As she turned to face them, Asterios quickly realized that it wasn’t just his mind playing tricks on him, but the mature lady of mocha-brown skin color was definitely at least a head taller than him, if not more.  
 
    Pure, swirling, dark violet shade filled her entire eyes, with no pupils or irises in sight. It felt deep, bottomless, unfathomable to the point that he could easily get lost in it. A pair of small, round, brass glasses sat atop her short nose, right in front of those mesmerizing eyes, which gave off a slightly tired, disinterested, or perhaps incomprehensibly wise feeling with her eyelids partially lowered. Waist-long, lush, black locks ran down the woman’s back. 
 
    She could easily pass for an honored and revered professor with her attire if not for one single element that contradicted that image greatly. 
 
    On top of her head, sat a huge, pointy, wizarding hat of black color too. It wouldn’t be that surprising if not for the fact that its wide rim extended outwards flatly like a piece of paper laid down on a desk, comically defying the force of gravity. The cone-shaped middle and the material leading up to it were similarly perfectly smooth, without a single wrinkle in sight, like the entire thing was solid. 
 
    Even though that was already eye-catching, the most hypnotizing part of it was actually its underside. The spacious bottom of the wide wizarding hat seemed to be filled with an endless, colorful galaxy, twinkling with tens if not hundreds of distant stars. When looking at the top of the woman’s head, he could perfectly see all of it, like the hat didn’t even rest on her hair or anything, even though he could tell that it did. 
 
    What was more, the galaxy wasn’t just a static texture or a slightly swirling effect like her eyes. No, it felt like Asterios was looking through a window to another world. With the slightest movement of the woman’s head, the image blurred at the edges of the hat and uncovered more of the starry sky, depending on the direction of the motion. It truly was no different than peeking through a window at different angles. That weird phenomenon was as fascinating and mesmerizing as it was menacing and uncomfortable. 
 
    Asterios wasn’t sure how he felt about the woman who had appeared by their side seemingly out of thin air and stepped closer to Silvia, shielding her with his body. The mysterious stranger gave a lot of conflicting signals with various parts of her very existence. The fact that he couldn’t get even the tiniest grasp on her spiritual strength made him very cautious. There was no chance that she was so utterly weak. 
 
    “And who might you be, dear madam?” he asked as politely as he could, not taking his eyes off the suspicious, tall woman. 
 
    She regarded him with an unhurried glance, without the slightest change in her seemingly disinterested expression. Alongside each, even the smallest movement, more black, swirly mist made trails behind her figure. 
 
    “You do not need to be wary of me. I only study, not intervene. Since your thoughts are written all over your face, I’ll assure you that I had no previous connection to this place or the magical formation laid down at the bottom of this chasm,” she answered in a slow, methodic tone. 
 
    “Why did you say that you were late, then?” Silvia questioned her with a polite voice, peeking past Ast’s side. 
 
    “Because, as I said, I study. I felt something interesting and wanted to analyze it.” She shook her head gently. “Unfortunately, as I was journeying through the fabric of dimensions, another spiritual ripple came from this place, which I’m assuming was caused by the unusual event ending.” 
 
    “There was an old summoning circle down there which went out of control after someone with a complete lack of knowledge tried to force it to do his bidding,” Asterios explained. “A giant rift opened, and many creatures poured into this realm, including something called a Terrackal. Our friends managed to close the breach while the two of us fought the beast. That’s pretty much all that happened here.” 
 
    The mocha-skinned woman peered into the darkness for a moment longer and returned her enchanting gaze to him. 
 
    “I appreciate your assistance and given information. You have provided such without me asking, nor had any obligation to do so. I will not forget your kindness.” 
 
    “My name is Asterios. The woman next to me is Silvia. How should we refer to you, madam?” He made a polite nod and Silvia curtsied respectfully, revealing herself fully. 
 
    “You may call me whatever you wish. I go by many names, some of which have been long lost in time and space,” the woman replied mysteriously. 
 
    Asterios assumed that she didn’t want to reveal her actual name yet, for whatever reason, and decided not to pry any further. Then, he felt a familiar sensation on his shoulder and Umbra materialized himself there in the shape of a big, misty raven. 
 
    ~The situation is under control, Master. We have cleaned up all the remaining monsters and your mates are awaiting your retu—~ 
 
    Umbra froze completely when his purplish eyes landed on the black-clad woman. Momentarily, a shiver ran through his shadowy body. He hadn’t sensed the slightest hint of another person or entity anywhere close to Asterios and Silvia. A weird feeling filled him from inside the longer he stared at her ominous figure, one he could not recognize or explain. 
 
    In turn, she stared back at him and Asterios noted a change in her expression for the very first time since they had met. It was minuscule, extremely easy to miss, but her soft brows rose just ever so slightly before returning to their previous state. He had noticed them moving only thanks to his sharpened, draconic senses. 
 
    “Curious…” the woman mused with the same, disinterested tone, tilting her head to the side. “How could you have…” 
 
    She moved her attention to Asterios, and their gazes met. A shiver ran down his spine as her bottomless, swirling eyes bore deep into his very being, this time scrutinizing him to the tiniest detail instead of glossing over him like before. He couldn’t stop himself from staring back into them with equal intensity. 
 
    “Oh. I see. Very interesting. It looks like my journey was not a complete waste,” she continued talking, more to herself than anyone else. 
 
    Asterios suddenly started getting dizzy, taking a step back to steady himself as the world around him seemed to spin, and she finally broke their eye contact. Silvia supported him with a concerned expression, and he glanced up at the mysterious woman once more, noticing that she now held a dignified cane with a beautiful amethyst as its handle in front of her, stuck into the black haze extending from her ankles. 
 
    “Well then, Asterios. I must thank you again. You have provided me with very valuable information. As a token of my gratitude, I shall give you something of equal value.” She cleared her throat softly. “Remember, if you gaze long enough into an abyss… the abyss will gaze back into you.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth curled a little into the faintest smirk and the black fog swirled around the woman’s body from the bottom to the top. She disappeared alongside the dissipating mist as a gentle chuckle echoed into the distance. 
 
    Silence remained between them for a good minute before Asterios spoke up first. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he asked, exchanging confused glances with Silvia. “Umbra?” 
 
    ~I have no idea, Master. I couldn’t even feel her no matter how hard I tried. Yet, at the same time, I could feel her, but some other way.~ 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    ~Again, I have no idea. It was like she seemed familiar but at the same time not. I do not know her but just looking at her, or being looked at by her, evokes something weird in my very being.~ 
 
    Asterios rubbed his chin, recalling their entire conversation with the mysterious woman, and sighed heavily, shaking his head. 
 
    “Whatever it is, there’s not much we can do about it right now.” He shrugged. “Who knows, maybe we’ll run into her again one day.” 
 
    Both Silvia and Umbra agreed with him, and the shadowy raven transferred them both back to the outermost part of the town right after Asterios dismissed his transformation. As they left the area of the pit, a small ripple passed through the shadow of the tree the closest to their previous position, quickly calming down. 
 
    They resurfaced right in front of the first line of buildings, in the middle of the knights gathered in front of it. Bryn’s barrier was no more, and everyone was roaming over the empty battlefield that was riddled with countless corpses of different monsters in various states of dismemberment. A giant, flaming panther dashed towards them, making the ground shake with each pounce. 
 
    ~Master! You are back!~ Miria came to a stop in front of Asterios and Silvia, starting to purr loudly as she lowered her big head to nuzzle her nose into his chest. ~We protected everyone just like you asked! I’m so happy that you are safe too!~ 
 
    He chuckled openly and rubbed Miria’s flaming fur. Silvia joined him in petting the huge panthergirl as Selene descended from the sky with all eight of her tails still swaying behind her back. Tina arrived right after with Bryn and even Grea jogged to them from the side. 
 
    They all shared a group hug around the massive cat and Asterios quickly canceled the techniques he had used on Miria so she could join them. First, the fire went out, and then, the black mist surrounded her body as she returned to her natural size, quickly shifting into her humanoid form next. They laughed and giggled together as the people around them clapped joyfully. 
 
    The sound of a bell interrupted their celebration and they all turned toward the town. 
 
    “It looks like the Committee received the news already.” Asterios smirked. “This one means an official gathering in the main plaza.” 
 
    “Is it time for a grand victory speech?” Grea grinned at him impishly. 
 
    “I guess.” He chuckled and they all followed the people starting to walk towards the main market. 
 
    Reaching their destination, they found a small stage constructed in front of Venuzathor’s usual resting place, just like on the day of their first arrival in Glimmervale. The Committee members stood on top of it, and Ulyssen waved at them as they neared the wooden construction. 
 
    “We had no doubt that you could resolve the issue positively, so we started preparing the stage ahead of time.” The man smiled at him softly. “That said, we didn’t expect you to do it so fast, so we are lacking all the visual decorations fitting such an occasion.” 
 
    Asterios shook his head at the same time as they shook hands. “This will do.” 
 
    The plaza slowly filled with people. Some came from their homes, some straight from the battlefield like the guards or the adventurers, and some clearly had been watching the defense operation unfold from a safe distance on top of the roofs near the edge of the settlement. Asterios and his friends quickly spotted Suanori with all her subordinates and the elf delegation, waving at them warmly. More and more familiar figures flooded into the spacious, cleared-up market and soon everyone was there. 
 
    The timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Just as Ulyssen calmed the crowd down and urged Asterios to step forward, the first warm rays of sunlight bathed the gathering in the morning light, slowly illuminating the sky and the town. 
 
    Before he could begin, though, a familiar, cascading thudding echoed in the distance, and everyone turned to look toward it. Soon, Venuzathor flew over their heads low enough to almost scrape his massive belly against the tallest roofs and landed on his personal spot, causing a small earthquake. Many gasps filled the plaza as he dropped a huge head of a canine monster onto the ground, letting it fall from his jaws. 
 
    As silence and some murmuring filled the air, Asterios cleared his throat and turned towards the crowd. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone. At least I hope it is after our unscheduled night event.” Some chuckles rolled through the people. “As you may already know, we were successful. The monsters plaguing Glimmervale are no more!” 
 
    Everyone cheered loudly at the official confirmation, and it took a while for the residents to calm down, letting him continue. 
 
    “Since I’m sure everyone here wants nothing more than to get back home and grab maybe an hour or two of sleep before having to tend to their responsibilities, I’ll keep things short. The source of the beasts has been neutralized and the culprit behind its operation has been apprehended. There should be no more issues from either of those. And, as you can see, we have neutralized the biggest threat that came out of it.” He gestured at the decapitated head of the Terrackal. 
 
    Some mild applause took place again but quickly died down. 
 
    “But, while I did technically take it down alongside the princess,” he smiled at Silvia, who nodded politely, “it wasn’t just all me and my companions. We wouldn’t have gotten anywhere if not for the help of Guildmaster Suanori, her guild, our new blacksmith friends Imadil and Cynthia, and the Elf Queen’s delegation of experts under the leadership of a lady going by the name Fievedem. They played a key role in coming up with a way of getting rid of the source of monsters for good, and personally saw through it to the very last moment.” 
 
    The people turned their faces towards the group he gestured at, and the mentioned individuals showed bright smiles as the residents of Glimmervale applauded them next. 
 
    “Of course, we appreciate the help of everyone here too. All the knights, guards, adventurers, and everyone who listened to the instructions or assisted us in any other way. It would take way too long to thank everyone on that list personally, so I hope you don’t mind a collective symbol of our gratitude.” 
 
    Asterios glanced back over his shoulder and his friends joined him at the front. They grabbed each other’s hands and simultaneously made a low bow toward the crowd. Everyone cheered once more, and a few people whistled loudly. 
 
    “And now comes the worst part. Someone has to clean all this mess up.” A wave of chuckles echoed in the plaza. “I hope we can count on you with that. The more of us there are, the faster we’ll be done. I’m sure that the Committee is preparing another grand feast for tonight so there’s at least something to look forward to.” 
 
    People seemed even more excited at that news than the announcement that their monster issues were no longer present, making Asterios smile. 
 
    “Thank you again, everyone, and see you all later at the celebrations. We still have a lot to do so I’m going to excuse our group now. Stay safe, Glimmervale!” 
 
    He led the girls down the stage to the accompaniment of thunderous applause as they waved at the crowd. A few people came closer to exchange handshakes and share words of gratitude, so they stayed for a moment longer before moving behind the wooden platform. 
 
    “So, about the culprit…” Ulyssen began as they gathered with the Committee members. 
 
    “It was John,” Asterios informed them. 
 
    The man sighed heavily as his peers shook their heads. “I can’t say that we are surprised. How was he involved, though?” 
 
    “He got lucky,” Suanori joined in, walking up to them with the other elves. “He somehow found the underground cavern and stumbled on the book containing the cipher needed to read the other texts, alongside some other details, which talk about the summoning formation in that chamber. It’s a miracle he managed to alter it, but I guess adding an order to rush into the town isn’t that complex. He could have blown himself up much, much earlier.” 
 
    “Unbelievable…” Esotvi scowled. “But, why?” 
 
    “I don’t know but I have my theories.” Asterios smiled wryly. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    A deep shadow swirled in the middle of the circle they had accidentally made by gathering around and formed a humanoid shape. After receding back into the ground, it revealed a tied-up and gagged John, brought to them by Umbra. Asterios removed the cloth from the man’s mouth. 
 
    “So, you’ve been caught pretty much red-handed. I think it should be in your best interest to say what’s on your conscience and you might suffer a little less,” he said while glaring at the obvious criminal. 
 
    John scowled at him while thrashing around, trying to loosen his restraints. “Fuck you! And fuck this entire town! You think I’ll talk? That you can torture me to make me talk? Good luck! I’ll kill myself on the very first occasion!” 
 
    Before the man could bite off his tongue or do something similarly unwanted, Asterios snapped his fingers, and Umbra’s shadows restricted John’s movements. 
 
    “You really are stupid.” Asterios shook his head with a sigh. 
 
    “Did you kill her?” Miria couldn’t hold back and asked with her lips tensed into a thin line and her forehead furrowed. 
 
    “Fuck you!” John snarled at her when Asterios requested to release his jaw for a moment. 
 
    “What will happen to him, considering what you know about his misdeeds?” Asterios asked the Committee members. 
 
    “He will be lucky to keep his life after endangering the entire town,” Ted replied with a serious expression. 
 
    “So, it won’t be an issue if he dies by accident while we extract information from him, right?” 
 
    The advisors exchanged glances and then shrugged almost in perfect sync. 
 
    “Great. He’s all yours, Umbra.” 
 
    The shadows binding John expanded and began enveloping more of his body, seeping even into all his open orifices. The man whined and whimpered while clearly being in a lot of pain but he went silent pretty quickly, his gaze becoming somewhat distant. 
 
    ~He’s in my complete control. You can ask him anything. I’ll hold on from digging through his mind and memories, for now,~ Umbra informed Asterios. 
 
    “Did you kill her?” Miria repeated her earlier question almost instantly. 
 
    “Yes,” John answered her with a flat, bored voice. 
 
    She trembled as her hands rolled into fists and Asterios had to grab Miria before she ripped the man into shreds in her rage. He hugged her dearly and lovingly patted her head as everyone outside of his close circle looked confusedly at them. 
 
    “She means his mother,” Asterios explained. 
 
    Ted cursed immediately while everyone’s faces fell. “Why would you do that?!” 
 
    “That stupid bitch didn’t tell me that my real father was the lord. She tried to stop me from asking for what I deserved. I had to get rid of her or else the lord wouldn’t take pity on me and take me in,” John answered. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” Ted spun around to release his anger on the air behind him before he followed Miria’s example. 
 
    “Why did you send monsters into the town, though?” Ulyssen asked next. 
 
    “I had to create good occasions for myself to appear as a dependable protector, saving everyone from the rampaging beasts. They would surely appreciate my efforts and understand that there’s no one better to succeed the previous lord than me.” 
 
    “So, it was all your doing since the very beginning?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    No one asked any more questions as they took in the revelations. The Committee members had no reason not to trust Asterios and his companions as they had shown plenty of times that they would go out of their way for the people they had been assigned to watch over by the king. 
 
    “So, what now?” Tina glanced at the advisors. 
 
    “Normally, we would throw him in jail and hand him over to the kingdom’s officials after explaining his crimes, letting them deal with him accordingly,” Ulyssen replied. “But, I have a much better idea, which might earn us some trouble explaining our actions to them later, though.” 
 
    He looked at Silvia while rubbing his chin and the princess met his gaze. 
 
    “Well, let’s make sure that everything is conducted in accord with the kingdom’s laws and regulations.” She showed a faint smile. 
 
    The man chuckled to himself and shouted for a nearby guard to approach. A moment later, the young sentry was rushing off somewhere and the sound of a bell rang again, this time with a completely different tone. Ulyssen told them to wait on the stage and dragged John away with the other male members. 
 
    Asterios did as instructed and they watched how people gathered again, much quicker than before. A big part of the crowd had still been around so it took only ten minutes for the plaza to fill again. 
 
    Then, Ted dragged the chained and dressed in rags John onto the stage as the Committee members walked behind him. Ulyssen turned to the people and explained that they would be putting him on a public trail. Then he proceeded to list John's most serious crimes, which involved the murder of his own mother and leading monsters to attack the town. 
 
    The crowd became furious the very moment he mentioned just the first one and it was a challenge to keep it under control. Many people shouted much louder than the others, even throwing some items at the restricted convict, most likely those who had been close to his family in the past. 
 
    When it came to the sentence, everyone chanted one single word in perfect unison. 
 
    “Death! Death! Death! Death!” 
 
    After asking the princess to come forward, he let her confirm that she has documented a fair trial and that the sentence is in line with what would have been given out in the capital. She allowed Ulyssen to continue before stepping back and returning to Ast’s group. 
 
    They watched how the men dragged John closer to the edge of the stage and lifted him up. At the same time, Venuzathor woke from his slumber and raised his massive, draconic head into the air, towering over the platform and the crowd. Getting an idea of what was going to happen, Asterios quickly ordered Umbra to scan the man’s memories before it was too late. 
 
    The men counted to three, swinging John’s body back and forth, and then tossed it into the air. A black shadow quickly escaped from the man’s figure just moments before the Storm King’s jaws opened wide and snapped forward, chomping on the poor convict. A rumbling, clacking noise echoed through the plaza as Venuzathor returned to sleep and complete silence fell onto the gathering as everyone stood there in a daze. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Ulyssen turned to the people again. 
 
    “And that’s exactly what will happen to every criminal who messes with Glimmervale and its residents.” 
 
    Three seconds later, everyone roared so loud that the entire place shook. Loud, powerful applause filled the air as Ulyssen and everyone else left the stage. Asterios was quite shocked alongside his companions but he shrugged after exchanging glances with the girls. Umbra had succeeded so they had enough dirt on John if they ever needed solid proof. 
 
    Since none of them felt like going back to sleep after everything that had happened, they decided to start working on tidying the battlefield up and taking care of all the other things related to their recent defense operation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43
The Devious Path 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before heading outside of the town to help the guards and everyone else clean the battlefield up as much as possible, Asterios decided to pay a visit to the Adventurer’s Guild. He and the girls followed Suanori while stopping now and then to exchange a word or two with the townsfolk. People wanted to thank them for their work and protection of Glimmervale. 
 
    Soon, they reached the guild’s building and walked into the main hall, filled with the same adventurers they had seen before the battle. Ellie, Truvi, and a few other receptionists were already working on distributing rewards for the emergency quest while the adventurers were starting to celebrate. 
 
    The entire lobby went silent after someone noticed their arrival and shushed everyone down. Thankfully, Asterios had slowly been getting used to evoking such reactions, even more now that he had become responsible for an entire town. The people gathered in the spacious chamber started clapping respectfully and made some space for them to walk toward the stairs leading up. 
 
    Miria beamed at everyone while Selene waved at them with a ladylike smile. Many adventurers complimented their fights, making the more timid girls blush a little bit. It was true that they had put up an incredible show though, and all that praise was well-earned. Perhaps Asterios would get a few more pats on the back if only someone else than just Silvia had seen his part of the battle. But his initial attack had earned him quite some recognition too. 
 
    After reaching Suanori’s office, they met up with the Spellsong family and the trio belonging to the queen’s delegation. The guildmaster closed the door after them and invited everyone to sit down around a sizable coffee table, bringing out a bottle of wine from one of the glass cabinets. Asterios led Miria, Selene, Tina, Grea, Silvia, and Bryn to one sofa and settled down amongst them while the others spread around the other pieces of furniture. 
 
    “Did everything go according to the plan down there after I lured the monster away?” he began as Suanori filled everyone’s glasses. 
 
    Fievedem nodded at him alongside her escorts. “We had to remove some debris blocking our path but your companions dealt with it very fast. As we expected, the summoning circle was more or less intact. Since all that energy was going even more haywire, it took us a moment to finish, but we somehow managed to disable the array without making it worse. Your demon friend’s assistance proved to be invaluable there.” 
 
    Grea scoffed to the side. “I’m not his friend. I’m his fuck—” 
 
    “Mate,” Asterios interrupted her with a glare and she shrugged with an innocent smile. 
 
    “Mate,” Fievedem slowly repeated as if she was pondering over the word. “And that brings us to a question I have. What exactly… have we witnessed back then?” 
 
    He sighed lightly. “Well, to be frank, I’m a True Dragon.” 
 
    “Impossible…” One of the elf men gasped as the entire group’s eyes widened to the brim 
 
    “Is it really?” Suanori asked. “You have seen his features and even his Dragon’s Breath with your own eyes.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, or fortunately, I don’t seem to be able to go full Dragon yet,” Asterios continued. “Don’t ask me anything about Dragons. I know as much about them as you do. It wasn’t long ago that I discovered I might be one.” 
 
    “We hope that you won’t spread this information openly just as you promised,” Tina added with a serious expression. “There is no need for the public to know, at least until we grow stronger to protect him from any possible threats coming with his lineage and Asterios takes full control of his draconic powers.” 
 
    He smiled warmly and rubbed Tina’s side, meeting her gaze. She reciprocated his actions with a caring smile too and leaned more into his shoulder. Suddenly, every person bonded to him was sending Asterios the same intent as Tina had, letting him know that they would keep him safe just as much as he would them. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” Fievedem interrupted their little moment. “We will not break our word. The oath won’t let us do so.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” He nodded politely. “Now, did we learn anything about the formation or its creators?” 
 
    Grea grinned at him from the side. “You bet your ass we did! It was actually a quite smart and innovative array, although designed to leech off contaminated spiritual energy to some extent. In the end, that’s what was the cause of its inevitable failure, and the doom of its designers. Fievie can tell you more about them.” 
 
    The elf woman squinted her eyes at the frivolous demon lady and refocused on Asterios. “What she said is correct. A segment of the array was meant to use corrupted mana to enhance the summoned creatures with the power of the Void.” 
 
    She brought out three books, including the grimoire John had used, and set them down on the table. Opening all of them at various pages showcasing some parts of different magical arrays, she showed the sketches to Asterios while moving her finger over the paper. 
 
    “Unfortunately, while those people were somewhat knowledgeable about Summoning Magic, they completely underestimated the Void. The array wasn’t prepared for its characteristics enough. They only integrated a part of the two responsible for generating, gathering, and channeling the contaminated spiritual energy. I’m not an expert on it either so I can’t go into more details here.” 
 
    “What about the identities of those elves? Or their goal?” Silvia asked, a little tense. 
 
    Fievedem showed a slightly wry smile. “I can assure you that neither the queen nor anyone of power from the Elf Kingdom was involved in this stunt. We aren’t sure about the exact identities of the culprits, but we found some basic evidence amongst the volumes that points towards a rogue organization that we haven’t heard of yet. Their goal might have been the destabilization of the relations between our two nations, and ultimately, war. At least according to what we have found out so far.” 
 
    “I see. It’s possible that they abandoned this idea after the group near Glimmervale failed since I don’t think there were any similar reports from anywhere else. But still, it’s not like Glimmervale notified us about these attacks either,” Silvia pondered out loud. 
 
    “I think Void-enhanced beasts would be eye-catching and dangerous enough to warrant a report,” Asterios said, resting a hand on her thigh. “This tactic might have been too risky for them.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Fievedem interjected. “But that doesn’t exactly mean they ceased their activities completely. I can promise you to bring this information right to the queen so that we can take proper action against them. We won’t leave this be, not after they threatened not just us but even our neighbors.” 
 
    The princess made a respectful bow toward the elves. “I appreciate this greatly. I’ll relay your words to my father. If your queen will require any assistance, let us know immediately. This case concerns us as much as you and we will do whatever we can to help.” 
 
    “Naturally.” The elf Summoner mirrored her motion. “No matter their actual goal, if they think they can create tension between our people or rulers, we will show them how much closer their actions can bring us together.” 
 
    “So, the formation is now fully deactivated, right?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Fievedem nodded. “Yes. It’s now completely safe. You may freely examine it without any risks if you wish to do so. We will first return to report to the queen and she will most likely send us or another team to investigate the array and the cavern further. We should prioritize bringing these encrypted texts to her and our experts. They are currently our best lead on these people.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll have Venuzathor keep an eye on its surroundings in the meanwhile,” he replied. “I guess we should try and cover the gaping chasm too. It’s quite noticeable right now.” 
 
    “I’ll help with that if you would like,” Suanori suggested. “I’m pretty decent with Nature Magic as you know.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” Asterios smiled at her. “Let’s take care of it soon. There’s a lot of things to clean up after the battle.” 
 
    Exchanging a few more words about Ast’s fight and the small war in general, they confirmed that the elf trio would stay in the town for a few days, and Asterios left with his girls and Suanori to join the people working around the town. Imadil and Cynthia returned to their smithy, where they were leading the local blacksmiths and metalworkers in repairing the damaged weapons and armor without ruining their enchantments. 
 
    Miria took the guildmaster on her back while Asterios picked Silvia up into his arms and they headed for the giant crater. Arriving at their destination, he dove inside the vertical tunnel and examined it in detail, making sure that nothing worrisome remained anywhere in sight. 
 
    He spotted the magical formation on the bottom of the chasm and stopped next to it for a moment. Most of the ground near the array had been blown into bits, leaving a slightly raised plateau sitting in the middle of a small funnel. The patterns were even more roughed up but could still be identifiable. He was able to spot the places Fievedem and the others had altered to nullify the formation’s influence. 
 
    Returning to the surface, he watched how Suanori used her magic to cover the hole with vines. Multiple branches and thick ropes extended over the chasm, quickly growing thicker and thicker. After about ten minutes, there was no sign of the crater. They tested the durability of the created blanket and confirmed that it should do as long as someone wasn’t specifically looking for the pit and knew its general location. 
 
    After securing the place, they moved back to the edge of the town and joined the townsfolk in cleaning up the corpses of hundreds of monsters and various creatures. Since it would be a huge waste to just burn those away or dispose of them in another way, the people chose to gather the most valuable materials and ingredients from the kills. Various merchants and people knowledgeable in matching fields instructed the others while walking all around the battlefield. 
 
    The entire clean-up operation moved forward in a quite cheerful and friendly atmosphere. Ignoring the copious amounts of blood and gore, the people chatted happily while doing their job. Asterios was glad to be part of Glimmervale, even though he hadn’t been so sure about it in the past. The girls seemed to be having fun too, and even Silvia dirtied her hands with such filthy activity, working alongside them and other people. He chose to help the princess out and received a gentle smile of appreciation in response as they combined their forces in collecting numerous components. 
 
    Most of the time, Miria bounced all around the battlefield, recounting how insane it had felt to run and stomp on little monsters with her giant, flaming paws while squashing them like tiny bugs. People laughed and cheered at her enthusiasm, letting her relish in their approval and admiration. 
 
    Selene’s feat hadn’t gone unnoticed either. People kept mentioning her impressive copy of the moon, which had shone even brighter than the original. Her powerful spiritual techniques had left many deep marks and trenches in the ground, scarring the battlefield greatly. Only Silvia had been able to rival the fox lady in her destructiveness that night. 
 
    After a few hours of heavy labor, Asterios gathered all the girls and convinced them to take a short break. It was very noticeable that his mates grew tired much slower than the other women, being able to go on for much longer, but he didn’t want to exclude anyone, taking a short rest with only half of the team.  
 
    Grea led them to a nearby diner and they took a few orders to refill their lost energy with something tasty. They talked amongst themselves while eating, with the topics of their discussion still revolving around the battle and Silvia especially. Miria loved to listen about her and Ast’s joint fight, commenting on how smart it was for them to fly and attack together. 
 
    But, they could only talk about so many things before getting to the point where it was a bit hard to come up with another topic. Thus, Silvia suggested that they could perhaps take a peek at John’s memories if they didn’t mind. She had grown very invested in the entire story since the moment they had discovered the contaminated formation and would love to find out more about it. 
 
    They all quickly jumped on that idea and Umbra connected them together, letting Asterios lead their watch party of the man’s memories. They obviously didn’t want to spend hours revisiting every single moment of John’s life so they only checked bits of his childhood, learning that both of his parents had been extremely caring and affectionate. Even though they hadn’t been the wealthiest, he had never missed anything and always received whatever he needed or wanted. Perhaps that was the reason behind John’s quite spoiled and rude attitude. 
 
    That fact made the next part only so much harder to swallow. 
 
    After he had accidentally stumbled on his mother writing a note addressed to him, she decided to explain everything. John was confused at first, then furious about her hiding the truth from him. He cursed her a lot for not taking the chance to live with the lord and instead choosing to stay with some poor commoner. A big argument broke out between them but it didn’t look like it led to anything serious other than both sides getting angry at each other for the words they had said. 
 
    And perhaps that was where it all would have ended if not for John’s twisted nature. 
 
    Asterios and the others could literally feel and follow the man’s train of thought. Shortly after John’s argument with the woman, gears started turning in his head. A plan was formulated on how to fix the entire situation. But, there was one major obstacle on its path to success. One person who definitely wouldn’t cooperate, and even if she would, she was a thorn in his side anyway. 
 
    It was extremely painful to watch how John’s mother constantly apologized to her son for three days straight, hoping to mend her relationship with the only family member she had left. On the fourth day, he acted as if he finally had a change of heart and they sat down together in the kitchen after he prepared some tea for them. 
 
    The woman was overtaken with happiness and didn’t think even once about accepting the drink from him. Unfortunately for her, John had used a certain herb in its preparation, one that he knew well that she was heavily allergic to. 
 
    And, just like that, thirty minutes later, she started lacking breath while clutching her chest lightly. It didn’t take long for the man’s mother to lose consciousness and her life next, as no one came to her aid. The only comforting part about the entire ordeal was the fact that she hadn’t seemed to realize what was happening, dying without experiencing the grief of understanding that she had been poisoned by her most loved one. 
 
    Then, John’s awkward attempts at using his mother's death and the letter she had left him to seek refuge at the lord’s castle followed. Meanwhile, he was being an asshole to pretty much everyone else. He did catch the lord’s attention, but that person clearly read through his devious nature and overbearing greed in a flash, deciding to further cut their ties after respecting his mother with a proper burial and even some further financial support for John. 
 
    That made John even more frustrated but an opportunity showed up in front of him not that long after. The lord passed away from natural causes. He started doing his best to appeal to the people of Glimmervale, but many also quickly realized what kind of person he actually was. His chances of becoming the next lord were almost non-existent. 
 
    By some mischievous stroke of luck, while wandering through the forest in an attempt to hunt an awe-inspiring game to prove himself, using an enchanted sword he had spent his entire family savings on, he stumbled on the entrance to the underground cavern. At first, he completely disregarded the formation and skeletal remains, but something drew him back there. 
 
    John spent about two weeks going through the old texts, luckily finding the cipher early. As he understood more about that hidden chamber, another plan began forming in his head. Since he knew nothing about Summoning Magic, he wasn’t aware of the risks coming from him interfering with the array, as the books obviously didn’t mention such, not being aimed at someone so uneducated. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to add the directions and a simple order to the patterns, damaging them greatly in the process. It was a miracle nothing happened. As a result, the entire magical circle became highly unstable and began rapidly absorbing contaminated spiritual essence and energy from its surroundings. 
 
    The rest unfolded exactly as Asterios and the others knew it had. Even after their arrival, John continued to release the monsters, hoping he could show everyone who the real hero was. But, it didn’t work out. 
 
    A few minutes of silence passed from the moment everyone came back to themselves after watching parts of John’s memories. The atmosphere was slightly gloomy but Grea quickly did her best to take everyone’s minds off the past they couldn’t change and her brazen, openly vulgar way of being gradually broke through everyone’s heavy moods. They felt a little better after recounting the man’s death and the torture he had suffered during Umbra’s scan. 
 
    Not wanting to mope around for too long, they hastily returned to the battlefield and took their minds off the story they had witnessed by working hard on salvaging the monsters and other creatures. They barely spoke amongst themselves this time, gathering the parts and ingredients mostly in silence and the occasional thanks they shared for helping each other. 
 
    They didn’t even realize when evening came. The sky began turning orange and slowly darkening. Most of the artificial plain had been cleared up, leaving just the damaged ground and countless tree stumps in sight. Not to mention bloodstains and such, of course. The people were starting to head back into the town, and they joined the crowd. 
 
    Shortly after crossing the edge of the furthest buildings, they ran into a familiar figure. An energetic woman with brown hair tied up into a small braid lying on her shoulder launched herself at Asterios and he hugged his mom dearly. 
 
    “Finally, I found you.” She giggled adorably. “I feel like we’ve been missing each other since morning. I’m glad to see that you guys are all okay.” 
 
    “There is no need to worry, Miss Kindra.” Miria beamed at her from the side. “Master is super strong and did his best to protect us and everyone here. We made sure he was safe too, of course.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I saw part of the battle with my own eyes, especially the beginning.” She reciprocated the smile. “It’s just a mother’s thing. You just can’t stop worrying about your children, no matter how strong, dependable, and competent they are. One day, you will understand. I’m sure.” 
 
    The panthergirl blushed heavily while looking to the side and everyone chuckled softly. She wouldn’t ever admit that she could technically understand already, and had felt something similar during her vision back in the Demon Continent. Her tail began swishing much faster after she thought about having Ast’s kittens again, and the names they had given to them in that dream. 
 
    “We’ll have to speed up the construction of the walls,” Kindra continued. “After this show, I’m sure there will be no one to oppose any suggestions and proposals regarding the project. We need them badly.” 
 
    “I can rest easy knowing that you and Tina’s parents are on the case,” Asterios said with a warm smile. “Don’t push yourself too hard, alright? How are you doing right now?” 
 
    “I’m great.” She giggled happily. “Most of the shops are done and a few are near finished. We’ll also certainly profit heavily from all those monster materials. Some of the furs and hides are quite rare. There have been some unusual and uncommon creatures amongst the beasts. I’m coordinating the transport of those we have already gathered right now and also going around to secure some deals to purchase more. It’s a lot of talking.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that the majority of the spoils are going to the town’s warehouses so I think we could try and gain access to some of it with Asterios,” Tina suggested with a mischievous glint in her azure eyes. 
 
    Kindra smirked at her and hugged the blue-haired lady. “You are starting to sound like a real Hestizo, you know?” 
 
    The two women chuckled together and Ast’s mother stepped back. 
 
    “I have to go now. Not much longer before the celebration starts. No one will want to focus on boring business then.” 
 
    “So, you are not going to take advantage of all the drunk merchants and businesspeople?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    She placed a finger over her lips in a shushing motion and winked. Leaving a fleeting giggle behind herself, Kindra disappeared into the crowd. Asterios shook his head and shared a glance with his companions. They resumed their interrupted journey to the center of the town. 
 
    A big party awaited them once more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44
In the Heat of Passion ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios walked through the streets with all the girls accompanying him. Miria clung to his side while still talking about last night’s battle. Now and then, the topic switched to his and Silvia’s fight, and everyone listened to their own tale, mostly told by the princess. They had just recently finished dealing with leftover monster corpses alongside other townsfolk and headed to the main market to see if they could help with the preparations for the upcoming party. 
 
    But, no matter who they asked, every single person involved in those, stubbornly didn’t let them do anything. Many people emphasized that it was a celebration in their name so they shouldn’t under any circumstances be involved in its preparations. Talking to the Committee members changed nothing in that regard. 
 
    Therefore, they gave up and decided to just watch everything unfold. After picking an outdoor restaurant somewhere on the side, they ordered some snacks and sat positioned towards the center of the plaza. Just the sight of everyone working together on various aspects of the celebration was a mesmerizing spectacle on its own. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Grea filled Asterios in on how things had looked in her delegated team while everyone else had been fighting for the safety of Glimmervale. She put so much emotion into her story that it captured them all in a flash, and soon, everyone was listening attentively to the struggles and the success of her and the elves. 
 
    Time passed quickly as they chatted, and soon, the preparations were almost done. Asterios didn't want them to be late, so he notified the girls and took everyone back to the center of the plaza, now riddled with various long tables and plenty of festive stalls. Everything seemed even grander than during their welcoming ceremony. 
 
    The festivities began shortly after their arrival with the accompaniment of beautiful, happy music.  
 
    Miria was quickly swept away by the overall cheerfulness of the crowd, stolen by some young kids who wanted to touch her fluffy tail and ears. Over the course of the entire night, she could be seen dancing with countless children while laughing joyfully as they often brought her delicious, local snacks to try. 
 
    Tina and Selene were invited to taste some of the best wine Glimmervale had to offer and they spent most of their time alongside many other ladies and men joining in on the occasion. At one point, someone suggested a drinking contest, and the duo was quickly coerced into participation. Asterios wanted to warn Tina, but he didn’t make it in time before the two challenged each other and even made bets. 
 
    The poor Summoner girl had no idea who she was putting herself up against. 
 
    Grea could be seen being loud and obnoxious everywhere around as usual. Whenever she wasn’t, she enjoyed the party with her father. It seemed that their relationship had at least somewhat improved since their reunion. Asterios liked to think that his words had helped both her and Radir to at least take a look at themselves and each other from another angle. 
 
    As for him, he mostly wandered around the big plaza while joining his mates and friends for short periods of time. Bryn and Silvia accompanied him a lot and they enjoyed the evening together. Now and then, one of the other girls would pull them in to join them for a moment or two. They shared lots of laughs and fun times. 
 
    Wanting to spend some time with their winged companion, he invited Bryn for a dance. A little hesitant at first, she agreed with a sweet smile after Asterios shared with her that he would love to learn more about her culture, especially when it came to such festivities and celebrations.  
 
    She was more than happy to show him, and they moved to one of the groups of people swaying to the rhythm of the music. Joining them, they started rocking their bodies together while discussing various similarities and differences between their respective realms and their own ways of approaching such events. They taught each other some traditional dances while chatting too. All in all, they enjoyed their little moment so much that neither of them noticed when almost three hours passed, and they were getting slightly winded. 
 
    Bryn blushed faintly and Asterios chuckled at her, extending an arm to the Valkyrie and leading her aside so that they could rest a little. She thanked him for the amazing time they had spent together and went ahead to join the two heavily drunk women by the wine table, a little parched herself. One of the ladies could potentially use a bit of her magic too, returning to a somewhat functional state. The blue-haired one, of course. 
 
    Roaming his gaze around the party of tremendous size, Asterios spotted Silvia sitting on a bench and watching from the sidelines while petting some snuggly cat sitting on her lap. He picked up two mugs of refreshing apple juice and started approaching the princess.  
 
    But shortly before he reached her spot, the cat suddenly stood up, arched its back with a threatening hiss, and bolted away faster than lightning, leaving Silvia spooked and confused, with her arms raised into the air. They glanced at each other and Asterios smiled wryly, covering the remaining distance separating them. 
 
    “I think there might be some beef between cats and Dragons.” He chuckled softly, handing her one mug. 
 
    She smiled warmly and scooted to the side, making some more space for him to sit down. Asterios obliged and they took a sip together, observing the partying people. One thing they had learned since their arrival in Glimmervale, was that people here certainly knew how to have fun, and they definitely loved to do so on any given occasion. It did not matter who they were or what was their status, everyone came together to celebrate and enjoy the night. 
 
    “So, what are your plans now?” Silvia asked, still gazing into the mesmerizing crowd. 
 
    “First, we’ll see how things develop here for a moment, wait for everything to settle down after the battle,” he replied, glancing at her beautiful profile, warmly illuminated by the lit torches and bonfires. “Then, we’ll most likely begin our search in Bryn’s realm. That part hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Going through the gates?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto them. Neither Silvia nor Asterios said anything else for a few minutes. They sipped on their drinks while taking in the sights and sounds of celebration. 
 
    “I’m sure you are aware of what my father is trying to achieve in the background,” she began first again. 
 
    He smiled a little and nodded. “I have an idea or two.” 
 
    Silvia slowly turned her face to look at him, her amber eyes gleaming from the fires dancing around them. “What do you think about it?” 
 
    “Well, it depends, mostly on what’s your opinion on that,” he replied. 
 
    She returned her gaze to the front and began to stroke the mug resting on her lap with her thumb. 
 
    “To be perfectly honest, I’ve never felt this close and… nice… around anyone else before, and not just in terms of our incredibly compatible spiritual energy. Since the very first day we met, I felt this weak pull towards you, perhaps fueled by curiosity too, which gradually grew in strength the more time we spent together, adventured, learned about each other—” 
 
    A slightly intoxicated man stumbled over his feet and threatened to fall over onto them. Somehow, he barely managed to keep his balance and made his unstable way past their bench. Asterios had raised his arm to shield Silvia, but it, fortunately, wasn’t needed. 
 
    He glanced at the princess with a warm smile, offering a hand to her. “Would you maybe like to take a little break from these amazing but extremely crowded festivities in a slightly quieter place?” 
 
    A quiet chuckle escaped Silvia’s lips and she nodded, taking it gently. “With pleasure.” 
 
    They stood up together and Asterios led them towards the castle, walking on the sidelines of the celebratory party. Holding hands the entire way to their destination, they shared occasional greetings with various people heading in either direction. Quite a lot of them were at least somewhat tipsy. Thanks to that, no one seemed to care about them in the slightest, allowing the duo to take an undisturbed breath of fresh, chilly, night air. 
 
    Asterios wondered where they should stop for their little break and Silvia suggested either of their bedrooms since those had the lowest chances of anyone interrupting them again. He agreed and chose to bring them to the chamber currently assigned to her in case any of the other girls wanted to take a rest in their chamber in the meanwhile.  
 
    Holding the door for her, he received an appreciative nod and watched the princess walk up to the balcony window on the other side of the room. Locking the door to assure their privacy, he soon followed after her and reached Silvia’s side, gazing down at the town alongside his scarlet-haired friend. 
 
    As they stood there in silence, enjoying the faint breeze, their fingers somehow found each other again. Neither of them saw anything wrong in that and had no intentions of taking their hand away. The gentle hold they shared felt warm and pleasant. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what to say,” Silvia began, clearly struggling a little to find the correct words. “I think… I might have developed a crush on you. Is that what it’s called?” 
 
    She turned to him, looking at his face for a possible answer. 
 
    “Do you think about me a lot?” he asked, brushing her delicate skin with his thumb. 
 
    She nodded lightly. 
 
    “Do you want to meet me whenever you have some spare free time?” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Do you feel a little uneasy around me? Perhaps somewhat fluffy? Nervous about how you appear while we are together?” 
 
    At every single question, Silvia faintly nodded her head. 
 
    Asterios smiled at her softly. “Then, I think we are safe to assume that you truly might have some feelings for me, at least according to a certain book I’ve read in the past. It listed these symptoms as possible signs of falling in love, or at least developing a crush on someone.” 
 
    “Do you also experience such things around me?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “All the time. I greatly enjoyed our time together and it would be extremely hard for me not to grow fond of such a charming and thoughtful woman.” He scratched his neck a little awkwardly. “I apologize if I seemed really disinterested or maybe even dismissive, but I just didn’t want to openly court someone of your standing while having both our statuses in mind.” 
 
    “I understand.” Silvia showed a sweet smile. “I’ve been doing the same thing. Deep down, I knew that I wanted to get closer to you, especially after watching how happy all the other girls are. But part of me still was a little skeptical. Even though I felt like it was completely unnecessary, I kept testing you again and again.” 
 
    “Dressing up and the bath?” Asterios asked and laughed softly after she nodded with a shy smile. “That’s understandable. You had all the right to do that. I can only hope that I didn’t disappoint you.” 
 
    “I can assure you that you passed each of them with flying colors, to the point where I felt almost silly for doing all that.” Silvia’s smile grew a little. “So, in regard to our concerns about our statuses, it wouldn’t really matter that much. It’s not like we would have to set a marriage right away or anything. I don’t think a princess isn’t allowed to date or meet someone. The only worry I have is that I really don’t want to get between you and your women.” 
 
    “If you had, they would have made that known long ago.” He shook his head, squeezing her hand tenderly. “Do you think they aren’t aware of everything that’s happening right now?” 
 
    Silvia chuckled softly, looked Asterios in the eyes for a brief moment, and turned to the front again. Silence enveloped them once more as they held hands. She started to brush his skin with her thumb too. 
 
    Asterios decided to be the one to break it this time and gave Silvia a light squeeze. After she glanced at him, he took a hold of her other hand, brought them together between their bodies, and turned them to face each other properly. Looking straight at the beautiful, fiery princess, he showed an affectionate smile. 
 
    “Silvia. Would you like to be with me? I really enjoy having you by my side.” 
 
    She stared back at him with a charming, little smile which at the same time felt like the biggest one she had ever shown, and she gave him a firm, also confident nod. 
 
    “I think I would.” 
 
    They chuckled at each other and Asterios pulled her closer. She let him do so while holding his hands and raised her chin a little bit, allowing Asterios to join their lips in a soft, subtle kiss. Even though their mouths only brushed together in a delicate peck, a very apparent, warm spark passed through them, causing both of them to shiver in excitement. 
 
    After withdrawing herself, Silvia sighed dreamily. “That was… nice.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was,” Asterios agreed. 
 
    They looked each other in the eyes for a few seconds and took back their hands, moving their arms to hug each other instead. With their bodies lightly pressing into each other, they began exchanging more loving kisses, taking their time to enjoy them to the fullest. Just like before, a pleasant spark of electricity tickled their mouths now and then, accompanied by ever-increasing warmth. 
 
    A few long minutes later, they separated again, smiling at each other brilliantly. Silvia’s cheeks grew much rosier during their heated exchange and they were both slightly out of breath, their hearts beating much faster than usual. They knew well that it wasn’t perfectly normal. 
 
    “While I’m not completely oblivious to these things since my maid often teases me a lot with her lewd talk, I must admit that I have no idea how to be a good wife in bed,” Silvia confessed with a more apparent flush. 
 
    Asterios chuckled quietly. “Do you plan to hurt me intentionally?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Call me actual demeaning words?” 
 
    She shook her head again. 
 
    “Rip my hair out, cut my skin open, or seriously injure me in any other way?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Silvia denied without a second of hesitation. 
 
    “Then there is no way you can be bad in bed.” Asterios leaned in and stole one more kiss from the princess. 
 
    Starting another kissing session, they slowly made their way to Silvia’s bed. He reached out to help her undress, but she stopped his hands and gently pushed Asterios to sit on the mattress. Giving him a tiny, bashful smile, she took a few steps back and began unpinning the clasps holding her chestplate in place. 
 
    After getting it off, she shoved it into her spatial storage and moved to take care of her coat. Piece by piece, Silvia unhurriedly took off her black military uniform, soon ending up in just her alluring underwear. Meeting Ast’s gaze, she moved her hands behind her back and skillfully unpinned her soft, white bra, revealing her perky, moderate breasts to him. Without wasting too much time, she soon wedged her fingers under the material of her panties of the same color and sensually slid them down her alluring legs. 
 
    Appearing in front of Asterios without anything to cover her attractive body, Silvia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Just as she exhaled lightly, her hair began rippling like it was affected by a faint breeze. Her orange inner strands glowed and shimmered as countless small sparks flickered all over them like tens of tiny fireworks. Opening her eyes, she revealed that they shone with an amber hue too. 
 
    “Beautiful…” Asterios muttered under his breath and Silvia’s lips curled up in a dazzling smile. 
 
    “I didn’t know I could even do this until… our energies mixed in that fight with the Golem,” Silvia said as she slowly approached him. “Whenever I tried to grasp the remnants of your mana inside my circuits, my hair became like this.” 
 
    He stood up and put his arms around her small waist. They looked deep into each other’s gleaming eyes, feeling the heat and tension in the air. Silvia placed her dainty hands on his chest and joined their lips in one more kiss as Ast’s clothes dematerialized in a wave of crimson flames. Her fingers began brushing over his skin as they gently made out, the temperature of their bodies and their surroundings gradually rising. 
 
    When Silvia’s palm found Ast’s member, they stopped pursuing each other’s lips and glanced down at the same time. A little hesitant at first, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft and moved them up and down unhurriedly. 
 
    “I always wondered how it felt in touch after that bath,” she admitted. 
 
    “And how is it?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “Hot.” Silvia smiled back at him. “And very captivating.” 
 
    He followed her actions and ran his palm down her smooth belly too, soon arriving at the alluring slit down below. Silvia inhaled softly when Ast’s fingers gently prodded her lower lips, parting them to the sides so that he could rub her more sensitive parts. They teased each other for a few moments until their breaths hitched again. 
 
    Asterios withdrew his hand and earned himself a curious look from the slightly flushed princess. Leaving a peck on the bridge of Silvia’s nose, he began tracing a path of fluffy kisses down her face, neck, shoulders, and then chest. Arriving in front of her fair breasts, he took one tender hill in his hand and began delicately caressing the other one with his tongue. 
 
    Silvia let out a loud sigh as her body trembled faintly. She hugged Asterios tightly, wrapping her arms around his head. Every time that his hot tongue lapped over her hard nipple, she felt a small wave of hotness roll through her entire being. It wasn’t an orgasm, she knew that well since she naturally had tried pleasing herself a few times in the past, but it felt even better. 
 
    While sucking and nibbling on the stiff peak, Asterios experienced something similar. With his slightly more attuned to spiritual energy senses, he could tell that each time his warm muscle tickled Silvia’s nipple, some kind of a faint connection occurred between their respective energies. That caused a small explosion, sending a thrill through their spiritual circuits and sources. 
 
    Curious about any other possibilities, he moved lower after giving enough attention to Silvia’s appetizing bosom. She let him continue, watching in anticipation as Asterios trailed his kisses over her belly button and soon dove between her legs. Even though she prepared herself mentally for what was about to come, she still let out a soft moan when his tongue slowly traced over her tightly sealed pussy. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhh…” 
 
    Her hands immediately shot to his white hair as her knees banged together. Immense heat filled her precious place, and he didn’t even part her folds properly yet. At the same time, down there, Asterios was getting hotter himself, scooping Silvia’s delicious nectar by running his tongue all over her fragrant crevice. It tasted like nothing else he had the pleasure to try, and definitely was full of fiery, spiritual energy. 
 
    Eager to explore Silvia’s almost scorching insides, he tenderly spread her pink flower and kissed the delicate flesh of her heated pussy. The princess released another alluring whine and trembled strongly when Ast’s lips brushed over her sensitive clit. Her fingers gripped his hair even harder, and she arched her back a little bit from the incredible pleasure spreading through her nether regions. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh… Ahhhhhh…” 
 
    Asterios listened to her captivating voice and did his best to work his tongue over Silvia’s shy pearl as it seemed to give her the best experience. At the same time, he started delicately rubbing his fingers over her leaking entrance, inserting just their tips past her tender, wet folds. The princess tugged on his hair each time he stroked a good spot and her pulling quickly grew more frequent. 
 
    “Ahhhhh… Asterios…. Ahhhh… I’m already…” 
 
    Hearing her confession, he began caressing her clit with even more fondness and increased the speed of his loving rubs. Silvia answered immediately with more carnal cries and her legs started trembling in no time. He felt her pussy constrict around the tips of his fingers and more hot love juices trickled from between Silvia’s lower lips. 
 
    Just as she came, her head shot to the back and her voice got stuck in her throat. Asterios watched in amazement as Silvia’s scarlet-amber hair shimmered even stronger and the tiny sparks exploded with tripled ferocity all around those mesmerizing strands with actual, audible crackling, truly becoming like miniature fireworks. 
 
    The brief show faded away after Silvia slowly finished her high, breathing heavily. Holding her firmly, Asterios stood up and supported the princess with his body, letting her rest on his chest. Her fair breasts brushed against his skin pleasantly as they looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “That was… Incredible…” Silvia whispered, still catching her breath. 
 
    “I agree.” Asterios joined their lips in a loving kiss. “You looked so stunning.” 
 
    She showed an exquisite smile. “I could feel your energy again… It made me feel amazing… I’m a little afraid of how it will feel when we actually make love…” 
 
    Silvia chuckled faintly and Asterios joined her. He picked the princess up into his arms and brought her to the bed, stepping onto the mattress on his knees. Exchanging a few more pecks with her, he softly lay Silvia on the sheets. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down, at the same time, unhurriedly spreading her legs slightly to the sides to make some more space for him. 
 
    They paused their kisses for a moment and looked down together. Silvia’s fingers wrapped around Ast’s length, and she led him to her eager slit. He traced a few symbols over her navel in the meanwhile, which soon began emitting a barely noticeable sheen. She rubbed his glans between her warm folds for a brief moment, causing them both to sigh quietly, and slipped his tip just a little bit inside. 
 
    Relinquishing the control of his member back to Asterios, she looked up again and gave him a small nod. He answered with the same and carefully slid himself deeper into her embrace, bringing his mouth down to brush against Silvia’s as they finally became one. 
 
    She trembled lightly and let out a muffled whine as he pushed past a thin membrane. The further inside her Asterios moved, the louder she got, and her gorgeous hair pulsed with increasing intensity. A few ardent moans escaped their joined lips as he smoothly filled her blazing channel to the brim. At that very moment, Silvia’s hair flashed the brightest, and countless little stars burst around her entire figure again, tickling Ast’s skin this time. 
 
    They shared one look and knew exactly what the other one had in mind. 
 
    Asterios started moving his hips, gently at first, sliding in and out of Silvia’s snug pussy for her to grow used to the overwhelming pleasure. Even he felt like he was going to melt at any moment and the heat their bodies emitted cumulated even more at the place of their intimate connection. Each stroke caused a wave of hot mana to wash over his spiritual circuits, and he was certain that Silvia experienced the same. The tiny explosions following each of his thrusts clearly proved that. He was afraid that the friction of their genitals would suddenly spark a fierce fire. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… Ahhhhhh… It’s like my insides… Ahhhh… Are boiling…” Silvia tried to explain her sensations in between her moans. 
 
    “I know…” Asterios grunted softly. “I’m pretty sure I’m the same…” 
 
    They gave up on kissing for the time being and focused on fully enjoying this unimaginable situation. Silvia felt nothing more than pure bliss in no time and Asterios began slapping his pelvis into her soft thighs with some more strength. They stared each other deep in the eyes, listening to the cacophony of indecent sounds their bodies created together. Passionate moans and occasional grunts of pleasure filled the air. 
 
    The closer to their peaks they got, the more intense the heat became. Soon, the air around them began shimmering like in a hot desert, making their surroundings blurry. Nothing else than their respective figures right in front of their eyes remained in focus. It was an extremely trippy feeling, but at the same time, they felt its deep intimacy, as if they had created their own, personal space where only they mattered, and their blazing feelings. 
 
    “Silvia…” Asterios growled, getting slightly dizzy from the intense buildup. 
 
    He found her shining, amber eyes again. 
 
    She placed both hands on his cheeks, gazed back into his ferocious, crimson irises, and pulled him in for a deep kiss. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Me too! Ahhhh! Please, inside! Come inside! Ahhhhhh! I’m going to explode! Ahhhhh!” 
 
    He growled again in confirmation and reaffirmed his grip on her smooth sides. She locked her legs behind his waist and welcomed Asterios as deep into her hot embrace as she could. His hard member poked her furthest depths as he hammered into her with strength and unimaginable care. Their tongues danced together when they reached their limits at the same time. 
 
    Asterios grunted, flooding Silvia’s tightening insides with bountiful waves of milky-white delicacy as she moaned into his lips, shivering. A dark crimson aura swirled around his frame while the tiny, amber explosions crackled loudly around her body with even more passion. 
 
    Suddenly, their pleasure spiked even more, and they shook together, releasing ardent moans. Their energies mixed deeply, the red mist fused with the orange bursts and formed one, violent, extremely hot typhoon around them. Riding their highs, they watched with wide eyes as the combined forces whirled in a vortex until they erupted outwards in deep ginger flames, spooking them greatly. 
 
    They breathed heavily, looking to the sides. Fortunately, it didn’t seem like the unusual fire had done any damage to anything around them. Faint traces of Ast’s crimson aura still hung in the air, alongside the slowly fading crackling of Silvia’s firework-like explosions. Looking at each other in confusion, utterly covered in sweat, they chuckled together and shared one more kiss. 
 
    As they found each other's eyes again, they could both read the simple but powerful message in them. 
 
    More. 
 
    They were both hot, blazing even, and their bodies yearned for more heated affection. Without exchanging a single word, they jumped into action once more as one body, one mind. Silvia pushed herself up just as Asterios raised them to a sitting position. In a flash, he fell to the back, and she ended up on top of him this time, laying her body over his. The indecent sounds of passionate lovemaking filled the chamber again. She embraced his neck lovingly as he held her soft bottom and dropped her pink lily onto his hard member. 
 
    The remains of their earlier outburst still swirled and twinkled around them, almost hypnotizing them amidst their ardent acts. Silvia drew her face back for a moment, and Asterios quickly pushed his lips against hers, silencing the moaning princess with a deep, amorous kiss. Her slim fingers ran all over his hair and face as they made out while pushing their bodies into each other. Everything else except for the two of them became a blur in their eyes. 
 
    Loud, wet noises echoed through the air as Asterios thrust himself into Silvia's beautiful precious place with all he had. She didn't leave everything to him like before but worked her hips in sync, taking his member deep into her scorching hot pussy, slamming her wet entrance into his pelvis.  
 
    Looking down, they could literally see the heat their nether regions generated, and the incredible amount of love nectar glistening over them alongside all the sweat turning their skin into a sparkling coating. Plenty of shiny beads covered Silvia's fair breasts and Ast's chest as they rubbed into each other from the passionate motions. 
 
    Soon, the tiny fireworks around Silvia's hair and entire figure intensified again and he knew she was coming close. His fiery source felt like it was going to burst too, synchronizing itself with the woman he shared the moment with. Sporadically, scales showed up around his body as they neared their second orgasm together and began letting out reverberating moans and grunts of pure pleasure. 
 
    Then, they came once more, entangling their limbs around each other's bodies with all their strength, pushing their precious places together for the final explosion. Tens of bright, crackling sparks accompanied Silvia's loud, shivering cry and a crimson flame rolled over Ast's skin as he growled into her neck, filling the beautiful princess up with his second load. They gyrated their hips together for the entirety of their climax, riding their high for as long as they could, panting heavily. 
 
    After calming down enough to control their breathing, they shifted on the bed a little, and Asterios slipped out of Silvia’s pussy, falling next to her. Pulling her close to hug the princess to his chest, he kissed her forehead and she smiled warmly at him. With a soft sigh, she snuggled her face to his neck. 
 
    “So amazing…” she whispered. 
 
    “I know.” He brushed through her hypnotizing hair. “You are so warm and pleasant to just… touch.” 
 
    They shared a moment of silence, just caressing each other until Silvia spoke up again. 
 
    “I would have never thought that just lying in someone’s arms would feel so heavenly, not to mention spending intimate time with my… man?” She raised her face to gaze into Ast’s eyes from below with an uncertain look. “Is it weird that I feel like I want to call you my man? Would that be okay?” 
 
    He chuckled and pecked her forehead. “But of course. I am your man now. That’s a fact and you can state it whenever you want, as long as you don’t think that it will cause any problems when done in public.” 
 
    She showed another dazzling smile and joined their lips in a delicate kiss. “Thank you.”  
 
    They lay together on the bed for a few minutes longer, enjoying each other’s company, and soon fell asleep just like that, exhausted by whatever had happened between them a moment later. The mysterious aura of crimson mist mixed with amber sparks surrounded them for an entire hour before fully disappearing from the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45
The Kingdom’s Future 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios woke up to a pleasant warmth covering his front. Opening his eyes, he found Silvia nestled in his chest while sleeping as his little spoon. Their bodies clung together firmly as his arms were wrapped around her slim waist. But, rather than asleep, the fiery princess seemed to be awake, just lying on her side in Ast’s embrace while rubbing a certain finger of her left hand. 
 
    He took a deep breath and sighed softly to announce his presence and she glanced over her shoulder as a puff of ticklish air hit the nape of her neck. Silvia showed a gentle smile and turned around to face Asterios. He fixed the position of his hands to tenderly graze her smooth back and admired the princess’ charming figure for a brief moment before glancing at her palm. 
 
    “It looks like you were right. There seems to be something between us,” he said, reaching out to take her hand into his. 
 
    Silvia nodded faintly and let him bring her fingers between them, displaying the small, black band coiled around her ring finger. 
 
    “It looks like I was. It’s a very pleasant feeling to see an actual confirmation in front of your eyes. It gets rid of all the doubts you had earlier,” she commented and raised her gaze to meet his. 
 
    Using the same hand, he brushed his thumb over Silvia’s noble cheek. She showed a dazzling smile to which he responded with the same. 
 
    “You look so beautiful when you smile. You really should do it more.” 
 
    A tinge of rosiness quickly surfaced on Silvia’s face as her smile grew even more. Asterios leaned in and joined their lips in a soft, unhurried kiss. She rested her hands on his warm chest while enjoying the tender pecks they shared. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered after they parted. “For this, and for last night. It was… intense. But also, incredible.” 
 
    “I hope I wasn’t too forceful back then. Things got a little bit heated when we finally… joined our bodies together.” Asterios showed a slightly wry smile. 
 
    She quickly shook her head and let out a quiet chuckle. “No, it wasn’t. I felt really good. It’s something I’ll never forget. My maid truly undersold the joy of making love to me.” 
 
    Asterios laughed a little. “I don’t think she had ever literally exploded like we did personally or seen or heard about anyone getting like this. You said that those sparks were new, right?” 
 
    Silvia nodded and pulled herself closer to him. Asterios embraced her again and let the princess rest her forehead on his chest as they lay together on their sides. He gently combed through her mesmerizing, two-toned hair, recalling how it sparkled charmingly last night. 
 
    “After our energies mixed in that vault, yes,” she whispered, running her palm over his front. “Not as vivid and plentiful as recently, though. You sharing your mana and essence with me through our extremely delightful act must have intensified the effect. Even just when you were using your tongue, I felt my entire body wanting to burst into flames from the fierce energy. I admit that I pleasured myself in the past, but I’ve never climaxed so hard.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I noticed a few scales surfacing on my skin, so I guess each of us responds to it in our own way,” Asterios pondered out loud. “And then, we literally burst in flames just as you said. Though, I’m happy nothing got scorched like it used to get whenever I released fire while unconscious by myself.” 
 
    “It was beautiful.” Silvia sighed dreamily. “The mix of the crimson-amber aura surrounding us, the little sparks decorating it, and how they seemed to spin around us like an ethereal galaxy. Just thinking about it is starting to make me a bit… warm… in my underbelly…” 
 
    “I feel exactly the same,” Asterios admitted, and she glanced up at his face. “I’m afraid that our bloodlines might be making us even more eager to share an intimate time together than we would normally be. Who knows what other effects it could have on us now that we fully mingled together.” 
 
    “It’s not like that’s an issue for you, right?” she asked with a warm smile, making Asterios chuckle. “I would love to relive that moment many, many times. Perhaps even right now, if you would like, but I think we shouldn’t overuse the goodwill of your other women too much, especially after I stole you from them for an entire night. And there could be a place we might have to visit too.” 
 
    Silvia wrapped her arms around Ast’s neck, pulling herself up to match his face again, and they shared one more loving kiss as her tender breasts pressed into his chest. He roamed with his fingers over the princess’ amazing back and shapely behind, gently caressing her skin. 
 
    “Would you be willing to accompany me back home?” She looked deep into his eyes after their lips parted, searching them for any signs of an answer. “If it isn’t too much to ask for, I would like to inform Father about us.” 
 
    “I would be honored,” he replied and hugged her dearly, evoking a brilliant smile from the radiant princess. 
 
    They remained in each other’s embrace for a few minutes longer, just running their fingers over their skin and enjoying the pleasant warmth. Then, Asterios slowly raised them up and assisted Silvia in getting out of bed. They stood next to it side by side and took a peek at their exposed bodies. A fair blush covered Silvia’s cheeks, but she hid nothing, and neither did he. 
 
    “After we made love, I should be able to open a gate to my home, right?” she wondered out loud, bringing her ring finger up again. 
 
    “If everything worked exactly as it usually does,” he confirmed. 
 
    Giving him a gentle nod, Silvia focused her thoughts, and soon, a crimson gate rose from the ground. She smiled at it, then at Asterios, and stepped into the swirling mist. He quickly followed after her, finding himself in Silvia's bedchamber back in the capital. 
 
    “It’s so amazing,” Silvia commented, looking around. “Come. I think we should take a bath first.” 
 
    She led Asterios to one of her wardrobes and brought out two night robes for them to cover themselves with. He accepted a royal red one while she picked a bright orange shade for herself. They helped each other tie the belts properly, already feeling like a husband and wife after their first night together. 
 
    After they were ready, Silvia slid her palm into Ast’s, and he gripped it gently. They headed for the door while holding hands. Shortly after she opened it, guiding them into the hallway, they ran into a maid, which turned out to be no one else than her personal servant, Camille. 
 
    The woman’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets when she noticed not just their loose apparel and clearly glistening skin, but also the way their fingers interlaced together. Silvia showed a beautiful smile while greeting the maid and walked past her without worry. Asterios snuck a peek at Camille as she led him away, noticing how deathly pale the woman was getting. 
 
    They reached the royal baths and entered a small pool together. Silvia didn’t want Asterios to feel uncomfortable, so she asked the servants present in the chamber to let them bathe alone and everyone obliged, giving him a few curious but also uncertain stares.  
 
    With no one to interrupt them, they washed each other carefully, engaging in a few short kisses along the way. It was hard not to when they constantly felt that mysterious pull toward each other, making them feel incredible whenever they got close. 
 
    After assuring Silvia that he didn’t mind, she called for a few maids to bring them new robes and the women quickly fulfilled her request. They even helped them wipe their bodies with towels and then dress up. Asterios felt like he was constantly under a scrutinizing gaze or two, but he didn’t let that bother him in the slightest. He had suddenly shown up out of nowhere while getting all close and personal with their princess, in the end. 
 
    Returning to Silvia’s chambers, they switched into proper clothes. Asterios gave her a hand with one of her black military uniforms, without the protective chestplate, and materialized his own clothes afterward. Exchanging smiles, they took each other’s hands once more and left to join the king during breakfast. 
 
    The guards keeping watch in front of the doors gave their joined palms a brief glance and quickly opened the gate. Asterios and Silvia walked forward with calm and confident steps. Welrond sat on the other side of the table while enjoying a small feast. It was obvious that he was aware of their arrival but chose to continue eating without sparing them even a single look. 
 
    They stopped opposite him and waited in silence for a few seconds. Silvia took a soft breath and slowly let it out as Asterios squeezed her hand reassuringly. 
 
    “Dad… I’ve given my purity to Asterios…” 
 
    Welrond froze momentarily, the fork falling out of his grasp with a loud clink. He finally looked up at them with pure shock written all over his noble face. 
 
    “Could you… repeat that?” he asked with a serious expression. 
 
    “I’ve given my puri—” 
 
    “No, not that.” He waved his hand at her dismissively. 
 
    She frowned lightly, wondering what else he could have meant, and then raised a brow at the man. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Mmmmm… Music to my ears…” Welrond hummed delightfully with a blissful smile. 
 
    Silvia sighed quietly. “Could you please be serious about this, Fathe—... Dad?” 
 
    The king nodded at her happily. “What’s the issue here? Did he force you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Drug you?” 
 
    She did it again. 
 
    “Charm? Seduce?” 
 
    “None of the above,” Silvia replied calmly. 
 
    “Then what's the problem?” He spread his arms to the sides. “I think you found yourself a good man and consummated your relationship with him, isn’t that right?” 
 
    She nodded with a barely noticeable smile, glancing down a bit as a visible blush bloomed on her fair cheeks. 
 
    “I promise to treat Silvia the way she deserves at all times,” Asterios joined in after meeting the king’s gaze. “I’m pretty sure we began to share something deeper than just a resonating bloodline and I hope Your Majesty doesn’t mind our personal involvement.” 
 
    Welrond chuckled heartily and gestured at them to sit down. “Of course not. I’m glad Silvia finally found someone she likes and enjoys spending her time with. I couldn’t be any happier with such a promising man. You’ve shown plenty of times that you are worthy of my trust. The ladies you keep happy support that belief too.” 
 
    “Won’t that part be of an issue, though?” 
 
    “Minor inconvenience. It’s nothing you have to worry about. There are ways of making it work and the most important thing is you two being happy with each other. I’m pretty sure you don’t plan a wedding right away, am I correct, Daughter?” 
 
    Silvia smiled at him softly. “No, Dad. I would like to hold it off for some time. I’ve always wondered how it feels to date someone, even though I know that we are already deeply bound to each other even stronger than through verbal vows. Besides, I don’t want to delay Asterios even more. Glimmervale’s situation already did that a lot.” 
 
    He nodded sagely. “That’s true. Well, we can have him gain some more renown as the town’s lord until both of you are ready to take this step. That will certainly be beneficial.” 
 
    “Regarding our future marriage, won’t it get in the way of your… plans?” Asterios asked. 
 
    The king glanced at each of them and then grinned. “I guess you figured me out, huh? There’s nothing to worry about there either. Even though you are now a Hestizo by name, you aren’t exactly blood-related to Miss Kindra, and I mean no offense here, of course. If she ever gives my person a thought, we won’t have any issues in marrying our respective loves.” 
 
    “Nothing will stop him after he sets his mind on it.” Silvia shook her head. 
 
    “And how would that work in terms of the kingdom, and everything connected to it?” Asterios continued. 
 
    “I always planned to make Silvia my successor and I don’t think there’s a need to change that. Unless she suddenly changed her mind about it,” the man replied, raising a brow at his daughter. 
 
    “I have not, Dad. This and that are two separate instances. You’ve been teaching me since I was able to start learning and I always knew it would be my responsibility to look after our people next. I want to be a good ruler just like you are. Whenever the time for me to step forward as a queen comes, I promise to be ready,” Silvia replied with conviction in her voice. 
 
    “And there you have it.” Welrond gestured at her with his hand. “I know personally how much effort you put into it so I’m sure you will do great. Until I’m no longer able to properly tend to all my responsibilities, we’ll leave such talks for later. For now, it’s a far future and you have much more pleasant matters to focus on.” 
 
    “I just hope Camille won’t overreact too much. It might take a moment for her to warm up to Asterios considering that, in her eyes, we went from like strangers to intimate lovers.” She chuckled lightly. 
 
    The king laughed openly. “You mean like how she barged in here shortly before you came while completely out of breath, starting to frantically wave her arms around and making incomprehensible noises which I’m sure were supposed to be words, and collapsed from shock and disbelief?” 
 
    Silvia showed a wry smile and Asterios squeezed her hand reassuringly, letting her know that they would work on that together. 
 
    “Now, while we are already here, I think we can fill you in on the situation in Glimmervale, Dad.” She turned to her father once more. 
 
    Asterios borrowed Umbra’s services for a brief moment, and they showed the king what they had been up to in recent days. Of course, they skipped a part or two, like the previous night, for obvious reasons. It didn’t take long for Welrond to catch up to the current day. 
 
    “I see. I’m really glad to hear that the issue is now resolved.” The man rubbed his chin while nodding. “To think that so much of this could have been prevented if only we took care of that bastard.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t blame yourself over it, Dad. No one could have really predicted what he was up to. We can’t assume that every rude person is evil and lock them up, unfortunately,” Silvia said. 
 
    “Right. Thankfully, nothing serious happened. That big monster looked quite intimidating. You two did well against it.” He smiled at them proudly, mostly glancing at Silvia. “Now, I guess I’ll wait for the queen to contact me after her delegation returns. I don’t think there’s a need for me to get in between them. They surely earned themselves a moment of rest and who knows how fast she would call them back if she knew that they were done.” 
 
    “That should be alright,” Asterios agreed. “I hope Glimmervale won’t see any more cases like that, and the Elf Queen discovers the group behind this unexpected plot.” 
 
    “Leaving all that for later, would you two like to join me?” The king gestured at the dishes between them. 
 
    “I wanted to eat with everyone this morning if that’s okay,” Silvia replied. 
 
    “Of course. I’m sure you have a lot to talk about.” He chuckled. “Thank you for coming to let me know about your relationship. I’m happy to see you two happy. Now go, before Camille wakes up in the medical ward and rushes here again to finish delivering her news about your affair.” 
 
    They laughed together and Asterios helped Silvia up. Bidding farewell to her father, they returned to Glimmervale with Umbra’s help. Soon, they resurfaced in Silvia’s assigned bedroom and looked around at the slight mess they had made last night. Some furniture and decorations were toppled or crooked and the bed was obviously quite stained. 
 
    Asterios decided to leave the cleaning to the servants since neither he nor Silvia felt the need to hide what had transpired here from them, and walked outside, heading to Ast’s chamber. He opened the door for her, and they found all of Ast’s close partners waiting for them, spread around the room. 
 
    Tina stood up from a nearby desk and stepped forward, coming closer to them. 
 
    “Welcome back. And welcome to the family,” she said with a gentle smile. 
 
    “Thank you.” Silvia nodded at her, smiling back as everyone else gathered around them. “I apologize for dragging Asterios away from the party last night and stealing him for so long.” 
 
    He chuckled by her side. “Did you forget that it was me who suggested finding a quieter place to have a chat?” 
 
    “Besides, it doesn’t matter! I’m so happy you finally joined us!” Miria bounced around them and pushed herself into Silvia, rubbing their cheeks together while purring adorably. 
 
    The princess scratched behind her ear as they hugged each other. “I’m also unspeakably happy to receive your approval. Everyone here is the closest to real friends I ever had. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Selene smirked at her. “We are much more than friends or even best friends now.” 
 
    “What was it that Miria always calls us? Sister-mates?” Grea grinned at them impishly. “Sounds so much better than sister-wives. Especially since it beautifully emphasizes mating.” 
 
    Asterios and Tina rolled their eyes at their frivolous professor and chuckled together after noticing it. Pushed forth by the fluffy atmosphere the sweet panthergirl had created, they joined the two women embracing each other too, and soon they all shared a group hug to welcome their new sister-mate, sister-wife, mate, wife, girlfriend, or whatever one liked to call it. 
 
    Having enough of those affectionate cuddles, they decided to celebrate the occasion by eating out. Asterios only rang his bell for Yumi to notify her about the necessary cleaning, thanked her wholeheartedly for watching over John back then, and was on his way with the girls. They agreed that Silvia should choose the place and the princess didn’t dare to argue. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, they finally found an establishment that captured her attention and headed towards it. But, before they entered the diner, a familiar group walked outside, and they quickly recognized each other, at least those who had the pleasure to meet in the past. 
 
    Rudy and her two companions stopped in front of Asterios and his girls. She put her hands on her hips and grinned at him. 
 
    “Well, well, well. And I was just going to see if a lowly adventurer such as myself is allowed to request an audience with the lord. Are you even still one or did you forgo your origins after taking the position?” 
 
    “As long as they don’t judge by age or stereotypes, anyone can meet with me.” He smirked back at her. “And yeah, I’m still in the game. This part won’t be changing in the near future.” 
 
    “S-rank?!” Rudy almost squealed as he tapped his shoulder plate and she faked fainting, getting caught by the men by her sides. “We leave you alone for a few months and you are not only at the pinnacle of adventurers but even lording over some town?! The hell, dude?!” 
 
    Tina giggled quietly. “You get used to things like this after spending some time near Asterios. There are many much more mindblowing aspects revolving around him.” 
 
    “And who this short, pretty lady is?” Rudy raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Tina. I was Ast’s colleague in the academy. Now that I graduated, I’m part of his party, and his… girlfriend…” she answered with a faint shade of crimson covering her cheeks. 
 
    “Wait… Don’t tell me they all…” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly as the warrior woman looked at him in shock. Grea threw herself at him from behind and wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Yep! We all gobbled that delicious cock up to the very balls!” she announced with a huge, proud smile. 
 
    “Technically—” 
 
    “Holy fuck! Now, that’s a real Summoner’s Harem!” Rudy laughed loudly, interrupting Silvia from correcting her new demon sister-wife that she hadn’t had the chance yet. 
 
    Selene chuckled softly. “Unfortunately, that’s no longer our name since the moment we became the Scarlet Scale, but at least the legacy lives on.” 
 
    “Did you get any new amazing familiars, kid?” Douhlim the dwarf asked curiously while stroking his beard. 
 
    Asterios considered telling them that everyone around him could be counted as such but decided to save them the shock for now. 
 
    “Yeah, two, more or less. There’s Umbra,” he gestured with his head towards his shoulder, where a shadow raven formed, “and there’s also Bryn.” 
 
    As if on cue, a crimson gate opened next to them and the golden-haired Valkyrie walked out of it, making a polite bow toward the adventurers. 
 
    “Greetings to all of Master’s friends. It’s an honor to meet you. I heard a lot of good things about your group from Miria’s and Selene’s tales.” 
 
    “Beautiful…” Rudy whispered with an awe-struck expression. 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes with a reminiscing smile. “There she goes again…” 
 
    Seeing as the main speaker of the three had been reduced to an absent-minded statue, he suggested that they enter the diner together to have a chat while eating. At first, Tesser and Douhlim politely declined, but Rudy immediately grabbed them by the collars and dragged the two men inside, with her intentions towards the angelic lady clear as day. 
 
    Therefore, after confirming that none of the girls minded, they followed after the smitten woman and chose a table to sit down around together. They had a great time sharing stories and tales of their respective quests and adventurers while Rudy took advantage of every single chance to learn more about Bryn, often evoking a few chuckles from Asterios, Miria, and Selene. 
 
    In the meanwhile, he and Silvia exchanged occasional glances, and even brushed over each other’s hand now and then where only their side of the table could see it. He could feel how excited she was for their upcoming journey, now that she was able to follow them everywhere. Naturally, Asterios and all his other mates or familiars felt exactly the same. 
 
    They had a whole other world to explore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF VOLUME VI

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And here we are again. I welcome You at the end of the sixth volume. I assume that the story hasn’t become boring yet since You managed to get here, and I hope it’s still as enjoyable as it was in the beginning. I’m definitely still having lots of fun building this world piece by piece alongside You, the readers. Seeing how many people follow my works makes me warm inside, truly. Sharing all these stories with others all around the world is like a dream. 
 
    So, in this volume we managed to secure and slightly develop an actual home for our beloved characters. I always wanted to find a place for them to somewhat settle down. A place where everyone could return at any moment. The idea about the town started with just the castle, since you know, Dragons and castles, hah, but it suddenly grew into all of this. I hope it was fun following Asterios and his crew as they figured everything out. We now have a nice place to relax in, with so many friends around, and possible future prospects. 
 
    Plus, we can’t obviously forget about the two amazing ladies who joined the family. That’s quite a lot in one volume, but I guess a big book equals big events and big changes. Ast’s daily life will definitely become much more interesting with someone like Grea by his side. Will he be able to handle the lascivious demon woman? Who knows. We will see in the near future, I guess. 
 
    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? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that we secured our base of operations, I bet you can imagine what comes next.  
 
    Yep. We’ll be heading out into Bryn’s realm to chase after some more answers. There’s so much to do and learn there that I’m pretty sure the entire next volume is going to focus on just exploring that vast, destroyed world. It definitely is hiding some secrets, both those connected to Asterios and those not. Will we figure out what really happened centuries ago that brought the end of the civilization upon the valkyrjas from the past? Is it really connected with Ast’s parents or is he just worried for nothing? 
 
    I’m excited for that adventure and I hope you are too. We keep getting closer to something big. As usual, little hints and pieces are spread all over the current volume but I won’t ramble too much so as not to spoil any important details. It will definitely be an amazing ride! 
 
    See you in the seventh 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  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    More Stories Like This 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you are looking for more stories with a similar themes, for sure check: 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    Harem Lit 
 
    Harem Gamelit 
 
    Monster Girl Fiction  
 
    Original English Light Novel Group 
 
    Fantasy, Fiction, LitRPG Books and Audible 
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