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    Foreword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yo! Saileri here! Just wanted to throw in a few words before we dive into the book. Also, a huge thank you for deciding to give my novels a try! 
 
    I have seen many people mentioning that it would be so nice to have a short summary of the story at the beginning of the volume and that’s exactly what I decided to include in my book. The section before Chapter 1 briefly summarizes the events of Volume 7, so if you are coming here straight after reading it, feel free to skip it without losing anything. For summary of Volumes 1-6, check the beginning of the earlier books again. If quite a few days have passed since you read my story, I hope this will help you refresh your memory. Of course, it won’t be as detailed as the book itself so I still recommend reliving the first volume completely ;) 
 
    This story was written in the form of a web novel published on the Internet, which sometimes slightly differs in reading experience from what the usual books offer. Such stories are often long-going, with hundreds of relatively short chapters, and a similar situation takes place here.  
 
    Also, as no one in the world, I’m not perfect, so if you happen to stumble on any mistakes, feel free to bash me on the head about them in my Discord server. There’s a dedicated channel for that there. I finally got myself an editor, but things can still escape our eyes, obviously. 
 
    Without further ado, enjoy! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Story So Far 
 
      
 
    Beware! Spoilers from Volume 7! 
 
    For Volume 1-6 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books! 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the massive battle for Glimmervale and the following celebrations, Asterios woke up with Silvia by his side. They lazed around in bed for a moment, enjoying each other’s company, before the other girls joined them. They briefly discussed the things they had to take care of and moved out to eat breakfast together. Afterward, Umbra informed them that Fievedem, alongside her elven delegation, was leaving the town and they went to bid farewell to their friends. 
 
    Soon after, the royal carriage with Silvia’s maid, Camille, arrived in Glimmervale, and the princess joined her with Asterios to escort the woman to the castle. She was very skeptical towards him and their relationship, being very suspicious of it. With that done, they went to visit Ast’s mother, Kindra. She welcomed the princess into their ever-growing family and they all jumped back to meet Welrond, the Human King, where the man offered them an option to partake in a royal banquet. 
 
    Asterios agreed to be Silvia’s escort and they all went to prepare their attire with his mother’s help. A few hours later, he was stunned by how beautiful all his mates looked in the dresses she had chosen for them. They reunited with the king and rode to the destination together. When it was time to enter the main event, Welrond walked first, followed by Asterios and Silvia. But, when he spotted Ast’s mother in the crowd, he almost fell down the stairs, to the amusement of them both. 
 
    The duo regrouped with the other girls and shared a pleasant moment by the tables with snacks. Then, Asterios invited everyone for a dance, and time passed with even more fun as each of his ladies accompanied him to the dance floor. He even danced with his mother briefly, switching partners with the king mid-way to play a trick on her. Things were looking good, at least until his dance with Silvia, when someone threw a glove at his back. 
 
    The young noble who had an eye for the princess challenged him to a duel and Asterios accepted in Silvia’s name. It wasn’t much of a fight and the man ended up exposed for his deceit, and not only. With him gone from the event, people did their best to continue enjoying the night as Silvia attempted to introduce Asterios in the best possible light to the nobles. 
 
    When it was starting to get late, they all returned to the royal castle for the night. In the morning, Asterios and the girls joined Kindra and Welrond for breakfast and Silvia shed a few tears seeing them sitting together, reminiscing in that melancholic view, and was soon consoled by Ast’s mother. They talked a bit and Asterios finally decided that it was time to move to Bryn’s world. 
 
    They wrapped up their supply run in Glimmervale decently quickly and jumped realms. Bryn brought them to Tyr’s Council to talk with the other valkyrjas and explain that they were aiming for the Descending Spire. Many were doubtful and didn’t want to support that campaign but she insisted that they would be successful in locating Tyr’s Aegis, a powerful spiritual forcefield. The council requested some time to consider the request and they left, spending some quality time in their temporary residence. 
 
    Bryn took them on a tour while explaining more about their race and ARKs, at least until she mentioned the All-Father Odin, and Asterios asked how she knew of that term since it was male-specific and she got a bit confused. Soon, they returned to the Council to check for their decision. 
 
    The other valkyrjas agreed to host War Games to decide if Asterios was strong enough to lead them. They moved to the practice arena and met Skodul, its supervisor. Asterios went through the initial test and passed it with flying colors, or perhaps flames, earning himself a spot in the contest. 
 
    Soon, the time of the War Games came and the duels started. Miria obliterated her opponent even without wings, completely overpowering the valkyrja with her strength and agility. All the other girls won their battles without an issue too and gathered to watch his first round. 
 
    Asterios talked briefly with his opponent and learned the unique valkyrja’s name, Krev. She was an undefeated champion with silvery wings, who hinted at someone interfering with the War Games before their fight, promising to tell him more if he won. With some struggle, he did, and she had to be carried away by the healers. 
 
    As Asterios and the girls were discussing that topic amongst themselves in their temporary home, Krev paid them a visit and revealed that she was hired to eliminate him. They revealed their plans to get to the Spire and recruited Krev as their ally, starting an investigation into the corrupted War Games. 
 
    No matter what the conspirator threw at them, Asterios and the girls wrecked their opponents without mercy. In no time, the remaining challengers were reduced to just them and one more person, who surrendered ahead of time. Bryn came up with a unique finale and Asterios fared against all of his mates together. The finale was heated, but he managed to persevere and win in the end, becoming the new champion. 
 
    During the closing speech, Bryn convinced the valkyrjas of Tyr to get ready for the campaign to retake the Spire and everyone left the arena to spread the news. Ast’s group then joined the Councilors in their viewing lounge and revealed who was the traitor. It turned out to be one of Bryn’s friends who didn’t want her to risk her life. It hurt Bryn greatly and she left the woman to be judged by her peers. 
 
    Later, before they departed for the next ARK, the Council awarded Bryn with one of the twelve Wings of the Sky Queen. If she managed to collect all of them from the other Councils, she would receive the honor of becoming the next Sky Queen and leading her race. 
 
    Arriving in Brage, Ast’s party searched the local libraries for Bryn’s friend, Atra. They found the Valkyrie, and she unexpectedly recognized him as a man, bringing them to her office to ask plenty of questions. She also revealed more hidden secrets about their race and the gods that made them in the ancient past, before the Scourge invaded. She agreed to help them and brought them in front of the local Council. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Council also knew of men and hated them greatly. Therefore, Atra had to sneak them into the main archives through the service areas of the ARK. Defeating all the traps and mazes, they made it in. With some struggle, they found lots of useful information on the Spire, and even stumbled on a journal written by Red, confirming that he had also been there. What interested them the most was the healing ward that should be able to cure all ailments. 
 
    After discussing their findings, they left Atra to keep digging for more information and headed out for Odin, the next ARK, which was the closest to the Spire. They were intercepted by the guards and brought in front of the Council. The main Supervisor named Sidr tasked them with locating their missing scouts as a token of goodwill and proof of friendship. Since it was a time-sensitive task, they agreed and departed immediately. 
 
    Arriving at the mines, they found lots of Scourge wandering around. Inside the tunnels, they stumbled on traces and evidence of a fight. Then, after noticing the scouting party’s guiding device, the girls were suddenly pulled behind a fake wall by weird-looking valkyrjas. 
 
    Asterios hid in the shadows while they investigated the unexpected colony of hiding valkyrjas. They met their queen and learned that they belonged to an ancient lineage of miners who had hidden from the end of the world in the tunnels. The scouting party had been saved by them too, though they were in a critical condition. 
 
    Bryn convinced the queen to let Asterios in and they worked together to heal the scouts. The queen was afraid of him, but seeing his kindness, she agreed to try and convince her people that the world outside wasn’t yet fully dead. They contacted Sidr and arranged transportation for the weakened valkyrjas, bringing them all to Odin and assigning them a blacked-out district. 
 
    Taking a rest after their quest, Asterios joined Grea in her summoning attempt, quite explicit one, and they managed to summon her new familiar, a Ruler of Matter by the name of Aura. Everyone completed their final preparations and they met with the local Council. Supervisor Sidr promised them their full support and Asterios departed with the girls to attempt clearing the Spire. 
 
    They made it inside without attracting the attention of the thousands of monsters hanging around the entrance to the fabled structure, but it was full of Scourge on the inside too. Fighting their way through, they stumbled on an armory and Grea found her new toy, a giant crossbow with an automated reloading system. They picked up whatever they could and continued on. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find their first obstacle. The elevators didn’t work due to the lockdown and the shaft was blocked by an invisible barrier, impossible to penetrate even by Umbra. Therefore, they tried to go down while taking the inverted tower’s trials. Going through a few, they came up with an idea to cut through the elevators and try traveling down the shaft. 
 
    Bringing Atra to study the formations, they found a way to melt them just right for the complex defenses to be damaged in a small spot. They jumped down, but could only descend about twenty-five floors that way, with another invisible barrier separating each quarter of the hundred floors, forcing them to take at least some of the trials. 
 
    Arriving at the fiftieth floor, they located the healing ward and examined the room for evidence of Red or anything that could help heal Ast’s hole in his very being that Venuzathor had pointed out. Unfortunately, it didn’t work as they intended and only rejuvenated him greatly. But, after their attempt, Asterios finally embraced Bryn for the first time in the medicinal baths as they both cheered each other up. 
 
    Pressing on, they arrived at the bottommost floor and met its two guardians, massive valkyrja statues of silver and gold. One was immune to magical attacks while the other was immune to physical damage. Working together, they figured out the quirk and felled the guardians by having them strike each other down by accident. 
 
    Walking into the core chamber of the Descending Spire, they were taken aback. Under the reactor, lay a black True Dragon, which spoke to them with Ast’s voice. Shifting into his humanoid form, the entity revealed that it was actually Ast’s second Dragon’s Heart which had been removed by Red with the use of the healing ward and placed in the core chamber to preserve. 
 
    But, the Alter-Asterios wasn’t happy about it and wanted to consume the real Asterios, becoming the only one. A big fight broke out. Asterios and the girls tried everything, but the Alter-Asterios knew all their moves. They had to surprise him to win, evolve during the fight, come up with something new. 
 
    Thankfully, the girls did not disappoint and deceived the fake Asterios enough for the real one to land a solid hit on his impostor. Asterios then absorbed the black Dragon’s Heart and lost consciousness. He found himself in the weird volcano realm again, this time filled with black volcanoes too. Locating his second mountain with a throne, this time an onyx one, he sat down on it and accepted the onyx lineage. 
 
    Returning to reality, he spooked the girls greatly, suddenly turning into a real True Dragon in all its glory. Unfortunately, they couldn’t admire his greatness for too long as they had to quickly restart the Spire’s core, which was now deactivated due to a powerful spiritual blast. All the monsters throughout the entire Spire were heading down for them. 
 
    With the defenses disabled, they brought in Atra once more and she worked alongside Bryn to reactivate the core, also enabling Tyr’s Aegis. Asterios moved with Selene to the surface, who also advanced alongside him and could now assume the form of a massive white fox. Each of his mates had somehow progressed in their own way. 
 
    While the duo joined all the valkyrjas coming to their aid from Odin to secure the vicinity of the Spire, the girls protected Bryn and Atra from the assault of monsters rushing into the core chamber. With some struggle, the two ladies managed to turn everything on again and an impenetrable shield surrounded the Descending Spire on the surface, blocking the access to anyone not invited to pass through. 
 
    The threat completely neutralized, they regrouped with their allies and Sidr thanked them for creating such an unbelievable miracle of returning to them a long-lost piece of the ancient past. Then, they retreated to Odin for their well-deserved rest, leaving everything else to the valkyrjas, the rightful owners of the Spire. 
 
    On their way there, they were stopped by Odin’s guards again, due to the fact that Asterios flew the girls on his back as a True Dragon. They explained everything to them and the guards escorted them with an official procession, announcing their return to everyone in Odin. Asterios and the girls relaxed in the baths as he told them everything he had learned from assimilating his evil twin. 
 
    After resting enough, they paid a visit to Atra and Sidr at the healing ward to check how their friends were doing with the reclamation of the Spire. They talked while Bryn assisted her best friend in operating the magical contraption, healing the wounded from the grand battle for the Spire. 
 
    Then, Atra suddenly gasped and they all noticed that Bryn’s halo changed. She looked at everyone in shock and met Ast’s gaze. Her halo now resembled that of the first Sky Queen. 
 
    It looked like they had another mystery to solve… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1
New Priorities 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A melodic flapping of leathery wings echoed through the evening sky. The setting sun dyed the horizon and the white clouds completely orange as it slowly disappeared deeper and deeper into the fluffy blanket. The last golden rays of the day shone at the impressive crystal tower overlooking the entire flying city from the very middle. Multiple colorful spots decorated the metal ground and buildings from the reflected light, creating a mesmerizing spectacle. 
 
    The noise soon stopped as the owner of those wings landed at the very top of the massive monument. A winged lady was sitting down on the slightly sloped surface. As the careful footsteps reached her ears, a warm smile snuck onto her beautiful lips. 
 
    She said nothing as a white-haired man arrived by her side and sat down. He gently placed his palm atop hers and she let him lovingly graze her skin. The smile blossomed on her noble face even more as she took hold of his hand, mirroring the gesture. 
 
    “You found me,” she said quietly, still staring into the amber horizon. 
 
    “Yeah. I felt like this would be the perfect place for you to calm your mind,” he answered softly. “Although, I cheated a little.”  
 
    A gentle chuckle escaped the lady’s lips. “Right. We can feel each other’s presence with great detail now.” 
 
    She finally turned her face and her golden eyes met his crimson ones, now sprinkled with a faint twinkle of onyx deep in the background. A fair blush colored her cheeks as she gazed into those swirling, mesmerizing pools, which deepened when they started moving closer. After what felt like an eternity, her lips joined with his in a delicate kiss, barely brushing together. 
 
    He was the first one to withdraw. “You are still thinking about it, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am,” she answered in a whisper, leaning against his shoulder and resting her head atop it. “It’s just so sudden and unexpected. I’m really not sure about anything. Well, besides the fact that it’s all thanks to you, Master.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say all of it. It’s not like you just received it randomly. Your choices and dedication led you to the place where you are right now. My influence might have enhanced that a little, but it wouldn’t have anything to enhance in the first place if not for your efforts, Bryn.” He squeezed her palm softly. 
 
    “Why do we have to arrive in front of so many decisions in our lives…” Bryn sighed tiredly. 
 
    “That’s just how it is.” Asterios chuckled lightly. “Don’t think too much. Just follow what your heart tells you to do. If it guides you towards the position of the next Sky Queen, just take it.” 
 
    “No. I already made my life-changing choice.” She shook her head and glanced up to find his eyes. “I feel satisfied as your mate, Master. Leaving your side to watch over an entire race is no longer the dream I would prioritize the most. An even bigger one has already been fulfilled. I don’t want to split my attention between them.” 
 
    “Yet, you are still anxious.” He looked down right into her pretty irises.  
 
    “It’s already been a week and nothing has changed in that aspect. Pathetic, isn’t it?” She showed a wry smile. 
 
    Asterios reached to Bryn’s cheek and brushed his fingers against it. “No, it isn’t. You have always lived supporting your friends and companions so it’s natural that it isn’t easy to get rid of that mentality. But, after everything you’ve done, I think you deserve to focus a little bit more on yourself.” 
 
    A brief silence fell upon them as they just continued to peer into each other’s eyes without speaking a word. Over a minute passed before Bryn chuckled quietly and pushed herself even more into Ast’s embrace, allowing him to pull her into a loving hug. 
 
    “You are right, Master. Besides, who would want a big-breasted Valkyrie as their Sky Queen? That would have been a real controversy.” She snorted adorably. 
 
    “Again about that?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it in a self-deprecating way this time, Master. Thanks to you and the girls, I no longer feel as troubled by my body as in the past. But, it doesn’t change the fact that, in this community, I do not belong to the alluring type. That’s why I chose to focus only on those who find my figure attractive instead.” She snuck a peck onto his neck. 
 
    “Good. Or else I would have to put some effort into reassuring you again.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Perhaps I shouldn’t have said the last bit,” Bryn whispered as her cheeks grew rosier. 
 
    “You can still take it back if you really want to,” Asterios whispered right into her ear, watching with a smile as the crimson shade spread over her entire face. “So, are you going to decline their suggestion?” 
 
    Bryn valiantly calmed herself down and sat up straight. “Rather than decline, I think I will just put it away for later. I still think that I’m not worthy of such a title and position. And, instead of chasing after the Wings of each ARK, we should focus on discovering more about you, Master. When the time is right, I might give becoming the Sky Queen a try.” 
 
    “I feel both happy and bad for influencing your priorities like that.” Asterios smiled at her warmly. 
 
    “Don’t forget that I wouldn’t even have a chance to consider such a thing without your influence, Master.” She smiled back at him with a brilliant expression.  
 
    They stared at each other in silence for a few long seconds and it was Bryn this time who leaned in to join their lips in a passionate kiss. She rested her hand on Ast’s chest and pressed onto him with her body. He let her weight push him back and they lay down on the sloped roof while exchanging gentle pecks. 
 
    The time to stop arrived only after they started running out of breath and Bryn’s cheeks flushed as they watched each other’s faces and bodies from up close. She didn’t run away though and actually shuffled closer to Asterios so that he could pull her into his embrace, wrapping his arms around her waist, effectively squishing Bryn’s soft breasts into his chest. But, she only smiled more beautifully at that and stole his lips again. 
 
    Their gentle show of affection lasted for a few more minutes. Pulling away again, they both placed a hand on each other’s cheek and caressed it. As the sky was beginning to turn darker and darker, they chuckled together and Asterios helped Bryn sit up with him. 
 
    “We should return. Everyone must be waiting,” he said. 
 
    “You are right, Master. I monopolized you for long enough.” She smirked softly and stood up, flexing her wings. 
 
    Still holding hands, they shared a nod and pushed themselves off the slanted peak of the tower, starting to fall toward the ground. Bryn let go of Ast’s palm as a dark crimson mist began swallowing his figure and quickly expanding in size. Before they were even halfway down, the mystical smoke dissipated and revealed his majestic True Dragon form. She moved closer to his massive head and smiled happily while bringing out her new, complex halo, which brimmed with golden energy. 
 
    Asterios spread his wings alongside Bryn and they soared forward just above the roofs of the tallest buildings. He took a deep breath and released a booming roar that echoed off the buildings below them, causing quite the shivering of the metal structures. The valkyrjas walking the streets looked up into the sky and cheered loudly as the magnificent legendary creature passed above them. The ARK was soon filled with shouts and screams of joy and pride, making Bryn laugh openly as they flew toward their residence. 
 
    When they were about to reach their destination, he triggered his transformation once more and returned to his humanoid form right before hitting the ground, landing perfectly in a controlled crouch in front of the short stairs leading into their house. Asterios had been constantly practicing going in and out of his draconic form to quicken the process with which he hadn’t been familiar until just recently. His admiration of Miria, who could do it almost in a flash, only grew with each passing day. 
 
    Bryn landed next to him and they walked up to the entrance together. The door opened from the inside and the panthergirl greeted them both with a wide, energetic grin. 
 
    “Welcome back, Master, Bryn. You are just in time for dinner. Or would you prefer a bath first? Or maybe…” She shot Asterios an upwards glance with her cheeks tinged with scarlet. 
 
    Asterios chuckled while shaking his head and stepped forward to pull Miria into his arms. She giggled adorably and leaned onto him to receive the incoming kiss. Her tail danced enchantingly behind her back as their mouths silently brushed together to the accompaniment of Miria’s loving purring. 
 
    “What is that damned, perverted demon teaching you?” he asked after they parted. 
 
    “Hey! I can hear you!” Grea shouted from somewhere deep in the house. 
 
    Miria giggled once more as her blush deepened even further. She moved with him to the side and Bryn was finally allowed to enter, closing the door behind herself. The two women exchanged delicate nods and the three of them continued further in, heading for the dining area. They found all the other girls sitting by the table which was being set up by Selene alone, who placed multiple oriental-looking dishes atop it. 
 
    “Took you long enough, lovebirds.” The mischievous demon lady smirked at them while rocking back and forth on her chair. “But, I don’t blame you. It would have been an incredible waste not to do it under the magical, amber sky of the setting sun. That place is just so perfect and romantic. Because you did it, right?” 
 
    The rosy flush took over Bryn’s cheeks while Asterios sighed deeply. 
 
    “Oh, come on! The scene was perfect! There’s no way even you could have ignored the mood!” Grea threw her hands up, almost toppling herself to the back in the process, but thankfully, Selene was just behind her to catch the backrest of her chair. 
 
    “Some people here like to enjoy the atmosphere without getting all sweaty in the process,” Asterios quipped back with a raised brow. 
 
    “But that’s the best part! You then have a reason to bathe together and do it again!” Grea let out a somewhat wild giggle. 
 
    Tina rolled her eyes at the thirsty scholar and turned to Asterios. “Come and sit, both of you. Miria and Selene put a lot of effort into these dishes. I can’t wait to try them.” 
 
    “You are no fun.” Grea pouted. “But, this is something I can agree with you on. I’m starving just looking at all of this. You girls really went out of your way. Especially you, Miria. You’ve become so much better at cooking.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The panthergirl nodded appreciatively with an embarrassed smile and joined Selene in setting the table. 
 
    Asterios adjusted Bryn’s chair for her before sitting down on the adjacent one. “Miria always had a heart and talent for it. On the other hand, you would be able to burn bread by putting ham on it somehow. I’m still shocked you were able to keep yourself alive for so long, not to mention keeping your amazing figure.” 
 
    “Ouch! How could you?” Grea faked being hurt by his words with a surprised gasp, placing her hand over her heart. “Do you have any idea how hard the cooks in the academy work?” 
 
    He snorted and shook his head, noticing the sly grin on his beloved ex-professor’s lips. It was truly impossible to win against her. Miria and Selene finished setting the table and sat down with everyone too. Without further ado, they all reached out to try the delicious-looking things they had brought in front of them. 
 
    “So, did you come to a conclusion, Bryn?” Silvia asked, breaking the silence first. 
 
    “Yes, I think I did.” The Valkyrie nodded. “It’s not like the existence of the Sky Queen is necessary at this moment so I’m not going to travel the realm in hopes of receiving all the Wings.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be easy with what you have already achieved?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “I’m sure that the news about the Spire is going to reach the ears of everyone and it’s certainly a big deal, but the Councils will most likely still want to test me. Their trials or favors will take time, and I would rather spend it with Master and all of you right now,” she replied. 
 
    “We could always assist you,” Tina suggested. 
 
    “I appreciate the thought, but you did so much for me already since the moment we stepped into this realm to reclaim the Spire. I don’t want to be on the receiving end all the time. It should be my turn now to aid you and Master. The title of the Sky Queen won’t run away, and if by any chance someone else manages to take it for themselves, I won’t really mind. I received something much more valuable already.” Bryn roamed her gaze over all of them, stopping at Asterios. 
 
    “As long as you are happy, we don’t have a reason to pressure you into anything. We can understand that feeling very well.” Selene let out a ladylike chuckle. “But, I think the other valkyrjas will now find it hard to compete with you bearing that halo.” 
 
    “Not that many people know about it. And we don’t really understand what it means exactly either. That’s why Atra is trying so hard to dig into the information on the first Sky Queen, who supposedly had a more complex halo too. Perhaps we will be able to learn something about it from her during tomorrow's meeting.” Bryn stroked her chin. 
 
    “I almost forgot it’s finally the day when we can try our luck with that miraculous device again.” Grea moaned in delight after taking a bite of a mixed salad. “They should have finished checking all of the Spire and repairing the accumulated damage. Aren’t we supposed to listen to Sidr’s report tomorrow too?” 
 
    “That’s right. The work on the repairs should be finished by now. The engineers I transferred from Brage seemed to take care of it quite fast alongside the scholars specializing in the Spire itself. I bet if Atra wasn’t so dedicated to your case, things would have progressed even faster,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “She is a good friend,” Silvia commented. 
 
    “Or she is just obsessed with the prospect of Bryn being special.” Grea snickered. “Some of you should know well how fixated us researchers can get on something unknown that is incredibly fascinating, mysterious, interesting.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I can at least tell that I’m definitely stronger than before.” Their winged friend smiled warmly, delicately grazing the outer parts of her complex halo with her fingers. “It’s going to take a moment to get used to its new look but I’m sure that the change was worth it.” 
 
    “I think it’s even more beautiful than before,” Asterios shared his thoughts. 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” Bryn bowed politely, mostly to hide the warmth spreading over her cheeks. 
 
    They continued chatting happily for more than an hour. The conversation often switched to the delicious dishes prepared by the beastfolk duo whenever someone took a bite of something that surprised them with the exquisite taste. But, of course, those topics didn’t last for long in front of the more interesting and important ones such as their discoveries after Asterios had retrieved his second Dragon’s Heart a week ago. 
 
    Told to rest for a few days after the successful expedition to conquer the Spire by Sidr and the others, Asterios and the girls couldn’t just laze around without doing anything. They had requested access to the training grounds available in Odin to not risk messing anything up by jumping back to Tyr too often. The available arenas weren’t as big or magnificent as the giant artifact coliseum but it served its purpose better than well. 
 
    Asterios was still experimenting with what he could do the most out of all of them. It wasn’t really a surprise considering that his change had been the grandest and that it had actually originated from him. Specifically, from the deep bond they all shared with him. In the end, a True Dragon’s mates were as much his strength as much as he was theirs. 
 
    The second person to put as much effort into rediscovering herself was Selene, of course. She had reached the stage no one had even dreamed of in her tribe. She still hadn’t shown Lerisse or Ronye her current state but she truly couldn’t wait to see their reactions. Maybe she would even be able to fool them once more in her vulpine form this time. 
 
    Naturally, everyone else hadn’t fallen behind. Even with the most visible and noticeable changes occurring in Asterios, Selene, and Miria, the other girls weren’t discouraged in the slightest. They could feel the intensity of the scorching mana burning in them. Various aspects of their spells, skills, and abilities had been enhanced. 
 
    Plus, certainly, just one week wasn’t enough to learn and try everything. And it wasn’t like they had spent it only on training. With their main goal achieved, they could have some fun together in Bryn’s realm while leaving the rest of the work to the people who would be utilizing the Spire’s benefits. The Aegis protecting the abandoned city was kind of a big deal too. Though, maybe it wouldn’t stay abandoned for that much longer. 
 
    When the hour got extremely late, they quickly tidied up after themselves and jumped into bed since a busy day awaited them tomorrow. As almost every night, the girls bundled together around Asterios. They usually switched places every or every other day. That way they could be fair to everyone, even though many of them constantly mentioned that they didn’t mind. 
 
    In the morning, they readied themselves decently fast and decided to fly to the Spire instead of just letting Asterios jump through Umbra’s shadows to its close vicinity and then summon them. He had nothing against the suggestion made by Silvia, who was definitely stepping forth for Miria. He knew how much all of them loved to ride on his back and watch his draconic body. 
 
    Before they departed, though, Asterios transferred himself with Umbra’s guidance to Brage to fetch their scholarly friend. It was better to do so earlier than later. He caught Atra inside her own home and brought the short Valkyrie to Odin, transforming into a True Dragon a moment later. The girls jumped onto his back and he rushed forward as fast as he could without throwing anyone off. 
 
    Miria and Grea assaulted Atra with a multitude of questions regarding Bryn, but she didn’t reveal anything, promising that she would fill them in on the results of her research right after their arrival. It would be good for Odin’s Supervisor to be present during an important discussion like that. They wouldn’t have to repeat things twice too. 
 
    Therefore, after a decently short flight, they reached their destination and the rainbowy dome of the Aegis spread in front of their eyes. But, it wasn’t the most impressive thing in the closest vicinity anymore. 
 
    During just a single week, the valkyrjas from Odin and the nearby ARKs had managed to raise almost half of the wall right behind the spiritual shield. While its main purpose was to make entering the city tougher for the Scourge and buy seconds of precious time during an unexpected leak or attack, it definitely wasn’t all. 
 
    It would certainly be tough to move back into a city that is constantly surrounded by creepy humanoids with no faces and with dark gray skin, relentlessly bashing the spiritual dome. The walls were especially high to block the sight of the monsters from the windows of people who could technically relocate back to the edges of the town. It was a project started almost purely for the comfort of the residents. 
 
    But, that wasn’t all. 
 
    A tall pillar rose from the roof of the central temple, reaching almost as far as the Aegis allowed. From that point, multiple simple landing pads extended to the sides, where the valkyrjas inviting people from the outside were stationed and welcomed everyone else. It wasn’t yet as developed and complex as the aerial harbor back at any of the ARKs but it was on a good path to it.  
 
    Bit by bit, the lost city was certainly regaining its energy. It wouldn’t be long before people started flocking to it to see the legendary wonder with their own eyes. Of course, the Supervisors of Odin had to issue permission for such arrivals first. And that wouldn’t happen until everything was ready.  
 
    But, that fact couldn’t stop everyone and some individuals or groups reached the Aegis and admired the city from the outside. Even now, Asterios and the girls could spot a bunch of winged ladies not coming through the shield but just hovering around, admiring the sight. 
 
    Everyone made space for the approaching True Dragon though and the stationed sentries pulled Asterios and the girls inside. They first took care of the ladies riding on his back before inviting him. On the other side, they immediately moved to the temple and followed the same path they had walked during their first visit, with Asterios back to normal, of course. 
 
    The elevators had truly been fixed and there were no signs of their previous solution to the troublesome lockdown. They rode two of them to reach the very middle, meeting many valkyrjas on their way down. Amongst the warriors of Odin and Tyr, Asterios and the girls were becoming something akin to famous celebrities. 
 
    Arriving at the fiftieth floor, they led themselves to the medical complex and found Sidr ordering people around. She noticed their arrival and smiled at them, waiting for their group to come closer. 
 
    “I’m glad you are finally here. It’s time to sum everything up and move on,” Sidr said with an excited glint in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
Exhibit on Display 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It looks like the construction is moving fairly quickly, Supervisor Sidr.” Bryn smiled gently while making a respectful nod. 
 
    “It’s alright. You can freely skip that long title.” Sidr reciprocated the smile. “Yes. Everyone is just so eager to have any input in making the Spire and the city ours again. Not all valkyrjas are seasoned warriors so many of our people are looking for ways to contribute in their own fields of expertise. If it wasn’t for the volunteers, the progress wouldn’t be this incredible.” 
 
    “And more people are arriving every day from what I have seen,” Asterios commented. “Though, it’s not much of a surprise. The news should have spread to at least the nearby ARKs. Odin will be crowded for a while.” 
 
    “That’s why we sent our own messengers to visit all the ARKs and ask their respective Councils to inform their residents that we will be welcoming those who want to help first and foremost. If the goal of someone’s visit is just to confirm the news with their own eyes or take a look at the reclaimed Spire, we might not let them inside due to the limited living space,” Sidr replied. 
 
    “It sounds rough but I’m sure you don’t have any leeway there. Especially after taking in the lost colony. An entire district has been allocated to those poor survivors.” Bryn sighed lightly. 
 
    “You are right.” Sidr nodded. “There will be time for everyone to bask in the glory of the city and Spire but it’s not yet that day. After we finish renovating everything, this place will become unimaginably busy for a long time. It’s going to be so different now that we have access to a safe piece of land in this dying realm.” 
 
    “The walls you are constructing around the borders of the city are a smart idea. Are you going to rebuild the damaged buildings and structures the way they were initially designed?” Silvia asked curiously. 
 
    “This is not something we can decide on that fast. We are going to debate our options soon. There’s no doubt that we will aim to make the best use of the space inside the barrier. Depending on what we come up with, some segments of the city might be turned into completely different arrangements. There’s a lot to consider regarding these matters so I can’t give you a complete answer,” the Supervisor answered. 
 
    “That’s only natural. We need to pick the most efficient way to make use of this godsent opportunity. It could change so much depending on what we choose to do, like demolishing half of the city to construct more farms on this almost untainted soil. Without the Scourge stepping onto this ground, we might be able to cleanse it once and for good,” Atra joined in, fixing her glasses. 
 
    “Now I can’t stop imagining just the temple being left behind while everything else is replaced with massive arrangements of flower fields.” Miria giggled adorably. “That would look so amazing from the sky.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled softly and scratched behind her fluffy ear, evoking quiet purring from the panthergirl. “I bet it would. But, that would be a huge waste of land, unfortunately. In any way, we should leave these matters up to the people in charge.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s return our focus to the matters that actually involve you.” Sidr cleared her throat. “We are fairly sure that every part of the Spire has been explored as of now. There should be no more danger lurking around in the dark corners. Our scholars, artificers, and engineers were able to properly reboot all the systems controlling this place since they don’t differ that much from the ARKs. Here. Take this.” 
 
    She pulled something out of her pocket and extended her hand toward them. Bryn received the item and brought it up to show everyone. It was a coin-sized badge with the depiction of a pair of wings carved on both flat sides. 
 
    “What’s this?” Grea squinted her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know if it has any specific name, but this is a token that will allow you to access every single room in the Descending Spire. From the first to the last floor, no chamber will remain locked in front of you. That includes the restricted zones like the Heart, of course,” the Supervisor explained. “I promised you that freedom earlier and I’m just keeping my word. You are all our honorary guests now.” 
 
    “Even the restricted areas? Are you sure that’s okay?” Asterios glanced at Sidr as Bryn passed him the coin. 
 
    “It’s the least we can do for you. Besides, you’ve seen a lot already so it’s not like we can make you unsee all the secrets of the Spire. Your goal is to search for useful information and this token will allow you to freely do so whenever you wish to. In the near future, there will be a lot of guards stationed around, especially near crucial facilities like this one or the reactor,” Sidr replied. 
 
    Asterios flipped the token in his fingers a few times and hid it in his ring. “Thank you. We appreciate the trust.” 
 
    “You’ve earned it.” She smiled beautifully. “And, it would be silly not to trust the candidate for the next Sky Queen.” 
 
    Bryn’s eyes widened slightly and a fair blush tinged her cheeks as Atra grinned at her friend proudly. 
 
    “About that…” The golden-haired Valkyrie fidgeted a little. “I’m not so sure about my candidature…” 
 
    “The signs are there, are they not?” Sidr raised a brow at her. “Your halo resembles that of the first Sky Queen, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Allow me to present the results of my research on this topic, Supervisor,” Atra stepped forward and garnered everyone’s attention. “I was able to visit Brage’s archives thanks to Asterios and tried to find anything about it in the ancient records. There wasn’t much, but I did find a thing or two about these unusual patterns.” 
 
    The scholarly Valkyrie pulled a document folder out of the leather bag she was keeping on a strap going over her shoulder and opened it up. Plenty of sketches and handwritten notes were revealed to everyone looking at her. Atra clearly had put lots of effort into digging through information for the sake of her best friend. 
 
    “It’s not that this more complex halo is associated with the title of the Sky Queen, but the Sky Queen was one of the valkyrjas who also happened to be part of the group that had them. They were called elite valkyrjas and they were existences a step above normal valkyrjas. The patterns were unique to the person and were an easy way to recognize the owner’s rank and identity,” she began her explanation. 
 
    “Elite valkyrjas? That’s the first time I hear about anything like that.” Sidr rubbed her chin ponderingly. “Are they like our ancestors or can someone turn into one?” 
 
    “The information on that is scarce but it seems to be the latter. It’s not as complex as to consider it evolution, but it seems like we can achieve a higher level that we weren’t aware of. It manifests through the change in the halo,” Atra continued. “From what I gathered, elite valkyrjas were exceptionally strong in their respective areas, being greatly respected and idolized. As their name suggests, they were unparalleled elites. Not many could become one and their numbers were low, but there is one common aspect that most of them shared.” 
 
    “Which is?” Bryn couldn’t hold back her desire to know more. 
 
    “Successfully clearing the final floor of the Descending Spire,” Atra revealed, waving her finger for added effect. 
 
    “That does make sense. This place was supposed to be a training facility where your people could grow stronger and overcome increasingly more difficult challenges.” Selene nodded to herself. 
 
    “Does that mean our attempt caused Bryn to become an elite?” Tina wondered out loud. “We kind of skipped a lot of floors.” 
 
    “No.” Bryn shook her head with a confident expression. “As you said, I definitely didn’t earn the right to become one by proving myself here. The actual reason is obvious, though.” 
 
    “Is it?” Atra glanced at her curiously while all of Ast’s girls exchanged smiles. 
 
    “Yes. It’s all thanks to Master.” Bryn nodded proudly, turning to look at Asterios with pure respect in her golden eyes. “I have grown a lot stronger after I became Master’s mate. There’s no doubt that my strength increased even more when he regained the lost half of his power. Everyone else experienced that change too.” 
 
    “She is right. For some of us, it was very noticeable, while for others, there was barely any difference from the outside. I guess Bryn is somewhere in the middle of that,” Tina agreed. 
 
    “That’s right! We grow stronger alongside Master and Master grows stronger alongside us!” Miria jumped happily with a wide, sunny smile. 
 
    “I guess that’s an option too. Too bad that the conditions are quite unique and difficult to fulfill.” Atra smirked at her taller and better-developed friend, forcing Bryn to avert her gaze as the crimson shade on her cheeks deepened quickly. “But, now we have the option to challenge the Spire again so we will definitely see if it’s still possible to become an elite valkyrja with that sometime in the future. If we publicize that information, the motivated people will be swarming this place worse than the Scourge had.” 
 
    “That’s why the existence of the Sky Queen would be so big of a help…” Sidr massaged her forehead. “But, I understand your decision and can’t force you into doing anything, Bryn. The journey to convince everyone certainly wouldn’t be easy.” 
 
    “Thank you. One day, I might actually undertake it. Until that day comes, I’ll be in everyone’s care.” Bryn made a polite bow but Sidr quickly brought her back up. “On another note, I think we should conduct an investigation in regard to this revelation. It’s possible that I’m not the only elite in existence. People with different halos could have perceived them as some kind of defect and continued living like nothing happened or hid away. I believe that it would be beneficial to discover them and learn what their strengths are.” 
 
    “You are making me regret my decision not to insist so much.” The Supervisor chuckled. “That’s a great idea and I’ll bring it up during the next meeting. I can see this happening somewhere as even we weren’t aware of that possibility until today.” 
 
    “That would be very sad, living while convincing yourself that you are flawed or damaged,” Silvia added with a slightly melancholic tone. 
 
    “Yes, yes it would.” A wry smile appeared on Selene’s lips. 
 
    Everyone realized how similar such a situation could be to the one their vulpine friend had been in not so long ago and Asterios placed a hand on the fox lady’s shoulder alongside all the other girls. They all looked at Selene with kind, affectionate expressions, especially Asterios and Miria. They had been the ones to witness her miserable state back in the past. 
 
    “Why do you look at me like that, Master, when your circumstances are pretty much the same.” She let out a ladylike chuckle as her wry smile turned into a loving one. 
 
    “I guess that’s right.” He smirked at her. 
 
    “You can’t say that it’s not true. I remember clearly how much you struggled and suffered in the academy.” Tina ran her slender fingers through his white hair, grazing the back of his head. 
 
    “Shortie is right. In that aspect, you and Selene are like two peas in the same pod. You also thought that you were cursed for a little while, didn’t you?” Grea grinned impishly and jabbed Asterios in the side with her elbow. 
 
    Asterios squinted at her and shook his head. “How could I not? We failed to explain my pitiable results in any logical way. It really felt as if something was preventing me from being successful, which turned out to be true, after all.”  
 
    “In any way, you still haven’t succeeded in fully unlocking your memories, right?” Atra asked. 
 
    He nodded at her. “Correct. I gained some extremely varied insight into a few things related to True Dragons and my past but the seal is still there. We are thinking of trying out a few of the methods that failed in the past now that I am supposedly whole. We don’t really have that many options after the Spire failed to deliver. Though, it certainly was of immense help.” 
 
    “Well, then you should definitely try the miraculous device again. The Spire is fully back to its operable state and I’ve been studying this artifact with Bryn and others a lot in recent days. The few notebooks in the draconic script we found in this place were extremely useful. We had lots of practice too. Worst case scenario, you will feel rejuvenated for a week or so,” Atra suggested. 
 
    Bryn took Ast’s hand into hers and brought it up to squeeze it affectionately. “She is right, Master. We’ve practiced its control together since the day the operation successfully finished. The last time we tried using it, we were aiming to heal you, which wasn’t possible due to the circumstances which we learned a moment later. Today might be different.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand back and smiled warmly. “I truly appreciate it. From both of you. I will naturally be willing to accept your help and see what we can do. No matter the result, please, don’t be discouraged. What we have gained and learned is already a lot.” 
 
    “Now you are jinxing it.” Grea snorted. “Get your ass on the table. Maybe try going naked this time. Your clothes might have interfered with the device, who knows?” 
 
    “Professor…” Tina rolled her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “Honestly, we can’t be sure if she isn’t actually right.” Asterios furrowed his brows. 
 
    “You can’t be seriously thinking about it…” She looked at him with wide eyes. 
 
    Regardless of her shock, the faint trace of rosiness on Tina’s cheeks betrayed what she was thinking about. 
 
    “It is a little bit embarrassing, but it’s technically a good opportunity for our friends to have a brief look at my body.” Asterios shrugged. “I guess I became somewhat used to it after… spending so much time with all of you.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it’s the perfect opportunity.” Grea’s bright red eyes shone with increased intensity, which was her personal equivalent of them sparkling with excitement. 
 
    “I won’t do it if it makes any of you uncomfortable, though.” He met each girl’s gaze. 
 
    They exchanged quick glances between themselves and shook their heads in perfect sync. 
 
    “Well. I’ll be in your care, then. Try not to conduct any improper experiments on me in the meantime, alright?” Asterios smirked Atra’s way, causing her to chuckle quietly. 
 
    She knew that it was partially his way of rewarding her for all the help and assistance she’d given to them since the moment they had met. Atra had questioned Bryn about countless details related to Asterios, especially his body. It was of no surprise that he knew since the two of them had become an item with pretty much no secrets on each side. 
 
    Trying to act as unbothered as he could, Asterios walked up to the operation table in the middle of the chamber while the women followed him. He shoved his Spellslinger and other gear into his spatial storage and began dematerializing his spiritual attire. Some of the valkyrjas working on the sides noticed the unusual scene and warily gathered around the girls out of pure curiosity. 
 
    After he removed the last piece, whispers broke out amongst the gathered. He smiled wryly as his keen ears picked up bits of their conversations, which revolved mostly around Valkyrs, Valkyries, and his similarity to the Scourge, minus that bit between his legs.  
 
    As Asterios glanced at his mates, he was met with a plethora of different reactions. 
 
    Miria tried to hide her red face behind her furry hands but she was clearly looking at his waist through the gaps between her fingers. After realizing that he was staring back at her, she shivered and hastily closed them. But, it didn’t take long before she was unable to hold herself back from taking another, tiny peek. 
 
    Tina’s face was quite crimson too, though she held herself much better than the timid panthergirl. She smiled at Asterios softly when their eyes met, dropping her gaze to his privates only for a moment.  
 
    Selene and Silvia seemed to be the calmest members of the groups. The fox lady displayed her iconic, ladylike smile while the fiery princess kept her lips only faintly curled up. 
 
    Grea was obviously drilling holes in every part of his handsome charms, boldly displaying her delight. Asterios felt like she would chew her bottom lip off if he moved too much, causing certain parts of his body to follow the motion accordingly.  
 
    He glanced at Bryn and Atra. His angelic mate tried to be composed and smiled at him a little wryly. Looking at the other Valkyrie, he understood the reason quickly. Atra’s eyes were hard-locked on his treasure, which was already in a quite impressive state due to all their attention. 
 
    Without prolonging it unnecessarily, Asterios set himself on the metal slab and gestured at the duo to begin on their side. Bryn had to shake Atra back into the world of the living and they moved to the control panels. Meanwhile, the girls and Sidr gathered around Asterios, partially intending to shield him from too many gazes. But, it wasn’t like they weren’t able to enjoy the view up close. 
 
    “I didn’t really pay much attention after Master’s advancement, but is it just me, or are some parts of Master’s body… more well-defined?” Miria asked shyly. 
 
    “Asterios always was fit and healthy thanks to his regular exercises, but now that you mention it…” Tina blushed deeply as her eyes roamed over his entire front. 
 
    “Might be another boon from regaining his lost source. The last time he absorbed draconic essence, he became able to partially transform, no? Maybe retrieving the second Dragon’s Heart and turning whole again boosted his physique a little bit,” Silvia presented her own theory to everyone. 
 
    “It still feels like I’m cheating my way into becoming stronger.” He chuckled wryly. 
 
    “It’s not called cheating, it’s having unique opportunities that others don’t.” Grea grinned at him from above. “Like now you have the opportunity for this sexy lady to help you relax before your opera—” 
 
    Asterios bonked Grea on the head. “Get away. You are interrupting Bryn’s and Atra’s efforts.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue but backed off obediently, making the other girls chuckle a tiny bit. The winged duo started making use of the multiple formations woven into the miraculous array of almost unlimited capabilities. They played with the controls to use various spells and approaches with the goal of at least weakening the seal. In the meanwhile, the valkyrjas present in the chamber observed the spectacle in awe as they hadn’t seen the device be used in such a complex way yet. 
 
    Spell after spell, technique after technique, colorful magic affected Ast’s body. But, as he observed his mind during the treatment, nothing was affecting the seal in the slightest. Their efforts were valiant and dedicated, but it just wasn’t possible. It wasn’t a negative ailment, a wound, or a curse. In its core, the seal placed in Ast’s mind was technically a protective shield, so taking it off was even harder. 
 
    In the end, the girls gave up after about half an hour. They were running out of ideas and didn’t want to keep their beloved mate exposed. Noticing that the formations receded higher to the ceiling, Asterios sat up on the edge of the bed and sighed lightly. 
 
    “Thanks for the effort but it looks like we are unlucky. I do feel much better now, though, so there’s that.” He smiled joyfully at his mates. 
 
    “Cover yourself already instead of still displaying… this…” Tina tried to scold him but wavered near the end when her gaze dropped to the part that hung right in front of her. 
 
    Asterios jumped off the block and resummoned his attire, causing Grea to boo him. He ignored the teasing demon lady and approached Bryn, grazing her cheek with his palm. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and she responded with a dazzling smile. 
 
    “We failed with the artifact, but there’s one more place that might be of help,” she suggested. 
 
    “The Heart!” Miria gasped in excitement. “You felt a connection with it, no, Master? It should be easier to use it!” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a bad theory. It is made from out of the heart of a Dragon in the end,” Selene agreed. 
 
    “If Supervisor Sidr has nothing against it, let’s move there right now.” Silvia glanced at the winged leader. 
 
    “Of course not. If you don’t mind, I’ll accompany you.” Sidr nodded respectfully. 
 
    “Let’s go, then. We are perfectly gathered too. One jump to the core, please!” Grea pointed to the ceiling, making the nearby valkyrjas look at her weirdly. 
 
    A deep shadow crept up from the floor and swallowed them all. A moment later, they resurfaced inside the big, spherical chamber with the familiar, giant orb. Asterios supported the shocked Sidr while Bryn took care of slightly flustered Atra. They weren’t expecting to suddenly teleport into the Spire’s depths in a blink. 
 
    “What now?” Miria tilted her head adorably. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think you can assist me with this one,” Asterios pondered out loud. “I’ll try to meditate and approach the seal while also sensing the core. Wish me luck.” 
 
    He fluffed Miria’s hair as he passed her and got an idea. They watched his body become enveloped with dark crimson mist and the panthergirl cheered happily. His figure soon grew noticeably larger and a proud True Dragon walked under the Heart instead of a human. 
 
    Asterios looked up at the mesmerizing crystal and then down, moving in circles to find a good position to lie down. He did so after a short while and curled himself like the Dragon he was at the moment. Closing his eyes, he focused on exploring his mind. 
 
    It didn’t take that many minutes before he was floating in front of the complex wall of patterns and symbols. Something was clearly different about it and he noted that parts of the ever-going wall were clearly less vibrant or completely shut off.  
 
    It was weakening. They weren’t that far from finally cracking it. 
 
    So, he put all his focus into finding any gap through which he could fish out some memories. The inconceivable array of no end in sight didn’t look so out of the world to him this time. He could understand much more of the ancient language used in its creation. Thanks to all the research Grea and Radir had made, and his recent upgrades, it might be achievable. 
 
    While trying to look for a hole to sneak in, Asterios noticed the unusual trace of spiritual energy coming to him like a warm wind. There was some weird connection trying to be made between his sources and something outside of his body. It wasn’t hard to guess what that thing was. 
 
    Catching onto that feeling the best he could, Asterios tried to use the connection coming from the core to influence the seal but it was proving difficult to find the matching segment. But, after what felt like an hour, he sensed a weird ripple going through his entire body. Something swirled and his consciousness was sucked into something. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    When Asterios regained consciousness, he was once more in his infant body. The location wasn’t too clear to him since they were currently inside a quite normal room. He couldn’t spot any important things that could identify the mysterious building. It was possible that it was one of their hideouts. 
 
    He was lying on his back on a bed while Kaguya was sitting right next to him. She seemed to be playing with him by giving the young Asterios her fingers to squeeze and tug on, though the fox lady didn’t look too enthusiastic and joyful to be doing so. 
 
    “Ah!” She suddenly gasped in surprise and hastily withdrew her fingers. “I can’t believe he can hurt me already. What a monster.” 
 
    Red came into Ast’s vision and harrumphed to himself. “He is partially transforming too.” 
 
    Asterios returned his focus to his arms and noticed it too. They were covered with black and red scales, almost halfway up from his hands. It looked like he could cause them to show up very early in his age. The seal must have blocked all of that. 
 
    Then, baby Asterios made some grunts and noises and waved his arm quickly. Crimson sparks followed the movement of his sharp fingers, which cut the air into four red streaks. He could tell that his younger self was extremely confused, but he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Red hastily shifted his arm too and grabbed the small, crimson lines hanging in the air in the middle of nowhere. He squeezed his fist and bright energy leaked through the gaps in his fingers but nothing major happened after that. 
 
    “That was close. It’s getting increasingly more dangerous. He is developing surprisingly fast, most likely due to his dual Dragon’s Heart. He can’t control his powers at this stage. The longer we wait, the higher chance that he will accidentally send a stronger pulse out, and someone notices. We can only hope that this crack didn’t appear somewhere important.” 
 
    “There’s no other choice then, right?” Kaguya glanced at Red and asked. 
 
    “There isn’t. We have to get to Heven. It’s the best place to extract one of his Hearts. I secured friendly relations with the locals there a bit ago so it won’t be a problem to use their healing artifact. There’s also a place where we can store the Heart without any issues. If we really are going to keep him alive instead of just getting rid of him, we have to risk it and move there quickly. This is the moment for the final decision.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment and turned their gazes to Asterios. 
 
    “It would be a shame to kill someone so unique. But, extracting one of his Dragon’s Hearts and completely sealing the other one won’t be that much better. He will be worse than the weakest, most ungifted races. It’s going to be like he is almost completely manaless. Isn’t that basically a death sentence already?” Kaguya returned to playing with Ast’s tiny hands. 
 
    “We will have to find a good place to hide him. The choice is yours,” Red replied. 
 
    After a moment of pondering, she nodded. “If you are sure that they won’t be able to track you that way, then let’s do it. He is way too special. Who knows? Maybe he will one day unite Crimson and Onyx Dragons thanks to his dual bloodlines?” 
 
    “Unite? Maybe in death.” Red sneered. “Let’s stop wasting time and get going. Heven isn’t any close to us. We can’t keep jumping like crazy.” 
 
    They stood up and the memory began fading away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
Final Steps Before the Return 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the core chamber, Atra, Sidr, and the girls stood on the sidelines and observed the center where Asterios lay underneath the Spire’s Heart in his True Dragon form. At first, it looked like he just curled up into himself and fell asleep, but the few women who were more attuned to the spiritual energy began noticing changes. Those changes weren’t connected only to Asterios but also to the giant crystal. 
 
    While it might have looked like Asterios was pretty much taking a pleasant nap since his breathing and heartbeat had slowed down, they realized that the Spire’s Heart was slowly beginning to match that rhythm. Before long, they could feel two faint heartbeats echoing throughout the chamber. It felt bizarre but, in the end, the heart of the World Serpent had been used in the creation of the core so it wasn’t that unimaginable for it to resonate with Asterios. 
 
    About half an hour passed in that calm atmosphere before the rhythm was broken. Prepared for any possible unexpected outbursts, Selene and Bryn were ready to activate their respective defensive techniques. Fortunately, it didn’t look like anything dangerous was going to happen this time as Asterios lazily opened his crimson, draconic eyes after the heartbeats completely settled. 
 
    He raised his massive frame and stretched a little, spreading his wings to the sides. Giving a quick glance at the ladies standing on the side, he chuckled inwardly. No matter how many times Miria saw him as a True Dragon, she always had a truly thrilled and enamored expression. He was sure it would take a long time before she got used to it enough not to burst out with joy at such a sight on every possible occasion. 
 
    Asterios recalled his transformation while walking towards the group of women and soon appeared in front of them back in his human form. 
 
    “And, how was it, Master?” Bryn was the first one to ask. 
 
    “It definitely helped. I managed to dig out a little bit more of the locked memories but the seal is still in the way.” He scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “One step at a time, my Lord.” Selene showed a soft smile as her single, fluffy tail swayed behind her. 
 
    “Yeah! Don’t get discouraged, Master! Maybe when you meditate here regularly, you will unlock all of them!” Miria tried to cheer him up, assuming a determined expression. 
 
    He nodded at her appreciatively. “Thanks. Anything new is good. Let me quickly fill you in on what I saw. I will share the memories with whoever is connected to me and Umbra will do the same for the others if that’s alright.” 
 
    Noticing his gaze on them, Sidr and Atra exchanged glances and nodded too. Without further ado, Asterios let the girls see the memory while Umbra replayed it with the two valkyrjas. Since it wasn’t long, everyone was done in just a few minutes and came back from the short show more or less at the same time. 
 
    “So, it’s just a bit before the operation, when they haven’t arrived here yet,” Silvia commented, rubbing her chin while contemplating the new information. 
 
    “The notebooks did imply it but it looks like Red really had become close enough with the valkyrjas for them to give him access to not just the Spire but also lots of archives,” Bryn said after her. 
 
    “It might have been due to him being a True Dragon,” Miria added. “And if that happened before the Cataclysm, maybe he even met the gods. Perhaps they liked Dragons? Well, except for the World Serpent since they killed that one for its heart.” 
 
    “Considering how ancient he seems, it wouldn’t be that impossible.” Selene nodded to herself. “He must have been really surprised with Kaguya after finding this realm in its current state.” 
 
    “Imagine how much we could possibly learn from someone who was alive during that era…” Atra gazed into nothingness dreamily. 
 
    “I’m more interested in what Asterios did in that memory. It seemed to give Red a little scare and certainly looked a bit ominous.” Grea squinted her eyes while pondering. 
 
    “I feel like it was somewhat familiar,” Asterios finally joined in. “But, I’m not exactly sure how.” 
 
    They all racked their brains together until Miria gasped quietly. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t exactly like that, but didn’t it partially feel like when Umbra told us about his encounter with Kaguya?” The panthergirl tapped her soft lips. “Though, instead of a hand, it was a big, red claw that created cuts in the space, no?” 
 
    ~That’s correct,~ Umbra confirmed it himself. ~It did look similar to a forceful tear in the fabric of dimensions. But, travel through such is extremely dangerous and risky because you can’t really control where the breach may lead you. That means leaving almost everything to luck. I don’t think it was pure luck that she entered and left our realm through those.~ 
 
    “What if Red managed to find a way?” Tina pondered out loud. “He was researching a lot of things, right? Maybe he figured something out? Maybe it’s even linked to Summoning Magic?” 
 
    “It’s not that improbable,” Asterios agreed. “If he was sending Kaguya to different realms, or even if they were jumping from one to another just like he mentioned in the memory, he had to have a way to do that. I don’t think True Dragons can just casually break through such boundaries. At least not red or black ones.” 
 
    “How can you be sure, Master? You haven’t tried yet. Back when you were a baby, you clearly were already able to cut through the fabric of dimensions. Maybe you can do it now.” Miria tilted her head at him adorably. 
 
    “Maybe but it wouldn’t be wise to try.” He placed a hand on top of her head and patted her gently. “It seems to send out and leave traces around the world so we should avoid attracting unwanted attention just like Red said. We might have gotten stronger, but if there really is someone trying to figure out if he is alive, they certainly aren’t low-rank Dragons such as the woman from the past.” 
 
    “What he says. Especially when we’ve already basically stopped hiding Ast’s draconic ancestry after he absorbed the other Dragon’s Heart.” Grea scrunched her nose. “But, that would be an extremely useful ability, I’m not gonna lie. I thought that going through summoning gates was the peak of everything but safely traveling through the cracks in dimensions is just something else completely.” 
 
    “Well, we will think about it carefully. I’m pretty sure that I do not know the way to do it safely yet. I might be able to recreate the tears but the method of controlling them is a complete mystery.” Asterios sighed lightly. 
 
    “It sounds like your past, present, and future are all incredibly enigmatic,” Sidr said from the side after staying silent during the entire conversation. 
 
    “It’s been like this since the very beginning.” Miria giggled wryly, sneaking a careful glance at Asterios. 
 
    He smiled at her kindly. “There’s nothing we can do about that. Besides living our lives together while trying to slowly gather all the pieces of this puzzle so that the final picture finally makes some sense.” 
 
    “Uncovering the secrets of my Lord’s origins is certainly a fun and entertaining activity that never gets boring.” Selene chuckled softly with a ladylike smile. 
 
    “I see. After everything you have done for us, we are obliged to aid you in that goal however we can. I can only hope that the knowledge you might find in our realm will be of any help to you. There’s not much more we can offer, unfortunately. The Spire and all the other archives will always be open for you.” Sidr made a light bow, which Atra quickly mirrored. 
 
    “That’s already plenty and you both have done a lot for us. We really appreciate it.” Asterios responded with the same. 
 
    “What are your plans now, then?” the scholarly Valkyrie asked. 
 
    “We will most likely stay here for a little longer to explore a bit more and see if we haven’t missed anything. If we are able to get into Brage’s archives without too many issues this time, we might just do that too,” he replied. “Then, we might jump back home to check on our friends, families, and our town. We shouldn’t neglect it for too long.” 
 
    “It should be much easier now.” Atra nodded. “I got my permission to look for clues about Bryn’s halo in a flash. I don’t think they will be able to ignore you anymore after everyone sings praises of the great chivalrous Dragon that blessed our kin with its presence and benevolence.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly while the girls chuckled. Grea was shooting him small grins, clearly happy about those fancy titles. 
 
    “Do let me know if you need anything from the Supervisors. We might be able to vouch for you whenever that becomes necessary,” Sidr suggested. “For now, I’ll respectfully excuse myself. There’s still a lot to do. Would you mind taking me back to the fiftieth floor?” 
 
    “Of course not. Thank you again for your assistance. We’ll be in touch.” Asterios shook his head and approached the winged lady. 
 
    Atra decided to join them and he transferred them back to the middle of the Spire with Umbra’s help, this time paying a lot more attention to the entire process. If his black half truly had some affinity with this darkness, it would be good to figure it out soon. Being able to move from shadow to shadow without Umbra in case of an unexpected emergency would be a huge advantage. And, it would free the Lord of Shadows from that responsibility, letting him be involved in the battles even more. 
 
    After the two women were delivered to their destination, Asterios returned to the core chamber and tried to meditate underneath the giant crystal sphere a few more times. It felt like a beneficial process but he didn’t manage to make a dent in the barrier locking up his memories. 
 
    He had already tried various things against it, starting from the Sealing Magic, up to the recent retrieval of his second Dragon’s Heart and synchronizing himself with the Spire’s Heart, but perhaps he was still missing something. All they could do, though, was to bring all the new information they’d gathered back to Radir in hopes that the demon researcher noticed something they might have overlooked. 
 
    Finishing his last attempt at using the World Serpent’s heart for his own benefit, Asterios took the girls out of the core chamber and they began exploring the Spire together once more, starting from the very top. They took their sweet time with the entire floors, not just the challenge arenas. Even though each level was more or less the same, there were still minor differences here and there. 
 
    Slowly, entire days passed but they were making steady progress. Undertaking all the trials they had previously skipped proved to be great training for everyone. Especially after growing in power, they all needed as much of it as they could get. Both Asterios and the girls had to investigate their new limits and the general feeling of their techniques after he had regained his long-lost half. 
 
    It took them about eleven days to reach the bottom of the inverted tower again. Many challenges were simple and just Asterios could overpower them with his draconic abilities so they breezed through multiple floors without breaking a sweat. Most of that time was obviously spent on exploring each level and also interacting with the valkyrjas both in the Spire and back on Odin. 
 
    There wasn’t much they had found during their second descent so they returned to Brage shortly after finishing the final trial, taking Atra with them. As she had expected, the Council there was a bit more cooperative this time and no one objected to the permission for their group to visit the core archives. Some discontent was still visible on the faces of a few Councilors but no one went against the majority. 
 
    Ast’s party spent three more days reading various records and books. They chose to focus on ancient history in hopes of finding any passages on Dragons, and on the first Sky Queen in search of more details about Bryn’s new halo. Besides the previous notebooks they had noticed during their first visit, they didn’t stumble on any more of Red’s notes. Though, they had picked up a few of those around the fiftieth floor of the Spire. Most of those notes were unfortunately related just to the Spire itself. Especially the healing artifact. 
 
    Finishing their business in the archives, they decided to pay a visit to the place where everything had begun. Enjoying an exciting ride on Ast’s back, they returned to Tyr and met up with Bryn’s friends in the Council. The news about their achievements had naturally already reached most of the valkyrjas but everyone eagerly listened to the tales coming from the actual participants of the grand stories. Many still had a hard time believing that Tyr’s Aegis really existed and that it was still working better than well. 
 
    Taking one day to rest up and to let Bryn spend some time with her exiled friend, they decided to check on their progress in Tyr’s grand arena before jumping back to Ast’s realm. Thankfully, Skodul had already returned to her post before they reached the military-themed ARK so they didn’t have to worry about the availability of the training battleground. Surprisingly, they even found Krev amongst the valkyrjas practicing on their own and the battle-hardened coliseum veteran joined them with a big smile. 
 
    “I thought you’ve already shown everyone that you are at the peak of peaks.” Krev laughed while shaking hands with everyone. 
 
    “We aren’t going to show off but just confirm where we stand after we’ve gotten some practice in the Spire,” Asterios replied during the greeting. 
 
    “Yeah. I heard that you technically cleared it twice. What an achievement.” She smacked his back with lots of strength. 
 
    “Are you not going to try? I would have thought that someone of your caliber would be very eager to challenge herself.” Miria glanced at her curiously. 
 
    “I am. That’s why I’m here, to practice more before I dive into that spiral of trials. I want to be in my peak condition before I attempt anything. Besides, the crowd should disperse a little bit in the meantime. Since the challenges take time to restart, there are actual queues on the early floors,” Krev replied with another hearty laugh. 
 
    “Smart. It’s definitely just like a newly discovered dungeon,” Silvia commented calmly. 
 
    “In any way, it’s not my goal to interrupt whatever you were planning to do so just feel free to ignore me. I would just like to watch,” the silver-winged valkyrja added and everyone nodded in response. 
 
    “How do we do this, then?” Miria asked, looking around at the others. 
 
    “Let’s just go one-on-one with Asterios. We won’t damage the arena’s equipment too much that way while still being able to gauge our strength properly,” Tina suggested and turned to him. “Are you fine with that?” 
 
    “It’s a good idea. It will be a good comparison to the tournament, even though you fought me together through some parts of our final fight,” he agreed. “Who’s first?” 
 
    “Me, Master, me!” Miria jumped joyfully while waving her furry hand in the air. 
 
    He chuckled and nodded. All the other girls gave them some more space and the duo proficient in barriers put a few of them up just in case. 
 
    Asterios and Miria took their spots and began shifting at the same time. Black fur covered Miria’s entire body in a flash, turning her facial features into slightly more feral ones faster than her beloved master brought out his scales and draconic features including horns, wings, and such. It looked like he wasn’t planning on going full Dragon right from the beginning. 
 
    Miria didn’t give him time to think for too long and launched herself at Asterios with an incredibly quick, zig-zagging charge. Thankfully, his enhanced reflexes allowed him to react appropriately to such a strong frontal assault. After repelling the blows of the strengthened panthergirl, he pushed her back a bit with a well-angled smack of his mighty tail. 
 
    Right after doing so and before Miria came at him again, Asterios noticed a stinging sensation and took a peek at his long appendage. His brows rose at the sight of a few shallow cuts over the tough scales covering it. Returning his gaze to his opponent, he found a proud smirk on Miria’s slightly feline snout. A closer look revealed the reason. 
 
    She had managed to finetune her mana control to the level allowing her to coat not just her shortswords but even every single claw amongst the ten fingers of her hands with extremely sharp spiritual energy. Focusing on them with his enhanced eyes, he could see that amazing feat very clearly. The shallow lines over his tail were great proof too. 
 
    They exchanged blows while competing in speed and strength of their attacks. Asterios had truly to watch out for Miria’s agile slices and cuts or he would end up with plenty of those even over the heavily-scaled areas of his body. She knew she had any chances against him only when giving it her all so they went toe-to-toe for a few long minutes during which Miria showcased just how astonishing her skills had become. 
 
    After her, came Selene, who obviously entered the tenth stage of her Awakening right away. She turned into a fabulous, ten-tailed fox and Asterios followed suit, turning into a crimson True Dragon. She was slightly smaller than him but it didn’t mean that she couldn’t put up a great fight. They first focused on battling each other using mostly instinctual attacks fitting their beastly forms. 
 
    From the sidelines, it looked like two giant predators tussling with each other, perhaps contending for the territory or some prey. Lots of growling filled the vicinity of their bout, broken by some yips, barks, but also the sounds of battle between entities of such a tier. Selene’s teeth and claws had a slightly harder time penetrating Ast’s scales than Miria’s sharpened nails. 
 
    But, what the panthergirl didn’t have, were the external spiritual circuits. 
 
    After activating them while in her fox goddess form, they not only brought a blue glow to her fur but also covered it with a layer of demonic-looking spiritual armor of pure cyan. It looked like a bigger version of the set she could manifest over her more humanoid body. Everything was scaled to the difference in size and all the details related to her vulpine shape were correctly adjusted, including the helmet with a long feather.  
 
    Ast’s attacks became much less effective when they hit the magnificent armor instead of anything else. She competed against Ast’s fire with her spiritual arts for a good while before relenting the position to the next person, who was Tina. 
 
    As for the young Summoner lady, she managed to achieve something unexpected.  
 
    When blue scales began covering her skin, Asterios and the others were sure that she was once more borrowing the defensive strength of her Water Serpent familiar, but a few unusual details surfaced too. Those details appeared in the form of deep blue vertical pupils, two sharp horns sprouting from the side of her head and pointing straight up, and two leathery wings behind her back, joined by a thick tail down below them. 
 
    It turned out that Tina had found a way to somehow use Ast’s characteristics just like any of her other summons, using the deep bond the two of them shared. It was something that utterly shocked even Grea, causing the eyes of the demon woman to almost pop out from surprise. Curious about her performance, Asterios returned to his humanoid form with the same features materialized too and they began their duel. 
 
    He certainly predicted Tina being able to freely wield wind and water elements from her other familiars, but he didn’t expect to be hit with fire too. The smart, blue-haired girl utilized all three of them to confuse and attack him with impressive firepower. She didn’t even use Hydran directly, instead choosing to fight more like a talented Mage, chucking various techniques of so many elements at her opponent all at once. 
 
    But, such a tactic was extremely taxing and Tina conceded after about fifteen minutes of back and forth with Asterios, ending up completely drained. Miria and Selene helped her rest on the side while Silvia entered the fight. Asterios withdrew his draconic qualities and waited for the princess to make the first move. 
 
    Silvia smiled at him faintly and strongly hit the ground with the butt of her staff. The see-through spiritual armor materialized over her black coat and a beautiful, amber tiara started hovering around her forehead. 
 
    But, contrary to Ast’s belief, that wasn’t the end. 
 
    More mana surged out of her body and it was quickly followed by sudden ignition. The orange flames consumed Silvia’s entire figure for a moment and quickly assumed her feminine shape, turning her into something close to Aura. Except for a pair of full amber eyes in the same style as Grea’s, there was no other feature on the princess’ face. Wild flames licking the air above them replaced her lush hair. 
 
    She closely resembled an Elemental, still wearing her spiritual armor, much brighter than the fire that covered her figure. Silvia started her assault first and completed her dances and spells at an astonishing speed. The rain of fire and sea of flames didn’t give Asterios a single moment to rest. Even though he was proud of his fire resistance, Silvia’s honest efforts did feel scary. 
 
    In the end, Asterios came on top in that contest. But, their exchange was so heated that they had to change locations around the arena due to how damaged and melted the floor underneath them had become halfway into their duel. They could have inflicted some serious damage if they had been in a real fight there. 
 
    Bryn had been rejuvenating and healing everyone around, including the other valkyrjas inside the coliseum, so she didn’t really have to participate, but she volunteered on her own. With her new, more developed, and beautiful halo, she repelled multiple of Ast’s attacks of all kinds, from physical to fire, while using her powerful barriers. She snuck an offensive spell based on light now and then but Bryn decided to present the growth of her supportive skills first. 
 
    Finally, last but not least, Grea had her turn alongside Aura. For the two, there was not much change after Asterios had grown in strength. But, that was natural considering the fact that Grea had just one familiar at that moment, quite fresh at that. 
 
    She was able to act as a proxy between Ast’s and Aura’s energies, empowering her companion to the utmost of her and their limits. With so much draconic mana, Aura could even mimic an entire True Dragon with her mist, but that was obviously not yet perfect. She needed much more practice, and possibly some more summons on her master’s team. 
 
    All in all, Asterios fared mostly against Aura while Grea trained with the big crossbow they had found in the Spire’s armory a while ago. Everyone acknowledged the duo’s strength, knowing how much Grea had improved from the almost powerless scholar back in the day. 
 
    Wrapping up their sparring session, they gathered together to discuss everything alongside the flabbergasted Skodul and extremely satisfied Krev. The two valkyrjas pointed out things from a complete outsider’s perspective while they shared comments with each other. Asterios gave and received many pointers. Everyone had clear goals of what they wanted to further develop. 
 
    Soon, after a good rest, they were ready to visit Kraedorion for the first time in a good while. They were all excited about what awaited them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
Catching Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up in good spirits, Asterios and the girls gathered in the kitchen. Roaming around the exact same house where their journey in Bryn’s realm had started brought up a few pleasant memories. It hadn’t been a long journey, but the number of things that had happened as they were traveling could certainly be considered plenty. 
 
    “So, it’s finally time,” Grea said with a relaxed sigh as she rocked her chair to the back and threw her feet on the table. 
 
    “I really can’t wait to see how much Glimmervale has changed in the meanwhile,” Tina commented while sipping on her cup of tea. “Our families should have had enough time to properly settle down, right?” 
 
    Asterios nodded and gently brushed his fingers through her soft, azure hair, bringing up a delicate blush onto Tina’s fair cheeks. 
 
    “With our mothers working together, I’m honestly rather afraid of the current state of things. Gods know what they might have come up with while we were gone.” He chuckled lightly. 
 
    Tina scooted a little closer to him on her own chair and leaned on Ast’s shoulder. “Yeah. I bet we can expect something outrageous. She is your mom, in the end.” 
 
    He ruffled through her hair a little stronger. “And what does that exactly mean?” 
 
    A pleasant laugh escaped Tina’s lips as she tried to stop him. “You know perfectly well what! Hahaha! Don’t ruin my hair!” 
 
    After managing to push Ast’s hand away, Tina pouted at Asterios, but couldn’t hold that expression for long and chuckled quietly. They stared each other in the eyes until she broke that contact for a brief moment. Knowing well where her attention switched, he leaned to the side and they shared a tender peck, finding their palms and entwining their fingers. 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand in fixing it so don’t worry,” Asterios whispered, receiving a warm smile in response, and one more kiss. 
 
    “I think all of us could use a hand in making ourselves presentable before we make an appearance in front of everyone, isn’t that right?” Selene asked with a small smirk and the other girls soon nodded. “May we ask that of you, my Lord?” 
 
    Tina withdrew her face from Ast’s with a tame blush and turned to the others. “I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    Asterios agreed too and they quickly finished their meals. He helped Miria and Bryn wash the dishes before they all stepped through Selene’s portal to enter the fox lady’s mansion. Appearing in her vast bedroom, the girls began taking care of themselves in front of many mesmerizing mirrors. 
 
    As everyone was changing into fresh clothes Selene always kept for them in her dressers, Asterios approached Miria first and hugged the panthergirl from behind. She giggled sweetly and let out quiet, pleasant purrs as he assisted her while sneaking fluffy kisses onto her ears.  
 
    It was hard to decide if she loved it more when he played with them with his fingers or lips. Or maybe it wasn’t, but Miria was just too embarrassed to admit it. 
 
    After making sure that she looked no less than perfect, Asterios left a loving peck on Miria’s cheek and walked up to Selene. The enchanting fox lady was in the middle of slipping into her sleek dress and smirked at him mischievously while intentionally angling herself the best way to emphasize all her charms. 
 
    Shaking his head with a smile, Asterios brought out a pretty comb from his spatial storage and started carefully brushing her heavenly tail. Even though Selene tried her best not to show any funny reactions to his caresses, she wasn’t able to hold back a quiet moan or two from escaping her lips. It was Ast’s turn to smirk at her slyly and she knew well that he was teasing her back. 
 
    With her treasured tail fully combed, she also received a peck on the cheek and let Asterios move on. He found Tina sitting on a small stool with a beautiful hairbrush in her hand. She blushed heavier after meeting his gaze in the mirror. Asterios didn’t dare to tease her and took the brush from Tina to fulfill his earlier promise. While he took care of her long, azure hair from the back, she picked up another brush and did the same with the front. 
 
    They were done in no time and Tina slightly regretted that she hadn’t let Asterios actually ruin her hair more during breakfast. He sensed her thoughts and knelt behind her, wrapping his arms around the blue-haired girl lovingly. He rubbed their cheeks together until Tina was forced to let out a warm chuckle. She sighed delightfully and angled her face a bit, giving Asterios a sign to be on his way. 
 
    So, he obliged with another gentle peck on her cheek this time and moved to Silvia. It looked like the princess was almost done changing. He picked up her chestplate from the ground and waited a moment for her to fully wrap up all preparations. She showed a faint smile after noticing him and let Asterios assist her with attaching it to her body. The way her amber-scarlet hair glimmered with fiery sparks was a tad distracting but he managed to stay focused somehow. 
 
    Checking all the belts and clasps for the last time, Asterios nodded to himself, receiving a nod in response from Silvia too, and left a gentle kiss on her royal cheek. She gave him a light hug and they glanced to the side. Grea was struggling a little bit with the buttons of her uniform, causing them to chuckle together. The way her long tail whipped around in agitation was just too precious. 
 
    Asterios approached her from the front and took the mischievous buttons of her top into his own hands, evoking an annoyed huff from the fierce demon lady. She stayed still with her natural, crimson cheeks achieving a darker shade. He could barely not smirk with how she awkwardly escaped his gaze to the side. 
 
    Finished with Grea’s uniform, Asterios snatched her tail and gave it a gentle tug, surprising her a bit. Just as her face returned to the front, Grea’s cheek ran into Ast’s lips he had positioned there ahead of time and he quickly walked away. Some quiet curses reached his ears and he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Bryn was already done with her armor when he got to her. She showed a fair blush, afraid that she hadn’t left anything for him to do by accident. But, Asterios still stepped closer and attentively inspected her beautiful feathers, getting rid of any imperfections. She obediently extended her wings to him and enjoyed the blissful sensation of his fingers on them. With both sides carefully examined, he placed a loving peck on her fair cheek too and took a peek at the others. 
 
    The girls were fully done with their preparations and they all approached him together. Even though Asterios could pretty much materialize his spiritual clothes the way he wanted, they still found a few things they could fix and everyone took care of a spot or two. Unable to find any more imperfections, they stopped in front of him and left a joint peck on Ast’s cheeks. Miria was unable to withhold her giggle and they all chuckled together right afterward. 
 
    “Shall we go, then?” Asterios asked with a smile, extending a hand to them. 
 
    “Well, I guess Lerisse can wait a little longer.” Selene showed a mischievous grin and they all took Ast’s palm with a nod. 
 
    He opened a gate to Kraedorion and they crossed realms together, ending up in their bedroom back at Glimmervale’s castle. Naturally, there was no one around, but they could immediately tell that this place had been kept in perfect shape. Their personal maid had been clearly working hard in their absence. 
 
    “Not even a speck of dust anywhere. Admirable,” Silvia commented after brushing her finger over a wooden cabinet. 
 
    “It’s to the level that I’m not sure if this was actually done by one person,” Tina added while examining the floor from up close. 
 
    “There are many servants in the castle, no? It’s not like Yumi couldn’t get help.” Miria set her fists on her waist as she looked around. 
 
    Silvia shook her head. “It’s not as simple as that. When a personal maid is assigned to an important person, all her work involves that person and almost exclusively them. So, unless an emergency arises where she wouldn’t be able to finish something alone in a respectful time and manner, a personal maid tends to her master’s quarters purely on her own. Her schedule is free of any common activities so that she can focus on serving the person she’s assigned to the best she can.” 
 
    “And personal maids often take great pride in their work since their efforts are subjected to direct praise from their master. They don’t have to share that appreciation with anyone else and consider it an honor to receive it. As Silvia said, unless the task they are undertaking doesn’t somehow end up hindering their master, they will put everything into completing it without help,” Tina added as the two noble ladies smiled at each other. 
 
    “So, what does that mean?” Miria tilted her head adorably. 
 
    “Rather than cooperation, this feels more like competition,” Asterios mused. 
 
    “That’s what I felt too, my Lord.” Selene nodded softly. “No matter how perfect they are, people are bound to make tiny mistakes or oversights. With how much they do, they can easily miss those, but to other people…” 
 
    “Those mistakes glow like a piece of glass in neatly trimmed grass,” Grea finished for her with a snort. “The basic rule why being a self-taught genius isn’t that great.” 
 
    “But, I don’t see any mistakes.” Miria glanced around more attentively. 
 
    “That’s the point.” Tina chuckled. “It means that someone had already found and corrected them. And the culprit isn’t that hard to guess.” 
 
    “Camille.” Silvia showed a delicate smirk. “I was hoping that she wouldn’t become hostile to anyone here but I hadn't expected her to instead try to compete with your personal maid.” 
 
    “I guess she felt like this chamber was part of her duties too since you spent more time here with us than in the bedroom I had assigned you in the beginning. I just hope that this competition isn’t a harmful one.” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    “Don’t worry. She isn’t a person who would bully or abuse others. Well, except for you, I guess.” The princess let out a soft chuckle while Asterios rolled his eyes. “I’ll talk to her to make sure. She must be worried about me anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s check the outside first, then!” Grea suggested, glued to the window on the side. 
 
    She hastily opened it, called for Aura to surround her with pink smoke, and flew out of the bedroom with a hearty laugh. Everyone else exchanged glances and walked closer to the window too. Asterios picked Miria up into his arms and summoned his wings, leaving next. Selene brought out enough tails to fly comfortably and jumped out with Silvia by her side, who gathered her mana to do the same. Tina got her wings from Esil and accompanied Bryn as they were the last two to depart. 
 
    Regrouping high above the town, they looked over the entire area. 
 
    “Damn. They weren’t slacking off. It seems like over half of the defensive wall is completed.” Grea pointed down and everyone followed with their gazes. 
 
    “That’s an incredible speed. These fortifications look solid too. It’s clear that they aren’t rushed.” Silvia nodded in wonder. 
 
    “Has to be mom’s doing. Well, and everyone else’s of course. There’s no doubt that the Committee has a big input into everything,” Asterios added. 
 
    “The main square is looking very lively too! There are even more stalls than before!” Miria commented with excitement. 
 
    “Many stores at the market’s edges that were closed are now open. It looks like there were no major issues with your family starting its branches here, my Lord.” Selene floated next to them as her fluffy tails danced in the wind. 
 
    “I’m sure Master would have received a report from the Committee members if something urgent happened,” Bryn added. “It just shows how competent the leaders of this settlement are.” 
 
    “Things are certainly looking good from afar. There are also a few new mansions that I don’t remember seeing. I bet some prominent families moved in after Hestizos and Nobelles settled in Glimmervale. They must have paid a lot or have had a great influence for Ulyssen and the others to dedicate more land for construction,” Asterios pondered out loud. “Should we check how everyone is doing?” 
 
    “Yes! Let’s see Miss Kindra!” Miria cheered. 
 
    “Before that, we should drop the new books at my father’s workshop so he could do something useful and check up on what we gathered,” Grea interjected. “I bet he is lazing around with his own research when no one is keeping an eye on him. Or fooling around with women.” 
 
    “Alright. That’s a good plan.” Asterios nodded and tried to transfer himself through the shadows just like Umbra had been teaching him since the reclamation of the Spire. 
 
    It was a taxing activity and he felt like it took much longer just to move such a short distance, but he managed to exit the shadows with Miria safely right in front of the door to the underground workshop. More practice and experience were obviously necessary and he was aware of that. So, unless they really needed to get somewhere fast, Asterios aimed not to use Umbra’s services. 
 
    The girls stepped out of a crimson gate next to him and Grea nonchalantly kicked the door open with all she had. “Old bastard, we are back!” 
 
    Radir literally jumped and squeaked out of shock, his head snapping to the entrance to identify his assailant. From their perspective, it looked like similar events were common enough for him to react this strongly. Asterios wondered if it had something to do with Grea or perhaps strangers that might be slightly unhappy about a thing or two he had done to a person or two that they were familiar with. 
 
    “Ah! It’s you! Gods, don’t scare me like that! Do you want me to have a heart attack?” Radir exhaled in relief, supporting himself on the counter behind him. 
 
    “With the amount of exercise making your heart pound quite fast that you have done during your lifetime, I don’t think that’s a possibility for you.” She snorted. 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, seeing how much you seem to glow, I don’t think it will take that long before you catch up to me.” 
 
    “This fucking pervert.” Grea grinned devilishly while rolling up her sleeve. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly as they began running in circles around the workshop, playing a more violent game of tag. 
 
    “They look much closer than before,” Miria commented with a warm smile. 
 
    “I guess they do. In their own way.” He ruffled through her hair lovingly. 
 
    After Grea smacked her father enough times on the head, they briefly shared with him their findings and the recently unlocked memory. Asterios passed the notebooks and transcripts onto him, including those related to the miraculous chamber from Heven. He had received permission from the Supervisors to include those in his search for answers as long as it was done amongst his trusted people. 
 
    Since Radir needed some time to sum up the results of the research he had been continuing during their absence, they left the demon man to his own machinations and agreed to meet up later. Grea threatened him one last time not to slack off and promised that she would personally interrogate all the maids in the castle to see if he hadn’t by any chance annoyed any of them. 
 
    Next, they moved to the mansion where Ast’s and Tina’s families resided. Leaving the red gate in front of its premises, they properly walked inside through the main entrance and followed a butler’s guidance to find his mother. Stopping in front of her office, they knocked lightly on the wooden door. 
 
    “Who is it?” Kindra asked after the quiet chatter went silent. 
 
    “It’s us. We have just—” 
 
    Before Asterios could finish his sentence, the door was flung open and a person flew at him at full speed. He caught his mother in his arms and spun around to disperse the force of impact. 
 
    “Asti! You should have told me you are coming back! I would have prepared something for you all!” Kindra kept rubbing her face into his shoulder while squeezing him dearly. 
 
    He sighed softly and hugged her back.  
 
    Lady Luna showed up at the entrance with a gentle smile. “Welcome back, sweetheart.” 
 
    Tina quickly trotted closer and embraced her mother too. They both remained in a hug with their mothers while the other girls exchanged kind glances. Finally, after a good while, Kindra peeled herself off Asterios and invited everyone inside, seating them by the coffee table on the side. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you all alright. I know you are very capable but I was still so worried.” Kindra giggled while pouring everyone some tea. 
 
    “I think the more capable your child is, the more worries you actually have, Kindra. Trouble always comes to those looking for it,” Lady Luna added while glancing at them, making Tina blush faintly. 
 
    “There’s certainly some truth to that, Luna.” Ast’s mom nodded a few times. 
 
    It looked like the two ladies had grown at least a little bit closer. The last time they had met in a similar company, they had still been addressing each other more officially. It definitely was a good sign. Or something was brewing up. 
 
    “We are glad to see that things are going well on this side too, Mom,” Asterios replied with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah! We’ve seen the wall! There’s so much already!” Miria beamed at them. 
 
    “Fufufu~ Everyone is so eager to help so it’s natural that it’s progressing fast. Even the adventurers are aiding the construction.” Kindra proudly puffed her chest out. 
 
    “Adventurers?” Silvia raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    “Your friends at the guild put up a few quests for people with various skills and abilities like manipulating earth or easily cutting through metal and the number of participants has been extremely overwhelming so far,” Lady Luna explained. “It’s certainly a surprise. From what I’ve known, adventurers often tend to avoid such simple but meticulous tasks unless there’s nothing else to do at their rank.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the case here? It’s not like there are that many quests in some remote town, right?” Tina asked. 
 
    “I think you are better off asking the guildmaster about it but I’m pretty sure there is a decent variety and quantity of quests in our guild. I’ve heard Miss Suanori mention that the town’s guardian doesn’t intervene directly unless the threat is really serious, leaving a good deal of hunting and subjugation requests open for the adventurers. Plus, we certainly put up a lot of gathering and transportation ones by ourselves,” Kindra answered. 
 
    “That would be smart. Just the sole presence of such a powerful entity could have been a problem but they are actively trying to solve all possible issues.” Selene rubbed her chin. 
 
    “Yeah. And the elves started trading with us much more so there are plenty of occasions to be hired as escorts. Just that opportunity brings many adventurers to Glimmervale. It’s a good excuse to visit their nation. Plus, I’ve heard that our branch shares some tasks with the one on their side of the border,” Ast’s mom continued. 
 
    “That’s interesting. I didn’t expect long ears to be this interested in our little town. Wasn’t it a slightly awkward topic, even if it wasn’t anything serious?” Grea wondered. 
 
    “I guess we have a lot of catching up to do. Plenty of things seem to have changed in such a short period of time. Glimmervale is growing really fast.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “That’s true. I’m sure the Committee can fill you in on everything. Many prominent families moved in while you were gone, lured by your achievements and precious opportunities.” Kindra smirked at him. 
 
    “We’ve seen a few new mansions and thought that might have been the case. Do you know any of them?” he asked. 
 
    She tapped her cheek while thinking. “Well, Richtensteins for example.” 
 
    “What?!” Tina squealed in surprise and blushed heavily, quickly clearing her throat. 
 
    “Oh, gods… Rosewind will be completely gone at this pace…” Asterios sighed while rubbing his forehead. 
 
    Lady Luna chuckled quietly, hiding her smile behind her hand. “Marquess Richtenstein has always been a smart man. It’s no surprise that he quickly noticed the connection behind our sudden relocation. The news about the famous Hestizos opening up a branch here and us leaving at the same time must have caught his attention. Not to mention all the other things that happened here afterward.” 
 
    “We really can’t escape that jerk Roz, can we…” Tina shook her head with a wry smile. 
 
    “That blond-haired boy? I don’t think he came with them. There are rumors that he has been sent somewhere by his family but they haven’t been here for long so we didn’t get a chance to talk too much yet,” her mother added. 
 
    “That would be good for his health.” Miria let out a quiet growl before getting pacified by Asterios scratching behind her ear. 
 
    “I guess we'll see for ourselves in a bit.” Asterios stood up and everyone else soon followed. “We should get going so that we get to visit everyone before the day runs out.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s your responsibility as the lord.” Kindra smiled at him warmly before that smile slightly faltered. “So, have you learned anything new during your journey?” 
 
    He walked around the table and gently hugged his mother. “Not much, actually. We’ve certainly gained a lot during this trip, but there was nothing specific about them.” 
 
    “You all do seem a little different than before, for sure.” She giggled while hugging him back, sneaking a glance at the winged lady present in the room, causing Bryn to blush heavily under her knowing gaze. “It’s hard to express in words but I can just tell.” 
 
    “I’ll show you why soon.” He chuckled with a mysterious smile. 
 
    She pouted openly. “It’s not nice to tease your mother, young man. Why not now?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it would spell disaster for this room, Miss Kindra.” Tina chuckled too, causing the two mothers to raise their brows in confusion. 
 
    Bidding farewell for real, they left the mansion and walked into the streets. Their next destination was the Adventurer’s Guild. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5
Rapid Development 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios and the girls entered the streets of Glimmervale and merged into the crowd of busy people heading in every possible direction. The town was bustling and it was more than clear that the usual level of activity had risen since their last visit. Besides Asterios’ short trip back to visit Endymion’s and Imadil’s workshops not that long ago, where he hadn’t had time to take a better look at everything else, they hadn’t been in the town in quite a few weeks. 
 
    The first most noticeable change was of course the wall currently still under construction. The defensive formation poked out over the roofs of the furthest buildings. But, they could spot numerous new shops and establishments as they wandered the pretty streets. Amongst the crowd, they could also see a bit more variety in terms of races present in Ast’s realm. Elves still dominated the palette, but there were visibly more individuals hailing from other communities than before. 
 
    As they continued down the path leading them to the Adventurer’s Guild, many local people recognized them and shared joyful, polite greetings with their lord and his companions. It was pretty obvious that the folks were happy to see their governor back from his journey. They might have not known the details since only the chosen individuals had this privilege, but it didn’t change the fact that they were glad he’d returned able and healthy. 
 
    Such little pleasantries brought smiles to Asterios’ and the girls’ faces. Silvia was used to that kind of attention and she was a natural at responding back or just casually waving her hand at people. It would certainly take a bit longer for the rest of the team to catch up to her level but Asterios was already doing decently well. With some more practice and guidance, he would make a fine governor. Or even a ruler. 
 
    Soon, they reached their destination and stopped in front of the guild. As expected, it was much livelier than before their expedition. It was clear even from the outside that quite a number of adventurers filled the belly of the newly established branch. Passing by a small group of three they didn’t recognize, they went in and glanced around the lobby. 
 
    Right away, they noticed that the guild’s staff had greatly increased. Considering the number of people swarming the place, it wasn’t that unexpected. Two or three receptionists would never be able to efficiently deal with so many requesters and submitters. Suanori must have been forced to recruit some help.  
 
    Ast’s gaze wandered over a bunch of new faces behind the main counter as his party moved through the crowded area. Since most of them were busy, including their two friends, they went straight for the stairs, choosing to pay a visit to the guildmaster without interrupting either Ellie or Truvi.  
 
    Especially Truvi. They could see a big smile on their short friend’s lips and her queue wasn’t much smaller than the other ones. The cute dwarf receptionist clearly thrived in her environment and it made everyone in Ast’s group who had been closely acquainted with her feel warm inside. Her dreams were finally being properly fulfilled. Without any rude bastards making fun of her. 
 
    Asterios, Miria, and Selene shared soft smiles and everyone headed up. They passed a few employees they didn’t remember but no one stopped them from going deeper. Some might have recognized them, and some clearly noticed the cyan plate on Ast’s shoulder and matching badges on the chokers a few of his girls wore. Getting in the way of an S-rank was a bit scary, though Asterios hoped for people to not be afraid of questioning the intentions of anyone, no matter their rank or status. 
 
    They found the guildmaster’s office and Miria knocked lightly on the wooden door. Suanori’s voice invited them inside and they stepped into her domain, finding their elf friend taking care of some documents behind her desk. 
 
    She raised her gaze to the sound of the door being closed. “Ah. Asterios. And everyone. Am I right to assume that our great lord has finally returned to his loyal subjects? Or is it another quick visit and you require something from the guild?” 
 
    “We are indeed back,” Tina replied with a gentle smile. “Our business out there is more or less finished.” 
 
    “We came to see how you are doing!” Miria beamed at her adorably. “It looks like the guild is busy!” 
 
    Suanori chuckled lightly while leaning into the comfortable backrest of her armchair. “It certainly is. I still can’t believe we’ve grown so much so fast. I even had to start considering expanding the building already. If things continue at this pace, this small, cozy hut won’t be enough soon.” 
 
    “It certainly sounds like things are going well,” Tina chuckled too. 
 
    “We have a big influx of adventurers and people aiming to open a business here or just move in. The latter two are obvious. Everyone is being lured in by the news about a promising town noticed by the Hestizo Household. As for the former, the fact that we somehow managed to secure a cooperation agreement with the nearby elven branch helps a lot too. It was an unexpected offer that came from their side but we now often share quests, information, and resources.” 
 
    “It seems like we are being noticed by our fellows on the other side of the fence.” Asterios smirked softly. 
 
    “Anyway, how did it go for you?” Suanori switched the attention to them. 
 
    “The information we found is lacking but we managed to solve the issue that was troubling Master’s body,” Bryn answered. 
 
    “And don’t forget that we reclaimed an important area from the claws of the monsters while doing so,” Asterios pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “So, no more being half-dead?” The guildmaster glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “He never felt more alive.” Grea snickered. “Half-dead will be the people who see his Dragon. Out of shock.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m afraid we will have to be a little bit careful if we don’t want to cause unnecessary panic.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I’m assuming that she isn’t talking about scaring the townsfolk with your manhood this time.” Suanori followed suit. “What did you gain?” 
 
    “I’ll show you when we find a good moment.” Asterios smiled mysteriously. “Not the manhood, of course.” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to that, then.” She laughed quietly while shaking her head. “Have you already visited the Town Hall?” 
 
    “Not yet. We just started catching up and you are the second person we met up with. We will most likely head there right after, or we might drop by Imadil’s first since it’s on the way,” he replied. 
 
    “Good. I heard that they have something for you so don’t delay too much. It doesn’t seem to be that time-sensitive but it certainly felt important.” She nodded. 
 
    “Got it. We’ll leave you to your work and be on our way, then. Thanks for the information.” 
 
    They shook hands and Ast’s group walked out of the guildmaster’s office. On their way out of the building, they were stopped by Ellie and Truvi, who had taken a short break to greet them, explaining that they had noticed him and the girls earlier but just had no way of abandoning their queues. They chatted happily about the guild’s life of the receptionist duo for a little bit and the two ladies returned to their duties right afterward, excited to continue aiding their adventurers. 
 
    Without further ado, Ast’s party resumed their wandering and picked Imadil’s smithy as their next stop. He had technically been there not that long ago but they hadn’t talked about that much stuff besides his gear and equipment at that time. Plus, it had been before the major turning point of their expedition. 
 
    The artisanal district was as busy as usual and the streets were filled with lots of noise. They admired the people working out in the open in front of their businesses for a moment and stepped into their friend’s place. Compared to the first days after the small family of elves had moved in, the shop section was much more alive and entrancing. Many creations of the father and daughter duo decorated various showcases and displays, either hanging on the walls or standing by them. Some of the weapons looked mighty and magical. 
 
    Hearing the bell announcing the visit of another customer, Cynthia walked out of the doorway behind the counter while wiping her hands with a wet cloth. 
 
    “Oh. It’s you guys. Welcome.” She sent them a polite smile. “Do you have any business with us?” 
 
    “Not really. We are just going around and checking on people after our return. If you are busy, we can come at a different time,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “I’m glad to see all of you safe and sound, then. And don’t worry, we are good on time. Follow me. I’ll just grab my father and we can take a rest to acquire some sustenance.” Cynthia gestured at them and unlocked the moving part of the counter. 
 
    She guided them to the meeting room and left them by the table. They didn’t have to wait for too long before she came back with her father, both of them holding onto a plate with some kind of tasty mushroom soup. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind us eating while we talk,” Imadil said with a smile as they sat down with Asterios and the girls. 
 
    “Of course not. We are intruding on your break time, not the other way.” Asterios shook his head. “Thanks for your quick maintenance back then again. It definitely helped a ton.” 
 
    “Share with us the tales of your adventures whenever you get a spare moment and we’ll be even.” Cynthia winked at him. “It sounds like your journey was eventful.” 
 
    “The number of battles, puzzles, and challenges we encountered is indeed quite high. And the surprises.” Selene hid her beautiful smile behind her slender hand. 
 
    “You could definitely write a good book out of it if you wanted. Especially considering the numerous plot twists we stumbled onto.” Silvia nodded faintly. 
 
    “Now, you are making me really curious.” Imadil chuckled a bit. “Almost as curious as I am about this.” 
 
    Everyone directed their gazes where the elf man was pointing and they turned to face Grea. The demon lady glanced at each of them in mild confusion before looking herself all over to identify the reason why everyone was staring at her so intently. 
 
    “Ah. You mean this bad boy?” She grinned devilishly and patted the massive crossbow leaning against her chair from the side. 
 
    Grea grabbed the weapon firmly and hoisted it onto the table, causing the dishes to jump from the impact with a ceramic noise. She ran her fingers over the long body of the almost ballista-sized piece of military equipment. 
 
    “It’s so charming, isn’t it? There’s only one other thing I love stroking more like this.” She sighed dreamily while continuing to caress her newly-gained partner. 
 
    The girls chuckled while Asterios shook his head. But, it didn’t look like their elf hosts paid any attention to Grea’s usual, obscene jokes. Both the father and the daughter were focused on the peculiar crossbow. 
 
    “Fascinating. The design is very interesting. It looks so big but it seems like you are able to lift it up without any trouble. I really wonder what’s it like on the inside…” the man mused. 
 
    His eyes glowed faintly as his gaze roamed over the magnificent weapon. They skipped briefly to Asterios, who was sitting next to Grea, and quickly returned to the mysterious item. Then, his brows shot as far up as they could and Imadil’s gaze snapped back to Ast’s chest so quickly that the movement spooked his daughter. 
 
    “What in the…” he whispered in confusion. 
 
    “Father?” Cynthia furrowed her brows, and seeing her father’s stunned expression, she activated her ability too and her face instantly mirrored his after her eyes fell onto Asterios. “Good gods… Are you kidding me right now?” 
 
    “It looks like your recent journey was much more fruitful than I would have expected.” Imadil let out an awkward chuckle. 
 
    “How are there three?!” Cynthia slammed the table with her palms while standing up. “Oh, Divine Treemother… This universe is done for…” 
 
    “Well… A lot of things happened.” Asterios showed a wry smile. 
 
    “Everything that involves you is just outrageous…” Cynthia fell back onto her chair with a defeated sigh. “At this pace, your current Spellslinger will snap in half just like the sword you tried out the first time. What kind of a monster are you really? Or are you a descended god having a blast freaking out mortals?” 
 
    “A god. Definitely a god.” Grea snickered, sending Asterios lusty glances as she licked her lips. 
 
    “Closer to a monster, I’d say.” He squinted at the mischievous demon before turning back to the elf duo. “Even amongst my own kin, I seem to be something that shouldn’t exist. That’s why my parents split me into pieces and sealed them away, limiting my power.” 
 
    “You are sure he isn’t an evil horror regaining his strength to destroy the very essence of existence, right?” Cynthia glanced between Ast’s mates and they exchanged wide smiles.  
 
    “As a wielder of Light Magic, I can assure you that Master is the purest form of love and affection,” Bryn said with slightly flushed cheeks. 
 
    “No way someone evil can be this warm.” Silvia shook her head while clutching her fist to her chest. 
 
    “There is no bigger good guy in all the realms combined than Master!” Miria bounced on her chair with a proud expression. 
 
    “Now, we all know that’s greatly exaggerated.” Asterios reached out to fluff Miria’s adorable ears. “And the evil horror has already recovered his strength. He is my underling.” 
 
    Umbra’s deep chuckle echoed throughout the room, causing the elf duo to shiver.  
 
    “But, jokes aside, you know what I am. I think it’s a good moment to show the truth to everyone we can trust. Perhaps we should gather at the castle’s training grounds and do it there.” Asterios rubbed his chin. “And believe me, I didn’t have the slightest idea in the beginning. So much has changed in less than a year from that fateful day.” 
 
    Miria placed a hand on Ast’s thigh and looked deep into his crimson eyes. “I always knew you were great, Master. I could just feel it. Even with all the seals and barriers. But, before you say that your origins might be the only reason why I was so attracted to you, please don’t. It was your kind and caring nature. And I’m really glad it hasn’t changed even a bit.” 
 
    An intense blush bloomed on her gentle cheeks as she did her best to keep looking straight at him. Asterios smiled, placed his hand over hers, and leaned in to place a delicate peck on the panthergirl’s cheek. Miria purred lovingly in response as they drew back. 
 
    “I guess there’s no way that an evil horror would be such a lady killer.” Cynthia snorted quietly with a tiny smile. “I can’t wait to see your true form.” 
 
    “We’ll arrange it soon. First, we need to finish our duties as the overseers of this town. We just were on our way to the Town Hall to get filled in on everything that happened since we departed. So, thanks for your time and help. We appreciate it greatly.” He stood up and nodded respectfully. 
 
    Everyone followed suit and the girls also showed their respect to the two incredible blacksmiths. Asterios glanced at the crossbow still lying on the table and placed a hand on it before Grea swooped it back. 
 
    “We don’t really expect to get into a serious fight in the upcoming days, so what do you say about leaving this curious thing with you for now? What do you say, Grea?” He glanced at his red-skinned lover. 
 
    Grea met his gaze, looked at her new favorite toy, and bit into her bottom lip as she ran her fingers over the weapon one more time. 
 
    “Fine.” She sighed in defeat. “But you owe me something else to play with in the meanwhile.” 
 
    Asterios snorted at her implicative grin and nodded. “Whatever you desire.” 
 
    She pulled the additional magazines and ammunition out of her pouches and set them on the table next to the weapon. Giving them one last glance, she stepped closer to Asterios and hugged his arm, leaning onto his shoulder with a heartbroken sigh of a doting mother having to part with her beloved children for who knew how long. He chuckled and started patting her head, deciding to play along with her antics for now. 
 
    “You have our thanks. I can already tell that it will be so fun trying to figure this thing out.” Imadil smiled at him brightly and Cynthia nodded with visible enthusiasm. 
 
    “It packs quite a punch so if you manage to analyze its structure and succeed in recreating it then it could be a decent siege defense weapon even without the enchantment reducing its mass,” Silvia shared her thoughts. 
 
    “I agree. The speed, accuracy, and power of this contraption are unimaginable. I haven’t seen anything similar amongst the gear our ranged warriors currently use so I assume it comes from the ancient era when our civilization was at its peak,” Bryn added. 
 
    “Then we will do our best to revive this lost technology and share the results with you.” Imadil bowed towards the Valkyrie with the crossbow in his hands and his daughter followed. 
 
    They bid their farewells and went their own ways.  
 
    Not wasting any more time, Asterios and the girls walked straight to the Town Hall. Grea kept sighing gloomily on the entire way there, dragging her feet over the ground like her entire life lost its meaning. Since it was getting a bit annoying, Asterios yanked her to the alley next to their destination and proceeded to kiss the hell out of Grea’s luscious lips while hidden from everyone’s sight. She moaned fervently as he pressed her into the wall with a rough hold on her waist and the single horn, leaving herself fully at his mercy. 
 
    As they left the dark alleyway with their elbows still linked, she had a visible bounce in her step and a dazzling grin couldn’t leave her face. The girls rolled their eyes at their crafty sister-mate and followed the duo into the building, heading up for the Committee’s offices. They walked into the cylindrical chamber and were immediately spotted by the gray-haired elf hunched over the round table. 
 
    “Ah! My Lord, My Lady! Good to see you again!” Ulyssen quickly walked up to them and made a polite bow. “I dare to assume, your journey went well?” 
 
    “I think we can say that,” Tina replied with a small curtsy. “Were things well here too?” 
 
    “Except for the part where our work increased like tenfold from the sudden influx of visitors and travelers, everything was great.” Esotvi grunted as she emerged from her personal office. 
 
    “Certainly, this is the busiest Glimmervale has ever been since the very founding.” Danny chuckled while joining everyone in the middle with Keenu by his side. 
 
    “But it’s so exciting to see the town thrive, is it not?” Merfinna said as she showed up at the same time as Ted. 
 
    “It looks like it’s our lucky day. Everyone seems to be here.” Selene let out a ladylike chuckle. 
 
    “Not for long, but indeed, you’ve chosen the best possible moment to return.” Ulyssen nodded. 
 
    “Then we won’t take too much of your time. We would just like to know how things are going in each area and if there is anything that requires our attention,” Asterios explained the reasoning behind their visit. 
 
    “Nothing important to report in the mercantile sector,” Esotvi began. “All the shops belonging to your family have opened without any issues, My Lord, and there are multiple other businesses that are starting their branches in our town or fighting for the chance to. So far, everyone follows the rules and acts nicely. Well, not like anyone would dare with an entity resembling a giant Dragon resting at the back of the main market.” 
 
    Ted cleared his throat to capture their attention. “Safety and garrison are all good too. Most of our men have already received new, high-quality gear produced by the artisans under the guidance of the Spellsong family and they are training vigorously to bring honor and respect to our small army. Everyone was inspired by your courage and battle prowess during the defense so the morale is really high.” 
 
    “In terms of agriculture, we are expanding as quickly as possible. If we want to remain independent on most provisional resources, we need a lot more farms, plantations, and such. I’m working on it with Keenu but the number of requested renovations and constructions of new structures, especially villas, is at an all-time high,” Merfinna added. 
 
    “That’s right. I already doubled the size of my team but we are still behind on the schedule.” The demon man sighed while rubbing his forehead. “We could hire contractors from other places, and we were even offered that by the settlement on the elven side, but I really wanted things to remain in line with our traditional craft. Someone would have to supervise those contractors anyway.” 
 
    “We are slowly running out of vacant locums, which certainly is a problem. People are coming and coming and coming with no end in sight. We already had to devise a more complex system to manage the requests for relocation. Additionally, we switched the method to acquire already constructed houses from a first come, first served basis to an open auction with a set duration announced ahead of time. The tension slightly dropped while our profits exploded,” Danny reported. 
 
    “And that’s pretty much it, My Lord. Logistics are hanging on decently well. There are plenty of delays, of course, since it’s completely unavoidable with so much happening around, and I’m certainly not proud of that, but there’s just nothing that can be physically done in that regard,” Ulyssen finished. 
 
    “You really have a lot on your shoulders because of us, don’t you?” Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    “Don’t be mistaken, My Lord, as much as it might sound like we are complaining, we are unspeakably grateful to you and your companions for this chance,” the elf replied and everyone on his side nodded. “If you have any suggestions or advice for us, please feel free to share.” 
 
    “I think it would be wise to focus on agriculture first before housing and general construction,” Silvia pondered out loud. “It’s better to take care of the people already living here first before providing a place to stay for those thinking about moving in. The latter can wait for as much as necessary. Food is the most important aspect that a city should never be low on. In locations that allow for developed agriculture, the split between production and import should strongly lean towards the former.” 
 
    “I agree.” Tina nodded confidently. “Otherwise, when bad times suddenly arrive, the cost of living will rise considerably. The city will have to purchase more goods as they become more scarce and the market will react accordingly. Rising prices are one of the people’s major worries. The only possible responses to that situation are to either raise the wages or freeze the market. Both options are a huge financial loss for the city and pose a high risk of things going wrong further on.” 
 
    The two noble girls shared a look and smiled at each other warmly.  
 
    Asterios rested a hand on Silvia’s and Tina’s shoulders and nodded. “What they said. We shouldn’t forget about the original residents and the vision the founders had for Glimmervale. Being in the center of attention is great but we can’t let it control us if we want to retain our independent status.” 
 
    “Progress and development are wonderful but when you stray away from the values that have initiated the entire thing, you will one day wake up with something that’s nowhere close to the perfect outcome you were chasing after,” Grea added with a slightly melancholic smile. 
 
    The Committee Members exchanged glances and bowed at them respectfully. 
 
    “We will be careful not to be swept up by the current,” Ulyssen said. “Thank you for your advice, Your Lordships, Your Highness.” 
 
    “It wasn’t much. You are doing an amazing job on your own and I’m sure that what little education I had in the royal castle can’t even compare to the years of experience everyone here has managed to accumulate.” The princess politely lowered her head. 
 
    “Ah. Speaking of which, I almost forgot.” The gray-haired elf chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    He hastily dashed into his office and returned with a fancy envelope in his hand. Stopping in front of Asterios, he held it out for him to receive. The girls gathered around him with curious gazes. 
 
    “That’s my father’s seal,” Silvia pointed out after Asterios flipped the envelope. 
 
    “Yes. This letter came in about two weeks ago. We were supposed to deliver it to you as soon as you returned. It seems important,” Ulyssen explained. 
 
    Selene formed a small knife with her spiritual energy and cut the envelope open for Asterios. He pulled out the letter as Ulyssen backed away to give them some privacy since he couldn’t know if the contents of the message weren’t sensitive. 
 
    “Looks like we are being summoned. Seems like an international matter.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
A Curious Invitation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s not that much information in this letter,” Miria commented while gently rubbing her soft cheek against Ast’s. 
 
    “It’s nothing surprising. Even if it’s an official message straight from the king, he wouldn’t want to include too many sensitive details in case an unauthorized person got their hands on the letter,” Asterios explained, affectionately caressing her fluffy ear. 
 
    “Asterios is right. It would be unwise to reveal too much.” Silvia nodded lightly. “But, since Father decided to leave us a message instead of reaching out to us directly, it shouldn’t be anything critical.” 
 
    “I wonder what this international matter is. Dwarves? Demons? Perhaps elves?” Selene mused as her bushy tail swayed behind her back. 
 
    “My bet would be on elves, considering our recent interactions and what we have recently learned in the town. Perhaps they found something about the people who created the summoning array which we neutralized,” Tina said while rubbing her chin. 
 
    “There’s only one way to know. It looks like we will have to pay a visit to the castle. We shouldn’t make the king wait for too long,” Asterios said and stored the letter and the envelope in his spatial storage. 
 
    “I certainly wanted to meet Father after our return but I didn’t expect to do it so soon. I hope everything is alright back at home.” Silvia turned her face to glance through the closest window. 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on her waist and rubbed it reassuringly. “There’s no doubt about that. As you said, he would have let us know if there were any problems. Both Tina and I have the responsibility to respond to his summons, she as a member of the Royal Guard, and me as your partner.” 
 
    “We all share that responsibility, Master!” Miria beamed at them with a sunny smile. 
 
    “I agree with her. Family sticks together.” Bryn nodded as her lips curled up too. 
 
    “Well, then. Do we go now or would you like to send out a notice first?” Asterios asked Silvia. 
 
    “I think the earlier we show up, the better. There’s no need to wait for an official message to reach the castle. We can go whenever you want,” she replied. 
 
    “Is there anything else we have to know about the town?” Grea glanced at the Committee members with a raised brow. 
 
    Ulyssen made a polite bow. “We’ve covered all the major points. There’s no need for you to stay around as we are going to return to our responsibilities now and think about the valuable advice we’ve received.” 
 
    The other five nodded to his words and everyone started leaving the circular chamber with a respectful bow too, heading back to their personal offices. 
 
    Asterios turned to Silvia and grazed her cheek with his palm. “Whenever you wish, Your Highness.” 
 
    A delicate smile curled up her dainty lips and she stepped closer. He leaned in to meet her in the middle and they shared a tender peck. Silvia’s hair shimmered faintly with amber sparks. Miria bounced joyfully at the mesmerizing phenomenon. It didn’t matter how many times she had seen that peculiar quirk from their royal friend, it always excited her. 
 
    “Let us eat first just in case it’s actually bigger than we assume and the meeting takes a long time,” Silvia responded after their lips finally parted. 
 
    Everyone agreed with her judgment and they returned to their castle. Asterios let Miria ring the magical bell to call for their personal maid and Yumi quickly found them near the entrance to the main premises. Surprisingly, she came with Camille, who squinted at Asterios right after showing up. 
 
    They exchanged greetings and talked briefly about the work of the two maids. Silvia approached Camille while Asterios and the girls surrounded Yumi and they both thanked their maids for taking care of the castle and their personal chambers during their absence. From what they felt, the atmosphere between the two maids wasn’t sour. It didn’t look like their unique competition had turned them into mortal enemies. 
 
    Informed about the reason Asterios and the others came to the castle, the two maids immediately rushed to the kitchens. Their goal was to request the favorite dishes of their respective masters. Everyone chuckled at the duo trying to aim for the spot of the number one maid. 
 
    Enjoying the pleasant walk through the castle’s premises, they unhurriedly headed for the dining area. There was no reason to rush there. The servants needed time to do their magic anyway and both Asterios and Silvia hated putting their subjects under unnecessary pressure. They only hoped that their maids didn’t pester the cooks too much. 
 
    When they finally arrived, the table was already set for them. Yumi and Camille seated Asterios and Silvia down while the other servants present in the chamber did the same for the girls. They then stepped back and remained at the side in case anyone needed help with anything. Asterios pondered if he shouldn’t dismiss them, but Silvia noticed his musings and insisted on letting the servants continue with their duty since sending them away could make them anxious about their performance. 
 
    Not wanting to drag it out too much, everyone ate fairly quickly at a pace that still allowed them to properly savor the various tasty dishes the staff was so kind to prepare on short notice. Silvia complimented the cooks while Asterios thanked everyone else for their assistance. It made their retainers visibly happy to receive such praise and appreciation. 
 
    Getting their fill, Asterios and the girls remained by the table as the servants cleaned the table, wanting to rest a little before moving on. They chatted with the two personal maids, talking about their journey and asking about life at the castle during their absence. Asterios tried his best to hold a conversation with Camille but it proved to be extremely challenging. His attempts brought a smile to Silvia’s lips so it was definitely worth it in the end. 
 
    When everyone was ready, Asterios traveled to the capital by himself, wanting to see how long it would take him without Umbra’s support. He emerged in front of the royal castle after what felt like ten minutes to him. The girls said that only about five passed in the real world so he definitely had some practice ahead of himself if he wanted to catch up to the Lord of Shadows. 
 
    Everyone joined him through a crimson gate and they moved as a group. All the knights and servants bowed respectfully after noticing the princess and Silvia kindly greeted them back. They stopped one of the butlers at the inner castle and requested him to check if the king was busy. If he wasn’t occupied with some important matter, the butler was to notify him about their visit. 
 
    It didn’t take long before the servant returned and urged them to come with him to the king’s personal study. They followed the man, who led them to the correct chamber and opened the door for everyone to get in after properly announcing their arrival. He closed the door afterward and left the area. 
 
    Welrond was already up from his seat as they walked inside and he approached them with a big smile. “Welcome back! I’m so happy to see you again! It feels like ages since we last spoke in person!” 
 
    Silvia stepped forward and accepted a hug from him. “I missed you too, Dad. As you can see, we are all alright after our journey. Is everything well at home too?” 
 
    “But of course. If you are worried about the letter, then you have no reason to be. It’s nothing that important. Well, to a certain extent, at least.” He chuckled openly. “How did your little adventure go?” 
 
    “We have successfully achieved our goals. The Descending Spire has been reclaimed by the valkyrjas and Master reclaimed his lost power. He no longer is impaired,” Bryn replied with a polite nod. 
 
    “Yes! Master got so much stronger!” Miria bounced happily. “It was tough but everyone worked together and we pushed through all the challenges and battles! Silvia was so amazing with her magic and abilities too!” 
 
    The king smirked as Silvia stepped back from his embrace. “That’s great to hear. The more experience you gather, the better for your growth. It looks like leaving you in Asterios’ hands was a good decision. I can tell how much stronger you have gotten since that day.” 
 
    “Even though I’m currently concealing my energy?” She raised a brow at him. 
 
    “Silly girl. That’s exactly why. People who try to appear as if they are weak are the ones you should be wary of the most. And, that tactic doesn’t work on those who know you closely. There’s no way you haven’t grown the tiniest bit in the recent weeks if not months.” He laughed and patted her head. “I’m impressed how well you can hide your aura even from me. I’m extremely curious about how strong you currently are.” 
 
    “You are right, Your Majesty. Silvia truly is amazingly talented and hardworking. She is at an incredible level. It’s really reassuring having a companion such as her by my side.” Asterios smiled at Silvia, who responded with the same. 
 
    “A companion, you say?” Welrond grinned at him. “Ahhhhhh, you are making me so curious…” 
 
    “Then why don’t we exchange some pointers, Dad?” Silvia suggested after returning to Ast’s side. 
 
    “Really?” The king’s eyes widened as he stared at his daughter with an expectant gaze and he perked up after seeing her nod softly. “Finally! You’ve been keeping me in the dark for so long! I know that you’ve been constantly growing by his side but do you have any idea how I felt when you wouldn’t let me see it? It’s the worst pain in my life!” 
 
    She let out a quiet chuckle while gently shaking her head. “Let us spar, then. But first, I think we should hear what you have to say. We came here in response to your summons, in the end.” 
 
    “Ah. Of course. Right away.” He cleared his throat and got ahold of his emotions. “Come on, sit with me. There’s no need to stand like this.” 
 
    They moved to a cozy corner on the side and rested on comfy sofas placed around a beautiful coffee table. Welrond brought a few glasses with him and poured everyone some wine for them to sip on as they talked.  
 
    Finally sitting down, he rested his chin atop his linked hands. “So, it’s like this. The Elf Queen wants to see you.” 
 
    Miria gasped adorably while the others exchanged glances. Asterios smiled wryly, already smelling trouble. 
 
    “It looks like our little band captured the big lady’s attention after the summoning incident.” Grea snickered. 
 
    “Well, to be more specific, she wants to see Asterios,” the king clarified. 
 
    “Great…” Asterios chuckled awkwardly. “Do we know what her intentions are?” 
 
    “Nothing specific but she is very insistent on requesting your presence. She demanded that I send you to her a few weeks ago, but I informed her that even though you are the lord of Glimmervale, you are kind of independent so I can’t really just order you to go and it depends on you guys,” Welrond explained. 
 
    “Looks like someone left a very good impression on the Elf Queen.” Selene chuckled with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Maybe she wants to talk to Master about the incident? He has been directly involved with the culprit,” Bryn pondered. 
 
    “Or she wants to thank us!” Miria giggled excitedly. 
 
    “What did she do after that?” Asterios asked, ignoring their playful remarks. 
 
    “Well, she still sends a request to me on a regular basis but doesn’t press the matter that much.” The king shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe the sudden support and cooperation of the settlement near Glimmervale aren’t that coincidental,” Tina mused. 
 
    “I’m starting to think so too.” Silvia nodded, rubbing her chin. “What do you know about the newly established trade relationships between Glimmervale and the elves, Dad? Or the cooperation between the Adventurer’s Guilds?” 
 
    “It’s my first time hearing anything about it. What do you mean exactly?” Welrond furrowed his brows. 
 
    “In simple words, the elves came forth with an offer to work together with Glimmervale a little more,” Asterios said. “We share quests, adventurers, even workers to some extent, and the trade seems to be flourishing between the two settlements. Supposedly, they were the ones to extend their hands first.” 
 
    “If so, then you might be right.” The man nodded to himself. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they were trying to create friendly relations with you to court your favor and make you feel obliged to accept their invitation. Or they are completely skipping me as the mediator and you will soon receive a request to establish an official partnership. Of course, by visiting their capital and speaking to the queen.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m actually not that surprised in the end.” Silvia showed a warm, delicate smile as she looked up at Asterios. “Your name has appeared in front of her at least twice so far. First, after you discovered the evil organization working on its ultimate poison in every corner of the world. Second, after you discovered traces of some elf rogues and stopped their failed operation on your own, cooperating with the Elf Kingdom to share what you have learned.” 
 
    “Yeah. She definitely has a reason to meet you, Ast.” Tina giggled. “Are you going to ignore a queen’s request?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It depends on all of you. What would you like to do?” Asterios glanced over all his mates. 
 
    “I would love to see the country of elves!” Miria hugged his arm and started purring affectionately. 
 
    “I will always follow you no matter where, my Lord.” Selene smiled at him enchantingly. 
 
    “I don’t think you have to even ask.” Tina blushed lightly. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve seen the Elf Queen,” Silvia mused. 
 
    “We need to keep Asterios as far away from her as possible.” Grea crossed her arms under her chest. 
 
    “Why?” Bryn frowned at her. 
 
    “She is obviously after that godly Dragon cock,” the demon lady huffed. 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes while the other girls chuckled. “I guess we don’t have anything against a sightseeing trip to the land of elves. What do you think about it, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I was actually thinking about sending you as an official ambassador to try and improve our relations a little bit by offering our aid. Tina hasn’t yet participated in any missions with her squad so that’s a good opportunity for her team to serve as your escort. It’s like killing three birds with one stone.” Welrond grinned. “But, of course, I wanted to know your opinion first.” 
 
    “Now, that would be an exciting first assignment, wouldn’t it, shortie?” Grea nudged Tina with her elbow while wagging her brows at the blue-haired girl. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I would be able to do well on such an important mission.” Tina chuckled timidly, getting a little anxious. 
 
    Asterios reached out to brush through her azure hair with a kind smile. “You will do great. Did you already forget how you led the girls against me in the arena, and then so many times after, during our travels? You are a born leader and a very well-mannered noble lady.” 
 
    “I agree with Asterios. You have nothing to worry about.” Silvia nodded kindly. 
 
    “Well… If you really think so…” Tina’s cheeks grew rosy but she visibly gained some more confidence. 
 
    “I guess our next destination is decided.” Asterios sighed softly. “I just need to take care of the promise first and we can go anytime.” 
 
    “Promise?” Welrond glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “Just a small something in Glimmervale.” Asterios waved his hand dismissively. 
 
    “If we are done talking, should we move to the battlegrounds, then?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Welrond jumped to his feet and pumped his fist. “Let’s go!” 
 
    They chuckled together at the fact of how easily she was able to change the topic and everyone stood up too. Silvia would lie if she said that she wasn’t looking forward to finally showing her father everything she had learned since the day Asterios had taken her under his wing as a mentor.  
 
    Well, part of her strength came from her becoming his mate rather than purely from her own struggle, but it wasn’t like that mattered. She was extremely grateful for it too. 
 
    Welrond and Silvia split from the others, leaving them with a servant, who led their group to one of the arenas. They arrived at the audience sector and glanced around. 
 
    “It’s the same one that you first sparred with Silvia, Master,” Miria pointed out. “So exciting!” 
 
    They chatted briefly amongst themselves and the two challengers soon entered the pit from opposite sides. Silvia’s attire hadn’t really changed but Welrond switched into his battle gear. He wore a little less flashy version of his royal outfit, more fitting for combat. A masterfully detailed breastplate decorated his chest, bearing the insignia of the royal family and a lighter, smaller version of his crown sat firmly around his head. 
 
    Quite a lot of people had gathered atop the walls of the arena and Asterios realized why the king had dressed up so much for a simple spar with his daughter. Welrond clearly wanted to make it look official and display Silvia’s strength to everyone who came. Since many important figures were present in the audience, he had to make himself presentable, dressing up in gear he would take with him onto the battlefield. 
 
    Down in the pit, the challengers faced each other from a moderate distance. 
 
    “Are you ready, my dear?” Welrond asked with an excited smile. 
 
    “Don’t hold back, Father. We don’t want to end this too soon with so many people gathered.” She responded with a faint smirk of her own. 
 
    “Oho. Looks like someone got a little cocky after learning a trick or two.” He chuckled. “It’s my responsibility as your guardian to take you down a notch after you grow overconfident in your abilities.” 
 
    The king’s cape lit ablaze at the same time as his hair became literal flames. A greatsword of pure, orange fire manifested itself by his side and he grabbed it confidently. His amber eyes gleamed valiantly and a proud smirk decorated his royal face. 
 
    Silvia took a deep breath and followed suit. A floating tiara of amber fire materialized around her head. Plates of translucent, orange flaming armor covered her black uniform, increasing her defense exponentially. Even her chestplate had an additional layer of protection. She gripped her onyx staff tightly as it erupted in flames too and she condensed her mana inside it enough to turn the weapon glowing orange. 
 
    They stared at each other for a good while, remaining unmoving. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to do anything, then I’ll gladly take the first move!” Welrond announced and leaned forward. 
 
    He disappeared in an amber flash and Silvia swung her staff to the side. Sparks went flying as something suddenly struck the staff right in the middle and her father reappeared on her left. 
 
    “You managed to block it. Impressive.” He grinned at her. “But, can you really keep up with someone who has years of experience in Aura Manifestation?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, only smiled softly. Welrond chuckled and pushed his torso into a strong rotation, creating a glowing arc with his blade as he brought it around to hit her from the other side. Silvia easily blocked that attempt too without a hint of worry. 
 
    They started exchanging blows, with Silvia mostly blocking or parrying all of Welrond’s attacks. No matter what kind of move the king pulled, he wasn’t able to surprise his daughter and break through her defenses. He knew that he was only swinging his flaming greatsword, but she really was unshakable and impenetrable. 
 
    He teleported around the battleground and rushed at her from even the dirtiest angles, but she always put her staff in the best position to render his attempts fruitless. The arena was filled with bright orange flashes of his movement technique and Silvia’s gleaming staff receiving direct hits from the king’s flaming greatsword. To many people, he moved way too fast to follow his movements, not to mention following the movements of Silvia’s staff, which was never late. 
 
    After another failed attack, Welrond reappeared a distance away from her. “Your reaction speed and technique are impressive. You must have trained really hard to achieve such a high level. To think that I was unable to land even a single blow.” 
 
    “That’s not it.” She shook her head. “Look closely.” 
 
    The king furrowed his brows, trying to exert his eyes in an attempt to figure out what his daughter meant. After a moment, they widened a little. There was a faint but still noticeable aura around Silvia’s body in the form of a small bubble. The air surrounding her blurred like in a scorching hot desert. It reminded him of his own technique he used to fly but it felt slightly different. 
 
    “As you know, flames aren’t the only thing Fire Magic can utilize.” She spun her glowing-orange staff. “I’m constantly generating heat in a closed space around me. The very moment your weapon comes in contact with that warm air, it disturbs its consistency. No matter how fast your attack is, or if it’s even completely invisible, the moment it enters that shimmering zone, I know everything about it way before it reaches me.” 
 
    “Incredible. You created your own sensory field. You are truly amazing,” he complimented her with a proud smile. “But, if fast, precise attacks don’t work on your extremely sensitive enemy, you just need to overpower them with everything you have!” 
 
    Welrond hastily raised his sword and multiple blazing Fireballs formed in the air above them. Each sphere was the size of a small house. He leaned forward and a bunch of thick javelins and spears showed up all around him, all aimed ahead. Grabbing his greatsword firmly with both hands, he rushed at her once more. 
 
    This time, the sharp projectiles shot at her first, putting Silvia under a barrage of relentless spikes. She spun her staff in circles while taking slow steps forward and rotating herself in a steady rhythm. The spears dissipated right after she hit them with her staff without letting a single one go past her guard. To the spectators, it looked like she was continuously spinning the glowing polearm fast enough to create an illusion of holding a big, flat, round shield and taking the projectiles onto it. 
 
    As she was dealing with the javelins, the giant Fireballs approached her from all angles. She waited for them to arrive just close enough to almost touch each other and flicked her left wrist, opening up her palm. Tiny balls of amber fire flew right at their bigger cousins and the Fireballs suddenly burst from inside with a powerful explosion, growing almost twice in size. 
 
    Their unexpected expansion surprised Welrond, who had just rushed at Silvia from her blind spot. The altered spheres almost caught him too as he barely slipped between the hellish orbs. But, as he appeared right next to his daughter, aiming to strike her down, she drove her staff into the ground. 
 
    In a blink, multiple streaks rushed out of the point of impact and Welrond’s eyes widened to the brim. The cracks flashed with amber light and the ground around Silvia erupted with liquid flames like a violent volcano, sending a powerful ripple through the air, which cleared up the Fireballs like an almighty snap. 
 
    There were no traces of her father and she realized that he had managed to teleport away at the very last moment. She noticed that he was preparing a powerful spell but she didn’t let him finish casting. Making a few quick spins around her own axis, she let go of her gleaming staff and it soared toward him. The speed of its rotations and the immense heat it generated caused afterimages to appear around it and a grand total of six weapons flew at Welrond, impossible to distinguish which one was real. 
 
    He hastily condensed a huge amount of mana in his flaming greatsword and made a mighty swing with a loud groan. The air whizzed as an incredibly powerful arc of amber flames shot toward the group of weapons and cut through all of them. Hitting the real staff, it exploded with immense tremors, creating a small crater between him and Silvia. When the flames that had erupted from the impact receded, he found her weapon lodged in the ground right next to his left leg. It had barely missed his foot. 
 
    “I think this is enough playing around, Father,” Silvia said with a calm tone. 
 
    He raised his gaze up from the staff and his brows rose to his very forehead as his eyes widened to the brim. Silvia’s body burst into amber flames, starting from her legs. They quickly consumed her entire figure right under the translucent armor and everyone watched the smooth, armored humanoid figure made of pure orange fire replace their beloved princess. 
 
    After attaining a clearly feminine shape, two sharp spots of darker, ginger color surfaced in the place of Silvia’s eyes. With only them, she looked very ominous. She extended her arms to the sides and floated a little bit up into the air. Two vertical, rippling pools of amber fire appeared above her shoulders and an arm-sized serpent swam out of each one. They turned out to be small Lesser Dragons made up of pure fire which circled Silvia a few times before coiling around her arms like protective gauntlets, with their jaws positioned at her wrists and their tails ending up right before her shoulders. 
 
    Welrond swallowed audibly as he began sweating more and more. The temperature clearly wasn’t to blame.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
A Step Ahead 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is… this…?” the king muttered in awe. 
 
    A being of literal flames hovered above the ground. It was still Silvia, his beloved daughter, but at the same time, it felt completely different in terms of the aura and power it emanated. He could tell that she hadn’t just been covered by the fire that had surged from underneath her earlier but had become one with it. She was the flames. 
 
    “Surely, you didn’t think that Aura Materialization was the final step, did you, Father?” Silvia asked with a louder voice. 
 
    Welrond’s eyes couldn’t turn any wider. “No way… Don’t tell me…” 
 
    “Aura Unification.” He could feel the soft smile on her lips even without them present on Silvia’s faceless visage. “This is just a name I have given to this stage, but I think it fits rather well, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You are almost like…” 
 
    “The Primordial Spirit of Fire?” She chuckled delicately. “This might be the closest we can get to our ancestor, Father. This is the true gift of our bloodline. The real incarnation of the True Sun.” 
 
    “Incredible…” Welrond still marveled over her enchanting figure. 
 
    “But, let us speak about this later. We have a match to finish. Please, be very careful not to get hurt, Father. I haven’t yet fully mastered this form.” Silvia moved her right hand to the front. 
 
    Not even a second later, the flaming Lesser Dragon coiling around Silvia’s right arm opened its tiny jaws, and the king’s forehead became riddled with sweat. A powerful jet of violent flames shot forward like a ferocious, pressurized stream of water. Welrond didn’t even think about blocking it and immediately teleported himself away with an orange flash. But, he had to do it again as Silvia’s fingers followed him without fail. 
 
    Up in the audience, Asterios turned to his mates, who watched the battle with curious and excited expressions. “Selene, Bryn, would you mind?” 
 
    The two ladies exchanged smiles and nodded at him. 
 
    “We were going to suggest it anyway, my Lord,” Selene said with a quiet chuckle. 
 
    “This arena won’t survive long enough for Silvia to display all her power at the current pace. And we can’t have that. She was elated for the chance to prove herself. And you, Master,” Bryn added, taking a peek at the ongoing spar. 
 
    “Me?” Asterios shook his head with a soft smirk. “What am I even doing there?” 
 
    Miria trotted closer to him and pushed herself into his side lovingly. “Silvia is proud of her progress as much as she is proud of your help and contribution to it. This isn’t just a display of her strength but also a statement of how incredible standing by your side can be. She wants to send a message, for everyone to know that it’s all thanks to you.” 
 
    He moved his palm to her black hair and began caressing Miria’s fluffy treasures. “I always felt like she and Tina were long-lost sisters.” 
 
    The person in question blushed deeply as she looked at Asterios with a timid smile. “I… I can’t deny that we get along pretty well…” 
 
    The cuddly panthergirl giggled and let go of Asterios so that he could lean forward and place an affectionate peck on Tina’s supple lips. Then, he glanced at the two mature ladies once more and Bryn immediately got to work with Selene by her side. 
 
    Down in the arena, Welrond couldn’t catch a single breath. No matter how fast he escaped, how unpredictable his direction was, and how misleading was the distance he covered, a scorching jet of flames always caught him right after he resurfaced. Nothing he tried seemed to work in his favor. It felt like his daughter always knew where he would pop out again. 
 
    Then, after another jump, he noticed the floor and the walls of their battlefield get covered with complex arrays of cyan and gold radiance. They initially obstructed the view of the gathered audience, but soon faded away almost completely. He could tell that whatever those spells were, they remained active. 
 
    No more violent fire assaulted him for some reason and he noticed one more thing. He instantly cursed under his breath as he spotted the slight shimmer of the air inside the arena. It was clear that Silvia’s sensory technique had managed to somehow envelop the entire stage. And that meant one thing. She knew everything that took place inside this heated space. She had definitely felt the spark of his movement technique at the exit point. There was no doubt about that. 
 
    “It looks like Asterios noticed that I was holding back,” Silvia said softly, directing her empty face up to the audience. “I can’t waste such a kind gesture from my dear sister-mates.” 
 
    Welrond choked on his breath as the pressure around his daughter suddenly spiked to unimaginable levels. He felt like his feet would melt and his entire body would roast on the spot. Then, he realized that it wasn’t just a feeling and the ground beneath him was starting to emit a dangerous glow. 
 
    The king wasted no time flying up into the air. The temperature in the arena helped him stabilize his technique. Moments after he’d taken his boots off the stone tiles, liquid, amber flames burst out of the inexistent gaps between them and pooled over the entire floor of the fighting arena. They filled it in a flash, stopping at about three meters high. The protective barriers glinted with their respective colors where the fire touched them. The ground was no longer safe, even for him. 
 
    But, that didn’t mean that the air was safe instead. 
 
    His wide eyes snapped to Silvia just in time to see her extending both hands to the front with palms facing outwards as a sophisticated magical circle almost the same size as her glinted ferociously. Without a hint of hesitation, Welrond propelled himself to the side as fast as he could. He felt like he couldn’t risk taking his gaze off her with his movement technique anymore.  
 
    And that premonition was more than right. 
 
    A thick, buzzing beam of orange light rushed forward straight from the array. It crashed into the border of the arena in a blink and began chasing after the king as Silvia turned her floating body. The barriers sizzled, sparked, and crackled under its power. A trail of heavy damage remained wherever the ray passed, shocking the audience greatly. 
 
    Meanwhile, Welrond felt its scorching breath right over his neck as he kept flying away. He didn’t even have time to throw any spell at Silvia to disrupt her focus. He couldn’t risk slowing down and letting the beam of certain death catch up to him. It was no longer a fight, he was running for his dear life.  
 
    That was not how he’d remembered his daughter’s strength a while ago, even considering her ability to hide her aura. To conceal something like this, she would have to be a complete monster. She had turned the arena completely into her own domain and she was toying with him. 
 
    Even so, he had to do something. He had his own pride, even if he totally didn’t mind losing to her. Everyone clearly saw the level she was at. Who could blame anyone for doing anything else other than focusing on surviving in such an unbelievable situation? Yet, he knew Silvia really wanted him to fight back. She wasn’t just bullying him. He could tell how proud she felt to have a chance to spar while he didn’t have to hold back anymore. 
 
    Welrond smiled to himself and stopped abruptly. Silvia completely didn’t expect him to do so and the humming column swallowed him before she could even slow it down. People in the audience gasped in shock, some yelled and shouted in terror. The pillar passed the spot where the king halted his movements and there was no trace of their beloved ruler. 
 
    A pang of worry surfaced in Silvia’s heart. Nobody could see the nonexistent frown of concern on her blank face. She began wondering if she hadn’t actually taken it too far in her elated mood and desire to impress her father, possibly ruining her chances of ever doing so again. 
 
    But, before she could fully slow down the beam and cancel her spell, something suddenly surged out of the back end of the horizontal column of pure fire right in front of her face. A tip of a ginger spear tore through the magical formation and barely missed her head, sliding just by her cheek. 
 
    With her focus broken, she hastily dodged to the side, putting her guard up. Welrond hovered at the spot she’d just been with a massive, ornamental javelin made of beautiful ginger metal. The polearm barely fit in his hand and its length surpassed the man at least twice. It glinted mesmerizingly like it was fire itself turned to metal.  
 
    There was no trace of the king’s flaming armor and cape. His royal attire was scorched, charred black, or even burnt so badly that holes had appeared in his clothes. Some parts of his face and body held traces of being at least a little singed. 
 
    “I can’t believe this really worked.” He spun the fierce weapon while chuckling at his flabbergasted daughter. “It really is true that you can’t grow without a good challenge. I must thank you greatly for this opportunity you have given me.” 
 
    “Is that…?” Silvia whispered as the deep cut in her cheek quickly reformed. 
 
    The king nodded with a big grin. “Aura Unification might be way over my capabilities, but it looks like I can at least follow you one step behind.” 
 
    “Aura Materialization! You made it!” She gasped with amazement. 
 
    “I had to gather my entire aura to succeed, forgoing every other bit of my manifested flames, but it looks like all I needed was to end up in a certain death situation. One you so kindly offered to me.” He smirked at her proudly. “But, I won’t be able to keep it up for much longer, as pathetic as it sounds. So, let us test it properly before my time runs out!” 
 
    If she had more than just two glowing spots as her eyes, Welrond would be able to see a wide smile growing on Silvia’s lips to the utmost limits of her noble face. He sensed her exhilaration, though, and laughed softly, showing back a fierce grin. After a second of silence, they disappeared with an orange flash and met in the middle with a powerful explosion of pressure. 
 
    One of Silvia’s Lesser Dragons had been transformed into a bright amber quarterstaff of pure flames, retaining a detailed, draconic design. It clashed against Welrond’s materialized, ginger spear on pretty much equal terms. The two weapons bounced back with a powerful flash of light and lots of tiny sparks and tongues of flame dancing at the point of impact. They were both sent back a few meters. 
 
    She spun around, released the other Dragon from her other arm, and then guided it with the tip of her staff. The beast grew in size as it followed her lead and she launched it straight at her father. The person-sized Lesser Dragon slithered through the air at an impressive speed, opening its jaws wide to swallow the man in front of it. 
 
    The king inhaled sharply and thrust his new weapon right at the incoming apparition. As the tip of his spear sank into the flaming pits of the Dragon’s mouth, it caused it to rip apart like a cheap fabric, and he pushed through the beast’s entire length before coming out of its tail completely unscathed. His materialized aura spear was not afraid of fire of this caliber. 
 
    Welrond smiled excitedly and charged at Silvia without a second thought. He only had a weapon on him now, and could barely use his flying technique. His only chance of doing anything was in close quarters, where he could make use of his new spear’s qualities. It was only thanks to it that he had survived the death ray earlier. 
 
    Silvia quickly realized that her father’s spear interfered with fire-based spells and non-condensed flames. She blocked his attack with her gleaming staff, which didn’t disperse after getting in contact with the king’s weapon. They began exchanging moves in the air, focusing on melee combat rather than casting. Still, each hit of their polearms sent a mighty wave of pressure into the protective barriers, causing them to flash faintly right in the face of all the spectators. 
 
    Tiny cuts began to accumulate over Silvia’s amber-colored, flaming figure. But, the same could be said for Welrond. His clothes and skin turned more and more scorched each time her attack barely grazed them. No matter what he did, he knew that he was still far away from besting her in this combat. 
 
    He soon noticed that Silvia had been withdrawing instead of attacking with a clear purpose. They arrived close to the boiling, liquid fire covering the ground and their swings sent some bits of them splashing in every direction. Thankfully, the barriers protected the audience. He felt like this magical substance could melt through the arena’s walls completely. 
 
    Silvia spun around and intentionally dipped her staff in the mysterious liquid. She twirled around her own axis and sprayed the flames above them, raising a big wave full of holes and openings. Welrond had to evade at once and he dodged between the dripping fire, parrying with his spear the bits he wasn't able to fully avoid. 
 
    The arena became surprisingly quiet and he looked around to locate his fierce daughter but failed to do so. Something burst right under him and Silvia emerged from the firewater with a well-aimed blow. Welrond barely managed to twist his body to avoid getting skewered and she flew by his side. The liquid that followed her splashed him and painfully burned his body. 
 
    Before he could retaliate, she was already back in the liquid flames. He understood the disadvantage of their positions and attempted to raise his altitude, but stopped immediately. A tight net of amber fire covered the sky above him. He cursed, realizing that she must have cast it during the initial moment of distraction when she had launched a lot of the liquid at him, aiming to use it for that purpose from the very start. 
 
    Unable to fly high enough, the king could only prepare himself for another sneak attack and he soared over the bubbling fluid while blocking and parrying his daughter’s attempts. More and more burns accumulated over his body and his clothes threatened him with falling off with the number of holes present in them. He was trapped. 
 
    But then, Silvia surged out of the liquid flames far ahead of him, dragging up a beautiful spiral of the firewater behind her figure. The net dissipated as she reached its height and stopped, facing Welrond, who froze in place, sensing the ungodly amounts of energy that started to radiate from her. 
 
    Faint streaks of crimson crawled up Silvia’s glowing amber figure, starting at her feet. Squinting a little, Welrond realized that the pattern they made resembled scales of some sort. After the dark scarlet outlines reached her chest, she lazily raised her arm towards the sky as they continued to the top of her head. 
 
    One by one, rippling, amber rings of fire appeared behind her back. Soon, there were dozens of flaming circles, creating a massive wall reaching the sides of the arena and even the boiling bottom, extending an equal distance up too. Something slid out of the center of each circle and the king didn’t need long to figure out that he was looking at various blades made of bright orange metal, bearing a similar crimson pattern. 
 
    They all simultaneously pointed at him while half-buried inside their little portals and Welrond swallowed heavily as he felt like a mouse sitting right under about forty crossbows directed his way. The moment Silvia lowered her arm, he would turn into a hedgehog instead. It was clear that every single weapon sticking out of those weird gates was a creation of Aura Materialization. His own spear could not cancel them as easily as other flames. If it even was able to in the first place. 
 
    Welrond snorted lightly and shook his head. Before hell broke loose, he dismissed his weapon, letting it disappear in a puff of dark orange flames, and raised his hands into the air. 
 
    “I lost.” 
 
    The arena became still and completely silent for a good few seconds. Then, Silvia snapped her fingers and the scary wall of materialized weapons faded away, alongside every other bit of magic that still remained on the battlefield. Her own body was finally uncovered as the fiery energy slowly revealed the beautiful princess. A few tiny cuts decorated her skin and clothes, but her state was incomparable to that of the king. 
 
    They floated down to the ground and stepped onto the hard tiles at the same time. The moment they shook hands while exchanging gentle smiles, the crowd finally lost it and a deafening roar rolled over the entire place. The audience wasn’t that numerous, but the combined energy of the gathered spectators shook the battleground like an earthquake as the protective barriers disappeared. 
 
    “That was a good fight,” Welrond praised Silvia with a big grin, raising his voice to break through the loud noise. 
 
    A delicate blush tinged Silvia’s cheeks with a trace of rosiness as she nodded. “I think we should get out of here first. It doesn’t look like they are going to calm down anytime soon.” 
 
    The king laughed openly and reached out to her. They linked their elbows and wandered towards the exit while the people cheered without a break. Asterios and the girls headed out too, knowing well where the duo of challengers was going thanks to the information from their insider. 
 
    A few minutes later, Selene pushed a heavy wing of ornate double doors and they walked into a beautiful lounge. Welrond and Silvia stood in the middle and turned to them with soft smiles. They had clearly just gotten there themselves. 
 
    “I’m soooo drained I can barely move.” The king sighed heavily. 
 
    “That fight was a real something.” Asterios nodded at them as everyone gathered in the corner with comfy sofas and armchairs. “It was really smart to hide in the only place on the entire field that Silvia was unable to sense.” 
 
    Welrond chuckled while shaking his head as they all sat down. “I don’t know what I was expecting but this has exceeded all of it. To think that there could be a level above Aura Materialization…” 
 
    “It certainly is a shocking revelation. I was equally surprised when I realized how far I am.” Silvia gave Asterios a warm glance. 
 
    “And that thing at the end? It felt even more powerful than everything you did in your flaming form. What was that?” The king raised a brow at her. 
 
    “That’s when I reached into my connection with Asterios and borrowed some of his energy. The technique I used was originally his idea too, though slightly different. He shot bolts of flames that tracked the target instead,” she explained. “With our mana combined, it was a simple thing materializing numerous weapons with my fire and controlling them with perfect precision. Even you would have a hard time reacting to them with how fast they can be launched out of the gates.” 
 
    The king chuckled wryly. “It feels like I took my eyes off you for a mere moment and you suddenly came back as an almighty, ancient being straight from our legends.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Majesty, Silvia isn’t the only one who has grown considerably in a quick time. You have managed to advance during the fight, have you not?” Asterios smiled knowingly. 
 
    “That’s right, Dad! You materialized that spear! It was amazing!” Silvia beamed at him with an honest smile, her eyes literally sparkling with admiration. 
 
    Welrond was taken aback for a good while, unused to witnessing so much emotion and cuteness from his beloved daughter. He cleared his throat and smiled back at her, dropping his hand onto Silvia’s hair. 
 
    “That is true, I guess. But, as you have been helped by Asterios to reach new heights, I have been helped by you. I thought I would never be able to pass this wall ever. Yet, you shattered it into pieces during that fight. It was the first time since my youth that someone gave me a run for my money.” He bellowed joyfully. 
 
    “Sparring with a stronger opponent is the best way to better oneself.” Selene nodded softly. 
 
    “That’s why teachers exist. Some things you can learn only from interactions with others.” Grea grinned while crossing her arms under her ample chest. 
 
    “I’m sure you can reach the next stage too, Dad. I will train with you as much as I can. You are already so strong as to materialize a weapon so it definitely won’t take long for you to learn Aura Unification,” Silvia said. 
 
    “Yeah, I am. That spear took my everything but it felt almost unstoppable. Maybe it could even give me an edge against your amazing husband and his draconic fire.” Welrond ruffled through her hair while sneaking a peek at Asterios. 
 
    Silvia let out an adorable giggle, catching his attention once more. 
 
    “What?” The king raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Even I wouldn’t stand a chance against him now, Dad. As Asterios said, it’s not only me who has grown. On the other hand, we were able to grow only because he had. You do not realize what you are up against.” She smiled at him mysteriously. 
 
    Welrond looked between Asterios and Silvia with a frown of confusion and curiosity. Asterios shrugged with a quiet chuckle and glanced around. 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s barely enough space here to show. But, some things will definitely end up at least slightly scratched,” he replied with a small smirk. 
 
    The girls shared an excited glance, which made the king want to know what they were talking about even more. Silvia nodded at Asterios to let him know that it was alright and he stood up, moving back to the center of the chamber. He examined the high ceiling one last time and took a deep breath. 
 
    Dark crimson mist surrounded his body and began quickly growing in size. Welrond’s eyes widened to the brim as the ominous smoke filled almost the entire lounge. Then, as it finally receded, his eyes bulged out in shock. 
 
    “Good gods…” He shivered, pushing himself further into the backrest of his sofa to put some distance between himself and the ferocious head of a huge crimson Dragon hanging right in front of him. 
 
    A rumbling chuckle rolled through the chamber as Asterios stood there in his full draconic form. His wings were tightly folded over his long, majestic back, but he still knocked off some decorations and furniture no matter how much he tried to stay still. To her father’s pure horror, Silvia stood up too and hugged Ast’s giant, sharp snout with great affection, rubbing her cheek against his dark red scales with a blissful smile. 
 
    After she placed a peck on his big cheek, Asterios shifted back into his humanoid form, appearing right in front of her, hugging the princess dearly. They looked each other in the eyes for a brief moment and he assisted Silvia as they sat down again. She chuckled softly as she noticed her father’s expression. 
 
    “A True Dragon. In all of its glory.” Tina giggled while looking at Asterios with a proud expression. 
 
    Welrond was speechless. He’d obviously known that Asterios was a True Dragon since the very beginning, but seeing him actually turn into one made it finally sink in properly. It wasn’t his daughter who had returned as an almighty, ancient being. It was him. 
 
    Silvia placed a hand on his thigh, breaking her father out of his stupor. “I’ll go and change while you calm your thoughts, Dad. I might not look as bad as you, but my garments suffered quite some damage too.” 
 
    He just nodded blankly, still processing everything. 
 
    “I’ll accompany you.” Asterios stood up alongside her. 
 
    “Thank you.” Silvia smiled at him delicately, gratefully taking his hand into hers. 
 
    They nodded at the other women and unhurriedly strolled out of the lounge. 
 
    “You can drop the act now.” Asterios chuckled with a warm smile after the doors closed behind them. 
 
    Silvia let out a deep sigh and stumbled over her feet a little, letting Asterios catch and lean her onto his side. “That form is so exhausting.” 
 
    “I would be surprised if it wasn’t. But, I’m sure it will get easier the more you use it. You are currently wasting a lot of mana due to being inexperienced.” He brushed the top of her hand with his thumb. 
 
    “I’m aware.” She mirrored the gesture. “Now, would you mind escorting me to my chambers so that I can change properly? I think I need to borrow your shoulder for a little longer.” 
 
    Asterios didn’t answer but scooped Silvia up into a princess carry, evoking a quiet gasp from the surprised princess, and headed right for her room as she rested her forehead against his neck.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Reflection of Your Heart ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silvia guided Asterios through the castle as he carried her in his arms. They passed by a few servants doing their own thing, which brought a barely noticeable trace of rosy blush onto the princess’ noble cheeks. But, even if being held affectionately like that felt a tiny bit embarrassing, Silvia enjoyed being seen this close to Asterios. Most of the servants were partially aware of their courting, but the reactions of those who didn’t were quite interesting. 
 
    Soon, they stood in front of the familiar entrance to Silvia’s personal chambers and Asterios easily opened the door while still holding onto the princess. He closed it behind them with his heel and glanced down at the enchanting girl in his arms. Silvia slowly looked around the room as he let her down and a delicate smile curled her pretty lips up. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” she remarked with a reminiscing tone. “To think that not that long ago, I was barely leaving this room. Now, it’s the complete opposite.” 
 
    Asterios wrapped his arm around her waist and stopped by her side, admiring the cozy chamber alongside her.  
 
    She moved her gaze to his face. “Who would have thought that my life would change so much in the span of a single day.” 
 
    “It was a very eventful day.” He smirked at her. “You almost killed an innocent passerby.” 
 
    “You were in no danger there with the level you had already reached before our first meeting.” She softly shook her head. “But, I guess it would have been a shame if I managed to accidentally murder my future husband without being able to even get to know him first.” 
 
    “Yes, that would have been so unfortunate.” Asterios snorted at her tender, slightly teasing expression. “But, at the same time, you might not have been able to get to know him without that little accident. Maybe it was a mischievous twist of fate.” 
 
    “If you would have continued raking up achievements and favors for the kingdom as quickly as you had, I have no doubt that Father would have liked to introduce me to you at some point. Especially considering how annoying it must have been for him to keep coming up with excuses for my absences during most social gatherings and all the marriage or courting proposals.” Silvia snickered lightly. 
 
    “I wonder how our relationship would have developed in that case.” Asterios peered deep into Silvia’s charming, amber eyes as they stared at each other from up close. 
 
    “I truly hope it would have ended up the same way,” she replied in a hushed whisper and raised herself to place a tender peck on his lips. 
 
    Asterios supported Silvia’s back as they started exchanging delicate kisses, unhurriedly brushing their mouths together. As much as he loved the rough and more intense exchanges with girls like Miria or Grea, he was equally fond of those light, tame caresses filled with boundless, pure affection. The silent atmosphere was broken only by the quiet noises of their cordial pecks. 
 
    Silvia was the first one to hesitantly pull back. “Would you mind giving me a hand?” 
 
    “Whatever you wish for, my princess.” Asterios brought her palm up and placed a gentlemanly kiss on the back of her hand. 
 
    Showing him a small, charming smile, Silvia walked away, heading towards the dresser. Asterios followed shortly after her and stopped behind her just as she opened the big wardrobe. A high-quality mirror covered the left door from the inside, showing their clear and perfect reflections. 
 
    They found each other’s gazes in the steady image and Asterios stepped closer, embracing Silvia from behind. He used the reflection to quickly unclasp all the buckles keeping her chestplate attached to her coat and body. Pulling it aside, he placed a warm kiss on Silvia’s neck as they kept looking into each other’s eyes in the mirror. 
 
    The dark chestplate disappeared into his spatial ring and Asterios switched his attention to Silvia’s coat. She wiggled herself out of it to help him out a little and soon stood in front of their reflections with just her stylish shirt-like corset and black pants. Silvia began unfastening it while presenting more of her pale neck to him, letting out a quiet sigh of satisfaction. 
 
    It didn’t take long before the corset came off and revealed Silvia’s dazzling, toned stomach and alluring, pert breasts. Taking note of the perfect swell of her tender chest, Asterios released a quiet growl into Silvia’s ear, making her shiver a little and chuckle involuntarily. A beautiful smile painted her dainty lips as she reached up to brush her fingers through Ast’s white hair. 
 
    “Does the sight of me excite you?” she asked breathily, peering deeply into his eyes through the mirror. 
 
    “I would need some serious help if it didn’t.” He nibbled gently on her neck, evoking a tame hum from the fiery princess. 
 
    “Then that makes two of us,” Silvia whispered and he immediately dematerialized his coat and shirt to let her get a good look at him; as much as she could with her own body being in the way. 
 
    The inner, amber shade of her hair brightened slightly as her eyes scanned the visible bits of Ast’s torso. Tiny sparks began to appear around her figure, creating a magical spectacle. They smiled at each other while admiring the mystical show. 
 
    “Are you sure this is okay?” Asterios raised a single brow at her. “I would love to continue, but your Father is waiting for our return.” 
 
    “He will take a moment to catch his breath after the fight and go over everything that happened between then and now. I think we have enough time.” Silvia took hold of Ast’s other hand and led his fingers to her tender breast. “Though, I still feel a little tired so I’m not sure if I will be able to properly do my part.” 
 
    “Just let me take care of you,” he replied affectionately. “Should we move to the bed so you can get more comfortable?” 
 
    Silvia considered his offer for a moment but there was something almost hypnotizing in watching herself being lovingly caressed in the clear reflection of the dresser’s mirror. The way Ast’s fingers traveled over her smooth skin and how his palm gently rubbed her chest captivated her. And, she could feel that he was similarly entranced by the unusual situation. 
 
    Rather than answer vocally, Silvia delicately nibbled on her bottom lip and moved her palm behind her back, sliding it down over Ast’s pants. He smiled at her warmly as she started rubbing the apparent bulge pressing into her butt. After stroking it for a moment, she began unbuckling his belt and he did the same with hers. 
 
    Their pants dropped to the ground at the same time and they hastily kicked the unneeded pieces of clothing away. As Silvia started rubbing him through the material of his underwear, he trailed one palm down her delicious tummy and unhurriedly slipped it into her panties. She hummed alluringly as his fingers brushed over her hot lower lips without parting them yet. Ast’s other hand kept lovingly kneading her perky breast and playing with her nipple. The intensity of the bright sparks rose the more intimate they became. 
 
    “You are so hot down there already,” Asterios whispered into Silvia’s ear, nibbling on it carefully. 
 
    “Mmmmm… Should you be saying such things with how hard you are?” she replied with a faintly discernible smirk, giving him a tender tug. 
 
    He groaned softly and chuckled, bringing a smile to her lips. Silvia then gasped as his finger slipped between her folds and caressed her delicate flesh directly. Asterios joined his efforts to please her precious slit with gentle bites on her neck. Silvia’s legs were starting to give in a bit so he slowly led them forward and she grabbed onto the top edge of the mirror to support herself. 
 
    She turned her face to the side and their lips joined in a deep, passionate kiss, muting the occasional moans escaping Silvia’s throat. Asterios knew that he shouldn’t tease the beautiful princess too much and he got rid of his underwear while pulling her panties aside. With a gentle thrust of his hips, his member slid between her thighs and grazed Silvia’s lily from underneath, evoking a delicate shudder from her. 
 
    Silvia glanced at the mirror with her angled face; her eyes locked on their joined nether regions. She kissed Asterios dearly as he tenderly rolled his hips back and forth to stroke her dripping pussy with his shaft. Her breathing was starting to grow sharper and shallower, especially after he began tickling her clit with the fingers of his left hand and kneading her nipple with his right. Quiet slapping filled the chamber as his waist smacked into her bottom during the motion. 
 
    “Ast… Mmmmm… I’m almost…” She broke the kiss and released the silenced moans into the open air. 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” he instructed, raising the tempo slightly and intensifying the work of his fingers. 
 
    Silvia panted more and more as the sparks surrounding her figure flashed brighter and brighter. Then, they suddenly burst like powerful fireworks, exploding into uncountable little flickers as Silvia went completely silent with her mouth open wide. Her mesmerizing hair shimmered with an amber-crimson hue as she rode her climax to the sound of quiet slapping while Asterios continued to stroke her from below as she dripped her nectar onto his rushing member. 
 
    A shudder shook her entire frame and he stopped, holding Silvia close to prevent her from falling. She gasped loudly and slowly came down from her powerful high. He watched her recover with a wide smile, leaving loving kisses on her slender neck. Soon, she regained her balance and found his ferocious, crimson eyes in the mirror. 
 
    “That was as incredible as always…” She showed a faint smile while catching her breath. “But, I’m sure it would feel even better if you joined me… I’m ready for you… Always…” 
 
    Asterios pecked her cheek and slid his hands to her inner thighs, spreading Silvia’s legs just a little bit. “I’ll do just that, then.” 
 
    She raised herself to her tiptoes and positioned her heated folds right in front of the crown of his member. They gazed into each other through the mirror for a few seconds before their attention switched lower. Both Asterios and Silvia watched intently as her pussy welcomed him dearly into its cordial embrace. He intentionally slid himself slowly so they could see every inch of him disappear inside her until he was all the way in. 
 
    “Mmmmmm… It’s so incredible… When it spreads me like this…” she whispered with a gentle smile. 
 
    “You have no idea how good it feels to be inside you.” He sighed dreamily. “It takes serious willpower not to slam my hips hard right from the moment your tight channel wraps itself around me.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we both want?” She tilted her head to the back again and pecked his chin. “I’m already having a hard time walking so making it a little worse won’t make much difference.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled at the ardent spark in her magical, amber irises and thrust his waist forward, evoking a quick gasp from the dazzling princess. “You should know that it’s not wise to tempt a Dragon. The desire to eat you all up has only grown after I retrieved my other Heart.” 
 
    Silvia smiled at him enchantingly and returned her face to the front. She reaffirmed her grip on the top of the mirror and slightly arched her back, sticking out her bottom. Asterios smirked at her obvious tease and rested his palms on the sides of her waist. Staring deep into Silvia’s eyes, he started rocking his hips back and forth. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… Ahhhh…” 
 
    Silvia’s open moans echoed through the chamber as her lithe figure bounced around from Ast’s mighty thrusts. His cock rushed through her pussy while stroking her sensitive walls as much as it could. Her moderate breasts swayed gently to the accompaniment of lewd noises and quiet creaks of the wooden dresser. 
 
    Whenever they weren’t staring each other in the eyes through the reflection, they observed the place of their union with great attention. The sight of him disappearing into her depths was enchanting to them both. Silvia’s puffy lower lips were tenderly spread by his length and they could see Ast’s member glistening with her love juices. Trickles of that nectar dripped from her lily while they were enjoying each other’s bodies and they caught the sight of a few rolling down her slender thighs. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… I’m getting… So warm…” Silvia commented in between her moans. 
 
    “Let’s hope nothing burns down this time too,” he replied, thrusting even harder, bumping Silvia to her tiptoes with each smack. “You are really trying to melt me off down there.” 
 
    She chuckled adorably and gripped the dresser’s door stronger. The sparks were starting to intensify again and she needed all the support she could get to fully enjoy the upcoming orgasm in the hands of her beloved, at the same time, showing her everything to him. She wanted Asterios to see her cum from his intense affection, and herself to see him fill her up with his hot seed. 
 
    But, he took her wrists one by one and moved her hands to his head, letting her grab his hair and neck behind her back. Wrapping his left arm around her entrancing figure, he pulled her more into him while spreading her legs some more with his right palm placed on her thigh. Silvia leaned into his chest with an almost perfect view of her pussy being repeatedly pounded from below. She could see every bit of her pretty folds embracing his manhood as it drilled into her relentlessly. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Ast…” She angled her face even more to find his lips, keeping one eye on their hypnotizing union. “Please… Mmmhhhhmmm… With me… Inside… Mmmmmm…” 
 
    She then hesitated slightly but that worry disappeared as quickly as it came when she finally took notice of the glowing sigil right above her precious place. She hadn’t even noticed when Asterios had snuck it on but she was sure it must have happened when he had been caressing her pussy with his fingers at the start.  
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Yes… Ahhh… Don’t hold back…” She urged him to go even harder and went back to kissing his delicious lips. 
 
    Asterios nibbled on her sweet mouth and hammered into her as far as he could. The sparks were becoming more intense and abundant, almost as much as Silvia’s nectar dripping from her spread lily. They gazed into his cock making a mess of her pussy until the very last moment and Asterios thrust himself as deep as possible into Silvia’s welcoming embrace. 
 
    Her voice became stuck in her throat again as her tight passage squeezed his manhood strongly. More nectar trickled down her delicious thighs as they came together and multiple waves of milky white liquid filled Silvia’s furthest depths with an almost scorching warmth. She quivered gently in Ast’s hold as he affectionately gave her pink flower a few more pumps and kept peppering her pouty lips with tender kisses. 
 
    The mesmerizing sparks and shining glow of Silvia’s amber-crimson hair calmed down as her voice returned. She breathed heavily while resting limply on Ast’s chest, enjoying the addicting feeling of post-orgasmic bliss. Ast’s member still tenderly filled her insides without moving and she couldn’t think of anything more lovely and intimate at the moment. 
 
    “So nice…” She sighed softly, stroking her belly with her fingers. 
 
    Asterios placed his palm over hers and joined her. “I agree. You are so stunning and incredible. Words aren’t enough to describe how great it feels to be connected to you like this.” 
 
    “Yes. But…” 
 
    “But?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “As you can see, I can still stand.” Silvia sent him a small but exquisite smile. 
 
    He snorted lightly and pecked her lips. “You are too good to me. Still want more?” 
 
    “I’m a mate of a True Dragon. This much is nothing.” She kissed him back. “As much as you want to take good care of me, I want to respond with the same. Is this really enough to satisfy this powerful Dragon?” 
 
    “You will be the one coming with an excuse on why changing takes so long.” He smirked at her and nibbled on her bottom lip. 
 
    “I want to see the real you this time.” She whispered lovingly. “Take me over the mirror.” 
 
    “It will break.” Asterios let out a rumbling growl as he slowly spun Silvia around to face him. 
 
    “I don’t care.” She wrapped her arms around him as he lifted her up. “Nothing can diminish the luck I have to have met you.” 
 
    He pressed her back into the clear reflection and supported her soft butt as she rained delicate kisses onto him from above. The dresser’s door reached its full arc and hit the nearby cabinet. A pleasant groan escaped Silvia’s throat as Ast’s member slipped back into her snug embrace. She pushed him as deep as she could with her feet locked behind his waist. Her hands wound together behind his neck as their chests stuck together and her marshmallowy breasts pressed into his skin with her hardened nipples. 
 
    “So big…” Silvia inhaled dreamily. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say so but I appreciate the compliment.” Asterios smirked. “Let me return it in kind, then.” 
 
    She nodded and hugged him tighter as Asterios made the first thrust into her leaking honeypot. The wooden door creaked threateningly as it pressed into the cabinet but they ignored those sounds in favor of the more pleasant noises. Wet, raunchy smacks soon filled the entire room as Asterios hammered into Silvia’s lily while cupping her cheeks dearly. She gasped and moaned into his lips as he chased after her mouth whenever her entire frame bounced up and down on his cock. 
 
    “Ahhh… Ahhhh… More… Please…” She dragged her fingers over his scalp, sending shivers down Ast’s spine. 
 
    He stroked her cheeks in turn while plowing through her hot, snug insides in search of the best spots in her deepest depths. Asterios angled his waist differently each time, poking every bit of Silvia’s delicate inner walls with his tip and rubbing against them with its crown as he pulled back. 
 
    The joint nectars of their lovemaking trailed down Silvia’s butt and his legs, staining the crinkling mirror too. It didn’t take long before messy streaks ran down its surface. Their mixed love juices splashed their bellies each time Asterios thrust into Silvia’s welcoming pussy. They were making a complete mess of both her delicate mound and her dressing corner. 
 
    “Ahhhh… I know… Ahhhh… You can go faster… Ahhhh… You do… Ahhh… With Miria…” Silvia gazed confidently into his crimson eyes. 
 
    “Miria is Miria, you are you.” Asterios grunted back while relishing in the pleasure overwhelming them both. “I love you for who you are. And I know you can take it. You are a strong and tough girl. I want to make love to you the way you like it the most.” 
 
    “Then go as hard as you can… Ahhhhh… Ahhhh… I want to feel all of you… As your mate… Ahhhh… Like back then…” She smiled at him beautifully. 
 
    Asterios pressed Silvia harder into the mirror and raised both the strength and pace of the pounding her pussy received from his cock. She hugged him closer and let him know all about her pleasure by openly releasing her beautiful voice into the air without holding back. He grunted and groaned now and then, doing his best to match his loving mate’s expectations and the entire dresser shook violently. 
 
    Cracks began appearing in the mirror but neither of them cared about it. They enjoyed each other’s bodies to the fullest with no regard for their surroundings. Asterios started leaving careful bites on Silvia’s smooth neck as she directed her face to the ceiling, moaning into the heavens. She drove her waist into him with her heels behind his back to meet his member with her spread folds even stronger. 
 
    They were quickly building their highs and an aura of both crimson and amber began swirling around them alongside the other effects. Ast’s eyes glowed proudly as he held Silvia’s glimmering, amber gaze without flinching after she brought it to match his. He pressed his forehead into hers and hammered her into the dresser with his everything. 
 
    When Silvia’s soft passage began tightening around his member even more, he growled loudly right at her face and made the final, mightiest thrust. She exploded on his cock a moment later and the tender squeeze of her hot walls forced another abundant load of hot seed out of him. They went silent together with time between them almost frozen as they didn’t drop their stares for even a second. 
 
    Their mixed auras burst outwards and rattled everything in the chamber. The mirror shattered with ceramic noise and the entire wooden door cracked loudly, smashed into splinters from the last push. The orange sparks flashed violently around them as they experienced their orgasms together, joining their lips in a loving kiss as the pleasure was starting to unhurriedly fade away. 
 
    Asterios stepped back not to hold Silvia inside the splintered wood and shattered mirror fragments. His creamy seed dripped on the floor as he still held her in his arms, letting Silvia calm her breathing. She watched him do the same with a gentle, warm smile. He let her down but kept her leaning onto him as her legs weren’t in the best shape. 
 
    They chuckled quietly together after her knees buckled a little and they shared one more kiss. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about the dresser.” Asterios brushed a lock of her enchanting hair behind her ear. 
 
    “It’s alright. We can buy a bigger mirror for the next time.” She grazed her palm over his chest. “This dresser was already so old. I can’t believe it broke this easily.” 
 
    “Right.” He snorted softly and held her close. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I could take on the whole world.” Silvia sighed softly. “I’m not tired anymore. Rather than that, I feel so energized after you filled me up with your powerful essence. Dragons are something else.” 
 
    “You are something else.” Asterios caressed her rosy cheek. “You and the other girls whom I’ve been so unbelievably lucky to meet.” 
 
    She pushed her face more into his palm and smiled. “Let’s head back. No matter how great they are, they can’t hold off my father forever.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me. Grea can ramble for days without shutting up.” He snickered. “But, I agree. It would be rude to overuse their kindness.” 
 
    “You would just need to pay an appropriate price.” Silvia smirked mysteriously. 
 
    Asterios shuddered as he imagined all of them demanding to be compensated. At once.  Through the obvious means. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Setting Things Straight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After regaining enough strength, Silvia stepped away from Asterios and beckoned him to follow her. He watched her dazzling back and supple butt as she sauntered towards a door, different from the one they had entered her chamber through. As if being more than sure that he was looking, she cast him a quick peek with a gentle smirk over her shoulder, intentionally setting her bare feet on the wooden floor just the way to emphasize her delicious bottom. 
 
    Asterios smiled back at her sexy tease and quickly moved closer, embracing Silvia from behind. He placed a loving peck on her cheek while reaching forward to open the way into what turned out to be a small, charming bathroom. His other hand grazed her soft tummy while she lay her own palm over it, enjoying their brief moment of affectionate closeness. 
 
    “It’s really such a wonderful feeling having a man by your side,” Silvia whispered with a delicate sigh. “I can sense how much you care about me through your gentle touch.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m the only one, right?” He gazed into her enchanting, amber eyes. 
 
    A more apparent smile blossomed on Silvia’s lips as she turned around and pressed them into Ast’s, at the same time, pushing her soft breasts into his chest. 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” she whispered and let him hug her tenderly. 
 
    They walked deeper into the princess’ personal bathing chamber and quickly jumped into the big, royal bathtub. Silvia turned the tap on and they started quickly washing each other without waiting for the tub to fill up. They would both love to just melt in hot water in each other’s arms to relax a little, but they didn’t exactly have the time for it. 
 
    The cleaning process took them only a few minutes and they were back in a presentable state in a flash. All the traces of their recent scuffle were dealt with, maybe except for the few spots of red skin over Silvia’s back, coming from the somewhat rough time she had experienced while pressed into the mirror. But, she wanted those to remain as no one would see them anyway, so Asterios playfully kissed each spot to help it heal, evoking a faint chuckle from the scarlet-haired princess. 
 
    She dried them off with her amber flames, enveloping them both with pleasant heat, and they materialized their clothes through their respective energies. Silvia was slowly getting used to it and practicing Aura Materialization that way was great training. The durability of her spiritual clothing couldn’t yet match Ast’s, but she was proud of it nevertheless. The only piece she still kept from her old outfit was the chestplate, which she put on with Ast’s help before they left her bedchamber. 
 
    Nodding at each other, they set off to return to their friends, walking through the castle’s hallways hand in hand. However, they soon switched into an even more intimate hold and Silvia linked elbows with Asterios, leaning into his side and letting him lead them both. She really enjoyed small gestures like that as they were something she had always wondered how they felt. 
 
    Soon, they returned to the lounge where the king and the other women had stayed behind and slipped inside to the quiet sounds of a casual chat between them. Miria was the first person to notice their arrival and the cheerful panthergirl beamed at them happily. Silvia and Asterios had no doubts that she knew what they had been up to, and the same would apply to all his other mates too. But, it wasn’t like it bothered the duo in any way. 
 
    “Took you long enough.” Welrond grunted with a growing smirk. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad. We took the chance to take a quick bath. Asterios insisted on caring for my hair properly so we finished later than I assumed we would,” Silvia explained with a half-lie, finding it a bit too embarrassing to admit that they had shared a much more intimate moment than that. 
 
    The king’s gaze met Ast’s and a faint glimmer could be spotted in his royal eyes. Asterios clearly recognized it as a knowing glint, but also partially pride. She’s a real piece of art, isn’t she? Welrond’s gaze seemed to say, not blaming Asterios for taking his time to admire that said masterpiece. It made Asterios chuckle quietly while he shook his head. 
 
    “Oh, well. Thanks to that, we managed to talk a bit about everything.” The king nodded to himself and turned back to the girls sitting in front of him. 
 
    “We decided to fill your father in on the details of our journey and what we have learned,” Tina said as she directed her noble, blue eyes at the princess. 
 
    “It was fun listening to your adventures and misadventures.” Welrond laughed softly. “I’m still finding it hard to believe that you can turn into a full Dragon. I’m sorry, Silvia, but that part has unfortunately overshadowed your own transformation a little bit.” 
 
    Silvia showed a gentle smile and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, Dad. You can’t compare those things. Our case is much less unique. You will be able to do the same in no time. I know it.” 
 
    Asterios brought them closer and they sat down next to each other, right between Grea and Bryn. “So, what’s the plan regarding the request?” 
 
    “As I said, we are going to use that invitation as an opportunity to tighten our relations. Since you are the one being requested, Tina will accompany you as the captain of her squad if you will allow for this. We will give them a day or two to revise the diplomatic code of conduct and they will be good to go. You are welcome to join the lectures and practice too, of course.” The king smiled at the Summoner girl. 
 
    She took a curious peek at Asterios and received a confident nod in response. A big smile curled up her charming lips at the thought of her first real mission. It was even better that they didn’t have to separate for her to take part in it. It was such a perfect, dream-like opportunity. 
 
    “I would love to!” Tina made a respectful bow. 
 
    “Great. That part is settled, then.” Welrond clasped his hands. “It will take a moment to send an official response to the elves anyway. Plus, I will toss a notice to the Committee of Glimmervale too since this involves their lord. We do have to uphold all the official decorum. People knowing what is happening will raise awareness about this friendly trip. The more rumors the better, honestly.” 
 
    “Does that mean we will have to travel by carriage?” Miria tilted her head curiously as her cute ears twitched. “I would love to run there. And Master has already made Umbra imprint on their place to get us there fast too.” 
 
    “No, there’s no need to go that far.” The king waved his hand in dismissal. “Since the Royal Division will be the one escorting you, it would be inefficient. I’d say you can either transport them with you or fly all together. Whatever suits you best.” 
 
    “I think flying is the best option,” Silvia chimed in. “It will be both ceremonial and decently fast. People will definitely notice and we will get there in no time.” 
 
    “No doubt about that.” Grea snorted. “You can intentionally pick a route that passes through as many settlements as possible. It’s always a huge event when someone spots the Royal Division heading somewhere in a formation. I’m sure it’s known to the elves too. Plus, you can start off in Glimmervale, showing how much the kingdom respects Asterios.” 
 
    “Professor is right.” Tina nodded excitedly. “Seeing Asterios take off with the Royal Division as his escort would fill them with even more awe. No one would think that they came there just for the princess but specifically for him.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, how are things around the capital since that night?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Welrond furrowed his brows briefly and quickly understood the subject of his question. 
 
    “Everything is going according to the plan, meaning great.” The king grinned at him and Silvia. “The mysterious mask worked well. Many people began researching you much deeper based on what you said and your name. Most have certainly made the connection with your achievements already, or confirmed their guesses from the ball. The latter were the first ones to offer their support to the idea of the two of you getting closer. I bet you could even find their people in Glimmervale at this point.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are some who aren’t as happy about such a prospect.” Selene showed a sly smile. 
 
    Welrond chuckled at the fox lady. “Definitely, but everyone saw what happens when one tries to go against your precious master. The news has already spread far, much further than just through the capital. No one is going to show their displeasure or try anything openly. Which doesn’t mean that there aren’t any people who would wish for that relationship to fail.” 
 
    “Thanks to your bold display, we won’t face that much opposition. But, there are plenty of smart people who might try to scheme things behind the scenes. That’s just how the nobles are.” Silvia sighed softly and Asterios placed his hand on her thigh, bringing up a delicate smile onto her sweet lips. 
 
    “Does that mean this has become official now?” Grea raised a brow at the king. 
 
    “You can say that, to some extent.” He nodded, showing a quick grin at his daughter. “You are free to show your affection to each other in public and official settings as much as you want. Naturally, it would be best not to go too far, but you don’t need to hide it anymore.” 
 
    “Yay!” Miria cheered joyfully and lunged at Silvia over Bryn, hugging the princess from the front as she rubbed their cheeks together. “Did you hear that, Silvia? You can now snuggle with Master even more!” 
 
    Silvia’s quiet chuckle joined the panthergirl’s happy giggles as she let Miria rub herself into her. It certainly was a good reason to celebrate. Everyone could tell that their royal friend had actually been holding herself back a tiny bit whenever they were taking care of the more important, official business in Ast’s world. Now, she didn’t have to worry about appearances any longer. 
 
    “I honestly thought I would never see a day someone successfully courts my daughter.” A reminiscing smile blossomed on Welrond’s contented face. “I’m really happy you two have proven me wrong.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Dad.” Silvia managed to dig herself out of Miria’s excited hug. “You could have matched me with many nobles but you always kept them away instead.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” He waved his hand at her. “Your mother would have never allowed anyone to approach you without her approval. Since she couldn’t do that anymore, it was obvious that I had to take that responsibility upon myself.” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto the room. Not the extremely uncomfortable one, but more like filled with wordless appreciation and a generally good atmosphere. Welrond cleared his throat after it started dragging out a little bit. 
 
    “In any way, we all have things to do. I would like to borrow Umbra’s power to transfer Tina’s squad to Glimmervale after they are done revising since it takes a while for them to reach the town through normal means. There’s no need to delay things when we have the capability of making things quick. The queen will certainly appreciate our swift arrival right after receiving the response,” he suggested. 
 
    “Fine by me.” Asterios nodded. “Shall we get going, then? We certainly should speak about this with our elf friends. And I have one more entity to chat with before we leave Glimmervale again.” 
 
    All the girls stood up alongside him and Silvia turned to look at Tina. “Would you maybe like to stay? You can start the practice with your unit right away. I could accompany you for the duration of the training so that you don’t feel anxious around the castle.” 
 
    Tina pondered for a moment before glancing up at Asterios. 
 
    “Are you really going to look at me for permission every time?” He chuckled. 
 
    A rosy shade covered her smooth cheeks as she smiled shyly. “Right. I think that’s a great idea. I should get to know them a little more too.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then. We can sleep together in my chambers during the night, and you can join your subordinates during the day. I’ll be there to help you with anything too.” The princess stepped closer to her and took hold of Tina’s petite hand. 
 
    “I’ll let Camille know that you will be missing for a while, then. She will definitely worry,” Asterios said. 
 
    Silvia and Tina smiled at each other and turned to him. Leaning forward, they both left an affectionate peck on his cheeks before heading out of the lounge side by side. Miria and Bryn waved at them as they left. 
 
    The king sighed blissfully. “It’s great that she has managed to find so many close friends. Looking for anyone worthy amongst her peers was equally as tiring as trying to find a suitable candidate for her partner.” 
 
    “We all love Silvia as much as Master does,” the fox lady stated with a fond smile. 
 
    “Yep!” Miria nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” Welrond chuckled lightly. “Now, I don’t intend to hold you here any longer. We will be in touch. Thank you for everything. Can’t believe I have advanced so suddenly…” 
 
    He started muttering to himself while walking to the doors too. Asterios shared a glance with everyone and started transferring himself back to Glimmervale. A moment later, he reappeared in the master bedroom of his own castle. A crimson gate opened right away and his four mates stepped into the spacious chamber. 
 
    “What do we do now, Master?” Miria asked as she bounced in front of him, brimming with curiosity. 
 
    “Perhaps we should talk about that bath you have taken just recently.” Grea snickered impishly, running a finger over the edge of his chin. “I feel a little bit… neglected.” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if you don’t have beastfolk blood in your veins. Your urges are even greater than ours.” Selene shook her head, but her bushy tail grazed Ast’s chest as she stood by his side. 
 
    As for Bryn, she just remained a little further away with a lovely blush, watching the three girls act so frivolously with Asterios. He smirked gently and went past all of them to wrap his arms around her waist and pull the dazzling Valkyrie into a loving kiss. 
 
    “Don’t be greedy, Grea. With how much you attack me, you will soon catch up to Miria, and she’s had a huge headstart on you,” he said, evoking a giggle from his feline mate. “We won’t get anything done if all we do is mate all the time.” 
 
    “Fine.” The demon lady huffed, crossing her arms under her chest, clearly to emphasize her breasts even more. “I’m calling dibs on the next morning blowjob, though.” 
 
    The other girls chuckled, including Bryn. 
 
    “I’ll take the one after that, then,” she whispered with a note of shyness in her voice and pecked Ast’s lips before stepping away. 
 
    He smiled, brushing his fingers through her beautiful feathers, and turned around. “We should speak with Venuzathor. I don’t want him to think that I’m intentionally delaying fulfilling my promise after becoming capable of upholding it. Before that, I’ll get in touch with Camille. We can meet at his spot if you would like.” 
 
    “Can’t we just go together?” Miria’s ears flopped down a little. 
 
    Selene linked their elbows. “Come on. Let’s take a tour of food stalls and pick something delicious for Master to eat. A man needs some alone time once in a while. Has your mother not taught you that?” 
 
    The panthergirl’s cheeks glowed bright red and it was clear that she’d been taught about a different type of alone time. But, no one saw the need to correct her, and Miria was escorted out by the other women, leaving Asterios alone in the room. Of course, they had all shared a quick kiss before that. 
 
    He brought out the magical bell and called for Yumi. Asterios partially expected her to show up with Camille, but Silvia’s maid didn’t show up this time. His adorable attendant quickly stopped in front of him with a bright smile and a soft blush. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Ast?” she asked. 
 
    “I would like to speak with Camille. Do you know where she is?” he replied. 
 
    “Of course. Follow me.” She nodded politely and began guiding him. 
 
    After a few minutes, they ended up in one of the servant areas in the castle. Everyone they passed showed a bit of surprise at Ast’s presence but they curtsied properly and busied themselves with their usual tasks. Soon, Yumi spotted the person they were looking for and bowed to Asterios, leaving him to give them some privacy. 
 
    The young maid noticed his approach and faced Asterios with her usual, cool, and unamused expression. Still, she didn’t show him any direct disrespect, perhaps excluding her lack of greeting. 
 
    “I won’t take too much of your time,” Asterios began. “I only wanted to let you know that Silvia will be away for a day or two so that you don’t have to worry after suddenly not seeing her around us.” 
 
    Camille squinted at him skeptically, crossing her arms over her chest. All the mannerisms of the young maid, pretty much the same age as her mistress, showed that she was quite doubtful, and certainly not too happy. 
 
    He sighed. “Look, I didn’t hide her away somewhere or anything. She’s back in the capital to take care of some formalities, of her own volition. Tina is with her, upholding her duties as a member of the Royal Division. It’s just easier for them to stay around.” 
 
    Still, Camille looked at him with the same gaze. 
 
    “You know what? Maybe you would like to join them? We aren’t in desperate need of your help here and Silvia would definitely appreciate having her personal maid by her side while they are there. What do you say?” Asterios raised a brow at her but there was no response for a while. “You know I’m serious about this, Camille. Or else the king would have gotten rid of me long ago. Is there really a need to keep it up like this?” 
 
    She seemed to ponder over his words for a moment, squinting at him again. 
 
    “Follow me,” Camille replied shortly with a controlled, cold tone. 
 
    She didn’t give him any time to respond, turning around immediately after, so Asterios sighed inwardly and decided to humor the young lady for Silvia’s sake. It wasn’t like he didn’t know where she was coming from with her wariness, but it was really a little bit too much. 
 
    Camille stopped in front of a simple, wooden door, one of many in the corridor, and opened it, walking inside. He went after her and closed it behind him, finding the maid already standing on the other side of the small room, right in front of the wide window covering most of the wall. There was a plain, dark, round coffee table in the middle, a matching sofa behind it, facing the window, a bed in the far corner, a desk in the other one, and a few bookcases on the sides. 
 
    “Sit,” she commanded. 
 
    Asterios listened and plopped himself down on the sofa. She brought out some kind of a small plaque and he noticed traces of mana activating it. The spell imbued in it felt very familiar to him and he instantly recognized it as something similar to Alcove of Serenity. Placing it on the coffee table, the young maid moved closer. 
 
    “I have to ascertain that only the adequate candidate ends up with Silvia. And I do not mean by some bullshit royal or bloodline standards,” she said with a serious tone, dropping all her housemaid etiquette completely. “She is young. Girls her age are easily misled by emo—” 
 
    “You are not much older tha—” Asterios began to comment but she cut him off by raising a hand so he paused. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. But that’s precisely why I know what it’s like. Having a crush on someone can go multiple ways while obscuring a young girl’s vision, making her blind to many things.” 
 
    What she did next, surprised Asterios more than just a bit. Camille climbed onto his lap while firmly holding his gaze, crossing her legs over his. He raised his face to follow hers, ignoring the sudden closeness of the pretty girl straddling him out of the blue for now. 
 
    She then started fiddling with her outfit and he realized that Camille was undressing in front of him. Not dropping eye contact for even a fraction of a second, she slowly got rid of all the laces holding her top and let it slide down her figure. Her bare shoulders entered the edge of Ast’s vision as his eyes remained still. 
 
    He kept staring back at her with a blank, neutral expression as she skilfully shed every single piece of clothing on top of him. Just to emphasize that there was nothing more in the way, Camille pulled up her thin, black panties hanging down from her extended finger, hovering it next to their faces. 
 
    After she discarded them, the two of them remained in their staring contest for a while. Camille moved in the meantime, a little to the front, back, the sides, or up and down. Ast’s eyes stubbornly followed hers no matter how far she angled her body. Soon, she brought her face extremely close and rested a hand on his chest. 
 
    But, when Asterios felt the other one on his crotch, he grabbed her wrist in a flash. 
 
    “Too far,” he said coldly. “I was thinking of going along with this in case it was some kind of a test, but you are taking it way too far.” 
 
    The entire time, Asterios didn’t move his gaze, and he spotted a faint trace of panic in Camille’s eyes. She flinched lightly but tried her best to keep up her cold and serious mask. 
 
    “So, which one is it?” he asked firmly. “What do you take me for exactly?” 
 
    “A womanizer,” she replied confidently, making him snort. “A bastard collecting women like dolls from a shop display with his unnatural charm.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake… Why haven’t I charmed you then? It would have made everything so much easier.” Asterios glared at her. “You’ve seen them yourself. Do you think they are all brainwashed? Or maybe they are just madly in love?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “This is tiring.” He sighed and snapped his fingers. 
 
    Camille’s eyes widened as crimson flames suddenly flared around her knees and she shuddered as they rolled up her body, closing them abruptly. But, she didn’t feel anything more than a pleasant warmth washing over her, which disappeared after a second, so she carefully opened them again, finding herself back in her maid uniform. 
 
    “Get off me,” Asterios ordered her. “I made this with my spiritual energy so change back later or it might disappear after I move far away.” 
 
    She obediently stepped back, moving to stand on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Before we begin this, let me just be clear that you definitely are a beautiful woman and I can tell this much without having to stare at your tits. But, I’m not interested in you. I’m not interested in girls for their bodies. Would the first part ever change? I don’t know. You would have to ask Silvia and the others first,” he continued. “Now, let’s get this done with. What does your adequate candidate need?” 
 
    “Real feelings,” she replied. 
 
    “Dismissed.” Asterios waved his hand. “I would give my life for her at any time. And I don’t mean just death. What else can be further?” 
 
    “Being able to protect her from anything,” Camille said. 
 
    “Dismissed.” He snorted. “You definitely ran a background check on me. That should be enough. I killed a Dragon if that will help. Technically, two. She witnessed both events.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly before she quickly took control of her reactions. 
 
    “Will you continue to bring up pointless arguments which you already know the answers for?” Asterios glared at her with a bit more intensity. 
 
    “Time. And attention,” she answered without wavering. “You have five other women in your harem. You can’t possibly take care of them equally. Favorites in such arrangements are bound to appear. If she won’t end up as one, she will be hurt more and more as you give her less and less of your physical affection. She will be hurt as much when she notices that you are favoring her too because that’s the person that she is.” 
 
    “Oh, she gets plenty of my physical affection, I can assure you of that. In fact, we shared a quite lovely moment about half an hour ago. Just the two of us so that we could focus fully on each other,” he replied. 
 
    “What?” Camille’s mouth slightly fell open in a quite adorable way. 
 
    “You can confirm it yourself if you want. Someone needs to clean up her personal bedchamber anyway. And replace the damaged dresser.” He smiled softly. “But, don’t worry. No one was hurt. I would never do anything to her that would cause her any pain. And Silvia is a strong girl. Much tougher than some wood.” 
 
    She clearly didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Asterios raised a brow at her. “I love Silvia and I want the best for her. She isn’t trapped, caged, or captured. She is free to go at any time. Your concerns about time, attention, and love are valid, but maybe by human standards. Even if it takes me the entire day and night, I will make sure that every single one of my mates is satisfied with the number of our interactions, be it talking, cuddling, kissing, or just existing. And in a more passionate way too. I can go on for days, and I don’t mean to just boast.” 
 
    “By what standards, then?” Camille asked a little softer. 
 
    “Do you know the story about a princess locked in a castle that’s guarded by a Dragon, getting rescued by a valiant knight?” He stood up. 
 
    She nodded faintly. 
 
    “I’m not the hero,” Asterios stated, starting to leak some of his aura as he walked up to her. 
 
    Her eyes turning even wider, Camille took a step back. Thick, crimson energy swirled around Asterios as his eyes glimmered with power. Red scales materialized over his skin visible above his collar, climbing up his neck. His wings, tail, and horns showed up too.  
 
    Camille was frozen when he finally stopped right in front of her face, having to raise hers to meet his fierce gaze since she was shorter. She swallowed heavily, still trying her best to appear serious and firm. 
 
    “You are a precious person to Silvia, equal to her sister, or even her mother. That means you are precious to me too. I want you to accept me, and I don’t mean to intimidate you into doing that, but I won’t sit idly if you are going to actively undermine her happiness by trying to convince Silvia that her feelings aren’t real because you think I magically charm women to like me,” he spoke slowly and firmly, but with a gentle, caring tone. “Are you going to keep doing that?” 
 
    He gazed deep into her pretty eyes for a few seconds and started withdrawing his energy to make it easier for Camille to speak, even though he wasn’t oppressing her with it as he had said. Still, seeing him return back to normal made the young maid clearly more relaxed. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Asterios asked with a trace of concern in his voice. 
 
    She swallowed once more and nodded hesitantly. “Yeah… I’m good… Just a little…” 
 
    Her legs wobbled and Asterios quickly caught her waist before she fell. He brought Camille to the sofa and seated her by his side. 
 
    “I’m sorry if that was a bit too much,” Asterios apologized but his tone was still firm. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s fine. I might have been a bit too thick-headed, perhaps. I really don’t mean ill. It’s as you said. Silvia is like a sister to me. We grew up together from when we were like four or so. With so much scum trying to lay their hands on her, I really wanted her to find an actual good man. I was a bit surprised at how fast she fell for you. And you already had so many women at that time, even going after more while you two were traveling. It was just… worrying.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m very glad she has such a perfect guardian sister. But enough is enough. I think we have both proven to you that this is real, haven’t we?” He caressed her thigh. 
 
    Camille sighed heavily. “I guess so. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I don’t expect you to suddenly forget all your worries. Just be a bit more open. Spend some more time with the girls. Trust a bit more in what Silvia says. She really worries a lot about you and I can tell that it eats her from the inside that you can’t be on friendly terms with me. You are like a mother figure to her. She needs you to accept the person she loves,” Asterios explained softly. 
 
    “I’ll try.” She glanced his way with a much more gentle expression. 
 
    “Good. Now, can you move properly?” He smiled and she nodded. “Let’s get you into that castle, then.” 
 
    They stood up together and Asterios waited for a moment so that Camille could regather her bearings and change back into her actual clothes. When she was ready, they plunged into the shadows. He felt her fingers clench tightly around his arm as they waited in the ominous darkness. Soon, they reappeared in Silvia’s room and Camille took a deep breath. 
 
    She might have possibly inhaled something peculiar as her eyes instantly shot to the broken wardrobe. Her brows rose to her hairline as she examined the damaged mirror and all the very apparent stains over and underneath it. Asterios smiled awkwardly as she glanced back at him, shrugging lightly. 
 
    He didn’t wait for her comment and returned to Glimmervale, showing up at the main market. 
 
    “Alright. It’s time I get my ass kicked.” He chuckled and looked up at the resting Dracodon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
Common Enemies Form the Best Alliances 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The main plaza was as busy as always. Or perhaps even busier, actually. Thanks to all the events that had taken place in Glimmervale since the arrival of Asterios and the others, the town was clearly thriving. Hestizos and Nobelles moving in certainly played a big role in it too. After them, a few other merchant and noble families had begun to relocate, as Asterios had learned from the Committee. 
 
    But, the duo of powerful first-comers had managed to secure their position before things had escalated. Kindra was working closely with the settlement’s representatives while cooperating with Lady Luna and her husband for projects that required funding. Naturally, the Hestizo Household had more than enough capital, but the two mothers intended to share their opportunities since their families were now united, thanks to a pair of certain youngsters. 
 
    Therefore, while the sides of the market were full of newly opened stores and gastronomy services, quite a few locations had been taken by the famous merchants from Tyrienheim. Of course, those spots were the best possible ones that anyone could get. When coupled with the vast experience in the field of attracting customers and retaining them, the branches under Kindra’s management stood out quite a bit from the rest. 
 
    Asterios wandered through the labyrinth of stalls while heading towards the Dracodon resting at the back of the town square. He spotted a familiar pair of wings poking over the heads of some customers and merchants so he altered his path a little bit. But, he didn’t have to run after them as it turned out that their owner was clearly moving with the intention to meet up with him too. 
 
    Soon, Bryn pushed past the lively crowd and stepped into Ast’s vision. As Asterios smiled softly at the Valkyrie, a certain pantherkin’s head popped into his view too, squeezing through a narrow gap between two people. Miria’s face twisted in effort as she almost ended up stuck in there. She somehow managed to slip through, throwing herself off-balance a little bit. The winged lady helped her regain it as she giggled shyly. 
 
    “You are finally here, Master!” Miria waved at Asterios and trotted closer to press herself into him. “How did your talk go?” 
 
    He placed a gentle peck on her rosy cheek, listening to the beautiful purring as her response. “I think it was alright. Camille is now in the capital. She will definitely have a little chat with Silvia, and perhaps Tina too. We shall see if and how things change after they return.” 
 
    “I’m sure the maid will finally come around, Master. It’s been a while since she started following us. It should be enough for her to realize that you aren’t a bad person. Quite the opposite, actually.” Bryn stepped closer and her eyes briefly skipped to Ast’s lips so he leaned in and shared a delicate kiss with his newest mate, who was still getting used to openly showing affection in public. 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” Asterios nodded. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “We aren’t sure since we decided to split into two groups,” the Valkyrie answered. 
 
    “You left Grea and Selene alone together?” He raised a brow at her. “That’s not going to end up well.” 
 
    She chuckled softly while Miria giggled. Asterios reached out to the duo through their bond and located their missing companions in front of the Dracodon. He started leading Bryn and Miria to them and they soon reached their destination. As Venuzathor opened his big, fierce eye, the mischievous ladies turned around and faced them with charming grins. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “What are you two up to this time?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Just talking about… stuff.” Grea winked at him with a completely-not-fake innocent expression. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about it, my Lord.” Selene showed her pretty, ladylike smile. “But, if you really wish to know, I will comply with your demand.” 
 
    Grea’s eyes widened to the brim at that statement and she looked at her scheming friend with pure shock.  
 
    Seeing her reaction was already worth it enough so Asterios waved at them dismissively. “It’s alright. Just don’t go too far, please.” 
 
    An impish smirk curled up the corner of the vulpine lady’s mouth and she made a respectful bow. Grea sighed in relief and avoided Ast’s gaze, which made him shake his head once more. Then, he raised his gaze to meet the mesmerizing eye that had been staring at them from above this entire time. 
 
    “Hello, Venuz. I hope you are doing well,” Asterios began. 
 
    “I am doing quite well, Summoner. The food isn’t lacking, the sun is warm and comfortable, and the occasional entertainment provided by silly fools trying to inconvenience your settlement is satisfying,” Venuzathor replied through the mana in the air. “This is a very nice and peaceful place. I am very satisfied with it.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” Asterios chuckled at the last remark on the beast’s list. “But, if you would like to raise that level of satisfaction a little bit higher, I think I wouldn’t mind fulfilling my promise to you today. We might be out of town soon enough and I would hate to make you think that I’m avoiding it.” 
 
    An echoing rumble bounced off the buildings around the market as Venuzathor laughed lightly. 
 
    “I am not so impatient, youngling. When the time comes, it comes. If it’s today, then I will be happy to enjoy that moment with you.” The Dracodon raised his massive head and turned to look straight at him. “I can see that you have succeeded in filling that hole in your being. Congratulations. Although, you feel somewhat different from the… usual individuals of your kind that I had the pleasure to meet or see from afar.” 
 
    “Master is just that special!” Miria beamed at him while joyfully hugging Ast’s arm. 
 
    “You can see them, right?” Asterios peered into Venuzathor’s wise pupil. 
 
    “All of them, yes. I did not expect such a thing as the source of your previous condition. It makes me even more excited about our spar,” he replied, examining Asterios with visible curiosity. 
 
    “I would like to ask you not to get your hopes up. I’m still extremely new to this. I’ve been in that form maybe a bunch of times, and with all honesty, I can’t say that I have already gotten used to it. I’m pretty much learning how to walk with an extremely late start. While my power might be decent, I don’t think I will be able to give you that much of a satisfying battle.” Asterios smiled kindly. 
 
    “Then, you can just consider it a learning experience. I shall give you some pointers or advice while we fight. I might not be a True Dragon, but I think our kinds are similar enough. Most of your kin have a mentor from a young age, usually parents or other family. Since you do not have anyone like that, I do not mind aiding you a little,” the Dracodon said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what you needed!” Grea smacked Ast’s butt with a wide grin. “There’s only so much the six of us can come up with while training together with you. You need an expert to guide you, not a gaggle of horny women too heated to fight you seriously in that sexy, handsome, hot, majestic, grand, magnificent, ferocious, strong, muscular—” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get it.” Asterios pressed a finger onto her lips to interrupt the demon woman’s unnecessarily long and elaborate description of his draconic form. “You are right. At least about the mentor part. Thank you for your efforts, though.” 
 
    She lowered her eyebrows to a very suggestive squint and gave his finger a long, seductive lick. Before she could bring it into her mouth, Asterios brought it away and flicked her forehead, evoking a sexy giggle from his frivolous mate. 
 
    He turned back to the Dracodon. “I won’t say no to your offer. I will need all the help I can get. Where should we do it? In your realm? This might be at least a tad destructive to the environment and we might attract unwanted attention, which I would prefer to avoid.” 
 
    “It might not be the most pleasant place to hold our battle in. Unless you enjoy heavy storms with blinding, unending downpours.” Venuzathor chuckled deeply. 
 
    “You can’t open gates straight to Asterios, right?” Bryn asked. 
 
    “That is true. I am bound more to this place than him as a person. I should have no issues returning here through a gate, though, from anywhere else.” His big head nodded at her. 
 
    “But since you are still connected to him to some extent as a summon, you should be able to go through the gates opened by the other summons, if I’m not getting this wrong or missing something,” Selene added. 
 
    “It might work.” Asterios rubbed his chin. “Domicile Summoning is still Summoning Magic. The issue will be with the size of the gate. And which realm would we go to?” 
 
    “Ours should be fine, Master.” Miria hopped up and down with his arm still in her hold. “You don’t have to worry about your true form there and there’s plenty of uninhabited space all around the realm. No one will mind a piece of land ending up scorched to the ground.” 
 
    “I agree with Miria, my Lord.” Selene smiled at them softly. “And if you would feel bad about destroying our forests and grasslands for your selfish purpose, I think I know of a good place that lacks either. In fact, a bout of such caliber could be very useful out there.” 
 
    “I see. Then, the only thing holding us back is the size of the gate.” Asterios scratched his head. “I haven’t ever attempted it, but people did try to forcefully widen the gates in the past.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Another silly way people found to commit suicide from total mana depletion and overstimulation of spiritual circuits.” Grea snorted while slapping her thigh. “But, I guess none of them were True Dragons times two.” 
 
    “I could try to do it on my own just to see if I can, but there’s an easier way, and someone much more suitable for it with their exceptional condition.” He smirked at her and turned to Selene. 
 
    The fox lady looked round and pointed at herself. “Me, my Lord?” 
 
    “Who else can turn into a beautiful, giant fox with external spiritual circuits?” He raised a brow at her. “Even though the gate you can open in that form would still be too small just by itself, it’s certainly a much better starting point than those Miria can make. And we can use your extremely mana-hungry outer set of circuits to go all out. It might even help you a little bit.” 
 
    Selene’s cheeks grew a bit more flushed. “Is that why you didn’t suggest doing it in your draconic form?” 
 
    The smile Asterios showed her was enough for a clear response. 
 
    “Very well.” She smiled back with a loving expression; her tail swaying behind her back in a more sensual way. “You would still need to widen your gate anyway since you are smaller than Venuzathor so I will listen to your request and do my best not to disappoint you, my Lord.” 
 
    He chuckled quietly at her convenient excuse and nodded. “Let’s move out of town, then. Both the appearance of a massive fox goddess and an enormous summoning gate would certainly create a big scene.” 
 
    “Hop on. I know just the place.” Venuzathor extended one of his big wings for them to use as a ramp. 
 
    Everyone eagerly climbed up on the mighty Dracodon’s back and Umbra tied them to Venuzathor’s body with his shadows. Their big friend then raised all three pairs of his wings and they flapped one after another in a steady order from the front. Some people shouted and screamed at the sudden gust of wind that surged through the alleys created by the stalls and everyone watched with awe as the magnificent beast carried its heavy body above their heads at a slow, sluggish pace. Considering the lack of general panic, Asterios deduced that it wasn’t exactly a rare occurrence. 
 
    Venuzathor flew close to the treetops and brought them to an open glade about five minutes of flight away from Glimmervale. All the small animals—compared to the monumental Dracodon, of course—ran away into the surrounding woods. After they landed, the passengers slid down one of his wings, reaching the ground. Miria giggled like crazy during her descent. 
 
    “Great. This should suffice.” Asterios looked around and nodded in approval. “Shall we begin?” 
 
    Light blue mist enveloped Selene’s body and everyone watched the fox lady’s figure grow and expand. In just a moment, the spiritual smoke receded and revealed her newly attained form. Miria couldn’t stop a sigh of amazement from escaping her lips at the mesmerizing sight of Selene’s enchanting, white fur. Asterios had to agree that Selene’s fox form looked beautiful, regal, and certainly very sleek. Her mesmerizing snout paired with sharp, feminine eyes could melt hearts. Especially when she smirked proudly. 
 
    “What should I do, my Lord?” Selene asked the same way as Venuzathor. 
 
    “I’ll jump onto your back if you don’t mind, to be in direct contact with your body and external circuits,” Asterios replied, walking closer. “Today, you will just focus on opening the gate while I supply you with lots of mana and try to control its size. We can easily enter Mind One now so it should be able to work fine. Your part might sound easy, but I assure you that it isn’t.” 
 
    ~I’ll aid you during your first attempt. My experience in tearing through the realms might be useful in widening the gap,~ Umbra suggested. ~After you get the feel of it, things should be a stroll later on.~ 
 
    “Perfect. Let’s not waste any time, then.” Asterios nodded and climbed onto Selene’s back, who had laid down in the meanwhile. 
 
    After she stood up, he brushed her fluffy fur for a while, just petting his beloved vulpine mate. He had never thought he would be able to do that to Selene, limited only to Miria and her panther form. Now, it was very much possible and real, even if the scale was quite different. Still, the sensation was exactly the same and Selene loved it as much as he did. 
 
    “Fill your circuits with mana and let them glow. It will be easier for me to find them that way. You might need to focus quite a bit,” he instructed her. 
 
    Selene closed her eyes and did as ordered. It took her about ten seconds to bring up a faint glow from underneath all that comfy fur. Asterios quickly brushed through it and pressed his hands into her skin over the dark azure patterns. He let his draconic features out to allow a more efficient spiritual operation. Umbra’s shadows coiled around his torso and his arms, reaching his palms, where they connected with Ast’s own skin or scales. 
 
    “Okay. Usually, when we open the gates, we just let the energy flow and form the shape on its own. Researchers believe that it’s influenced by our subconsciousness, that’s why some might look like a doorway, others like an entrance to a cave, or a simple, oval opening. You are going to take control of that part,” Asterios continued. “Something like a wide, double-winged palace gate will be our target today. Keep the energy under wraps and condense it into a flat line first. We will expand up from that. And, don’t worry. I will be right with you.” 
 
    He sighed and reached for his scorching hot energy, coming out of the crimson source. After filling his inner circuits with it, he let it flow through his arms and then hands, into Selene’s external circuits. She made a great effort to fill them from the inside and their energies mixed together. The patterns began to glow brightly, making Selene look even more mesmerizing and magical. 
 
    She lowered her head in deep focus, starting to form a line as Asterios had suggested. It already proved to be unimaginably difficult. The energy she directed into it welled up, wanting to burst outwards like a lid on a boiling pot, trying to get out and assume the shape it was used to. But, she fought it with her all, having Ast’s support to aid her. 
 
    Everyone could see the flat line form in front of them and they observed the spectacle with bated breaths. Both Selene and Asterios were releasing almost illogical auras, turning the air around them so dense and heavy that the grass in their near vicinity bent down or flattened against the earth. 
 
    With the first step of their operation finished, they moved on to the second. Their linked minds needed no words to communicate. Asterios transferred even more of his energy and frowned in effort. Umbra’s tendrils began pulsing at the same time as a dark crimson mist started rising from the long, horizontal slit. 
 
    Selene kept it stable while the other two carefully expanded it bit by bit. The conscious creation of an irregular gate put an insane strain on one’s spiritual circuits, but thanks to Selene possessing an additional set of them outside of her body, she was doing pretty alright. The buzzing and itching all over the mystical patterns were starting to get a bit annoying, though. As for the humongous amount of spiritual energy sucked into them, Asterios was cutting it close even with his unimaginable mana pool. 
 
    When they were halfway, he was already sweating profusely. He knew that they couldn’t take too long since it put a lot of pressure and tension on Selene’s entire body. So, he did the only possible thing to speed it up and reached into his black source, letting the energies of two Dragon’s Hearts fuse. 
 
    A powerful spiritual explosion pushed everyone back a few meters and bent the closest trees at the edge of the glade. Selene’s outer circuits flashed brightly and they could now see extreme effort on her vulpine snout and forehead. The already raised part of the gate wobbled dangerously but she did her best to contain it. 
 
    The two draconic energies didn’t exactly become one. They opposed each other at first, fighting for dominance, which was very distracting due to the spiritual turmoil inside both Asterios and Selene. It was too chaotic to let it flow like that so he left control of the gate fully to Umbra and decided to do something about that. 
 
    It was much easier to use both Dragon’s Hearts in his True Dragon form but perhaps it came as natural in that situation. In his humanoid form, it was a mess. But, it was a mess he could tidy up. Either by helping one of the energies win… or trying to unite them. And Asterios had an idea of which choice would lead to a much greater end result. 
 
    Not sure what to do, he observed briefly, trying to get a feel of each of them. The red one was much more familiar to him, much more closely connected to him, much more natural. The black one, while equally powerful, clearly didn’t evoke such emotions. But, it also didn’t seem like it had any hostility towards him, as he would expect considering who it had come from. It felt rather neutral, just not too happy about sharing the same space with the red one. 
 
    As weird as it sounded, Asterios tried appealing to them both. 
 
    He imagined himself speaking to two humanoid figures of red and black color to make things easier. The three of them stood in the dark depths of his mind, with the two spiritual avatars taking clearly passive-aggressive stances while turning their heads away from each other and crossing their arms. He tried not to chuckle at the sight. 
 
    “I can see that we have some differences here and that’s alright. But, listen to me for a moment, please,” Asterios began, pausing for a second to wait for them both to turn their nonexistent faces to him. “Crimson. You’ve been with me all the time, even when I wasn’t yet aware of you. I’m extremely grateful for your help, especially after you managed to break free. You are a natural part of me and I value your power greatly alongside the lineage that makes me who I am. Thank you.” 
 
    The red silhouette relaxed a little and cocked its head back as if saying damn right. 
 
    “Onyx. Even though you joined late, it’s clear that you have been an integral part of me too. I was half empty without your presence, a void right next to my heart. I might not have been born as a legitimate inheritor of your lineage, but I don’t see it as anything less than Crimson’s. Our connection is as strong. I’m unspeakably glad that we were able to be reunited.” 
 
    The black figure spread its arms and tilted its head forward as if saying you are welcome. 
 
    “And now that both of you are here, the next logical step is to start working together,” Asterios said. 
 
    Instantly, the two avatars glanced at each other and looked away. It felt like they’d sneered at each other. It was comparable to watching two teenagers with a superiority complex being offended just by each other’s mere existence. 
 
    But, Asterios could work with that. 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get it, we all hate to think of each other as potentially being more powerful than us. But!” Asterios raised a finger and turned to the red one. “Crimson! Isn’t there something we hate even more?” 
 
    He succeeded in recapturing its attention and it glanced his way with faint curiosity. 
 
    “For example… Red?” Asterios tilted his head, raising his brows at it. 
 
    The crimson silhouette dropped its arms and clenched its fingers into fists by its sides, suddenly showing body signs of being very angry. Its entire shape shivered slightly and started shining with a brighter, more intense glow. 
 
    “Yes. Red. The person who forcefully locked us away from each other. The person who made us miserable for nineteen long, pathetic years. The person who wanted to control our power so it didn’t become a beacon for his enemies to lead them to him. What do we think of him?” 
 
    The scarlet avatar started violently gesturing and smacking his fist into his palm repeatedly, growing very animated. 
 
    “I agree. We need to beat his ass.” Asterios smiled. “But, it’s obvious that he is leagues above us, no matter how much we would like to ignore that fact. He would squash us like an ant if we tried to go against him, don’t you think?” 
 
    The red silhouette stopped gesturing but remained in a somewhat aggressive stance. It was clear that the thought vexed it but it wasn’t stupid enough to straight-up deny Ast’s claim. 
 
    “Now, that might be the case with the two of us, but…” Asterios glanced at the black figure. “We have something he doesn’t have.” 
 
    The onyx silhouette looked at him with great attention, definitely curious to see what he was going to say next. 
 
    “My dear Onyx. We have a common enemy, do we not? Wouldn’t you very much like the sight of Red cowering in front of us, begging for his life? The sight of his ruined body lying limp in a pool of blood and piss from how scared he is?” Asterios grinned while slightly squinting his eyes. 
 
    The black avatar lowered his arms from keeping them crossed and leaned a bit more forward. 
 
    “Yes, that would be sweet, wouldn’t it? What about, after we finally deal with Red, we go after Black? We take over the Crimson Dragons, then we conquer the Onyx Dragons and claim our spot at the top of both lineages. Why stop there? Why not go after all the clans and let our superior ancestry rule over every single lineage?” 
 
    The dark figure clenched its fist enthusiastically in front of it, then proceeded to clap, and finally repeatedly pointed both fingers at Asterios. 
 
    “See?”  
 
    Asterios spread his arms.  
 
    “There might be lots of things that divide us, but there are bits that we all have in common. Why bicker amongst ourselves—” 
 
    He glanced at the red silhouette. 
 
    “—when we can kick Red’s ass—” 
 
    He turned to the black one. 
 
    “—and conquer all the other lineages—” 
 
    He looked at both of them while gesturing at each person with his hands. 
 
    “—while working together. Isn’t it power that matters? All will kneel before the True Overlords? In darkness it all will end?” 
 
    The two avatars faced each other again and kept their non-existent gazes for a while longer. Then, they both shrugged as if saying fair point, and extended hands towards each other. As they shook them, they nodded as a sign of truce. 
 
    Still holding hands, they turned their faces to Asterios, and he rested his fists on his hips with a wide smile on his lips. 
 
    “Well then, gentlemen. Let’s show our mates what we can really do, shall we?” 
 
    They threw their fists into the air to cheer and Asterios left the depths of his mind. At that very moment, another burst of spiritual energy exploded around him and two clearly visible auras surrounded his body. Onyx and crimson mist swirled around Asterios in a perfect helix, flowing down his arms. Selene let out a loud whine, but the others—pressed violently into Venuzathor’s body—could easily tell that it came from pleasure rather than pain.  
 
    The rest of the gate gathered in a flash as she was filled with an insane mix of draconic energies. Asterios took full control of the size while she just poured their mana into the gate and kept its image imprinted in her mind. A massive, swirling, crimson entrance formed in front of them, very much enough to fit the entire Dracodon.  
 
    With it fully completed, the pressure and tension on both of them lessened, and Asterios allowed himself a small chuckle while brushing Selene’s fur. He glanced at the flabbergasted girls picking themselves up in front of Venuzathor’s side. 
 
    “Shall we go?” He grinned softly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
Dormant Instincts 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls looked at Asterios with admiration while Grea practically vibrated from pure awe and excitement. The demon lady bounced forward and approached the morphed Selene with Asterios still sitting on the back of the impressive, big, white fox. 
 
    “You did it! Bloody hell, you did it on the first try!” Grea’s expression shone with pride at what he had achieved. “And what was that surge of energy?! It was so strong and… hot. I think I need a fresh pair of panties.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly as she nibbled on her bottom lip and he slid down Selene’s smooth side, giving her a gentle brush while at it. The fox lady was still recovering from their recent joint operation and she only tilted her vulpine snout towards them while panting lightly. 
 
    Grea lunged into Ast’s arms without even trying to hold back her excitement. He couldn’t very well deny it to his beloved mate so Asterios accepted the rough, passionate kiss that came his way and gave Grea’s tender behind a good squeeze with both hands, knowing just how much she loved him acting a little possessive with her. 
 
    As expected, the crimson-skinned beauty purred into his lips as hers twisted into a lovely smirk. But, as much as Grea would love nothing more than to keep escalating things until she ended up with Ast’s tongue exploring the other pair of her moist lips, she bit on his mouth and withdrew her face. Shooting him a coy, obedient smile, she remained by his side, with his palm still on her butt. 
 
    The others had already arrived closer at that point and smiled at the trio in front of them. Quite a few barely noticeable blushes tinged a bunch of pretty cheeks. Asterios smiled back at them and glanced up at Selene. 
 
    “Let’s talk after we go through. Contrary to the usual gates, this one is actually taxing to uphold in its current state. And Selene is currently trying to sneakily take the entire strain onto herself.” He used his other, free hand to graze her furry leg. 
 
    Everyone could tell how tough it was just from the visible effort in her body posture. Selene didn’t deny nor confirm it but she turned her head away to avoid their gazes. She really wanted to appear strong and dependable, especially at her current level, but naturally, she wouldn’t drag it out enough to risk making any mistakes. 
 
    Before they moved, Miria’s lips drew a cute loop as she realized something. “Will Venuzathor even fit anywhere in Selene’s mansion?” 
 
    The girls looked up at the towering entity, exchanged glances between themselves, and then turned to Asterios and Selene. 
 
    “I don’t think it opened anywhere in the city,” the fox lady replied through spiritual energy. 
 
    “She is right. While we were at it, I also tried to alter the location a little bit to see if I could. I sensed the place Selene had in mind for our sparring and focused on it since it seemed not that far from her home. But, just in case, watch your step. And your wings,” Asterios added. 
 
    Then, he walked through the shimmering gate first with Grea still glued to him. Selene entered the dark crimson mist second and the rest of the girls followed after them. Venuzathor slipped through last, giving them enough time to make sure that everything was good for his arrival. 
 
    They found themselves in a bright white pit. The ground and the cliffs surrounding them were so bright that everyone had to squint and cover their eyes for a good moment or it felt like they were staring straight at the source of the glow. After about thirty seconds, everyone more or less figured out where they were. 
 
    “Is this a surface mine for marble?” Miria looked around the massive quarry with awe. “Oh! Isn’t that your peak up there, Selene?” 
 
    Everyone directed their gazes to where the joyful panthergirl was pointing and noticed a mighty mountain of a similar, slightly more creamy shade, rising high into the sky. There was no doubt that the capital of Spiritual Foxes was located at the very top. 
 
    “Correct,” Selene confirmed. “This is an old quarry, currently out of service. No one will mind a few chips and chinks here and there. Getting some of the marble crushed and excavated by Master and Venuzathor during their bout will be more like a kind welcome gift for the workers returning to this place somewhere in the future.” 
 
    Asterios could tell through their bond that there was something more to her choice of this place but he ignored it for now. 
 
    “It does feel like a good arena.” A rumbling clicking echoed through the pit, coming out of Venuzathor’s massive throat. “There aren’t that many trees in the close vicinity too, which is certainly a plus. We can fight comfortably here.” 
 
    “That’s the goal.” The fox lady nodded her vulpine head. “Now, hop on, girls. Let’s give them some space.” 
 
    No one argued as all the women jogged up to her, throwing good luck at Asterios in passing. They all gathered on Selene’s back and she lunged forward, starting to run through the air after the first initial steps. Asterios and Venuzathor escorted them with their gazes before refocusing on each other. 
 
    “I assume you know how to bring forth your true form,” the mighty Dracodon began. 
 
    “I had some practice. Miria filled me in on what she knows about the transformation of her kind since it doesn’t look that far off. I still need lots of practice but I can get the Dragon out with a decent time,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “Let me give you some tips, then. I might not possess the ability to change forms at this moment, but I am aware of the technicalities.” Venuzathor nodded his sharp head. “Rather than filling your circuits with mana and initiating the change, reach deep into your Dragon’s Heart and open it up completely. Let your true self out of the cage it’s kept inside while you are in your humanoid form. At first, you will feel vulnerable, but with time, you will grow accustomed to doing it without fully exposing your most crucial organ. Or organs since you have two. Try it now.” 
 
    Asterios closed his eyes and focused on his mentor’s instructions. He consciously ignored Miria’s way and dove deep into the scorching hot source. But, while at it, he tried to simultaneously do the same with the dark one. He was already somewhat familiar with them so he found the locks relatively quickly. Without further ado, he snapped both open and put a lot of effort into spreading his Hearts as wide as possible. 
 
    Power surged out of him like during the usual shifts but with much more might behind it and a small spiritual explosion kicked up the ghastly dust that covered the smooth, white ground. Red and black mist swirled around him in a flash and expanded immediately. Within just a few short seconds, Asterios stood in front of Venuzathor in his full draconic form. While he wasn’t that much smaller than the Dracodon in terms of height, the sheer mass and length of the ferocious entity were incomparable.  
 
    But, he didn’t feel intimidated. On the contrary, he felt the challenge rising inside his heart. 
 
    “Very good. It looks like my senses weren’t mistaken. You have already made both of your Dragon’s Hearts submit to you completely. This will make things much easier going forward. I was afraid it might have been a bit too early for a fresh whelpling with no prior guidance and experience to fight seriously.” A satisfied curl twisted Venuzathor’s draconic lips. 
 
    “Submit?” Asterios raised his heavy brow at him. 
 
    “You must have fought them earlier back on the other side. It’s a natural order of things for all Dragons. Their Dragon’s Hearts are innately filled with the individual desire of their bloodline. It’s like a rite of passage for one to finally conquer that strong ancestral will and make its power fully theirs. Younglings attempt it often but it usually takes years of fruitless tries,” the Dracodon explained. “It’s admirable to beat two at once. Even more during the first challenge. You should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    “Oh. Then, I don’t think I have a reason to.” Ast’s chuckle rumbled through the flat arena “We talked things out rather than fought.” 
 
    A brief silence fell onto them before Venuzathor let out a booming laugh. “You keep surprising me, young one. It’s an even greater feat that many have attempted but few have succeeded in. The will of a bloodline is stubborn and unrelenting. To win it over with just words is considered impossible.” 
 
    “Well, I agree with that assessment. But, there’s always something that one wants over everything in the world. I was lucky that we had a common goal and made it an effective card in the negotiations.” 
 
    “That’s very good. I’m growing more and more excited the longer we talk. It takes decades for Dragons to achieve perfect harmony after the initial conquest, being fully accepted by their Hearts. You already have that. We can go all out.” 
 
    Venuzathor spread his thick legs a bit more and took a deep breath. Opening all three pairs of his wings menacingly, the Dracodon released a powerful roar straight at Asterios. The force of the incoming sound waves was so powerful that it sent ripples through the air between them, giving Ast’s scale-protected muscles a slightly uncomfortable massage. 
 
    Right after Venuzathor went silent, Asterios mirrored his pose and copied his actions. Even with their size difference in mind, the roar that he let out of his jaws was not much weaker than the Dracodon’s. It was slightly higher-pitched but it still sounded menacing, ferocious, and domineering. His own sound waves made Venuzathor’s wings flutter lightly as the Dracodon took the hit without a flinch. 
 
    Then, they both lowered their heads in respect, and the duel began. 
 
    Asterios knew that he definitely lacked in the strength department so he decided to bet on speed and agility. He wasn’t sure if it would work on someone so inexperienced in combat with such a body but he at least had some general knowledge about potential weak points and vulnerable areas of entities similar to the one he was facing. 
 
    He lunged forward with a strong flap. A loud whizz sliced the air as he appeared in front of Venuzathor. The Dracodon snapped his killer jaws at him but Asterios spun his body and avoided the deadly grasp by mere inches. He went past Venuzathor’s head and flapped strongly to alter his course, all the time keeping himself almost glued to his opponent’s back. 
 
    But, before he could chomp on his opponent’s wing, it escaped him with a surprising speed and another one smacked him down with unexpected strength like a noisy fly. Asterios bounced off Venuzathor’s back and increased the distance between them before the enemy had a chance to counterattack. 
 
    “Going after the wings first. Good thinking,” the Dracodon praised him. “Don’t let the mass deceive you. Big things can move as quickly as small ones. We just don’t always show it.” 
 
    Without waiting for Venuzathor to make his move, Asterios jumped back into action. His only chance was to keep the pressure up to interrupt as many techniques and blows as the Dracodon would like to make use of. This time, Asterios flew a little higher, forcing his opponent to think that he had altered his approach after the previous close call. But, just as he reached Venuzathor’s head and the Dracodon raised it to match his flight, Asterios dove under him and spun around. 
 
    His sparring partner’s sharp fangs almost snapped on the tip of his tail but Asterios got a good hit in. As he twisted his body, he grazed the Dracodon’s throat from below with his claws and escaped under the draconic beast’s armpit. It proved to be the right decision as Venuzathor dropped all his weight down, eliminating the already narrow gap between his long belly and the ground. All of that would have squished Asterios into the marble floor and most likely trapped him under his opponent forever. 
 
    Wanting to continue the momentum, he tried to target the hind joints of the Dracodon before escaping, but he didn’t get to do much after emerging from underneath his mentor’s armpit. Timing the moment perfectly, Venuzathor pushed his left legs off the ground with enough force to create two small craters in the marble and toppled over in an instant. 
 
    Asterios managed to avoid getting squashed but the Dracodon’s sharp, tough back smacked him away and sent him tumbling. Venuzathor didn’t stop for a second and rolled back onto his feet. He started drawing a deep breath and Asterios could tell that it wasn’t another roar that was coming. 
 
    Quickly stabbing all his claws into the ground, Asterios did the same while reaching for his scorching hot mana. He released a violent stream of crimson fire out of his jaws shortly after a pillar of blue lightning shot his way. The two elements clashed slightly past the middle and fought each other for dominance as the air around the impact zone crackled and the marble underneath it started to melt from the jumping lightning discharges and dripping flames. 
 
    But, the blue beam quickly started winning and Asterios immediately abandoned his breath. He rushed to the side as the humming pillar chased after him like a light beam, slicing through the walls of the quarry and breaking large chunks of marble off those tall cliffs. Asterios knew he couldn’t run away endlessly and that Venuzathor’s breath would inevitably catch up to him. The massive Dracodon was turning on his thick legs faster than it should be possible. 
 
    Seeing the rumbling avalanche and heaps of kicked-up white dust, Asterios formed a new plan to save his draconic ass from getting electrocuted and began gathering flaming energy in his mouth. As his long tongue swirled around the condensing ball, it felt like he was licking a hot candy, but instead of melting away, it increased in size. 
 
    Satisfied with the amount of gathered mana, he flapped his wings and made a sharp turn toward his opponent. Before the crackling beam caught up, he spat the orb of crimson flames out and it whizzed ahead, crashing into the ground halfway between them faster than either of them could blink. 
 
    A massive explosion shook the quarry as the burst of flames and scorching hot energy rushed towards the Dracodon like a wave of a mighty tsunami. It was too far for them to reach their target, but that wasn’t their main objective. That wave of hot air carried an unimaginable amount of dust which completely obstructed Venuzathor’s line of sight and swallowed him whole. And since the scorching air was full of spiritual energy, the created curtain couldn’t be easily seen through even if the Dracodon’s eyes could read mana signatures like Ast’s could. 
 
    The beam stopped without a clear target to chase after and Asterios dove into the massive cloud of dust. He launched a bunch of small orbs of fire ahead of him to find Venuzathor’s silhouette when they hit something with a faint flash. It wasn’t perfect, but he was able to scrape the Dracodon’s scales with his claws while repeatedly diving in and out. One of his attempts caught Venuzathor’s wing and definitely tore the membrane painfully. 
 
    But, that moment didn’t last long as Venuzathor obviously wouldn’t let himself just sit inside the thick obstruction and take a beating. Asterios was too late to notice the simultaneous rise of all his intact wings and the sudden cyclone that appeared right in front of him during another charge threw him off the course. The wind was so ferocious and strong that he had to fold his wings or he risked either being flung into something or breaking them. 
 
    Crashing into the ground with a cracking thud, he directed his eyes to the clear now middle and saw that his attempts didn’t bear much fruit. Some spots over Venuzathor’s scales were scratched and burned but that meant pretty much nothing. Only one fresh scar showed up close to the Dracodon’s eye, almost reaching it. And, of course, the left middle wing had a long cut in it, which was starting to quickly heal. 
 
    “I’m glad to see that you retained your human reason and logic. Many struggle to keep their minds clear after shifting.” Venuzathor threw another compliment at Asterios. “But, that can be both a good and a bad thing. There are times when giving in to your instincts is a much better option. You need to experience that first to take proper control of it. You never want anything to have control over you.” 
 
    “Yeah. I can imagine how much worse that can be over letting the emotions get the better of you.” Asterios nodded in response. 
 
    “That’s why, it’s time for me to get serious.” Asterios could feel the wild grin forming on his opponent’s snout. “I’ll fully draw your instincts out. Let go of your thoughts and let your very existence lead you. They won’t be able to catch up anyway.” 
 
    Only as a deep chuckle echoed through the quarry did Asterios notice the dark clouds gathering above them and ruining the previously perfect weather. Lightning began striking the ground and loud thunder rolled over the entire area. It almost drowned out the low growl coming from the mighty Dracodon, whose ridges between the armor on his back started glowing blue, creating running streaks over Venuzathor’s entire figure. 
 
    A shiver ran down Ast’s spine as Venuzathor’s glowing eyes met his and lightning struck the Dracodon with a blinding flash. Suddenly, Venuzathor was gone, completely disappearing from his previous spot without any sign of movement. Not even the thick layer of dust underneath his body had moved. 
 
    Before Asterios could even frown at that, another lightning struck the ground right in front of him and the Dracodon blinked into existence at the point of impact with a loud crackle; his sharp and deadly jaws open for action. Asterios reacted barely in time and felt a dozen scales get shaved off his neck as he avoided the powerful snap. 
 
    As he flapped his wings to lunge to the side, Venuzathor’s claws descended onto him, leaving blue streaks behind them as glowing paths. They tore through Ast’s right wing with a complete lack of resistance and smacked him away with strength high enough to knock the air out of his lungs even in his much tougher draconic form. 
 
    Asterios crashed into the nearby wall, creating a deep crater in it. He heard another thunder and noted a bright flash through his closed eyelids. It was obvious what was coming next so he hastily pried himself off and rolled to the side. Venuzathor didn’t give him enough time to fully leave the crushed surface as the Dracodon’s condensed breath smashed into the marble right past Ast’s body from basically point blank.  
 
    The violent explosion of lightning shook the entire mine as fragments of the pretty mineral shot in every direction. Asterios was sent flying while the dancing current ravaged his muscles and he slammed into the ground, tumbling in the dust for a good few bounces. As Venuzathor had said, his thoughts and senses could not catch up to everything that happened. 
 
    Therefore, before another attack came straight at him, Asterios turned off the logical part of his brain. Of course, as much as he could. But, reaching into his two draconic sources and proverbially asking them for help was enough to make that happen. The floodgates opened and his mind went blank as two almighty energies spread through his entire figure, working in perfect harmony. 
 
    Another thunder echoed nearby and Ast’s body reacted on its own. He twisted himself with a nimble movement and easily avoided a powerful stomp, getting back on his own feet. Using the same momentum that allowed him to regain his footing, Asterios spun around and smacked his tail into the back of the knee of Venuzathor’s front leg, effectively causing it to bend. 
 
    The lightning breath that Venuzathor had in store missed completely and sliced the ground next to Asterios with a loud crackle. But, Asterios didn’t stop there and lowered himself close to the ground, tensing all his muscles to their limits and reinforcing them with mana. 
 
    He didn’t think this would work considering the difference in their sizes and weight but he couldn’t be more wrong. His body smashed into the Dracodon’s side like a spring while Venuzathor was still mid-breath and tilted the mighty beast to almost perfect ninety degrees. Back on the ground right away, Asterios bounced off it with even more strength and a burst of flames exploded under his four legs as he pushed himself off. He shoved his shoulder into the Dracodon’s slightly more vulnerable underbelly and sent Venuzathor tumbling away as the entire place shook like during an earthquake. 
 
    A victorious roar escaped his throat and Asterios caught a good sight of his body. Crimson and onyx embers flickered all over the pattern of his scales, filling him with power. Deep red flames licked the underside of his feet as his claws and horns radiated an ominous black aura. Whatever was happening to him, it felt primal. 
 
    Out of a sudden, a pillar of lightning shot at him through the kicked-up dust. Instead of dodging or using his own breath, Asterios folded his wings in front of him at a steep angle. The blinding energy crashed into them and spread around him like a jet of water. An extremely prickly, crackling, sizzling jet of water. But, it did not penetrate his defenses. 
 
    It seemed to be a distraction and Asterios somehow knew that perfectly well. Thus, he was ready for the two massive orbs of condensed lightning that rounded him from both sides. He swatted one with a swing of his muscular arm, tearing through it with his claws covered in crimson flames. As for the other one, he literally chomped on it and consumed the spiritual energy as black smoke wafted from between his teeth. 
 
    But, even with his primal instincts in control of his draconic form, Asterios wasn’t a god. He wasn’t even an experienced Dragon. There was only so much that his innate knowledge and reactions could do against a much more powerful, wise, well-fought enemy. 
 
    He noticed the flicker of something more sophisticated underneath him but it was already too late. Complex runes glowed with white light and shackles of electrifying lightning bound his limbs and torso. He suddenly felt like the weight of a hundred mountains descended onto his shoulders, pushing him into the ground. He had clearly missed when Venuzathor had prepared a trap for him and led him right into it. 
 
    Knowing well that this was more than enough of an opportunity for his opponent to end things with a grand attack, he definitely didn’t feel like giving up. He was going to give it his all with this last technique. It didn’t matter if it won him the match, nullified Venuzathor’s spell, or was completely overpowered by the Dracodon. He wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
    Ignoring whatever Venuzathor was preparing in front of him, Asterios drew his long neck a bit to the back and started taking a deep breath through his nostrils. He wasn’t going to show his enemy what kind of technique he was preparing, even if the chances that the Dracodon would have the slightest idea about it due to what Asterios was trying out were close to zero. 
 
    The patterns on his belly shimmered with a crimson glow as more and more fire and energy gathered in his chest. At the same time, tongues of black flames escaped his jaws as they condensed in his mouth and throat. Before he was ready, one more energy joined the mix and a bright amber crown materialized between his horns as an additional layer of spiritual armor covered his body. 
 
    Noticing a clearly empowered lightning breath rolling his way, Asterios let go. 
 
    He opened his jaws and craned his neck forward. A big, orange formation appeared vertically in front of him. The last thing he noticed before his sight and hearing were completely obstructed and muffled was the shimmer of multilayered barriers rising into a dome over the edge of the quarry, filling the sky with cyan and golden glimmer. 
 
    A ferocious helix of crimson and onyx flames blew out of his wide jaws like a beautiful but deadly spiral as big as his entire frame, if not bigger. In the very middle of that helix, violent, amber fire rolled forward with a wild sway. That relentless combination of pure inferno crashed into the incoming vortex of condensed lightning, which also seemed enhanced with something different. 
 
    The area under the point of contact was instantly blasted into melted oblivion. A deep crater of liquid rock appeared underneath as the very level of the spiritual energy concentrated in the air pushed the glowing lava past its edges in the form of rolling ripples originating from the central point. Tongues of crimson, amber, and onyx flames fought against lightning flickers, destroying the ground even more in the process. 
 
    But then, Ast’s flaming pillar ricocheted off Venuzathor’s lightning column and shot into the sky at a sharp angle. 
 
    “What is going on he—” A woman’s booming voice managed to break through all the noise but it was cut short. 
 
    The combination of flames pierced through every single layer of protection Bryn and Selene had raised over the quarry without stopping for even a fraction of a second. The sound of shattering glass filled the air as thousands of colorful particles and shards exploded around the sharp-edged hole. The newcomer woman’s eyes widened to the brim with dread taking over her face as the pillar of death rushed right at her. 
 
    There wasn’t even enough time for her life to flash in front of her eyes before it reached her and she flinched involuntarily. But, besides the air around her suddenly starting to vibrate from the amount of spiritual energy present in her close surroundings, nothing happened. She raised her clamped-shut eyelids and her mouth went agape. 
 
    A mesmerizing figure of a giant, white-furred fox with ten tails stood in front of her as beautiful, cyan patterns ran over its entire body. A thin, cone-shaped barrier disrupted the flow of the flaming pillar and redirected the fire all around them. Cracks constantly formed in it but they healed up just as fast. 
 
    The enchanting fox glanced back at her with a mischievous glint in its white eyes. “You need to pay a bit more attention to your surroundings, Lerisse, fufufu~” 
 
    A moment later, the flames subsided and disappeared completely. It looked like the battle down on the ground had come to an end. As for Lerisse, she stared blankly at the divine figure floating right in front of her as her brain tried to reason with her that it was not possible for her to be seeing what she was seeing. 
 
    Unfortunately, the smirk on the fox’s snout was way too clear. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
Back to School 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Master!”  
 
    Miria’s slightly anxious voice echoed through the quarry as the panthergirl quickly paced toward the middle. Before she launched herself into the huge, whitish cloud filled with crackling lightning, Bryn caught her wrist and stopped her. It wasn’t the best idea to blindly come in contact with the clearly hazardous fumes created by the explosion of Venuzathor’s breath. 
 
    “Master is alright. I’m sure you can feel it too,” Bryn said softly, trying to calm her friend down a little. 
 
    They glanced at each other and Miria sighed quietly as Grea joined them. A powerful gust of wind crashed into them from the side and threw everyone off balance a little. It reached the dangerous cloud and dispersed the dust completely. The girls realized that it had come from the Dracodon flapping his impressive wings. 
 
    The electrified smoke revealed Asterios still in his draconic form lying on the ground. His scales were singed in many places and sparks of lightning danced over his entire body. The shackles that had been holding him in place a moment earlier were already gone. 
 
    “That hurt a tiny bit.” He chuckled wryly. “It might take a moment before the paralysis wears off.” 
 
    Venuzathor’s booming laugh joined him as the Dracodon slowly strolled closer. “I’m not surprised to see that this level of attack has barely tickled you, youngling. The additional layer of defense that you summoned right before our breaths collided helped a lot. Your combined attack was very impressive too. For something you have attempted for the first time in your life, it deserves all the praise.” 
 
    “It still barely stopped yours for a few seconds at best.” Asterios smirked. “I hope to at least have met half of your expectations regarding this duel.” 
 
    “Taking into consideration the fact that it was highly unstable since it lacked proper control and harmony between those three distinctive energies, not being dispersed immediately after clashing against my focused attack shows just how powerful it was. I did not exactly stop your breath but redirected it, and that’s different.” Venuzathor puffed some chilly air at him and the lightning crackles dissipated. “And don’t worry. I got my fun out of this bout. More than I have initially expected from an inexperienced Dragon.” 
 
    Dark crimson mist with a tinge of black surrounded Ast’s body and shrunk until he returned to his humanoid appearance. His spiritual attire was in complete tatters, matching the damage he had suffered during the battle. He could mend them real quick, but he decided to leave them be for a while longer, sitting up first and exhaling heavily. 
 
    Miria hastily trotted to him and dropped to her knees by his side with a small, concerned frown. He smiled at his lovely mate and reached out to pet her adorable ears, bringing the panthergirl closer to rest her head against his chest. Miria purred sweetly as he brushed through her soft hair and caressed the fluffy treasures adorning it. 
 
    The other girls walked up to them too and Bryn started slowly healing him up with her magic. Asterios nodded at her appreciatively and received a gentle smile in response. A moment later, Selene descended from the sky with nimble hops like she was jumping down uneven stairs and landed by his other side still in her fox form. Lerisse slid off her back, taking a quick glance at Asterios before she returned her shocked gaze to her friend’s unbelievable transformation. 
 
    “I swear, I leave you two alone for a few days and something outrageous happens every single time,” the Matriarch complained, but a barely noticeable smirk curled up her luscious lips. “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Selene finally returned to her original appearance too, retaining the ten bushy tails swaying enchantingly behind her back. “I was pretty sure you’ve already gotten used to the surprises.” 
 
    “At least you’ve toned it down a notch when compared to the last time.” The other fox lady shook her head while rubbing her temples. “I don’t think I can survive another one of such caliber. And judging by the number of tails you brought out and your other form, you could have gone much further if only you wanted.” 
 
    “Too bad Ronye didn’t come with you.” Selene grinned impishly. 
 
    “Ronye is currently focusing on her breakthrough. Thanks to your and your mate’s support, she is advancing rapidly. Though, I don’t think she will ever be able to catch up to you.” Lerisse chuckled. 
 
    “Oh? Then I should go and see her before we leave. There might be something I could do to aid her advancement.” The white-haired lady tapped her lips. “After my own quite recent change, I seem to be able to sense much more regarding spiritual energy and our subrace than before.” 
 
    “So, the legend was right? Are you a goddess now? But didn’t it mention nine tails?” Lerisse raised a brow at her. 
 
    “There seem to be many misconceptions and unknowns about my bloodline, Lerisse. And, I can’t exactly be used as a good example because of these.” Selene gestured at her external spiritual circuits. “I have no doubt that they are what allowed me to break through what was assumed as the limits of my kind.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Grea nodded while setting her fists on her hips. “In the end, you still have two tails ahead of you if our guess isn’t wrong. Imagine what happens then.” 
 
    “Two more?” Lerisse’s eyes widened to the brim. “Great heavens… Are you sure you are even a Spiritual Fox from this realm and not some mystical entity comparable to your mate?” 
 
    The girls chuckled together at the disbelief in the mature lady’s expression. Since Asterios hadn’t been mortally wounded, Bryn already finished taking care of his moderate injuries and withdrew her techniques. Miria helped him stand up, placing a tender peck on his cheek before stepping back. Knowing the reason behind that action, Asterios brought Bryn close and expressed his gratitude for her treatment with a loving but delicate kiss. The Valkyrie didn’t shrink back from it and enjoyed the pleasant moment openly. 
 
    “Now, why won’t you two go and meet up with Ronye while the rest of us summarizes the fight here with Venuzathor?” Asterios glanced at the fox ladies after breaking the kiss. “I’m sure you have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “We shall do exactly that, my Lord. Thank you and have a nice discussion here. I’ll catch up on everything through our bond later.” Selene made a light bow and flashed him a beautiful smile. 
 
    She turned into the big fox again just to tease Lerisse even more and they departed for the massive mountain in the background. After escorting them with his gaze, Asterios shared one more kiss with Bryn and let go of the dazzling winged lady, who parted with him with a faint rosy flush on her gentle cheeks. 
 
    “Would you mind sharing with us what you think about the fight? Both advice and critique are very much appreciated.” He turned to the Dracodon. 
 
    “Naturally. It will be my pleasure to guide you.” Venuzathor made a slow, mighty nod with his massive head. “I already mentioned how you are able to keep your mind clear and focused while in your true form. It’s a great thing. Keeping your wits like that will certainly be of use to you in various bouts with Dragons and many other entities.” 
 
    “Not like we are aiming to duke it out with Dragons anytime soon but thanks. Going against you has been an amazing experience.” Asterios chuckled lightly. 
 
    “Sometimes, we don’t have a say in the matters of the world.” The Dracodon huffed a puff of air at them and they recognized that gesture as something similar to a silent chuckle too. “You certainly need a lot more experience than what you have gotten from just this fight. If you manage to merge both fighting styles into one, finding harmony between your logical human side and primal, instinctual draconic intuition, your battle sense will achieve an enviable level. Most Dragons have to use the respective forms to use either.” 
 
    “So, you want Asterios to learn how to let his inner Dragon out while he is human, and to embrace his human thinking while he is a badass lizard, right? That sounds fun.” Grea grinned at him. 
 
    “And how to be both at once too, most likely,” Bryn added with a nod of understanding. 
 
    “Mostly correct,” Venuzathor confirmed. “Being able to switch between them on the fly while in either form is also very beneficial. There is another part that you should train and practice. Quick switching between your transformations. It can make you more unpredictable and confusing to the enemy. You are already decently quick but it would still be risky in the middle of a heated battle.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure. Even with both energies enhancing the process, it still takes a moment,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “Speaking of which, you haven’t really answered my question about those.” Grea pouted at him, evoking a snicker from Asterios. “That moment when you were working on the gate with Selene, you seemed even more badass and hot than before.” 
 
    “They both come from my Dragon’s Hearts, each from a separate one. I succeeded in taking control of them and actually making them work together. I don’t think I can say that it makes me twice as strong as when I’m using just the scorching hot mana but it certainly raises the power output by quite a bit. And during the last attack of our spar, I even managed to add some of Silvia’s bloodline energy to the mix. I had to go all out so it was more of a gamble but it looks like it paid off,” Asterios explained to her. 
 
    “Your ability to utilize two Dragon’s Hearts as the source of your power will make an immense difference in all your future fights and give you an edge over your enemies. Even the unstable and chaotic union you achieved under pressure was astonishing. And if you say that you are able to further add more energies to that combination, then you will soon become an entity few will dare to offend intentionally.” Venuzathor glanced at him with a lazy blink full of respect. “I will do my best to aid you in getting better at controlling your draconic mana. Even if I am not a True Dragon, as you have seen, I am capable of condensing and properly making use of my own lightning mana. If your last attack was equally as perfected as mine, it would have blasted through my breath without an issue.” 
 
    “This all sounds so exciting!” Miria beamed at them with a wide, sunny smile. “Master has to learn how to think like a True Dragon while being human, how to think like a human while being True Dragon, how to do both at once, how to do either in all scenarios, and how to properly use his draconic mana for powerful attacks! Is there even more?” 
 
    A booming chuckle echoed through the quarry, originating from the Dracodon, of course. “You can add some general lessons on combat against different entities and that should be enough for now. I wouldn’t want to overwhelm your master with too much at first.” 
 
    “There’s even more? Damn, it feels like I’m going to start the academy once again. But, I did lose quite a few years of my supposed draconic upbringing so it’s natural that I will have to take some accelerated classes.” Asterios laughed softly. “What about the schedule?” 
 
    “If your vulpine friends do not mind, we can meet here whenever you have a moment to learn and practice. As you are aware, I’m not exactly extremely busy for most of the day and night. I can be very flexible when it comes to time,” Venuzathor replied. 
 
    “I’m sure Selene won’t mind, right Master?” Bryn smiled kindly at Asterios. 
 
    “Yeah. And it will be good practice for her to keep widening the gates. We can initially agree on this. Hopefully, I will be able to find a lot of time to train with you since I really need it. I’m looking forward to our sparring sessions.” He bowed respectfully toward his new mentor. 
 
    “We will be lucky if this area resembles anything of its current state after you two are done with your little speed learning.” Grea snickered while running her gaze around the quarry. 
 
    Miria giggled adorably. “I agree. It already looks like this was an immense battlefield rather than a mine.” 
 
    They all laughed together for a while and decided to wrap their meeting up. Venuzathor returned to his post through his own gate while Asterios and the girls remained in the quarry for a few more minutes as Miria, Bryn, and Grea insisted on him taking a longer break to fully recover. He didn’t mind spending some time just with the quite distinct trio so Asterios didn’t argue. 
 
    Afterward, they joined Selene and Lerisse at the temple for some tea while the former shared some more instructions and guidance with Ronye. It was a challenge as the young foxgirl could barely focus on anything else than the fact that her senior had become an entity on par if not greater than the fabled fox goddess. But, thankfully, the old jealousy and envy were no longer present that much in Ronye’s heart, and Ast’s encouragement only inspired her to further chase after Selene with their enormous support. 
 
    When it started getting late, Ast’s group excused themselves and returned home for the night. He accompanied his mother for a few hours just to spend some quality time with her and perhaps see how things had been progressing with the king. As expected, not much, but at least Kindra wasn’t in complete denial anymore whenever he slightly teased her about the man’s advances. 
 
    As they had predicted and agreed, Tina and Silvia stayed the night at the royal castle instead of their own. Asterios only paid them a short visit to share a goodnight kiss with both girls before they went to bed. He had to admit, the sight of his beautiful colleague and charming princess together under the sheets was very tempting as they looked extremely well together, but he still managed to escape their allure and allow the two noble ladies to share a night alone. He didn’t want to disappoint the rest of his mates with the lack of his presence either. 
 
    In the morning, Miria, Selene, Grea, and Bryn took a quick bath with Asterios, which obviously was full of mischief caused by the crimson-skinned demon lady, and they decided to pay a visit to their elf friends. It was a good idea to let them know about their little trip if the father and daughter duo hadn’t been informed about it through their own information network. 
 
    Eating their fill at the castle first to not be rude to all the people who had prepared an amazing meal for them, they ventured into the town and headed straight for their friends’ forge. The artisanal district was as busy as always and the air was filled with loud noises often associated with metalworking and similar professions. They entered Imadil’s place and found the handsome elf behind the counter. 
 
    “Ah, Asterios. Welcome again. Anything you guys need?” the man asked with a noble smile. 
 
    “We just wanted to chat if you aren’t extremely busy. About our upcoming journey.” Asterios smiled back as he walked closer and they exchanged handshakes. 
 
    “Already leaving? And which one of us is the busy one?” Imadil chuckled and gestured at the door on the side. “Come in. We don’t have anything urgent to take care of right away. Cynthia will be happy to take a break too.” 
 
    They followed him to a comfortable break room and sat down on a nice sofa big enough for all of them. Imadil went to grab his daughter and they were soon back together, seating themselves opposite Asterios and the girls. 
 
    “I heard that you are running after another quest already. Do you need the weapon back?” Cynthia asked, glancing between Asterios and Grea. 
 
    “We aren’t departing immediately so you don’t have to interrupt whatever you might be doing with it right away. It will most likely happen tomorrow. And, we don’t really expect to get into a fight out there since it’s kind of a diplomatic mission so it could be fine to leave it with you if you would like. Plus, we won’t be tied down to a location as hard as the last time, most likely,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Grea instantly hit him with her puppy eyes, or rather puppy face since her eyes were quite special, and he snorted at her, already reconsidering his statement. It might be a better idea to reunite his demon lover with her favorite toy. 
 
    “That should be enough time to finish up our current analysis.” Imadil nodded to himself. “What kind of a diplomatic mission are we talking about if it’s not a secret?” 
 
    “The Elf Queen invited us over so we are going to visit the Garden of Sinners!” Miria giggled excitedly. 
 
    At that, both the father’s and the daughter’s eyes turned into saucers. It didn’t seem that they had known about the request beforehand. 
 
    “You received a personal summons?” Cynthia didn’t hide her astonishment. “It’s either something really serious for the queen to call for a human or she really took an interest in you out of a sudden.” 
 
    “The latter wouldn’t be that surprising.” Imadil chuckled. “Many great things have happened to Glimmervale since the moment the town welcomed its new lord. Those benefits reached the elves too. They were also the ones who resolved the incident with the summoning circle, openly cooperating with the queen’s agents and sharing their findings. Perhaps she wants to officially thank you for that.” 
 
    “There might be something more to that but who knows? The increased support and involvement in Glimmervale’s daily matters from the elves near the border finally make a bit more sense. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had something to ask of you,” his daughter added. 
 
    “That’s one of the possibilities we’ve been thinking about too,” Asterios agreed. “But, we won’t know until we actually get there. There is one more thing we considered, though. Say, wouldn’t you perhaps like to accompany us? We could use a local friend to guide us around and you two seem quite well-acquainted with the elven court too.” 
 
    Imadil clicked his tongue. “Damn Fievedem and those idiots that blew our cover.” 
 
    Cynthia chuckled softly. “It did us good, though, no?” 
 
    “Of course, if that request makes you uncomfortable, you don’t need to say anything else. We don’t exactly know your circumstances besides the fact that you are quite famous and had a high standing,” Asterios added. 
 
    The father and daughter duo exchanged glances. 
 
    “We will think about it and let you know tomorrow morning, alright?” The man raised a brow at Asterios. 
 
    “We do see a few ways how this could be beneficial for us and our craft here but we need to discuss this amongst the two of us first.” Cynthia showed him a kind smile. 
 
    “No problem. Take your time. You know where to find us whenever you would like to talk.” Asterios nodded at them. 
 
    They continued talking about the queen and her potential intentions with Asterios and his team for about half an hour. A few smaller topics snuck into their discussion too, but it was clear that everyone was most interested in the mysterious request. As Welrond had described it, the Elf Queen seemed quite unrelenting in her attempts to secure an audience with them. 
 
    For the rest of the day, Asterios went to train with Venuzathor while the girls split up into two groups. Some of them relaxed in Glimmervale while others observed Ast’s efforts at becoming more accustomed to his true draconic self. After exhausting himself to his limits, he paid a visit to Silvia and Tina, checking on how they were doing with the revision. 
 
    Miria gaped at the official drills Tina’s squad repeated almost infinitely with sparkling eyes. The other girls were fascinated by the fancy gestures and movements too, but the panthergirl’s enthusiasm easily beat all of them combined. Miria was always weak to new and interesting things, especially when she could enjoy them alongside her beloved master. 
 
    Watching Tina actually be comfortable and even somewhat confident in leading her subordinates forced a big smile onto Ast’s lips. She had been so nervous about the position of captain at first but it looked like she’d managed to push through her timidness and accepted her role wholeheartedly. No doubt that Silvia and the members of Tina’s squad had helped her grow accustomed to it and also learn the ropes of representing and commanding the Royal Division. He remembered seeing her study all the thick rulebooks and other materials plenty of times. 
 
    When the practice was finished, Asterios and Umbra moved Tina’s squad to Glimmervale so they would already be stationed there for the night. Their living quarters had been prepared by the involved Committee members so things were settled fairly quickly. Camille returned with them all too, visibly less hostile towards Asterios after the talks she had shared with the two noble ladies during their visit to the castle. She apologized to Asterios and promised to try and get to know him better. 
 
    After another pleasant night with all the girls joining Asterios in bed this time, they went to Imadil and Cynthia to receive their response. The elf duo decided to accept their suggestion and had already made proper preparations, taking whatever they needed into their spatial storages. The forge would be closed for a few days as they took a short vacation. 
 
    With everything pretty much set, they all gathered at the main plaza. The Committee members joined them too and quite a crowd flocked the place soon enough. One of the leaders might have leaked the information about the departure to the public, which wasn’t surprising since it wasn’t exactly a secret. 
 
    People cheered joyfully while watching the famous Royal Division line themselves up on their proud beasts in one of their staple formations. Seven flying creatures formed a triangular shape with Esil and Tina in the lead. He took her and Asterios onto his back while the others spread over the remaining six mounts. Miria, Selene, Silvia, Grea, and Bryn took a spot on one each and the elves sat together on the last winged tiger. 
 
    They took off and made a few ceremonious circles above the plaza before finally departing for their destination. Thanks to Esil being present amongst their ranks, the winged tigers were somehow invigorated and didn’t tire as easily so their speed was much higher than usual. The lion patriarch clearly had some influence over his tribe, surprising the members of the squad. 
 
    Of course, while they sped through the uninhabited lands, they slowed down a lot over towns and other settlements. Asterios and the girls took in all the sights of the foreign architecture as they could. It wasn’t much considering their altitude but the difference was more than just apparent. First and foremost, most if not all the buildings were often made purely out of wood. Maybe not strictly house-grown trees as some rumors and tales suggested, but the dominant use of logs and planks was very noticeable. 
 
    After a few days of travel, they finally reached their destination. Miria was the first one to spot the massive clearing inside the giant, almost unending forest. The name Garden of Sinners made a lot more sense as they observed the elven capital from the air. All the roads and structures were constructed in a way that made the settlement look like a giant garden with countless flowers and other plants representing districts and various locations.  
 
    The wooden architecture was full of curls and sloped angles. Even some walls looked curved like an overpressurized barrel. It was a good thing that Umbra hadn’t spoiled them any sights of the elven capital because it was just something they were all glad to experience on their own. 
 
    And they were extremely eager to do so. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
The Queen’s Plea 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The flying squadron slowed down a little and kept approaching the elven capital at a regular pace. It gave everyone time to admire the beautiful sight from the bird’s eye view. Or, in this case, from the winged tiger’s eye view.  
 
    The winding patterns of wooden buildings created a truly remarkable scenery. Asterios knew a thing or two about classical elven architecture, but just like during their arrival at the Demon Continent, seeing it personally was incomparable. He made a promise to himself to one day take the girls to a traditional dwarven metropolis. 
 
    As they neared the border of the mesmerizing, floral city, a dozen silhouettes appeared on the horizon. Tina reacted to their presence instantly and started fulfilling her role as the captain of the squad, making use of all the training and lessons she’d received until that point. This was an official mission and the responsibility for everyone lay on her shoulders. 
 
    Asterios gave her side a delicate squeeze, supporting his beloved girlfriend with some gentle reassurance. He could feel the soft smile curling up her soft lips before Tina shot her fist into the air and began signaling orders as they came to a halt. All her subordinates fell into one of their defensive formations, bringing the most valued passengers into the middle. 
 
    Soon, the small shapes in the distance grew bigger and Tina’s team could recognize another aerial squad heading their way. It turned out to be well-armored elves riding on… hummingbirds. Such an unusual sight caught Asterios off-guard and a quiet chuckle escaped his lips. An energetic squeal of excitement reached his ears as Miria wasn’t able to hold herself back as much as him. Her flying partner did his best to politely quiet her down. 
 
    Returning his attention to the incoming figures, Asterios guessed that if humans had flying tigers as their flagship mounts, elves could very well have giant hummingbirds. It certainly fit their theme rather well. The usually small birds with extremely fast wings glittered in the sun like a rainbow thanks to their reflective feathers. They appeared royal, but not exactly dangerous. Which could be a completely misleading look. 
 
    The welcome party reached their position and stopped in a single file in front of them. One of the elves, a handsome blond man dressed in the most extravagant leather armor of emerald and brown, riding on the most flashy hummingbird, moved forward. He took a position between the two parties. 
 
    “Greetings, travelers. You are approaching the elven capital. I apologize for the inconvenience but I have to ask for your identification, destination, and purpose of visit if the previous is the Garden of Sinners. Mounted flying in a group bigger than two is unfortunately forbidden above the city,” he explained firmly but politely. 
 
    Esil flapped his wings and slowly brought Tina and Asterios in front of the man, angling himself slightly to let them see the other person better. Tina took a small breath to calm her nerves before answering. Asterios brought his hands away to not show anything improper on accident during an official dealing. 
 
    “Greetings, protector. My name is Tina Nobelle and I’m the captain of the Twelfth Regiment of the Royal Division, Codename Sunray. We are on a diplomatic mission taking place in the Garden of Sinners at the invitation of the esteemed Elf Queen. I am certain that our arrival should have been pronounced,” she replied with as much dignity as she could muster. 
 
    The blond elf scanned her figure attentively, then all the other beasts, and returned his eyes to Tina. “I understand. Are you able to provide valid proof to support your claim?” 
 
    She fished out a golden token out of the inner pocket of her jacket and showed it to him. The man inclined his head towards the insignia and she nodded. Having her approval, he brought his hummingbird closer with a nimble lunge and examined the token from up close before nodding in return. 
 
    “I have confirmed the authenticity of your words. Welcome to the Garden of Sinners, Miss Nobelle. My name is Kharis Oriralei and my squad will escort you to the landing pad. We have been awaiting your arrival with anticipation. Please, follow me.” He made a respectful bow.  
 
    The man put his fingers to his lips and whistled loudly. In a flash, all his subordinates surrounded them in a protective formation, most likely intended to escort important figures. Tina shared one more nod with him and made a few different signs with her fist in the air, watching as her own squad fell into a fitting order too. With everyone ready, they resumed their flight. 
 
    After the captain of the other squad was out of earshot, Tina finally sighed in relief, releasing the tension she’d been holding in her small body. Asterios rubbed her thigh and she smiled sweetly, taking a peek at him over her shoulder with a rosy tint coloring her pretty cheeks. 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad for my first-ever official exchange, right?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He snuck a quick peck onto that adorable flush and smiled back. “It was perfect. Have more confidence in yourself. Everyone starts somewhere and you’ve gone through lots of training during your free time.” 
 
    She held back the urge to kiss him on the lips in return and just nodded happily. All the thoughts about the meeting and Asterios disappeared from her mind a moment later as they flew over the more noble and royal part of the elven capital. The common architecture switched to an overwhelming use of white and emerald wood. All the buildings had a much more polished, beautiful, and lean style. They still retained many angles but those were more subdued, delicately accentuating the more refined fashion. 
 
    But, of course, the most eye-catching and awe-inspiring element of the entire district was the palace. 
 
    The massive structure stood atop a flat, grassy hill with four wide roads leading into it, one from each cardinal direction. The palace itself was constructed in a shape resembling a cross, with giant, arched gateways at the four edges. In the center, a massive dome rose from the very ground. From its peak, another one sprouted even higher, but elongated and with a swirling twirl. Everything was in the same white and emerald color palette. 
 
    It was pretty obvious at this point that elves loved their buildings curvy. 
 
    Kharis brought them to an empty landing pad right next to the palace as promised. All the tigers and birds touched the ground before Tina’s squad jumped off their mounts, assisting their passengers in getting down too. But, of course, girls like Miria or Selene descended by themselves, the first too hyped to care and the other a bit too prideful. 
 
    Asterios regrouped with everyone while Tina marched away with the other captain to lead her subordinates to the barracks, promising to rejoin everyone in a moment. It was her obligation and responsibility so no one minded waiting for her. They admired the sights in the meantime. 
 
    After she returned to them with a light jog, they finally left the landing zone and were intercepted by another party of elven sentinels, this time a ground squad. Equipped in similar leather armor, they carried more bows and spears which looked very ceremonial. Asterios and the girls followed them toward the palace. 
 
    They walked through a few streets on their way there and took in the people and their attire. It was clear that they were in a slightly more rich part of the capital, but the residents still dressed quite modestly, save for the official guards posted near some crucial locations like gates or arched passages.  
 
    Most elves wore smooth robes in white, green, brown, gold, and silver of varying combinations. For men, those usually were sleeveless up to their shoulders. For women, their slender or athletic legs were often on full display through the long cuts below their waist. Some also abandoned sleeves just like the men but it wasn’t as popular choice in their case. Capes and cloaks were the norm for both genders, though. 
 
    The escorts guided Asterios and the others straight to the palace. They went through one of the massive, arched gateways and entered a spacious, elongated hall, realizing that the arms of the cross they had seen from the sky were actually giant passages on the inside, with most facilities set up on the sides. The central dome was definitely the most important area. 
 
    As expected, they reached the entrance to said dome and entered the massive structure through an equally impressive wooden gate. On the other side, everything became much more irregular. Warm, brown hues dominated the hallways and the corridors looked like they were carved in the insides of one big tree. The passages twisted and turned in all planes, both vertical and horizontal. It was a mesh of tunnels but in wood instead of stone. And everything was perfectly polished, shining with quite the intensity. 
 
    Wandering through the unusual palace, their gazes roamed everywhere. There was just something enchanting about the entire thing. Asterios started wondering if it had been artificially created or if those hallways, chambers, and everything else had been carved inside a titanic tree long ago in the ancient past. There were quite a few legends about the Tree of Life around the world. 
 
    A few minutes of navigating the winding, carved, polished corridors later, they stood in front of another intricate gate. Their escorts stopped a distance from it and remained stationary. It was obvious that they were in front of the throne or audience hall. The six ornately-dressed guards in silver metal armor fitting their emerald robes were a good sign of that. Their weapons and gear were even more extravagant than anything Ast’s group had seen before. 
 
    Tina took a deep breath and approached the person looking like the head warden. Asterios and the others kept a distance to let her work without any distractions. They watched her exchange a few courtesies with the guard as they spoke about their visit and he signaled at the other elves. The big gate began opening inwards as Tina motioned at everyone to come. 
 
    The head sentinel led them inside and they stepped into a spacious, round chamber. The walls twisted in a single direction like a spiral, from the very ground to the very ceiling, joining at one single point, also made of warm, caramel wood. Or perhaps grown. 
 
    A long, lush, emerald carpet spanned between the entrance and the raised platform in the far back of the hall. A single throne stood atop it, obviously wooden too, with its backrest resembling the flat shape of a full-grown tree, save for the leaves. On that throne, sat a person. A woman. 
 
    Even if she didn’t sit on a throne in the middle of the elven palace, Asterios had no doubt that he would be able to recognize the queen anywhere else. He quickly understood Welrond’s joke about… personalities… from back when Tina had received her position in the Royal Division. 
 
    The Elf Queen wore a pale violet dress that didn’t leave anything to the imagination. And it truly meant anything. The sleek material tightly hugged her curvaceous body, fully exposing her long legs and wide hips, with just a single strip of almost see-through cloth hanging in between them, reaching the very floor. Her cleavage ran so deep that it even showcased her belly button, not to mention the inner sides of her voluptuous breasts. Her massive chest pushed forward so valiantly that her gown stretched heavily under their volume, coming at a sharp angle to her torso. 
 
    She had a youthful appearance, yet a mature visage. Dim silver hair ran down her back and shoulders, reaching her hips. Her icy blue eyes radiated an aura of wisdom and power. A calm, perhaps even cold expression painted her noble face, with a slight frown pinching her long brows. Asterios had a feeling that it never disappeared from the queen’s expression no matter what. 
 
    The head sentinel brought them in front of the raised platform, between the two rows of royal guards standing on both sides of the carpet. He bowed deeply while gesturing at the guests he had brought into the throne chamber. 
 
    “My Queen. I bring you the delegation from the Human Kingdom, led by Tina Nobelle, captain of the Twelfth Regiment of the Royal Division,” he announced. 
 
    The queen gestured at him silently and the man began heading back. Asterios, Tina, and the other girls assumed a respectful bow towards the woman on the throne too, just the way they had been instructed by Welrond and their teachers. Since they were on an official diplomatic delegation, they weren’t supposed to kneel in front of another ruler but show just enough courtesy to satisfy the customs. 
 
    She roamed her collected, piercing gaze over everyone before stopping at a certain duo. “I did not expect our reunion to take place under such unusual circumstances. Neither did I expect the two of you to come back willingly, without any incentive or decree.” 
 
    Her voice was fittingly cold and icy, which didn’t surprise Asterios. There had to be a reason the woman was called the Ice Queen, which definitely included her demeanor and neutral tone. Asterios allowed himself a peek over his shoulder, noting that her eyes stopped at Imadil and Cynthia, as expected. The father and daughter duo knelt on one knee behind them. 
 
    At her words, they unhurriedly stood up and the man cracked a small smile. “We did not expect this either, Queen Civienne. Alas, mysterious are the ways of the world. You never know where they will bring you next.” 
 
    Queen Civienne nodded at him curtly, her gaze remaining on him for a while longer before moving to Cynthia. Imadil’s daughter understood the unasked question immediately and also smiled softly. 
 
    “Greetings, Queen Civienne. I am well and so is my father. We apologize for such an abrupt visit. But, please do not mind us as we only accompany your important guest as his guides and advisors. It’s his first time in the Garden of Sinners,” she said. 
 
    Cynthia received the same treatment as her father before the queen’s gaze moved to Asterios. As the only other man in the group, it was pretty simple to deduce who was the invited lord of Glimmervale even if the queen wouldn’t know anything about his appearance for some miraculous reason. 
 
    “So, you are finally here. Welcome to the Garden of Sinners, Asterios Hestizo. I’m Queen Civienne Innanis. I have a request to ask of you, Drag—” 
 
    Suddenly, immense pressure descended on the throne chamber, interrupting the queen mid-sentence. The atmosphere grew heavy and intense in a blink as spiritual presence filled the air, spooking the guards standing in the two rows on both sides of the carpet. They quickly aimed their weapons towards the middle, at the only potential culprits behind the unexpected change, who remained unaffected. 
 
    Asterios glared at the queen, crimson wisps of power shimmering behind his vertical pupils. She held his gaze confidently, though he could easily tell how tense her muscles had turned as she gripped the armrests of her throne. He adjusted his outburst a little, realizing that the royal guards were barely standing straight under his spiritual pressure. 
 
    “I would like to request a private audience, Your Majesty, otherwise I kindly refuse any further debate,” he said firmly, trying not to sound too conceited, but it was quite tough under strong emotions. 
 
    The guards, regaining some of their bearings, ran towards him, pinning Asterios as the one causing this disrespect, and pointed the tips of their weapons at his throat from all sides. Miria let out a loud growl but he gestured at her to stay down. They had already escalated things quite far. There was no need for it to evolve into a fight. 
 
    Not that it would be that much of a fight. 
 
    Queen Civienne kept her eyes on his for a little longer before she flicked her wrist and dismissed her men. She stood up from her throne, her voluptuous chest making a hefty bounce, stretching the material of her skimpy dress even more, and silently walked to the side. Asterios nodded at the others and followed after her. 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia looked quite anxious as they entered a narrow passage leading out of the throne hall. The girls were tense too but for a different reason. They felt the same way as Asterios, understanding very well what the queen had been going to say before he had interrupted her. They didn’t like it in the slightest. 
 
    Soon, they reached an entrance to a smaller chamber. To the queen’s credit, Umbra hadn’t sensed any elves hidden in the shadows or anywhere else as he had during their first audience with Welrond. She was this confident in her safety, exposing her barely covered back to a group of strangers. Truly barely covered. The low cut running through the middle of it reached her very tailbone. Asterios felt like she would flash them a buttcheek if she set her foot on the ground a certain way. 
 
    They followed the silent woman into a decently-sized meeting room and took the spots around an oval table that literally grew out of the floor. The entrance sealed itself with shiny roots and the queen returned her focus to Asterios. 
 
    “Your request has been fulfilled,” she stated calmly. “Shall we continue where we left off?” 
 
    “How do you know Master is a Dragon?!” Miria asked with a growl before anyone else could speak. 
 
    “I have my sources. Ruling over a nation requires one to be able to gather information from all parts of the world,” the queen replied, her cold expression unchanging. 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on Miria’s head and ruffled through her hair to calm his fierce mate down a little. “I don’t really appreciate people blurting out my secrets to everyone around. I would have assumed that Your Majesty’s source knew enough to understand that this wasn’t exactly public information.” 
 
    “We have been amongst those that I trust. Everyone close to me is under an oath to not speak of anything that happens during official meetings unless ordered to,” she explained. 
 
    Asterios sighed heavily. “How many people already know?” 
 
    “Just my direct counselors and the Coven of Elders. Your two friends should be able to attest that any secrets are safe with them.” She glanced at Imadil and Cynthia. 
 
    “It’s as Auntie says. Their oaths are even more severe.” Cynthia nodded. 
 
    Asterios raised a brow at her but decided to ignore the new piece of information for now. 
 
    “What is the reason behind our summons, Your Majesty?” Silvia asked politely, though she too stared at the queen with a faint glare and blaze in her amber eyes. 
 
    Queen Civienne turned her attention to the fiery princess. “I’m glad to see you growing well, Little Kindling. You feel even more formidable than that child of a fool now. Perhaps it’s time he finally stepped down and passed the throne to someone competent.” 
 
    Her comment felt like it deserved a somewhat reminiscing smile or a soft smirk, but the woman’s expression remained unchanging. What definitely was at least partially an honest compliment didn’t seem that complimenting when given with such a cold tone. 
 
    “As for your question, I have been trying to get in touch with you because I am in need of your help.” She turned back to Asterios. 
 
    “Is it related to the summoning circle incident, Your Majesty?” Tina chimed in. 
 
    “I don’t think so, though I can’t be sure.” The queen shook her head. “It’s more of a personal request. I will reward you handsomely if you succeed in fulfilling it. Whatever you ask for, will be given to you or will be made happen. The sky is the limit.” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t exactly start on the best note, but we did come here on an official delegation to aid the Elf Nation with their troubles if there are any. Though, we thought they would be related to some evil organization connected to the abandoned circle,” Asterios said, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “My troubles might be connected to an evil organization, but I’m unsure if they are the ones involved with that ancient project to destabilize the nearby nations. They have been annihilated ages ago and the magical formation the humans unfortunately stumbled on in your lands was one of the forgotten remains from their operating days,” the woman explained coolly. 
 
    “So it really was what we assumed.” Grea grinned. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem, then?” Asterios inquired. 
 
    The queen stared at him in silence for a while, possibly making use of the last chance to reconsider if she really wanted to talk about her issue with them. They felt like it was something equally confidential to her as Ast’s true lineage was to him. The atmosphere grew heavy again, though without any use of spiritual pressure this time. 
 
    In the end, a tiny sigh escaped her lips as the queen came to a decision. “My… friend… became sick some time ago. They are very important to me. We have tried everything already and failed not only to heal them but even to diagnose what is wrong with their condition. Their body is clearly fighting against this malady but their life force is steadily sapping away due to the immense amount of energy they have to expend for that reason.” 
 
    “We are sorry to hear that.” Asterios respectfully lowered his head. “Your Majesty must have heard about my companion here and wished to meet them, then. We can certainly see what we can do.” 
 
    “No. While I heard about this winged lady being talented at Healing Magic, I wished to meet you.” She focused her gaze solely on him. “I would like to request you to examine my friend with your draconic sight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
The Queen’s Important Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios observed the queen with more attention. A brief silence fell onto the small, secure meeting chamber as they stared each other in the eyes, the expressions the both of them held never changing. The woman’s gaze was possibly the only thing he could get a read on considering her firm, almost expressionless facade. 
 
    He was pretty sure that knowledge about what the eyes of a True Dragon were wasn’t exactly a common thing, even amongst the highest-standing people. So far, he had met only one person who’d recognized it as Eyes of the World, and that was Radir, Grea’s father. He was a research freak just like his daughter so it wasn’t that surprising. 
 
    “So, your goal was me right from the start, because of what I am,” Asterios half-stated, half-asked. 
 
    Queen Civienne offered a curt nod. “Yes. Your ability is the only thing we haven’t had a chance to try. Save for some unsavory and unethical practices that neither we nor my friend would want to get in touch with even at the cost of our lives. Learning about your existence, I had to try bringing you here at all costs.” 
 
    “Then all that’s been happening around Glimmervale for a little while is Your Majesty’s doing, isn’t it?” Tina asked. 
 
    “I can’t deny that,” the queen replied calmly. 
 
    “Good thing she chose the polite way of befriending him rather than trying to take our big bad Dragon by force.” Grea grinned impishly. “Wood usually doesn’t tend to go well with flames.” 
 
    While the girls bantered with the queen, Asterios didn’t stop thinking about everything, especially the mentioned sources. It certainly wasn’t impossible for a monarch’s intelligence network to pick up all the little hints about his true identity from the bits he had shown around the world, like his wings, horns, tail, and other elements of his appearance. 
 
    But, that didn’t guarantee that he was a True Dragon with only so much. He could very well be a Lesser Dragon, or even just someone with the ability to shape his body in the resemblance of Dragons as a means of physical and spiritual reinforcement.  
 
    Or, matching his known occupation as a Summoner, it could be the quite normal ability to borrow multiple characteristics of his contracted familiars, out of which one could be a Wyvern, another a kind of horned monster, and so on. Sprouting wings and covering oneself in scales wasn’t something special. Even Tina had done that multiple times, including their duel in front of many officials and noble families. 
 
    Considering all the possibilities, the fact that the queen not only just knew about him being a True Dragon but even was completely confident in her belief, narrowed the scope of her potential sources quite a lot. There was still a chance that she had some extremely skilled spies and recon agents that had managed to come to a convincing conclusion, but that wasn’t so likely to be as accurate. He had a pretty good guess after analyzing all the queen had said so far. 
 
    “All in all, as the overseers of Glimmervale, we are definitely thankful for any input Your Majesty had into our small community,” Asterios rejoined the conversation.  “We would be glad to work together on a more official front, building a beneficial relationship between our people. Therefore, we would like to know a little more about your friend and their troubles, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Meeting with them would be the best option,” Bryn added politely, capturing the queen’s attention. “I understand that Your Majesty might have tried everything related to Healing Magic in this world, but perhaps knowledge from another realm could be of use. And, thanks to my master here, my prowess has risen sharply. Not meaning to boast, I am certain that I stand in line with my realm’s most powerful healers, possibly even atop them. I could give it a try too.” 
 
    “Too bad we can’t just bring them to the Spire and let the device have a try at the disease.” Miria scrunched her cute nose. “It didn’t exactly work with Master but he wasn’t actually injured in the end.” 
 
    Queen Civienne roamed her cold gaze over the two women and brought it back to Asterios. “It looks like the intel about a Summoner being able to call upon humanoid entities from other realms is completely valid. I won’t decline your generous offer. Many familiars specializing in recovery techniques have tried, but maybe your companion will be different.” 
 
    “We will certainly do whatever we can. Would you allow us to meet with your friend today, Your Majesty?” Asterios showed a small smile. 
 
    “If you give me an hour.” She nodded. “I need to send a word to them and it has to pass through all the checkpoints and sentries all the way to the lair. It’s not often anyone who isn’t the queen steps into it. Possibly never.” 
 
    “That is alright. It’s not a problem to take as much time as necessary. We’ll use that chance to grab something to eat after our journey.” Asterios glanced at his mates and received a range of approving smiles in return. 
 
    “Very well. It’s my duty to welcome the diplomatic delegation with the proper hospitality so I would like to invite your group to a dinner in the palace. If you accept, the royal guards will guide you to the dining hall,” the queen offered. 
 
    “It would be rude of us to decline.” He bowed respectfully. “Please, call for us whenever you are ready, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The girls showed some proper courtesy too and they all left the meeting room right after the queen. She brought them back to the throne chamber and instructed the left row of guards to show them to the dining hall. It looked like the queen’s protectors hadn’t moved an inch from their positions at the edges of the carpet since the eventful audience. 
 
    Queen Civienne left through a different hallway while Asterios and the girls walked out the same way they had been brought in. Four sentries escorted them into the winding, curly passage in front of the gate, two in the front and two in the back. Asterios realized that no one had approached them about their weapons and gear at any time and he guessed that perhaps it was thanks to their official position as Welrond’s envoys. Neither side would like to risk sparking a war between the nations by raising their blades at important figures. Excluding any justified situations like the one back in the throne room. 
 
    That, or the elves were just that confident in stopping anything they had in store. 
 
    After just a few longer strides, they reached the first intersection, and a familiar face flashed on the edge of everyone’s vision with an anxious, troubled expression. The second Ast’s eyes met the woman’s downcast gaze, Miria was already on the move with a terrifying growl. 
 
    The panthergirl moved faster than the guards could perceive it, her fur quickly crawling up her arms and legs. In a blink, she had the woman’s throat in a death grip and slammed the poor elf into the nearby wall with a loud thud and enough force to shake the hallway slightly, cracking the polished wood. 
 
    “You traitorous bitch!” Miria snarled as her lips twitched furiously, showcasing her sharp canines. “This is how you repay Master for cleaning up the mess your kind created near our home?!” 
 
    “Looks like the word of an elf doesn’t mean much in this realm,” Selene said with an icy tone, slowly joining Miria’s side with her white eyes glimmering fiercely and ten tails twitching threateningly behind her back. 
 
    Asterios looked at Fievedem’s figure pinned to the wall high enough for the elf woman’s feet to dangle in the air. She didn’t resist, nor did she try to loosen Miria’s grip on her throat, which clearly crushed her windpipe to its very limits. She just hung there limply, her face twisting from pain and lack of air, but a resigned expression peeked through that unsightly visage. 
 
    He wondered for a moment why the guards weren’t doing anything in front of such an aggressive act and noticed that only their eyes were moving in panic. The fox lady had literally put them in stasis with her spiritual energy, tightly wrapping them up in a barely noticeable coat of cerulean mana. It wasn’t that they hadn’t acted, they just couldn’t. 
 
    Before things escalated too far, Asterios stepped closer to the three women, the other girls following after him silently. Miria often pinned herself as the least smart and clever out of their entire group, but she clearly downplayed her wits and intelligence. She was bright enough to come to the same conclusion as Asterios and most likely the rest of his mates, reacting so quickly and strongly towards Fievedem due to her deep love for her master, possibly even the deepest out of all of them. 
 
    Ast’s hand rested on Miria’s shoulders and he gave it an affectionate squeeze. The panthergirl’s growls toned down a bit, turning from deafening reverberations to just a threatening murmur. She loosened her grip on Fievedem’s throat, and when Asterios squeezed her shoulder once more, she fully let go of the woman, who fell to her knees, wheezing desperately. 
 
    Before she even regained the ability to speak, Fievedem held up a hand towards the frozen guards in what clearly was the universal sign of stay back. Asterios offered her help and she shakily accepted his forearm with a wry smile. Deep, red marks coiled around her throat, revealing just how much strength Miria had put into her hold. 
 
    “Don’t… attack…” Fievedem managed between her breaths, sounding parched. “They are… justified…” 
 
    Bryn’s golden mana swirled through the air and surrounded the woman’s neck. Within a few seconds, all the evidence of their earlier scuffle disappeared and Fievedem took a deep breath, sighing in relief. With some trouble, she met Ast’s calm eyes. 
 
    “Didn’t you swear a magical oath not to reveal anything about me?” he asked with a firm tone. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” she replied, lowering her head. 
 
    Grea scoffed on the side. It was obvious that she was holding herself back from launching a chain of expletives at the elf scholar. Asterios really appreciated it. 
 
    “I didn’t say a word, just as I promised. I still can’t,” Fievedem continued. 
 
    “Why should we trust anything you say?” Silvia crossed her arms over her chestplate. 
 
    “I will explain everything, just please, let us move to a more secure area,” the woman pleaded. 
 
    Asterios understood from her distressed gaze that what she was going to say wasn’t something she should be sharing with them, possibly even being linked to the queen’s confidential, secret information network. He nodded at her faintly and turned to Selene. The shimmering fox lady let out a quiet sigh and the four guards staggered. 
 
    They immediately reached for their weapons and aimed them at the party but Fievedem hastily raised her hands at them. 
 
    “No, stop! They have all the right! This is a private matter where I gravely wronged them! My life is in their hands as per our traditions!” She glared at each of the men. 
 
    The guards visibly hesitated before sheathing their weapons. Just a mention of their traditions turned them almost indifferent to the caused commotion. Ast’s party could still get berated for damaging the palace walls but it didn’t feel like anyone would care for Fievedem anymore. It was both astonishing and terrifying at the same time. 
 
    She regathered herself, as much as she could in a quick time, and took the lead from the guards. They followed their past ally through a few curling, uneven corridors before stopping in front of an arched door made of intertwined roots. That seemed like a recurring theme inside the palace. 
 
    Fievedem stepped inside and everyone followed, save for the guards. They stood on the sides of the entrance on the outside as she requested them to remain there. It was a small living chamber with a bed, a desk, some cupboards, a wardrobe, and a few pieces of other furniture. Everything was carved out of bright wood. Or perhaps woven was the better expression. Every part of it looked natural, almost as if it had grown into its shape. 
 
    “Umbra,” Asterios called and his shadow flickered ominously. 
 
    Fievedem flinched as it suddenly shot to the sides and swallowed the entire room in pure darkness. She shuddered heavily with wide eyes at the sight of the soul-sucking emptiness, turning around frantically. Still, their figures remained perfectly illuminated in that deep darkness, creating quite an eerie vibe. 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “If your people have ways to get past your sacred oaths, I can’t be certain that they aren’t able to bypass silencing wards either,” Asterios answered. “Nothing will reach us here so speak freely. You technically aren’t in Kraedorion anymore.” 
 
    “And if you get any funny ideas, no one will ever know what happened to your body and soul.” Umbra’s ancient, booming voice threatened from all around. “I’m watching your mind, mortal.” 
 
    She swallowed thickly and nodded. “I made a mistake.” 
 
    “We already heard that one.” Grea sneered. “Explain yourself properly before I show you what other uses these hands have besides turning men into melted puddles of moans and gibberish. And trust me, I’m not behind on female anatomy either. I know where it hurts the most.” 
 
    Asterios raised a brow at his demon mate and she flashed him a tiny smile on her tensed lips. He allowed himself a quiet chuckle and shook his head. Grea’s way of showing concern for him was as colorful as everything else she did. And the more serious or nervous she was, the craftier and lewder her insults got. He really loved his ex-professor’s personality so much. 
 
    “I should have expected this outcome, but I didn’t think about it back then after the fight, and wronged you greatly, even if it wasn’t my intention.” Fievedem dropped her gaze to the nonexistent floor. “I reported to the queen with a concise and professional description of the unfortunate events. I dutifully omitted all the parts related to your identity, specific powers, or everything else that could give away your secret.” 
 
    “How did she learn about it, then? Was it from you or not?” Selene questioned the elf woman. 
 
    “It was…” Fievedem sighed and Miria’s growls echoed again. “Our queen is unimaginably sharp. She appears extremely cold and indifferent, but she is… obsessed with the well-being of our people. She won’t stop at anything to assure that we are safe. She easily figured out that, while I wasn’t lying to her, I wasn’t telling her everything. Even though I never mentioned the oath, she picked up on the hints that I took verbal secrecy just from the words I used to avoid talking about it.” 
 
    “I think I can see where this is going,” Imadil joined in for the first time since his brief chat with the queen at the throne chamber. 
 
    He rubbed his chin while Cynthia had an apologetic smile on her lips, directed at Asterios. “Under different circumstances, it could have been us in Fievedem’s place. We made the same mistake. We should rectify it before leaving this room.” 
 
    Asterios turned back to Fievedem and she noticed the faint curiosity in his and everyone else’s eyes. 
 
    “There is a way to bypass the oath me and my subordinates took. We can’t speak, write, draw, or mention anything on our own, but it’s a different topic for memory reading,” she started explaining. “I could not refuse the order to let the queen use her magic artifact to examine my mind or I would be branded for treason against our race. She is authorized to request the screening of every single citizen of our nation and everyone is taught that early after birth or becoming part of our community. Due to how rarely it ever happens, people tend to forget about it.” 
 
    Asterios sighed while rubbing his forehead. What she’d said was logical and he could very well understand it. One of the queen’s trusted agents had been acting dodgy so she must have been worried that Fievedem was compromised, perhaps even connected to the organization that had been working on the circles. 
 
    “I will not apologize,” Miria hissed from between her clenched teeth. 
 
    “I don’t expect an apology.” Fievedem shook her head. “As I said, I wronged you, and as per traditions, you have all the right to punish me however you see fit. Death isn’t an exception.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to take your life,” Asterios said. “There’s no point after the queen has already learned everything from you. I’m not that petty.” 
 
    A small smile tugged the corners of her lips up and she bowed her head low. 
 
    “What did you mean about rectifying the mistake?” He turned to the father and daughter duo. 
 
    “Verbal secrecy isn’t the only type of an oath our kind can take,” Imadil replied. “There’s a much more complex one, rarely used, which also locks the person’s memories from being accessed. Something like a seal preventing unauthorized entry. It takes a moment to forge, and you end up with a barely noticeable tingle in your mind for as long as it’s there, like a bump on your head, but works properly for what it’s worth.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s not impossible to break it, but there is a high risk of the sworn person’s death if it’s being brute-forced with magic. Everything is lost at the last point since we can’t really read a dead person’s mind.” Cynthia showed a slight grimace on her youthful face. “Unless you dabble in some forbidden practices related to necromancy and such. But, at that point, it doesn’t matter what kind of safety you put on a person holding the secrets.” 
 
    “The Coven of Elders that the queen mentioned is sworn under that exact oath, using the most powerful version of it. They are ready to die to keep their knowledge within their heads, perhaps choosing to commit suicide before letting someone try to break the seals,” her father continued. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to use a seal that attacks the attacker rather than the one being attacked?” Miria tilted her head, again disproving her claims of being the silly one. 
 
    “Obviously. But that’s much more complex magic. Twice if not thrice harder to pull off. You need an incredible sealing master with deep, almost ancient knowledge. The oaths that we are talking about are something innate for our race, connected to our spiritual energy. It responds to our vocal prayer and changes on its own,” Imadil answered. 
 
    Miria turned her gaze to Asterios and he was pretty sure he knew what she was thinking about. The seal on his own memories. It did protect his mind from everyone, including himself, and they had seen what it could do to those who had attempted to pillage Ast’s brain. And that gave Asterios an idea. 
 
    “Do you think he could do it?” He glanced at Grea. 
 
    She pursed her lips, quickly catching onto his thoughts too. “The fuck if I know? After he studied it so much, maybe?” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one way to know.” Asterios shrugged. “Umbra?” 
 
    Radir’s figure suddenly popped into existence between them. 
 
    “AH! What in the darkest and deepest abyssal asshole is going on here?!” Grea’s father shouted in alarm, throwing his gaze everywhere around. 
 
    A solid smack in the back of his head calmed him down, coming from his dear daughter, of course. “Zip it, old man. We have a question for you.” 
 
    He noticed everyone and grinned while massaging his skull. “Sure. Anything for my beloved daughter’s handsome boyfriend.” 
 
    Another hit connected with his body, this time a fist straight into the stomach, causing him to reel forward. Grea snorted while shaking her head. 
 
    “Can you replicate the seal? Without having it block the target’s own memories? Or something similar?” she asked. 
 
    “The seal?” He raised a brow at her. “I can imitate it. As hard as it is to admit, I’m nowhere near the level of the person who put it there. But, I should be able to achieve something close.” 
 
    “Are you able to make it so that the affected person can decide if the counterattack is lethal or not?” Asterios threw in his own question. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be that much of a problem. But, mana will be the main issue. It will require an enormous amount of spiritual energy. Unfortunately, I’m not you.” Radir sighed. 
 
    “I will assist. Asterios can channel it through me,” Grea offered. 
 
    “Then all we lack are the formations.” He scratched his chin. 
 
    “Open your mind,” Umbra spoke again with the same, ancient tone. 
 
    Radir shuddered, but a moment later, dark purple lines materialized all around, locking them in a cube. He turned to Asterios with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Can I borrow him more often?” His eyes glowed stronger from excitement. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” Asterios chuckled lightly and turned to the trio of elves. “Would you mind using our oaths?” 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia exchanged glances before nodding. “We trust you.” 
 
    He raised a brow at Fievedem. 
 
    “My life is in your hands. I’m obliged to accept.” She lowered her head respectfully. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get to it, then. I was in the middle of something big.” Radir snickered to himself, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “Whose tits were you fucking this time?” Grea snorted. 
 
    He ignored her jab at him and closed his eyes, opening the third one. She winked at Asterios and did the same. Her father knelt down to touch the patterns while she extended her arms straight to the sides. Asterios came closer and reached for both of his draconic energies, changing his appearance accordingly. Taking hold of them, he pushed the powerful helix into Grea’s circuits through her back. 
 
    She gasped sharply and a lustful groan escaped her throat, causing her entire frame to shiver. Her teeth stabbed into her bottom lip as her knees banged together with an audible thump. 
 
    “Mhhhhhmmmm… Harder…” Grea moaned openly as the patterns started glowing intensely. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly while shaking his head. But, he decided to humor his beloved mate a little. Moving his palm lower, he trailed it down and rotated it just as his hand arrived at Grea’s tender behind. His fingers dipped between her cheeks and her knees almost buckled underneath her. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhnnnnnn~! Yessssssssss~! Fill me up until I buuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuurst~!” she screamed in ecstasy. 
 
    Wisps of spiritual energy flowed toward the three elves and coiled around their heads. Everyone watched with pure curiosity as misty sigils entered the trio’s foreheads one by one and the participants of the ritual frowned deeply while experiencing whatever sensation accompanied Radir’s magic. 
 
    After about five minutes of the energy entering the three heads and Grea moaning to the heavens without control, the arrays dimmed and returned to their flat purple shade. Grea trembled and almost fell forward but Asterios caught her in a hug, which evoked another sultry whine from the salacious lady. Radir sighed heavily and stood up with a faint wobble. 
 
    “Now, that’s what I call mana…” He giggled like a drunk girl. “Anyway, this should have worked. All memories related to you are locked and protected. It should apply to the following ones too. And I don’t think this interferes with the elven oaths. I was careful not to fuck with that since this works on a similar premise but more consciously. Unexplained, innate abilities tend to be wonky.” 
 
    “I can feel that slight mental bump in my mind so it does appear to have succeeded.” Imadil nodded. “I’m really curious how it would fare under pressure. But, I’m not going to intentionally expose it to potential breach so we might never know.” 
 
    The elf man stared at Asterios and Radir with slight awe in his eyes. Ast’s demon friend might have possibly achieved what he had deemed extremely difficult within a few breaths. 
 
    “Thank you, Radir. I appreciate your help. I’ll try to remind Umbra to give you a warning next time.” Asterios nodded at Grea’s father, hoisting the limp daughter over his shoulder. 
 
    Grea moaned at the slightest hint of motion, extremely sensitive after experiencing a dozen spiritual orgasms in a row. Radir grinned at them, showed Asterios a thumbs up, and flicked out of existence as fast as he had flicked in. 
 
    “Are we done discussing sensitive topics now?” Asterios turned to the elves. 
 
    “If you don’t have any further questions for me, I would say so,” Fievedem answered with a hesitant smile. 
 
    He walked closer to her, evoking an amorous whine with each step as Grea’s body bounced over his shoulder. “I understand that you didn’t have a choice. Let’s leave this behind us for now and get something to eat. The servants must be looking for us everywhere. I hope you can show us around after we get a moment of free time.” 
 
    She bowed politely with a more natural smile. “We made a promise and I will be happy to deliver it. I’ll await your familiar’s message. It doesn’t seem like he has any issues moving around the sacred sanctum.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled. There were almost no places Umbra couldn’t penetrate. It looked like the elven palace didn’t belong to that rare category. 
 
    In a flash, the darkness receded back into the corners of the room and uncovered everything. Fievedem roamed her gaze around so as to confirm that they really were back in what Asterios assumed was her personal chamber. He’d noticed a few things connected to Summoning Magic poking out of a crack or two. 
 
    She led them out and instructed the four guards to hastily take them to the dining hall. After arriving in a long chamber with a single, grown table spanning over the entire room, Asterios invited her to join them and everyone shared a meal together. The elves prepared many local delicacies to show their hospitality and the girls tried as many dishes as they could while listening to their elf friends talking about each plate. 
 
    About half an hour later, another royal guard came to inform them that the queen was ready and they wrapped up the incredible feast. He informed them that only Ast’s party was allowed to come so they had to bid a temporary farewell to the trio of elves, unfortunately. Fievedem, Cynthia, and Imadil must have not had a high enough clearance to visit the home of the queen’s friend. Or, she just didn’t want anyone more than necessary around them out of worry. 
 
    The guard guided them through the same winding, uneven corridors but they noticed that they were taking many more that descended deeper and deeper. After about ten minutes, they were brought in front of a massive, ornamental gate in the shape of a circle. It looked more like a well-protected vault with all the runes, enchantments, sigils, and patterns over its and entire chamber’s surface. It was still made of wood but Asterios had no doubt that it could withstand almost anything. 
 
    The queen nodded at them, dismissed the guard, and flicked her wrist. They noticed that she’d managed to somehow cut her finger with her nail. Before her blood dripped down onto the polished, wooden floor, she made a wide swing and an arc of scarlet liquid landed on the gate. 
 
    She healed her cut in an instant with a flash of green magic as the entire chamber came to life, glowing with a rainbow of colors emanated by all the runes and sigils. The whole place rumbled and shook as some kind of mechanism unlocked one by one. After the last tremor, the gate retreated into its frame in a spiraling motion originating from the center, resembling retracting tree roots. 
 
    Civienne gestured at them to follow and they entered an empty hallway as big as the gate itself. Contrary to all the other passages, it was straight and smooth, almost unnaturally. Wood white as marble made up all the surfaces, definitely extremely tough too. They reached another gate on the other end of the corridor, guarded by two fully-armored guards whose not even a fraction of skin showed up from behind the breathtaking amount of enchanted armor. Those two were like nothing they had seen before, even by the queen’s side. 
 
    She repeated the blood gesture and they pressed on. On the other side of the second gate, they found a cylindrical chamber with a total of nine exits. As they stared at the unusual room in awe, the queen arrived in the middle and hit a grown, wooden dais with her palm. 
 
    Immediately, the walls holding the gates jerked and started spinning counter-clockwise, gaining speed. It was actually one single wall and all the massive doors spun alongside it, soon becoming a complete blur. Civienne waited for about ten seconds and smacked the dais once more. 
 
    The gates gradually slowed down and the rotating wall clicked back into its locked position. No one could tell any difference between this and the previous state of the chamber. But, the queen left the raised panel and headed straight for one of the nine entrances with oozing confidence.  
 
    Asterios heard a thud behind him and found Miria sitting on the floor, clearly not by choice. She giggled at him with a faint blush while trying to steady her swaying head. He chuckled at his adorable mate who might have followed the spinning wall for a bit too long and crouched down to help the sweet panthergirl up, assisting her to the next gate, which the queen had already opened for them. 
 
    They walked into another spacious hallway, a perfect copy of the first one, save for one detail. After about twenty meters from the gate, the walls, the ceiling, and the floor disappeared. To be more precise, they became… mirrors. Their shoes tinked pleasantly on the tough yet perfectly clear, reflective surface. If not for the queen leading them, they wouldn’t be able to distinguish any directions besides the way they had come from. 
 
    Which disappeared a moment later as they supposedly took a turn they weren’t even aware of. 
 
    Miria and Tina got dizzy a bit as they were lost in that endless space of just their reflections and everyone huddled together. It felt like they would be gone forever in that horrifying maze the moment one of them fell behind a single step. Asterios strained his draconic sight to keep his eyes locked on the queen’s spiritual signature. His Eyes of the World were as lost inside the mirror corridor as everyone else’s and it made him very anxious. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, the queen stopped, glanced around, and cut her finger again. Instead of splashing her blood somewhere, she made a few calculated steps to the side, then to the front, then again to the side, and pressed her hand forward. It came into contact with a reflective surface that didn’t show their reflections and she drew some kind of a sigil on it. 
 
    A moment later, the mirror shimmered and rippled, revealing another gate just like the other ones. It opened slowly and they stepped into a simple, spacious corridor just like the first one. But, there was a difference too. It was lined up with even more of those elite guards, from start to finish, on both sides. Asterios counted a total of sixty of them. 
 
    They didn’t move an inch even as the queen walked between them and she didn’t pay them any attention either. The girls tried their best not to stare too much at the silent guardians of whatever was hidden behind all those safety measures. Suddenly, they were being eaten inside out by their curiosity about the queen’s… friend. 
 
    “This is the last one,” Queen Civienne broke the long silence. 
 
    She unlocked it with her blood, and a thunderous wave rolled through the hallway, making everyone jump, except for her. Asterios and the girls noticed that the guards had turned away from the opening entrance. The level of secrecy was completely off the charts. 
 
    But, the moment they stepped past the final gate, their breaths were taken away. 
 
    “Woaaaaaahhh…” Miria spun around with an awe-struck expression. “This is all… underground?” 
 
    They’d expected to find some kind of a hospitable chamber, but what greeted them was an entire landscape. Healthy, green grass covered the ground, riddled with a thick forest of lush trees. A bright, blue sky spanned above their heads, not a single cloud in sight. The sun shone from a central position, warmly illuminating everything. A single path led forward through the woods and they scrambled to follow the queen. 
 
    They walked the wide, dirt road while listening to calming sounds of nature. Soon, they arrived in front of a small clearing. In the middle of the beautiful, slightly raised glade, stood a charming, hexagonal bower shaped like it too had been grown out of the ground rather than carved. Inside the bower, sat a figure dressed in bright green robes and a cloak draped over their shoulders. Parts of their dark emerald hair fell out of the raised hood as they rested their elbows on a round table, holding their hand up while watching an adorable bird perched on their finger. 
 
    The sight was just so serene, calming, and pure that no one wanted to disrupt the picture-perfect scene. But, the queen arrived in front of the bower with the same, collected pace. Asterios and the girls kept some distance from her, still hesitant. The hooded figure noticed her approaching and turned its head toward the woman. Surprisingly, the bird hopped onto their shoulder as they lowered their hands to the table. 
 
    The mysterious person glanced at the queen, flashing a little more of their face and clothes under the cloak, revealing the secretive individual to be a woman. Then, her gaze moved to Asterios and he met her enchanting, deep emerald eye, the other one still hidden by the hood. 
 
    She stood up abruptly, startling the bird, and even the queen a little. Hastily stepping out of the bower, the cloaked woman strode past her royal friend with nimble, respectful grace, and a little urgency in her glamorous movement. Stopping before Asterios, she fell to one knee at once, pressing her fist into the lush grass right next to it, and lowering her head. 
 
    “Althea?” the queen called to her with a hint of hesitation and perhaps something akin to innate respect in her now slightly less cold tone. 
 
    “This lowly being pays respects to the Supreme One,” the woman pronounced with a rich, exquisite, melodic tone; not a single waver in her gentle voice. 
 
    Asterios looked down at her with a collected, neutral expression. 
 
    Even ignoring the woman’s distinct, vertical pupil he had seen a moment earlier, he knew. 
 
    She was a Dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
The Last of Us 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Althea, what are you doing?” The queen took a few steps towards her friend with a confused frown on her cold face. “You can’t move this abruptly.” 
 
    But, the mysterious woman didn’t pay any attention to her actions or words, remaining kneeling in front of Asterios. The girls behind him exchanged curious glances and a small smirk started forming on Grea’s lips. Before the mischievous demon lady got a chance to throw in any of her snarky comments, Selene sealed her mouth with her slender hand. She felt like it was important to leave the unusual situation to Asterios. 
 
    Queen Civienne crouched next to the woman and tried to slip an arm under her armpit. “You need to get up before your condition worsen—” 
 
    “Stop!” Althea pushed the queen softly; her voice firm yet devoid of any ire towards her friend. “I apologize in her stead, Supreme One. Please, find it in yourself to overlook our discourtesy.” 
 
    The Elf Queen backed away, looking between her friend and Asterios in turns. He could only smile wryly back at her, not knowing what exactly was going on. Well, he had some ideas and guesses. 
 
    “There’s no need for you to kneel. Please, stand up,” he addressed the woman in green. 
 
    She rose from the ground with a graceful but slightly unstable motion. The queen visibly held herself back from moving to support her, not wanting to anger her important friend any further. Even after standing up, the woman kept her head low in complete silence, holding her hands together over her waist. 
 
    “Can you look up and remove your hood?” Asterios asked calmly. 
 
    “Yes, I am capable of lifting my chin and pulling back my hood,” she replied methodically. 
 
    He sighed heavily as the girls smiled gently between themselves. “Alright, for us to even think about continuing this conversation, I’ll have you throw any expectations and assumptions out of the window right now. Treat us as equals at the very least.” 
 
    After a few seconds of deep consideration, the woman hesitantly raised her head and met Ast’s gaze slightly from below. The dark shadow cast by her deep hood partially hid her features, though the fact that part of her dark emerald hair obstructed her left eye was more than obvious with just the right one gleaming back at Asterios. She took a moment longer to search his eyes and face for some kind of an answer. 
 
    “This is not a trap. I swear it on whatever you want.” He tried to reassure her however he could. 
 
    “Can… Can you swear on your Heart?” she asked with a lot of uncertainty in her musical voice. 
 
    “I swear on not just one but both of my Hearts that I do not mean you any harm unless you first try harming any of my mates.” Asterios pressed a hand to his chest, figuring out what kind of heart she actually meant. 
 
    A delicate, ticklish rumble rolled through his torso and he looked himself over in surprise. It seemed like the word he had given was a bit heavier than he had expected. But, he wasn’t the only surprised one. The woman’s enchanting eye widened considerably too before she took a deep breath, stood a bit more confidently, and then wobbled on her legs. 
 
    The queen, assuming that it should be fine now, instantly jumped to lean her friend onto her shoulder.  
 
    Althea slowly fixed her posture and finally uncovered her head, letting her cloak reveal more of her robes too. As the previous slips and pieces had shown, those were a mix of bright green and white cloth flowing freely around her slender legs.  
 
    Her smooth stomach was left bare while two thin, wide straps of material crossed over her chest to partially hide her enticing breasts, showing a great deal of cleavage and skin at the top of those plump hills. 
 
    A sizable golden necklace with mesmerizing emerald gems embedded in it ran around her neck, resting on her collarbone and shoulders. Two white, semi-transparent veils were attached to the biggest, central crystal and flowed towards her upper arms, continuing behind her back. 
 
    She had waist-long dark green hair, slightly combed to the left. The way it fell onto her youthful, incredibly beautiful face, made it obscure a considerable part of it, including her left eye. The emerald strands wound up under her ears, heading to the back, and leaving her sharp but not as long as elven ears poking out of the emerald waves. A golden accessory close to a circlet or a tiara decorated her forehead, adding even more mystical vibes to the woman’s appearance. 
 
    The cloak she had been using to cover herself actually retreated from her shoulders and turned into something akin to a cape with a hood. It seemed to be attached to the firm necklace somewhere at the back, now accentuating her robes and sensual figure even more. Asterios and the girls had to agree that it was both a practical and fashionable piece of equipment. 
 
    “If you really have two Hearts and hold malicious intentions towards any of us, you definitely could have used just one of them in your oath,” Althea spoke more comfortably for the first time, matching Ast’s gaze with a bit less fear. 
 
    “It’s my first time ever doing it.” Asterios shrugged. “What happens when I break the promise?” 
 
    She searched his expression with a tiny frown, perhaps looking for any signs of a lie. “That would… hurt. A lot. The stronger the person, the higher chances of it being lethal. Powerful Dragons never swear on their Hearts as you can not predict what the future will bring.” 
 
    “Interesting.” He nodded, rubbing his chin. “It kind of favors the underdogs. But it also means that the weaker ones can be a bit more crafty with these oaths.” 
 
    “Even the weakest of Dragons don’t take them lightly. No one wants to take the risk.” She gently shook her head. “Which makes me wonder how come you sound like you are just learning about this.” 
 
    “Because I am?” Asterios raised a brow at her. “I’m not sure who exactly you take me for but you are most likely hugely mistaken. I assume you didn’t act like that because of my two Hearts since you seemed doubtful about my oath.” 
 
    “I did not pry into your source. I would not dare. It’s the fastest way to lose one’s life.” She showed the first sign of a barely noticeable smile. “Judging by the intensity of your aura, you are a True Dragon, aren’t you? What does a True Dragon need from the old, insignificant me?” 
 
    “I am, though it’s complicated.” He smiled back, gesturing with his head at the queen. “I was brought here to see if I can figure anything about the queen’s friend’s malady.” 
 
    “Friend’s?” Althea turned to the Elf Queen. “Did you knowingly bring him here? Have I not taught you enough about how foolish it is to come in contact with Dragons, not to mention True Dragons?” 
 
    Queen Civienne nodded firmly. “Yes, I did. He might be the only one able to help you, Althea. There is no need to worry. I know his character well and he passed my test.” 
 
    “Test?” Asterios furrowed his brows, not remembering any trial or challenge from the queen. 
 
    “In the throne room,” she replied, looking at him and the girls. “I apologize for deceiving all of you. The guards were deaf until we left.” 
 
    “What?” Tina glared at her. “That was intentional?” 
 
    “The most efficient way to learn a person’s true colors is to see how they react under the influence of strong emotions when their rationality is at its lowest,” the queen explained. 
 
    “And you decided to use Master’s secret to provoke him.” Miria growled at her, very unhappy about the entire situation. 
 
    Althea’s eyes shot wide again as her vertical pupils narrowed to thin slits and her head swiveled towards the silver-haired woman. 
 
    “Little Lavender!” She raised her voice for the first time, assuming a bit of a panicked, stern tone. “What did you do!?” 
 
    The tiniest trace of a blush blossomed on Civienne’s cheeks as she placed both hands on Althea’s shoulders. “Everything is alright. I trust the words and praises from that foolish human child, and the intel provided by one of our most loyal subjects. I’ve seen where his heart lies through many memories. He seems to be hiding his identity so I revealed that I know of it in a seemingly public setting. He did not take action, Althea. And even if he did, I prepared all the enchantments you taught me for the day we encounter another Dragon.” 
 
    “Oh, ancestors, hold me!” Althea mimicked fainting, though everyone could tell that she did in fact feel a little weak in the knees. “You reckless girl! Do you know how much danger you have been in?! You do not, for the love of all that’s in nature, incite a True Dragon! Ever! If your mother was here, she would have bent you over that table right now and spanked your impulsive butt until you couldn’t walk straight without medicinal diapers for a week! Heavens!” 
 
    By now, the queen’s cheeks were achieving a slightly more apparent shade of red as she did her best to keep her icy facade up. But, the totally crimson tips of her long, elf ears completely betrayed all her efforts. It looked like the relationship between the two women was a bit more complex than the queen had been letting on. 
 
    The girls tried to withhold their giggles while Asterios just smiled awkwardly at the slightly shorter lady scolding the ruler of all elves like a mother figure. Such an unexpected scene only lacked Althea grabbing Civienne’s ear to twist it in the form of a punishment for the disobedient child. 
 
    But, even though the Dragon woman had become quite lively, Asterios could tell that she was still struggling so he cleared his throat to bring the two out of their argument. 
 
    “I think we should move into the bower if neither of you minds. It’s certainly tiring to just stand out here in the open, even if this place is incredibly stunning,” he said, raising a brow at them. 
 
    “He is right, Althea.” The queen immediately picked up on his intentions. “You have to calm your mind and body. This isn’t good for you.” 
 
    Althea glared at her for a moment longer and let out a delicate sigh. “Let us sit, then. And you are not allowed to call me by my name until I judge that you understand how grave your mistake could have been.” 
 
    Civienne bowed respectfully without talking back. “Yes, Teacher.” 
 
    The Dragon lady nodded to herself and walked towards the bower, climbing back onto one of the benches attached to the hexagonal structure. The queen followed after her, taking up a spot next to the mysterious woman. Asterios and the girls squeezed around them, filling up the entire thing. To avoid making it uncomfortable, they put Asterios on Bryn’s lap and he didn’t protest. 
 
    “Let us start anew.” Althea showed a pretty smile at them. “My name is Althea and I’m a Lesser Dragon of the emerald bloodline. Those aren’t as meaningful as the True Dragon ones but we still associate ourselves with clans grouped by the color of our scales.” 
 
    “I’m Asterios Hestizo and I’m a True Dragon as you have already guessed. My blood ancestry has ties to the crimson bloodline, but I am also connected to the onyx clan through some kind of a spiritual accident that led to me possessing two Dragon Hearts. But, I’ve lived most of my life as a human and only recently learned about my lineages so my knowledge is extremely limited,” Asterios replied. 
 
    Althea shook her head in awe. “That’s completely unheard of. Your clans don’t even tolerate intermingling for the most part. I can’t imagine the uproar if they learned that you are a descendant of not one but two bloodlines. I assume you can access both, which makes you an even bigger threat.” 
 
    “I bet.” He chuckled lightly. “Especially since I seem to come down from the leaders of those factions. I’m quite certain that my biological father is a True Dragon named Red and the one I got my other ancestry from is called Black.” 
 
    “Oh, great ancestors…” Althea shivered lightly. “No wonder I felt so much pressure if what you are saying is true…” 
 
    “They must be really strong.” Silvia hummed to herself in wonder. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand.” The Dragon woman met her gaze. “These two can be considered the progenitors. They are the true fathers of Crimson and Onyx bloodlines which are amongst the rare lineages retaining their original leadership. At least considering the Great Division as the starting point of each clan. There isn’t that much known to us before it.” 
 
    “The Great Division?” Asterios looked at her curiously. 
 
    “An ancient myth. True Dragons were supposedly one giant community in the old age, all living together. Their scales glimmered like a rainbow as all the bloodlines coursed through their veins. But, at some point, Dragons covered in just a single color have been born after enough mingling between more and more diluted lineages. They are what we call the primordial ancestors. They are supposedly the ones who started fighting for supremacy and led the True Dragons to split into tightly-knit clans,” Althea replied. “But, that’s a very long tale. Perhaps for another time. I would like to get to know everyone else first.” 
 
    Asterios nodded at Miria and the panthergirl beamed a sunny smile at the Dragon lady. 
 
    “I’m Miria, a pantherkin! This is Selene, a foxkin; Tina and Silvia, humans; Grea, a demon; and Bryn, a valkyrja. We are all Master’s mates and love him so much! We are super happy to meet a Dragon that isn’t trying to instantly kill all of us!” The panthergirl giggled gleefully. 
 
    Althea moved her gaze to Asterios. “You really don’t seem like someone brought up by either of the clans. There’s no way they would ever consider taking lesser beings as their mates.” 
 
    He furrowed his brows at her and she quickly raised her hands from the table to direct her palms at him. 
 
    “I apologize. I didn’t mean it as an insult to you or any of them. I was just stating a fact. And as for me, I don’t consider anyone a lesser being. It would be hypocritical considering that I am one myself,” she calmly explained. 
 
    “Is that why I sometimes feel… superior… when looking at Lesser Dragons?” Asterios asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Definitely. Just like I feel inferior looking at you. It’s deeply ingrained in our blood. True Dragons never considered Lesser Dragons as their equals and treated us like servants, slaves. We couldn’t oppose their power and had no choice but to submit. No matter which individual shows up in front of us, kneeling and surrendering ourselves to their will is pretty much part of our survival instinct.” 
 
    “I hate it.” He sighed heavily and the girls next to him rested their hands on his shoulders and thighs. 
 
    “I’m… pleased to hear that.” Althea’s smile grew a bit more natural. 
 
    “Sooooooo… Who exactly are you and why are you locked… wherever this is?” Grea asked, dragging her words a little to probe if those topics weren’t too far. “I assume hiding or being held prisoner.” 
 
    “Are you aware of the times when True and Lesser Dragons roamed the lands of this realm?” The emerald-haired beauty turned to her. 
 
    “Yes, we do.” Tina nodded, leaning a bit more forward. “There are many legends about them, especially from the Age of Draconic Conquests. We learn about it in schools.” 
 
    “And I can almost ascertain that those tales are all true.” Althea’s face assumed a somewhat melancholic, reminiscing expression. “Even though most of the Dragons that had initially come to this realm were far, far descendants of the progenitors, nowhere as powerful, they still dominated this world for a long time. At least until the lesser races figured out how to empower themselves with magical equipment, which was born nowhere else but here.” 
 
    “Spellslingers,” Asterios chimed in and she smiled wider, skipping with her mesmerizing eyes to his right forearm. 
 
    “Equipped with tools capable of wounding and killing True Dragons, your ancestors almost completely wiped out all Dragons, who were too arrogant to admit defeat. Most bloodlines existing here were extinguished while only a few swallowed their pride and found a way to leave the realm together,” Althea continued her story. “They took most of the enslaved Lesser Dragons with them, leaving only a small group of us behind. Those were either hunted down or went into hiding. I’m one of the few survivors that remained in this realm up to this day. To avoid my cruel fate, I swore an oath on my Heart towards the Elf Queen, becoming the guardian and caretaker of the sacred Tree of Life, promising to share my wisdom and protection with their kind for years to come.” 
 
    “The Tree of Life was real?” Grea’s eyes opened to the brim. 
 
    “The Tree of Life is real.” The Dragon lady smiled at her kindly. 
 
    Althea snapped her fingers and the roof of the bower began slithering away, soon retreating down the wooden posts supporting it, taking those too until everything merged with the half-walls surrounding the benches. The clear sky was fully revealed above their heads. She directed her face towards it and everyone followed the motion. 
 
    With another snap… the sun disappeared. 
 
    Alongside the blinding sun, the pretty blue sky was gone too, replaced by a slightly dark, even surface of a pure white dome carved out of beautiful marble. Glowing crystals of all existing colors were embedded in it, creating vertical rows that ran from the top to the very bottom of the cupola. At the very center, something poked out of a wide, circular hole, and everyone soon realized that those were massive, thick roots of an unimaginably big tree that filled the gap like a swollen finger in a too-tight ring. They extended to the sides and reached almost halfway down the round walls, previously hidden behind the illusion of the sun and sky. 
 
    “I can’t believe it…” Tina whispered in awe. “I thought it was just a legend…” 
 
    Althea chuckled quietly as they sat there in semi-darkness. “The elves put a lot of effort to remove all the traces of the Tree of Life from this realm’s history, making it look like it’s long gone. As you can imagine, it was always a massive target that lured nefarious figures in, especially True Dragons.” 
 
    “Yeah. If there’s even a grain of truth in the tales of its boons then that’s not even up to discussion.” Grea released a breath full of admiration too. 
 
    “There is. And it made the life of everyone living around it almost insufferable, even considering those boons.” Another reminiscing smile found its way onto the Dragon woman’s lips. “That’s why they finally decided that things had to change. Inciting a bunch of haughty True Dragons, the elves made them light up almost the entire Tree on fire. It burned to the very ground in front of everyone’s eyes. But, what happened underneath the earth, no one but the elves knew.” 
 
    “They must have cut it down at its core and somehow prevented it from regrowing.” Bryn’s face lit up in realization. “That’s what this chamber and all those crystals are for. They drain the tree just barely enough for it to stay alive but not regenerate.” 
 
    “You are partially correct.” Althea nodded at her gently. “It is also my hiding lair. I helped with its construction and with the entire operation. I’m closely attuned to nature, you see. I was there when the Tree fell, and even before. I did not think at that time that it would serve such a purpose, but the immense spiritual presence of the Tree is perfect to mask everything else.” 
 
    “Amazing!” Miria almost vibrated in her seat. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Asterios caressed her fluffy ears while admiring the roots and the dome. “But, it’s also an incredible secret. Both about you and the Tree of Life. It’s not something you share with complete strangers who could have come to exploit you.” 
 
    Althea turned to him with a kind expression. “Albeit rash and hard-headed at times, I trust Little Lavender's judgment.” 
 
    “Teache—” 
 
    “You will not reclaim your name until I say so either.” She leveled a stern glare at the faintly blushing queen until the other woman relented and Althea could return her gaze to him. “She brought you here in good faith, even if greatly underestimating the scale of things related to your true identity, and I believe in this little troublemaker’s assessment.” 
 
    “I’m not a kid anymore… I’m hundreds of years old…” Civienne whispered under her breath, which didn’t escape Ast’s and the girls’ heightened senses. 
 
    “Besides, they can just demand us to take their oaths.” Grea sneered, crossing her arms under her chest. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Althea replied. 
 
    “How so?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “They won’t work on you.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why?”  
 
    A mysterious smile tugged at her lips. “Because I am the one who created them.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
Nature Always Finds a Way 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by created them?” Grea was the first one to ask. 
 
    “Exactly what you think,” the queen replied with a barely noticeable hint of a smile tugging on her firm lips, definitely relishing in the awed expressions of Miria and a few other girls. 
 
    Althea shook her head at the interruption and turned to Asterios to continue. “The secret of the Tree and everything that happened had to be preserved. No one could predict what would be the reaction of other races to the news of the Tree of Life still existing. Naturally, its existence would be known only to the most important people in the nation, which included the queen and the Elders, but they still needed a way to assure that no one would willingly or not give it away perchance they had learned about it. They needed control.” 
 
    She glanced up and everyone followed the Dragon lady’s gaze, staring at the massive tree roots covering most of the ceiling. 
 
    “My spiritual aspect is nature. Back then, when I was still at the peak of my strength, I managed to commune with the Tree of Life.” A reminiscing smile snuck onto her soft lips. “I tapped into its energy and it helped me construct the binding spell involving the entire elven race. Every single elf is born with a connection to the Tree, no matter where the miracle of life happens. Since the Tree can’t exert any direct, external influence over its subjects, it used me as an intermediary, letting me take control of the magic.” 
 
    “Is that why it won’t affect us? Because we aren’t elves?” Tina wondered out loud. 
 
    “Not exactly.” The woman shook her head. “Other races can still be bound by the same oaths as long as those are taken in the close vicinity of the Tree or any elf since every person shares the aforementioned connection with it. My magic would still be able to affect you. But, the same can’t be said about your man.” 
 
    Asterios cocked his head to the back in understanding. “Because you are a Lesser Dragon.” 
 
    “Correct.” She nodded gently. “The spell can settle in your mind and give you a little tickle whenever you try to break the oath, but you can easily overpower it with the might of your will. Even more so with not just one but two Dragon’s Hearts at your disposal. You are basically twice as strong as any other True Dragon.” 
 
    “Weren’t Dragons part of the beings that had more than one source?” Miria tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “While certainly a dense hub of spiritual energy, a Dragon’s Heart is not the same thing as a source by common understanding. Both Lesser and True Dragons can have more than one source but only a single Heart,” Althea replied. 
 
    “Ah. I see.” Selene rubbed her chin. “For other entities, even the ones that can peer into the spiritual, those would be hard to distinguish, right? So, someone could see two sources inside a Dragon but wouldn’t be aware that one of them is a Heart?” 
 
    “Correct again.” The emerald-haired beauty smiled at her and Asterios. “You have surrounded yourself with smart mates.” 
 
    Miria’s ears flattened a tiny bit but Asterios quickly caressed them lovingly and leaned to the side to place a delicate peck on the panthergirl’s cheek. “Asking the right questions about things you don’t know is as smart as knowing the answers. Thanks to you, Selene was able to figure things out. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
    She met his eyes with a gaze brimming with affection and started purring sweetly. Asterios let Miria rub her cheek into his, enjoying both the adorable sound and the pleasant skin contact coming from his precious mate. Not wanting to rob Miria of the comfortable moment, he guided her face to his neck before returning his focus to the Dragon lady. 
 
    “I can’t believe that even my Third Eye wasn’t able to pick up a difference at first,” Grea commented from the side. 
 
    “Are you able to now?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    She grinned at him with a proud smirk and her Third Eye slowly revealed itself. “It certainly isn’t fucking easy to look at you without feeling like my head is going to burst, but yeah, I am. The difference is truly minuscule, though. I have to focus harder than when I’m trying not to gag as you are pounding my throat with your fat, thick cock. Even then, I feel like I wouldn’t be able to tell without knowing what I’m looking for. All three sources are just so similar.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at the comparison as the girls chuckled, all of them quite used to Grea’s flowery language. She nibbled lightly on her bottom lip while shooting him a sultry look, knowing perfectly well what effect her intentional teasing had on everyone. There wasn’t a moment Grea wouldn’t try to rile him up a little bit. 
 
    “Wait. Three?” Althea’s eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “Yes?” Asterios looked back at her in mild confusion, uncertain why she seemed shocked. “Didn’t you say that Dragons could have multiple?” 
 
    “Certainly, I did, but… You have two Hearts…” she whispered more to herself than the others. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Silvia asked. 
 
    Althea looked at Asterios with newfound curiosity. “A Dragon’s Heart is like a more powerful source, speaking in the simplest terms. For us, Lesser Dragons, we are usually born with just our Heart, which would make us single-source entities in the eyes of your people. Rarely, a strong one can be born amongst us, bearing a Heart and a source. That usually happens after a union with a True Dragon. Well, I say union, but…” 
 
    The way she uncomfortably moved her gaze to the side gave Asterios enough answers not to pry further. Considering what he knew about the hierarchy in a True Dragon’s entourage, and what he had just learned about the treatment Lesser Dragons were subjected to, it wasn’t hard to imagine what situation they usually ended up in after being picked up by a True Dragon. And it definitely did not resemble the way he picked up his mates. 
 
    He sent Althea a fleeting nod while closing his eyes briefly. As he’d hoped, she noticed the gesture and a slightly more relaxed, appreciative smile painted her beautiful lips. The others seemed to miss their brief exchange and allowed her to continue without having to expand on her latest comment. 
 
    “As for True Dragons, they are born with a Heart and a source by default. There is a chance that a powerful individual will have a second source but that’s incredibly rare.” She stopped for a moment as her brows delicately rose up. “Actually, it hasn’t always been that unprecedented. Before the Great Division, the multi-colored True Dragons were definitely much stronger than the current, separated lineages, certainly having more than one source alongside their Dragon’s Heart.” 
 
    “It sounds like their kind fell really hard,” Bryn said and Asterios sent some cheering thoughts her way. 
 
    He could feel the connection she was feeling between their people. Both had been most likely the strongest beings in plenty if not all of their realms before a tragic event changed everything. The current True Dragons and valkyrjas were nowhere close to their ancient predecessors as their strength and potential had degraded over time. 
 
    Though, that didn’t exactly include Bryn anymore, thanks to Asterios. She had pushed past her limits and stepped onto a path the one called the first Sky Queen had walked ages ago. As much as the humble Valkyrie wanted to deny turning into a stronger version of her kind after becoming his mate, the way her halo, which was the equivalent of spiritual circuits for her people, had evolved, left no doubt about that. 
 
    ~Thank you, Master,~ Bryn whispered to him through their bond, sensing his deep feelings. 
 
    “So, I’m one of those rare individuals, then?” He resumed the conversation after their short moment. 
 
    “I haven’t finished yet.” Althea showed a faint smirk. “The point towards which I was heading is the fact that, no matter what, there’s always only one Dragon’s Heart. Because of how powerful it is. Technically speaking, even though it’s definitely far from accurate, one Dragon’s Heart could be compared to two or three normal Dragon sources. And there’s obviously a limit to how much one’s body, mind, and spirit can withstand.” 
 
    “Ah. The current True Dragons aren’t as strong as the ancient ones, including the progenitors.” Tina gasped quietly, looking like she’d caught on. 
 
    “Yes, including the progenitors. And their descendants, of course.” Althea nodded at her graciously. “An entity born with two Dragon’s Hearts shouldn’t be capable of bearing even a single additional source alongside them. Even just the Hearts would be pushing their limits to the extreme. I’m not saying that you are weak, Asterios, but even having in mind your roots, I can’t fathom how you were brought into this world with two Hearts and a source. Who was your other parent? Someone even more ancient than the old True Dragons?” 
 
    Asterios turned his face to exchange glances with Selene. “My mother is supposedly the ancestor of my mate here. I don’t think Spiritual Foxes, even those of the Moonborn bloodline, are above a True Dragon. The current True Dragon.” 
 
    Althea eyed Selene up attentively, her gleaming, bright emerald eyes brimming with energy. “You would be right. Not to sound rude, but a child of such a pair shouldn’t be this… remarkable. Two Hearts and a source. How?” 
 
    “It’s super mysterious and intriguing, right?” Miria beamed at the woman, her tail dancing gleefully. “I was so surprised when we learned about Master’s sealed Dragon’s Heart, and then the other half that had been taken away from him. But, even with only his source in the beginning, I always knew how amazing Master is!” 
 
    A deep frown scrunched the Dragon lady’s forehead. “Only his source in the beginning…?” 
 
    As she looked between him and the panthergirl, Asterios sighed heavily and decided to explain a little. 
 
    “We are on a small quest to discover what exactly is my past and origins, but I haven’t always been like… this. Back in the day, I had only one source like all other humans. I thought it was incredibly weak and struggled with my Summoning Magic a lot. But, it turned out that it wasn’t exactly my source’s fault. There was a tight seal on my crimson Dragon’s Heart, hiding it away from me completely. Still, all the beasts somewhat sensed my potential and avoided me,” he began. 
 
    “Their loss.” Miria snuggled his arm into her chest, purring lovingly. “I would jump at the chance to come to you just like I had in the past no matter when and how I would have gotten that opportunity, Master.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “Things changed after that as I started using my draconic mana openly. I barely reached for my normal source anymore. But, later we met someone who said that I’m not whole. Things happened and we found out that I had a second Dragon’s Heart, coming from Black, most likely due to the wound he left on my actual father during their fight. Red had somehow extracted it from my body when I was little, then sealed the other one, and my memories, finally dropping me off in a village he razed so that both he and I were safe from his enemies.” 
 
    “We regained Master’s other Heart just recently from my world as he helped my people reclaim a long-lost facility,” Bryn added with a radiant smile. 
 
    Althea looked stunned, glancing between all the women sitting around the wooden table. Whoever her eyes landed on, nodded at her firmly, confirming Ast’s story. She finally stopped after a while, raised one hand in the air between them, and used the other to rub her eyes. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait. So, you are saying that there was a time when you had no Hearts at all?” she asked slowly, but before anyone could answer, she continued on her own. “Oh, great ancestors… It can’t be…” 
 
    Her eyelids rose and her colorful irises glowed brightly, gleaming with power. Asterios could feel her scrutinizing gaze on himself, peering deep into his spiritual structure. After a second or two, Althea’s pupils narrowed so much they were barely visible over the hypnotizing green of her enchanting eyes. 
 
    “It is…” she whispered in awe. 
 
    “What is?” Asterios frowned. 
 
    But, instead of words, it was blood that left the Dragon woman’s mouth as she entered a strong coughing fit. The queen gasped in panic and held her steady as Althea fell a bit forward and tried to reclaim control over her shuddering body. More blood sputtered out of her lips as she covered them with her slender hand. 
 
    “Do you have a death wish?!” Civienne shouted angrily, though Asterios and the girls could feel the worry and anxiety in the queen’s voice. “You shouldn’t even move, not to mention using any of your magic! You stupid grandma! Who is going to scold me for every little thing I do after you are gone?!” 
 
    A small smile forced itself onto Althea’s strained lips. The queen had broken her cold facade even further in front of them. Though, Asterios wasn’t exactly sure if it really was a facade in the end. It might just be that her teacher and caretaker’s condition brought even the most suppressed feelings and emotions out of her cold heart. 
 
    “Bryn.” Asterios’ head snapped to his beautiful, winged healer and the Valkyrie acted without a hint of hesitation. 
 
    Golden threads of spiritual energy filled the air around them as Bryn closed her eyes and made a triangular shape with her palms. A small light construct began spinning in the gap between them as her complex halo materialized over her head and started to glow brightly. She put her everything in the spell and felt an additional stream of mana surge into her body, feeling her with warmth, and also love. Trying not to break her concentration by smiling, she focused fully on treating the hurting woman as much as she could. 
 
    A few short minutes passed in complete silence, though it might have very well felt like hours to the queen and Asterios. When the golden light finally receded and Bryn exhaled deeply, Althea looked a bit better, at least not coughing up blood anymore. Asterios took hold of Bryn’s palms, still forming a triangle in front of him, and brought them up to his lips so he could place an appreciative kiss on top of her hand. She leaned into his back and rested her chin on his shoulder. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Asterios asked, directing his question at Althea as the queen helped the woman sit straight again. 
 
    “Thanks to your mate, yes.” She nodded lightly. “Though, not for long.” 
 
    “No amount of healing can nullify the malady plaguing her. It always catches up after a while,” the queen explained and regarded Asterios with a hopeful look. “We really need your help. I will do anything in my power to reward you appropriately. Just, please, save her life.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if I can,” Asterios replied honestly. “But I will do whatever I can to try.” 
 
    “Let us finish the previous thought first, then we can tackle the mess my Little Lavender has created.” A soft chuckle escaped Althea’s lips. “I’ve never ever heard of anything like this happening. The world truly is a vast and magical place.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What did you see?” Grea pressed the woman. 
 
    “You weren’t born with this source.” Althea met Ast’s gaze. 
 
    “What?” He couldn’t do anything else than stare at her blankly. 
 
    “You were born with two Dragon’s Hearts. And that’s all. Nothing else was able to fit in your body,” she replied. 
 
    “Then how do you explain Asterios having a third source?” Silvia frowned gently. 
 
    “It’s not inherited, it’s formed.” Althea smiled, excitement visible in her sparkling eyes. “Devoid of both Hearts, your body was empty. Even though it lived only a short time with them, it still missed their presence greatly. In fact, it missed them so much that the void present inside your spiritual center began absorbing essence from the environment. You literally created yourself a replacement. If given enough time, it’s possible that this source might have even grown as strong as both of your Dragon’s Hearts combined. But, of course, that process was incredibly slow.” 
 
    “I… formed a source?” Asterios blinked repeatedly. “That’s…” 
 
    “Even more insane than him having multiple!” Grea threw her arms into the air. “What the fuck?!” 
 
    “True Dragons.” Althea chuckled quietly, clearly amused. “They are known for breaking all the common sense.” 
 
    “So, after Master reclaimed his Dragon’s Hearts, it still remained there, making him stronger?” Bryn wondered. “Does he now have three sources equal to a Dragon’s Heart?” 
 
    “I’m sure it would have damaged his spiritual circuits after he reabsorbed his other Heart, but somehow, something must have helped him readjust shortly after it happened. It’s literally a miracle,” Althea replied. 
 
    “A miracle…” Selene tapped her lips. “Do you think…” 
 
    “The device!” Miria shouted. “It has to be! Master used it multiple times, including before we fought the ugly Dragon!” 
 
    Asterios laughed a little. “Ugly? Is there something you would like to tell me?” 
 
    She giggled wryly and glanced at him with an upturned gaze. “I didn’t mean it like that, Master…” 
 
    He winked at her and turned back to the two ladies on the other side of the table. “Is there anything else you are able to share with us about it?” 
 
    “It’s, unfortunately, the weakest out of the three, slightly throwing off your spiritual stability. As I mentioned, it didn’t have enough time to match the energy of even a single Heart. It would have needed decades if not centuries,” Althea continued. “But, there’s a chance that… I might be able to help you with that.” 
 
    “What? No, you are not doing anything to strain yourself even more, Teacher,” the queen protested almost immediately. 
 
    Althea sighed dejectedly. “I know. I didn’t mean right now. It wouldn’t be possible with the current me anyway. I’m far too weakened.” 
 
    “If we were able to get rid of this malady and help you recover your strength, then?” Tina glanced at her hopefully. 
 
    “Most likely.” The woman smiled warmly. “Because he kept absorbing the essence from the environment, it’s closely connected to the aspect of nature. Which, as you know, is my specialty. My Dragon’s Heart is attuned to it. There is a chance that I might be able to awaken his source, strengthening it.” 
 
    “I’m still very new to this, but you aren’t offering your own Heart, right?” Asterios asked pensively. “I have taken one from a red True Dragon woman in the past and absorbed its flames. It certainly felt reinvigorating, though I didn’t exactly enjoy having no choice but to kill her in a quite excruciating way at that time.” 
 
    A slightly fearful expression flickered on the queen’s face and Althea chuckled lightly. “It would be pointless to struggle to fix me just to forfeit my own life right after, don’t you think so? No, I’m not even sure if you could strengthen yourself like that. It’s a source, not a Dragon’s Heart you have there.” 
 
    “Good.” Asterios nodded to himself while she raised a single brow at him, followed by a kind smile. “Anyway, we can’t really do anything about it before you are healthy again. You’ve been able to peer into my sources earlier and deduce so much. What makes you, or rather the queen, think that my gaze will make any difference?” 
 
    “What I used is nowhere close to the Eyes of the World that True Dragons possess.” She shook her head. “You are most likely the only entity possibly capable of discovering something new about my situation that we can get a hold of. Truthfully speaking, finding a True Dragon willing to offer help has not been on that list. Maybe if one desired me as their pleasure slave, wanting to dominate and humiliate me for centuries, they would consider treating my ailment so that I lasted longer.” 
 
    Asterios scowled openly. “Sick bastards.” 
 
    “Master isn’t like that!” Miria glared at nowhere in particular, possibly at all the other existing True Dragons, and embraced him with even more affection. “Master is kind, polite, respectful, nice, and loves us very, very much! Even when he is tired of it, he always takes good care of us! He would never do something like that to any girl! He doesn’t care about races or stupid things like that!” 
 
    Althea smiled charmingly as all the girls kept nodding during the panthergirl’s speech. “I know. He really is different. But, pardon me, I won’t be able to get rid of this instinctual fear that quickly, no matter how much I believe in you and him. It’s a constant battle in my head.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I don’t think I have any control over this,” Asterios apologized honestly. 
 
    She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “It’s the natural order of things. Prey fears predator. It’s you who are breaking these principles.” 
 
    “Predators should not abuse their prey. They should hunt it.” He tightened his fingers into fists. “I will try my best to hold back my aura as much as I can.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She lowered her head politely. “I truly appreciate everything you do.” 
 
    “Now, let’s get to it. We’ve been talking about me for a while. It’s time to focus on you.” He took a deep breath as Althea raised herself and waited with a tense expression. 
 
    Asterios reached for his draconic mana and filled his eyes with it in a flash. To push them even further, he drew on both of his Hearts. Straining his draconic vision so much caused a prickle of pain in his mind but he withstood it until it disappeared. 
 
    He thought that things didn’t work for a moment, expecting to see the familiar grayscale cover his vision. But, it wasn’t that the colors had remained where they had initially been. This entire place was just so full of spiritual energy and various, complex magics that it glowed like a multitude of mesmerizing lights. 
 
    It took him a moment to tune out his surroundings and focus solely on the woman sitting opposite him. He peered deep into her being, wanting to discover everything he could about the female Lesser Dragon on the verge of death. It felt very intimate as he dove into her being and saw her shiver delicately, but he did his best to shrug it off. There was no time to think useless thoughts. He was doing this to save her. 
 
    After a few long seconds, he grimaced and the girls didn’t miss that. 
 
    “What is it, my Lord?” Selene asked first. 
 
    “Things aren’t looking good… I’m in awe that she is able to still hold on…” He shook his head. “She is almost completely crippled spiritually… From the tips of her circuits… To the very edges of her Heart… Its energy and her pure will are the only things keeping it from becoming corrupted too…” 
 
    The queen cursed under her breath as the atmosphere around them grew heavier. Anything related to the spiritual aspect was the worst to mend, especially damaged circuits or sources. A wry smile painted Althea’s lips as she slowly lowered her eyes to the table, possibly already expecting a similar revelation after everything they had tried in regard to her body and mind in the past. Her illness was so extremely deep-rooted in her spirituality that even their means had not been able to examine it. 
 
    “But…” Asterios trailed off and everyone focused on him again. “There’s something familiar about this…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
Loyalty to the Grave 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios spent a while longer examining Althea, squinting his eyes as his gaze roamed over her figure. No one said anything yet, waiting for him to finish. Civienne wanted to ask what he meant, but Althea managed to silence the queen with a single glance. She could feel Ast’s focus and didn’t want to disrupt it.  
 
    After a moment, Asterios let out a soft sigh and his eyes found Althea’s gaze once more, this time paying proper attention to her rather than the inner, spiritual aspects. 
 
    “Do you know anything about the disease?” the queen finally spoke up. 
 
    “It might not be a disease,” he replied, causing her to raise a brow at him. “I would like to learn a bit more about what you know about it.” 
 
    “If you have any specific questions, feel free to ask openly and I shall answer them to my utmost ability.” Althea politely lowered her head. 
 
    “I’m sure you can feel the pain coming from your spiritual circuits, but is there anything related to your body, perhaps?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I can give you a straight answer to that. From the moment I noticed something wrong, the moment I started growing weaker, I quickly began suppressing the development of whatever is happening to me by reinforcing my body. I’m not sure how much that helps exactly, but I’m not dead yet so it should be doing something,” Althea replied. “Unfortunately, I’m not able to do much about my circuits. I can only focus on one aspect and keeping my body relatively healthy is already taking almost everything out of me.” 
 
    “Do you remember when it all began?” Asterios started looking over the visible parts of the woman’s skin. 
 
    “A few months ago, no longer than half a year, I think. I’m unable to pinpoint a more accurate timeframe. Who knows for how long I might have been experiencing the initial symptoms before it grew enough for me to notice that something is wrong?” She shook her head gently. “I’ve been suppressing my body for about ten weeks or so. It’s getting increasingly more difficult. I’m not sure for how long I can continue this. If the pace at which I keep getting weaker doesn’t change, I predict a month or two at best.” 
 
    “It’s incredible that you were able to fight it back for so long,” Bryn commended the Dragon lady. “Would strong Healing Magic extend that period? Assuming that we could supply a more or less constant stream of it to keep revitalizing your body?” 
 
    “It might, but not much. As Asterios said, I can feel that my spiritual circuits are getting worse. What use will healing my flesh be when they inevitably fail?” Althea sighed dejectedly. “I presume it would bring me a little more comfort before my final moments.” 
 
    Feeling the slight shift underneath him, Asterios glanced over his shoulder and met Bryn’s golden eyes. They didn’t need to exchange words to communicate and he smiled warmly at the kind Valkyrie. Standing up, he let her get out from under him and Miria quickly took her place. As the girls moved to accommodate the change, a spot near Althea was created and their winged friend quickly took it. 
 
    While Miria pulled Asterios down into her snuggly embrace with an adorable grin, Bryn touched Althea’s forearm and assumed a focused expression. “I’ll at least do what I can to make it easier for you while we are here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Althea nodded at her and then at Asterios. 
 
    “Before you start, though, I might want to suggest something,” he said, capturing their attention. “I’m not sure if you will be willing to agree to it.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” The queen glared at him with slight uncertainty in her cold gaze. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure about my guess but I would like to be certain. To do that, I would need Althea to stop restoring her body for a moment,” he explained. 
 
    “No.” Civienne shot him down instantly. 
 
    Before she could continue emphasizing her stance, Althea raised her hand. “Let him continue.” 
 
    “Of course, only if you think that you will be able to fight this disease back to a bearable level,” Asterios added. “I don’t want you to cross the line a bit too far.” 
 
    The emerald-haired woman pondered for a moment while holding Ast’s gaze. “With your companion’s help, I might be able to. I did manage to improve the condition of my body after noticing how far the disease had developed but I was much less drained at that time. Right now, I’m afraid that letting go while alone would be passing the point of no return.” 
 
    “But with Bryn, it should be alright?” He raised a brow at her. “I don’t want to risk your health too much just to confirm my suspicions.” 
 
    “I didn’t use my full power earlier,” Bryn joined in, brushing her fingers over Althea’s smooth skin. “And I can always draw on more of your energy, Master. I don’t have much experience with both of your Hearts at once but I’m confident in being able to manage it.” 
 
    “Then that should be alright.” Althea glanced between them before stopping back at Asterios. “What do you need of me?” 
 
    Asterios tapped Miria’s thigh and she unwrapped herself from him. Seeing Asterios moving around the table, Tina hopped into his place and the girls made some space once more. He arrived by Althea’s side and stopped, looking down at the queen. She stared back at him for a moment, a bit hesitant, until she finally relented and slid away too, letting him sit directly next to her mentor. 
 
    “I would need to examine your eyes for a brief moment. I bet the disease will spread quickly after being held back for so long so just a few seconds should be enough. Before we try that, though, it would be stupid not to check in your current state.” Asterios reached out to the woman’s beautiful face and paused. “May I?” 
 
    She nodded and offered him her cheek. Asterios gently touched it and began guiding her head. 
 
    “Look up, please,” he requested and she did as he asked. “Thank you. Now down.” 
 
    They repeated the motion a few times so that Asterios could get a good look at the whites of her eyes from both above and below. Withdrawing his hand, he met Althea’s faintly expectant gaze again. 
 
    “Nothing, unfortunately. Or fortunately. I’m not sure which is worse.” He showed a small smile. “Do you want to go ahead?” 
 
    “Let us try.” She nodded. 
 
    Asterios nodded back and turned to Bryn. “Be ready to start anytime.” 
 
    Instead of replying, the Valkyrie began preparing herself. Asterios placed his hand on Althea’s cheek once more, waited a second for the Dragon lady to be ready too, and as soon as she took a deep breath, he lifted her face a bit and kept staring at her eye from below. 
 
    Immediately, he noticed how quickly her skin began turning paler by the second but that wasn’t exactly what he was looking for. Hoping that he really wasn’t just pointlessly endangering the woman, he squinted and poured his draconic mana into his pupils, enhancing his sight, but without turning it magical. 
 
    Just moments before he was going to call the examination off with a failure, he caught sight of minimal change and it was more than enough. 
 
    “Now,” he ordered Bryn right away, Althea taking it as her signal to start fighting back too. 
 
    He watched as Bryn’s healing energy flowed into Althea’s arm as the Valkyrie’s forehead wrinkled from heavy focus. The Dragon lady did her best to take care of things from the inside. A deep breath escaped Ast’s lips, one he hadn’t even been aware he was holding, as Althea’s complexion slowly returned to a slightly more natural shade. It definitely was still sickly, but not deathly. 
 
    “Did you catch anything, Master?” Miria asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “Stripes.” 
 
    She and Selene inhaled sharply while the other girls exchanged knowing glances. 
 
    “What does that mean?” the queen asked. 
 
    “Poison,” Asterios answered. “Quite a nasty one. And one you might possibly be acquainted with already. To some extent.” 
 
    As Civienne frowned, he fished out a small vial out of his spatial ring and held it out to Althea. 
 
    “I don’t know if this will take care of it completely, but it should at least buy us some more time,” he said. 
 
    She took it without a hint of hesitation and gently drank its entire contents. “I’m getting warm inside.” 
 
    “Good. That means it’s working.” Asterios smiled at her. “Now, how many visitors does Althea usually get here?” 
 
    “Besides me, none,” the queen answered. 
 
    “Is there anyone else who knows about her?” he continued. 
 
    “The Coven of Elders is aware of Althea’s existence and influence since she becomes the teacher of every new queen. They are the ones to guide the candidate here in case the previous queen’s rule ends abruptly, without proper succession,” Civienne replied. 
 
    “Which most likely means death,” Grea commented. 
 
    “Besides us, well, every single elf knows that our race is protected by a Lesser Dragon. The population isn’t exactly aware if that means some kind of a blessing, a divine entity watching over us, or a draconic being actually living underneath the Garden of Sinners,” the woman added. 
 
    “The truth being the last,” Silvia pointed out. 
 
    “Correct.” The queen nodded. “And I can see where you are going with this. There is no way that anyone allowed in here would dare to poison our sacred guardian. It’s a sin equal to trying to harm the Tree of Life. Besides, none of the Elders has descended here in years. They don’t feel worthy. Even the queens don’t.” 
 
    “There’s still a chance that you might have done it. Unknowingly, of course,” Selene suggested. “I assume even a Dragon can’t forever feed only on essence, even if it comes straight from the Tree of Life. At least not without hibernating or something.” 
 
    The queen’s eyes widened briefly in shock at her words, just long enough for Asterios to catch the faint change in the woman’s icy expression, but she quickly regained her composure. She most likely couldn’t completely refute the possibility. 
 
    She turned her focus to Asterios. “You said that this is familiar, right? And that I’m supposedly acquainted with this poison?” 
 
    He nodded. “The poison cult. You did work with King Welrond to take care of it if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    Some realization flashed in the queen’s gaze. “Yes. And with the other rulers. We coordinated to strike down all their hideouts in our lands at the same time. They should have been all eliminated.” 
 
    “Granted, none of them moved instantly after Asterios’ raid on the first complex in the land of Damascu Clan,” Silvia shared her thoughts. “I heard that they sealed the area to prevent any communication but we can’t be sure if the word hadn’t gotten out somehow.” 
 
    “Or if there aren’t any places that have been missed,” Tina added. 
 
    “The timing does match,” Althea said calmly, staring intently at the table. “And it’s the only moment in years that I left this chamber, to participate in one of the raids.” 
 
    “Right.” The queen sighed heavily. “We needed all the strongest people for that. I don’t remember you getting hurt though, Teacher. Unless you are hiding something from me.” 
 
    A delicate smirk curled the Dragon lady’s lips as she shook her head. “I might be a Dragon but I’m not so prideful to conceal my wounds from my closest friends. I was at full strength back then. The laboratory I was deployed to posed no challenge to me.” 
 
    “Well, even if Lady Althea was somehow poisoned during her mission, it’s all good now that Master gave her the antidote, no?” Miria asked, tilting her head a little. 
 
    “Only time will tell. It won’t work that fast. Especially after she suffered from the poison so much,” Asterios replied. “But, I don’t think the poison we have antidote for was strong enough to give this much trouble to a Dragon, even a lesser one. Don’t forget that those labs didn’t seem to collaborate too heavily. They certainly shared pointers and knowledge but each facility conducted its own tests on various races.” 
 
    “They did seem to be working on some kind of ultimate poison capable of killing everything that lives.” Selene tapped her chin. “If it’s this effective on a Lesser Dragon, the variant that might be in play here could possibly be a much more advanced one.” 
 
    “What if…” Tina frowned as her eyes jumped all over the table as she pondered something, catching everyone’s attention. “What if their target is the Tree of Life? At least for the researchers on these lands?” 
 
    Grea grunted. “That would mean—” 
 
    “That they know about it in the first place,” the queen interjected. “The Elders would have had to leak its existence and that is just not possible. Their vows are incredibly severe. They would literally die if someone tried to read their mind without Althea’s permission. There’s a reason no Elder has ever been kidnapped. It gives the captors nothing. No secrets of the nation can be extracted from them.” 
 
    “So, none of them went missing recently? Or quit?” Miria asked. 
 
    Civienne shook her head. “It’s not a position that lets one quit whenever they want. It’s a lifelong responsibility and servitude. And that lifetime is much longer than the average lifespan of an elf. The Coven of Elders shares a connection with the Tree of Life, which grants them something close to immortality. Most of the current Elders are old enough to almost remember the unharmed Tree itself. There was no change in their circle for decades.” 
 
    “But was there one?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    The queen searched her memories for a while. “Immortal doesn’t mean that they can’t die. I think the last change in the ranks of the Coven happened about a century ago, a few years after my inauguration. One of the Elders lost his life in an accident at his own house. Broken spine, from what I can remember. He was found at the bottom of quite tall, spiraling stairs, possibly falling over the railing. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “The first facility, or rather prison, that we have found with Master, was under an old, abandoned watchtower in human lands,” Selene reminded them. “It was long abandoned too. It’s only the second time we stumbled on these people that we found an active hideout. We have no idea for how long this cult has been running.” 
 
    “I fail to see the connection here,” Civienne admitted. 
 
    “Besides the change you mentioned, when was any earlier one?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “A much, much longer time ago for sure. Multiple centuries. But I still—” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t an accident?” he suggested, interrupting the queen, whose mouth hung open for a moment. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything,” she replied after regathering her wits. “Even if it was an assassination or whatever else, the fact that he is dead persists.” 
 
    “And you made sure that he really was dead, right?” Asterios looked between the two women. 
 
    Althea and Civienne exchanged glances before the queen turned to him again. “Our healers definitely checked his state. They would have tried to help however they could, inspecting the injury.” 
 
    “What happened to the body, then?” he continued his questioning. 
 
    “All the deceased Elders receive the grace of being buried underneath the Tree of Life. In the past, this was the sacred burial chamber. This tradition continues up to this day. The mentioned Elder lies further away from this bower, amongst the other few, most of them ancient,” Althea answered. 
 
    “Should I grab a shovel?” Grea grinned, happy that there would be some action at last. 
 
    The queen stood up, looking offended. “You can’t be thinking about desecrating the hallowed burial grounds of our race. I will not allow it.” 
 
    “I will obviously not force anything on you, Your Majesty, but personally, I’m of the belief that the living are much more important than the dead. And we are trying to save your friend from joining the latter,” Asterios replied, firmly holding her gaze. “I’m not the one to judge the matters of your nation, but the 'what if' feels extremely serious in this case.” 
 
    Civienne scowled at him but said nothing.  
 
    Althea reached out to hold her hand. “Sit down, Little Lavender. His words feel sincere. I don’t believe he would suggest such an offensive action lightly.” 
 
    The queen seemed torn. Asterios could understand, of course. It was a sensitive subject and she felt responsible for the sacred grounds of her people. But, after a while, she must have come to a decision and sighed heavily, taking her seat once more. 
 
    “I will follow your will, Teacher,” Civienne said. 
 
    “We aren’t grave robbers. It’s possible to excavate a tomb with respect. We will make sure that everything proceeds with proper regard and consideration. Our new friends agree with this, right?” Althea glanced over Asterios and the girls, pausing on Grea for a longer moment. 
 
    They all nodded, including the demon woman. She knew better than to take her jokes too far or show any improper expressions. Everyone started standing up and slowly making their way out of the roofless bower, which was now pretty much just a table surrounded by a low fence with benches on the inside. 
 
    As Althea was stepping out onto the path, the queen held a hand on her shoulder. “You should stay here, Teacher. There’s no need for you to strain your body any further. I can lead them to the burial grounds on my own.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about me so much, Little Lavender. I’m feeling much better after receiving Bryn’s aid. And the antidote from Asterios seems to be slowly helping too,” the Dragon lady replied with a gentle smile. 
 
    “I will continue using my magic as we walk,” Bryn added. “I’m capable of not breaking my focus with simple, regular movements.” 
 
    The queen didn’t argue anymore. Before they departed, though, Asterios approached his winged mate and offered to replenish the Valkyrie’s reserves, sharing more of his draconic mana with her too. She accepted his loving kiss with a faint blush and peppered his lips with delicate nibbles, trying to hide their faces behind one of her majestic wings, which made Asterios chuckle. 
 
    Althea walked first and everyone else followed the ancient Lesser Dragon through the lush, magical woods. There was no path leading through it but she seemed to know exactly where to go. The girls felt a little bit lost after the bower disappeared from their sight. Every direction seemed pretty much identical and the fake sky wasn’t of much help. 
 
    After a few minutes of a slow stroll, they came out of the trees and found another small hill, this one a bit bigger than the one with the bower. It spanned a wider area with an almost completely flat topside. They didn’t see any structures atop it until they climbed higher. Beautiful flower formations surrounded the rise, though. 
 
    Stepping onto the plateau, they found evenly spaced wooden tombstones. There weren’t many, just a few. The Elders really were long-lived. Each tombstone was a unique work of art, clearly prepared by the best artisans in the nation. The only matching element between all of them was the font of the inscriptions. A modest but still respectable burial place. 
 
    “So… The shovel?” Grea asked, trying not to sound cynical. 
 
    The queen still scoffed at her. 
 
    “I’ve recovered enough to take care of this. You might need to reform the grave back, though,” Althea said and moved closer to the correct tombstone. 
 
    The Dragon lady knelt some distance from it and pressed her hands to the grass, starting to whisper a chant. Asterios knew inherently that it was done in Draconic. He still hadn’t really properly learned the language so he made a mental note to ask Althea if she wouldn’t be willing to give him some pointers or help with it. 
 
    In any way, his attention was soon back on the patch of earth that began shifting in front of their eyes. The grass split in the middle with a thin line and receded to the sides. The mud began bubbling and wriggling, forming two moving waves that met in the center. They flowed into each other and their level gradually lowered. After about a minute, the movement stopped. 
 
    Miria peered into the rectangular hole. “Ummm… Where is the coffin?” 
 
    “We don’t bury our people in coffins. They return to nature as they are, accepting the embrace of earth,” Civienne explained. 
 
    “That still fails to explain the lack of any remains.” Grea snorted. “Or is this place somehow special? Does the Tree of Life absorb them through the soil or something?” 
 
    “No. There still should be bones or at least traces of clothes and jewelry.” Althea shook her head after standing up. “Which means…” 
 
    “That he pulled a smart one on you,” Asterios finished for her. “Or someone took the body.” 
 
    “This is impossible.” The queen didn’t seem to come to an agreement with the answer. “There’s no way to leave this place without Althea or the sentries noticing. And what would desecrating his grave help anyone?” 
 
    “Do the oaths still work after someone’s death?” Asterios pondered. “There certainly are ways to communicate with the deceased. We personally spoke with a Phantasmal Horror. You can’t cross out the possibility of someone creating one intentionally. It could take a while, but about a century might be enough.” 
 
    “The oaths…” Civienne hesitated. 
 
    “Was this person powerful?” Tina asked. 
 
    “He was a knowledgeable magician. The stairs he was found at were in his sizable, personal library,” Althea answered. 
 
    “Then we can’t exclude the possibility of him preparing spells to somehow sneak out. He could have received some kind of poison that puts someone in a death-like state, got out of his grave, and fled,” Asterios pondered out loud. “The sentries change shifts, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” The queen nodded. 
 
    “He could have taken one out and impersonated them,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “And if he joined the cult, they might have found a way to get around the oaths,” Selene added. “Might have already had it before turning the Elder to their side, using it as a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “We can stand here and keep speculating forever,” Asterios said, turning to face everyone, focusing on the queen. “One thing is certain. You have a rat. And a quite big one at that.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
If You Love Someone, Let Them Go 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear that the queen wanted to claim such a thing as impossible again, but she must have held herself back while staring into the empty grave. After a moment of thought, she sighed heavily and pressed a hand to her forehead. 
 
    “If this is true, then it would be the first time in the history of our race that something like that happened,” she said. “Assuming that an external party succeeded in taking hold of this Elder and extracting sensitive information from his mind, this is a serious issue of national security. Our top agents are in danger. People are in danger.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that, with so much time having passed, their influence might have spread wide,” Silvia commented. “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that it even reaches your inner circles, Your Majesty. Even if whoever did all of this isn’t exactly aiming for you, your friend, or the Tree, planting a spy or multiple ones near the queen would be the next logical step for any shady organization. I would advise caution.” 
 
    “I will need to immediately gather a small, trusted committee to go through all the important reports about any deaths, kidnappings, disappearances, or changes in our ranks in the last century. That’s the only way I can think of that would allow us to single out possible traitors from the other, loyal subjects.” The queen rubbed her chin while deep in thought. “I need to get to the bottom of this. A covert investigation might be necessary. If that Elder is still alive, we have to find him.” 
 
    “Can’t you just read everyone’s mind like you did with Fievedem?” Miria asked, tilting her head curiously. 
 
    “That’s an option but it would definitely have a much higher chance of spooking the enemy than looking through the archives. Someone would inevitably notice that many people are called in for screening even if we tried to hide it. An order to reexamine some old documents should pass by with less suspicion and is easier to cover up with some made-up reason. We should save the mind reading until the pool of potential culprits narrows down a little bit from the entire palace staff or even the citizens,” Civienne explained. 
 
    “This won’t be easy if even just a few of the most important departments are being closely monitored. We have no idea what to expect, Little Lavender,” Althea added. 
 
    “I know, Teacher. We will need to work with people we can definitely trust. And there aren’t many.” The queen moved a finger to her lips and started biting on her nail while looking for answers to her troubles. 
 
    The other woman smiled warmly. Perhaps this gesture wasn’t a fully conscious one and reminded the Dragon lady of the queen’s younger self. People often weren’t even aware of those little signals their bodies sent until someone else pointed them out, just like Miria tilting her head whenever she was curious about something. 
 
    “I’m glad Imadil and Cynthia are back. We can certainly rely on the Keeper and his daughter. I can only hope that they will be willing to help. We haven’t exactly parted on best terms back then even if they remain as respectful as ever. I will need to honestly apologize again and perhaps come up with some compensation for all they had suffered. The other Spellsong families won’t be happy but it’s not the time to worry about that. We have bigger problems on our plate,” the queen murmured to herself, lost in her thoughts. 
 
    Asterios and the girls just stood with her in silence, not wanting to interrupt. It looked like Althea waited for her to finish too, possibly used to witnessing her past pupil in this faint trance. 
 
    “Fievedem. She’s always been a loyal child. To our people, and to her friends. I’ve already confirmed that she isn’t compromised. I think it’s time she received a well-earned promotion. No one will doubt it after how she handled the recent incident in the human lands. We can grant her enough clearance to include her in the investigation.” Civienne’s eyes moved quicker and quicker, jumping from point to point without focusing on anything specific. 
 
    She then froze for a moment and suddenly turned to Asterios, her generous chest swaying heavily as it stretched the material of her dress to its limits. It was a task of insurmountable will not to stare right at the two massive peaks jiggling seductively in front of Asterios and the girls. The queen definitely knew how to distract her opponents. If she even was dressing like this intentionally. 
 
    “Outsiders… Delegation… Yes, that could work…” she whispered to herself while meeting Ast’s gaze. “It might be presumptuous of me after everything that has happened, and you already having listened to my plea to aid Althea, but I might have to ask if we could request your help with this issue. I’m aware that it might not concern you, but we would owe you an even bigger debt, this time from the entire nation rather than my personal self.” 
 
    Althea nodded. “It wouldn’t be suspicious for the diplomatic delegation to partake in the matters of the royal court. It should be perceived as our willingness to show how we operate and allow our guests to feel involved with the inner workings of the nation. A good step towards uniting our kingdoms.” 
 
    The two women looked at him together. Asterios pondered over it for a moment and moved his gaze to his mates. As expected, they showered him with charming smiles full of faith and confidence. They were all willing to follow his decision no matter what it was.  
 
    He chuckled quietly, feeling their affection warm up his chest, and returned his attention to the two ladies. “Since we have been sent here by King Welrond on a diplomatic mission to bring our people closer, I think it’s in our best interest to offer our help with your troubles. But, it would be wise to discuss these matters with him first since the situation is much more serious than anyone would have expected. If it’s connected to the poison cult, then it definitely concerns him and the others just as much.” 
 
    “That’s true. We should discuss how to officially proceed so that we can make a public announcement. I will have to get in touch with Welrond through the Mirror Cube as soon as possible, perhaps right after we finish here,” the queen agreed. “I wanted to focus on fully treating Althea first, but this unfortunately cannot wait. I hope the antidote you have provided us will be able to cure her completely. I feel like we might need to borrow the strength of our guardian deity once more.” 
 
    “I’m already feeling better.” Althea showed a soft smile. 
 
    “We can’t be too hasty. Give it at least a day to take full effect. Then we can celebrate.” Asterios tried to keep their expectations in check. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” The queen nodded. “That should be enough to get things going. In the meanwhile, you are allowed to freely move through the town, including every part of the royal palace. I will make sure that everyone knows about your unrestricted access. If you wish to spend a night here, speak to the servants and they will lead you to the royal chambers. The entire city stands open to you if you would rather choose a different place to rest. I’ve heard that this is your first visit to our capital so please enjoy yourselves to the fullest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Asterios made a polite bow and the girls curtsied too. 
 
    “I will excuse myself first, then. You should have no issues leaving on your own.” She respectfully lowered her head in response. “Right now, I’m speaking not as the queen but as the elf Civienne. Thank you for taking a look at my esteemed teacher. I’m sorry for the impolite test in the throne room. I hope you won’t think of me too badly for those actions. They regard a person I hold dear. I had to be sure.” 
 
    Raising herself, she exchanged a glance with the other woman and nodded politely at the others before walking away. They stood in silence as the queen disappeared amongst the trees, heading the way they had come from. The quiet atmosphere was broken only by the soft rumbling of mud as Althea returned the empty grave to its initial state. 
 
    “Please, forgive her deception if you manage to find it in yourself.” The Dragon lady glanced at Asterios hopefully after standing up. “She is usually much more careful and scrupulous with all matters regarding the kingdom. It’s when things get highly personal that Civienne finds it hard to remain calm. She has unfortunately grown too attached to me during the time we spent together.” 
 
    “That’s not the best trait a ruler should have.” Grea snorted. 
 
    “Yes. You can say that I’m her only weakness.” A melancholic smile tugged at the corners of Althea’s lips. “As you can imagine, I’m someone akin to a mentor for the queen candidates. Since the throne is usually hereditary, I mostly teach their daughters. If you are wondering why not sons and kings, then that tradition comes from the elf race worshiping the Divine Treemother, the supposed guardian of their race. It’s a long story, but they believe that she loved her people so much that she bound herself to the first queen with a contract, showering them in eternal boons. In short words, she became the Tree of Life and watches over her children through the spiritual link she shares with all of them.” 
 
    “It must have been an incredibly hard decision to hurt the Tree back then,” Selene pointed out. 
 
    “Oh, it was. The majority of people would have rebelled. That’s why only the selected few knew about the plan. The queen of that time bore a heavy responsibility on her shoulders for her possibly blasphemous resolution. If it had failed, she would forever have been branded as the one who killed the Divine Treemother. Thankfully, she succeeded and the blame shifted on the Dragons while part of the Tree could be saved as intended, continuing to bless the people in secrecy,” Althea explained. “Though, I’m sure there were individuals who blamed the Tree for their constant suffering and were glad to see it gone. It’s not impossible that their remnants caught wind of the Tree’s survival and are trying to fully finish it off. Maybe the Elder was even one of them rather than being forced to comply.” 
 
    “We are unfortunately too much in the dark about this.” Asterios sighed. 
 
    “I agree. There are many unknowns. But, I seem to have strayed a little bit too far away from the core topic of this conversation.” Althea let out a gentle chuckle and waved her hand, making a long bench sprout from the ground and gesturing at everyone to sit with her. “The future queens are raised to put the lives of the people above their own, the good of the nation above everything else. Part of their upbringing includes training to, as serious as it sounds, sever the emotional ties with all their relatives and close ones. It isn’t as bad as to get rid of their familial love and care but prepares them to make some tough decisions and to understand that death comes for everyone, no matter at which point and in what way, be it natural or not.” 
 
    “Is that why she is so… cold?” Tina asked. 
 
    “No. That’s not it. And she wasn’t always like this.” Althea shook her head. “Civienne was a bright and gentle girl. The kindness, care, and love for her future subjects showed openly on her face, in her actions, and words. That is until she lost her mother. We still don’t know what happened. The queen was found in her chambers, seemingly nothing wrong with her body. A rebellious group existing at that time claimed it as their doing. You should be familiar with them. They were the ones responsible for the incident in your lands.” 
 
    “The corrupted summoning circle near Glimmervale?” Silvia’s brows rose slightly. 
 
    “Yes.” The Dragon lady nodded. “But, it was still too early in Civienne’s education. She hasn’t fully embraced the teachings and such a loss impacted her heavily. She was furious and personally led an inquisition to uproot the villainous group from the sacred elven ground. Not a single person was spared. Afterward, she crumbled in my arms and cried for days. Then, she grew distant, cold, unemotional. Her training continued as a very young queen and I thought she had taken the lessons on emotional solitude a bit more seriously than her predecessors due to what happened. It was natural. She didn’t want to be hurt like that again.” 
 
    “But she didn’t.” Asterios understood. 
 
    “After some time, I began noticing something unusual. She was visiting me much more often than anyone ever had. I’m a kind of deity to the elves. They revere me and try to limit their time bothering me with their insignificant presence. At first, I shrugged it off as her eagerness to learn and fill in the shoes left by her mother as soon as possible, but that wasn’t it.” Althea released a delicate sigh. “It looks like I failed to realize that she was just putting on a mask. Because of how doting I always was on her, and because of the timing of her loss, she must have imprinted on me as her new motherly figure. Instead of severing all the ties after her suffering, she has developed an even stronger bond with me, and only me. Perhaps it was what allowed her to push through and accept the emotional solitude becoming of the queen.” 
 
    “So, while emotionally cutting herself off literally everyone else just as she was supposed to, the queen has also clung to the connection between the two of you so hard that she’s now capable of flipping over the entire world if a single hair falls off your head?” Grea raised a brow at her. 
 
    “That seems to be the case.” Althea smiled wryly. “Now you can see why she was so desperate to reach out to you and confirm the information she gained from interrogating Fievedem, ignoring quite a few risks and dangers along the way. I’m the queen’s weakness that should never have existed in the first place. My mere existence puts everyone at risk.” 
 
    Asterios quickly reached out and took a hold of Althea’s slender hand, meeting her eyes with a firm gaze. “I hope you weren’t thinking about letting the poison take your life.” 
 
    “I would lie if I denied that claim.” She gripped his fingers. 
 
    “No! That’s not right!” Miria shouted with her eyes on the verge of tears. “You can’t kill yourself just because someone loves you!” 
 
    “Sometimes, the right choices require the hardest decisions.” The Dragon lady used her other hand to brush over Miria’s cheek. “But, I know how much that would hurt Civienne. I was waiting for a good opportunity. I was waiting to make sure that she accepted the inevitable, that she wouldn’t do anything inappropriate after my passing.” 
 
    “If you love someone, let them go…” Tina whispered. 
 
    “Exactly.” Althea nodded with a sad expression. 
 
    “No, not like that.” The blue-haired girl shook her head, finding the woman’s slightly confused gaze. “The only options aren’t live or die. There is one more.” 
 
    “What other choice is there?” Althea’s brows furrowed softly. 
 
    “Leave,” Asterios answered, catching on to his beloved mate’s thought process. 
 
    “Leave what?” The woman was even more perplexed. 
 
    “This place,” he clarified. “You aren’t locked or bound here, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. At least not by any magical means. What keeps me here is my promise. Yet, I can’t just—” 
 
    “Sometimes, the right choices require the hardest decisions,” Silvia repeated her earlier words. 
 
    “Does it have to be you who teaches the princesses? Do you have to do it personally, face to face? Do you really need to stay in this hidden chamber all the time?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Althea took a moment to think before replying. “No. The Coven of Elders is familiar with most if not all customs and teachings. Besides using this chamber as my place to teach future generations, I use it to hide and protect myself from the gaze of the world. I’m a relic of the past in this realm even if True Dragons are long gone.” 
 
    “What if we promised to protect you?” Asterios offered. “That I would protect you? Like my own mate?” 
 
    She paused with her mouth slightly hanging open, blinking at him with a blank expression. The chuckle that escaped a few of the girls brought her back from the sudden stupor. 
 
    “You can’t seriously think to put a lesser being such as myself on par with your—” 
 
    “They are all lesser beings,” he interrupted her firmly, then quickly glanced to the sides. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken, Master.” Miria giggled. 
 
    “Oh, I just love being below you.” Grea grinned at him while licking her lips. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at the lustful demon lady and noticed that Tina did the same. They chuckled together as a faint shade of rosiness blossomed over her plump cheeks. 
 
    “The point is,” Asterios turned to look at Althea, “if we go by all the draconic customs and beliefs on racial hierarchy, you would be leaps and bounds above any of my current mates. I don’t think Lesser Dragons are as far from True Dragons as the latter portrays it. And even so, they would be considered way superior to humans or beastfolk. So, that argument is invalid.” 
 
    Althea moved her gaze from person to person and met a myriad of smiles and nods from all the girls. Asterios didn’t like even thinking about them like that, not to mention talking, but in the eyes of those prideful True Dragons, it was completely true. Something that their new Lesser Dragon friend knew even better than they did. 
 
    “I’m… sorry.” She chuckled weakly. “Your suggestion was so sudden that I instinctively returned to thinking of you as any other True Dragon.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I bet it’s still a huge shock.” He smirked at her. “I really wish it wasn’t, though. It just confirms how big assholes those guys are. But, I digress. What do you think about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied with an honest tone. “I would have never expected such an offer. It’s just too surreal. It would be of no surprise if you demanded me to become your slave. But to be treated on par with your mates? That’s unheard of.” 
 
    “What would I need to do to take you as my slave?” Asterios asked, partially knowing the answer. 
 
    “Beat me into submission. Which wouldn’t be an issue with my current, weakened state,” she answered matter-of-factly. “A Lesser Dragon will cower in front of a True Dragon, but when one would aim to capture them, they would obviously fight for their life. Though, considering the pressure of your aura, it wouldn’t be much of a fight even at the peak of their power.” 
 
    “So, Master’s strength isn’t the problem here, right?” Bryn chimed in. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” Althea shook her head. “If you are wondering if I find him capable of protecting me, then I believe so. That’s also part of the reason why I was so shocked. Such a powerful True Dragon could have anyone he wanted rather than a sick woman on her deathbed, even as a disposable slave.” 
 
    “You might not be so sick anymore tomorrow.” He smiled kindly, giving her hand a tender squeeze. “But, while this True Dragon might be powerful, there’s one crucial thing he lacks.” 
 
    “Which is?” She peered into his crimson irises in search of an answer. 
 
    “Knowledge,” he replied. “And perhaps experience. Let’s make that two.” 
 
    Althea cocked her head to the back, causing her mesmerizing, emerald hair to wave enchantingly. 
 
    “Ah. You need a teacher.” She nodded to herself. 
 
    “Very much so.” Asterios smiled at the Dragon lady. “I keep gaining strength but I lack too much everywhere else. I’m like a dog trying to dress up as a Wyvern. Some parts overlap, others not so much. Without proper training, I will just remain a clueless pup trying to imitate something greater.” 
 
    She smiled back at him with a slightly more radiant expression. “No True Dragon would ever compare themselves to a dog. You really know nothing about them.” 
 
    “Then teach him!” Miria beamed at her. “Become Master’s mentor!” 
 
    “You seem to have lived amongst them in the past, or at least in the same realm. While you aren’t exactly a True Dragon, I’m sure you’ve been taught a lot about them and gathered your own information over the course of your life. That’s why I would like to offer you protection in return for your teachings.” Asterios held Althea’s gaze while lowering his head to show how serious and sincere he was. 
 
    “Everyone benefits from this arrangement,” Silvia added. “We get your experience. You get freedom. Civienne’s weakness disappears from the board.” 
 
    “It’s really worth it. I swear.” Grea snickered and earned herself a chop on the head. 
 
    Althea glanced over everyone once more before returning her attention to Asterios. Looking him in the eyes for a moment longer, she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “Raise your head, please.” She guided his face up with her smooth hand. “Can you give me some time to think about this?” 
 
    “Of course. Let’s first make sure that you recover properly. I don’t think we will solve the queen’s issues overnight anyway.” He chuckled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
The Garden of Artists 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A brief silence passed between Asterios, Althea, and the girls while the duo kept gazing into each other’s eyes with soft smiles. No one wanted to disrupt the brief moment of unspoken peace. It was almost like they communicated without words. Or they were just admiring each other’s enchanting, draconic pupils and irises. 
 
    “Thank you. I really appreciate it. More than you might think.” Althea showed a grateful smile. 
 
    “I understand that this might be a lot to ask considering how you have lived for a long time. Don’t feel inclined to accept this request of mine right away and please think about your decision as much as you need. I’m sure we will have to come up with a way to inform Civienne about it too if we don’t want to suddenly break her heart. That can’t be easy to achieve with the strong connection between the two of you,” Asterios replied. 
 
    “At least she will still be able to see Althea from time to time rather than attend her grave.” Grea snorted. “But I don’t think we can use that as a convincing point with the person in question soon getting back to health.” 
 
    “Leave it to us, Ast.” Tina glanced up to meet his gaze with an affectionate expression. “I’m sure the six of us will be able to talk it out with the queen. In the end, we did all partially leave our lives behind for you.” 
 
    “And look where it has gotten us. Right onto his fat—umph!” Grea’s comment was quickly interrupted by the smaller girl’s piercing elbow. 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile. “It sounds as if I kidnapped you and hold you girls captive.” 
 
    “But you do, Master! We are all prisoners of love!” Miria cheered, rubbing herself into his arm and cheek. 
 
    “I guess that’s one way to look at it.” Asterios laughed and placed a loving kiss on her forehead. “Now, I think we have bothered the great deity of the elves long enough. The divine Dragon needs her rest. Let’s get back to the surface. I’m sure you are all dying to go for a little walk as much as I am.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, Master, I would like to stay behind and continue the treatment,” Bryn suggested. 
 
    “Not in the slightest if that’s what you want.” He shook his head. “I promise to make it up to you later, then. We can’t have you dutifully working your butt off while the rest of us party in the town.” 
 
    A trace of a mild blush tinged Bryn’s soft cheeks and Asterios could guess what kind of making-up his winged mate imagined. He didn’t mind it in the slightest, even if he meant something less active. But, he would lie if he said that he didn’t look forward to indulging himself in his lovers whenever they felt like spending some pleasant time with him. 
 
    “Alright. Just check if you can open a gate back home from here,” he added. “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    She stood up, glanced to the side, and a dark crimson archway rose from the ground. Bryn stepped into it and returned right away, dismissing the portal. 
 
    “Works fine, Master.” She smiled kindly. 
 
    “Great. What about you, Umbra? Anything interfering with Shadow Movement here?” Asterios asked his hidden familiar. 
 
    A dark, swirling shape took the form of a big raven on top of his shoulder. ~The Tree emanates a lot of energy, which is then spread amongst all the gems embedded in this dome, but neither I nor you should have any issues slipping in or out. It might have been tough back in the day, but not anymore.~ 
 
    “Perfect.” Asterios nodded to himself and they all stood up. “We will be in touch then, Althea. Feel free to call us through Bryn whenever needed. And I do mean it.” 
 
    “I will try not to disturb your pleasant time discovering the beauty of the elven capital.” She smiled at him while nodding politely. 
 
    “I think we should leave the way we came in. We didn’t exactly let the queen know that we have another method to achieve that,” Silvia suggested. 
 
    “Right. She might get confused after no report about our departure from this chamber reaches her ears.” Tina chuckled lightly. 
 
    They spared one last glance at the burial hill and Althea led them back to the bower, exchanging a word or two with the girls. Asterios kept Grea right by his side to prevent the mischievous demon lady from throwing more inappropriate jokes at their new friend. It came at the cost of his crimson-skinned mate humping his side and guiding his hand to her jiggly butt as she moaned silently into his ear, but it was a good tradeoff. He only hoped that his duo of beastfolk mates didn’t start pulling Althea into their usual schemes while he was distracted. It was a huge mistake to underestimate their level of persuasion. 
 
    Grea released him for a brief moment to let Asterios bid farewell to Bryn with a few loving kisses. He caressed the Valkyrie’s feathers as they brushed their lips together, ending up with one of them between his fingers. She chuckled with a modest blush as he brought it up. But then, he smiled at her and attached it to the open collar of his coat. The crimson shade spreading over her beautiful face deepened as she nibbled on her bottom lip, seemingly finding that sight mildly arousing. Asterios raised a curious brow at her, but she said nothing. 
 
    They parted before Bryn changed her mind about staying with Althea. And she did look a little hesitant now. Grea reclaimed her spot by Ast’s right side while Miria quickly secured his left arm. The struggle between them brought some chuckles from the other girls. But, it wasn’t just them who struggled. It was getting hard for Asterios to walk straight with Grea getting more intense with each step they took. It was only thanks to Miria’s similarly strong pushing force from the other side that he didn’t get toppled. 
 
    Somewhere halfway to their destination, he spun the demon lady towards a nearby tree and Grea caught onto it with a surprised gasp, shooting him a mischievous glance over her shoulder. Before they continued, he lifted her robes up over her bubbly butt with a single wave and lent Grea a hand to pacify his sultry mate’s rampant desire. Alcove of Serenity helped them silence the amorous cries and shouts since his other, free fingers were not enough to fully seal Grea’s dirty mouth as he repeatedly spanked her behind. Obviously, she held nothing back. 
 
    With that out of the way, nothing stopped them from leaving Althea’s lair at a normal pace. Asterios happily carried the giggling and occasionally shivering Grea in his arms. If the sight bothered the sentries standing guard outside of the massive entrance, they didn’t show it, remaining stone-still as usual. No one mentioned anything about them missing a person either. 
 
    They expected to go through all the corridors and chambers they had experienced on their way inside, but right after passing through the next gate of swirling roots, they found themselves back at the starting point. They could see the stairs leading up and into the upper palace. It confused everyone greatly but they assumed that some kind of magic must have been at play there, probably of the spatial kind. 
 
    The wooden gate closed itself behind their backs and a royal guard approached them. Asterios and the girls followed the man as he made sure that they didn’t get lost in the winding hallways resembling the inner side of tree branches and roots. Wanting to explore the capital before it got dark, they asked the guard to bring them outside after confirming that the queen was busy. It would take a while for her to talk with the king and prepare the other things she had mentioned.  
 
    After finally stepping out of the palace, a familiar face greeted them. Asterios waved at the elf woman clearly waiting for them and Fievedem quickly approached his group with a hesitant smile. She bowed to them respectfully and locked her eyes with his. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again. How did your meeting with the queen go?” she asked first. 
 
    “Not sure how much we can share with you yet so the only answer I can give is alright.” Asterios shrugged. 
 
    “Right. The queen did mention that she had something to speak with me about after taking care of important matters first. I guess it might be related to whatever you are doing together. I guess I shall await further orders before asking any questions about the nature of your visit,” Fievedem nodded to herself. 
 
    “You seem to be waiting for us again. Do you need anything?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Back when we parted ways in front of the walls of your town, I promised to exchange our knowledge about summoning with you. I would be happy to fulfill that promise whenever you wish me to.” 
 
    She glanced at him as if asking for permission to continue and Asterios nodded lightly. 
 
    “I also concluded that you might want to use the help of someone familiar with the town and the queen agreed to appoint me as your guide. If you don’t find my company bothersome after my past offense, I would like to offer my advice in this area too,” Fievedem explained with a low bow. 
 
    “Cynthia offered her guidance too, right?” Silvia asked the other girls. 
 
    “Oh, and your two friends told me to let you know that they will be residing in their family estate. I’m to show you how to get there if you would like to know. They would love to introduce you to their history as one of the most renowned Spellsong families in the royal court. Neither of them minds me taking over their duty to guide you around. But, of course, you aren’t limited to just one guide and you can ask anyone for directions and information about the capital. Every single guard is obliged to assist you while you are under the queen’s care,” Fievedem added. 
 
    “What do you think?” Asterios glanced at the girls, and specifically at Miria. 
 
    The cute panthergirl wrinkled her nose a few times while squinting at Fievedem but ended up nodding joyfully alongside the others while showing a toothy smile. 
 
    “Yep! I don’t mind! But you have to show us all the best spots! Without missing a single one!” Miria beamed at her. 
 
    “Of course. Feel free to ask me anything. I’ll do whatever I can to make amends for my mistakes.” The white-haired woman showed a relieved expression. “Let’s move to the Grand Fountain at the center of the main square and then decide what you want to do and where you want to go next.” 
 
    Fievedem took the lead and guided them through the rich, wooden streets as they took the beauty of the foreign architecture in. It turned out that the place their new guide had mentioned was located in the middle section of the capital. The whole city could be segmented into three sections—the outer ring, the middle sphere, and the close vicinity of the palace. 
 
    As they wandered through the middle section, they noticed just how many gardens and patches of beautiful grass there were. The structures close to the palace were a bit more clustered together, forming long shapes, but in the current region, the buildings were unevenly spaced out. Each house was surrounded by its own small clearing and stripes of grass ran alongside everything. 
 
    It created an incredible scenery where every home was decorated by a myriad of flowerbeds, hedges, bushes, trees, stones, ponds, and multiple other natural elements. Some properties even had a tiny stream running through their territory, allowing the tenants to throw in a cute bridge over it or other clever structures. The ingenuity of the city’s inhabitants clearly knew no bounds. Rather than residents, they were all their own artists. 
 
    Even though every single garden was somewhat unique, they all created a single, giant mesh of captivating, natural beauty. Neighbors clearly worked together to make sure that their houses created a flowing composition rather than disrupted it. No one seemed to aim to be the flashiest and most prominent homeowner. They all took pride in creating something greater together. And the effect was breathtaking. 
 
    Asterios wondered if they couldn’t perhaps introduce parts of this design back at Glimmervale. It might make the visiting and resident elves feel a little bit more at home. Rather than changing the whole town, they could repurpose a single district. Maybe even do something like that for each race. He wasn’t sure if any other settlement or town had already done something like that before.  
 
    But, he knew that his idea would need to be discussed with the more knowledgeable and experienced members of the Committee first so he shoved it aside for now. It would be irresponsible to push something he knew nothing about. He wasn’t going to ruin Glimmervale like many other lords who suddenly received their position and tried to turn their new city into their own playground, caring not for how the changes affected the citizens. 
 
    Soon enough, Fievedem brought them to the place she had spoken about. And truly, the expression Grand Fountain did the awe-inspiring structure all the justice in the world. The girls gasped in amazement when a mansion-sized sculpture made of white wood entered their sight. The massive piece of art was about three stories tall and wider than most manors they could find in Glimmervale, possibly even in  Rosewind or Tyrienheim. Its sheer size was breathtaking and utterly overwhelming. 
 
    Multiple figures representing people, animals, beasts, flora, and manmade structures were joined together as one giant carving. Holes, spaces, windows, and tunnels ran through and around all the artistic pieces. Somehow, the way everything was connected made a lot of sense. Depending on the angle from which one looked at various sections of the complex structure, a different scene came into focus. Someone really put a lot of thought into every minute detail. 
 
    And the best part was that it was possible to walk into the fountain.  
 
    Multiple pathways led underneath it and twisted in every possible direction. Fievedem encouraged Asterios and the girls to follow her and they dove into the unknown full of expectations. It turned out that there were even more details to be found on the inside. Water flowed, sprayed, and trickled from numerous depictions, gathering in segmented pools placed all around the winding alleys. Or perhaps it was the path that cut through them instead. 
 
    They found plenty of niches that housed smaller sculptures, like the memorial statue of Mii that Miria had carved for him back at Rosewind. Besides those, sections of long murals poked out of the walls, depicting entire scenes and events just like colorless paintings. Fievedem noticed how enthralled by those her proteges became so she led the group through the hallway of historic events and offered a word or two about what each piece represented. They absorbed the chronicles about the ancient elves and the most important moments in their lives. 
 
    Stopping in the very middle of this mansion-sized fountain, they found a round, normal-looking one standing lonely in the center of a small plaza. A fountain inside a fountain. It actually felt out of place at that point. It seemed too ordinary. The cone-shaped, multi-layered waterfall of cascading water was just too... bland when compared to everything else. 
 
    “And here we are.” Fievedem spread her arms with a wide, proud smile. “We call this place the Well of Crossroads. There is a local legend connected to this wondrous structure. People say that you will end up exactly where you wish to after tossing a coin into this fountain. Assuming that you are aiming for something inside the city. Would you like to give it a try?” 
 
    The girls regarded the unremarkable fountain with some skepticism. Maybe if it looked more grand and magical, it would have been much easier to believe. 
 
    “Oh, I have an amazing idea!” Miria started bouncing up and down with pure excitement. 
 
    “What is it?” Asterios chuckled, plopping his hand onto her black hair to keep his energetic mate from stumbling into the fountain. 
 
    “We can use it to find the most perfect spots for a date with Master!” she announced cheerfully. 
 
    The girls instantly exchanged glances amongst themselves and Asterios could literally see the enthusiastic sparks in their beautiful eyes. The skeptical atmosphere had been turned a complete one-eighty in a single blink. 
 
    “Miria, you are a genius!” Grea laughed and hugged the panthergirl tightly, taking her for a spin. 
 
    “Let’s split and go with Ast each on our own,” Tina suggested. “What do you think about it, girls? Will that give us enough time?” 
 
    An immediate wave of nods answered her. 
 
    She glanced at Asterios. “Is that okay with you, Ast?” 
 
    As all the heads turned right to him with pure anticipation in their eyes, Asterios found it nigh impossible to answer with anything else other than yes. But, not like it mattered. He too loved the idea of spending some alone time with each of the gorgeous girls. 
 
    “A set of mysterious dates in this fascinating place with my beloved mates? Count me in!” He laughed too and the girls rushed at him to drown Asterios in hugs. 
 
    They stepped away quicker than he would have expected and formed a tight ring with their bodies while leaning forward. 
 
    “How do we decide the order? By seniority?” Selene asked, glancing at Miria, who was technically the first mate, an equivalent of the first wife. 
 
    “Master doesn’t really enjoy putting any of us above the others just because someone joined first.” Miria scrunched her forehead. “And I would be inclined to give my spot to Tina if he did since she had feelings for Master even before me.” 
 
    The blue-haired girl blushed faintly at her and the two exchanged warm smiles. 
 
    “The usual, then?” Grea raised a brow at them. 
 
    “The usual.” Silvia nodded and brought her fist forward. 
 
    Asterios watched with his arms crossed as the girls battled each other in a last-man-standing tournament of rock-paper-scissors. The game evoked a plethora of emotions from the more expressive of his lovers and some passersby even stopped to take a look at what was happening. He just chuckled warmly and shrugged at anyone who glanced his way while Fievedem had no idea what to do with herself as she stood next to him. 
 
    After multiple rounds, the order was completed. Tina won the privilege of being the first date. She basically glowed as Asterios approached her and linked their elbows. Miria pouted while Grea squinted at her, both of course doing so in a playful way. Tina pressed a quick peck to Ast’s cheek and they turned to the fountain. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked, peering curiously at Fievedem. 
 
    “Just toss a coin and think of your wish,” the elf lady explained. 
 
    She did as instructed and closed her eyes, frowning in deep focus. After a few seconds, Tina’s eyes flung open and she beamed at Asterios. 
 
    “I know where to go! This is so magical!” She practically vibrated on his arm. 
 
    “Lead the way, then. We will see you all in a bit.” He nodded at the others and let Tina eagerly pull him through the crowd. 
 
    A hearty chuckle escaped his lips as the usually shy girl took the initiative. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
A Perfect Date For Everyone 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take them long before they reached the place that the fountain had put into Tina’s mind since they pretty much ran all the way there. From the outside, it looked like a respectable library of some sort. After walking inside, Ast’s guess was confirmed. At least partially. 
 
    The locum was actually a cozy, charming library, but it also served as a quiet cafe. They both marveled over the homey vibes produced by the honey-colored wooden interiors, supported by bright mahogany shelves and tall racks. Stylish chairs and sofas with royal red cushions filled the space between them, where multiple patrons relaxed with a book in hand, often enjoying a glass of wine, a cup of coffee or tea, and something light to snack on. 
 
    Asterios brought Tina to a free spot in one of the corner booths and a person dressed like a butler approached them with a menu and an inquiry about what they would like to read if they wished to do so. After a short moment of thought, they decided to ask for anything he recommended about Lesser Dragons or beasts unique to the elven region. It was the most obvious choice as they were both Summoners extremely passionate about their chosen path. You didn’t often get a chance to study foreign textbooks even if plenty of information was shared between the nations. 
 
    With a snap of the man’s fingers, three old books raced through the air with a quiet swish and landed on their table. Before dismissing their steward, they ordered some wine and a piece of chocolate cake each. Their order arrived in the same fashion and the man left after bowing to them. 
 
    Tina couldn’t help but giggle at the unusual atmosphere and situation. Asterios pulled himself closer to her as they sat side by side and poured them both a glass. She leaned into him and opened the first book with a golden depiction of a Lesser Dragon on its cover. They clinked their glasses together, took a sip through their entwined elbows, and peered into the book with an excited chuckle. 
 
    Soon, they were sucked into their own, small world. Asterios had thankfully put some thought into their privacy and prepared a silencing barrier around them so that they could talk without any worries. With how heated their little discussion got, it definitely was the only thing preventing them from getting kicked out for causing a ruckus in the library. Their mutual passion showed in both their mannerism and their thrilled, raised voices. 
 
    They enjoyed feeding each other spoonfuls of cake while hunched over the manuscripts. Their surroundings seemed to melt into a blur as they had plenty of fun pointing out different interesting facts and discussing them amongst themselves. The lively expressions Tina made whenever they looked at each other captivated Asterios so much, forcing a wide smile onto his lips every single time. He felt like they could spend hours tucked into this tiny, cozy corner far away from the greater world. 
 
    But, their time wasn’t infinite and Umbra let them know that they had to get going if they wanted to be fair with everyone else, just as Asterios had asked him to do for exactly that reason. They finished their wine and Tina pulled Asterios down into a gentle, affectionate kiss. Their feelings for each other were clearly conveyed by the delicate brushing of their soft lips, so tender and cordial. The entire way back, Tina kept leaning into Asterios and resting her head on his shoulder with their fingers intertwined. The sweet moment seemed to last forever. 
 
    Reluctantly parting with Ast’s arm, she conceded her spot to Silvia next. Figuring out their own destination, the fiery princess guided Asterios through the town with an energetic bounce in her step. He could swear that her mesmerizing hair already sparkled like celebratory fireworks and they hadn’t even gotten to their destination. But, he felt as excited about it as she did. He was thrilled at the thought of taking the beautiful, somewhat sheltered princess on a date in another country, something she clearly hadn’t ever done before. And it showed. 
 
    Their spot for a date turned out to be some kind of a hedge maze. Its caretaker handed them a safety artifact that was supposed to call for help in case they got completely lost and pushed them onto an oval platform surrounded by four lush trees with autumn crowns. Leaves suddenly swirled around them, obscuring their vision, and in the next moment, they were inside a tall labyrinth. 
 
    To make their experience more enjoyable, they both limited their senses as much as possible. It would be no fun to instantly notice a way to get out. Taking each other’s hands, they strolled forward at a slow pace. As they moved ahead, beautiful flowers bloomed over the surface of the emerald hedges on their sides. They noticed that more of them sprouted behind them, creating colorful footsteps wherever their feet had previously landed. 
 
    Each turn brought a different kind of flower blooming around them. Asterios learned just how much Silvia knew about many of them. As they wandered through the maze, she shared with him numerous names and fun facts about a plethora of decorative plants. Camille was the one to care greatly for the royal gardens and had often chatted about their compositions with the princess. Considering the fact that Silvia had lived most of her life on its premises, it wasn’t that unexpected. Asterios made a mental note to thank the maid for filling Silvia’s life with lots of good memories and interesting hobbies. 
 
    They had become so entranced by the floral marvels that they didn’t notice walking into a dead end without any idea where they were and which turns they had taken. But, as they stopped in front of the tall wall blocking their path ahead, something unexpected happened.  
 
    Brown roses sprouted from each hedge, blossoming with a hypnotizing motion. After fully opening their pretty heads, they sparkled and burst into deep, amber flames. Asterios and Silvia gaped at the flaming roses with pure awe. They somehow filled them with comfort and he lovingly embraced her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder.  
 
    After a few short minutes of just staring at the unbelievable spectacle, Silvia turned around. They peered into each other’s eyes, flickering constantly from the magical fires, and pulled themselves closer, joining their lips in an unhurried kiss. The flames grew in intensity and surrounded them with a quiet whooshing noise. Warmth filled their bodies as they pursued each other’s delicate mouths. They basically melted into each other, forgetting about everything else. 
 
    And they would have remained in their small world for much longer if not for the appearance of the caretaker who had noticed tall flames in the middle of one of the mazes and transported himself to their location. Thankfully, their influence over the burning roses hadn’t changed the immaterial nature of the illusory fire so nothing really happened to the hedge or anything else. The man didn’t even blame them for it, assuming that there must have been some fault with his formation of mystical flowers.  
 
    They quietly escaped without correcting him in case he would get angry and banned them from entering his garden ever again. Asterios truly wanted to bring the other girls here someday later. They deserved to experience the beauty of the ever-changing flower maze too. 
 
    Miria was third in the order. She bounced and skipped around Asterios while pushing, pulling, and yanking him toward their destination. He always loved seeing her so happy and energetic. Her cheerful aura captured people’s attention and he didn’t mind it in the slightest. The spot for their date looked like some kind of a tower with a weird platform at the top. 
 
    After climbing all the way up, they learned that it was the starting point of an airborne ferry ride all around the capital. They could now spot more of those towers on the horizon and realized their purpose as concurrent stops for the unusual ride. Naturally, Miria instantly dragged Asterios into the fancy floating boat made of a mix of black and white wood and he paid the fare. The person managing the station turned some kind of an artifact on and pushed them off the pier. 
 
    They had the entire small boat for themselves so Miria obviously took the best possible seat for herself, which was in Ast’s lap. He held her tightly as she leaned from side to side and gasped excitedly at the sights below them. They sailed through the air high above the town at moderate speed. The route of their little love ship was clearly plotted to give them the best view of the most memorable parts of the capital. 
 
    Miria couldn’t stop wriggling in Ast’s lap and rubbing the top of her head into his chin. He chuckled now and then whenever she swatted him with her fluffy ears as her eyes snapped around. A romantic ride through the sky in a floating boat wasn’t something Asterios had ever thought he would get to experience but he was extremely glad to have the chance. And it was all thanks to his sweet, feline mate. 
 
    About halfway through their airborne journey, Miria twisted herself with so much strength that she yanked them both off the bench Asterios was sitting on. They fell onto the bottom of the boat in a fit of chuckles and giggles. But, rather than getting up right away, they looked each other in the eyes with bright smiles and decided to stay down.  
 
    Miria snuggled into Asterios and Asterios snuggled into Miria, both basking together in each other’s embrace under the warm sun. She purred sweetly for so long that he didn’t even notice when they both dozed off. The supervisor grew anxious after spotting an empty boat coming back to him, but it quickly turned into amusement after he found the passengers entangled together on the floor while napping peacefully. Miria’s face didn’t stop glowing red until the very moment they rejoined everyone at the fountain, making the girls chuckle and immediately begin raining questions about their date at her. 
 
    It was Grea’s turn next and she wound Ast’s arm around her waist, guiding his hand to her pelvis at the front. With an impish, seductive grin, she led them through the town with a sensual sway of not just her hips but her entire body. Numerous men paused to stare at them, to the bewilderment of their partners. She wanted to make a statement by intimately rubbing herself all over Asterios, and she definitely succeeded in doing that. He only hoped that they wouldn’t get locked up for public indecency by some random guard. 
 
    That would have been a story. 
 
    Their date spot turned out to be an entertainment club, one Asterios completely didn’t expect to find in the land of elves. They entered a chamber filled with half-moon sofas around which snaked long, raised platforms. After they got settled on one of the couches with a basket full of various alcohols on the small table in front of them, female elf dancers walked onto the stage.  
 
    Asterios could only smile wryly at how scantily clothed they were. The dancing beauties wore lots of see-through sashes, robes, dresses, and stripes of material. While their intimate parts were more or less fully hidden, or at least obscured in a way that didn’t disrupt their seductive creations, the rest didn’t leave much to the imagination. Somehow, Asterios felt like only Grea would have been able to find herself in such an establishment. 
 
    And his date made sure that he enjoyed himself to the fullest. With a knowing grin, she helped Asterios find the most relaxing position on the couch, half-lying on his side over the comfy cushion. She leaned into him from the front and kept nibbling on his ear and neck while roaming her fingers all over his chest, often dipping low below his belt.  
 
    It was clear that she intended for him to enjoy the show while showering him in teasing caresses, but having his own dazzling beauty all over him made it impossible to focus on the other women. One of the dancers even seemed to notice Grea’s actions and took them as a challenge.  
 
    But, no matter how sensually she moved right in front of Asterios, his eyes kept jumping back to the demon lady in his arms, who was dressed in nothing other than the regular robes he had seen on her so many times already. After a few minutes, the woman huffed in frustration and left them alone, which made Grea giggle victoriously. She practically shone with pride and joy. 
 
    Grea’s advances then grew even more heated as she fed both Asterios and herself more and more wine. Soon, she was starting to push his hands under her clothes while at the same time tugging at his own garments with her teeth, panting amorously. Straddling his lap, she rained passionate kisses all over his face, pushing her breasts into his chest strong enough to clearly announce their springy presence. 
 
    But, in the dimly lit chamber, her actions resembled something a bit more heated, and they were soon kicked out for attempting to partake in a banned activity in the public premises of the respectable entertainment establishment. They continued their fervent kissing session in the alley behind the building, which involved lots and lots of groping, and counted their date as more than a successful outing. Grea kept teasing Asterios about the pieces of eye candy they had managed to take a peek at before being forced out of the club while he playfully snapped back at her by tugging on her tail, pinching her thighs, slapping her butt, or cupping up her chin with a strong grip to shut her up with a rough kiss. 
 
    When they returned, it was already starting to get dark. Selene didn’t mind it in the slightest and led Asterios towards her own place without much hurry. She walked with poise and grace, just slightly swaying with each step while holding onto Ast’s elbow like a true lady. Her bushy tail accentuated the motions with its own lazy dance. Asterios felt like he wanted to treat Selene to the most exquisite restaurant in the world, and even that wouldn’t be enough to match her class. 
 
    Then, for some reason, they found themselves back in the palace. He was confused for a moment but it didn’t last for long. Selene knew exactly which path to take and they wandered through a few twisty hallways before coming out onto a magnificent terrace with an open roof. It was part of an elegant restaurant for the most important people and they immediately took a table by the very edge of the patio. 
 
    Sitting across each other, they relished in the fine dishes and alcohol in relative silence. Just their presence was enough to fill their evening with love and affection. Now and then, they exchanged a few words, talking about their past, the others, and plenty of other topics. Asterios adored making Selene smile dazzlingly or let out a dainty chuckle. She clearly made him work for those but he never gave up trying. 
 
    After their classy dinner was finished, they moved to a bench with a view over the entire southern part of the town and leaned into each other. Asterios kept running his fingers through Selene’s tail, caressing her soft fur all the way from the base to the very tip. She continued to sigh blissfully and rested her head on his shoulder. For some reason, he didn’t feel like he had to do more, like it was just not enough for their date.  
 
    It clearly wasn’t and they both knew that. 
 
    When their time was almost out, Selene sat up and met Ast’s gaze with a gentle, ladylike smile. She thanked him for just staying by her side in silence. But, before she could say anything else, he sealed her delicious lips with a tender kiss, stroking her fox ears with his free hand.  
 
    She didn’t need to explain. He understood that his sole presence was already enough for someone who had spent decades in forced isolation. He was ready to spend days doing nothing but existing for her. Because he loved her. And love could be expressed in an infinite number of ways. 
 
    Returning to the fountain in the middle of the night, they regrouped with everyone. Everyone except for Bryn. Asterios asked if she would like to partake in a short date with him, assuming she wasn’t busy taking care of Althea. A moment later, the Valkyrie stepped out of a crimson gate. 
 
    Asterios came closer and exchanged a brief peck with the winged lady. “Now, toss a coin and let’s see where we end up.” 
 
    She smiled at him warmly, a mischievous twinkle in her golden eyes. “I already know where I want to go.” 
 
    “Oh?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    Darkness enveloped them and he realized that they were being transported by Umbra. A second later, the shadows receded and revealed the location of their date. Its familiarity instantly struck Asterios. Even though the sky was now dark and the sun was replaced by an equally bright white moon shining mightily right from the very center of the firmament, the trees and the path they stood on could not be mistaken for anything else. 
 
    Bryn’s smile grew more radiant and she pushed herself off Asterios. She spun around, throwing him a glance over her shoulder, and walked towards the roofless bower in the middle of the grassy hill. He followed her alluring curves for a brief moment before glancing around. 
 
    “Bryn, this is—” 
 
    “Althea’s lair,” she finished for him. “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    She spread her arms and directed her gaze to the imitation of the night sky. It was full of mesmerizing stars shining even more enchantingly than the real ones. The trees in the lush forest surrounding the small glade even swayed gently under a warm, magical breeze. Everything seemed so peaceful, so serene, so beautiful. Their figures were completely illuminated by the white glow from above, somehow causing their skin to be covered with a delicate glint. 
 
    “Why here?” Asterios asked curiously, slowly stepping towards Bryn. 
 
    “This place is just full of life energy, and there’s a massive source of it right above our heads. The very air in here is just brimming with it,” she replied with a dazzling smile as she rested her back against the fence surrounding the bower. “As you know, that’s exactly my element.” 
 
    Asterios caught up to her and pulled the winged lady into a hug as she peered deep into his eyes, her own gaze often skipping down to his lips. “Bryn, I can feel how incredible that is, but I think it would be extremely rude—” 
 
    “It’s alright,” she interrupted him by placing a finger over his mouth. “I’ve already received permission.” 
 
    Asterios was stunned. A deep blush continued to spread over his mate’s noble cheeks. She took another retreating step, right through the entrance into the bower, and they bumped into the table in the middle this time. Bryn let herself fall back and pulled Asterios down with her. He landed on top of her, their noses almost touching, his hands right at her sides. 
 
    “This space is vast. Althea is resting in a small cottage on the other side of this cavern. She won't be bothered by anything we do here,” she explained in a hushed whisper. “Would you please kindly show me how much you love this body of mine, Master?” 
 
    Noticing the desperate need for validation in Bryn’s shimmering, golden eyes, Asterios decided to answer with his lips instead of words and sealed her mouth with a kiss full of love and desire, letting his hands roam all over her amazing body. 
 
    Nothing held him back from reassuring his mate about her beauty anymore. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 21
Moonlight Dip ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bryn nibbled gently on Ast’s lips as her fingers cupped his face. With her eyes closed, she relished the delicate brushes that joined their mouths. The added weight of his body lightly pressing onto her from above just enhanced the affectionate moment. As they exchanged tender kisses, she could feel his hands slowly roaming her sides in a clearly reassuring way. 
 
    Drawing her lips back, she opened her eyes and peered into Ast’s crimson irises from below. He smiled kindly and moved a hand to brush a stray lock of hair behind her ear, lovingly caressing her cheek along the way. A rosy splash bloomed over Bryn’s gentle cheeks. 
 
    “You are truly one of a kind, Bryn. I don’t think there’s a Valkyrie that could rival your beauty and charm,” Asterios whispered and placed a soft peck on her forehead. “And I don’t just mean your womanly charms, which I’m sure you know I find very captivating. This pretty face on such a brave and compassionate warrior isn’t common. I’m fairly sure I’ve seen my fair share of your sisters-in-arms to judge that. There might be something behind others calling you the next Sky Queen.” 
 
    The scarlet shade spread even further over Bryn’s skin as the corners of her mouth curled up in a cordial smile. Her golden eyes twinkled at the brief rain of compliments Asterios directed her way, which made her heart beat a little bit faster. She chased after his lips to peck him back but changed her mind at the last moment and pressed it onto his cheek instead. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she replied in a quiet tone too. “It makes me happy to hear that.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad. It’s important to me for you to be happy.” He brought his hand up and placed it over hers, which still rested on his cheek. “Anything I can do to make you even happier?” 
 
    She grinned a little wider before her eyes briefly skipped down. “It makes me happy when you look at me, Master. All of me.” 
 
    Asterios nodded and crossed the distance between their lips. Bryn closed her eyes and left herself in his hands as he started peppering her with more kisses while also beginning to disrobe her. She had already taken her armor off before rejoining everyone under the artistic fountain sculpture so he could get straight to her silky-smooth white garments. 
 
    Wriggling a bit underneath him, she cooperated with Asterios to shed her top. In just a few simple tugs, the tight cloth covering her more-than-fair bust was unpinned and flung to the side, breaking their affectionate exchange just for a moment as Bryn’s amazing breasts jiggled joyfully from suddenly attaining freedom. Even so, that moment felt like an eternity without Ast’s warm lips over hers. Bryn held her arms up for a few seconds, letting Asterios take off her sleeves too. 
 
    As soon as they were done, she brought her hands to her belt and started fiddling with it alongside Asterios. As she unbuckled it, he helped her drag it down, taking Bryn’s panties with it too. A quiet gasp escaped her lips as his fingers trailed over the descending valley between her thighs. But, Ast’s fingers didn’t delve too far yet. 
 
    Having removed everything Bryn had been wearing, Asterios brought himself up to gaze upon her entire naked figure, placing his hands on the table just shy of her wide hips. She hid nothing, staring intently into Ast’s eyes while crossing her arms under her impressive bust, giving it just a tiny bit more emphasis. 
 
    Knowing well that she was looking, Asterios let himself take her mesmerizingly nude form fully, admiring it under the white glow of the artificial moon. He intentionally roamed his gaze especially over her full, pert breasts and perfect, sealed lips of her pussy. No doubt raw desire and appreciation showed in his eyes. But, that was exactly his goal. 
 
    As expected, Bryn’s smile only grew the more he consumed her with his hungry gaze. Up until not that long ago, she had no idea how pleased the knowledge that someone found her big chest and curvy figure appealing and enticing could make her. She wouldn’t have ever expected that feeling to make her heart flutter so much. 
 
    Finished with his tour of her heavenly body, Asterios brought his gaze back to her face and matched it. She shuddered lightly as a tingle ran down her spine. The need in Ast’s eyes caused them to shimmer with power and she found herself biting into her lower lip. It was her who made him like that. Her figure. And she very much enjoyed that thought. 
 
    He lowered himself over her once more and sucked in the lip she was biting on into his own mouth, effectively preventing it from getting pierced. She didn’t mind it in the slightest, moaning softly as his clothes rubbed against her hardened nipples. It was nothing a quick healing spell couldn’t fix. 
 
    “Let me join you,” Asterios growled into her mouth, sending pleasant vibrations down her throat. “Would you like to help?” 
 
    Bryn nodded eagerly and her fingers shot to his coat just as he raised himself just enough to give her easy access to it. But, she paused for a second and Asterios didn’t miss it. He followed her eyes and found them locked on his chest. To be specific, on the feather he still had attached. She reached out to stroke it. 
 
    “You still have it…” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course.” He chuckled quietly. “It will stay here unless you’d rather me take it off?” 
 
    “Do you… know what it means?” she asked, a bit of her past shyness returning to her delicate voice. 
 
    Asterios snorted. “I should have figured out that there was something. There always is. And I seem to have a tendency to keep doing things like this without knowing.” 
 
    Bryn let out an adorable giggle, reminded of the story Miria had shared with her. “You see, every valkyrja’s feathers are… somewhat unique. You can identify a person through them, that’s how personal they are. And, there’s a small tradition linked to them.” 
 
    “Oh?” He raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    She smiled dreamily. “This is a symbol of courtship. But not some simple one. The other person has to give their feather willingly, pretty much announcing that they are already theirs. When the recipient pins the feather to their chest, they show their own dedication by publicly announcing undergoing the Challenge of Heart.” 
 
    “And what exactly does this challenge entail?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “For the next three days, anyone has the right to challenge that person to a duel. According to tradition, it’s for any other suitors to take a step forward or remain silent forever. But, since obviously, it’s not every time those individuals exist, it also lets people that this person passes by challenge their conviction. The owner of the feather is obliged to watch every fight. Depending on what they see, they might reclaim it alongside their earlier decision,” Bryn explained. 
 
    “So, if the recipient gets their ass beaten badly, the owner can pretty much call their marriage off, in simple words?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not exactly. It’s not about winning or losing. It’s about perseverance. Attaching the feather, the recipient publicly claims that they will face all challenges without wavering in their resolution. It’s a test of will. If they give up during it or waver, who says that they won’t do the same in the relationship?” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” He nodded. “It’s akin to a vow that they will push through anything for their love. Even if they get challenged every single minute for three days straight and be beaten into an unconscious pulp each time, as long as their will remains unbroken, they will succeed.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Bryn confirmed. “It’s up to the owner of the feather to decide the recipient’s fate. The recipient is putting their life in the owner’s hands, letting that person judge if they are worthy or not.” 
 
    “And since they both are usually deeply in love, the verdict is mostly positive.” Asterios understood and flashed a small smirk at Bryn. “I still have two days, right? Should we take a short break in Tyr while we wait for the queen to take care of things?” 
 
    Bryn’s eyes widened to the brim. “You would do that for me?” 
 
    He leaned in to hang just over her charming nose. “I would fight an entire realm for you, Bryn.” 
 
    The most radiant smile ever threatened to split her beautiful face. Bryn pulled on Ast’s coat strongly, pushing her lips into his and starting a passionate kiss. Their heated exchange continued until she had to back out for some very much-needed air. 
 
    “Please, take me, Master.” Bryn panted heavily, her gaze boring firmly into Ast’s crimson irises, fumbling with his clothes. “Now.” 
 
    He chuckled softly and made them vanish in a blink. “I will. But first, let me worship this unparalleled body of yours.” 
 
    A surprised gasp escaped Bryn’s lips as she was suddenly tugged lower. She felt her butt reach the edge of the table and hang off it slightly. A moment later, another sudden cry broke the silent night as something warm rolled over her dripping, heated slit. Looking down and past her considerable breasts, she found Ast’s head buried between her plump thighs. 
 
    “Master!” She shuddered, grasping his white hair with a firm grip and grinding her pussy against Ast’s lips. “Yes, please!” 
 
    Bryn quickly set her feet to the sides and spread her legs as much as she could, letting Asterios into her leaking honeypot with much easier access. She moaned openly as his hot tongue lapped continuously over her folds, tickling the shy nub atop them with each lick. He didn’t yet part the lewd curtains, caressing her dearly from the outside. 
 
    It was she who trailed her fingers down her smooth belly and dragged them aside to fully open herself up to him. Asterios didn’t hesitate and dove straight in, sneaking his tongue into the snug channel now presented in front of his eyes so invitingly. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… Master….” Bryn moaned stronger the deeper he pushed, stroking her uneven passage with utmost care. “I’m all yours… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Every part of me…” 
 
    He didn’t answer with words but with actions instead. Soon, Bryn’s cries of pleasure rose in volume and frequency as he doubled his efforts. Exploring her sweet depths with his tongue, Asterios showed some love to her sensitive pearl too, rubbing all over it with his finger. Her own hands busy spreading herself open, Bryn could only roll her hips back and forth to grind herself stronger into his face. It caused the wooden table to creak slightly, but neither of them paid it any attention. 
 
    Bryn’s generous chest heaved up and down like during a marathon. “Ahhhh… Master… I’m almost…” 
 
    Knowing well that she was getting very close, Asterios slipped two fingers of his other hand into her pussy while moving his tongue to her clit. Bryn jerked instantly as he began rubbing her best spots, arching her back like a powerful bow. She suddenly went silent and her hands shot to his hair, pulling on it with pure abandon, smashing Ast’s lips into her most precious spot. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
    She finally broke the silence the very moment her climax exploded intensely. Her entire figure spasmed and shivered over the table. With a loud fwoosh, Bryn’s wings shot fully open to the sides, spreading past the edges of the bower. They also trembled lightly and Asterios observed the mesmerizing dance her feathers made as Bryn reached the height of her peak. 
 
    Coming down from it, Bryn stared absentmindedly into the starry sky above her, trying to take control of her ragged breathing. Ast’s hands wandered over her sides, stopping at her springy breasts, reaching them the moment his face showed up above hers. He smiled lovingly while giving them a tender massage. 
 
    “This is just the beginning,” Asterios growled at her, his eyes even hungrier now that he had tasted her. 
 
    “I’m ready for you, Master.” Bryn slid her hands down his naked front, a wide smile painting her lips as she savored that look. 
 
    She reached her target and wrapped her slender fingers around his hard shaft, giving it a few loving tugs. Enjoying her caresses, Asterios brought his lips down to hers and invited her tongue for a lively dance. As they enjoyed themselves up there, Bryn aimed Ast’s tip at her eager entrance, rubbing it up and down her folds just barely a hair’s breadth from slipping into her hot confines. He growled into her mouth, acting impatient, and gave her chest a stronger squeeze. 
 
    Bryn whined delightfully and pierced herself. Asterios was in no hurry and relished every slow second as he filled her in, stretching her wonderful channel with his member. She moaned back into his lips during the process, gingerly wiggling her hips from side to side until he was fully in. 
 
    “Master…” She gasped as he reached her depths, her glistening mound kissing his pelvis. “Don’t hold back… My body can receive all of your love…” 
 
    Asterios drew his hips back while peering deep into Bryn’s golden irises and slammed them forth. Her mouth flung open as he rushed into her with a mighty smack. She definitely didn’t notice, but her complex halo flashed at that very moment, matching the peak of her pleasure. Asterios took it as a good measure of how good she was feeling. 
 
    In no time, he was thrusting into Bryn’s pussy with might but also care. She held one of her hands at the side of his neck, looking back at him with a soft smile, while spreading herself open for Asterios with the other like earlier. Her impressive breasts swayed up and down from the passionate pounding she was receiving and she did nothing to stop them. Quite the contrary, Asterios felt like Bryn threw herself toward his moves to make them rock even more. He let himself chuckle when he understood that she noticed that he noticed. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Do you like watching… Ahhh… Them bounce?” she asked with a wide smile amongst the moans. 
 
    His hands grasped her waist, and suddenly, Asterios hammered Bryn’s dripping love nest with even more ferocity. Naturally, that made her chest jump even faster and harder. Her smile grew, as much as it could while being interrupted by Bryn’s fervent moans. 
 
    “I certainly do love them…” Asterios smiled back at her with a faint smirk. “But there’s something I love even more…” 
 
    She didn’t get to wonder what exactly he was talking about for long before Asterios suddenly slipped out of her warm embrace and flipped her over. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Bryn yelped in surprise as her tummy smacked into the wooden table and her sizable breasts squished into its surface. She grabbed the edge in front of her with both hands as Ast’s member speared into her snug passage once more, evoking a prolonged moan from her. Bryn’s head cocked to the back and, with her feet now on the ground, she hastily spread her legs more. 
 
    She shivered and glanced over her shoulder. Asterios was smashing his pelvis into her butt while running his fingers through her feathers. A tender smile snuck onto her lips as she watched him admire them with a mesmerized gaze. She brought herself to her elbows, arching her back slightly to bring them closer to him, additionally letting her breasts hang freely and swing back and forth from his powerful thrusts. 
 
    Bringing her face forward, Bryn closed her eyes and let her pleasure be heard, relishing everything Asterios showered her with as he pounded her into the table from behind. His cock firmly stirring her insides, his fingers playing with her feathers, his other hand moving to one of her breasts and grasping it tenderly. It was pure bliss. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhh… I’m—ooooohhhhhh!” She suddenly jerked, her back arching to its limits, flapping noise filling the air. 
 
    Bryn hastily peeked over her shoulder as Asterios let out a grunt of pleasure too. She saw him running his fingers over her spine, right between her magnificent wings. The more he kneaded her muscles around those areas, the more her wings twitched and flapped, completely out of her control. What’s more, each time her pussy squeezed Ast’s member more vigor too, giving them both a huge spike in pleasure. 
 
    “Master! Ahhhhh! Ahhhh! No!” She moaned loudly, her wings continuing to flap independently to the sides at random. 
 
    “No?” He smirked, keeping the pleasant rubs. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Maybe not… Ahhh! No… Ahhhhh! But…” She tried to pout but was unable to. 
 
    Asterios chuckled as her face grew even more flushed. Being unable to stop her wings from flapping due to the pleasure she was feeling seemed to be too embarrassing for the beautiful Valkyrie. Her flashing halo told him so. But, he couldn’t feel any real intention for him to slow that down or stop completely from her. 
 
    So, he continued teasing her back as she choked his member with her intensified tightness. Bryn had already been close and the unexpected change made her soar toward her next orgasm. Sensing it, Asterios used his knuckles to knead her muscles instead and growled audibly as her incredible pussy squeezed him dearly, bringing him to his peak too. 
 
    “Masteeeeeerrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!” 
 
    Bryn moaned into the sky, arching her back to its limits, her wings contracting left and right in complete chaos. She grunted in satisfaction as Asterios filled her depths up with his hot seed, giving her slick channel a few more, mighty thrusts. Wave after wave, a flood of milky liquid coated her warm insides. 
 
    They both rested for a brief moment. Bryn had collapsed onto the table, the edges of her round breasts spilling past her sides with each heavy breath she took as they were squished into the wooden surface. Asterios stopped playing with her spine and just delicately caressed her smooth skin while admiring her perfect back and shapely behind. 
 
    She glanced up at him and he wrapped his arms around her chest, bringing her up to join their lips in a kiss, noticing her desire for it in her pretty eyes. Bryn hummed happily, sticking her chest out as her back pressed into his front to give Asterios a better view while peppering his lips with loving pecks. She kept rubbing her butt up and down, still having him inside. 
 
    “Everything alright? Just a little bit more back there and you might have seriously taken off.” Asterios asked while caressing her tummy. 
 
    Bryn stopped kissing him for just a second and something flashed deep in her eyes. He instantly grasped it before she could shrug it off and she yelped at being tossed up and spun around. Landing on Ast’s waist as he grabbed her butt with both hands, she hastily wound her legs around his body. 
 
    “Master?” She chuckled with a curious glance. 
 
    But, when Ast’s wings materialized behind his back, she understood. The slightly wry smile curling her lips up switched into an excited one as her own wings matched his, spreading to the sides. He grinned back at her, and without a need for any words, they flapped strongly at the same time. 
 
    Bryn groaned in joy and pleasure as the abrupt movement drove Ast’s member into her with a new might. With every single flap, they rose higher and higher, and her pussy received a fierce stab, poking her deepest depths, scratching the places that had never been scratched yet. She held onto Ast’s head, moaning loudly with each jab, keeping his face in her springy bosom. 
 
    About twenty loud smacks later and lots of fierce pleasure, they stopped. They had reached the limit of the hidden chamber. Right above them, shone the fake moon, bathing them in moonlight of such intensity that their bodies were completely white, only the contours of their figures visible in front of the massive lunar smear on the ceiling. They both knew that the roots of the Tree of Life were just past it. 
 
    “I feel so alive…” Bryn whispered, drawing herself back enough to look straight at Asterios. 
 
    He smiled at her kindly and groaned as she began gyrating her hips while nibbling on her bottom lip. If not for the pure white radiance recoloring their skin, he was sure that she would be blushing furiously right now. Nevertheless, he met her efforts with thrusts of his own and she arched her back while receiving them. They made mutual love right under the very moon. Their grunts and moans of pleasure accompanied the luscious, wet slapping of flesh hitting flesh. 
 
    Still sensitive from their previous highs, they were coming close quite fast together, not holding anything back. Bryn brought her face to Ast’s and joined their lips in a loving kiss as they rolled their hips into each other’s waists, looking down at their coupling in between the tender pecks and blissful sighs. Her ample breasts looked even more divine in the pale light, jiggling lightly with each thrust. 
 
    “Master… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Once more… Ahhh… Together…” Bryn panted into Asterios openly. “Ahhh… Fill me up… Ahhh… With your love…” 
 
    She noticed him grinning as she was kissing his delicious lips but had no time to question it. Suddenly, they dropped. A surprised yelp escaped Bryn’s mouth as they both plunged toward the ground. But even as they fell, Asterios kept bucking his hips into her, holding onto her waist firmly. 
 
    Bryn screamed both in pleasure and fear of crashing, this completely sudden feeling of weightlessness while having her pussy pounded and her snug insides stroked bringing her to heights she had never known existed. They spun around as wind swished and whistled around them. Ignoring the looming threat of death, they fucked each other with even more vigor and intensity. 
 
    Right before they crashed, Asterios flipped them so that she was on top of him, and spread his wings. Bryn’s weight, coupled with their descent and their sudden stop, impaled her on Ast’s cock with unexpected might just as she was on the very edge of her airborne orgasm. She screamed in ecstasy as they both came unbelievably strong, sailing at a steep arc toward the trees. Bursts of creamy delicacy trickled straight into her furthest depths with how far Ast’s member reached from their mighty smack. Slowing their flight as much as he could, he let his back slam into the first tree on their path, evoking one last groan from both of them as it drove him into Bryn’s slit for the last time just as the final bits of his seed filled her up. 
 
    They both panted heavily, overcome with sweat. Bryn trembled in his arms so Asterios held her tightly. Planting his feet on the ground, he rested his back against the tree. She let her legs down too and snuggled into him, laying her head in the nook of his shoulder. 
 
    “That was… Incredible…” Bryn murmured. 
 
    Asterios could feel the wide smile on her soft lips. “It was… Just as incredible as your body…” 
 
    She chuckled quietly and squeezed him tighter, rubbing her face into his neck. He reciprocated the hug, caressing her back lovingly. They rested together in silence until their bodies calmed down. Nothing else was necessary. Just their presence and feelings of love filled the air between them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
Toys for Us 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we should clean up the mess we created and escape before Althea finds us.” Asterios chuckled lightly while brushing through Bryn’s hair. 
 
    They sat together at the bottom of the tree which had stopped their earlier, adventurous skydiving. Bryn snuggled into Asterios while seated in his lap, resting her head on his chest. They stared into the artificial stars together. 
 
    “It’s alright. This place is filled with magical arrays that keep it pristine. Everything will return to its preserved state before dawn,” Bryn replied with a pleased sigh. “And as I said, Althea is most likely sleeping in her cottage right now.” 
 
    “That depends on how light of a sleeper she actually is.” He smirked. “I was able to mute the bower’s close vicinity, but everything above is a different case.” 
 
    A deep blush blossomed on Bryn’s cheeks as a small smile snuck onto her lips too. 
 
    “Just one more minute, then…” she whispered, hugging him closer. 
 
    Asterios obliged and roamed his other hand over Bryn’s magnificent skin with tender affection. The temperature around them felt pretty much perfect. Somehow, the light breeze that usually rolled through the woods had gone completely silent, not bothering their naked, sensitive bodies either. He wondered if that was just luck or a certain someone’s influence. 
 
    Soon, Bryn finally recollected herself enough to stand up alongside Asterios. A crimson portal arose from the ground next to them and they stepped through it while holding hands. Already expecting it, they arrived in the bathing chamber of Selene’s mansion. A few of the other girls were lounging in one of the pools while chatting happily. Their host stood next to the portal with a ladylike smile, in full nude too, of course. 
 
    The three of them joined Miria and Grea right away and washed up while the duo grilled the winged lady about the details of her date with Asterios even though they clearly knew everything. Still, that didn’t stop them from discussing their entertaining trips and sharing ideas about other places they could visit in bigger numbers. Grea pondered for a long time how to trick the fountain into giving them directions as a group. 
 
    Done with their cleaning, they returned to the Garden of Sinners together and regrouped with the rest of the team. It turned out that Fievedem was still present so they used her knowledge to find a good inn for the night. She brought them to the best possible establishment with a magnificent view of the city from the room’s balcony. They parted ways soon after and Ast’s group crashed on the bed after the energetic and eventful day. 
 
    In the morning, Asterios opened his eyes to an unusual but familiar feeling and found two people debating over who got to wake him with a special service. The culprits were none other than Tina and Silvia, recognizable by their voices and the sounds they made under the covers. Catching them red-handed, or perhaps red-mouthed, he mediated the issue and they ended up working together instead.  
 
    Soon after, the others strolled into the room with trays in their hands, explaining that they were in a mood for breakfast in bed. Grea joked that some of them clearly already had their fill but she was quickly pacified by the blue-haired Summoner girl. They hastily disrobed and everyone shared an enjoyable meal together while bundled up, talking about the upcoming day and their plans. 
 
    Leaving the inn, they found Fievedem waiting for them in front of the entrance. 
 
    “Good morning. I hope you slept well.” The elf woman greeted them with a kind smile. 
 
    “And I hope you haven’t been waiting here for too long.” Asterios nodded at her. “Is there anything you have to share with us or...?” 
 
    “As your guide, it’s natural that I shall make myself available to you at any time.” Fievedem curtsied. “But, it is true that I do have a piece of news for you. The queen will welcome you to discuss the matters of the previous day with her at any time. She requested that we bring your Spellsong friends along the way. But, there’s no rush. You can take your time around the city if you would like.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s reason to delay things unnecessarily if the queen is ready for the meeting,” Tina commented. “I’m sure Bryn would like to check on Althea as soon as possible anyway, right?” 
 
    The Valkyrie sent her a warm smile before glancing at Asterios. “I’m certainly not the only one.” 
 
    “I remember you mentioning an invitation from Imadil and Cynthia yesterday. We could drop by their residence, have a little tour, perhaps talk a bit, and then head to the palace together. If they aren’t busy right now.” Asterios turned to their guide. 
 
    “There’s only one way to check.” Fievedem nodded. “Though, they did emphasize that you were welcome anytime. I’ll lead the way, then.” 
 
    Everyone agreed with that plan and they followed the elf lady through the city. Since they weren’t pressured by time, they were led around the streets rather than straight to their destination. Fievedem definitely enjoyed bringing them to the tourist spots and intriguing points of interest riddling their path to their important elf friends. Of course, Asterios and the girls soaked the knowledge and trivia like dry sponges. The elven capital was still as fascinating to them as it had been twenty-four hours ago. 
 
    No surprise, they headed towards the inner ring of the artistic, breathtaking settlement. But, rather than look around for any mansions belonging to respected families, they were brought back to the palace. It confused them at first, but Fievedem then explained that there was more to the city than just its surface. Like all flowers, trees, and plants in general, it also had its roots in the ground. 
 
    The area around the palace housed four entrances into the capital’s underbelly. Fievedem explained that the other two sections had their own descents too, but each circle was separate. Since they were aiming for the residence of quite recognized people, it was obvious that they would need to look underneath the heart of the capital. 
 
    Miria couldn’t stop bouncing from excitement at the thought of discovering even more about the already incredible town. They traversed a tunnel decorated with white wood from all sides for about ten minutes before reaching an empty archway. After going through it, their chins hit the floor. 
 
    Suddenly, they found themselves inside an underground space of unbelievable size, walking out of the earthen wall right at the very bottom and edge of it. The ceiling was about five stories high and the scenery in front of them seemed to run to the sides forever. It was quite possible that the rectangular cavern covered the same area as the capital on the surface. And just like the top side, the bottom was filled with streets and buildings too, bustling with people. 
 
    Besides the buildings and other structures which were made of wood, the walls and the ceiling had been left untouched and displayed open earth and mud. The entire place was decorated with glowing vines, crystals, bulbs, and unusual, massive flora hanging off the ceiling. Everything was somehow overgrown and had a natural design as if the architecture relied on things growing into shape rather than being artificially constructed. An aura of overgrowth permeated the underground air. 
 
    Fievedem allowed everyone to take in the sights for a while, standing next to Ast’s group with a wide smile. It was pretty clear that their reactions weren’t anything new to the elf. Anyone unfamiliar with the capital must be equally surprised and awed to learn about the other side of the mirror. Especially the foreigners, as rarely as they come. 
 
    When their ability to speak and move returned, their guide led them through the charming, earthen streets. Soon, they reached one of the edges of the unbelievable cavern and walked into a spacious tunnel burrowing into the muddy wall. After a few seemingly random twists and turns, they strolled into a much smaller chamber. It was still big enough to fit an entire mansion inside. 
 
    But, rather than a mansion, they stopped in front of what looked like an ancient, gray tree stump the size of one. It was covered with blue moss here and there, glowing mysteriously, but the most interesting thing was the fact that there seemed to be doors and windows carved in its bark, and even a small porch at the front. They clearly stood before a tree-turned-house. Or whatever was left of it. 
 
    “What’s this?” Miria asked, unable to hold back her curiosity anymore. 
 
    “Where your friends reside.” Fievedem smiled at her. “And also where they work. It’s as much their residence as it’s their workshop. A true Spellsong forge.” 
 
    “I guess it shouldn’t surprise me after seeing the root-like hallways of the palace, but it still does,” Silvia said in awe. 
 
    “Brings a new meaning to a tree house.” Grea snickered. 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly while shaking his head and they all walked to the front door. Tina noticed a small bell on the side and Miria beat everyone to it, pulling the thin, metal string. The bell swayed and a high note rang a few times. Even though it wasn’t exactly loud, they all felt like it would definitely be heard no matter the situation on the other side. 
 
    No longer than fifteen seconds later, the door was pulled open and the figure of Cynthia greeted them with a warm expression. 
 
    “I hope we aren’t interrupting anything.” Asterios smiled softly. 
 
    “Honestly, there would be no way not to interrupt something while we are here.” She chuckled lightly. “It’s been a moment since the last time we had the pleasure to work with all our old equipment so Father and I are kind of on a roll. I have almost forgotten how much fun this was, even considering all the issues related to this line of work.” 
 
    “Should we come at a different time?” Miria tilted her head as her ears laid down a bit. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no! Come in!” Cynthia waved her hands. “We will be happy to show you around. And we do need to show up in the palace later anyway, as you might already know.” 
 
    She held the thick, round door resembling the bottom of a barrel for them and everyone stepped inside. There was no division of rooms and chambers in the stump. Only one, large space spanned from one side to another. Still, specific segments like the kitchen, lounge, bedrooms, and such were clearly recognizable by the walls. Only the bathroom looked to be hidden, for obvious reasons. 
 
    The rest of the space was full of appliances and equipment one could find in most forges and metallurgic workshops. Fireplaces, kilns, counters, benches, and plenty of other utility elements, constructs, and instruments were grouped around. Those related to woodworking, leatherworking, and other occupations also seemed to be among them. 
 
    But, while a lot of equipment felt familiar, there were also plenty of things that looked almost completely alien to most of Ast’s group. Some resembled smithing ovens but the purple, blue, and gray shades glimmering inside them, partially coming from flames of the same colors, gave them an almost mystical vibe. Lots of different contraptions were hard or impossible to describe accurately. 
 
    “Welcome to a Spellsong workshop.” Cynthia gestured at the space with her arm. “I would advise you not to touch anything, for your own safety. There are plenty of magical things around here that might do more than just give you a slight burn.” 
 
    “Is it alright for us to even see?” Asterios asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Well, we have your secret, you can have ours. I don’t think they are of equal value, though, but most likely nothing we can offer you as a token of trust will be sufficient.” She shrugged. “As for Fievedem, the queen already bound her with the highest oath about it. So, no need to dance around the topic.” 
 
    “It’s an honor.” The person in question bowed low. 
 
    Cynthia waved at her dismissively and guided them through the incredible workshop. They soon spotted Imadil hunched over one of the wooden counters, working on some piece of wood with a chisel. He heard their approach and turned around. 
 
    “Welcome. As you can imagine, this is where most of the magic happens. I assume my daughter warned you about touching already?” The man showed a faint smirk on his calm face. 
 
    Miria giggled and nodded in response. It definitely wasn’t an easy rule to follow. 
 
    “This place is insane…” Grea whispered just loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    The demon lady’s Third Eye was wide open and kept jumping from place to place. Her expression turned increasingly more impressed, awed, shocked, and disbelieving as she inspected the devices, constructs, and contraptions. Asterios felt like Imadil’s forge was overwhelming enough to save them from her inappropriate jokes for quite a while. 
 
    “Yeah. I can feel all these spiritual arrays, formations, hubs, and circles without even reaching for my special vision. The air here is so thick it’s like we are walking underwater.” Asterios nodded. “It’s almost scary to think what kind of artifacts and weapons might have been created here. Spellslingers feel like the bottom of the barrel.” 
 
    Cynthia chuckled softly. “You have a good nose. Or eyes. But, there’s also plenty of common gear that goes through that door. At least as common as the equipment of the strongest royal guards, sentinels, sentries, and other agents can get.” 
 
    “Damn. What would I not give to get my hands on that common trash.” Grea shook her head with a wry smile. “As they say, one man’s trash, another’s treasure.” 
 
    “Well, that’s part of the reason why you are here.” Imadil crossed his arms over his chest with a faint smile. 
 
    “What?” Grea’s eyes widened to the brim as her gaze jumped between him and Asterios. 
 
    “You don’t think we would have invited you guys here just to boast about our past workplace, do you?” Cynthia smirked at them, moving to stand next to her father, both of them leaning back on the counter. 
 
    Asterios and the other girls shared surprised and confused glances. 
 
    “No way…” Miria suddenly shivered from excitement. “Are you going to make us some things?!” 
 
    Her eyes practically shone as she pushed herself into Ast’s side to keep her jittering and bouncing in check. He could almost feel the vibrations seeping into his arm. It might have been Grea who fangirled over things like these, but even Miria could understand how much of a big deal anything made by the talented pair in front of them would be. There was no doubt that she viewed their creations as equal to some legendary or mythical gear that might have appeared in the stories she had loved so much. 
 
    “But, why?” Ast’s brows furrowed more. “You already gave us two of your creations. That’s a lot of support by now.” 
 
    “True. But, none of those things were made here.” Imadil ran his eyes over his workshop. “There’s only so much we can do with conventional tools and whatever little we are allowed to carry out of here. As you can imagine, a lot of what you can see is quite a big national secret and remains locked in place.” 
 
    “And, it has been quite a while since you got your Poison Fang and Spellslinger. You are nowhere close to the man you were back then. In a good way. A lot has changed, and I don’t only mean your pure spiritual power which definitely is capable of frying all the circuits in that little thing I made for you,” Cynthia added. 
 
    “You grew up. It’s time to get some new toys.” Imadil let out a quiet chuckle. “All of you, in case that wasn’t clear.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” Grea’s knees trembled and she copied Miria, keeping herself on her feet by holding onto Asterios. 
 
    “There is no way we have the funds…” Tina murmured in disbelief. 
 
    “You don’t need any.” Cynthia winked at her. “A little butterfly told us that we’ll be closely working together on a fun project very soon. You could use some upgrades to help you out with whatever challenges you will face.” 
 
    Asterios was sure they meant the poison cult. He didn’t know how much the queen had already shared with the father and daughter duo, but they would certainly be brought up to speed during the meeting in the palace. 
 
    “Plus, it’s kind of hard not to get in the mood.” Imadil shrugged. “There’s all this equipment here just begging to be used but it’s not like we are back in service and will receive any new orders. It would be a huge waste not to make use of it. We aren’t exactly staying. This is more of a vacation break to visit home before returning to our new business in Glimmervale.” 
 
    “Master…” Miria whined adorably, tugging on Ast’s clothes. “Are you going to say yes?” 
 
    He chuckled at her upturned gaze and puppy eyes, moving his hand to stroke her cute ears. 
 
    “I don’t think we have a reason to decline their goodwill.” Asterios smiled warmly at her overjoyed expression and turned to the elves. “What exactly do you have in mind?” 
 
    “For you, definitely a new weapon.” Cynthia stroked her chin while nodding to herself. “The toothpick you keep on your right forearm is nowhere enough now that you have all that draconic might to work with. You sometimes use that ominous blade, but we could whip up something more personalized. And certainly bigger. A greatsword at least.” 
 
    “We might be able to reforge that artifact sword of yours in here and make it a bit more aligned with your vulpine friend.” Imadil nodded at Selene. “The crossbow you last showed to us could get some twists and tweaks too. It feels durable enough to bear a few nice enchantments. Currently, the bolts don’t do much. They should at least be capable of blasting off a Dragon’s head after we are done with it.” 
 
    Grea basically climaxed on Ast’s arm as an extremely inappropriate moan escaped her lips. Any more talk about her precious baby and she would be leaving a trail behind them. 
 
    “As for the rest, we need some more time to think about it. We more or less know how you handle yourselves on the battlefield but it’s not as simple for everyone. Tina, for example, will most likely be the toughest nut to crack,” Cynthia added with a sigh and then grinned. “But, that’s a challenge, and we love a good challenge. It keeps you from getting rusty.” 
 
    “There’s just one small issue that holds all of that back.” Her father scratched his head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tina asked as all gazes focused on the man. 
 
    “Obviously, we don’t want to half-ass it, so it would be smart to use the best possible ores and materials.” Cynthia tapped her cheek. “Unfortunately, we aren’t exactly in possession of anything good enough, only a bit of decent stuff.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that what you call decent here is considered a mythical treasure anywhere else.” Asterios smiled wryly. 
 
    She snorted softly. “We aren't even sure what exactly to actually go with, in the first place. Figuring that out and then acquiring enough of it might turn out to be quite a hassle if even possible.” 
 
    They all fell silent while everyone pondered over the problem. Asterios noticed Miria letting go of his arm and watched her think about something as her palms grazed the pommels of her shortswords. Finally, she seemed to have come to a decision and slowly pulled them out. The others watched as she brought the blades up in front. 
 
    “What about these?” she asked the elf duo. 
 
    “Yes, we should be able to give them some nice treatment too, of course.” Imadil nodded. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. What about the material? You said that it felt special the last time, right? Would it be good?” 
 
    Both Imadil and Cynthia stared at the weapons while furrowing their brows. They might be recalling whatever they had managed to gather about the meteoric steel making up Miria’s blades. 
 
    “It is special enough that it’s hard to tell after it has been processed… But that’s usually a very good sign…” the man muttered to himself. 
 
    “There aren’t many materials that can escape our scrying abilities… It might be something big…” his daughter whispered too. 
 
    “No matter what, it won’t be of much help even if we melt it. There’s too little of it, and it won’t have the same effect as working on the raw resource.” Imadil sighed. 
 
    “What if we could get more?” Selene asked, finally catching on to Miria’s thoughts. 
 
    “Are you talking about the landing zone in your realm?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Yes.” Miria nodded enthusiastically. “The legends and rumors say that there is nothing more to find there, but maybe something was missed? There’s a chance, right?” 
 
    “We did talk about getting to see it one day.” Selene chuckled lightly. “Our recent adventure that meant to hit two birds with one stone ended up quite successful while we also weren’t sure if one part of it even existed in the first place.” 
 
    They both glanced at Asterios with expectant gazes. He pondered over it for a moment and shrugged. 
 
    “If we will have time to make the trip, I don’t see why not. That depends on our upcoming talk with the queen,” he shared his thoughts. “Shall we go and see where things stand, then?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23
Reverse Review 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes passed as Imadil and Cynthia tidied themselves up from their recent work and the duo regrouped with the others in front of their forge looking right and proper. No matter how important their role or bloodline was, they obviously couldn’t show up for an important meeting with the queen looking like they had strolled right out of a furnace. 
 
    Fievedem led everyone through the underground part of the capital once more and they resurfaced a moment later. The entire way to the palace, the father and daughter duo discussed the topic of the weapons with Asterios and the girls. Miria and Selene were the most active participants in that conversation since they knew the most about the core material that might be used in the creation of the new masterpieces.  
 
    Though, Bryn chimed in now and then too, offering the resources available in her realm. Nothing was yet sure about the meteoric mineral which had been used to craft Miria’s heirloom blades so they wanted to keep an open mind. Asterios first wanted to visit the home realm of his beastfolk mates to try and gather some more information about the fabled meteor that wasn’t just pure stories Miria’s parents filled her head with during her childhood. 
 
    Their best bet was Lerisse and her tribe of Spiritual Foxes. The matriarch might be in possession of some historical records about the situation from the past. Her kin lived much longer than most beastfolk subraces and their archives previously had some useful bits that Asterios and the girls had used in their other pursuits. 
 
    Other than that, Selene suggested reaching out to the community living the closest to the place of impact. They would surely know a thing or two about the incident even if information had been passed mouth-to-mouth through generations. From what Miria pitched in, the area belonged to a local, kind-hearted tribe of Lizardkin. Other subraces, of course, lived there too, but the reptile family was dominant, just like felines made the majority of people in Miria’s village, followed by canines. 
 
    In the end, they had thought up those two options before reaching the inner palace, where they chose to pause their conversation for the moment. A royal guard joined them and guided everyone toward the meeting chamber. It looked like they weren’t going to talk inside Althea’s lair this time. But, that seemed right considering the fact that neither Fievedem nor the Spellsongs had been brought in alongside Asterios and the girls. They most likely weren’t kept in the loop regarding the truth about their Divine Guardian and the Tree of Life. 
 
    The guard held an ornate door open for them and they respectfully stepped inside a medium-sized room. A row of arched windows spanned from one side to the other on the surface of the wall opposite the entrance. The meeting chamber was filled with the same grown furniture that they had seen in multiple places in the palace. Rather than a strictly official setting, the atmosphere inside the cozy space resembled that of a relaxing lounge to enjoy some tea and books in pleasant silence. 
 
    Queen Civienne stood in front of one of the empty windows while gazing outside, holding her palms together behind her back. As the door closed behind the last person, she turned around and graced the new arrivals with the common sight of her calm, neutral, possibly even emotionless expression. Her sharply-angled eyes and firmly closed lips just added to her cold aura. 
 
    “Welcome. Please, take a seat on one of the sofas in the corner.” She gestured to the right side of the room. “Would you like something to drink? It would be best to let your request be known right now as I would prefer no one to disturb us after we begin.” 
 
    “Nothing in particular, Your Majesty.” Imadil lowered his head before moving to the appointed location with his daughter mirroring the motion. 
 
    “It’s the same for us, right?” Asterios glanced over all the girls and they nodded softly, following him to a free sofa too. 
 
    Fievedem didn’t voice her thoughts, but it was quite clear that she wouldn’t be breaking out of the pattern. The queen then walked up to one of the mesmerizing cupboards and pulled out a long bottle that looked to be made of literal bark and sealed up with a pinecone. Picking up a few wooden chalices, equally as extravagant, she seated herself in a small, comfortable throne worthy of her position and uncorked the mysterious container. 
 
    “There is one more thing I have to mention before we move on to the main reason behind this gathering.” She poured a clear liquid with a faint, green tint into the glasses with noble grace and control before setting the bottle down and focusing her sharp gaze on the three elves. “Fievedem. Imadil. Cynthia. I need your assistance. But, the matters which we will be discussing here, and involving ourselves in through that, can be considered the most precious and classified in the entire history of our people. I will need everyone to take the highest oaths available to our kin if you would still wish to proceed while aware of the gravity of the situation. This is the moment to stand up and leave the room if you do not. The choice belongs to you and I shall not think any less of you for deciding not to pull this additional weight onto your shoulders.” 
 
    The trio exchanged slightly shocked gazes, most likely not expecting such a tense and serious beginning. But, they quickly turned back to their ruler. 
 
    “Your tone only further convinces us that we should stay, Your Majesty. I’m sure that the three of us have been handpicked exactly for this grave situation as such heavy secrets aren’t commonly shared with the most devoted and loyal subjects of the nation, even with the oaths present,” Imadil answered in their name. “We want to remain here and offer our aid, in whatever form that may be.” 
 
    Nodding at them firmly, the queen waved her wrist, and bright green motes of light quickly gathered in a vertical line. They flashed faintly after fully merging and a long staff resembling a big branch appeared in her hand. At its top, the wood split into a few thin, spiraling tendrils that curved inside. A beautiful apple of the same color as the motes hung from their ends, locked inside the small cage the curling twigs created. 
 
    She hit the floor with the staff’s butt once and three copies of that apple materialized on top of the table in the same manner. Knowing exactly what to do, the trio picked one each, touched their foreheads with their apples while muttering something quietly, and took a big, juicy bite. 
 
    Asterios could feel the energy seeping from the fruits and he hastily activated his special sight. He watched in fascination as mana flowed around their foreheads and throats, clearly setting up whatever kind of ancient, powerful spell that the oaths were. The spiritual traces soon disappeared after flowing into the elves’ bodies, but he could still make a faint hint of them if he focused greatly and imbued his draconic eyes with even more energy. 
 
    He realized that the apples had burst into the same motes of energy during the absorption and were now completely gone after just a single bite. It felt like a bit of a waste as they looked extremely appetizing, but maybe they were just pure mana instead. The trio took a little sip from their chalices and everyone followed. The alcohol the queen provided had a sweet, refreshing taste and filled one’s body with a chilly wave of freshness. The calming scent of mature pines under the spring rain tickled everyone’s noses and throats. 
 
    “Good. With that, we can officially begin.” Civienne nodded to herself and reached to her side. 
 
    Her slender fingers grabbed a piece of brown cloth that covered something next to her chair and had been standing there since the very start. Everyone was curious about the mysterious thing, but no one dared to point out its presence yet. Now, it seemed that the queen was fine with letting them see what was hiding underneath the sheet. 
 
    Asterios wasn’t sure what he had expected, but it certainly wasn’t a standing, oval mirror as tall as a person. The confused faces everyone else made proved that their thoughts aligned. Unbothered by all the reactions, the queen trailed her finger over its reflective surface and the silvery pool rippled. 
 
    After a moment, the waves calmed down and an image of a seated person dressed in green robes came to be. Ast’s group immediately recognized the woman even with her face hidden deep inside the hood she kept up over her head. He assumed that the wooden interiors surrounding her were from the cottage Bryn had mentioned to him after their date in Althea’s lair. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty.” Althea made a polite nod, careful not to reveal her features. 
 
    “Asterios is already acquainted with this person here, but for everyone else, she is an important friend. One that is suffering from a vicious malady and is aided by Asterios in an attempt to recover from it. She will join us whenever we discuss the current matters as her knowledge and wisdom are crucial and invaluable,” the queen explained. 
 
    It became apparent that, even with the oaths, Civienne still was going to keep many things related to Althea and her true identity a secret. Judging by the faces of the elf trio, no one seemed to have an issue with that either. Someone brought up by their queen was definitely not a simple person. 
 
    “Now, let’s start with your condition first.” The queen glanced at the Dragon lady. 
 
    Althea’s image turned her attention to Asterios. “I feel much better than yesterday. The antidote definitely helped. It has been a long while since the last time I had such an easy and healthy night. But…” 
 
    “But?” Asterios joined his hands, leaned forward, and rested his chin atop them. 
 
    “It wasn’t a permanent solution.” She sighed softly. “The poison was almost nullified, but it didn’t get completely removed. It’s now progressing to develop itself again. Thankfully, at a much slower pace. My assumption is that the cure you have provided me with could neutralize only part of this wicked toxin.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “It must be outdated. Or it’s missing some elements from the other nations and regions. The poison you came in contact with must have been much more developed than the ones we found and the rulers gathered during the joint raid. Of course. It would have been way too easy.” 
 
    “Please, do not blame yourself for it.” Althea shook her head. “I’m regaining a lot of my lost strength thanks to this antidote. As I said, the poison is now much weaker.” 
 
    “And regarding the joint operation to raid their hidden research centers, I have spoken with King Welrond after our last conversation,” Civienne continued after her. “He agreed to provide all the samples and material rather than just their reports and results and he is going to convince the other rulers to do the same. We will create a united laboratory in our lands to work on this poison together in one place.” 
 
    “An initiative where we work with all the other races on something? I don’t think such a thing took place here in centuries.” Imadil stroked his chin with his eyes widening a little. 
 
    “Right. Let us catch the three of you up before we move on to the details.” The queen nodded, turning to the elves. “An evil cult is creating an ultimate poison. Their hideouts are spread all over the realm. They test their creations on the race characteristic of the region. Asterios discovered them some time ago and most rulers decided to strike them down at the same time. My friend here might have possibly gotten poisoned during one of the raids. There is a very high chance that they aren’t yet fully eradicated. Additionally, we suspect that the last death of an Elder was an attempt to steal our secrets, if he truly is dead. We might have more traitors amongst our ranks and that’s why I need help from the most trusted people I can find.” 
 
    “You… You trust me, Your Majesty?” Fievedem was completely taken aback, holding her hand over her heart. “After everything I have done?” 
 
    “Yes,” Civienne replied shortly. “You showed a great deal of courage and loyalty to your oaths. I could see in your eyes back then that you were considering the only way to keep your word to Asterios, which is suicide. Thankfully, you knew that you wouldn’t be able to achieve that goal without me interrupting it. You might have briefly resisted my orders, but I am aware of your dedicated heart and strong will to uphold your beliefs.” 
 
    Fievedem did her best to keep her emotions in check but the way she held her hands over her mouth while her eyes watered, betraying how touched she was by the queen’s response. Everyone waited a minute for her to recover before the conversation could continue. 
 
    “To single out the potential moles, I will need your help.” The queen glanced over everyone. “We will start a common investigation into archived reports. No one else will be included, even the Elders. To explain Asterios’ involvement, I will soon make an announcement that we have come to an agreement with the Human King for his delegation to experience how things work in our palace and nation as a token of trust. You three are already respected, loyal subordinates who have worked with the crown many times.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that an Elder would be involved.” Cynthia shook her head. 
 
    “We haven’t yet confirmed if he joined them willingly, faking his own death, or if he was assassinated and had his body stolen from the burial grounds. But, both options are a possibility. If not more,” Asterios said. 
 
    “An internal investigation will take a while, especially with such a small team.” Imadil hummed to himself. “We will definitely do whatever we can, though.” 
 
    “Is there any specific plan other than to pinpoint the possible contacts this organization has in the palace and research all the poisons gathered from the joint raid?” Fievedem asked. 
 
    “We haven’t yet thought of any other options and this meeting is hosted exactly for that purpose,” Civienne replied. “But, our first priority is to cure my poisoned friend. She can’t fight the poison forever and it was a miracle that Asterios had something that could weaken it on himself. Everything else is secondary. I’m hoping that we can learn everything about these people and get rid of them once and for all while doing that.” 
 
    Asterios noticed the faint sigh Althea let out as the queen talked. He almost smiled wryly while trying to imagine the exasperated expression of the Dragon lady as she listened to herself being put above everything else. It contradicted the very core of the elven teachings but she didn’t have any effective way to change Civienne’s nature. 
 
    “Well, I think the best way to figure out the source of something is the most common and appropriate method in all the fields based on research,” Grea chimed in, putting her hands behind her head. 
 
    “Which is?” Althea asked. 
 
    The demon lady grinned and turned to Asterios. He rolled his eyes at her antics. Instead of giving an answer like a normal person, she just had to divert the attention to him. But, to some extent, it was she who had taught him a lot, so perhaps Grea just loved to relish the feeling of her apprentices displaying the gathered knowledge in her stead. It wasn’t unusual for teachers to take pride in their students and their achievements. 
 
    “Reverse review,” he answered while looking back at her, watching how she alluringly nibbled on her bottom lip. “We don’t know much so the best option is to trace back our steps one by one and try to figure out more hints along the way. If we are focusing on healing… your friend… then the crucial moment of this research subject is the moment she was poisoned. We have no idea how that happened, but that knowledge could prove to be just as important. I think we should be able to do this much, right?” 
 
    “My memory is almost perfect. I should have no issues recalling every single step I took during my deployment to take down one of the facilities,” the Dragon lady said. 
 
    “That’s perfect, then.” Asterios smiled at her image. “This could be the thing our small party focuses on. There’s a chance that my eyes will be able to pick up something useful. I’m sure that everyone else here can do a much better job at working on the reports and figuring out the traitors. It would take a while for us to learn the ropes of the Elf Nation before we made ourselves useful. Not that I’m trying to shirk away from doing so. I’m certainly very interested in that prospect.” 
 
    “This is a good delegation of leads and responsibilities,” the queen agreed with a nod, taking a sip of her liquor. “We will intermingle nevertheless, but you are already closely acquainted with each other so things should be smoother that way. And, you can easily travel our lands without worrying about alerting our enemies with suspicious behavior. It’s almost expected of you to experience our country and everything it has to offer.” 
 
    Asterios could feel Miria’s growing excitement at the prospect of more sightseeing. The other girls certainly wouldn’t mind it either. There was a lot to see in the very capital so their expectations for the rest of the territory were quite high too. Not many people had the chance to wander deep into the domain of elves. 
 
    “I will send Umbra to make a copy of your memories related to that operation later, then.” Asterios gestured at Althea with his head. “It will be easier for us to follow the trail and any additional information is appreciated. If you don’t mind it, that is.” 
 
    “I see no issue with that. It’s certainly a useful thing to share. But, there is no need for you to go alone. I shall accompany you on this journey. Just as my memories might be an asset, so could be my thoughts as I experience this path once more,” Althea suggested. 
 
    “Tea—” The queen’s eyes widened slightly and she almost addressed her directly but managed to catch herself just in time. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You are weakened and could barely sit straight yesterday. You are not fit for a journey. Your condition would unfortunately slow the group down. I know that’s harsh but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I am in a much better condition right now than I have been in quite some time. In fact, I can even use most of my magic and abilities. There will be no issue for me to use the usual method of transportation,” Althea countered, and if not for the hood, Asterios was sure that she would be sending the queen a firm glare. “I can’t sit back and do nothing while everyone else is doing whatever they can to stop these evil people from causing harm to your innocent subjects. Besides, stepping out of my house might be exactly what I need to improve my health. I don’t think I leave my dwelling often enough.” 
 
    It was quite clear that Civienne wanted to argue, but at the same time felt compelled to listen to her precious teacher. They had already seen how the queen acted in front of the ancient Dragon lady. The elf trio might not know about that side of their ruler but they most likely could tell that she held the mysterious woman’s opinion in high regard. 
 
    “There is no need to worry so much. Asterios offered me his protection. I think we both know that he is a capable individual. It would be impossible to appoint a more reliable guardian in our lands,” Althea added. 
 
    “That’s true.” Imadil chuckled softly. “I dare to include the other lands too.” 
 
    “I agree.” Fievedem nodded with a small smile. “He can easily fight off an army on his own. And with the ladies present? They clearly wouldn’t have needed the help of Glimmervale’s guards and soldiers to defend the town if they were able to focus solely on fighting off the incoming enemies.” 
 
    “And we are so much stronger now than we were back then!” Miria beamed at everyone with her boundless enthusiasm. 
 
    “Very well.” The queen sighed while rubbing her forehead. “We shall proceed as agreed. You may begin whenever you see fit. Don’t skip your preparations. Meanwhile, the four of us will talk about this situation from the very beginning, the day we received word from the Human King. Afterward, we will start organizing everything on our side. There are plenty of statements to make and official documents to fill in.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty.” Asterios lowered his head. “We shall excuse ourselves to meet up with your friend, then. The earlier we move out, the better. Hopefully, it’s not too late to investigate the trail.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
An Artistic Soul 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After bidding farewell to all the elves, Asterios and the girls left the meeting chamber and regrouped in the elegant, wooden corridor. They considered their options and decided to visit Althea right away. Since they hadn’t consulted Civienne about their access to the secret vault hidden beneath the palace, they chose to utilize Umbra’s services to get into the Dragon lady’s lair. 
 
    In a bit longer than a few seconds, Asterios came out of the deep shadows right next to the familiar bower. The chamber’s protective arrays and the presence of the Tree of Life’s stump made it a little harder for Umbra’s Shadow Movement to reach the sealed-off secret den. Still, with the Lord of Shadows recovered this much, it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    As he had informed Asterios previously, he could now almost efficiently move between the realms the girls belonged to, alongside Ast’s own, of course. That movement took a while inside the scary void, but the transfer was decently quick in the outside world, reaching about a few minutes at worst. 
 
    A crimson gate arose from the ground while Asterios was admiring the now fully reformed bower and all his mates joined him. He couldn’t feel Althea’s presence anywhere near so they assumed that the queen’s friend remained in her cozy cottage. Bryn, already familiar with its location, offered to guide everyone to the lone, wooden house and they all obliged, chatting together during the brief trip. 
 
    Soon enough, in the middle of a beautiful forest with numerous healthy trees of various kinds and species, they noticed the pretty, little log cabin. It was no bigger than a single-story building with a square as its base. From the outside, they could assume that no more than one or two rooms could fit inside along with the main segment. It was a charming sight, one that made them pause for a short moment to admire the lovely scenery. 
 
    Their silent admiration was interrupted by a quiet squeak of the front door. Althea showed up at the entrance with a gentle smile. She had taken off her hood now that everyone here knew exactly who she was. Not wanting to appear rude by just staring back at her, Asterios led his party inside and they exchanged polite nods while passing their green-haired host. 
 
    As expected, Bryn barely reacted to the warm, homely atmosphere inside the cottage, created by beautiful, stylish furniture and sporadic decorations. Various landscape paintings hung on the bright, wooden walls, a bunch of fluffy, furry carpets lay on the floor, and a relatively small fireplace sat opposite the entrance, surrounded by lovely chairs, sofas, and a low table. Judging by the multiple shelves and cabinets filled with books on its sides, it was a place where the owner enjoyed spending their time reading right next to the crackling flames. 
 
    “It’s so pretty here,” Miria said with a soft smile, her gaze roaming over literally everything. “It reminds me of home. My grandparents had a little cottage like this one built in secret near a lake a week of travel away from the village.” 
 
    “It’s nothing much, but it is my home.” Althea nodded politely at the compliment. “Don’t be shy and please make yourselves comfortable.” 
 
    They seated themselves near the fireplace and Althea joined them a moment later, bringing a bowl full of freshly washed grapes. Asterios spotted a folded easel in one of the corners and gestured at it with his eyes. 
 
    “Did you perhaps paint all these by yourself?” he asked curiously. 
 
    The girls glanced at him in slight confusion, but they also found the artistic equipment after following his gaze. Althea showed a faint smile as their attention quickly turned back to her with renewed excitement. 
 
    “You tend to pick up a hobby or two when there’s not much to do for a few years or centuries.” She allowed herself a quiet chuckle. “I find recreating the scenes from my memories to have a miraculously calming effect on my mind.” 
 
    “These are beautiful… And incredibly detailed…” Tina whispered, having left her spot to examine one of the frames as Althea had been answering. “Ah! It moves!” 
 
    Another chuckle, a little bit more apparent, escaped Althea’s lips as Tina jumped back in shock after touching the surface of the painting. Miria and Grea snickered at her and the panthergirl quickly stood up to see the effect for herself. 
 
    “Wow! I’ve never seen something like this!” Miria’s eyes sparkled with pure glee. “The birds are literally flying over the painted sky and the grass is moving!” 
 
    “At one point, I decided that I have reached the pinnacle of what the traditional tools and supplies offer and spent a little while coming up with a way to take it a step further,” Althea explained. “My newer creations are made with the use of spiritual dyes that react in various magical ways to contact with mana. Just as in normal painting, I can layer things one over another, but the layers gain additional capabilities.” 
 
    “Your knowledge about spiritual energy and its control must be truly vast,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “I certainly know a thing or two thanks to my draconic upbringing, but it was mostly thanks to my affinity with nature that I was able to grow spiritually-enhanced plants to gather the necessary materials that allow me to create these magical pigments and dyes,” she added. 
 
    “It’s still damn fucking impressive.” Grea grinned at her. “And I’m sure it’s just as glamorous as it is effective.” 
 
    “I bet Master could do it too with enough practice, right, Master?” Miria beamed at Asterios as she and Tina returned to the others. 
 
    “Who knows? Don’t forget that Althea is a very wise and experienced Dragon. I’m barely starting. But, I could certainly use some way to practice and train in managing my energies,” he answered with a shrug. “In any way, I think we have a certain matter to approach first.” 
 
    “Our upcoming trip outside.” The Dragon lady nodded. 
 
    “Pretty much. I’m sad to hear that the poison wasn’t fully purged from your body. Are you certain it’s a good idea to come with us?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Do not worry. I shall not overdo it. My condition is better than enough to handle this journey.” She smiled at them warmly. “I can promise to rely on all of you for anything not related to my guidance through the path I have taken between the hideout and the town.” 
 
    “So, any fighting or heavy duty will fall onto us,” Silvia clarified, without a hint of chagrin, just stating the fact. “That’s a good decision.” 
 
    “I would have thought Dragons were a bit more reluctant to rely on the help of others,” Miria mused. 
 
    “True Dragons, most likely, but as for Lesser ones, we aren’t as prideful. But, I guess it depends on the circumstances. Mine definitely don’t allow for that.” Althea shook her head. 
 
    “Anything you can tell us about that day? Did something unexpected happen that might have gotten you poisoned during the raid?” Asterios rested his chin on his joined hands. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I flew straight to my destination, hid in the close vicinity of the secret laboratory, infiltrated it the moment I received the signal, eliminated all the threats, secured as much evidence as possible, and returned. I didn’t meet too much resistance. I don’t believe I have been wounded at all,” she summarized. 
 
    “And you were the only one taking part in that operation, right?” Grea inquired, receiving a nod in response. “If those bastards found a way to spread the poison through the air without it losing its potency then we are in much deeper shit than we expected.” 
 
    “While there were several casualties amongst the teams attacking the other locations, I would assume that if they had succeeded in doing as you say, barely anyone would have returned alive or even healthy,” Althea pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe, but we can’t be sure,” Bryn chimed in. “Since the laboratories operate in a somewhat isolated manner, that part of their research might not have made it into their mutual knowledge yet.” 
 
    “Too much guessing,” Asterios said. “We’ll have to be careful when we approach that base. It will also confirm some of our worries. Hopefully, we can find some hints in there. Though, I don’t expect too much. The elves would have figured it out with all the information and samples gathered from that place if that was it. Because they tried, right?” 
 
    Althea nodded grimly. “It was our first thought. The antidotes found in the laboratory didn’t work, and neither had the ones concocted by our experts at a later date. That’s why Civienne dismissed the possibility of poisoning. Perhaps we would have noticed we were wrong if I hadn’t halted the deterioration of my body and stopped the symptoms from showing up.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself for doing what you had to do to keep yourself as healthy as possible.” Selene waved her finger at the Dragon lady. “Any of us would instinctively choose to do the same.” 
 
    “Right. Shall we get to it, then? Or do you need more time?” Asterios glanced at their new friend. 
 
    “I’m ready. We can depart whenever you wish to.” She nodded. 
 
    They all stood up together and moved out of the cabin. Before they started walking, Asterios turned to Althea once more. 
 
    “Do you have to leave through the entrance?” he asked. 
 
    “I… don’t think so,” she replied with a hint of hesitation in her gentle voice. “I didn’t have any other means to exit this place previously.” 
 
    “Since we weren’t seen entering, I think it will be a wise choice not to be seen leaving either.” He smirked lightly. “Umbra should have no issue bringing you outside, right?” 
 
    ~I would assume so, Master,~ the summon in question answered. ~Your presence would certainly assure that our new companion doesn’t experience any discomfort during the transfer.~ 
 
    “Althea is a Dragon. And a very mature one, at that. I’m sure her mind is much sturdier than mine.” Asterios chuckled. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Alright. The question is, where do we pop out?” He pondered. 
 
    “What about the barracks?” Tina suggested. “Why not make this more official and involve my squad? The queen must have certainly already informed the most important officials about our role in their nation so we should be able to use it as our cover and justification rather than sneak around.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Silvia nodded. 
 
    “True,” Asterios agreed. “See you girls there, then.” 
 
    Offering a hand to Althea, Asterios waited for the Dragon lady to take it on her own and they shared a confirming glance before the shadows enveloped them. As it was her first time, the unending, oppressive darkness surprised Althea in the beginning, but she recollected herself rather fast, using the few long seconds to study the weird space. 
 
    They emerged in an alley next to the garrison where the Royal Guard was stationed and she hastily pulled her hood on. The girls were with them a moment later and Tina led everyone inside the military barracks. She seemed to have a way to locate her subordinates as they strolled right into the resting chamber where her squad was currently idling about. Noticing the arrival of their captain, they jumped to their feet with respectful salutes. 
 
    “We have an important task to take care of. Gather up at the sixth landing pad in five minutes, ready to take off. Everyone is here?” Tina roamed her gaze over her troops. 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Kathy, her second-in-command, answered firmly. 
 
    “Good. Let’s move. I’ll explain in the air.” Tina gestured at them to go on and turned around, shooting a shy smile at Asterios. 
 
    “It suits you.” He smiled back. 
 
    A tinge of rosiness bloomed on her soft cheeks as she hastily led them outside. They idled around while slowly heading towards the appointed meeting place to give Tina’s squad enough time to carry out her orders. When they finally arrived, everyone was ready by their mounts, awaiting their captain. 
 
    They assumed a similar formation as during their journey to the Garden of Sinners and took off. The only difference was that Althea joined Asterios and Tina on Esil’s back so that she remained further away from the people outside of their personal group. As promised, Tina shared some details about their mission, which was a scouting expedition. Althea led them exactly the same route she had taken on her own in the past and they flew close to the ground. 
 
    Since it would take them way longer to travel the same distance in a big party when compared to a single, flying Lesser Dragon, Esil raised their pace by employing a magical ability to enhance the performance of his underlings and shield the tigers from the vicious winds created by their speed. It seemed that Tina’s progress impacted the mighty patriarch too and they could now achieve much more with the use of her mana, or the mixture of hers and Ast’s. 
 
    Their group shot through the sky faster than the Royal Guard ever had thanks to that. A few of the members required a moment to get accustomed to the almost blurry smudge of land moving underneath them even if there was no pressure of wind to assault them. Some of the original inertia still remained and they were aware of the speed they were flying at. 
 
    Five hours later, they slowed down as they neared their destination. Althea pointed at a good place to land and they descended toward the ground. The tiger riders formed a defensive formation around their captain, remaining on the lookout. Two people stayed in the air to keep an eye on their surroundings from above. 
 
    “The entrance to the underground facility is right behind that hill,” Althea said, gesturing to the east. “Considering that I’m already afflicted, I think I should be the one to scout ahead in case the air is polluted just as we thought. Your shadowy companion can accompany me and relay what we see to you, right?” 
 
    “That’s true but we promised to protect you, and going in alone is quite dangerous.” Asterios nodded and glanced around. “I’ll go with you and see if I can notice anything with my special abilities. We’ll send Umbra first to see if he is able to pick up any hints about the air and then decide if we go in. You might be afflicted, but there is no way of knowing if being exposed to more of it doesn’t worsen your state.” 
 
    “Very well,” she agreed. 
 
    “Sunray! Take into the air and scout the area! Look for anything unordinary! Leave two on the ground with us!” Tina barked out orders to her squad and they split in a flash, leaving Kathy and another person behind as the rest took off. “We’ll look around a little and wait for your word, Ast.” 
 
    He nodded at her and followed Althea with Umbra perched on his shoulder. The girls spread out in the close vicinity of their landing zone while Tina and her two subordinates remained behind to secure it. After a few short minutes, Althea located the camouflaged entrance, which was hidden inside a thick trunk of a common-looking tree.  
 
    Asterios tried every trick in his book, or rather eyes, to scan it for any malicious aura, but found nothing. The tree itself and its surrounding flora didn’t look sick or poisoned either. They sent Umbra down the elevator shaft going into the ground and he confirmed that nothing seemed amiss with the atmosphere inside the complex. 
 
    Just in case, Asterios released his aura and filled his organs with his mixed draconic energies in hopes of better protecting them, letting his hidden features materialize. The sudden spike in his domineering presence caused Althea to flinch involuntarily and he smiled at her wryly, apologizing for the unintended scare. 
 
    She followed his lead, and for the first time, reached for her own ancestry. Her emerald eyes gained a stronger shine and a long tail made itself apparent underneath Althea’s cape. Only sporadic, deep green scales decorated her cheekbones and neck. She clearly held back her transformation not to consume too much energy or wasn’t able to bring out more. That, or it was just the level of transformation Lesser Dragons could achieve without fully morphing. 
 
    They descended into the hideout with great care. Neither of them spotted any danger, be it in the air or the underground tunnels. Althea had dealt with most of them during her raid. Still, Asterios was able to find traces of magic from leftover spells, formations, arrays, and experiments. Looking at an old stain in one of the labs confirmed that he could identify the dangerous potion and its fumes with his Draconic Sight, thus they were safe from getting poisoned just by breathing. 
 
    Althea led him around and brought up every detail of her attack. Most of the rooms were completely emptied out by her so it wasn’t like they were able to find a lot in the abandoned facility. Their main goal of checking the possibility of air poisoning was already reached. Going through all the damaged chambers didn’t earn them any other useful information. 
 
    The girls noticed their return before they even saw them thanks to the two powerful presences heading their way. It spooked the two members of the Royal Guard for a moment, causing the ladies to chuckle quietly. Everyone exchanged their findings and thoughts, which didn’t bring too much progress to their investigation. Tina’s subordinates hadn’t found anything out of order during their scouting. 
 
    Having nothing else to check in close vicinity, they jumped on the winged tigers and began heading back, again taking the route Althea had traveled during her return to the capital. After five minutes of flight, she spoke up. 
 
    “This is where I spotted traveling merchants on the road below us, heading in the direction of the Garden of Sinners. I decided to slow down and observe them for a moment. Finding nothing special about the caravan, I landed just north from here to take a short rest.” 
 
    “That’s our next stop, then,” Asterios said and Tina directed everyone towards a clearing visible in the distance. 
 
    They landed at the shore of a small pond in a lush forest. The noise of cascading water splashed and hummed through the air as a tiny waterfall poured into the modest lake from a raised cliff at one of the pond’s edges. It was a charming spot and no one doubted why Althea had chosen it for her break. 
 
    “No! Stop! Stop!” Someone’s desperate shouting reached their ears and all faces snapped toward the source. 
 
    One of Tina’s men was currently wrestling with his beast by grappling the tiger’s neck and yanking it away from the water. A little annoyed at its rider, the huge cat protested and fought against the little human’s strength, trying to lower its muzzle low enough to take a sip. Esil’s light growl made it freeze and the tiger backed off at once. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tina asked as she trotted to her subordinate, furrowing her brows at the man. 
 
    “The fish.” He pointed at the water. “Something is wrong with them.” 
 
    Following the man’s arm, everyone noticed a bunch of clearly dead fish floating around the edge of the pond. Now that they were paying more attention to its surface, they could spot even more of them all over the water, just in smaller numbers. The crystal-clear liquid didn’t show any immediate signs of issues that could cause such a disaster, though. 
 
    Asterios suddenly hissed through his teeth and everyone turned to him. 
 
    “It’s poisoned. From top to bottom,” he stated with his eyes glimmering in crimson and onyx. “I think it’s pretty obvious what this means.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25
A Missed Objective 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I did drink from this pond,” Althea said, answering the unasked question. “To be exact, right from that little stream.” 
 
    Miria gasped lightly. “Is that how you got poisoned?” 
 
    Asterios nodded, stroking his chin. “Most likely. This water is completely polluted by a chaotic mix of poisons. My eyes can distinguish a bunch of colors. From what I’ve seen, each poison coming from different hideouts tends to revolve around a single shade, more or less. Slight deviations included.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Tina asked, studying the completely ordinary water in the pond. 
 
    “That it’s either a completely new attempt, perhaps at merging all the previous versions into their final, ultimate goal…” Grea started. 
 
    “Or they were dumped here all together without any care in the world,” Asterios finished. 
 
    “If it’s the former, then we are extremely lucky that it isn’t fully successful,” Bryn said, glancing at the Dragon lady. “Otherwise, you might not have been able to fight against it for this long, considering that their goal is to create something that can eradicate all life.” 
 
    “Either way, why would they drop it into this pond? It feels… kind of pointless?” Grea scratched her head. “I mean, what use is there for testing it on a handful of weak-ass fish when they are doing the same on people already?” 
 
    “This place might not have been the target,” Tina suggested. “Water flows down here from that stream up there, as we have already established.” 
 
    Everyone nodded along as she crouched right at the edge of the grassy beach and pulled two glass vials out of her jacket. Uncorking them, she held them close to the surface and they all watched as two swirling tendrils of water rose up. The tendrils poured themselves into the vials in a completely safe manner until the glass containers were almost full. Tina sealed them and stood up, turning to her squad. 
 
    “Omar, Kassian, you will return to the capital and deliver these to the queen. Let her know that it’s possibly the poison affecting our friend. Hand it over to her directly, unless it will be completely impossible. Then, find Fievedem, Imadil, or Cynthia instead. We are all part of the delegation so anyone should help guide you if you ask.” She handed a vial to two of her men. “I’ll have you transported with Ast’s familiar since this is important. You are going to appear next to the town.” 
 
    The two members glanced at each other briefly before straightening up and saluting with their fists on their chests. Tina nodded at them and looked up at Asterios. He understood her query and nodded back. Right after that, shadows enveloped the men and their respective mounts. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tina said with a light smile. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” Asterios winked at her. “What’s next, Captain?” 
 
    She sported a faint blush but turned to the rest of her squad with a firm expression. “I need three people following up that stream. Everyone else, same as the last time. Focus on any additional water sources and reservoirs. Regroup in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    With another round of saluting, the aerial troops jumped on their winged tigers and took off in various directions. Tina turned around with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Now, this should give us some time alone to speak more comfortably.” She chuckled softly. 
 
    “I must say, watching you act the part… is quite a turn-on, shortie.” Grea licked her lips with an impish grin. 
 
    Tina’s eyes widened briefly and her cheeks grew even more heated, evoking a snicker from the playful demon woman. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s save this for the bedroom. The clock is ticking.” Asterios flicked Grea’s single horn, eliciting a sultry moan of both pleasure and pain from her. “What do we think of this?” 
 
    “The source of this disaster is definitely located upstream,” Selene replied first. “Could it have been the merchants?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but I didn’t see them go near this place as I followed them. There were no traces of any passage either. My senses were still sharp back then, even if I might have not been scrutinizing every single detail of the environment with explicit focus,” Althea answered. 
 
    “I’m sure we will be able to track the source of this contamination back with your and Ast’s abilities,” Silvia added. “Nevertheless, leaving this pond like this poses quite a lot of potential danger. It might be better to evaporate the water if we can’t cleanse it.” 
 
    “I agree. The longer it remains like this, the more animals will be infected. They will then die deeper in the forest and fall prey to other beasts, spreading the poison even further. A lot of time has already passed but perhaps we should look around for any corpses and dispose of them,” the Dragon lady offered. 
 
    “Leave it to me and Selene!” Miria raised her furry hand. “We can quickly run around and gather anything we find into a neat pile to be burned later! That is if Master allows us?” 
 
    “Sure. The rest of us can investigate the stream in the meanwhile. Tina’s squad can support you from above if she doesn’t mind.” He glanced at his blue-haired partner. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She shook her head. “It will keep them busy.” 
 
    The flying tigers soon returned and received new orders from their captain. Miria and Selene got to work too while Asterios and the others wandered up the flowing stream. The trio that had been tasked with checking it out earlier didn’t report anything out of the ordinary, besides a trail of dead river fauna. 
 
    After about half an hour, they reached another rocky cliff, a much taller one this time. It ran far to the sides and the small river curved left in front of it, continuing in that direction right along the stone wall. Instead of going after the stream, though, everyone stopped at the turn. 
 
    A massive crack ran vertically through the cliff in front of it. The breach extended even into the ground and the long tear could be seen through the water as it went down the riverbank. While Asterios could spot only diluted traces of poison in the river as they had walked, a steady cloud of a rainbowy color leaked out of the damaged earth halfway to the stream’s bottom. 
 
    “What do you think this is?” Bryn asked after he filled the others in. 
 
    “Umbra?” Asterios called as his familiar was already back. 
 
    A thick shadow seeped into the opening and they all heard a voice in their heads a moment later. 
 
    ~It’s a mess. A collapsed complex. Completely razed, destroyed, ruined. The crumbling ceiling smashed tens of what looked like crates holding various containers, including glass and ceramic ones. There were also bigger, metal units that got damaged. All of this somehow avoided the fire and keeps leaking into the breach. It’s clearly been a storage or a warehouse right on the other side of this wall,~ Umbra reported. 
 
    “Another raid?” Asterios raised a brow at Althea. 
 
    “I don’t recall anyone being sent to this location. I don’t think we even were aware of its existence.” She shook her head. “Since it was on my path, it would have been quite natural for me to take care of it along the way.” 
 
    “Which means that this one has somehow gone unnoticed,” Grea pointed out. “But how?” 
 
    ~This looks like someone was trying to get rid of as much as possible while making a hasty escape rather than a raid. It’s clear that whoever operated here had no time to be thorough. They were in a hurry,~ Umbra added. 
 
    “So, they knew,” Silvia stated what was on everyone’s minds. “Someone must have warned them.” 
 
    “I assume this entire operation wasn’t exactly as big of a secret as to include only the queen and the Elders in the know, right?” Tina turned to the Dragon lady, who looked to be in deep thought. 
 
    “That’s correct…” Althea nodded. “An operation on this scale had to be supervised by a group of people, but Civienne managed to position all the elite troops next to all the targets before presenting the situation in the war room. It was a smart move to reduce the opposition that could delay everything unnecessarily. Each squad was assigned its navigator right before everyone struck together to coordinate their efforts. So, nobody really knew anything until it was time to start. Therefore…” 
 
    “You might have had a rat present in the war room at that moment who might have sent a warning to this hideout right after the order to strike was given,” Tina finished for her. “Even if you weren’t aware of this place, they must have wanted to be sure that no one stumbled on it since it’s not far from the other one. It should be relatively easy to compile a complete list of people who were there, so…” 
 
    “We should be able to use all this information to identify them,” Althea then finished for her in turn. “We need to deliver this news to Civienne as soon as possible. The earlier we find out who the mole is, the earlier we can start to monitor them and learn even more from their movements and behavior. Perhaps I should fly back.” 
 
    “As much as I would like to see that, I don’t think it’s necessary,” Asterios interrupted them. “Umbra can transfer you, which is much safer than that. Right after we finish exploring this laboratory and picking up everything we can.” 
 
    She agreed with his assessment and they sent both Umbra and Aura to roam around the collapsed complex with Silvia’s and Ast’s spatial rings to sweep anything they could find amongst the damaged evidence and samples. Considering the fact that this place had stored multiple versions of the evil poison, and hadn’t been on the hit list of the elves, it seemed somewhat more important than the rest. 
 
    If this facility truly had been warned the moment Althea had begun her raid on the neighboring hideout, the researchers in this one could have had enough time to pack most things up and flee before being noticed. The Dragon lady cursed herself for not checking the caravan thoroughly as there was a high chance that it had been a disguised convoy heading right out of the secret base. The girls tried to reassure her that it definitely wasn’t her fault for not figuring that out. 
 
    After Umbra and Aura finished their exploration, Asterios decided to cleanse the contamination once and for all. Unfortunately, their only option to achieve that was the use of fire. While Silvia used her magic to melt and seal the entire breach, he turned into a True Dragon and released his flaming wrath on the flowing river as he flew low by the ground. 
 
    Tina held up the stream for the time being, allowing him to purge the riverbed without any inconvenience from the flowing water. Althea seemed to stare at his departing figure in slight awe, and perhaps a bit of anxiety. Seeing her mortal enemy appear right in front of her after centuries might have been something else. 
 
    Reaching the pond, Asterios released enough of his aura to make it clear to any nearby winged tigers that a serious predator was in the area and thus kept them away from the little lake for a good while. He evaporated its entirety and let Tina know to release the stream. The water soon traveled down the channel with a loud hiss as it came in touch with the still-melting trench, creating a new, reinforced shape along the way. Miria and Selene had gathered a big pile of deceased animals and he hastily turned it into ashes too. 
 
    When everyone regrouped at the grassy beach a few minutes later, Tina’s men were confused why the pond was suddenly steaming, but everyone played oblivious to the change. As for the reaction of their beasts, it was explained as Asterios releasing his mana into the air while trying to get into a hidden, underground complex and accidentally spooking them. It wasn’t that far off from the truth. 
 
    Then, Umbra proceeded to transport Althea back to her lair while Asterios and the others began their journey by normal means. They opted to follow her path on their own just in case they stumbled on more irregularities, consulting the route with the memories she had shared with them. 
 
    A few hours later, they were back in the capital and Tina escorted her squad to the barracks while Asterios moved to the underground vault. He found their new friend alongside the queen, both sitting inside Althea’s cottage. The girls joined him as he made his entrance. 
 
    “I already listened to everything you found out,” Civienne stood up and began. “I know we were bound to find traitors, but I didn’t think they would be placed so high. Your abrupt expedition was very successful.” 
 
    “Here are all the things we collected from the site.” Asterios extended his hand and transferred everything ring-to-ring as they took hold of each other’s palms. “Here’s hoping that it will be useful in preparing a cure for Althea. Though, considering that she might have been poisoned by an unintended amalgamation of them, it might be extremely hard to achieve with so many possible complications coming from the chaotic mix.” 
 
    “We can only try,” Althea said. “Or find a different solution if this one fails.” 
 
    “For now, all we can do is wait. On both fronts,” the queen continued. “We will need time to put the additional investigation into action and start the analysis of the samples you have provided us. You might be forced to wander around taking care of minor tasks until we make any progress. I hope you won’t find that unbearably boring.” 
 
    Asterios and the girls shared a look and they all smiled at her. 
 
    “This is perfect, then,” he replied. “We do have a little matter of our own that needs investigating and it could help keep us busy. If you don’t mind, Your Majesty, we shall move into Miria’s and Selene’s realm for the time being, remaining open to being contacted whenever needed. It should be of no issue to come back and show ourselves now and then so as not to look like we have suddenly disappeared.” 
 
    “What is it that you need to do?” Civienne asked with a hint of curiosity in her slightly arched brow. 
 
    “A bit of resource gathering for our Spellsong friends.” Asterios smiled at her. 
 
    The queen’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “They are going to craft their masterpieces once more? How did you manage to convince them?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not sure about that. They were the ones to offer us their services. I take it, it’s a big deal?” 
 
    “Due to certain… history… they have abandoned their true craft a long time ago. I did not think they would ever return to it by their own will. But, I guess their arrival here should have been enough of a sign that things must have changed. It looks like the world will witness some outrageous things once again,” she mused, and they couldn’t miss the shadow of a reminiscing smile on Althea’s lips. 
 
    “This might turn out to be very interesting.” Grea grinned devilishly, clearly already getting ideas about her own toy. 
 
    “Nevertheless, you are free to pursue your own matters, of course.” Civienne nodded at Asterios. “How will we reach you through the worlds?” 
 
    “I’ll keep Umbra by your side most of the time. He might be of great use to the investigation too. He will be able to contact us immediately,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Very well. I wish you luck, then.” 
 
    With that, Asterios and the girls left the two women to their own machinations and moved out of the secret lair. Emerging together next to the palace right under the late evening sky, they found a bench to sit down on for a moment. 
 
    “What now, Master?” Miria asked a moment later. “Are we going there right away? If so, where exactly?” 
 
    “I think the first logical step would be your village, Miria,” Selene replied. “After we ask around about what they know of the meteor, and what your parents might know about your blades, we could move to my place and consult Lerisse.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Tina agreed. 
 
    “Before that, we could jump back to the king’s castle and let Silvia’s father know where things stand, updating him on our current direction and goals,” Asterios added. “He might have some wisdom for us regarding the whole internal mess we have found ourselves in since he is already brought in by the queen anyway.” 
 
    “Nothing stops us from taking a peek at Glimmervale while we are at it,” Silvia suggested with a soft smile. “We did leave kind of abruptly.” 
 
    “That’s right! We didn’t even get to show you off to your mom, Master! And Suanori! They must be waiting impatiently!” Miria jumped to her feet and shook her fists at him in an eager manner. 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly. “We certainly did. No one expected the letter to be an invitation from the queen, nor for our trip here to evolve into a who-knows-how-long secret operation. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to spare a day or a half for some entertainment.” 
 
    Miria cheered joyfully while the other girls laughed softly. She was always the most excited to brag about his draconic aspects, especially now that they reached pretty much peak levels. 
 
    They decided to pay Welrond a visit in the morning and retreated to their sleeping quarters for the night. Sharing a brief meal before hitting the bed together, they all piled up on each other and dozed off as they chatted quietly about the upcoming adventures. There was just so much happening that they didn’t know what to focus on. 
 
    In the morning, Umbra transferred them to Welrond’s castle and easily located the king. He welcomed them into his study with a knowing smirk. 
 
    “You just can’t catch a break, can you?” the man laughed quietly. “You have barely returned from another world and are already going after most likely the most complex and secretive evil cult existing in our realm.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a True Dragon thing? The universe just doesn’t want me to rest peacefully.” Asterios chuckled back. “Now that I think of it, there’s always been some obstacle to overcome or inconvenience to push through in my life. It really might be something caused by my quite unique situation.” 
 
    “You certainly know where to look to find trouble. But, I should be grateful that it has brought you to us alongside that path of yours.” Welrond smiled at Silvia, who responded with the same. “So, what can I help you with? I already offered my full cooperation to the Elf Queen. I have to say, I’ve never seen her so placating and cooperative. Have you already started melting that frozen heart of hers?” 
 
    Before Grea could let out a single word, Asterios clamped her mouth shut with his hand. The demon lady whined at his actions but otherwise did nothing to neither stop it nor resolve its results. 
 
    “It’s just a very important matter to her. You can say that the queen is desperate. It’s the time of a great crisis, which somehow managed to grow even larger than expected when we arrived there to help. I’m not sure how much I can share without divulging too much of the current internal affairs,” he said. 
 
    “That’s alright. We are going to be in regular contact with the queen regarding this matter. I can always ask personally for the details. In any way, what brings you here while you are so busy out there?” The king raised a brow at them. 
 
    “A small business on the other side,” Asterios replied. “We are just making a few small stops on the way.” 
 
    “For the time being, my squad will remain in the elven capital and assist the queen in any way possible,” Tina added from next to him. “I hope that’s not a problem.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m glad they are working on improving our relations with the Elf Nation. They are under your leadership during this operation, Tina, and you may use your men however you see fit to achieve your goal, which is to assume the responsibilities of a diplomatic delegation and offer your aid,” Welrond reassured her. “Are they doing well?” 
 
    For a little while, they talked with the king about their recent experiences that involved Tina’s squad and discussed a few matters related to the queen’s issue. The king was happy that Tina was properly finding herself in the position of the leader, complimenting her a lot and repeating that he had been certain that she would fit, turning the quiet Summoner girl quite timid. 
 
    Soon after, they stopped disrupting Welrond’s schedule and moved to Glimmervale. Miria’s excitement hit its peak and they couldn’t do anything else before they fulfilled their promise to show Ast’s progress so he chose one of the more spacious chambers in their castle for the stage and let the panthergirl gather everyone there. 
 
    In just a moment, the hall was crowded by Kindra, Tina’s parents, Suanori, Ellie, Truvi, Radir, Yumi, Camille, and the Committee members. The panthergirl had clearly invited quite an audience, but Asterios could tell that she hadn’t picked all those people without any thought. Some of them, they trusted completely, while the others could benefit from learning just how big of a deal Asterios really was, and a few might keep themselves in check after the upcoming reveal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
The Big Reveal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright. I think this is everyone.” Asterios looked over the gathered audience. “Just in case, if anyone would like to leave, you still have a chance. Things that will be seen cannot be unseen.” 
 
    The assembled people glanced at each other. The last part of Ast’s little speech was mostly aimed at the Committee members since they were most likely the least aware of the details. As for Tina’s parents, there was no doubt that Kindra had filled them in on whatever she knew herself, to some extent. There were still a few aspects even she wasn’t fully knowledgeable about, but it might possibly change today. 
 
    “No one?” Asterios roamed his gaze over them once more. “If so, then I hope everyone understands that, while we don’t expect overzealous, utmost secrecy, we request you all to keep most of this to yourselves and consider it twice or even thrice before sharing anything further.” 
 
    “It’s only natural. You don’t even have to ask.” Viscount Thomas nodded to himself. 
 
    “Ummm… Wouldn’t it be better to have everyone swear not to say anything?” Yumi asked a little hesitantly. 
 
    “Don’t feel awkward about asking questions, please. It’s a good one too.” Tina smiled at their personal maid. 
 
    “Right.” Asterios turned to her. “We’ll most likely answer all of them if possible. But, regarding yours, that’s because you can say that we aren’t exactly hiding anymore. Instead, it’s more like we aren’t announcing ourselves publicly wherever we go. There might come a time when we actually do that, but it’s not necessary yet.” 
 
    “Therefore, if you find yourself in a difficult situation that can be solved by sharing a little bit of what you know, it’s alright to do it,” the blue-haired girl continued after him. “We certainly don’t want anyone to risk their lives to keep this a secret. If someone is coming after us and targets you or other people who might be considered close to our group, just cooperate with them. There are bound to be people who figure things out. We are now strong enough to handle almost anything this realm can throw at us so leave them in our hands.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you.” Yumi made a polite bow, most likely out of habit. 
 
    “Strong enough to handle almost anything, huh?” Suanori chuckled lightly. “I guess I can confirm that your confidence doesn’t come out of nowhere. I’ve personally witnessed your power and it was way in the past considering your recent progress.” 
 
    “It might sound a bit cocky, but I assure you that we aren’t letting it get to our heads.” Selene smirked behind her dainty hand. “Besides, considering what our beloved master is, a certain level of confidence and pride is more than necessary.” 
 
    “And here we come to the main topic of today’s meeting.” Asterios took control of the conversation back after her. “Your information on the topic, which is me, varies from person to person, so let’s start from the beginning. As some of you might know, I’m not exactly human, even though I look like this. I’m a Dragon. A True Dragon to be specific.” 
 
    A few gasps echoed through the spacious hall while most of the gathered people exchanged smiles. Silvia glanced at Camille to see her maid’s reaction and raised a surprised brow at her. She hadn’t exactly expected her gaze to escape to the side, avoiding the princess’ eyes. Something was up and she made a mental note to herself to learn what later. 
 
    “I guess the fierce, vertical pupils did kinda hint at a thing or two,” Esotvi pondered out loud. “But still, a Dragon? That’s really hard to believe no matter what.” 
 
    “Well, there was more than just the eyes, though not everyone had a chance to see it.” Asterios smirked at her lightly and reached into his sources. 
 
    A noticeable spiritual aura surrounded his figure as all of his draconic features materialized at various spots all over his body. A thick and long tail showed up behind his waist, a pair of leathery wings sprouted from his back, a set of sharp horns appeared by the sides of his head, and his skin turned into dark crimson scales over his hands, neck, cheeks, and forehead. 
 
    “Wow…” Ellie stared at him with a hint of amazement in her curious eyes. “You look… incredible like this.” 
 
    “From what has been leaked to the public, these appendages are supposedly the product of your Summoning Magic. I guess it’s a smart cover-up. A Wyvern, was that it?” Ted chuckled while stroking his chin. 
 
    Asterios nodded. “Yeah. That’s what we established during my duel with Silvia on the training grounds of the garrison. And another familiar to explain control over fire.” 
 
    “No wonder we never saw them around. Most if not all of your summons often follow you everywhere. And I have no doubts that you would have called for them during the battle against the monster wave if they were real.” The man shook his head. 
 
    “It’s already a miracle he can uphold so many active familiars at once. This might actually explain why.” Ellie squinted at him playfully. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah. Coincidentally, I have three sources, so my upper limit is quite high.” He shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “Ye what?!” Truvi shouted in shock, pushing her old accent even further. “Impossible! How in da frick?!” 
 
    “It’s a long story. In short, two of them are actually Dragon’s Hearts, one coming from my male parent and the other from another True Dragon, while the third is just a normal source everyone here is in possession of,” he explained. “But, such details aren’t exactly the focus of this gathering.” 
 
    “And what exactly is it?” Lady Luna asked next to her husband. 
 
    Giving one last glance at his surroundings and making sure that the girls had moved away all the nearby furniture so as to save it from its cruel fate, Asterios returned his face to the gathered audience and grinned. 
 
    “This is.” 
 
    Dark crimson smoke laced with a trace of pure black swirled around him and obscured Asterios completely. Miria started clapping joyfully, bouncing on her feet as the mystical mist expanded in all directions. It moved slower than usual and the girls understood that he was purposefully taking his sweet time to emphasize the change. 
 
    Soon, the dancing fog grew as big as a single-story building, if not more, and receded. The figure of a massive crimson-scaled Dragon suddenly appeared in the middle of the hall, standing tall and proud in front of the spectators.  
 
    Asterios regarded the group below him with a lazy glance before spreading his enormous wings to their limits and letting out a booming roar into the ceiling. Thankfully, Bryn and Selene had enveloped the chamber in a bunch of protective barriers and arrays so the windows survived the impact waves that rushed in every direction, almost throwing the little people off their feet. 
 
    Wrapping up his entrance, Asterios withdrew his wings and neck, assuming a slightly more casual pose. Miria was jittering from joy on the sidelines. His other mates had to hold her in place or she would no doubt be dashing around without a shred of self-control. As for the others… 
 
    “Bloody hells…” Truvi cursed unsteadily. 
 
    The dwarf receptionist must have been thrown to the ground as she sat on her ass with eyes like saucers. She seemed to be the only one capable of speech after witnessing the mighty draconic entity and its announcing roar. 
 
    The Committee members were all huddled up together and supporting each other as they gaped at Ast’s new form with open mouths. Tina’s parents were doing a little bit better than them. Viscount Thomas seemed frozen with his brows trying to escape to the back of his head while Lady Luna squeezed his forearm with a death grip. Yet, a wide smile curved her supple lips. 
 
    Radir’s and Suanori’s reactions were most likely the tamest ones considering that they clearly knew the most about Asterios. Seeing him in full Dragon Mode did evoke some wonder and amazement out of them, though. Asterios could recognize the characteristic glow in the demon man’s eyes. Same as his daughter, he wasn’t able to fully hide the thrill of experiencing the unknown and possibly having a chance to study it. 
 
    As for the guildmaster’s other protege, Ellie was covering her lips with both hands while looking up at Ast’s fierce head decorated with sharp, pure black horns. With her mouth hidden, she appeared scared, perhaps even terrified, but Asterios knew her well enough to realize that she was actually smiling from ear to ear underneath those soft palms of hers. 
 
    The two maids standing next to each other had completely different expressions. Yumi kept playing with the hem of her skirt as her gaze roamed all over Ast’s impressive figure. She nibbled on her bottom lip and a faint blush colored her plump cheeks. As for Camille, Silvia’s personal maid was as white as a sheet, eyes wide to the brim, and looking at Asterios in pure horror as beads of sweat started forming over her forehead. 
 
    That left only Ast’s mother. As expected, even the sudden emergence of a scary True Dragon couldn’t have shaken the love and affection she felt for her adoptive son. Kindra gazed straight into his fierce eyes with a tender smile as if she was looking at him the same way she always did on any other day. Given the chance, she would definitely dote on the massive, scary Dragon. 
 
    And that chance, Asterios decided to give her. 
 
    Everyone jerked when his head began moving towards them and Camille gasped fearfully, taking a few steps back. But, he ignored the scared maid so as not to worry her even further and directed his jaws toward his mother. Even the low, rumbling growl didn’t stop the brave, smiling woman from cupping up his snout in her small hands. 
 
    She caressed Ast’s scales dearly while the others stared at her complete lack of any worries with wide eyes. Miria was finally released from her prison and appeared next to her, joining the human lady with a huge grin. The other girls walked up to them too, standing around Kindra with soft smiles. 
 
    “So yeah, this is the real me,” Asterios said with his mighty voice. 
 
    “Gods! He speaks!” Tina’s father almost squealed from surprise. 
 
    His daughter chuckled softly. “Of course he does. What else would he do? Growl and roar? Come on, Dad.” 
 
    “You can’t exactly blame him for this, sweetie.” Lady Luna laughed too. “People like us have a little bit of trouble thinking complex thoughts when in front of an entity of this caliber. You might already be used to this, and you are also an incredibly powerful and talented Summoner, but for us, this is something out of the grandest legends.” 
 
    “So that’s how a real Dragon looked when they were still around in the past…” Ellie exclaimed in wonder, moving closer with Yumi by her side. “Amazing…” 
 
    “True Dragons, yes.” Asterios puffed out a small blast of hot air from his nostrils. “There were also Lesser Dragons, the more serpent-like creatures. Though, it was the four-limbed Dragons that dominated the realm and treated them like slaves, pretty much. Therefore the term Lesser Dragons. It’s a sickening topic so let’s maybe skip that for now.” 
 
    “Can you breathe fire?” Yumi asked with a noticeable sparkle in her pretty eyes. 
 
    He chuckled deeply and started raising his head from Miria’s and Kindra’s grasp. 
 
    “Oh no…” Radir shuddered. 
 
    Silvia’s figure lit ablaze and she flew into the air, stopping at the far end of the long chamber. Her flaming form floated in place as she extended both arms to the front just the moment Asterios finished taking in a deep breath. In a blink, the hall was filled with the loud whooshing of furious, crimson fire and bathed in a red hue all over. The rolling inferno collided with a circular magical formation at the tips of Silvia’s fingers and flowed to the sides.  
 
    The scorching hot spectacle lasted for about fifteen seconds before Asterios closed his jaws and cut off the violent stream. He then turned his massive head to the sweet elf maid. 
 
    “Can I?” He chuckled again. 
 
    She giggled in response with even more flushed cheeks. Asterios wasn’t sure if that was caused by the powerful heat his sudden display had emanated or something else entirely. But, he was glad that their friendly maid wasn’t scared of him. 
 
    Speaking of maids, Camille must have fainted during the show as she was currently lying motionless on the floor. Bryn crouched next to her, making sure that she was alright. Silvia joined them after dismissing her transformation. 
 
    To lessen the slightly tense and awkward atmosphere, Asterios returned to his human form too and the swirling mist shrunk with him really fast this time. He emerged from the magical smoke with his draconic features still present to prevent anyone from falling into disbelief and denial. What he had shown wasn’t exactly easy to digest and accept. 
 
    “I always knew you would grow up to be a healthy man, but I never expected you to get so big.” Kindra giggled at him with a teasing smirk present on her lips. 
 
    “Oh, I guarantee that he is both healthy and big, alright.” Grea snickered and a few of the ladies blushed a bit. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Mom, don’t intentionally give her excuses to make more dirty jokes.” 
 
    She sent him a wink and giggled again. He stepped closer to her and pulled his mother into a warm hug. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve been raising a little Dragon this whole time,” she whispered softly. “Should I be glad that you haven’t set anything on fire while growing up?” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “I don’t believe I could. All of my draconic energy was being kept under the wraps of a powerful seal until the day I lost Mii. That was the moment I started discovering who I really was. And met the first woman I fell in love with.” 
 
    Miria hid her red face in her furry hands as they both glanced in her direction. The other girls kept patting her back and shoulders while chuckling quietly. 
 
    “Daughter! Come here! Let me hug the girl who turned my precious son into a real man!” Kindra snickered at her. 
 
    Wavering a little for a moment, Miria pulled her hands down and trotted up to them. Ast’s mom brought her into the hug right away and the three of them embraced each other with wide smiles. The panthergirl couldn’t stop laughing as the enthusiastic woman rubbed their cheeks together. 
 
    “Ahahaha! Miss Kindra, please stop! Hahaha!” Miria tried to escape but to no avail. “Mom!” 
 
    Only after being called Mom did Kindra halt her assault. Smirking at her, she then placed a peck on her and Ast’s cheeks. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my son that day. And for blessing him with your feelings of love. He really needed that. I’m sure it was thanks to you that he could get over the loss of his dear friend quickly,” Kindra said in a cordial tone and then shot a glance at Tina. “I did not forget about you, my dear! Your feelings and support are a separate matter but of equal value and importance!” 
 
    The blue-haired girl turned full tomato and dropped her gaze to her feet. 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me, Mom. I couldn’t ignore someone in so much pain and anger. I had no idea that my life would change so much from just doing what anyone should. Not to mention finding my mate,” Miria replied, starting to blink a little faster. 
 
    “Ah. Were you perhaps close to breaking that seal when you were younger?” Kindra turned her focus to Asterios. 
 
    “Yes. During that thief’s attack.” He nodded. 
 
    “As I thought. You’ve never acted so cruel and cold before. And one of your eyes did turn red.” She sighed heavily. “I’m glad you intervened, though. I don’t want to think about what else could have happened to me if you didn’t.” 
 
    “Then let’s not think about it. We are here together and that’s what matters. And perhaps the fact that you’ve been mothering a damn Dragon for two decades.” He kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Kindra Hestizo, Goddess of Trade, Kingslayer, Mother of Dragons.” Lady Luna chuckled next to them. “A fitting new title for your collection.” 
 
    “Mother of only one Dragon,” Asterios corrected her. 
 
    “Yet.” She showed a tiny, knowing smirk. 
 
    He could only smile wryly in response. It looked like he could never win against mothers, no matter whose. 
 
    They finally broke the hug and Ast’s remaining mates gathered behind him. He met each of their gazes with a warm expression before turning to the gathered members of their audience. Everyone seemed to have calmed down by now, save for Camille, who remained completely out of it. Meaning, still unconscious. 
 
    Or perhaps she was faking it as of now. Bryn should have already treated her completely. 
 
    Nevertheless, he turned to Suanori and all the others. “This would be it, more or less. We’ll need to save the rides for another time if we don’t want to announce everything to everyone right now. We’ll make a reservation list if anyone is interested. Any more questions before we wrap up here and head out to eat something?” 
 
    “Have you eaten a person before?” Yumi asked suddenly, catching them off guard. 
 
    From what everyone could see in her shimmering eyes, there was no fear or malice behind her kind of innocent question. It was clear that the prospect excited her and she really wanted to know, perhaps following her initial question with a set of further inquiries on the topic. 
 
    Asterios laughed due to her eager expression. “No, I haven’t. But, I think there might be a high chance I’ll get the opportunity to do that quite soon. Our upcoming enemies don’t really deserve any mercy so I might as well test that out. I’ll let you know right away.” 
 
    “Thanks…” She blushed timidly, possibly realizing how vicious and savage this made her look. 
 
    For the next ten minutes, Asterios and the girls answered a bunch of simple questions coming from pretty much all the other participants in their abrupt show. The topics mostly revolved around what he could do, how particular things felt to him, what were his plans, or if he was looking around to find himself a lovely Dragon wife anytime soon. 
 
    Obviously, the last one came from his mother. 
 
    After that, he and his mates tidied the hall up, removing any signs of their fiery presentation from the walls, ceiling, and floor. People scattered, returning to their responsibilities, and they wandered to the dining hall with just Kindra accompanying them. They shared a happy meal together while discussing their upcoming jump to Miria’s and Selene’s realm in search of information about the panthergirl’s weapons. 
 
    Soon enough, she had to leave too and they took a moment to escort her back to her family mansion. Then, without further ado, Miria opened a gate to her home and they stepped into her world, ending up in her room. 
 
    “Let’s see if my parents are home,” she suggested with a toothy grin. “Other than them, we could also ask about the meteor around the village. I don’t think we will learn anything new but who knows?” 
 
    “Got it. This is your home, and your world, so you and Selene take the lead. We will follow.” He smiled back at her and brushed the panthergirl’s cheek with his fingers. 
 
    Miria purred adorably, rubbing it into his palm, and then walked toward the door. They had a possible mystery to solve and everyone was as excited to begin as their most cheerful and curious friend. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
Family Traditions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria walked out of her room and left the others behind. They decided to wait for her to notify her parents about their visit first so as not to surprise them with the sudden appearance of seven people. It would definitely be a shock seeing such a large group parade out of one bedroom, even if Miria’s parents were aware of their realm-crossing abilities. 
 
    She located her mother in a flash, finding the woman lounging on a sofa in their living room while reading a book. Oria heard her come in and glanced at Miria with a soft smile and a slightly raised brow. 
 
    “Welcome back. Do you need anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Hi, Mom. I brought guests. It’s Asterios and my sister-mates. Are you bus—” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Oria snapped her book shut and sat upright. “Lead them to the guest room and I’ll prepare some snacks in a flash! Your dad should be in his workshop so be a good girl and grab him in the meanwhile.” 
 
    “Oh. Sure.” Miria giggled lightly at her mother, who hadn’t even given her a chance to explain anything. “I’ll join you in the kitchen in just a moment. It will be faster with the two of us.” 
 
    Oria shot Miria a knowing grin while passing her and bounced toward their kitchen with an agile step. Not wasting any time, Miria jogged back to her room and led everyone to the guest chamber, seating Asterios and the girls around a long table clearly designed to host big suppers with more than a dozen of participants. She then ran to her father and let him know about the meeting, allowing the busy man to clean himself up from all the wood shavings and other byproducts of his profession. 
 
    Just as she’d said earlier, Miria bolted to the kitchen and worked with her mother on a few quick snacks. Knowing her daughter in and out, Oria assigned the cheerful panthergirl Ast’s share and observed the joyful creation of a few delicious sandwiches. On her side, she focused on more general things anyone could grab at any moment. 
 
    Asterios and the girls didn’t have to wait long, and after about ten minutes, Miria, Oria, and Rook joined them. Each member of the Blackclaw family held two trays of various snacks made from different meat pieces, sliced sausages, numerous kinds of cheese, and a plethora of vegetables. Only the sole man on the other side of the table received a fully stacked set of sandwiches and the girls exchanged smiles and little grins as he sighed softly at Miria’s obvious effort. 
 
    After everyone took their place, Rook brought a bottle of unmarked wine from the nearby cupboard and set down enough glasses for all of them. Tilting the neck of the wine bottle towards each person, he ended up pouring into everything he’d prepared. 
 
    “This is a gift from one of my friends who owns and works at an orchard. There is no better-tasting alcohol in this village, I give you my word,” he explained with a chuckle. “So, what do we owe this pleasure? You rarely pay us a visit all together in such an… official manner.” 
 
    His wife gently prodded him with her elbow. “Not like you need a reason to come and spend some time with us, of course. We would always be happy to just sit down and listen to your happy adventures, Miria.” 
 
    The panthergirl nodded with a faint shade of red decorating her cheeks. “I was trying to tell you the reason before you interrupted me, Mom. We wanted to ask you a few questions. But, I guess it would be alright to talk about us. This could be a small celebration for everyone growing stronger.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I can tell how much stronger your beloved mate is.” Oria smirked at her with an alluring squint aimed at Asterios. “So many mates. Even the strongest and most desirable individuals in our little community don’t usually get past two or three. It’s already a very clear sign. One that might attract even more attention.” 
 
    “Mom.” Miria squinted back at her. “Stop staring at my mate like a delicious piece of meat. Everyone knows you are into weaker guys anyway, just like Dad.” 
 
    “Ouch.” The man grasped at his heart with a fake hurt expression. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate everything else the store has to offer.” The woman chuckled impishly. “Besides, you are one to talk. I’m pretty sure your current boyfriend was deemed a failure when you fell head over heels for him. An apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, am I right?” 
 
    “Master wasn’t that weak…” Miria muttered under her nose as her blush bloomed a bit more. 
 
    “You still were much stronger than me at that time, for sure.” Asterios smirked and scratched behind her pretty ear. “You could have easily overpowered me whenever you wanted and I would have been completely at your mercy. I already struggled a lot against you on that night.” 
 
    A quiet giggle escaped her lips as she glanced up at him with a shy smile, knowing perfectly well which night he was referencing. 
 
    “Anyway, we wanted to speak about these.” Miria unsheathed her shortswords after recollecting herself and carefully placed them on the spacious table. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we already told you most if not all we know about these blades,” her father said. 
 
    “To be specific, we would like to discuss the material they are made of rather than their general history,” Grea chimed in. “Not to be rude to their respectful past, of course.” 
 
    “You are after the meteorite? Why?” Oria asked. 
 
    “We have friends who are willing to make us new weapons with the best possible materials in their possession and that we could provide,” Selene explained. “They acknowledged the ore used to craft Miria’s swords as more than fitting.” 
 
    “Though, according to Miria’s stories, there is no more of it in an unprocessed state,” Silvia added with a gentle nod. “We have a moment of time on our hands so we might try to investigate its source for a bit and try to see if it really is fully dried up.” 
 
    “Alright. Let us recount everything for you, then. I’m certain Miria missed at least a few details in her excitement of sharing their backstory with all of you.” The feline woman winked at her daughter. 
 
    Miria’s face grew red once more as she couldn’t even wish to refute that and everyone was aware of that cute side of hers. 
 
    “So, you might have heard that these swords are our family heirloom,” Rook began, seeing all of them nod. “But, you might not know that it came from my side of the family. As surprising as it might be, my ancestors weren’t all craftsmen. I’m the odd one. Most of my relatives are quite prideful warriors.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Bryn whispered to herself. 
 
    “As he says,” Oria continued after her husband. “These babies actually belonged to Rook and were given to him by his parents at his coming of age. By tradition, they were either to be kept by him or gifted to his first mate, the one who would lead his mates if there were multiple. They symbolize the highest power in the household, so with the latter, it would mean that he transfers the position of the head of the family to another person. Kind of like stepping down in an honorable way.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know the last part.” Miria’s lips parted adorably in a show of surprise. “So that’s why I received them from you and not Dad. I always thought they were hereditary and I would one day pass them onto one of my children.” 
 
    “You always were strong, being able to easily surpass even people like Gnesh. And, we knew it would be hard for you to part with them too soon. Therefore, we decided to tell you only about the hereditary route,” the man added. 
 
    The panthergirl turned to Asterios and he smiled at her warmly, ruffling her hair. “You should keep them. You can pass them on to our son or daughter one day.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You are technically my first mate, so you do hold significant power in our little family,” he cut her off, and the other girls nodded supportively. 
 
    “I guess.” Miria smiled back at him. “And if Imadil and Cynthia make me new ones? Would you accept these then, Master?” 
 
    He stroked his chin with his other hand while thinking. “Maybe. If that really would be your wish. Personally, I would love to see you presenting the blades to our child as they become of age. I just think it suits you.” 
 
    “I agree.” Grea crossed her arms over her chest, nodding sagely. “Our kitty girl does have that something in her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master. That’s really sweet.” Miria pulled herself closer to Asterios and left a quick peck on his cheek, growing dangerously flushed. 
 
    “So, I assume it wasn’t your parents who made these swords, sir.” Selene turned towards Miria’s dad. 
 
    “Just Rook is fine. For all of you. Dad or father isn’t bad either. You are all part of the family now, in the end,” he answered. “And yes, these blades were forged much, much earlier than their time. By whom exactly, it has been lost through many retellings of their story. Our family had most likely received them the exact way we described a moment earlier and decided to continue the tradition. What we are certain about is the fact that it definitely came from the pieces of the legendary meteorite.” 
 
    “Is there anything more you can tell us about it or the material?” Asterios leaned forward in his seat, resting his elbows on the tabletop. 
 
    “Not much besides the general direction of its fall and the usual qualities of metal forged out of its body.” Rook shook his head. “Our tales said it fell far to the west. Most likely in the Scorching Steppes, according to what everyone says about the crash location today. The meteoric steel gains extremely high compatibility and resistance to fire. It’s a very good spiritual conductor too, so mana cooperates with it almost perfectly well. Unfortunately, we don’t know much more.” 
 
    “It’s alright. Every little bit is definitely going to be useful.” Tina smiled kindly at the pair. 
 
    “But, do you know who definitely knows more?” Oria grinned. “Zoe.” 
 
    Miria gasped instantly. “That’s right! Zoe’s tribe comes from the Scorching Steppes! They migrated here in the past due to… well, partially unbearable temperature of the atmosphere and the land. The name kind of suggests it.” 
 
    “The Scorching Steppes were already a challenging area to live in, but it turned even worse after the meteor crashed into the middle of it. Zoe’s people were tough, but they agreed with many others that it was time to leave. The new resource completely spent, it was just pointless to tolerate the almost uninhabitable environment. Supposedly, only one tribe remained. She might know more about them and the place in general.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Miria shot to her feet from excitement. “We can talk to her and she will definitely help us however she can! Let’s go and get her!” 
 
    “Calm down a little.” Asterios chuckled alongside the other girls and pulled the energetic panthergirl down, chaining her to himself with affectionate pats. “We’ll visit your friend after we are done here. Don’t be rude to your parents.” 
 
    “Sorry, ehehe~” Miria giggled sweetly, batting her eyelashes at her mother. “Anything more you can tell us? Or should we now do the talking?” 
 
    They started discussing some more details regarding the blades and the meteoric material. The informative discussion went on for a little while, breaking past half an hour. Nothing of technical importance related to the location and the ore popped up and they soon switched to the stories on Ast’s side. 
 
    Oria wanted to hear all about Ast’s escapades in both fighting and bed, with the most vivid descriptions possible. He promised himself and Miria not to involve Umbra’s abilities in this. He wasn’t sure how he felt about his girlfriend’s mom enjoying the show of their battles. Miria certainly appreciated that. 
 
    As for Rook, he was the most curious about puzzles, traps, challenges, and generally smart ways of overcoming such. Being someone with a more creative mind, he easily picked up inspiration from every little thing. Besides, as an artisan, it just brought him joy to consider what the creator of all the above had in mind while designing their products. 
 
    Approaching an hour of fervent talking, they decided to wrap things up. All the snacks had long disappeared from the trays and plates anyway. Asterios and the girls didn’t really want to make Rook totally drunk either. The man still wanted to get back to his current assignment. 
 
    With their destination set, they walked into the village’s streets right after taking care of the dishes. Miria led them through her settlement while plenty of beastfolk openly sent them various different glances and whispered between themselves. His numerous entourage had to be at least partially responsible for that. 
 
    They arrived in front of a two-story house just good enough for one maybe two families to fit in. The panthergirl skipped right to the front door of the building that looked to imitate the hunting lodge to a certain extent and she unceremoniously banged on the wooden door. 
 
    A moment later, a Wolfkin woman with dark brown hair and fur answered the knocking, a spitting image of Miria’s canine friend but slightly more mature-looking. 
 
    “Good day, Mrs. Searfang. Is Zoe home?” Miria asked with a blinding smile. 
 
    Mrs. Searfang smiled faintly and turned her head towards the inside. “Zee! A group of friends is looking for you! They look kind of unique, I would say.” 
 
    After her loud shout, footsteps began to echo through the air. A younger version of the woman in front of them walked down the stairs partially visible to everyone through the gap in the entrance. The wolfgirl was in the middle of putting on a shirt, and clearly lacked pants yet, parading in just her underwear. 
 
    “What do you mean by unique—eep!” Fitting her head through the neck hole, she made eye contact with Asterios, and hastily slammed the door shut in front of them with a panicked squeal. “Why didn’t you tell me there was a male amongst them?! And him specifically! Oh my gosh, now he will think that I’m a total airhead! Ugh, everything is ruined now!” 
 
    Zoe spoke in a hushed, barely audible tone, but Asterios could still pick it up even through the thick, wooden door. Judging by the glances they directed at him, Selene and Miria might have too. Their senses kept growing sharper as they progressed together. 
 
    “Calm down and get dressed. It’s not like you walked out naked or anything, if that was an issue in the first place. I’ll bring them to the dining room,” the other woman said quietly too. 
 
    Soft thumps reached their ears as someone ran away in a hurry before they disappeared in the distance. The door opened fully a moment later and the mature woman gestured inside with her hand. 
 
    “My apologies. Zoe will be ready in a minute. Would you mind waiting for her in our dining room?” she asked. 
 
    “Gladly. We wanted to exchange a word or two with as many members of your family as possible if that’s not an improper thing to ask as a stranger,” Asterios replied with a soft smile. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She shook her head. “Miria’s friends are our friends. And, you aren’t exactly a complete stranger. Now I realize that you are her mate, the one who showed Gnesh his place some time ago.” 
 
    They were urged to cross the doorstep and everyone obliged without a word of protest. The woman, who introduced herself as Zuri, brought them to a small, cozy chamber with an unusual, triangular table, and seated everyone down. Ast’s group filled two sides of the triangle by themselves. Offered food, they politely declined and settled on some delicious juice instead. Her husband was currently out so Zoe’s mother accompanied them on her own. 
 
    Zoe arrived about fifteen minutes later, earning herself a frown from the mature lady. She wore tight blue pants, a white crop top revealing part of her toned stomach, and a gray leather jacket. From what Asterios remembered, her hair had been in a completely different style before, now fully released from its confined ponytail to beautifully cup her smiling face. She carried a fresh, floral scent with herself and he had no doubt how it had come to be. Her tail kept wagging from side to side with energetic swings. 
 
    “Hello, Miria.” She desperately tried to start with her good friend, but her eyes kept jumping to Asterios. “And hello, everyone. It’s been a while since we’ve last seen each other. I don’t think I recognize all the people in this party.” 
 
    Zuri sighed tiredly. “Sit down already. You’ve made them wait long enough. They came to talk with us.” 
 
    A very apparent blush surfaced on Zoe’s cheeks and she hastily settled down next to her mother. Side by side, they really looked like the same person, with a few minor differences. The more mature angles of the older woman’s face were the only clearly noticeable signs of their difference. 
 
    “What do you need?” she asked curiously, setting her hands on the table and starting to play with her thumbs a little. 
 
    “We are looking for any information on the Scorching Steppes we can get,” Miria explained. “My parents reminded me that your tribe lived there in the past.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” The mother nodded. “You can say we originated from there. Our ancestors had to move, but I assume you are aware of the reason as I’m close friends with Mrs. Blackclaw.” 
 
    “Is there anything you could share with us regarding the meteor?” Asterios raised a brow at the two women. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what you are after.” Zuri cocked her head to the back. 
 
    “Contrary to plenty of rumors, it wasn’t actually gigantic,” Zoe cut in before her mom managed to continue, locking her gaze with Ast’s. “The meteor was more or less the size of a decently big warehouse. It created a massive crater with its impact so many people think that’s its actual size.” 
 
    “And nothing is left of it?” Grea joined in. 
 
    “Not a speck of dust.” Zoe chuckled softly, smiling at Asterios. “It’s been picked clean way before our tribe abandoned the Scorching Steppes. Our ancestors managed to snatch some bits that were enough to turn into jewelry. I’m currently wearing our heirloom necklace which protects the user from fire to a certain extent.” 
 
    She reached into her top from above, stretching the material a little with a more visible shade of crimson spreading over her cheeks, and pulled out a silver pendant with some dark red ore or something like that filling up the middle.  
 
    “Not everyone abandoned the Steppes, though,” Zuri reconnected herself with the discussion. 
 
    “Do you know who didn’t? And why?” Selene questioned her. 
 
    “Lizardkin. They were always a much better fit for the warm area than any other beastfolk. But, after the fall of the meteor, and the rise of temperature, they somehow became even more resistant to the heavy heat, almost bordering on being immune,” she replied. “We have no idea why they stayed while the meteor was gone. Others tried to convince them to go with everyone but they were having none of it, even if their survival chances fell a lot with most of the settlement disappearing overnight. They were hell-bent on their decision.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s something more to it. Without some kind of benefits, no beastfolk tribe would choose to stay in a tough environment even if most of them can tolerate the problem,” the fox lady added. 
 
    “We might want to have a talk with them,” Silvia suggested. “I am doubtful they would share information about the meteoric ore, or get rid of whatever they have left in their hands, but who knows what we will learn from them. Granted, the current generation still remembers the old times.” 
 
    “Do you have any more accurate directions?” Miria asked, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    “Southwest from the Squelching Glade. It’s hard to miss the change in flora. The colors are quite characteristic of the region. Everything is ranging from browns to yellows and oranges. It looks like grassland but feels like the deadliest desert,” Zoe filled them in. 
 
    “I know how to get to the Squelching Glade. It’s not that far from our mountain.” Selene turned to Asterios. 
 
    “Great. We can chat with Lerisse about what she knows and be on our way from the closest point.” Asterios nodded at her. “I guess it’s time to make another presentation to a bunch of our friends.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28
The Unwelcoming Lands 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t think we have a reason to keep bothering our new friends with more questions any longer,” Grea commented from the side. 
 
    Zoe jumped to her feet, pushing her chair back with a sudden screech. “I’ll get the door for you.” 
 
    She flashed Asterios a small smile and walked out of the room with a quick step. Zuri sighed softly and also stood up, without any rush in her movements. The wolfgirl’s mother nodded at them politely and followed after her fleeing daughter.  
 
    The girls all looked at Grea while their red-skinned companion crossed her arms over her chest and raised a brow at them. “What?” 
 
    They chuckled lightly and got up too. Asterios led them out of the chamber and into the hallway leading to the main entrance. But, his sharp hearing picked up on an ongoing conversation in the distance and he slowed everyone down, not wanting to interrupt the two women. 
 
    “—totally blew this off…” Zoe whined with a dejected tone. 
 
    “It’s quite rare to see you all awkward like this.” Zuri’s quiet laugh reached Ast’s ears. “You should have offered to accompany them as a guide.” 
 
    “What for? I would be useless. I’ve never been there. I can’t just fake it and hope they won’t figure it out, Mom. I wouldn’t be lying just to him but to Miria too. She’s my best friend,” the younger Wolfkin replied. 
 
    “We’ve been around the Steppes during our trip nine years ago and you’ve also learned everything we know about our tribe’s past. They could definitely use your knowledge. You just need to present yourself to them properly,” the older one continued. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Zoe murmured, and Asterios was pretty sure she was rubbing her arms, judging just by the uncertainty and hesitation in her voice. 
 
    “Listen, you lose every chance you don’t take.” Zuri sighed heavily. “The Lizardkin will definitely be wary of any outsiders at this point. Someone descending from their old allies might be enough to at least vouch for your friends. Do you need me to come up with more reasons?” 
 
    A brief silence fell between the women for a moment before Miria’s friend sighed too. “Fine… I’ll try…” 
 
    “Good. Now, get your mind out of your pants before they get here. You’ve embarrassed yourself enough for today. Where’s my proud, beautiful warrior heartbreaker?” 
 
    “Mom! I’m not—” 
 
    Zoe paused abruptly as Asterios chose that moment to bring everyone into their sight and the two beastfolk ladies turned to them. As they arrived by their side, Zuri unlocked the door and smiled kindly while holding it open for them. The girls walked outside first as Asterios lagged behind a little, and she shot her daughter a firm look. The younger Wolfkin bit her bottom lip as he slowly passed them too. 
 
    “Ummm…” 
 
    Asterios stopped as Zoe’s voice reached him from behind and he turned around to face the duo again. 
 
    “I bet your other friends might be able to provide you with a lot of information about the Lizardkin tribe and their settlement, but if you would like, I could lead you through the Steppes. I don’t know of how much use I’ll exactly be, but as someone—” 
 
    “Sure.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    Zoe blinked a few times with her mouth hanging open as he cut her off before she even started laying out her points to convince him. 
 
    “Oh! That would be great, Master!” Miria bounced with joy around them and shoved herself onto her beastfolk friend, cupping the wolfgirl’s hands up with her own. “I really miss our almost daily hunts together! This will be so much fun!” 
 
    “Uhhh… Yeah… Me too…” The other girl chuckled wryly. “If you will have me?” 
 
    Her question was directed at both Miria and Asterios so he nodded once more. “I don’t see an issue with that. One more person won’t change much. Lerisse might not be able to leave her post to join us so what you know about your ancestors and their land could be of use.” 
 
    Zuri smirked at her daughter before smiling at him gently. “I don’t see an issue with this either. As far as I know, our provisions and supplies are good right now. The village will easily make do with one less hunter for a bit. Zoe could definitely use a break too. I’ll leave her in your hands if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Master!” Miria bore her pleading gaze straight into his eyes. 
 
    He chuckled and ruffled through her black hair.  
 
    “Of course, I don’t. I promise to look after her as one of my own.” As he finished, a visible blush tinted Zoe’s cheeks and her mother’s soft grin grew a little so he quickly continued. “Party members, naturally.” 
 
    The cheerful panthergirl started spinning with her friend while giggling joyfully as the others laughed softly at her antics. Asterios shared a nod with the wolfgirl’s mother and he interrupted his overenthusiastic mate before Zoe got dizzy and they tripped over the few stairs leading off the wooden porch. 
 
    “Alright. Do you need to grab anything? We’ll take care of food and consumables, so those aren’t necessary.” He held the wobbly Wolfkin steady with a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Just my gear, then. I’ll be right back.” She blushed even more as her tail threatened to create a small cyclone and she bolted back into the house, almost crashing into the doorframe with her still unsteady step. 
 
    Zuri shook her head and followed after her, leaving the door open. As they waited for them to return, Asterios had to fight against Miria’s extremely affectionate hugs, rubs, and purring as she displayed her gratitude through her usual actions. The volume of her purrs was high enough for everyone to hear them clearly. 
 
    Soon, Zoe came back with her trusty spear in hand. She had changed her attire back to something more fitting of an adventure. Similar to Miria, she had donned leather short pants and a vest, but her top covered more of her shoulders, forearms, and stomach. Just like the girl’s hair, it was dark brown. She wore protective greaves and bracers to complete the reinforced set. 
 
    Noticing that Zoe was looking up at him with a somewhat expectant gaze, Asterios smiled at her warmly. “Honestly, you look even better in your armor. It suits you.” 
 
    Her tail started swaying wildly behind her legs again as she stood a tad prouder. 
 
    They bid their farewells to Zuri and explained how they were going to get to the mountain of Spiritual Foxes, surprising the older Wolfkin with their unusual means of travel. Naturally, Asterios tested it out with Zoe first and confirmed that she could bear the transfer, at least with him by her side. 
 
    Without further ado, he moved them both through the shadows, trying his best to reassure the slightly frightened wolfgirl under his arm. Zoe’s ears lay flattened over her hair as she nervously gazed all around, clutching his coat tightly with both hands. He didn’t blame her. Even after tens or hundreds of times, the ominous void still gave him the creeps too. 
 
    Resurfacing at the plateau housing the grand temple, Asterios let their new companion recollect herself for a moment. The girls joined them through a crimson gate in the meanwhile and looked at Selene. The fox lady snickered at them and shook her head. It didn’t look like she was planning on playing any pranks on the poor Matriarch and her new disciple this time. 
 
    For once, they walked into the temple without stirring up any trouble and Selene led everyone straight to Lerisse’s office. Zoe took in the sights with open awe while Miria happily explained whatever came to her mind, retelling a few of their fun encounters with the Spiritual Foxes too. It didn’t take them long to end up in front of the mighty double doors and their foxy guide pushed them open without slowing down. 
 
    Lerisse raised her gaze from the documents she’d been reading and a long sigh escaped her lips. But, everyone could spot the growing smirk that curled the corners of the Matriarch’s mouth up. 
 
    “You really hold yourself like you own the place. Perhaps I’ve been too quick to give up on convincing you to take my spot.” The older Foxkin chuckled. “What if I would have been in the middle of an important talk with an important guest?” 
 
    “I checked out the chamber before entering and haven’t found any other presence inside,” Selene explained. “Besides, who would be more important than me?” 
 
    “Figures you can now bypass all my formations. Ten tails feel like such a cheat.” Lerisse shook her head while rubbing her forehead. “And who is this? New girl?” 
 
    Zoe tried her best not to drop her eyes to the floor as her cheeks colored slightly. 
 
    “No! Not yet, at least.” Miria giggled. “Zoe is my childhood friend. She offered to guide us through the Scorching Steppes.” 
 
    “Scorching Steppes?” The ginger-haired fox lady’s brows rose curiously. 
 
    “That’s the reason we dropped by, Lerisse,” Selene chimed in. “We are going to look more into the ancient meteor. I hoped our archives could teach us a thing or two about it and the general area.” 
 
    “I see.” The other vixen nodded sagely. “It’s been a while since the last time I took a look in that direction but the village was still standing strong back then. Alright. Let’s get it done with. Follow me.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Asterios asked while glancing over his party, specifically one person. 
 
    “With Selene currently surpassing our supposed divine ancestor, it would be silly to deny her anything. If people knew, they would beg me to offer our everything to her anyway. I trust you will make sure your Wolfkin friend keeps what she learns about us to herself.” She smirked at him over her shoulder while heading out. 
 
    Selene preened as she fell into step with her and the others followed after them, letting their vulpine friend relish the moment. They reached the sealed-off archives and the two fox ladies quickly gathered all the records on the matter that were present amongst the shelves. Without wasting any time, everyone sat down with a book or two and studied the written information, including Zoe. She too was eager to discover more about her ancestors and their past. 
 
    After about four hours, they regrouped in a small lounge section in one of the corners and relaxed on the comfy sofas. Lerisse brought in some refreshments and snacks. 
 
    “I think it’s time to sum it up,” Asterios began. “Any good finds?” 
 
    “First of all, we pretty much confirmed what Zoe and her mother shared with us,” Silvia answered first, sharing a nod with him. “The bits we went through spoke about a mixed-species settlement of old that changed after a meteor crashed next to it. Most tribes left the heating-up environment, leaving just one behind. The last update comes from Lerisse and rehashes her earlier words about it still existing.” 
 
    “My part was reaaaaaaally boring.” Miria groaned. “It listed all the races living there before the migration. The only fun bits mentioned some of their customs and traditions but there wasn’t much and those won’t be of much help to us now that only the Lizardkin are left behind.” 
 
    “I read a lot about the atmosphere and environment,” Tina continued after the panthergirl. “The current air temperature supposedly reached a level high enough to irritate any normal person’s lungs from prolonged exposure. The ground is hot enough to burn your skin if you go barefoot. It’s impossible to find any water reservoirs in close vicinity of the crater. The further you are, the lesser the heat, but it never stops being noticeable until the edge of the Steppes.” 
 
    “I analyzed the records on fauna.” Grea moaned openly as she stretched her arms above her head. “As expected, most of the usual species previously found in the area are extinct. But, there are some that seemed to evolve and adapt. Not many of them are friendly or willing to get domesticated. The vast majority are reptile monsters and beasts that hunt for any available resources, which often boils down to species weaker than them.” 
 
    “Speaking of reptiles, I didn’t find much, but our resident Lizardkin, of course, adapted too,” Selene took over. “There isn’t a lot of information on how, but the collected data suggests that their scales somehow changed, both in shape and color. In the past, their shades were vibrant and diverse. Now, reddish and kind of brownish hues are the only occurrences.” 
 
    “I tried to focus on life in general, but that mostly revolved around flora,” Bryn informed them. “It’s the same situation as with fauna. The current grasslands are quite scarce and rough. Golden, amber, and red hues dominate the palette. Trees are extremely rare. Somehow, even cacti are. It’s not like it doesn’t exactly rain above the Steppes, but the water evaporates the moment it touches the ground, or even before, depending on its intensity. That still should be enough for some plants to capture that humidity.” 
 
    Everyone then turned to Zoe, who roamed her gaze over all of them before slightly lowering her face. “I didn’t discover much… There were some random bits like the temperature remaining the same no matter the time of the day or night… Or that the Lizardkin are a very cloistered and solitary community… Or that they praise the heavens or some gods for the meteor and thank for the gift that made their tribe stronger…” 
 
    Asterios reached out and gently fluffed her dark brown hair, careful not to get too intimate with her long ears out of habit. “You don’t need to worry so much about pulling your own weight, alright? That still sounds like a few interesting bits. It could have been anyone who found nothing.” 
 
    “And that anyone is me.” Lerisse chuckled. “I tried to go deeper and failed to find literally anything notable. As the current guardian of these records and their archivist, that doesn’t exactly put me in the best light, don’t you think?” 
 
    Zoe’s lips curled up a tiny bit and she nodded with some more of her old confidence back. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “Sooooo, it’s all weird again, in simple words.” Grea wrinkled her nose while lounging on her sofa, inconspicuously leaning onto Ast’s free side. “Can a single meteor alter the local climate so much? It kind of feels like Demon Continent the Sequel.” 
 
    “Do you think Red was involved?” Tina glanced at her ex-professor. “We know he was here.” 
 
    “If it was one of his experiments or studies, he would have noted a thing or two down about it, no?” Miria tilted her head cutely. “We found no mention of the Lizardkin or anything else in Kaguya’s vault.” 
 
    “Unless they had more hideouts,” Silvia pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t think they would place them so close to each other if they even had more than one per world,” Asterios said. “But, we can’t really know that for sure. At the same time, we can’t really link Red with anything unusual every time either. I guess we will find out soon.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for, Master? Let’s go there!” The panthergirl beamed at him excitedly. 
 
    They spent about half an hour more discussing their findings, then tidying the records up, and came out of the temple with Lerisse accompanying them. Some passersby stopped now and then on their way to the magnificent structure to see what their Matriarch was up to but no one approached them. 
 
    “So, are you moving through the shadows?” she asked Asterios. 
 
    “Umbra wasn’t yet there, and while we could technically send him to reach the place ahead of us for this to be possible, I think there’s a slightly more entertaining way to travel your beautiful world,” he replied with a faint smirk, taking a peek at Miria. 
 
    The panthergirl furrowed her brows at him for a moment, but then her eyes widened in realization as he stepped away from them. She grinned wide, bouncing on the soles of her feet while dark crimson mist swirled around Ast’s figure. 
 
    In just a moment, it grew in size considerably and uncovered his mighty draconic form, towering over the group. He held back the urge to release a reverberating roar into the air, not wanting to startle the innocent fox-eared bystanders. 
 
    But, while Lerisse was already aware of this part, Zoe stumbled over her own feet and landed on her butt as her utterly shocked face peered up at the majestic entity. The nearby people were equally stunned by the appearance of the giant beast, some quickly scurrying away toward the safety of the temple. The girls chuckled at them and their new friend. 
 
    “Hop on. Let’s see how fast I can get there.” Asterios gestured towards his back with his fierce head. 
 
    Miria helped her friend get up and Selene levitated them all on top of him. The fox lady then wove a few small arrays onto his scales. One of them meant to anchor them to the surface beneath, while another protected them from the violent winds that would definitely assault them during their sky-high trip. 
 
    Nodding at the Matriarch, Asterios spread his leathery wings wide and shot into the air. Zoe’s surprised squeal echoed into the distance as they quickly moved away from the marble peak and halted right under the first layer of fluffy clouds. He then checked if his passengers were all fine, and after confirming that Selene’s formations had worked splendidly, Asterios chuckled deeply at Zoe’s slightly panicked expression as she was held tight by Miria, and he started moving. 
 
    Recalling whatever he had learned during practice, he flew towards the Squelching Glade at his best speed, working both of his draconic energies to the bone. The wind whistled around his head and the shielding dome covering the girls. They suffered no pull, though, and could enjoy the landscape quickly moving far underneath them. Naturally, Miria was the most ecstatic to catch a glimpse of her realm from so high up in the sky, but Zoe soon joined her, right after recollecting her wits. 
 
    They zoomed beneath the clouds like a bolt of lightning. If anyone was looking up, there was no doubt that they would miss the dashing dot with just a single blink of their eyes. Asterios wondered briefly why Red and Kaguya had flown through the night sky in his memory about Teira while surrounded by much more visible auras instead of this way. But, perhaps he was still missing some details regarding his draconic energy or such. He couldn’t exactly judge how fast they had been moving in that memory. 
 
    About two hours later, they noticed a slight change in the environment underneath them. The lush forests and wilds were replaced by slightly less packed misty swamps. The whitish smoke covered the majority of the terrain, filling most spaces between the trees, ponds, lakes, and glades. It was a mysterious and slightly ominous place. 
 
    The menacing zone spanned for another hour until an even more visible separation made its appearance. The humid swamps and marshlands drew a perfectly curved line at their far edge and switched into almost completely flat grasslands of quite characteristic golden-amber shade. 
 
    They had no doubts. It had to be the Scorching Steppes. 
 
    The warm lands looked exactly as the records described them. They felt somewhat empty when compared to all the other regions Ast’s group had previously experienced. The one very notable thing about them was the somewhat special curve at the outer edge which seemed to run to the sides with the intention to make a full circle, judging by Grea’s calculations and hunch. 
 
    Everyone studied the environment attentively as they flew above the scorching hot region. The sky was gradually turning orange from the late hour so Asterios kept his pace in hopes of reaching their destination before nightfall.  
 
    In perhaps just an hour, Miria suddenly gasped loudly and pointed to the side. “Look! That looks like a village!” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and found a hole in the clouds, positioning himself over the reddish sky to camouflage their unmoving shape a bit better. Miria was right. A settlement seemed to exist peacefully some distance to their left. Since it was no more than a stain on the ground, Asterios enhanced his eyes and focused on the faraway image, sharing his vision with all his mates. 
 
    A decently big village full of square buildings greeted them after he zoomed in enough to examine the sight in detail. They all looked to be made of baked mud and dirt. Their windows lacked glass or any other covers while their doorframes remained empty too. The winding, curving roads were paved with bricks and tiles of the same brown-red shade as the houses. All in all, the settlement looked kind of primitive but Asterios couldn’t be certain if that wasn’t just the tribe’s style. 
 
    Also, right next to the village, they saw a pretty sizable crater. It wasn’t exactly wide but it was clear that it descended decently far down. They would need to examine it from up close, but its diameter didn’t look to be larger than Glimmervale’s main square, which was obviously smaller than the mud village by the edge of the hole. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get down and approach on foot,” Asterios said. 
 
    “Why not fly all the way?” Miria asked with slight confusion. 
 
    “I don’t think he wants to scare the shit out of our potential hosts.” Grea laughed impishly. “Plus, it would be wise to hide any connections to Red in case they turn out to be the descendants of a tribe of enslaved test subjects. No way they won’t try to murder us in our sleep if so.” 
 
    Everyone agreed with her and Asterios dove towards the ground.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29
The Cloistered Village 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a quick and fast dive, which clearly was more stylish than necessary, just to entertain Miria and the other girls, Ast’s draconic form touched the dark brown ground near a sole tree in quite a distance. He immediately noticed the warmth of the dirt underneath his claws and warned everyone. His fire resistance was obviously high enough to completely mitigate the strong heat. 
 
    Silvia cast a spell that enveloped their bodies with a protective layer and absorbed the bothersome heat, collecting its energy for later use. They slid off Ast’s back as he lowered himself as far as he could and they hopped onto the solid ground right next to the thick, twisting tree. He soon transformed back into his natural, humanoid form. Though, at this point, Asterios wasn’t really sure which one should be called such. 
 
    “Everything alright?” He turned to Zoe, who was still slowly recollecting herself from the rapid descent involving a bunch of loops, barrels, and spins. 
 
    The wolfgirl sent him a slightly wry smile while nodding. “Yes… Just a moment, please… I’ve never experienced anything like it…” 
 
    “It’s so incredible, isn’t it?” Miria grinned at her while supporting her friend. “Almost orgasmic, you could say!” 
 
    A trace of a blush decorated Zoe’s cheeks as she lowered her gaze, stealing some embarrassed glances at Asterios. He, in turn, started checking his surroundings in more detail. 
 
    “The grass here is damn tall and thick. It’s going to be a pain in the ass moving through it,” Grea commented while scrunching her nose. 
 
    She was right. They would be swallowed almost up to their shoulders by the reddish stalks, swaying gently under the touch of the warm, moving air currents. Most of the Steppes was covered in them, save for some occasional patches of empty ground here and there, especially around the lone trees. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I rode a real Dragon…” Zoe’s whisper reached Ast’s ears and he chuckled softly. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t scare you too much back at home.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s alright. I admit that I got a bit startled at first, but I was kind of expecting it. Just perhaps not to this level of transformation and size. Miria never really straight up confirmed anything, but it wasn’t that hard to piece things together from all her talk about draconic things and themes.” 
 
    The panthergirl in question giggled shyly and her ears flopped down onto her black hair as she directed a timid smile at her beloved master. It was clear that she had wanted to keep as much about him as a secret from the others, but her easily excitable nature got somewhat in the way of that. 
 
    He didn’t mind this much, though. There had been more little hints about his true lineage he himself hadn’t bothered covering up. And they weren’t planning on remaining as secretive as in the past. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that my other form doesn’t bother you.” Asterios nodded at the canine girl. 
 
    “Not in the slightest. I think it’s amazing. It’s like you are the alpha of all the alphas. The true ruler of all beastfolk. I don’t think there are any other lineages that are worthy of such a title. At least, that’s how I feel while gazing upon your draconic visage,” Zoe admitted with a faint spark in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s only natural for the Dragon King, fufufu~” Selene chuckled quietly with an impish smile. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. “Not this again.” 
 
    The girls laughed softly and they regrouped at the edge of the clearing. After a brief discussion, they assumed a simple formation with their melee fighters on the sides and ventured into the tall grass. Aura swirled around her mistress just in case. 
 
    About halfway to the Lizardkin village, Asterios stopped and held up his hand, furrowing his brows. Everyone instantly scanned their surroundings while tensing up. He wasn’t sure if it was just his mind playing tricks on him in this weird place, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. Reaching for his draconic sources, he enhanced his senses almost to their limits. 
 
    The flicker of presence he had noticed just a moment ago appeared once more. 
 
    “Ten!” Asterios shouted and Selene put up a spiritual barrier in a flash, covering their northwestern side. 
 
    A fraction of a second later, something smashed into it with a loud snarl and bounced back into the tall grass. Tina wasted no time and spun around, increasing the size of her water scythe. The blade cut the stalks cleanly in a circle around them and shot a ring of sharp waves further away, creating a decently spacious clearing. 
 
    Their ambusher managed to survive the counterattack and they finally laid their eyes on the sneaky enemy. A massive, furless tiger crouched low to the ground. Sharp tusks protruded from its upper lip like deadly sabers. Most of its body was covered with thick, somewhat scaly skin, while the top of its back grew what looked like a perfect imitation of the red grass previously surrounding them. The beast was clearly well-equipped to hunt in this unforgiving region. 
 
    “This is perfect!” Miria laughed cheerfully. “Master! Leave this one to me and Zoe!” 
 
    “Huh? Me?” The wolfgirl’s brows rose as she glanced between Asterios and Miria. 
 
    “Alright. But make it quick. I think there are more of them encroaching on us and I’d rather not use my aura to intimidate them this close to the village.” He nodded at them. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master! We’ll make it clean!” The panthergirl bounced happily around her best friend and dragged Zoe forward. 
 
    The Wolfkin lady quickly recollected herself and switched into her battle mood. Or, perhaps hunting mood, in their case. They were both skilled hunters who had worked together very often in the past. Asterios was honestly a bit curious to see them in action. 
 
    Miria kept her blades out as she enabled her full bloodline, turning into a literal panthergirl. She didn’t give the saber-toothed tiger any time to pounce on their group again and dove straight for its big head. Zoe stepped to the side and kept on the move too, light on her feet, barely pressing onto the sliced grass. 
 
    The beast parried Miria’s first strike with a quick flick of its muzzle, crossing one of its tusks with her weapon. She barraged it with a flurry of blows, forcing it to dodge continuously. Its focus was fully on the assailant in front of it and the tiger almost missed the tip of the spear coming right for its side. 
 
    Zoe’s stealthy strike from its blind spot barely grazed the creature’s scaly skin as it jumped away. That was enough for the wolfgirl to realize just how tough its hide was. But, she didn’t let that failure get to her and resumed moving at once. In the meanwhile, Miria’s shortsword came at the beast while it was distracted and left a shallow cut on its shoulder. 
 
    She cursed to herself and coated her blades with Ast’s mana instead of purely hers. She had wanted to imitate their old hunts with Zoe and limited her magical abilities, but it just wasn’t enough to seriously wound their opponent. 
 
    Thankfully, the duo still retained their amazing cooperation developed over many years of fighting together and Zoe instantly covered for her friend’s mistake. As the beast whipped its head at Miria to strike back, the wolfgirl’s spear lodged itself between its hind legs and it stumbled during an attempted leap. 
 
    Making use of the created opportunity, the panthergirl drove one of her swords into the tiger’s chest before jumping back. She left it with a strong kick to its head, which sent it reeling to the side with a pained growl. A fraction of a second later, Zoe’s spear jabbed into its eye with great precision and more yowls filled the air. 
 
    She used all her strength and dragged the beast’s head down, holding it steady. Naturally, Miria followed with a mighty overhead strike right away and beheaded the tiger easily. A single slice was enough and both halves dropped to the ground with a soft thunk. 
 
    Miria then arched her back for a moment as her growls grew louder. She ran her gaze all over the edges of the cleanly-shaved clearing and released a ferocious roar into the sky. A small shockwave bent the grass outwards. Everything fell silent afterward. 
 
    ~They seem to be retreating,~ Aura commented in their minds, watching from above. 
 
    “They do,” Asterios confirmed with a nod. 
 
    Everyone moved closer to the decapitated corpse and Miria trotted up to him to receive her reward in the form of headpats. He met Zoe’s gaze and nodded at the wolfgirl respectfully. She couldn’t really compare to Miria in terms of pure power, but she had clearly put a lot of work and effort into becoming the best hunter she could without skipping any steps. Her techniques and strategies didn’t lie. 
 
    “Good job. I now feel even worse for stealing two of the best hunters your village has to offer.” He chuckled lightly, making Zoe’s tail swish like crazy behind her back. 
 
    After Miria transported their kill back home through her gate and left it in the hands of her parents, they continued ahead, wary of any more ambushes. Fortunately, nothing else jumped at them for the rest of the distance until the edge of the empty ground around the settlement. 
 
    Right on the other side of the cleared-up space was the defensive wall made of the same mud as the houses behind it. They started walking towards one of the visible gateways, certain that they had already been spotted the moment they had stepped into the open, especially with such a big group. 
 
    As expected, a party of Lizardkin came to intercept them before they got too close, and a dozen of armed and armored individuals blocked their path. They were all beastfolk with the same features, varying only in the shade of those. Their tanned skin was covered with sporadic scales. A few men had their forearms and shins protected too, similar to Miria’s fur. They had red eyes with black vertical pupils, looking quite fierce. 
 
    In terms of gear, they wore greaves, bracers, chestplates, and shoulder pads made of some dark brown metal. They wielded mostly spears or curved swords to match those. Underneath their armor, they seemed to use what looked like ornamental cloth and fabric, decorated with plenty of themes revolving around flames. 
 
    The person with the fanciest garments stepped forward, most likely the group’s leader. Additionally, it looked like he had a tail. A long and thick appendage rested on the ground behind his back, covered in the same scales as on his hands and feet. No one else in his group possessed one. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want with our village?” The man spoke with a firm, somewhat hostile tone. 
 
    Before anyone else could answer, Zoe moved to stand a step in front of Asterios. 
 
    “Greetings, warden. My name is Zoe Searfang. These are friends of mine who decided to accompany me during my pilgrimage to the land of my ancestors. My kin lived alongside you in the past and I heard a lot about this place from my parents and grandparents. We only wish to see your village and the fabled crater. We would also be grateful if you allowed us to rest within your settlement during our stay,” she explained without hesitation. 
 
    He scrutinized her with his reddish eyes before doing the same with the others. 
 
    “While your visit might be possible to be discussed, we don’t allow outsiders into our sacred home. We never had, even in the age when many lineages lived together behind those walls,” he informed her. 
 
    “I assure you that they are good people. They protected me on the way here and we’ve come from far, far away. Our home isn’t that far from the Frozen Wilds if you are aware of that area. It’s like dozens of times the distance between your village and the Squelching Glade,” Zoe replied. “Is there really no way for us to go in all together? I can’t leave them on their own in these dangerous lands filled with strong predators.” 
 
    Silence returned as both parties stared each other down without a single word. The leader of the wardens took his sweet time considering Zoe’s requests. It was clear that it wouldn’t be easy to legitimately get inside the Lizardkin settlement. It was a bit curious as none of the records and stories Ast’s group had researched presented the Lizardkin as this hostile towards the other subraces. 
 
    “I’ll bring you to the chief. He will decide what to do with you,” the man finally answered after a long while. “Follow me and don’t try anything funny. Don’t think about stepping away or interacting with anyone. Is that clear?” 
 
    Everyone on Ast’s side nodded and the captain of the squad turned around. They listened to the man’s orders, following shortly after him. Asterios noticed that he was also the only one whose armor had two weird vertical slits on the back, sealed with also cut leather material. It didn’t really feel necessary, unless it had something to do with the environment. But then, no one else had armor with those so it most likely wasn’t that. 
 
    The guards encircled them and led their party past the gateway. Streets and buildings exactly the same as they had witnessed from the air greeted them. From up close, they looked even more seamless with the ground. They were simple and lacked real style or external decorations. A semi-talented or experienced kid could build similar structures out of clay at a much smaller scale. 
 
    As they moved through the streets, plenty of Lizardkin, both male and female, gazed at them hesitantly. Many actively removed themselves from sight and only some individuals or groups openly stared at the unusual procession. Everyone wore simple robes or attire made of the same rough material and hides. The only difference was in decorative etching, dyes, patterns, and such. Asterios and the girls were starting to think that those were synonymous with one’s status. 
 
    They noticed a few individuals with tails amongst the crowds but their owners were the ones to hastily retreat most of the time. Mothers scooped up their children as soon as they noticed the walking strangers. No one could really blame them considering what the lead warden had said earlier. 
 
    Soon, they arrived in front of a multi-level clay structure resembling a small, awkward fort. Their escorts led them inside and brought everyone to what might be a waiting lounge. Contrary to the girls’ expectations, the furniture wasn’t made of mud and clay. Though, rather than using the scarce wood, the Lizardkin tribe had developed its craft with the tall, reddish grass, skilfully woven into even full wardrobes. 
 
    After waiting in the room for about half an hour, accompanied by half of their previous escorts, someone finally walked inside to join them. The man who appeared in the empty doorway wore the most complex and heavily-patterned robes they had seen so far. He had a mature appearance, scaled arms and legs, and a tail hidden by his draping clothes. His eyes and scales were pretty much the same as most of the people they had seen while his short hair was light brown. 
 
    “Welcome to our humble settlement, travelers. My name is Presto and I’m the chief here,” he began with a soft smile. “What brings you to these vicious lands?” 
 
    Zoe repeated her earlier statement and Presto stared at her with a squint while rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Searfang… Yes… I remember…” He nodded to himself. “They were good hunters, if not the best amongst all the tribes. I’m glad to hear that they managed to escape the Steppes those long centuries ago.” 
 
    “Does that mean you would permit our stay? We just want to experience the culture of our people from the past. And, of course, take a glimpse of the crater if that’s not forbidden or something. I assume there really is nothing left from the crashed meteor, right?” Zoe asked with a light chuckle. 
 
    The man hummed to himself while thinking. “The landing zone is nothing more than an empty hole, just like you say. As for visiting it and staying here… As long as you swear to act respectfully and not involve yourselves too much with our affairs, I don’t think I have a reason not to allow you safe passage and rest. Our people are extremely wary of any outsiders so you can imagine why.” 
 
    “We don’t plan on bothering anyone,” Asterios replied. “It’s only natural that they would be hesitant or even scared of our presence. Unless someone willingly approaches us, we won’t force a single person to interact with our group.” 
 
    “Very well. I hope you won’t think badly of me for assigning you at least a few guards. In the end, we are still complete strangers to each other, even if one of you might be the descendant of someone born here in the ancient past,” Presto said. 
 
    No one disagreed with the chief’s suggestion and three of their escorts became their guides and supervisors. The lead warden wasn’t amongst the selected candidates as he most likely had important duties or responsibilities to uphold. 
 
    Not wasting any more of the chief’s time, Asterios and the girls left the clay keep and roamed the streets for a little while. They hoped to stumble on a curious person or two but literally everyone avoided getting too close to them, choosing to stare from a distance or safety of their pane-less windows. 
 
    It looked like Asterios would have to direct their questions at the chief, in the end. He didn’t want to touch a sensitive subject too early with him to avoid getting chased away or rejected, but the residents were much less cooperative than they had expected. 
 
    Therefore, they asked their escorts to lead them to the meteor’s crash zone. Ten minutes later, they stood on the edge of a quite sizable crater, comparable to a small pond. While it wasn’t too wide, it seemed decently deep. Even though it had clearly been excavated into oblivion, the slight slope to its entirety was still somewhat noticeable.  
 
    The meteor might have struck the ground at a quite sharp angle. Dark brown earth spanned over the crater’s belly, picked clean out of whatever metals and ores could have previously been available to be gathered there. All the evidence of excavation was definitely old so it was obvious that they weren’t getting any meteoric stuff this easily. 
 
    Their only hope might be the tribe itself. Granted Lizardkin wouldn’t immediately turn on them after learning that they had come to steal their precious gift from the heavens. It didn’t look like the hole could have housed a lot of the incredible ore. 
 
    Deciding to finish their sightseeing for the day, they asked their escorts to bring them to a place where they could spend a night. The guards brought them to a small, single-story house, currently standing empty. They noticed that it had been cleaned up a bit just recently, but not perfectly well. The traces that it hadn’t been in use for a little while were obvious. 
 
    “So, no easy ore for us, as expected. I wonder if these people even have any left. It could have deteriorated over so much time, right?” Tina sighed heavily as she plopped on the squeaky, sewn bed. 
 
    “I really hope we haven’t come here for nothing,” Miria said a little dejectedly. “What do you think, Master?” 
 
    The girls all turned to Asterios and found him deep in thought already. They waited patiently and he realized he had spaced out after a moment of their curious staring. 
 
    “I don’t exactly know why, but I feel like there’s something weird about this village.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
The Odd Tribe 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Zoe said with a firm nod, capturing everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Looks like it’s not only me.” Selene rubbed her chin while glancing at the wolfkin. “I’m not surprised by Master noticing too since he is as sensitive to spiritual energy as I am, if not even more, but I’m curious about what you mean.” 
 
    “Do you know something, Zoe?” Miria trotted to her friend and tilted her head curiously. 
 
    The Wolfkin girl smiled softly. “Honestly, it’s not much, and I’m not even sure how correct it is since my knowledge comes from family stories and general information. The Lizardkin here are kind of weird.” 
 
    “How so?” Asterios raised a brow at her. 
 
    “First of all, it’s the tails,” she pointed out. “They shouldn’t have those. Lizardkin belong to the kind of beastfolk who don’t get tails from their beast bloodline. Their lineage shows through their reptile-like eyes, usually yellowish, and sporadic scales covering their bodies. With their bloodline activated, more scales appear, and after achieving their full potential, they become completely covered by them with their faces slightly changing shape like in Miria’s case.” 
 
    “Ah. Now that you mention it, that’s true.” The person in question hit her palm with her fist. “Remember that first Golem we found in your village, Master? You asked me about it and I mentioned that it didn’t look like any species of Lizardkin I know of. I can’t believe I missed it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too hard on myself there, Miria. We’ve only seen a single person with a tail from up close and it was the guard that intercepted us. I think the chief had one too but it was almost fully covered by his clothes,” Silvia comforted her a little bit. 
 
    Asterios nodded at them and turned back to Zoe. “Anything else?” 
 
    “The scales,” she replied. “Their patterns aren’t what I’m used to, both from knowing a few Lizardkin personally and from some small artworks that can be considered family heirlooms that depict the Lizardkin from the Steppes.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true, in both cases.” Selene hummed to herself. “Though, in terms of scales, we can’t rule out the possibility of partial evolution and acclimatization due to the change in the environment.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing I noticed, and I’m sure you had too,” the canine girl continued. “It’s just that one guard and the chief, but thanks to the latter wearing loose robes, it was somewhat apparent that their backs are kind of uneven, puffed out perhaps. Not sure if it has something to do with those cuts in the material, but again, I’ve never seen those amongst the Lizardkin.” 
 
    “Yeah. It kind of looked like he was slightly hunched but he seemed to stand naturally straight.” Miria wrinkled her nose while pondering over it. “I met a person or two with hunched backs and you could almost see the curve go along with their neck.” 
 
    “It might just be part of their tribal attire or something. Maybe it’s somehow important and symbolic since only the two people you mentioned seemed to wear the altered clothes. Or it’s connected to the harsh climate around here. They might be amongst those who aren’t perfectly adapted to it for whatever reason, maybe being born weaker, and the vertical slits are to cool their bodies somehow,” Tina suggested. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think we will be able to come up with an answer without asking questions,” Asterios said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Which will be tough since we promised not to pry too much. I’d rather save any potentially rude or nosy inquiries for right before we leave, just in case we create some bad blood between us.” 
 
    “I agree, my Lord.” Selene flashed him a gentle smile. “Besides, there’s one more thing, isn’t there?” 
 
    He smirked back at her. “Right. The spiritual energy.” 
 
    “Spiritual energy?” Grea frowned at them. 
 
    “You should try using your Third Eye when you get a chance, but be careful with it or you might hurt yourself,” Asterios replied, looking at his demon lover with genuine concern. “The mana around here is quite something. The whole Steppes are rich with it, but it concentrates around the village. My guess would be the meteor, but after being picked up so clean and after centuries have passed, there should be no more of it than mere traces.” 
 
    “So, it’s like in the Demon Continent?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “Similar, but different.” Selene shook her head. “Back there, the mana was condensed inside the massive barrier spanning over the entire continent. Here, it’s coming from beneath, under the ground. It’s hard to say if we are dealing with another formation or something entirely different.” 
 
    “Do you think it might be one of the hideouts Master’s parents used? The other one isn’t exactly that far away from here but a True Dragon’s den might be the only thing capable of affecting an entire region like this. We’ve seen it in the Demon Continent, as you said. Perhaps this one is damaged or something. Maybe the meteor’s crash interfered with the protective arrays around it. In one of Master’s memories, Red said that their safehouses could become beacons when affected by external or internal influence,” Bryn shared her thoughts. 
 
    “We’ve barely crawled out of one underground pit and there’s already another to dive into? Ah fuck, are we sure Ast comes down from a Dragon and not some armored mole? Maybe it’s the descendant of the Lizardkin’s god just like with the Foxkin goddess.” Grea snickered to herself. 
 
    “There is no doubt that Master is a True Dragon!” Miria strongly protested. “You’ve seen his magnificent shift yourself!” 
 
    “Alright, alright, chill, kitty girl.” The demon lady waved her hands in surrender while chuckling. “It was just a joke. I’ve thoroughly felt how mighty our handsome Dragon boy is.” 
 
    “What’s the plan, then?” Tina glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “I think we should split up and look around a bit more,” Selene answered first. “Some of us could search the village while the others examine the crash site and the settlement’s close vicinity. We did promise not to bother the locals on our own, but it’s a different topic if they approach us first. There is bound to be at least one person curious enough to step forward.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Asterios nodded. “We’ll have to be careful not to push it too far. Any suggestions on how we should split?” 
 
    “You should be in the group investigating the crater while I hang out with those in the village just in case they need me to refresh the spell. Your physique can deal with the atmosphere here without my help,” Silvia answered. 
 
    “Since you have your own magic eyes, I should lead the tourist band,” Grea chimed in. 
 
    “I’ll take Zoe to check out our surroundings if you allow us, Master.” Miria glanced up at him with puppy eyes. “I’m not going to recklessly put my friend in danger, even though I know how tough she is and that we can hold our own against the monsters here.” 
 
    “Leave the sky to me, then.” Bryn hit her breastplate with her fist. “I’ll keep an eye on everyone from above and move in whenever necessary.” 
 
    “That leaves just the three of us.” Asterios turned to Tina and Selene. “You going with me?” 
 
    The duo exchanged glances and the fox lady chuckled lightly. “I’ll head to the village. A beastfolk has the highest chance of getting attention from the residents. Even if they live somewhat isolated here, they should be aware of the existence of other subraces.” 
 
    “Then… I’ll go with you…” Tina smiled happily with a faint blush. 
 
    “Great. Let’s begin tomorrow morning. For today, let’s just relax after the long and exhausting journey which we should have experienced while getting here. We can’t look too unaffected,” he said and everyone agreed. 
 
    They discussed the plan excitedly afterward, unhurriedly spending some time on that before the evening came. As expected, a guard came to fetch them for an upcoming meal. The house they had been assigned wasn’t stocked up on anything since it was pretty much abandoned. 
 
    Asterios and the girls made use of that opportunity and observed the Lizardkin who gathered in the dining hall their group was brought to. It certainly wasn’t the only one judging by its size. They saw and ate in restaurants bigger than that. But, many families most likely made their own food so it wasn’t necessary to have those communal diners be massive. 
 
    People generally stayed clear of them, but they could tell that it wasn’t out of malice or disdain. Some certainly were nervous, uncomfortable, anxious, or scared. Their table had no one other than them. Amongst the gathered participants, they didn’t see any more individuals with tails or slitted clothes. 
 
    The food was great and the beastfolk girls especially enjoyed it. The meat must have come from some kind of a beast roaming these lands since it was not just rich in flavor but also mana. It was pretty much soaked in it when compared to the usual animals or monsters in other regions of the world. Save for the Demon Continent. And for mystical beasts. 
 
    Not wanting to bother people during the dining hours, they returned home right after finishing feasting on the rare delicacies. It didn’t look like the dishes had been prepared specifically with the thought of them so it seemed that the entire tribe consumed that kind of meal daily. That could fetch a decent price outside of the Steppes, especially considering the trouble necessary to gather the ingredients. 
 
    Back at their borrowed place, they found some casual entertainment together and hit the bed after it got dark. Miria and Selene decided to jump back to their own residences to ease the burden on the princess, who was still keeping her protective spell active. Bryn followed their example. Naturally, Zoe was invited by her feline friend, delivered to her by Umbra during his brief visit, while Tina joined the vulpine lady. Grea requested to accompany their Valkyrie, leaving just Silvia behind with Asterios. 
 
    And just like that, the two people most resistant to the current climate shared the kind-of-simple bed together. The fiery princess could drop her magic without a single worry and they enjoyed each other’s blissful embrace and affectionate closeness even despite the prickly mattress. 
 
    In the morning, they regrouped for a private breakfast prepared by Miria and Zoe. Finished, they made their move. Guards were stationed nearby so they approached the men first and explained their plan to move separately. As expected, each group had to be accompanied by someone and they all left with their own sentries. 
 
    Asterios and Tina soon arrived in the vicinity of the meteor hole once more, heading out on their little date. They circled the landmark while attentively examining it from the edges. Unfortunately, just that couldn’t reveal anything new. So, he enhanced his eyes and took a closer look. It wasn’t exactly easy with most of the ground emanating mana thick enough for his special sight to emphasize it. 
 
    “Hmmm… I think I can see something at the bottom but it’s hard to tell from up here.” He stroked his chin while squinting. “Would it be alright for us to move closer?” 
 
    As they turned to their guard, the normal-looking Lizardkin man nodded. “Yes, but please do not interact with the soil. This is an important place to us. Also, the descent might be dangerou—” 
 
    “Thank you. We promise not to touch anything.” Asterios smiled kindly before glancing at Tina. “Ready?” 
 
    She reciprocated with the same, joined by a tame blush over her sweet cheeks. Wings materialized behind Ast’s back and he swept her into a princess carry, diving into the crater. The shocked, wide-eyed face of their overseer was the last thing they saw. 
 
    Touching down at the very bottom, Asterios let Tina out of his embrace with a quick peck on her temple and crouched down. It didn’t take long before he focused on the point he had noticed from above and examined the spiritual traces displayed by his draconic sight. 
 
    “It’s… red…” he murmured under his breath. 
 
    Tina’s gasp reached his ears from behind him. “Red?!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and shook his head. “Not that kind of red. I’m talking about the color of the spiritual energy here. The mana coming out of the ground around the Steppes is a mix of brownish-reddish more or less, but there’s some here that’s pure red, like scarlet or crimson I guess. It’s clearly related to the fire attribute.” 
 
    “The remaining spiritual traces from the meteor, perhaps?” she pondered. “Or something else?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could be leaking from underneath. Maybe there are still some bits of the ore that the Lizardkin missed. Something has to be emanating this energy because while faint, it isn’t exactly weak like some ancient traces. The meteor might have shared an affinity with fire, which should be confirmed by the metal’s properties, like its ability to withstand powerful heat and flames.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to confirm it with the guard watching.” She sighed softly. “It would do us no good digging up their sacred grounds. Should we try to sneak out and excavate some earth in a remote location to see if it’s the same?” 
 
    “It’s not the worst idea. I’m just wondering if we should really do it in secret. Though, getting permission for that might be tough, and even just asking could be suspicious. In the end—” 
 
    ~Hey handsome, we have a small situation here,~ Grea interrupted him with a mental message, making them both flinch. 
 
    ~What happened?~ he replied immediately. 
 
    ~The tension seems to be growing. We talked with a young boy with a tail and the guards aren’t exactly happy about it. Especially the head warden,~  she explained. 
 
    ~We’ll be there in a moment. Everyone, gather up. Try not to cause too much ruckus while moving, though,~ Asterios ordered and received mental pings of affirmation from all the girls. 
 
    Tina jumped into his arms without a single word and they soared into the air right away. Ignoring their guard, he flew them back into the village and followed Selene’s presence. Soon enough, they spotted the commotion from above. The others were already all there as two clear sides had been created between the participants. 
 
    The head warden stood in front of his men, who seemed to hide a young Lizardkin boy behind their own bodies. He was facing Selene and it was clear that their conversation was heated, even though the fox lady remained calm and collected. Asterios didn’t miss the subtle frown on her forehead. Behind her, the girls tried their best to hold Miria down from throwing herself at the guards. 
 
    Asterios dove towards the ground and landed right next to his vulpine mate, letting Tina jump down right away. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The leader of the guards froze mid-sentence as he stared at his wings with wide eyes. It took him a moment to recollect himself and the man’s face hardened even more as he turned to the new arrivals. 
 
    “You gave your word not to pester our people yet you have been seen snooping all around our home and even pulling the kids into this,” the captain replied. 
 
    “As I’ve been saying multiple times, and the little one was too, we haven’t pulled anyone in,” Selene interjected with a faint sigh. “Ireh came to us because he was curious about the world past the border of the Scorching Steppes and we didn’t mind a little chat. As far as I know, we weren’t prohibited from talking or interacting with people if they initiated the conversation.” 
 
    “I heard you question the child about his tail and other features. As a beastfolk, you should be aware of how intimate and offensive such demands are,” he said. 
 
    “I mean, isn’t it natural that we would be curious about that just as he is curious about us and the outer lands? The individuals with tails here are a quite rare sight—” 
 
    “Cease your lies. I’ve already seen through you.” The man pointed his dark brown spear at them, glaring at Asterios. “Who sent you? How did you learn about our lineage?” 
 
    “We have no idea what you are talking about.” Asterios frowned at him. “Nobody sent us. We heard about this place from our Wolfkin friend here and wanted to see the meteoric crater with our own eyes. Its origins intrigue us and we were kind of hoping to find some of the ore but we weren’t planning to steal it from you or acquire it through any other dubious means.” 
 
    The man snarled at him. “Yet you still remain dishonest and try to weasel your way around with half-baked falsehoods. Do you think we are stupid? I can see what you are. We had no idea there was another but we won’t let you go back and report to your chief. You know too much. Men!” 
 
    His companions leveled their weapons at Ast’s group and the leader thrust forward. 
 
    “Bastard!” Miria growled and appeared in front of Asterios while fully transformed, smacking the tip of the spear away from his throat with her own blade. 
 
    Surprised by her fast movements, the captain stepped back, but she chased right after him with a furious scowl, slashing at him with her clearly mana-sharpened shortswords. He struggled to block the blows with his polearm, which already was a surprise on its own since everyone had expected it to be sliced into pieces in a blink. Yet, the spear seemed almost unaffected. 
 
    Then, something unexpected happened. 
 
    Unable to keep up with the panthergirl’s ferocious, blood-thirsty barrage, the man escaped… into the air. 
 
    Two leathery wings burst out of his back and he flapped them in a hurry, rising above everyone. The girls watched the rest of his squad carefully with a few of them already engaged with the men too, but no one seemed to follow their captain, remaining on the ground. 
 
    Or perhaps they couldn’t. 
 
    Asterios watched as the ladies incapacitated the men one by one, abiding by his request not to hurt the guards since it was all the result of a misunderstanding. Miria growled in frustration as her opponent escaped her reach. But, before she gathered enough mana in her legs to lunge after him, he started taking a deep breath. 
 
    Her pupils narrowed into thin slits as she recognized the motion and instantly jumped aside with a practiced movement. A scarlet inferno rushed straight at the spot she’d been in just a moment ago, originating from the man’s mouth. While incomparable to that of her master’s, it still clearly was a fire breath. 
 
    Additionally, the man couldn’t keep it up for longer than just a few seconds and needed to repeat the motion again. Just like with his flying, none of his companions seemed to be able to assault the girls with a fire breath of their own. The poor Lizardkin guards stood no chance against any of Ast’s mates while he intently watched the leader with raised brows from the moment his wings had pushed through the slits. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Just as the man was going to launch another stream of red fire, Ast’s loud, booming voice echoed through the surroundings. Everyone froze from its might and the sudden spike in spiritual pressure caused by his leaking, overbearing energy. All the men’s gazes snapped to him, finding Asterios with his fierce crimson eyes glowing ferociously, his tail, horns, and scales out as he flooded the area with his aura. 
 
    “Heavens…” 
 
    Someone else gasped in disbelief and Asterios glanced over his shoulder, realizing that the voice felt familiar. He found the chief of the village in the middle of the road, staring at him with a look of either pure awe or terror. The man seemed to have come out from behind one of the houses, possibly hiding there the entire time. 
 
    Just as their eyes met, he shivered and immediately dropped to one knee, lowering his head.  
 
    “Great Lord Ancestor…” 
 
    All the guards followed suit, including the leader, who hastily descended to the ground too. In a few seconds, Asterios and the girls were surrounded by a crowd of kneeling Lizardkin of all ages and genders. 
 
    It looked like it wouldn’t be too hard to get some answers out of them now. 
 
    And he definitely had a lot of questions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
The Blessed Race 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria trotted back to Ast’s side alongside the other girls, leaving multiple incapacitated guards behind them. Asterios looked around at the carnage they had brought upon the Lizardkin sentries as the street was littered with their unconscious bodies. Thankfully, no one seemed seriously hurt, just a little bit roughed up at best. 
 
    “Bryn, would you mind?” He turned to their Valkyrie friend. 
 
    “We are fine, Master,” Miria interjected with a small smile. 
 
    “Not for you. For them.” Asterios gestured around. “I know that this much wasn’t even a challenge for you girls.” 
 
    “Leave it to me, Master.” Bryn nodded softly and began weaving her magic while moving her staff-spear around. 
 
    As golden energy started flowing through the air and coiling around the fallen, he turned his attention back to the chieftain. The man was still kneeling, just like everyone else. Also, now that the lead guard had revealed his wings, Presto brought his own out too, which remained folded behind his back.  
 
    “So, what is the meaning of this?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “My sincerest apologies, Great Lord. We are but simple men and did not recognize your majesty before. It wasn’t our intention to be disrespectful. Our duty to protect this sacred place made us extremely cautious and distrustful. Now that you have revealed your greatness, we are at your service, Great Lord,” the man answered without moving. 
 
    “First of all, get up. All of you. It’s uncomfortable speaking like this. For both sides.” Asterios crossed his arms over his chest while watching the villagers hesitantly rise and exchange uncertain glances. “Now, Great Lord? Ancestor? What exactly do you mean? You might be mistaking me for someone else.” 
 
    “Your aura is unmistakable even if you take this form.” Presto shook his head. “And while I am aware that you aren’t the same person as our ancestor, that aura you two share is definitely similar. By that, of course, I mean the aura of a True Dragon, oh Great Lord.” 
 
    “True Dragon?” Selene squinted at him. “Is that why your captain said that they had no idea there was another?” 
 
    The chief looked at the head guard, who cleared his throat and stepped forward to stand by the man’s side. He seemed a tad pale, but it wasn’t that surprising. These people definitely knew a thing or two about the power of True Dragons and he might be scared for his life after directly offending Asterios. 
 
    “I beg your forgiveness, Great Lord. I have no excuse for being so blind to your greatness,” he began with a hesitant voice. “I assumed you were like us, a descendant, but from another village which we weren’t aware of, and your goal was to confirm the location of our sacred grounds and to destroy them, or report about us to your chief.” 
 
    “What do you mean by descendant?” Zoe chimed in, her confusion and curiosity pushing through the nervousness caused by the unusual situation. “Aren’t you… Lizardkin?” 
 
    “We were. And some of us still are. But many of us are of blessed blood already. We’ve become Dragonkin,” the chief replied. 
 
    “Did Red cause it? Did he experiment on your people?” Asterios asked with a frown. 
 
    “Who?” The man exchanged glances with his companions but no one seemed to recognize the name. 
 
    “This person.” Asterios extended his hand forward, palm up. 
 
    Thick, crimson flame erupted above his skin and reached the size of a human head, more or less. The dancing tongues of fire took different shades of crimson, scarlet, and red, twisting and turning to attain some kind of shape. After a moment, they recreated Red’s visage just the way he could be seen in the paintings they had found in the past. 
 
    “I’m afraid we do not know this man.” Presto shook his head. “In the first place, we have never witnessed our ancestor’s shifted figure.” 
 
    “Does that mean you only saw him in his True Dragon form?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “That is correct.” The chief nodded. “He did not change after passing and that’s why have never been graced by his other forms.” 
 
    “Well, now we can be sure that they don’t mean your father,” Silvia said. “As far as we know, Red should be alive somewhere.” 
 
    Asterios smiled at her softly and refocused on the man. “You talk as if you have met this ancestor of yours. Are you that old?” 
 
    “It is true. I was there when he fell from the heavens onto our lands. I’m also one of the first Dragonkin, having the honor of being turned rather than born, which is no longer a possibility,” Presto answered. 
 
    “Is the story about the meteor fake, then?” The panthergirl’s brows pinched together. 
 
    He chuckled lightly and smiled. “I’ll gladly explain everything from the very beginning, but should we move to a more comfortable spot than the middle of the village? There are things I can’t mention in public. Unless I’m ordered otherwise, of course.” 
 
    Asterios glanced around once more and agreed that it was a good idea. There was no need to stress everyone else out. Just his presence was clearly making people uncomfortable and the news about his actions and identity must have already spread throughout the settlement. Therefore, they waited a few more minutes for Bryn to finish up her treatment and followed the village head together. 
 
    Instead of the small keep they had visited previously, they were led to a different place. It was still made of baked clay but its structure was much more refined and finely decorated with carvings. They had a feeling that they were heading toward a shrine or temple of some sort. Tina noticed that the entire structure was covered in a pattern resembling Dragon scales. 
 
    There wasn’t much inside. The small, circular chamber had only one thing standing in the very middle of the room. It was a rectangular altar with a depiction of a sleeping True Dragon resting atop it. The sculpture was the size of Miria’s panther form. If the minute details were accurate then it certainly wasn’t Red, judging by the bits of his draconic form Asterios had stumbled on in his memories. 
 
    The inner walls of this sanctum had solid benches protruding from them all around and the chief brought them to one of the sides, sitting down. Since the space was relatively small, Miria, Grea, Selene, and Tina decided to take a closer look at the altar while Silvia, Bryn, and Zoe took a seat by Asterios. There should be no issues with the former group hearing everything anyway. Making it a bit more comfortable for himself, Asterios retracted his additional features. 
 
    “Where should I begin…” Presto rubbed his chin as his voice echoed in the silent room. “The meteor, I guess. Its story is only half true. No giant rock crashed into the ground next to our village.” 
 
    “Does that mean the meteoric ore is fake?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “That part is actually the true half,” he replied. “One day in the ancient past, when our village housed multiple beastfolk subraces, including the Searfang family, the sky lit up in crimson even though it was still the middle of the night. Everyone who wasn’t asleep directed their gazes up and stared at the unusual phenomenon. I was one of the guard captains back then, standing watch with my friends. Most of the guards belonged to the Lizardkin since we were the original founders of this settlement and took its protection seriously.” 
 
    Sensing an interesting story, Miria snuck closer, paying the man’s words some more attention. 
 
    “Then, the source of the light rushed past the clouds in the form of a giant, scarlet, flaming comet heading for the ground. The earth shook strongly as it crashed and erupted in flames before the glow fully dissipated. Back then, the village was much smaller so it didn’t land as close as it feels now. Thankfully. But, nevertheless, I took half of our men to quickly investigate it and see if we aren’t in danger of an uncontrolled wildfire.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “We didn’t expect to see what we witnessed after coming to the crash site. A massive winged creature with four limbs and its entire body covered in scarlet scales lay in the crater while gravely wounded, leaking copious amounts of dark red blood onto the earth. Later we learned that it was a True Dragon, but before that, it spoke to us with its pained voice, promising power in exchange for treatment. We were wary of the offer but had to decide quickly before anyone else came as the Dragon demanded to be hidden from the others during his recovery.” 
 
    “It seems like you agreed in the end,” Silvia commented. 
 
    The man nodded. “Even though it was dying, that creature emanated a mighty aura. It felt almost suffocating but also promising. I was young, eager to prove myself, to be the strongest, the best. I was the first one to step forward, and a few of my friends joined me. We drank its blood, carved some symbols onto our skin, and were bathed in its flames in extreme agony. After that, we already felt incredible. We swore fealty to the Dragon, even though we knew deep down that we had no way of disobeying its orders now. Since the crash site was located near a mine, we moved it into the biggest abandoned shaft. How? Our group had enough strength to lift its heavy body, which was the first sign that we had changed.” 
 
    “He made you his slaves,” Asterios pondered out loud. “But, if it was a Dragon that crashed into the earth, how is the part about the ore true?” 
 
    “I was just getting there.” Presto smiled knowingly. “We had to explain that whatever landed in the crater seemed to break down into pieces and get absorbed into the ground. Thankfully, we had evidence to back up our claims. The Dragon crashed into an underground deposit of tin. When we brought the chief and others there in the morning, we found a different metal littering the hole. Bathed in the Dragon’s blood and the leaking spiritual energy, tin turned into what we began calling Dragonsteel. Of course, others know it under a different name, related to the meteor.” 
 
    “Wait. So my blades are made of Dragon blood?” Miria gasped with wide eyes. 
 
    “Your blades?” He turned to her with a raised brow. 
 
    “Show him,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    She unsheathed one of her shortswords and passed it to the chief. 
 
    “Yes, this is definitely Dragonsteel. I recognize this style and pattern on the pommel. Unfortunately, its creator is no longer among us, but this once belonged to one of the Turned as each of us had our own weapon made before the metal was used for other people. He left the village to travel the realm after getting bored of the beasts around our settlement that no longer provided a challenge for him. It looks like he must have perished somewhere as he should have been long-lived just like myself,” he explained. 
 
    Miria looked between him and Asterios with an uncertain expression. “Will I… have to return them?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I would never dare!” Presto bowed while holding the sword out to her. “We are honored to know that it’s now in the hands of the Great Lord’s companion!” 
 
    “You said that the Dragonsteel was later used to make equipment for others but all we saw around the village was this brownish metal,” Grea chimed in. “Do you have any of it left? Stored somewhere?” 
 
    “Ah, I apologize for deceiving you, but we chose to disguise all the Dragonsteel used in public to fool any outsiders coming here in search of it. The quality of weapons and tools made with it is incredible and we got too used to it to switch back to normal metals so we had to think of something. People still come here in hopes of finding pieces of the meteor or taking our resources, either with money or by force. We always insist that nothing is left. Well, not all of them listen, but we can take care of ourselves.” He smirked. 
 
    “That’s why my sharpened blade did nothing against that guard’s weapon,” Miria mused. “I knew something was wrong! I shouldn’t have been that weak!” 
 
    Asterios chuckled and ruffled through her hair. “It’s not like you even needed them to wreck those guards. Only the leader was a Dragonkin, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “All of the guards are Dragonkin, Great Lord. Those who are born with tails and wings are considered True Dragonkin by us, as they resemble the Turned, but that’s just their luck coming into this world stronger than others. There is no definite method to assure that the child will receive those traits. We can only choose who receives the blessing of our ancestor, not the final result,” Presto responded. 
 
    “That sounds quite confusing.” Grea huffed while flicking her black hair away from her face. “It sounds like you guys can be born as Lizardkin, Dragonkin, and what you call True Dragonkin. You said you can choose who receives the blessing, which I assume makes the latter two. Don’t the Turned like you make Dragonkin babies by default? How does your fucking work in the end?” 
 
    The man smiled at them mysteriously and stood up without answering. Asterios wanted to rebuke his foul-spoken mate for offending the chief, but he stopped after a ceramic thunk echoed through the chamber. Everyone looked towards the middle and saw Presto pressing his finger into one of the sculpture’s scales, and a moment later, the altar began scratching over the ground as it moved, revealing a staircase leading below. 
 
    “Follow me, please. I’ll continue down there.” He gestured into the passage illuminated by red torches and began descending. 
 
    Asterios and the girls followed after the man, moving through the narrow tunnel, watching their steps on the sharp stairs. It went on for quite a while, long enough to make a few of them feel claustrophobic. Finally, they stepped into another chamber, much bigger this time. It was carved inside the reddish-brown ground which most likely was the source of the clay used for construction. 
 
    Rather than perfectly chiseled, the walls looked almost natural. They were smooth but even and angled differently. Traces of explosives and pickaxes were easily noticeable everywhere around. It was clear that this room had been part of the mines in the past. The obvious outline of a sealed tunnel on the side proved that even further. 
 
    Now though, the chamber served a completely different purpose. 
 
    A ring of big, silvery braziers burning with the same scarlet flames surrounded the middle of the room. Inside that circle of fire, lay a huge skeleton. No one had any doubt that it was a complete skeleton of a True Dragon. It clearly resembled the Skeletal Dragon Asterios and the others had seen in the past, but a bit smaller. If he had to judge, Asterios felt like he himself was about half as big as its owner. 
 
    “Looks like he didn’t make it out of here alive,” Grea commented. 
 
    “Unfortunately.” Presto sighed heavily. “We didn’t manage to heal his wounds fully. They were nothing like we had ever seen. Our healers could only support his life for a few years but our ancestor finally passed away in his sleep. As you can imagine, we lost a great deal of power when that happened, and the way to create more Turned. We were distraught. For a long time, no more Dragonkin could be born as children brought up naturally even between the Turned arrived as Lizardkin.” 
 
    He gestured at them and led everyone past the line of braziers, bringing them closer to the skeleton. It was big enough for them to comfortably walk through the Dragon’s ribcage and step inside, under its spine. They stopped around the height of its chest and Presto looked up. 
 
    “That is until we discovered the blessing,” he said with a wide smile. 
 
    Right above them hung a head-sized dark red orb. It was surrounded by scarlet flames that swirled both inside and outside the perfect sphere. The enchanting jewel seemed suspended near the bone by some kind of invisible force. Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Silvia immediately knew what it was. 
 
    “Now we can bring those willing to give birth to new Dragonkin here and have them procreate under the Ancestral Flame. Any children conceived in its warmth and light are always guaranteed to be Dragonkin. Though, as I said earlier, we can’t be sure which kind,” the man continued. 
 
    “I’m really curious how they discovered the power of this blessing,” Grea whispered into Ast’s ear with an impish grin, earning herself a light elbow in the ribs, which evoked a stifled grunt from the demon lady. 
 
    “Is that a Dragon’s Heart, Master?” Miria whispered to his other ear. 
 
    He nodded. “It emits the same energy I noticed in the crater. This entire area seems to be soaked in its aura.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that is true.” The chief returned his attention to them. “From the moment our ancestor passed away, the land began changing. The climate became hotter, the flora became more dense, and the fauna turned more aggressive and violent. Thankfully, all of us inherit the necessary resistance to heat, no matter the pairing. It is present even in the blood of normal Lizardkin born from our people.” 
 
    “The draconic mana seeping out of it is certainly very powerful. I’m not even surprised it’s capable of reshaping the entire ecosystem of this region given enough time. If not for your acquired resistance, you would have been forced out of this area just like everyone else,” Selene commented as they stared at the mesmerizing orb. 
 
    “It’s unfortunate that they had to leave. We are unspeakably proud to have received the ancestor’s gift and have been chosen by him. Thanks to that, we could remain here without any more worries about hiding this secret from the villagers as the settlement became fully ours. We are the true owners of this land and will guard our ancestor till the end of days.” Presto bowed towards the Heart and began a silent prayer. 
 
    Asterios and the girls exchanged glances and waited for the man to finish while looking around. They didn’t wander away from him just in case and limited themselves to exploring the inside of the skeleton. After about ten minutes, Presto came back to them and offered his service once more. Having seen enough, they asked to be led outside and back home so they could rest. 
 
    Naturally, the chief wanted to move them to the best possible quarters now, but they politely declined the offer, having to be a bit more forceful as he didn’t want to let go that easily. But, they succeeded and returned to their previous locum. Right after stepping inside, Asterios enveloped it with a silencing barrier and they plopped down on the bed. 
 
    “Seriously, I can’t believe they are fucking inside a Dragon’s corpse to evolve and get power.” Grea raked through her hair with her fingers. 
 
    “We are fucking a living Dragon to evolve and get power.” Selene smirked at her, causing the demon lady to snicker. 
 
    “So, what do you think about this Dragon, Master?” Bryn asked first. “Was it Red who killed him?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. It’s possible. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that this guy randomly stumbled on Red and was silenced. Or he might have been actually coming after him. Or he was killed by someone else, like Black for example.” Asterios shrugged. “Not like it matters. He is dead. We came here for a different reason.” 
 
    “The Dragonsteel.” Miria nodded. “They will surely give it to us now, right? You are a True Dragon and they seem to revere your kind.” 
 
    “We have also learned how to make Dragonsteel,” Tina chimed in. “We should check if Ast can use his own blood for it too. And if any tin works or if it has to be from here, or this realm. If this succeeds, we won’t have to depend on their resources. Their supply is surely limited as they have no more blood to use.” 
 
    “Good thinking, shortie.” Grea snapped her fingers at the blue-haired girl. “That cute elf family might appreciate having a monopoly on this amazing stuff. They would surely owe us lots of favors if we became their supplier.” 
 
    “That thing in the cave was a Dragon’s Heart, right?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Asterios nodded. 
 
    “Wouldn’t absorbing it make you stronger, Master?” Miria snuggled her cheek into his neck. 
 
    “Possibly. It feels mightier than that woman’s,” he answered. “But it’s not like we can just take it. With it gone, the Lizardkin will again lose their ability to evolve, and even the land might slowly start turning back.” 
 
    “So what? You are a True Dragon!” Grea pushed herself into his back, nibbling on his ear. “Just take it from them and say that they are not worthy or some shit about it rightfully belonging to your kind. It’s not like they can do anything, especially with Dragon blood mixed with theirs. Your Aura of Authority should be able to dominate them with a single word.” 
 
    “Why should I be a total dick to them, though? They haven’t done anything bad. I might be a True Dragon but I’m not going to follow in their footsteps and be a complete ass to everyone just because.” He sighed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Grea whispered softly. “I got a bit too much into the mood. I didn’t mean to sound like that. I love you the way you are.” 
 
    He smirked and turned his face to place a peck on her crimson cheek. “I know. We’ll think about it. The ore comes first. Let’s start with Tina’s idea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32
The Value of Blood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After lazing around on the bed for a little longer, Asterios and the girls got up and left their temporary residence. Right away, they noticed that the people had returned to the streets and wore slightly more relaxed expressions. Their group still attracted lots of attention just by showing up, but the villagers rarely ran away or hid from their sight. Presto must have spread some positive information on them while they had been talking. 
 
    Thanks to that, they decided to take one more trip around the settlement, this time as a full party. Without feeling like they were intruding on the residents and their lives, they could properly enjoy experiencing the Lizardkin’s somewhat primitive architecture and way of living. Zoe was especially curious and excited to learn more about this place as the origin of her people. 
 
    The more courageous Lizardkin even approached Asterios and the others during their walk to ask a question or two about them, the outside world, and their business with the chief. Save for the last topic, Ast’s group happily indulged the residents, in turn learning more about the people.  
 
    While living in such a harsh environment was definitely rough, no one seemed to dislike it. Many took pride in being able to persevere and even thrive under their current circumstances. The small part of the draconic heritage that ran in their blood had clearly made the Lizardkin fiercer and tougher. Tiny bits of pride and arrogance could be spotted in their way of talking about their ability to adapt to living in difficult conditions and stand strong against any adversity. Asterios felt even more hesitant about taking the Ancestral Flame away from these people. 
 
    Before paying the chief a visit, they stopped by a small restaurant or tavern, invited for a meal by the owners. Miria was ecstatic about trying out the meat from the evolved beasts they had encountered on their way here and Zoe quickly matched her enthusiasm. Everyone grew curious and they finally caved in. 
 
    As they were waiting for their meals, leaving the choice to the owners, who were at the same time the only cooks, the couple’s son shared some tales from his hunts. The man looked to be around Ast’s age and certainly could boast of an adequate physique for his occupation. It seemed that these lands were home to plenty of dangerous and crafty creatures which had come to be thanks to the draconic influence over the region. 
 
    But, while they were dangerous, they also were extremely delicious. Miria basically melted while stuffing her mouth full of juicy venison which came from a stag with wings and a tail resembling that of a Dragon. Hunting such a creature was quite difficult and mostly done by True Dragonkin since the stag could obviously take into the air. 
 
    Everyone else approved of the dishes too. Zoe tried to act more restrained and polite in terms of table manners when compared to her best friend, but the girls could clearly see her being just as amazed, which made them exchange smiles with Asterios. After he let her know that they didn’t care about how properly she held herself around them, the Wolfkin blushed lightly and toned down her reservations a little bit, fully enjoying the new environment and experiences. 
 
    Their bellies bursting with fulfilling food, they stumbled out of the fine diner and headed for the center of the village. They arrived at the building where they had first met the chief and the guards let them in immediately. Thankfully, Presto was present in his office and one of the sentries led them to him. The man welcomed them with a smile and open arms, seating everyone down around a small table. 
 
    “I heard you’ve been traveling around the village and experiencing our culture, Great Lord. Hopefully, you find our boring little settlement enjoyable,” he began. 
 
    “We certainly do.” Silvia nodded politely. 
 
    “Yes! The food is heavenly!” Miria added with a wide grin. 
 
    The chief chuckled lightly. “That certainly is true. I’m afraid we wouldn’t be able to survive on normal meat and vegetables after decades of living accustomed to these. But, anyway, does your presence in my office bear any specific reason, perhaps? May I somehow help you?” 
 
    “In fact, you possibly could,” Asterios answered. “First of all, how are your reserves of Dragonsteel?” 
 
    “Well, we have enough to get by, that’s for sure. There’s a small emergency stash hidden in this building’s secret cellar but most of it has already been turned into weapons and tools a long time ago. Reforging weakens the metal so we rarely do that. If that’s what you are after, Great Lord, then just say a word and we will collect as much of it as we can. I would only respectfully ask you to consider leaving us at least our weapons for the sake of everyone’s safety,” Presto replied and bowed his head almost to the very table. 
 
    “Please, rise.” Asterios placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “We don’t intend to take your Dragonsteel away. We did come here in search of it, yes, but I think we have discovered a solution that could potentially benefit both sides.” 
 
    “Yes?” The chief looked up at him curiously. 
 
    “Do you maybe still have some tin to spare?” Asterios raised a brow at the man. 
 
    Presto’s eyes glimmered with understanding. “Why, of course, Great Lord! While it’s not exactly a lot, I’m sure we can locate more deposits if the need arises! Should I send our scouts to take care of it?” 
 
    “Let’s wait with that for now.” Asterios chuckled at his enthusiasm. “It would be a waste of their time and effort if I end up unable to recreate the feat of your ancestor. I can’t be completely sure about that without trying first. Do we have enough for a little experiment?” 
 
    “Naturally!” The man stood up in a flash. “I’ll arrange everything in just a moment! Please, meet me at our sacred grounds in about fifteen minutes! I think that's a more than adequate place for such a miracle!” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, the village chief burst out of the room like the wind. The girls chuckled at his behavior while Asterios couldn’t help but smile wryly. He really hoped things would work out as the Lizardkin didn’t seem like bad people and Asterios could see himself abusing their beliefs for his own gain less and less. They certainly weren’t perfect existences, but what race really was? 
 
    Following the chief’s instructions, they moved to the small shrine after the mentioned time had passed and unlocked the obstructed staircase on their own. As expected, the man was already down there, waiting for them with a big smile. A small, wooden crate stood by his side, filled to the brim with chunks of tin ore. 
 
    Presto picked one up as they arrived in front of him. “I hope this much will be to your liking, Great Lord.” 
 
    “Just Asterios. And yes, this should be more than enough.” Asterios took the piece from the man and rotated it in his fingers as the girls examined the box full of metal too. “Is there anything you can tell me about the process itself?” 
 
    The chief rubbed his chin. “Hmmm. From what I remember, it was enough to let the ore soak in the blood for a few hours. We usually left it right under the Ancestral Flame as it’s the most abundant source of spiritual energy in the area. There’s not much else to it.” 
 
    “The question is, can it change with your blood and his energy, or do the two have to match?” Grea mused while wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “There’s only one way to check,” Tina said with a shrug and picked up a wide, flat bowl. 
 
    The girls filled it with tin ore just enough to cover its entire surface without creating a second layer. Miria held up another bowl and they did the same, making sure that both deep plates were similar in terms of ore quantity and placement. They brought the first one to Asterios, sitting down on the ground so that he didn’t have to pour his blood into it while standing. 
 
    “Should I prepare the medicine, my Lord?” Selene asked as he dematerialized his sleeve. “This might require more or less the same amount of blood as our summoning attempt.” 
 
    “Let’s first see how it goes. I’m way different from back then and I’m curious just how much everything that happened after changed me. I’ll let you know when I’ll need your assistance.” He smiled at her warmly. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t know if it makes any difference since I know nothing about Dragons, but the other one bled while in its true form, right?” Zoe joined in with a slightly hesitant tone. “At the very least, it should be safer and less exhausting with a bigger body.” 
 
    Asterios paused and they all turned to their canine companion. Zoe smiled awkwardly while meeting their gazes until Asterios chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Good thinking. We almost forgot about that. Thanks, Zoe.” He nodded appreciatively. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. You might want to test it out in your humanoid form anyway.” Her smile grew a little. 
 
    “If it works in his draconic form, I don’t really see a reason not to use it all the time,” Tina said. “As you mentioned, it will definitely affect him less.” 
 
    “Yeah. Give me a bit of space, then. We don’t want to damage anything here.” Asterios stepped back while the others retreated under the skeleton. 
 
    The face of the village chief as Ast’s body gradually shifted into that of a full True Dragon bordered on zealous reverence and unspeakable awe. Silvia expected the man to tear up in just a moment like a few equally stunned people she had seen in the past, who had witnessed her father’s true ability. Though, she definitely hadn’t expected to find herself in that situation like ever. Yet, her might trumped over his and she had no doubt it was just a matter of time for her to experience something similar. 
 
    Transformed completely, Asterios carefully moved closer to the edge of the skeleton and laid down. He fit inside the chamber without much of an issue. The other Dragon must have been slightly bigger than him so he had some space for movement inside the manmade cavern. 
 
    “What now?” Miria asked, bringing the first bowl to his side. 
 
    He puffed some hot air at her, making the panthergirl giggle cutely, and lowered his head to his front leg. They watched as he carefully opened his jaws and bit on his limb. Slowly and with utmost precision, Asterios scratched his sharp teeth over his scales until he managed to pry one of them off and the fist-sized plate fell next to Miria. 
 
    “It should be easier to make a cut like this,” he said with his powerful voice, positioning the created opening near his small mate. 
 
    Miria was a bit hesitant at first but quickly resolved herself. Holding the bowl in one hand, she unsheathed one of her shortswords and coated it with mana. She didn’t want to hurt her beloved master more than necessary so she was determined to do it right on the first try. She wouldn’t fail him when he trusted her. 
 
    She pressed the tip of her blade into Ast’s tough skin and took a deep breath. Making use of all her available strength without invoking more of her bloodline, she pierced and slashed through its surface in one quick move, creating a perfectly straight line. Drawing her weapon back, she hastily brought the bowl close and frowned in confusion as no blood flowed from the wound. 
 
    Selene showed up next to her with a soft smile and her hand surrounded by light blue spiritual energy. The fox lady was magically pressing onto the cut and stopping unnecessary leaks. Miria smiled back at her and they worked together to let some of Ast’s blood slowly flow into the bowl without dripping anywhere else. Soon, the chunks of ore were halfway covered with the scarlet liquid and they stopped. 
 
    Tina brought her own bowl and they repeated the motion while the others watched the steady trickle of crimson fluid in full control of the spiritual vixen’s technique. Both containers were ready in a flash and Bryn stepped in to heal up Ast’s wound. She picked up the scale afterward and put it against his skin to try and reattach it, but Asterios puffed at her softly, stopping the Valkyrie. 
 
    “Leave it be. I don’t really fancy sitting on the ore like a hen on a basket of eggs so we’ll need something to hold and leak my spiritual energy in my place,” he said and she nodded. 
 
    Shifting back to his usual shape, he thanked the girls with a gentle peck each and they moved one of the bowls under the Dragon’s Heart. As for the other, Tina moved it away from the Ancestral Flame and they gathered around it together. Asterios focused deeply and transferred as much of his draconic mana into the scale as it could take. Just in case, he only used the crimson energy. Later, if things worked out, they would most likely try with the onyx one, or perhaps both at once. 
 
    “And now we wait.” Grea put her hands on her hips while staring at the bowl with Ast’s scale in it. “Any ideas on what to do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I do have some.” Asterios nodded. “Do you mind if we return to our quarters for the time being, Presto?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest, Lord Asterios.” The man bowed deeply. “I’ll personally let you know the moment anything changes within the ore. I’m sure it won’t take long. I have a good feeling about this.” 
 
    They left him inside the underground chamber, scurrying back and forth between the two bowls, and returned to the surface. Grea snickered, laughing at the chief’s craziness, but Asterios quickly pacified his own crazy mate with some intense tail rubs. Everyone chuckled at the demon lady barely walking straight and headed to their residence while having lots of fun. 
 
    Arriving back there, Selene jumped to her home and brought some chilled drinks for everyone, which were perfect for the heated atmosphere. If not for Silvia’s constant efforts to shield them, most of the girls would have experienced it much, much worse than just getting all sweaty in a blink and being non-stop parched. 
 
    “What did you have in mind back there, Ast?” the princess asked as they settled down and satisfied their thirst. 
 
    “I think I’m going to return for a moment,” he answered. “I don’t want to leave this Dragon’s Heart behind, but I lack ideas on what to do about it. I’m pretty sure promising them a stable supply of Dragonsteel doesn’t come anywhere close to compensating for the loss of the Ancestral Flame, which is kind of vital to their tribe.” 
 
    “You are going to ask Althea,” Tina stated. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” Asterios nodded. “Maybe she will come up with something of similar value I can give them. She knows much more about both kinds of Dragons than any of us.” 
 
    “Consulting your elders is always a good decision,” Bryn said and then smiled wryly. “Well, most of the time.” 
 
    They all chuckled together, except for Zoe, who couldn’t really get the reference. 
 
    “Alright. You go and chat up the pretty lady and we will keep watch here to share the good news with you as soon as they come, right, girls?” Grea smirked and glanced over all the others. 
 
    “I would certainly like to stay here if you don’t mind, Master.” Miria scooted closer to him and rubbed her face into his neck while purring softly. 
 
    “I have to stay anyway or else no one else can.” Silvia chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Asterios smiled at her apologetically. 
 
    “It’s okay. I didn’t mean it as a complaint. I enjoy this place too. Especially with everyone by my side.” She smiled back at him sincerely. 
 
    “I could go with you,” Tina suggested. “We can use my gate to get back to Glimmervale and move to the Garden of Sinners with Umbra. I know you should be able to get back on your own without a problem, but just in case. And it will look proper for both of us to show up as I’m technically the lord’s wife, and Glimmervale’s lady too.” 
 
    A faint blush covered her supple cheeks as she finished and Asterios reached out to take her palm into his hand. 
 
    “Of course. We should make it look the least suspicious we can,” he replied. “Anyone else?” 
 
    The others shook their heads, and it wasn’t like Zoe could even join the duo. Therefore, Miria promised to take care of her friend and use this time to spend some time with her while the girls rested or wandered around the village too. After a minute or two of snuggly farewells, Tina opened a portal back home and she disappeared with Asterios. Just as planned, Umbra took them back to the elves and they resurfaced inside Althea’s lair, close to the entrance so as not to be rude and pop up right in front of her. 
 
    Asterios expanded his senses to check if their new draconic friend was at home and found the emerald-haired lady inside the bower they had first met in. He knew she had noticed them too and led the way while walking hand-in-hand with Tina. It didn’t take them long before they found the wooden structure and joined Althea on the curved bench. 
 
    “Welcome back.” The Dragon lady smiled at them gently. “What do I owe this pleasure of meeting the two of you so soon? Or did you perhaps come to enjoy a quiet, relaxing moment in my lair?” 
 
    Tina immediately flushed red as Asterios smiled wryly. Bryn’s date was obviously not a secret amongst his other mates and the tiny smirk rising at the corner of Althea’s lips made it clear that she too knew exactly what she was talking about with that hidden tease. 
 
    “While your home truly is magnificent and calming, we wanted to consult you about something this time,” Asterios said after clearing his throat. “But first, how are you feeling? Is there any progress on the antidote?” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “I’m afraid not. At least not yet. As for my health, I am fine, as you can see. Thanks to your efforts, of course. So, what can I help you with?” 
 
    “We would like to kindly ask you to share your wisdom with us,” Tina replied, regathering herself. 
 
    They then proceeded to briefly explain the situation they had found themselves in. Starting with their departure, through the journey, up to the unusual discovery of a certain beastfolk subrace and their secret, they mentioned as many important details as they could. Throughout the captivating story with a few twists, Althea was visibly surprised, shocked, and amused. 
 
    “It looks like you can’t catch a break.” She chuckled at Asterios. “For a Dragon’s Heart to just remain there after the death of its owner is almost unheard of. It does happen, of course, but the chances are so slim. Your life is full of opportunities.” 
 
    “And an equal amount of troubles,” Tina added with a tiny smirk. 
 
    “I agree that it will be beneficial for you to assimilate that source. It certainly won’t remain there forever. If it’s leaking as much spiritual energy as to transform an entire region, it has to be damaged,” Althea added. 
 
    “That could be used as an argument with the Lizardkin,” Tina suggested, glancing up at Asterios. 
 
    “Is it any dangerous?” he asked. 
 
    “No, not really.” The Dragon lady shook her head. “You should have no issues absorbing it. Judging by what you told me, it should remain active for about a century more, at most. Perhaps a half is more realistic. The longer it stays leaking, the weaker it gets, naturally.” 
 
    “I still don’t feel like taking it away from them without giving anything back.” Asterios rubbed his forehead. “Do you maybe have any ideas about what I could do in this situation?” 
 
    “You really are nothing like them.” She smiled kindly. “In fact, I do. Why not take the dead Dragon’s place?” 
 
    “Take his place?” Asterios furrowed his brows at her. 
 
    “Make them your slaves instead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33
To Go Wherever You Want 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My slaves?” Asterios continued to frown at the Dragon lady. 
 
    “Yes.” Althea nodded. 
 
    He shook his head. “That doesn’t really sound right. And definitely wouldn’t feel right either.” 
 
    “You are a True Dragon. It’s part of your nature to gather a following. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to bind others to yourself this easily,” she explained. 
 
    “As we’ve already established a while ago, I’m different. I do sense the thing you are talking about, but the human part of my nature doesn’t really agree with it,” he countered. “Besides, it would be completely wrong to compensate the Lizardkin for taking away their precious relic by enslaving them.” 
 
    “Are you sure it really is your human nature? I’ve known quite a few of them over the centuries and I think we can both agree on your kind’s usual tendencies.” Althea showed a delicate smirk on her gentle lips. “Nevertheless, regarding the Lizardkin, they bound themselves to that Dragon, which later died and left them on their own, so wouldn’t this be considered as returning things to their rightful state? Not much would change, except for who they are under.” 
 
    “He had still enslaved them in the first place and who knows what he would have done with the tribe after he would have actually recuperated instead of passing away,” Asterios replied. “If anything, I would rather consider taking them in as servants. The Lizardkin aren’t that bad, even though their draconic bloodline has enhanced some of their qualities like pride, ferocity, and so on.” 
 
    “In the end, it’s up to you to decide how much you would trust them.” The Dragon lady shrugged softly. “I can tell you consider your current servants close and loyal. That said, the names given to the four tiers True Dragons established amongst their contractees are just that, names. Well, each level behaves differently to some extent, yes, but nothing says that you have to treat your slaves like slaves. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Asterios sighed, exchanging a glance with Tina, who smiled at him warmly. “Still, it’s taking people under my wing. As you said, even with slaves, I would rather consider those I know a little bit more about, having in mind the connection, bond, and all that.” 
 
    “It’s not like you have to turn them all into true slaves. Or even any of them.” Althea spread her arms. 
 
    He chuckled lightly while shaking his head. “They really love that word, don’t they?” 
 
    “How did you find out?” She smiled at him with a hint of amusement in her emerald irises. “But considering that you are sitting next to your true mate, I assume you are familiar with the concept.” 
 
    The blue-haired girl blushed faintly under Althea’s gaze but her eyes didn’t run away from the woman. 
 
    “I am.” Asterios nodded. “To some extent, at least. I learned how to properly accept my mates not that long ago but I’m sure there is a lot I don’t know regarding this topic. I’m aware that we are able to grow together thanks to it.” 
 
    “The most important thing is that you managed to make it work.” Tina glanced at him while lovingly stroking his hand under the table. 
 
    “It’s definitely one of the greatest boons,” the other woman agreed. “But, this entire system has a much deeper meaning. While creating a bond with each tier of subordinates strengthens both sides, True Dragons grow their forces by amassing more expendable slaves or servants. They always have. Even this world was no different.” 
 
    Tina raised a brow at that. “Weren’t the True Dragons who lived here extremely hostile towards all the other entities and members of humanoid races? How?” 
 
    “It’s extremely simple.” Althea chuckled quietly. “People seek power. Many will do anything to get it and that makes it very easy to abuse. There are also those who are just different and willingly worship or follow their supposed enemies. That’s how cults come to be.” 
 
    “Like the one we are fighting right now?” Asterios rubbed his chin. 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer but froze midway. They watched the long-lived lady clearly go through a myriad of her thoughts at once while considering what had just been said. Her eyes remained unmoving, but the turmoil happening in Althea’s mind was perfectly visible through them like through clear windows open to the world. 
 
    “Weren’t the Dragons forced to retreat because of the elves and their Spellsongs?” Tina asked with a delicate frown. “Could this cult be aiming for revenge against the nation?” 
 
    “This… isn’t impossible…” Althea whispered, still deep in thought. 
 
    “They seem to be working all over the realm with their poison, but it might be here where they are the most active. What else would they need one of the Elders for?” Asterios questioned. “We think they are aiming to create a substance that will eliminate all life, but what if their goal is much more precise and singular? Like the Tree of Life, perhaps?” 
 
    “If the cult has been following a True Dragon from ancient times, they could possibly be aware of the fake burning event,” Tina pondered. “Their leader might be gone but their grudge could last generations.” 
 
    “Why is everything always revolving around those assholes?” Asterios scoffed. 
 
    “We don’t know if this is true, but if it is, it certainly changes things.” The Dragon lady finally returned her full attention to them. “It’s not easy to infiltrate this deep into the palace and reach the Tree. Taking away one of the Elders is a bold move that could jeopardize the entire operation. That must mean they are close to achieving their goal and are starting to take proper steps to fulfill it. The actual death of the Tree of Life will affect the entire race, even if they aren’t even aware of its existence. This cannot happen.” 
 
    “We don’t, but it’s not like we can do much more than we already are doing,” Asterios said, looking deep into her mesmerizing, green eyes. “We can only wait for the results of our investigation. And you still aren’t cured.” 
 
    Althea held his gaze for a moment and let out a heavy sigh. “You are correct. We are already doing what we can.” 
 
    “And this is just pure speculation right now,” Tina added. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I have a bad feeling about this.” The woman turned to her. “I was the one to teach you about cults and followers of the evil True Dragons in the ancient past but we have never considered those old enemies to still be a threat to anyone. Everything is starting to make sense.” 
 
    “How so?” The Summoner girl tilted her head slightly. 
 
    Asterios found that gesture extremely cute, almost sure that she had involuntarily picked it up from their mutual feline friend after spending a lot of time next to the bubbly panthergirl. 
 
    “Noctis,” he said after refocusing on their conversation. 
 
    “Exactly.” Althea nodded tiredly. 
 
    “The dark subrace of elves who did bad things in the past and were ostracized for it?” Tina turned to Asterios. “You met some of them, right?” 
 
    “Yes. And as Althea said, it’s all starting to fall into place.” He smiled at her wryly. “We didn’t really think much of it, but most of the executive positions in this poison cult belong to noctis. There was this woman by the overseer’s side that we defeated during the raid in Dagger’s End, even though it’s far away from any elven settlements and communities. I bet there are more of them in each of the hidden laboratories.” 
 
    “There are,” the Dragon lady confirmed. “I remember it from reports and my own experience during the raid of the facility I brought you to before. It’s nothing surprising to associate noctis with nefarious activities so no one thought too much about it. But, this entire operation might have been on them since the very beginning. Perhaps even the very cult is their doing.” 
 
    “Will this information help us in any way?” Tina asked hopefully. 
 
    “I can’t say. I feel like we shouldn’t generalize in the current era but look where it has gotten us.” A small, distraught chuckle escaped Althea’s supple lips. “I will share this news with Civienne and her intelligence officers but I don’t know how much poking around the known habitats of noctis will provide us. Or if it’s even a good idea to do so in the first place. It could notify the true criminals that we are onto something.” 
 
    “So, we are back to the point of doing all we currently can,” Asterios said. “Should we return to the topic of the Lizardkin then? If you don’t mind still assisting us with this issue.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She shook her head. “I will do whatever I can to assist you. It’s only natural considering how much you are doing for me. I will be honored to share my knowledge whenever it might be needed.” 
 
    “Thank you. I really appreciate it.” He nodded respectfully. “Then, slaves. You think I should take them as mine. Is there any particular reason why besides me being able to and them already being in a similar position?” 
 
    “It will definitely make them happy to serve a living True Dragon rather than a dead one. They are currently trapped in their predicament, which is more like a curse than a blessing,” Althea explained. “You also should really start building up your forces so both sides gain something from this exchange. Taking normal slaves is a good first step at it.” 
 
    “You mentioned that before, normal slaves. I’m not even sure if I can properly take any slaves. I did read a bit about the process, especially the deeper, more bonding one, but they already are someone’s subordinates, aren’t they? Will that work?” 
 
    “I know the necessary sigils and ceremony, of course. Anyone from my race and time would, really. It’s not a problem for me to teach you.” She smiled gently. “Their current servitude hangs on a thin thread connected to the existing Dragon’s Heart. Thanks to that, it should be even easier to take it over than to start a completely new one. You could either bind just the leader of their tribe and let the influence spread through his connections with all his people or personally reassign every single person. The latter will make your control over them and their descendants much finer. But, naturally, since you wouldn’t be making anyone into a true slave, you wouldn't really be able to call upon them through any means you could possibly have.” 
 
    “Call upon them?” Asterios frowned in confusion. 
 
    “I have to say, your means of transporting your true subordinates through Summoning Magic is extremely smart and innovative.” A somewhat impressed smile made it onto Althea’s lips. “Some of the more powerful True Dragons possessed the ability to transfer their bonded to their side but that’s currently very much a rare feat amongst them. No matter the distance, they could technically summon a small army to aid them. That’s part of the reason they often mated with most if not their entire entourage, sharing their essence with everyone, regardless of the receiver’s will.” 
 
    He pondered over something for a brief moment, the frown not leaving his thoughtful forehead. After staring at his hand resting on the table, he reached into his core and called for the scorching hot energy under his control. 
 
    “Do you perhaps mean this?” Asterios asked as his arm finished transforming into the scaly, crimson-red version and made a light, vertical swiping motion. 
 
    A tiny tear of dark scarlet shade appeared in the air where the tip of his finger had crossed through and Althea’s eyes turned wide as saucers. Tina let out a quiet, amazed woah as she stared at the little breach too. Its insides rippled mysteriously and enchantingly like crimson flames while dark red embers seemed to fall off the sharp, ferocious edges. 
 
    “I should have figured.” The Dragon lady laughed softly, gently shaking her head. “You come from not just one but two primordial bloodlines.” 
 
    “Does this mean I possess that ability?” Asterios closed the breach as it wasn’t exactly easy to keep it under his control and it drained his energy at a rapid rate, but for replicating something he had only seen once or perhaps twice, he felt satisfied. 
 
    “No.” Althea’s response knocked him down a little bit from his high. “You possess much more.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” It was Tina who asked for clarification first. 
 
    “The ability to call upon their bonded is a rare one but even that isn’t as unique as being in control of the spatial element,” the Dragon woman replied. “This is how all the Dragons made it out of this realm.” 
 
    “And how Red managed to sneak Kaguya into Umbra’s realm,” he added, feeling his shadow flutter. “So, what exactly is this? And how does it work?” 
 
    “In simple words, you are strong enough—well, almost—to tear through the fabric between dimensions and reach any destination you have in mind. It’s kind of like the interdimensional travel provided by Summoning Magic,” she explained. “At least that’s what the legends say. I’m pretty sure there’s a bit more to this. Nevertheless, you should be able to use this kind of breach to transport not just your bonded but even unbonded subordinates, or maybe even other people. The stories do exclude slaves from that list but who knows how much is true out of that and how much is just the usual True Dragon propaganda.” 
 
    “This could be huge,” Tina commented. “You could be able to move your friends as effortlessly as you move us. Imagine the possibilities with that. You really could build a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “If you do have friends and allies whom you can trust, I would advise you to start building your entourage,” Althea continued after her. “Just as one needs an army to defeat a Dragon, a Dragon needs an army to defend themselves. You seem to be focusing on quality over quantity right now, but in the long term, such a solution isn’t the safest or most efficient. In my humble eyes, you should both seek out powerful mates who would strengthen your family, and recruit trustworthy allies into your forces. It’s often that pride and arrogance of not needing anyone lesser that is the downfall of many True Dragons.” 
 
    Asterios sighed softly. “I just didn’t want to follow in their footsteps. I might be a True Dragon but the atrocious approach of my kin isn’t exactly too appealing. I’ve been blessed with many incredible mates and I didn’t really see any reason to make use of the rest of this quite predatory system. But, maybe it’s plain impossible for me to run away from who I am.” 
 
    Tina scooted as close to him as she could and wrapped her arm around Ast’s waist, pulling herself into his side. As she enveloped him in a loving hug, her head rested against his and she started tenderly stroking his hand. 
 
    “You are an amazing man, that’s who you are,” she whispered affectionately. “It doesn’t matter a male of what kind of species you are, only how considerate and compassionate of a person you are. Which certainly is partially thanks to Miss Kindra, but also just you.” 
 
    “And you don’t have to treat your slaves, servants, aides, and mates like all the other True Dragons do,” Althea added with a kind smile. “We haven’t known each other for that long, but I know that it would be an honor for many to come under your wing.” 
 
    “Right. But it won’t matter that much without me mastering this ability,” he replied, stroking Tina’s palm back with his thumb. 
 
    “I’ll do my best to aid your growth.” The emerald-haired lady lowered her head. “Considering the fact that you have already mastered a much more complex and roundabout way through Summoning Magic, I believe it won't take you long to become proficient with this realm-tearing means of travel.” 
 
    “Would the tribe’s Dragon’s Heart be of use for that?” he asked. 
 
    “Personally, I would advise you to try and harness its energy into your third, natural source rather than fill either of the two draconic ones or split between them,” she shared her thoughts. “Of course, it won’t magically turn it into a third Dragon’s Heart but the energy and essence should supplement its growth by a more efficient amount than if it would be spent on your already powerful source. But, no one can say if this will have no effect on your dimensional ability.” 
 
    Asterios thought about it for a bit and sighed again. “So, this entire slave thing, how does it exactly work?” 
 
    “Let me fill you in on all you need to know.” The Dragon lady nodded while Tina gently pecked Ast’s cheek and gave him some more space to focus on the topic, of course, listening just as attentively. 
 
    Althea then proceeded to show them all the various runes and sigils that True Dragons used on all types of their subordinates. Naturally, the duo was familiar with at least one of them, the same that Asterios had used to properly bond with the girls after finding out about the Dragon’s Coupling Bond and the ritual. 
 
    Thanks to that, their draconic friend did have a base to work on and didn’t have to start completely from scratch. They went once more through the deep, intimate bonds on all levels just to recall those details and confirm what they knew with Althea’s first-hand knowledge. 
 
    Then, they moved on to the non-true bonds and how to form them. The Dragon lady introduced various types of rituals and ceremonies she knew of, from the most official and grandiose to those quick and straight to the point which could even be held right on the battlefield. As expected, Ast’s essence and blood played a crucial role in those ties, while a different kind of spiritual carrier could be used for the more personal bonds. 
 
    After covering all the important aspects of taking subordinates, they briefly discussed Ast’s tear-making ability. He and Tina explained everything they knew and assumed about it from the few instances they had heard about or witnessed it through various memories while Althea used that to reaffirm her belief that they were talking about the same thing. 
 
    They would need much more time to talk about and exercise it so they saved that for when they weren’t in the middle of a possible world-level crisis. She suggested a few ways to practice getting a feel of it and Asterios accepted the help gratefully. There was so much he would love to learn about from the old and wise Lesser Dragon Lady so he hoped that they would succeed in nullifying the poison troubling their new friend. 
 
    At some point during their conversation, after it had turned into a slightly more casual chat and banter, the other girls informed Asterios that they had just been notified about changes in the tin ore they had been experimenting on, and the duo bid farewell to Althea, promising to return soon. 
 
    Stepping through a crimson gate, the two Summoners returned to their clay residence and met the excited expressions of all their companions, eagerly awaiting their arrival. Miria basically pounced on Asterios while giggling adorably and letting him take her for a little spin. 
 
    Soon they stopped and he glanced over all of them. “Good news, I take it?” 
 
    Grea grinned at him. “See for yourself.” 
 
    He chuckled and yanked the demon lady into him to steal a kiss from his impish lover. “Lead the way, then. We have a pretty big ceremony to prepare soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34
The First Followers 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With everyone gathered, Asterios and his team moved out of their temporary residence, taking the shortest path to the shrine with the hidden passage. Technically, no one had yet seen the results of their little experiment, but the message that had arrived was a positive one. Miria couldn’t hold back her enthusiasm and the snuggly panthergirl kept nuzzling into Ast’s neck and face with her own soft cheeks. She hung down from his shoulders for over half the way to their destination, capturing the attention of many villagers. 
 
    But, she had to leave one of her favorite spots so that they could descend into the sacred grounds of the Lizardkin tribe. The tunnel leading to the Dragon’s tomb was just too narrow to allow for any mischief and casual fun. Miria led the charge while skipping a step or two with an agile bounce in her leaps, making everyone smile or chuckle at their friend’s antics. Zoe could only shake her head, clearly used to it, but embarrassed more than the culprit. 
 
    Soon, they strolled into the familiar chamber and found Presto already waiting for them. Miria skipped around between them while urging Asterios and the girls to hurry. As much as she wanted to see what had happened to the ore, she loved the premise of checking on it together with everyone much more. Especially with her beloved mate. 
 
    From afar, the difference was hard to catch, so they met up with the village chief in the middle. Asterios caught the energetic panthergirl amidst her silly giggles and pulled her to his side, enjoying the excited purring she released into his ear. 
 
    “We’ve come right after receiving the word,” he began. “Did the ore change properly?” 
 
    “Please, follow me, and I will show you.” The man bowed respectfully and gestured towards the big skeleton first. 
 
    They followed after him and stopped in front of the bowl underneath the Dragon’s Heart. Asterios glanced at it briefly, considering everything he had discussed with Tina and Althea just earlier, and set his eyes on the chunks of metal lying in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    He picked one piece up and examined it from all angles. “Should it look any different?” 
 
    “Yes, it should,” Presto replied. “Unfortunately, this batch doesn’t, as you all can see. The bottom part of this chunk is only slightly colored but that’s pretty natural considering the liquid it has been soaking in for the past few hours. I have confirmed that it’s still the same normal tin as before.” 
 
    “Awww. I thought it succeeded?” Miria’s lips formed a sad pout. 
 
    “To be specific, the message said that there was news about the ore and that we can come to check at any time,” Silvia said. 
 
    “Which, to be honest, would be kind of pointless if there was completely no change whatsoever,” Selene continued. “Unless Chief Presto is confident that waiting any longer would be of no difference and bear no further results.” 
 
    “Well, we do have one more batch to see, don’t we?” The Lizardkin man smirked at them with a light chuckle. 
 
    Asterios returned the ore to its previous spot and they left the bowl alone for now. The second one was a bit more important than cleaning up the failed portion. Miria practically dragged him towards the far container as they walked after the elder. She let out a shocked gasp the very moment their eyes lay on the other bowl. 
 
    The main difference was that the metal pieces sat in an empty container. There was no blood amongst them, with the bottom of the bowl clearly visible to everyone standing around. A trace of the crimson liquid over it and the bottom half of the chunks in the form of reddish sediment was the only evidence that the blood had been there. 
 
    Once more, Asterios lifted one of the pieces and immediately could tell that it had somehow grown heavier. The girls peered at the ore, which also seemed more vibrant and reflective. Tiny bits embedded all over it glimmered in the firelight like the surface of a mirror. There was no one who couldn’t spot the difference between the two batches. 
 
    “So, it looks like my blood works only with my spiritual energy,” Asterios mused. “Did this batch turn out fine? Is it the same as what you had worked with in the past?” 
 
    “We weren’t yet able to confirm it one hundred percent since I didn’t want to disturb the test before you arrived, but from what I can see and feel, it should have worked,” Presto answered, twirling his own piece of transformed tin. “Fascinating. It’s been so long since we’ve witnessed fresh Dragonsteel Ore. I never thought we would be able to create more after our patron’s passing.” 
 
    “The chances of another Dragon falling right at your doorstep were unbelievably low but I guess you guys are also unbelievably lucky.” Grea snickered, glancing at Asterios. 
 
    “Will you be able to confirm this anytime soon?” he asked the man. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll deliver this batch to the descendant of the blacksmith who has created your twin blades right this instant. It will take just a moment to verify if this ore has inherited all the properties of Dragonsteel. He will be on cloud nine over the prospect of working with a raw, unaltered batch.” 
 
    “Great. Do that and let’s meet somewhere in the meanwhile. We have a lot to talk about.” Asterios nodded with a calm, serious expression. 
 
    “If this is about providing more tin for you in exchange for the majority of produced Dragonsteel, then I give you my word that we shall not disappoint.” The man bowed low. 
 
    “That too but there’s something else. Something a bit more vital to your tribe,” Asterios added. 
 
    Presto studied his face for a brief moment before bowing once more. “Very well. I’ll run to quickly get everyone working on the ore while you may request the guards at the central hall to bring you to my personal audience chamber. They are already informed to treat you as their superiors. I’ll be with you in a flash.” 
 
    As he had said, the man dashed towards the stairs and disappeared into the tunnel. Asterios and the girls stopped playing with the chunks, returning the pieces to the bowl, and headed for the exit too. After resurfacing, they slowly walked towards the chief’s keep. 
 
    “So, what is this about?” Grea asked, waggling her brows at him. “You figured out a way to get your claws on the heart without turning them all against us?” 
 
    “Yeah. Kind of. It might have the opposite effect, though.” He smirked at the demon lady. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Asterios is going to replace the dead Dragon and take the Lizardkin as his slaves,” Tina said with a proud smile. “That should solve all their problems and make the heart pretty much obsolete, which should allow Ast to scoop it for himself.” 
 
    “Damn.” The mischievous researcher whistled. “That’s new.” 
 
    “Master is going to take slaves?” Miria’s eyes widened with curiosity. 
 
    “Technically, yes, but I don’t really like that expression.” He nodded, reaching out to stroke her fluffy ears. “We talked with Althea and she insisted on me making use of all the abilities my draconic lineage provides. I should be actively building my entourage with more than just bonded mates. I’m still considering turning the Lizardkin into servants instead but I’m just trying to get over the terrible name of this last tier on the True Dragon subordinate list.” 
 
    “And she said he might be able to transport even unbonded people between realms so that opens a lot of possibilities,” Tina added. 
 
    Miria gasped at that while Silvia started rubbing her chin. “So, we are starting to build our own, interdimensional army. While we six make a great elite squad, even the Dragon King can’t go without his foot soldiers.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “That’s not becoming a thing. Period.” 
 
    Selene chuckled impishly into his ear. “Just don’t fight it and enjoy the ride.” 
 
    Asterios slipped his fingers into her cloudy tail, evoking a surprised moan from the fox lady. She nibbled on her bottom lip as he continued to caress the sensitive bundle of fluff. 
 
    “We need to get Suanori! And Ellie! And Rudy! And Atra!” Miria began listing people, bubbling with excitement. “Oh! And Zoe!” 
 
    “M-Me?” Her canine friend’s head snapped to the panthergirl with surprise and shock. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t love to see other realms! And to work for Master!” Miria beamed at her. “We could use a friend here other than me and Selene! What do you say?” 
 
    “I… Don’t know…” Zoe dropped her gaze as her cheeks gained a bit of color. 
 
    “Easy there. Don’t push anyone into this, Miria. We don’t even know if it works yet. You can say that this will be the real test,” Asterios admonished his overenthusiastic mate, paired with some intense headpats. 
 
    “Ehehe~ Sorry, Master.” She purred loudly with a wide grin. 
 
    “This is an unexpected turn of events, though,” Bryn joined in. “Even so, I think it’s a good one. No matter if they are called slaves, grunts, foot soldiers, or anything else, I know you will take good care of anyone under your lead, Master.” 
 
    “Maybe staying more true to your lineage and ancestry like this will bring you closer to unlocking more memories alongside your draconic powers, my Lord.” Selene pondered with a soft smile. 
 
    “We’ll see. Let’s think about it after we finish here.” He released the two girls from his clutches as they arrived at their destination. 
 
    The guards brought them to the mentioned chamber without an issue and they made themselves comfortable in a quite fancy office clearly belonging to the village leader. They discussed the meeting with Althea, including the bits about the poison cult. The revelation surprised some of the girls, especially those who had accompanied Asterios during all of their interactions with the evil organization’s facilities and members. They wondered how Imadil or Suanori would react to the news. 
 
    True to his words, Presto joined them not that long after. The man looked like he had run a marathon but didn’t let it bother him in the slightest. Bringing some fine wine to the table to quench his thirst and offer some to his guests, he sat on the opposite side of the meeting area. 
 
    “What are the matters we need to discuss, then, Great Lord?” he began expectantly. 
 
    “It’s about the Ancestral Flame.” Beads of sweat riddled the man’s forehead at Ast’s words. “It won’t last you forever.” 
 
    “Pardon my rudeness, but are you completely certa—” 
 
    “I’m not trying to give you excuses to steal it from you,” Asterios interrupted him. “I’m here to make you an offer.” 
 
    “An offer?” The man furrowed his brows at him. 
 
    “As I said, the Ancestral Flame won’t remain active forever. It’s actually what you would call a Dragon’s Heart and it’s a miracle it lasted this long after the death of its owner. As you can imagine, most of its direct effects will disappear once it’s gone,” Asterios explained. “But, I’m a True Dragon just like the entity you attempted to help. I think our small experiment has confirmed that I possess similar qualities. Therefore, if you are willing, here’s a deal. I can take you all under me in return for part of the Dragonsteel you smelt and the ownership of the fading heart before it turns into nothing.” 
 
    “You would become… our lord?” The man blinked repeatedly. 
 
    “Think about it. Asterios is a powerful, healthy True Dragon. He doesn’t need to resort to dirty tricks like the injured one and could easily take everything he wanted from you instead. He has no reason to lie,” Silvia reasoned with him. 
 
    “And he is a very kind and compassionate leader,” Bryn added with a cordial smile. “You would never be abused. Rather, you would be in great hands.” 
 
    “Consider in just how much better than the claws of that dying, scheming fucker.” Grea snorted. “With Asterios, it’s pretty certain you would not only save your fading means of popping more Dragonkin babies and enhanced bloodline, but even experience some more benefits. A live Dragon has to have more tricks up his sleeve than a dead Dragon, right?” 
 
    Asterios glanced at them as the girls made his sales pitch in his stead and couldn’t help but smile wryly. He hadn’t planned on that but they were really doing their best to portray him in the finest possible light for this. It felt a little wrong considering the fact that they were all doing this to capture an entire tribe of slaves for him, but he did his best not to think about the Lizardkin like that. 
 
    “Is that even… possible?” Presto glanced at him. “We are still bound to our previous lord.” 
 
    “It’s not like he can do anything about it.” Asterios shrugged. “Of course, if you would rather break out from his control and return to being fully free, I won’t be forcing you into anything.” 
 
    “It would be the greatest honor!” The man slammed his palms into the table and brought his forehead just to its surface too. “We will serve to our last breaths if you accept our tribe and allow us to remain Dragonkin!” 
 
    “Well… That seemed easy…” Miria whispered into Ast’s ear with a quiet giggle. 
 
    “Do you think everyone will share your opinion on this?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “There’s no doubt! Our people have always wondered how our lives would have looked if our great patron hadn’t passed away! This is a great opportunity!” Presto almost shouted back. 
 
    “If you are certain then we could conduct a proper ceremony with all your people. Or you could represent them if you think that’s better. The choice is—” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted Asterios and everyone looked towards the entrance before turning back to the Lizardkin chief. 
 
    “This has to be the blacksmith’s assistant,” Presto informed them and Asterios nodded. “Come in!” 
 
    A young boy opened the door and stood at the doorstep. “Everything is in the right order, Chief!” 
 
    “Perfect! Thank you! I’ll send more instructions soon! For now, just hang on!” the man replied with an excited tone and the boy scurried away. “It looks like we can really create more Dragonsteel now. A true miracle.” 
 
    “One of many to come.” Grea smirked. 
 
    “What should we do?” He stared at Asterios expectantly. 
 
    “Let’s gather everyone in a spot where they can all fit,” Asterios replied. “Also, Tina, would you mind?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not in the slightest. I’ll fill Imadil and Cynthia in on what we’ve learned and let them know to prepare some tin for you. If this works in our realm, they will have plenty to work with after we return.” 
 
    “Thanks. I love you.” He placed a gentle peck on her cheek but she pouted at him and they shared a tame kiss instead. 
 
    Right away, Tina jumped through her gate and disappeared to do as she’d said. Asterios then turned back to the chief. 
 
    “It will take a moment to gather everyone so I suggest you wait here, Lord Asterios, or perhaps visit the blacksmith to confirm his judgment yourself. He will also gladly inform you about all the details regarding the ore and how we process it if you are planning on passing that knowledge on to your other subordinates,” the man offered. 
 
    “We’ll do just that. Thank you.” Asterios nodded politely and they left the building together. 
 
    Presto called for one of the guards to show them the way while he busied himself with sharing the news with the entire village. Ast’s group met with the blacksmith and his assistant, discussing everything the craftsman knew about the Dragonsteel. Miria brought up the topic of her blades and he almost teared up seeing his ancestor’s heirloom, especially preserved in such a good condition. 
 
    After just about an hour, someone came to fetch them so they could work out the details of the ceremony. Asterios shared a brief chat with the girls about it and they joined the messenger while leaving him to stay with the blacksmith for a little longer. As much as he wanted to help, they assured him that they would love to prepare everything for him and let Asterios play the main role properly. Naturally, he didn’t argue too much and accepted their goodwill. 
 
    It took another hour before Zoe returned to the smithy and guided Asterios to the place where the ceremony was going to be held. They entered most likely the biggest empty square in the entire village, now filled with people sitting on their knees in even rows and columns. There were tens of them, ranging from the youngest children held by their mothers to the oldest elders displaying their deep devotion by remaining perfectly still. 
 
    Each person was dressed in somewhat matted crimson robes with some black details. There was no doubt that those were the tribe’s ceremonial outfits, possibly dating the ancient times even from before the wounded Dragon had taken them in. Small, shiny, metal bowls rested in front of all the gathered people, clearly made of their precious Dragonsteel. 
 
    As Asterios walked between the rows of villagers, they looked up at him and made polite bows when he passed them. Some more devout followers of their previous patron sighed in awe and muttered some silent prayers toward him. It felt really eerie, but Asterios did his best to return the gestures with respectful nods. 
 
    Reaching the front of the formation, he found his mates standing in line and paused for a moment. 
 
    The girls had dressed up too. Judging by the style of their clothes, they had paid a visit to Selene’s home and picked up a bunch of single-piece robes that wound around their bodies in both gracious and alluring manner, showcasing their arms, shoulders, and legs. Each of them wore a dress of different color. Miria’s was scarlet red, Selene’s light turquoise, Tina’s sapphire blue, Silvia’s amber orange, Grea’s deep black, and Bryn’s perfect, glimmering gold. They all looked completely stunning with soft, gentle smiles on their lips. 
 
    Noticing Zoe passing him, Asterios broke out of his sudden stupor and quickly joined the six goddesses, letting them lead him to his central spot as they took his sides. Miria leaned in to whisper into his ear as they stood facing the entire village, with the chief at the very front. 
 
    “Follow Silvia’s instructions, Master, and you will be good,” she said with a dazzling smile. 
 
    “Doesn’t this feel like a little too much?” He chuckled quietly. 
 
    “For your official first time doing this? Not in the slightest, Master,” she purred proudly. “Just let us take care of it for you.” 
 
    He nodded and turned to the other side as the fiery princess approached him with something between her palms held in front of her chest. His eyes widened a little as he recognized the shimmering, flaming orb. It was the Dragon’s Heart from the sacred grounds. She raised it for a few seconds, showing it to the crowd, and then extended her hands to him while lowering her head. 
 
    Knowing exactly what to do without needing her to tell him, Asterios took the mesmerizing crystal into his hand, raised it into the air too, and crushed it in his grip while staring back at the villagers. Intense heat surged through his arm and to his very core at that very moment, followed by red flames coiling around his clothes. People bowed to the ground as more and more spiritual energy filled the plaza. 
 
    Remembering Althea’s words, he tried his best to feed the gained essence to his third source. It was easier said than done. Both of his draconic sources fought to swallow it for themselves, with the crimson one being in the lead due to the bloodline compatibility. As he struggled against their pull, more draconic features and aura surged out of his body, causing everyone’s clothes to flutter in the spiritual wind. 
 
    By the end of it, Asterios stood in his fully transformed humanoid state, complete with wings, horns, a tail, and a lot of scales. Some of the essence had been assimilated by his two Dragon’s Hearts, but the majority was successfully guided into his third source. Receiving a few thoughts filled with intentions from Silvia, he initiated his shift before the aura began fading. 
 
    Many people gasped as the figure of a mighty True Dragon materialized in front of them before pressing their foreheads even stronger to the ground. Asterios regarded them with an unhurried glance, holding back the urge to release a booming roar, which unexpectedly tugged at his heart. Miria and Selene stepped closer to his leg just like back in the sacred grounds and he lay down with his side to the crowd, popping off one of his scales with his sharp fangs once more. 
 
    As the panthergirl used her blade to create a cut in his tough skin, the chief stood up and approached them with his bowl. Selene released the pressure she held on the thin wound and assisted the flow of Ast’s blood to assure that all of it made it into the ceremonial container. In the meanwhile, Miria drew a complex sigil on his forehead. After receiving a few spoonfuls, the man bowed and returned to his previous location.  
 
    Then, one by one, each person followed the same pattern until everyone had a bowl filled with blood in front of them. When Zoe approached Asterios with her own bowl, he raised his front leg and stopped her gently with his talon. 
 
    “I would like to personally welcome you as my servant instead if it isn’t Miria’s rather than your own decision,” he calmly stated, peering deep into the girl’s wide eyes. 
 
    She nodded respectfully and scurried to the side, flushing a little bit at the wide grin her feline friend directed at her. 
 
    With the entire Lizardkin tribe ready for the next step, Asterios stood up and faced them again. The people took their bowls off the ground and raised them above their heads. As he spread his wings wide and took a firm stance, they brought the bowls to their lips and took a sip the very moment Asterios released a fierce roar into the village. Their runes glowed deep crimson as the air shook from shockwaves. 
 
    Asterios felt something forming inside him, on a way lesser level than all the bonds and connections he shared with his mates, aides, or servants. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to communicate mentally with these people, except for Presto, but there was a lot he had to discover about this type of submission and all its benefits and effects. 
 
    And so, the first step to build his draconic retinue was finished. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35
The First Step Onto the Draconic Path 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few short minutes after his loud roar, Asterios watched the Lizardkin people continue to sit still with their eyes closed. He wasn’t exactly sure if they were experiencing some kind of sensation just as he had been, so he didn’t do anything else that could disturb them. Glancing down at his smiling mates, he shifted back to his humanoid form to stand between them. 
 
    Tina was the first one to approach him with a warm, excited smile. “That was so amazing. My heart is still beating so fast. I never thought I would be part of something so ceremonial.” 
 
    “Considering how little time we had to arrange everything, this is acceptable,” Silvia commented with a gentle nod. 
 
    “I can’t imagine anything grander!” Miria giggled sweetly. “Can we have a big event like this every time you take more subordinates, Master?” 
 
    “That’s going to be so annoying and a huge waste of time.” Grea snorted. “But, I guess once in a while for some special people wouldn’t be that bad.” 
 
    “What now?” Bryn asked, glancing between all of them. 
 
    “Now, our people are going to prepare a celebration.” Presto’s voice reached them from behind and they turned to find the man approaching their spot. 
 
    “Are you already finished?” Asterios raised a brow at him, noticing that everyone else was still unmoving. 
 
    “I am, Lord Asterios. My people will spend just a little longer to silently thank you for this gift. We can already feel that the connection we now share is somewhat different from the previous one while working on the same principle, more or less. I’m glad to realize that you truly weren’t tricking us.” The man bowed respectfully. 
 
    “Of course. My Lord would never.” Selene chuckled softly. 
 
    “Are we expected to partake in this celebration?” Tina asked. 
 
    “You don’t need to if you don’t wish to,” Presto replied. “We have already received a lot and would not dare to waste any more of your precious time. Shall we move back to my office to discuss the details regarding the Dragonsteel Ore? That was your main objective for coming here, right?” 
 
    “Let’s do that. Then we can return to Imadil and Cynthia. They were curious to see if we can create the ore with tin from our world. And they were eager to start working on the designs of our new weapons,” she answered. “What do you think, Ast?” 
 
    “I agree. If it won’t be rude towards your people, we’ll briefly sum things up and be on our way.” He nodded. 
 
    “They are now your people, Lord Asterios.” The man gestured at the gathering. “It’s our worry not to act rude towards our new master, not the other way. But, let’s first move to a more comfortable place.” 
 
    Grea stole Ast’s right arm and glued herself to his side with an impish grin, embracing his limb with her sinful body. From how his hand pushed into the material between her legs and created a very characteristic shape, it appeared that the robed dress was the only thing the mischievous demon lady wore. Selene hugged his other side, completing the dual escort, though she didn’t make it easy to confirm if she had partaken in the other woman’s antics too. 
 
    The group followed after the chief while the rest of the girls walked behind Asterios in pairs. Miria chatted happily with Zoe, who stuck out a little bit as the only one still wearing her traveling outfit and gear. Everyone else was dressed for an illustrious evening ball. Asterios still couldn’t believe they had chosen these clothes for this occasion. 
 
    Soon, they were back in the audience chamber and the chief served them his best chilled drinks before sitting down across the table. 
 
    “What can we do for you, Lord Asterios? Please, share your wishes with me so that I can convey them to everyone and properly see them fulfilled,” the man began. 
 
    “Well, first of all, is there anything you need? Anything troubling you? Anything you lack?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Presto chuckled lightly. “We shall not trouble you with our insignificant issues, Lord Asterios. We’ve been and we are doing just fine here.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but you are technically under my protection, and you are offering to see to my wishes, so it’s of course the right thing to do to reciprocate that goodwill and assure that you are living comfortably,” Asterios replied and the girls nodded along his words, especially Silvia. 
 
    “I’m overjoyed to witness your kindness, My Lord.” Presto lowered his head. “There are currently no immediate issues we need taken care of. I swear to let you know about anything that might require your aid. Save for the production of Dragonsteel, but I assume we are going to cover that in just a moment.” 
 
    “Correct.” Asterios smirked lightly. “With that option now back on the table for your tribe, I would naturally want you to switch to the best for your tools and weapons, which is Dragonsteel. But, since that requires lots of my blood and energy, and I’m going to expend plenty of it in the near future, I hope you don’t mind me delivering those ingredients at a later date.” 
 
    “This is perfect, My Lord. It will give us time to discover and gather more tin. We’ll also need to collect the materials necessary to mask the forged equipment. Unless you wish for us to stop?” The man glanced at him expectantly. 
 
    Asterios shook his head. “No. Keep at it. I was going to ask you to remain lowkey anyway. Preferably, for both your and our safety, keep the story about your deceased patron as the actual one if you are unable to avoid answering questions. You can continue to keep this a secret from the outsiders, and the additional out-of-date story will serve as a good cover in case any trouble finds you while I’m gone.” 
 
    “That is a wise choice. I will educate everyone on that matter as soon as possible,” Presto agreed. 
 
    “Great. Back to the ore. I had an idea regarding your role in my retinue.” Asterios smiled to himself. “Dragonsteel is amazing and you are very proficient with its refinement. I would like your tribe to produce weapons and gear for our future allies. If you agree, this will be your main task moving forward. And we are talking about multiple types of blades, axes, hammers, spears, and so on.” 
 
    “That truly is a good idea,” Silvia chimed in, glancing at him with a proud expression. “Quality equipment is one of the most important things a competent army needs. Finding a reliable supplier is an impressive feat which can give the soldiers an edge over the opponent.” 
 
    He shook his head at the whole army and king talk. That wasn’t really his intention, but it looked like the girls would spin it their way anyway. And, the princess wasn’t exactly wrong. Just in case, they would have a warehouse of great gear waiting for an emergency. 
 
    “Oh! It would be a huge honor!” Presto gasped in amazement. “Let us take care of it for you, Lord Asterios! This could be the purpose in our lives that we’ve been searching for since that ancient, fateful night! Consider it done!” 
 
    “No offense, but wouldn’t it be better for Imadil and Cynthia to make weapons for us?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “They are great, yes, but I don’t feel like they appreciate working on mass-production orders,” Grea answered while wrinkling her nose. “They are legendary, respected superweapon makers. It would most likely take too long to craft enough gear for a small squad, not to mention an entire army. And you wouldn’t want every random grunt to wield a world-ending artifact, would you?” 
 
    “Ah. Right. That could get dangerous super quick.” The panthergirl giggled shyly. 
 
    “Everyday-level weapons with greater durability and sharpness will be a great boon. We could even share some with our men in Glimmervale. I too agree that Ast’s idea is perfect for our situation. You’ve been so opposed to this just a moment earlier and yet you are already thinking about the future.” Tina smirked at Asterios. 
 
    He shrugged. “You never know what will happen next. I guess we should start making use of all the connections we’ve made during our adventures. If we ever attract unwanted attention from Dragons or something else, we need some means of protecting our homes and families.” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, you can’t be everywhere at the same time.” Silvia nodded sagely. “It’s an important quality for a king to think deeply about the safety of his subjects.” 
 
    “Is that all you need of me, Lord Asterios?” Presto asked, recapturing their attention. “If so, I would like to bring this news to the people. Everyone should be already done with their meditation.” 
 
    “Sure. I think this is it for now.” Asterios sighed softly. “But don’t force them to get to work immediately. Maybe save it for after you finish your celebrations. We aren’t in a rush or anything. We’ll just take the already converted ore with us, and perhaps a bunch of ingots if you have some to spare.” 
 
    “Naturally.” The man bowed, stood up, and headed for the exit, but he paused after opening the door and glanced over his shoulder. “Ah. Would you like me to send the virgins to perform their vassal duties to you now or at a later date?” 
 
    “What?” Asterios blinked repeatedly. 
 
    “Oh, would you rather have me bring those who have already experienced the miracle of life before?” The chief raised a brow at him. 
 
    Asterios blinked away his confusion as a few giggles reached his ears and he rubbed his forehead. “I’m not going to sleep with your women. Especially not the married ones. Is that something expected from me to do?” 
 
    “My deepest apologies.” Presto lowered his head. “I thought you would like to strengthen our bloodline with your potent seed to ensure that future generations of Dragonkin do not disappoint. Our previous patron asked to prepare a dozen virgins for his recovery, which, unfortunately, didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Talk about stereotypes.” Tina giggled. 
 
    “I don’t need that.” Asterios waved his hand dismissively. “You’ll do just fine on your own.” 
 
    “Very well.” The man bowed to his waist. “Know that it would be the greatest honor for any female to be chosen and blessed with a child from our benevolent patron in case you change your mind, My Lord.” 
 
    And with that, he disappeared at the entrance while Asterios let out a loud groan, evoking even more chuckles from the girls. 
 
    “I’m starting to have second thoughts about this,” he sighed heavily. 
 
    Grea leaned into him with her entire body, tracing a finger over his chest. “Why? Just imagine legions of beautiful girls wet and ready to worship you at any moment. Doesn’t it make your heart race?” 
 
    “It’s already a handful with just the seven of us.” He yanked her down so that the teasing demon lady landed on her back on his lap in a fit of squealing giggles. “And especially with you.” 
 
    She roamed her hands over her chest and stomach while looking into his eyes and biting hard on her bottom lip. Asterios scoffed and leaned down to share a brief kiss with his tease of a girlfriend. Grea attempted to turn it into a deeper, more passionate exchange, but he nibbled on her tongue as it tried to invade his mouth, evoking a throaty moan from the demon lady. 
 
    “That’s enough. Get up,” he ordered with a quiet growl, causing Grea’s crimson cheeks to darken as she followed his wish. “Now, I believe there’s one more thing we have to discuss before Grea somehow worms her way out of this dress and throws all decorum out of the window.” 
 
    The frivolous woman pouted, fixing the slightly disheveled state of her robe, clearly dissatisfied to be caught in the act. Then, Asterios turned to the only girl not wearing a formal dress and all eyes moved to Zoe. Noticing that all the attention was now on her, the wolfgirl stood up with her hands joined in front of her hips, her tail wagging lightly. 
 
    “So, since you are a close friend of Miria and we’ve known each other for a little while, I would like to ask if you want to join us as my servant rather than slave,” Asterios said calmly. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered as her tail swished a little faster. 
 
    He chuckled. “There’s no need to be so official. We are all still friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    Zoe nodded with a soft smile. 
 
    “Why not an aide, Master?” Miria asked. 
 
    “You know perfectly well why.” He raised a brow at the panthergirl. “The upper two levels are kind of special in terms of the relationship between the sides, including the perspective on both ends.” 
 
    The panthergirl stood up and walked to her friend’s side, wrapping one arm around Zoe’s waist. “But I’m sure Zoe thinks well of you, Master. Don’t you too?” 
 
    She stared at him with a pleading expression and he sighed softly. He glanced between the two girls for a moment, focusing on the wolfgirl’s somewhat timid yet expectant eyes. Each time their gazes met, her tail moved faster and her sharp, canine ears perked up a bit more. It was quite an interesting and cute sight. 
 
    “What do you think?” he finally asked. 
 
    “How would I be of most use to you?” she replied hesitantly. 
 
    “You would definitely be useful to us no matter the stage of the connection between me and you, Zoe. Miria praises you quite a lot and we’ve seen for ourselves during our little adventure that those aren’t just empty words. But, are you sure this is alright with you? Or with your friends and family? Maybe this isn’t as serious as the bonds and vows between me and my mates or summons, but you would still technically be under my orders and I could demand your assistance at any time,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “That is fine with me.” Zoe nodded with a tense expression. “I also heard a lot of good things from Miria and saw more during this trip. As she might have mentioned before, many beastfolk value strength, and that includes my kind. I would be happy to serve under someone like you. It would definitely make my family proud.” 
 
    He held her determined gaze for a few seconds and then nodded. “Alright. Anyone else has anything to say about this?” 
 
    “I always wanted a puppy—ow!” Grea whined as Tina hit the demon lady on the shoulder. 
 
    “I have nothing against accepting Zoe as your aide,” she then commented with a gentle smile as Grea rubbed her arm with a scoff. 
 
    “As an experienced hunter, she could be a good connection between you and her village regardless of Miria’s presence,” Silvia added. 
 
    “Of course.” Zoe kneaded her palms eagerly. “I planned to bring the idea to others. I’m sure many would have no qualms with following you.” 
 
    “If we ignore her right here, Miria will become insufferable for months.” Selene chuckled. 
 
    “Hey!” The person in question huffed and stomped on the ground, causing everyone else to laugh lightly. 
 
    Asterios shared a glance with Bryn, reading her answer with ease, and turned to Zoe. “Let’s get this out of the way, then.” 
 
    A beautiful smile blossomed on the wolfgirl’s lips and she made a quick bow, causing her long, brown ponytail to flutter in every direction. “Thank you! You will definitely not regret giving me this chance!” 
 
    Miria jumped in place with her arms wrapped around her friend for a while as Zoe could only try to keep her balance with rosy cheeks. When she finally got released, Asterios relinquished his spot on the sofa to her and stood in front of the canine girl and his mates. He skillfully transformed one of his fingers into its draconic form and used his sharp nail to cut his palm and use the blood to draw a different sigil on Zoe’s forehead. Her ears kept twitching adorably the entire time. 
 
    Before he could take away his hand and bring it over a glass Tina held for him, Miria grabbed his wrist and brought it close to the wolfgirl’s face. A fraction of a second later, Zoe’s lips touched the inside of his palm and she started licking the trickling blood off his skin while observing him attentively to judge his reaction, careful not to offend him by accident. Meanwhile, the panthergirl shot him a sultry grin for the entire process of sharing his blood with the other woman. 
 
    With that part of their little ceremony completed, Asterios sealed his wound on his own since it wasn’t anything extensive and wiped off his hand. Zoe’s cheeks were decorated with a deeper shade of scarlet now but she managed to hold her composure properly, still intently looking up at him. He raised a brow at his scheming feline mate and Miria backed off with a fleeting giggle. 
 
    To complete the connection, Asterios leaned down as Zoe raised her face and he planted a soft kiss on the drawn sigil, gently cupping up her rosy cheek. She shivered faintly as he shared his warm energy with her, taking a deep breath through her nose. They both could feel the faint link between them. 
 
    As he withdrew himself, they all watched the bloody mark glow intensely before it completely faded away from Zoe’s skin. Then, another flash diverted their attention to the woman’s left hand, and the familiar symbol formed on its back, one Grea would have had a hard time forgetting. It looked like the wolfgirl was properly registered as Ast’s aide. As they had learned from Althea, a slave’s mark remained on their forehead, while a servant’s one manifested over their heart, and obviously, they knew the locations of the other two rather well. 
 
    “This feels… a little weird.” Zoe sighed as her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “You’ll quickly get used to it!” Miria beamed at her. “Welcome to the family!” 
 
    “I wonder how much will Ast’s draconic heritage affect her and other people,” Grea mused, stroking her chin. “This will be a good test to see the effects of the unbonded connections. I’m honestly not sure if I experienced anything peculiar during the period before I was fucked a level higher into a true mate.” 
 
    Zoe’s face flushed even more as her tail threatened to lash the girls sitting on her sides and a light smack echoed through the chamber as Tina hit the perverted researcher up the back of her head. It just clearly wasn’t Grea’s day. 
 
    After relaxing for a moment together, everyone gathered up and they left Presto’s residence. One of the guards led them to the blacksmith, where the chief had ordered his men to bring the ore they had already transformed and some of the Lizardkin’s resources. Ast’s group exchanged a few more words with the craftsman and picked the Dragonsteel up into their spatial storages. 
 
    The streets had slowly been becoming louder and louder with the festivities and celebrations so they chose that moment to sneak out before they would have ended up pulled into the crowds of cheering villagers. Asterios moved with Zoe through the shadows, using his own ability to keep practicing, and the wolfgirl clearly took the transfer much better now that she was part of his retinue. 
 
    Resurfacing back in the beastfolk village late evening, the pair was joined by the other girls coming through a summoning gate. They escorted Zoe back home to let their new friend rest properly in her own, comfortable bed after such an eventful journey and went their separate ways. 
 
    “So… Now that we are alone… Is it finally time for our own little celebration?” Grea hung herself over Ast’s back, puffing hot breaths into his ear. 
 
    “Weren’t we going to bring the ore to the elves?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “And waste this perfect moment with all of us dolled up like this for you?” She let out an ardent chuckle. “Come on, you are entering a new path in your draconic life. We gotta start it with a bang.” 
 
    Asterios snorted as she began kissing his chin, pressing her chest more into his back. He took a glance to gauge the moods of his other mates and didn’t really find anyone bothered by Grea’s suggestion. Quite the opposite, rather. 
 
    “I guess you are right.” He yanked Grea’s tail, evoking a lusty moan from the depths of her throat, and smiled at the others, taking in the beautiful, moon-bathed appearances of his amazing lovers. “Where should we head for this celebration?” 
 
    “I’m afraid my bed might be a tad too small for all of us.” Miria giggled timidly. 
 
    “Thankfully, I replaced mine a while ago.” Selene chuckled with a ladylike smirk. 
 
    “Let’s go! Orgy time!” Grea threw her fist in the air as she shouted. 
 
    Asterios clamped her mouth shut before the lecherous researcher embarrassed them even more and he stepped through the gate Selene opened to her mansion. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36
A Night to Remember ❤ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios stumbled into Selene’s bedroom with Grea insisting on smothering his face in a downpour of kisses. It was a real feat to keep walking with the salacious researcher attached to him like heavy chains, restricting his movements by quite a bit. Thankfully, his more than decent strength allowed him to play along without actually struggling too much. 
 
    She only stopped after everyone joined them, stepping back with a wide grin, making sure that her every step was as seductive as possible. The girls gathered together around the demon woman, completing the mesmerizing rainbow of their formal robes as they stood side by side. Asterios made a mental note to ask where Selene had gotten those perfectly matching sets, though he had an inkling of an idea with her being a High Priestess and all. 
 
    He roamed his eyes over their beautiful faces and ensnaring figures, letting out a light chuckle after looking up to match their gazes. “I feel so underdressed for the occasion. You should have let me know to at least restyle my usual outfit before the ceremony.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no. Rather than underdressed, we are way overdressed for the upcoming event.” The horned woman snickered. 
 
    Grea made a few meaningful tugs at her dress and the single sheet of pretty material slid down her toned body, falling to the floor. As expected, it revealed her fully nude form as the troublemaking researcher had been hopping around in her birthday suit underneath the black dress. 
 
    With a sultry, almost predatory grin, she sauntered towards Asterios and pressed herself into his chest, rising on her toes to steal his lips with a delightful hum. He humored the demon lady with a deep, passionate kiss before grabbing her sharp horn and angling her face to the side. 
 
    “I was going to be the one to remove that sexy robe off you,” he growled at her as his crimson irises glimmered ferociously. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry…” She nibbled on her bottom lip and shuddered strongly. “I deserve a punishment…” 
 
    He landed a loud smack on her bare asscheek with his free hand and caused Grea to whine as she jolted from the quite pleasurable pulse of pain. Right after, he let go of her black horn and slapped her other buttcheek, evoking a prolonged moan from his demon lover. Holding Grea by her ass, he kneaded her tender behind and dove for her lips, pulling her hot tongue into a lively dance. Bit by bit, Grea’s breathing quickly grew hotter and faster, her dark red nipples grazing against Ast’s rough uniform. He could clearly smell her arousal starting to drip from between her legs. 
 
    As he took a step forward, Grea jumped up and latched onto his waist with her legs locking behind his back. They kissed hard as he walked, gracing her jiggly butt with a mighty slap now and then, making her quiver and whimper with each hit. 
 
    Just as Grea thought they were getting close to the good part, Asterios unwound her legs from behind his hips and launched her backward with a hefty throw. The naked demon lady crashed onto the comfy bedding with almost maniacal giggling, ending up sprawled all over the sheets with her everything displayed before everyone. She ran one hand down her delicious tummy while invitingly squeezing her pert breast with the other. 
 
    But, before she could succeed, two other girls stole Ast’s sides and he found both of his beloved noblewomen embracing his arms, still dressed in their respective robes. Asterios reciprocated Tina’s and Silvia’s smiles with one of his own and shared an intimate kiss with each of them, holding dearly onto their athletic waists. 
 
    They began undressing him piece by piece while exchanging sweet kisses, one person taking care of his top and another of his bottom. Soon, Ast’s attire matched Grea’s and the two noble girls led him to the edge of the bed, spinning him around as their fingers roamed his cheeks, shoulders, and chest. Sensing a gentle push, he let them sit him down and the two ladies smiled at him slyly. 
 
    The scarlet-haired princess moved down to her knees and delicately enveloped his length with her soft palm. In the meanwhile, the azure-haired yet-to-be-viscountess straddled his thigh, cupping his cheeks with her affectionate hold. As Silvia started slowly working his shaft up and down, he helped Tina get her robe off. While her impressive bust lay bare in front of his eyes, her privates still posed a shred of decency, covered by cute white panties, clearly somewhat soaked already, so he freed her hot mound from them too. 
 
    When Silvia’s lips finally kissed his tip and began wrapping him up with a warm and wet embrace, Tina led his fingers down her smooth tummy, reaching her sealed lower lips. She stared down at Asterios with her perfect blue eyes while releasing soft sighs of pleasure, enjoying his loving caresses. He leaned forward and caught one of her stiff nipples in his mouth, deciding to give back to his old colleague even more, sucking on the springy peak intently. 
 
    While definitely welcomed and appreciated, that action didn’t last long as Tina pulled her delicious bust away a moment later. Asterios stared at her curiously, but she only smiled back at him mysteriously. Then, she stepped off his thigh and moved between his legs as Silvia got up and climbed on his other thigh, sharing a few loving kisses with him. They repeated the undressing procedure once more and the princess began threading her fingers through his white hair while gyrating her hips back and forth. 
 
    Such motion caused her hidden flower to rub against Ast’s skin, bringing her lots of comfortable pleasure and sharing the heat of her core with him. Silvia’s hair sparkled enchantingly as her insides burned with ferocity, warming up Ast’s thigh as she slid all over it. Not wanting to disturb her ride, Asterios chose to tenderly rub her breasts and enjoy this heated moment of closeness with his fiery princess while Tina lapped her tongue all over his member, watching them both with an eager gaze. 
 
    Soon, Silvia retreated too and joined her on the floor. They started working together on bringing Asterios more pleasure by using their hands and tongues in tandem. He brushed through their beautiful hair appreciatively, enjoying both the spectacle and their loving efforts. The red and blue, fire and water affinities of the girls created an incredible match with them kneeling side by side. 
 
    With so much pleasure overwhelming his senses, it didn’t take long for Asterios to be brought to the edge of his first high and he released his seed to the awaiting pair. Tina and Silvia greedily shared the gift amongst themselves, enveloping Ast’s tips with their connected lips to prevent anything from escaping their grasp. 
 
    Pulling them both up when they were done, Asterios peppered their cheeks with a myriad of pecks, causing them to chuckle quietly. Then, they pushed him down onto the bed and stepped away. The face of a familiar panthergirl appeared above his with a beaming smile decorating it. Miria laid down on top of Asterios and they kissed deeply while their lips vibrated from her generous purring. 
 
    “I’ll go first, Master,” she announced after they parted for a breath. “Mate with me hard, please.” 
 
    He nodded, pecked her forehead, and flipped them over with a quick motion, making Miria giggle adorably. With his feline mate on her back, he grabbed her ruby dress and tore it open, making Miria’s modest breasts jiggle with anticipation. She laughed even more at suddenly becoming undressed. 
 
    “I hope you have a spare,” Asterios growled while pressing himself into her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master. I bought like ten. You can tear them into pieces as many times as you want,” she purred back with an excited glint in her black eyes. 
 
    Miria lacked any underwear just like their lustful friend so Asterios bit and pulled on her bottom lip before flipping just her over this time, making the panthergirl rest belly down on the sheets. With her round behind up in the air as she landed on her knees, he had the perfect position to play with her fluffy tail while admiring her heated slit. She was already leaking liquid desire for him from between her eager folds. 
 
    Without further ado, he coiled the black rope around his forearm and thrust into Miria’s snug channel in one slam. She mewled loud while arching her back and burying her face in the sheets, grasping them so hard they would definitely end up with plenty of holes after they were done. 
 
    “Nyaah… Nyahhh… Nyaaa… Nyaaah… Yes… Like that, Master… Nyahn..” 
 
    Miria’s jiggly behind bounced back and forth as Asterios hammered her tight passage relentlessly. He never let go of Miria’s tail, trying his best to match the gentle tugs and strokes with the movement of his hips. Nothing but carnal need to satisfy his mate’s desire filled his mind, coming both from his and Miria’s mind. 
 
    Then, someone’s hand rested on his chest and he noticed Selene snuggling to his side. She smiled at him seductively and grazed over his muscles, leaving a trail of kisses over his neck. There was just one issue separating her amazing figure from his skin. 
 
    “Take that off for me,” he requested and nipped at her long ear with his lips. 
 
    Selene shivered amidst her moan and hastily discarded her blue dress in an instant, unbothered by where she had just thrown it to the side. She quickly pressed her breasts into Ast’s front and continued to kiss his shoulders. A gasp escaped her lips as his fingers found her bushy tail and threaded through it affectionately. 
 
    “Get down next to her,” he ordered with a delicate tug. 
 
    “Yesssssssss, my Lord…” she breathed into him with a strong shiver. 
 
    A moment later, Selene mirrored Miria’s position on the panthergirl’s left, raising her butt up, and flashing him an ardent smile over her shoulder. Asterios gripped both their tails with each hand and caressed them gently while making love to Miria. Then, without a warning, he slipped out of the moaning panthergirl and changed his target to the awaiting fox lady. Selene groaned alluringly the moment he speared into her pussy, her ears twitching like crazy. 
 
    “Ahhhh~ Ahhhh~ Yesssss~ I love you, my Lord~ Ahhhh~ Stroke my fur moreeeee~” 
 
    Miria didn’t seem to protest the sudden deprivation of pleasure and watched her sister-mate twist in pleasure with a proud smile. Since Ast’s hands were both busy, she made use of her own fingers to keep herself warm for him, sneaking Asterios a glance now and then, not wanting to steal any of his attention away from Selene. 
 
    And just like that, he began switching between his two beastfolk mates, caressing their insides interchangeably alongside their amazing, fluffy tails. Each time he made a soft tug at the happy strands, their hot inner walls clenched around his cock even more, bringing them all lots of bliss. 
 
    During that unusual ritual, Miria and Selene moved even closer to each other, basically joining their shoulders and hips together. Asterios wasn’t sure when they had started that, but the two girls pressed their faces into each other and rubbed their cheeks with pure affection as they shared their mate’s cock. It was an unimaginably adorable and stimulating sight. 
 
    “Nyahhh! Nyaahh! Nyahhhn! Master! Give us your seed, please!” Miria begged as they both neared their limits. 
 
    It was a quite tough feat to achieve but he would stop at nothing to meet his lovers’ expectations and Asterios exploded in his first mate to begin, as he properly should, and filled Miria’s insides with a bit of his cloudy delicacy before hastily pulling out and continuing to share some with Selene, bringing her to an orgasm with a strong, final thrust too. The girls moaned together alongside his grunts and collapsed onto the bed with connected gazes to catch their breath. 
 
    He reached out to fluff their ears and place a kiss on their hair before looking to the side. To his surprise, Bryn was already disrobed and lying underneath Grea, who was resting on top of the naked Valkyrie. The frivolous demon lady was smirking at Asterios and wiggling her butt to entice him with a turn with them next. He chuckled at the embarrassed blush on his winged lover’s face and crawled up to them. 
 
    Grea grinned to herself and spread her cheeks wide for him, flashing Asterios both of her enticing holes, but he discreetly ran his fingers over Bryn’s precious mound to confirm that she too was eager to go and filled her up with his member without a word, surprising the Valkyrie greatly as she sighed cordially with her wings opening further over the sheets. 
 
    “Not fair.” The mischievous lady pouted at him but he only smirked at her. “Fine. I’ll just busy myself with these world-class tits in front of my face instead.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” Bryn squirmed as she did exactly as she said and sucked the Valkyries left nipple into her mouth with unfiltered dedication. 
 
    “Move aside and let me join.” Asterios laughed, smacking Grea’s ass with his palm. 
 
    The demon lady tilted her body and gave him access to Bryn’s other breast as he continued to thrust into the Valkyrie in a simple missionary position. He ran his left hand through Grea’s hair and over her back while holding onto Bryn’s waist with his right, pulling her more into his thrusts so that she didn’t feel neglected. 
 
    But, she had no reason to. 
 
    “Ahhh! Ahhhh! This is! Unimaginable!” Bryn couldn’t stop her moans from escaping her throat. “I’ve never had both my breasts sucked like that! Ahhh!” 
 
    Asterios and Grea shared a look and snickered. They doubled their efforts to please their friend’s massive peaks with all they had. The Valkyrie twisted and wriggled underneath them, moaning and whimpering in bliss in turns. She bit on her own fingers to try and control her expression but it proved to be plainly impossible, especially when Grea started rubbing her clit with her fingers. 
 
    “Good gods! Ahhh! Ahhhh! Heavens beyond! Ahhh! I’m so close!” 
 
    The cooperating duo nodded at each other with understanding and switched the target of their ferocious caresses. When Asterios raised his tempo by a level, slamming into Bryn’s hot channel even stronger, they shoved their fingers into her wings at the same time. The Valkyrie bucked like a wild mustang as they started rifling through the fluffy plumes and he could feel her insides squeeze him dry with Bryn’s intense orgasm. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
    He pumped into her a few more times as she came down from her high, releasing his third load into the Valkyrie’s deepest depths. They joined their lips together for a tender kiss before Grea sat up, effectively pushing Asterios up too. She grinned at him over her shoulder, wrapping his arms around her figure and leading them to her nipples and pussy. 
 
    “You’ve been a bad girl,” he whispered into her ear, flicking her sensitive orb with his thumb. 
 
    “Then discipline me, Master.” She chomped at him like a feral animal. “Show me who is the boss. Fuck me up.” 
 
    Asterios pushed her down onto Bryn and twisted Grea’s left arm behind her back, evoking a sultry laugh and whimper of pain from the lecherous demon lady. Holding her still, he rubbed his tip against her impatient slit as she looked back at him from between the Valkyrie’s impressive tits. 
 
    “Wait! This won’t be enough to teach me a lesson!” She stopped him, making Asterios raise a brow at her. “Shortie!” 
 
    Something flew in from the side and Grea caught it from the air. Using only her free hand, she uncorked some kind of vial, waggled her brows at Asterios, and slowly poured the clear, slimy substance all over her buttcrack, guiding some of it onto Ast’s cock too. The tip of her tail circled the outer edge of her anus, covering her tiny hole with the suspicious liquid, before moving to jerk Asterios off and guide him to that very opening. 
 
    “Come on. Punish me like you mean it,” she goaded him. “We’ve taken a goooood bath beforehand so you don’t have to worry about anything, Master.” 
 
    He shook his head at her and yanked Grea to him, pulling her shoulders into his chest and arching her back to look at her face from above. Capturing some of the slowly trickling substance onto his free hand, he helped properly prepare her tight hole with more of it and snuck a finger up Grea’s ass without a warning. 
 
    “Ughhhhhh…” She groaned throatily as her eyes rolled to the back and her teeth sank in her entire bottom lip. “That’s the stuff…” 
 
    Asterios played with her tight anus for a little while, fingering her with one then two fingers until Grea loosened up just enough to fit him up there. Still holding her close, he peered deep into her full red eyes as he pressed his tip into her narrow ring and pushed it past the biggest resistance very slowly. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, it’s so big!” Grea gasped as her eyelashes fluttered relentlessly. “You are going to split me open! Fuck yes!” 
 
    He grasped her wrist firmly, filling her up bit by bit. After finally bottoming out in Grea’s ass, Asterios started thrusting up into her, ignoring the crazy researcher’s gasps and whimpers, knowing perfectly well how good she was feeling from that. 
 
    “Fuck… Fuck… Fuck…” She couldn’t stop shivering with each movement. “Pound that hole like you hate it!” 
 
    “You are bat-shit insane,” he growled into her ear and put more strength into pummeling her tight little ass. 
 
    “But you love it!” Grea grinned in between the attacks on her already even more reddened lips. “Ah! What?” 
 
    Something captured her attention and she glanced down. They found Bryn on her stomach with her face between Grea’s thighs. The Valkyrie looked up at them innocently while going into town with the demon lady’s perfectly presented pussy using her hot tongue. 
 
    Asterios laughed and bit on Grea’s proud horn. “Now, that’s real punishment.” 
 
    “Noooo! That’s too much!” She whined, but couldn’t stop shaking her hips. 
 
    Bryn licked and sucked on her sensitive flesh and shy nub, spreading Grea’s folds with her fingers. Meanwhile, Asterios plowed into Grea’s backdoor without mercy. They tried to match their movements to fuck their companion silly together. Additionally, Asterios had the perfect angle to admire not just Grea’s delicious front but also Bryn’s perfect backside, plump butt, and angelic wings. It was a view straight out of a dream. Especially with the Valkyrie’s lips buried in the demon woman’s slit. 
 
    “Too much! Too much! Too fucking muuuuuuuuch! Ahhhhhh!” Grea screamed as she reached her limits and a trickle of love nectar splashed Bryn’s face, but it wasn’t enough to stop her. 
 
    Asterios flooded his demon lover’s asshole with his hot seed as Bryn continued to lap her tongue over Grea’s folds. Soon, she was full, spent, satisfied, and grinning silly. Without any support, she flopped back down onto the Valkyrie with a wet smack, landing face-first into Bryn’s buttcrack. The Valkyrie chuckled alongside Asterios and nodded at him to leave the rest to her. 
 
    So, he turned around and found the two noble ladies waiting patiently for him while sitting on their knees side by side. The glittering trails running down their thighs and fingers made it clear what they had been up to in the meanwhile, and Tina’s flushed cheeks betrayed the truth completely. He smiled at them lovingly and crawled to reach his kind mates. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the show?” Asterios asked as he placed his hands on their waists and shared a kiss with each girl. 
 
    “Professor always puts on such a performance for others.” Tina chuckled softly. 
 
    “I think Miria and Selene were the real stars of this night.” Silvia showed the tiniest smirk. 
 
    “That can’t be decided before you two have your moment to shine.” He winked at them and they shared a laugh while kissing passionately and rubbing their bodies against each other. 
 
    “You go first,” the princess offered. 
 
    “No, you should,” the noble girl countered. 
 
    “I insist,” Silvia doubled down. 
 
    “Alright.” Tina sighed and giggled at Asterios. “It looks like I still have a long way to go in my negotiations with people of a higher standing.” 
 
    “Just ask my mother for a few lessons and you’ll be up to speed in no time.” He pecked her cheek dearly. “But right now, let’s focus on what we can do.” 
 
    Silvia gave them some space while Tina properly embraced Asterios from the front. He sat down with his legs interlocked and she climbed into his lap, putting them into a lotus position as her feet met behind his back. They continued to affectionately make out while she rubbed her lower lips over his length, squeezing it into his stomach. Tina enjoyed that brief moment when she could tease Asterios on her own. 
 
    But, she didn’t want to waste too much time either, and she let him raise her hips a bit as she guided him toward her dripping entrance. With a gentle descent, Asterios filled her insides to the brim while nibbling on her neck and collarbone. She let out mesmerized sighs and hums all the way in. 
 
    “It always makes me feel so full down there…” she whispered breathlessly. “Like we are made for each other…” 
 
    As Asterios began gently rocking his hips, Silvia pressed herself into Tina’s back, squishing the petite girl between the two of them. Tina gasped when the princess’ fingers found her considerate breasts and played with her nipples. She moaned adorably as the pair exchanged kisses between the two of them next to her face. 
 
    “Mmmmhhhmmm… Mmmmmm… Ast… Silvia…” 
 
    Opening her glimmering eyes, Tina glanced at both of them and joined in on the kissing session. She shared some tender pecks with either of them, enjoying how close the three of them were. Asterios watched in amusement as the two girls went after each other’s lips whenever it was their turn, clearly finding more pleasure and fun in that than he would have expected. From what he had heard, it wasn’t exactly a common occurrence. 
 
    At one point, Tina and Silvia sucked and nibbled on each other’s mouth for so long he was almost reduced just to his thrusting role, and forgotten completely. Only his mirthful chuckle brought the duo out of their small world and Tina blushed like a ripe tomato when the realization came. 
 
    “Sorry.” She giggled. “But did you enjoy the show?” 
 
    He finally stole a kiss from her and nodded. “It was the best.” 
 
    “It’s just the beginning.” She smirked at him. “Push me back. We have something else for you.” 
 
    Asterios listened to her request and Tina fell onto the bed with a mischievous smile. She motioned at Silvia and the princess moved over her face on her knees, pressing her parted folds into her lips and leaning forward into Ast’s chest. He continued to make love to the blue-haired girl, who was now almost bent in a bridge from their angle, while kissing the fiery princess passionately. The flashes of Tina’s tongue lapping over Silvia’s heated mound kept recapturing his attention, evoking knowing smirks from the fiery princess. 
 
    “Mmmmhhmm… Mmmmm… Mhmmmm… Mmmmm…” 
 
    The vibrations of Tina’s delicious moans tickled Silvia’s pussy as both girls slowly built their highs together. With Tina’s feet firmly locked behind his waist, he let go of her hips and began caressing Silvia’s soft breasts, making the princess smile into his lips and her hair flare up even more from his touch. He buckled back and forth to drill into Tina’s comfortable channel without losing his rhythm. 
 
    “I’m going to… Come in a moment… Mmmmmm…” Tina admitted from between her friend’s legs. 
 
    He raised his tempo a little bit and soon sensed her insides tightening around him. Silvia’s folds muffled Tina’s blissful scream almost completely as Asterios filled her to the brim, making a few more thrusts to assure that she received everything. 
 
    “Your turn now, Your Highness.” He smiled together with the princess and she too fell to the back. 
 
    Before she could crash into Tina underneath her, Asterios rose to his knees, grabbed her hips, and pulled them up, lining Silvia’s sealed slit with his still-eager cock. She supported herself with her hands over her head, effectively staying in the air as her mesmerizing hair flowed onto Tina’s face, causing the Summoner girl to sneeze adorably. 
 
    Upholding the quite difficult bridge, Silvia let Asterios enter her and keep sliding in and out of her royal pussy. She trembled a little with each movement, but she didn’t relent. Her legs rose up and rested over his shoulders, giving Asterios an even easier access to her precious place, and herself another point of support under her knees. 
 
    “I can certainly say… Ahhh… Ahhhh… That this is a first…” She chuckled amidst her alluring moans. 
 
    “For you and me both.” He smirked, leaning forward and bringing her legs closer to her athletic frame. 
 
    Asterios hammered into her loving embrace while hunched enough to tickle her nipples with his tongue. Silvia kept herself in the air with the help of her hands and stared at him making out with her girly mound with amused affection in her amber eyes. They were both pushing their limits with that unexpected position and it felt just great, even if her arms were starting to tremble more and more. Tina’s fingers gently roamed the edges of Silvia’s figure from below, enhancing the sensuality of the situation. 
 
    Thankfully, they reached their high before Silvia collapsed and Tina aided her noble friend from below as Asterios sent jets of his seed into the princess’ womb. She then lowered Silvia onto herself and wrapped her arms around the scarlet-haired beauty as they lay on top of each other, both smiling at Asterios cordially. 
 
    A moment later, all the other girls pushed themselves into him from behind and all around, pinning him with sparkling, excited gazes as their soft bodies rubbed against his entire self. 
 
    “I swear, you girls are going to be the death of me and become known as the Dragon Slayers.” He shook his head and they all collapsed together in giggles and moans, only beginning their night of celebration. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37
Resurgence of the Old Masters 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios woke up with quite some weight pressing onto his entire body. He soon realized that the reason behind that was the chaotic tangle of limbs and bodies sprawled all around him. But, it turned out that he wasn’t the first to greet the morning as opening his eyes revealed two ladies lying together side by side while chatting in hushed whispers. A soft chuckle or giggle occasionally escaped their lips. 
 
    Casually sliding Grea’s bare ass off his chest to the right, miraculously not waking the raunchy demon woman up as she tumbled onto Miria and Selene with an unamused grunt, he rolled onto his left side and scooted closer to Tina. The petite Summoner girl gasped adorably as he embraced her from behind with his hands tenderly gliding over her soft belly after he became her big spoon. 
 
    “Good morning.” He kissed Tina’s hair dearly. “What are you two discussing so eagerly right from the morning?” 
 
    She nuzzled more into his touch and chest, releasing a satisfied sigh. He could spot a tinge of rosiness starting to bloom on her pretty cheeks, and the gentle, suggestive smile Silvia directed at them from the front was more than enough of an indication of the topic of their conversation. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Tina replied quietly. “Just how unbelievable our situation is.” 
 
    “Oh? Anything in particular?” Asterios asked, extending a hand to Silvia so she could bring herself closer to Tina and let him wrap his arms around them both. 
 
    “Just… I would have never imagined myself being this close to our princess… Not to mention sharing the same lover…” Tina admitted a tad shyly. “But… It’s kind of nice… Last night was nice…” 
 
    “I really enjoyed cooperating with you too, Tina,” the princess in question replied while resting their foreheads together. 
 
    Asterios chuckled and pecked Tina’s cheek. “Even I can tell that the two of you hit off just right. Almost if not equally as much as Miria and Selene do. And you have no idea how incredible you look together. At times, I have trouble determining which one of you is the real princess.” 
 
    She squirmed in his embrace while Silvia followed with her own, gentle chuckle. 
 
    “Tina’s been taught well. With a slight change of her hair color and some small facial adjustments, I’m sure she would be able to easily substitute me.” The princess grazed Tina’s cheek, then trailed her fingers down. “Although, these might pose an issue.” 
 
    “Ah! Silvia!” Tina hummed softly, pressing her lips shut as Silvia’s palms caressed her ample chest. 
 
    “For someone quite a bit shorter than me, you really have been blessed with an alluring figure,” Silvia commented with a smile, tenderly stroking Tina’s breasts. 
 
    “I agree.” Asterios parted the curtain of Tina’s sapphire hair and began placing fluffy kisses on the nape of her neck as his hands grazed all over her delicate tummy, teasingly inching down low, but just not far enough. “It’s a real shock you didn’t have a boyfriend during our time in the academy. You must have been swarmed with good-looking and smart guys.” 
 
    “I… Mmmm… Had eyes only for you…” she breathed out heavily. 
 
    “And I was clearly blind,” he added. 
 
    “Stop it… You two… Mmmm…” Tina whined. 
 
    Asterios met Silvia’s gaze and they chuckled together before letting the squirming girl go. He rolled onto his back and pulled Tina on his chest so that she rested on it with her front. They stared at each other in silence for a few moments as she caught her breath, and they both leaned forward to meet in the middle with a loving kiss. Silvia cuddled into Ast’s side and watched them with a warm smile, draping her arm over Tina’s waist and intertwining her fingers with his. 
 
    “I’m still angry.” Tina pouted after they finally parted, but then laughed as he pecked her nose. 
 
    “So… Do you still have eyes only for me… Or…?” Asterios raised a brow at her and turned his head to the left, meeting Silvia’s face. 
 
    The two exchanged a few affectionate kisses too while it was Tina’s turn to watch them. 
 
    “Well… I won’t lie… I do think I find Silvia pleasing…” she admitted with a small chuckle. “Does that… bother you?” 
 
    “Wasn’t last night enough of an answer?” He smirked at her, causing Tina’s cheeks to flush even more. “I’m happy to hear that you are getting along and it’s not just because of me.” 
 
    “But it’s still mainly because of you,” Tina interjected. “You make it entertaining and fun for us to fool around a little with each other while you watch.” 
 
    “Yes, even if it’s majorly that, I’m glad that’s not all,” Asterios continued. “While I see how there’s a cordial connection between you all, you can tell that there’s a link between Miria and Selene too. Grea is Grea and she’s horny for all of you all the time. As for Bryn, she’s still trying to find her place in this. It wasn’t long since we convinced her that she is truly beautiful.” 
 
    “There might be something to that. Especially regarding Grea,” Silvia said and made Tina chuckle. “I enjoy spending my intimate time with everyone here, but I feel most comfortable with Tina. After you, of course. Might be due to our backgrounds being so similar.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tina smiled at her beautifully. “It should be true with Miria and Selene too. For Grea and Bryn, I think you might need to work twice as hard, Ast.” 
 
    He sighed ostentatiously, evoking some more laughs from the two noble ladies. “They seem to be warming up to each oth—ugh…” 
 
    A soft groan interrupted him and he closed his eyes. The girls frowned at each other and Tina glanced over her shoulder, finding the top of a certain red-skinned head decorated with a black horn popping up and down behind her butt. 
 
    “Hey! We’ve been in the middle of something!” she complained. 
 
    “Mwwhhhmmm… Mmmgghmm… Mmmm…” sounded in response. 
 
    “What was that?” Silvia snickered softly. 
 
    “Don’t talk with your mouth full!” Tina admonished the demon lady, pressed her thighs together, locking Grea’s head between them, and pushed them down, evoking another groan from Asterios. “And stay there until you finish!” 
 
    As she said, they stayed like that until Grea was done with her breakfast, coming up for air with a wide, salacious grin on her delicious lips. By that point, everyone had woken up too and they headed for the baths to take a quick dip together. 
 
    The girls cared for each other while Asterios cared for them and their time bathing was appropriately short. With Grea somewhat sated, she wasn’t up to any more mischief. Bryn’s feathers had ended up a little bit tangled after their very active night, but everyone helped brush them straight and return them to their former glory. Not without their Valkyrie friend shivering and sighing in bliss for quite a while. 
 
    After dressing up in their usual clothes, they shared a light breakfast in one of the open-air restaurants recommended by Selene and moved back to Ast’s realm. Ending up inside Glimmervale’s castle, they departed for the Garden of Sinners right away. Asterios took Tina into his shadow while Umbra transported Miria and Selene. They were curious about the speed between the two and decided to compare it with that little exercise. 
 
    Obviously, Umbra arrived at their destination first, but Asterios wasn’t that far off. He joined the beastfolk ladies with Tina after about thirty seconds. The Lord of Shadows commended him for his results, explaining that for someone barely learning about that movement technique, he was doing rather great. That black Dragon’s Heart was clearly pulling its own weight. 
 
    They headed straight for the descent into the underground part of the elven capital, entering the magical undergrowth. Spending just a moment between the mesmerizing, earthen streets, they soon reached Imadil’s smithy. Judging by the occasional noise and some interesting fumes escaping into the air from the massive, home-sized tree stump, the family of Spellsongs was hard at work. 
 
    The door opened easily and Asterios led everyone in. Bryn spotted the father and daughter duo in the far corner of the production hall, standing together by an island counter and clearly working on or examining something not too big. The group’s approach was noticed and the elves turned around, welcoming Asterios and the girls with wide smiles. 
 
    “Finally! I was pretty sure you were going to come back yesterday with how incredible the news Tina delivered was!” Imadil chuckled as his daughter crossed her arms over her chest with a smirk. 
 
    “We… got caught up in something.” Asterios smiled wryly as Miria and Tina giggled quietly. 
 
    “There was a celebration that would have been rude for Asterios to skip on,” Silvia added. 
 
    “Ah, understandable. You must have been quite tired after all the festivities.” Imadil nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it was so damn tiring I could barely walk without tripping in the morning.” Grea snickered, evoking more giggles and chuckles from the girls. 
 
    Even Cynthia laughed a bit with them, directing a raised brow at Asterios. She might have caught on, but her father was clearly still oblivious. 
 
    “I always disliked those court galas where you had to dance your legs off. Part of the reason we disconnected ourselves from all of this.” He shook his head, the ladies barely holding in their laughter. “So, now that you are here, I assume you do have something for us?” 
 
    Asterios nodded but gestured with his brows at the counter behind the man. “And what have you been working on before we interrupted you if it’s alright to ask?” 
 
    “Tina briefly explained how your blood and spiritual energy can transform tin into the metal that was used in Miria’s blades, and that got us thinking,” Cynthia answered. “We’ve been tinkering with a few ores that have been deemed inefficient, weak, or even utter garbage in the past. If this is what tin turns into, then imagine the possibilities.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what’s been on my mind the entire time since we saw the transformation.” Grea snapped her fingers at the elf girl. 
 
    “We all know that’s not true,” the princess commented with a tiny smirk. 
 
    Grea rolled her eyes while Silvia and Tina hit a sneaky low-five. 
 
    “You prepared many more ores for Master to bleed on, then?” Miria asked with a slight tilt of her head. 
 
    “And lots of tin, of course,” Imadil confirmed. “We’ll be able to do so much more than just your weapons with a decent stock of this amazing Dragonsteel.” 
 
    “You should have brought a small batch first for us to confirm if this works here too,” Asterios commented. 
 
    “Asterios recruited the Lizardkin to be our general weapon suppliers with their Dragonsteel so you don’t need to mass-produce them for us,” Tina added. 
 
    “Mass-produce?” Cynthia glanced at her curiously. 
 
    “Just preparing for the future.” Asterios shrugged. 
 
    “Master is going to build a powerful army under him!” Miria beamed at them while jumping up and down. 
 
    “An army?” Imadil chuckled. 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration.” Asterios smiled at him. “But we do plan on equipping our allies with decent gear. You two have seen yourselves what kind of enemies I tend to run into.” 
 
    “Yes, Glimmervale’s protectors would certainly have had a much easier time defending it against thousands of monsters with blades of this quality. And with armor just as good, they could perhaps even have stood a chance against the giant dog monster,” Cynthia agreed. 
 
    “Well, we’ll focus on the more personalized projects, then.” Imadil patted her on the shoulder. “It’s always been our specialty.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will work with us further than until the weapons for the girls are ready?” Asterios asked. “What would that cost?” 
 
    “You are helping our queen, and thus our entire kind. It would be improper for us to demand anything from you at this point. Especially since you will be delivering the most crucial ingredients,” Imadil replied with a polite nod. “But, if you guys didn’t mind, we could ask for permission to share some of the designs and results with our people. After discussing each case, of course.” 
 
    Asterios exchanged a few glances with the girls and nodded back at him. “We don’t mind. I’m sure we would need to come up with some kind of a story as the weapons made for our allies end up seen and noticed, so with that we can use your skills, expertise, and fame as a cover.” 
 
    “No problem,” the man replied. “You can use our name as much as you want. We decided to come back so it’s a decently good time.” 
 
    “Yes. If we resurface with something entirely new, the effect will be even more strengthened,” Cynthia agreed with an excited smile. “When do we start?” 
 
    “I think it should be wise to begin with checking if the ore still transforms in this realm and then work on the already changed one while it soaks in Asterios’ blood,” Bryn suggested. “He will need time to recover the loss even if we supply him with magic and sustenance.” 
 
    “Looks like we’ll be feeding our little pet lizard quite extensively in the upcoming days.” Grea grinned at him impishly. “Try not to get a pot belly, would you? Though, bouncing on it could be fun. It would be perfect to arch your back over.” 
 
    Tina elbowed her and caused the demon lady to stumble with a chortling groan. 
 
    “Where should we do it? It’s kind of busy here.” Asterios looked around the multiple workstations and equipment. 
 
    Imadil snapped his fingers and the girls gasped as all the devices, counters, machines, and other things lifted up into the air by an inch or two. Everything zoomed to the sides with a gentle sway and landed back on the ground. The middle of the workshop was now cleared and the ceiling was very high due to the building being shaped like a tree trunk. 
 
    Asterios wasted no time and morphed into his True Dragon form. Cynthia quickly brought a wide, ceramic dish with plenty of different ores stacked together. Grea commended their idea and the women held it close to his body as Miria, Selene, and Bryn did their usual thing. In just a moment, the chunks were sitting in a decent pool of draconic blood and the bowl was transported into a corner, not forgetting about Ast’s scale to serve as a spiritual energy source. 
 
    Then, they emptied Ast’s and Silvia’s rings out of the Dragonsteel Ore, passing the mineral onto the elf duo. Imadil and Cynthia were already fascinated by the chunks, clearly feeling the potential in them. Ast’s group watched the pair turn on and heat up massive, runic forges and kilns, carefully placing different amounts of metal inside. Only one of them was set up according to the instructions given by the Lizardkin blacksmith. The rest was definitely an experiment. 
 
    While the metal was being smelted, Imadil and Cynthia invited Ast’s girls to a more comfortable spot, serving everyone a good deal of chilled drinks and delicious food. Miria was curious which one of them had made it, but the man explained that they received regular deliveries from the royal kitchens not to waste their precious time working in the forge. 
 
    During the meal, the father and daughter duo conversed with each person individually. Rather than make it quicker and conduct an interview with two people, one with Imadil and one with Cynthia, they both talked with the same conversation partner. That allowed them to bounce ideas and thoughts off each other to achieve the perfect result that satisfied both elves. And it was very entertaining to watch the smiths in their animated trance-like little world. 
 
    Therefore, the girls experienced the mind scanning that Asterios had during his first meeting with the skilled pair, after Imadil and Cynthia swore not to reveal any of their private information and secrets to the others. Thankfully, no one triggered a troublesome reaction like Asterios had, and that whole part went by almost effortlessly. 
 
    Even after using their mind-reading artifact, Imadil and Cynthia continued to interview the girls. The question pool was extremely deep and personalized to each of them. Whatever the duo had seen allowed them to easily approach just the perfectly necessary subjects. Some might have been a bit strange and confusing, but no one had any doubts that everything they talked about was somewhat useful to the masters of the craft. 
 
    Each conversation took time, but no one minded it. Everyone was excited, including Asterios. They would be getting personalized weapons on an equal level as Ast’s Spellslinger from a pair of famous Spellsongs. The expectations were high, but the elves further fanned the flames of enthusiasm with their comments, monologue, and promises. It was hard not to get in the mood and be swept in their emotions. 
 
    Out of respect for the creator of her blades, and the fact that they were an heirloom of not just her family but the blacksmith’s too, the panthergirl decided not to alter her current weapons, and instead also receive a new set of swords. Or perhaps something else. 
 
    None of the girls really knew what they would be getting. The duo’s chatter kept constantly changing and they confirmed nothing. Only one thing was certain. The weapons would be perfectly suited for their new owners. There could be surprises, even though Imadil and Cynthia assured them that there was a high chance they would end up getting what they already were comfortable with. 
 
    Soon, hours had passed and the father and daughter duo started showing signs of exhaustion. They retreated to rest while continuing to bicker amongst themselves about the weapons and their craft. Asterios and the girls doubted that the pair would be getting much sleep in the upcoming nights. They were obviously going to be perfecting their ideas even in bed. 
 
    Not wanting to disturb their hosts or intrude on the magical smithy, Ast’s party returned to the surface and headed into the white palace. They wanted to check if they could get an audience with the queen, but the sentries brought them straight to one of Civienne’s meeting chambers, with the woman already waiting for them. 
 
    “Greetings, Your Majesty,” Asterios greeted the queen respectfully and they all made polite bows. 
 
    “You may forgo these pleasantries.” She waved her hand at them. “We are not in a public setting and it’s pointless to waste our time on those unnecessary phrases and gestures. We have a much more important matter to focus on.” 
 
    “How is the development of the cure going?” Grea asked, suspecting that the queen didn’t really mean the poison cult. 
 
    “Slow. Too slow.” Civienne shook her head with a heavy sigh, confirming that suspicion. “Even with everything Welrond provided us, all his samples and data, we are still unable to undo this chaotic mix of toxic substances. It’s extremely more difficult than solving just a single iteration of the cult’s poisons.” 
 
    “We will find a way,” Asterios assured her. “One way or another.” 
 
    “Yes! Master promised to heal your friend and he never breaks his word!” Miria hugged his arm and stared confidently at the queen. 
 
    “Our best bet would be to pin down the location of the cult’s main lab or headquarters and use all of their resources to further supplement the work of your experts, Your Majesty,” Silvia shared her thoughts. 
 
    “I believe you are right, and I spoke with Althea about the theory you came up with together yesterday, but we are making just as much progress with our pursuit as with the cure,” Civienne replied with a stone-cold face. “The investigation is moving, but it’s nothing praiseworthy. At least we don’t think they suspect anything yet. We’ve seen no movements proving that.” 
 
    “Then we can only wait,” Bryn chimed in. “We shouldn’t rush things. We will end up making a mistake and those can be damaging. Especially if that theory is true.” 
 
    “To think that True Dragons could be involved in this. And noctis working for them. Though, that could explain their insane decision in the past. We always wondered why their ancestors did what they did, and we might have finally found the answer,” the queen mused. 
 
    “Now that the Spellsongs have received our materials and are focusing on their craft, we’ll focus again on aiding the investigation however we can,” Grea replied, setting her fists on her hips. 
 
    “I appreciate this. Your shadowy friend has been a huge help in identifying moles and rats amidst our ranks. We haven’t yet done much to them so as not to trigger any alarms among their superiors, but there will be a time when we strike all of them down and extract as much information as we can.” Civienne skipped her head at Asterios. “For now, we gather as much as we can from observing their movements and interactions.” 
 
    “Definitely a good choice,” Selene agreed. “Meanwhile, we could also start building our forces, right, my Lord?” 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. “I guess we could.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38
From a Party to an Army 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the brief conversation with Queen Civienne, Asterios and the girls went back to the undergrowth. It was a little bit too early to check on the ores that were soaking in his blood in Imadil’s and Cynthia’s workshop, and they didn’t want to disturb the elves during their rest or intensive brainstorming, whichever the pair could have been engaged in. 
 
    Therefore, they decided to spend some more time in the mysterious underground city since they hadn’t really had the occasion to wander around without something urging them forward with their plans and objectives. In the early evening hours, the earthen streets were bustling, even if the number of people couldn’t really be compared to the surface. 
 
    To some extent, the mud constructs and buildings reminded Ast’s group of the clay huts used by the Lizardkin in Miria’s world. Naturally, the elven approach was much more advanced and polished. The numerous shops, stores, establishments, and pubs had at least two or three stories.  
 
    Everything was adorned with plenty of decorative patterns and designs, though plain and simple buildings weren’t a rare sight either. The clearly controlled vegetation was the most impressive part. It had to be tough to keep the entire underground place from overgrowing with weeds or cavern-based flora. 
 
    Satisfied with their tour of the hidden kingdom and their visits to various shops with interesting trinkets, they headed to the residence assigned to them by the queen. On their way there, Tina insisted on getting in touch with her squad, which was diligently working with Civienne’s forces, aiding the elves however they could, as per the delegation’s duty used as a cover for everything else. 
 
    They had no issues getting into the barracks after Tina introduced herself and one of the standing guards escorted them to her subordinates, who were supposed to be resting for the rest of the day after their hard work. It was clear that the group hadn’t been expecting any visitors as the guard opened the door to most of them lounging on their assigned beds and chilling through various friendly activities. The sudden appearance of their captain caused the entire squadron to bolt straight up and stand in front of their bunks. 
 
    “Greetings, Captain!” they shouted in unison. 
 
    The girls chuckled as their guide left them and Tina let out a soft sigh. “At ease. This is nothing official. We are just passing by.” 
 
    Everyone visibly relaxed, but they all chose to remain standing. A woman stepped forward, stopping in front of Tina. If Asterios remembered correctly, her name was Kathy, and she was Tina’s right hand. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Captain.” She smiled at her shorter superior. “We thought you might have forgotten about us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve been quite busy. And we’ve been all over the place lately.” Tina smiled back a bit apologetically. “I hope you’ve been well since our last expedition. They aren’t overworking you or keeping you on the side with all the boring stuff?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest, Captain,” one of the men answered. “Honestly, I never thought we would get a chance to work this closely with another nation’s forces. We were supposed to be a special kind of unit, meant more as a reserve rather than the front face of the Royal Division. This is great and exciting.” 
 
    “Is it the same for you, Captain?” another asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to share with you too many details about what I’ve been up to, but yeah, it certainly is exciting. And dangerous,” Tina replied, glancing at Asterios and the others. “Just know that whatever you are doing right now has a much deeper meaning and much more importance to our nations than you might suspect. It will all become clear after we finish, but you are key figures in something big. I hope you will not disappoint.” 
 
    The squad members looked amongst themselves in mild shock and wonder. They obviously had been briefed about a few things, but their information revolved mostly around the importance of assisting the elves as the human delegation and securing a good relationship between the nations. That already could be considered big, but Tina’s words indicated that such a thing was close to nothing to the real purpose of their help. 
 
    Kathy thumped her fist against her chest. “We would never disappoint you, Captain! Just give us an order and see it done!” 
 
    The rest followed after her, making Tina smile, half-proud and half-embarrassed. 
 
    “Good.” She nodded. “Your orders remain the same. Continue doing your best at the appointed tasks. You can pride yourselves in knowing that most of them come almost directly from the queen herself or her intelligence officers. With a little bit of my own input, of course.” 
 
    Her squad preened at that news. It clearly wasn’t anything common to be this involved with the higher-ups of either nation. Though, King Welrond had said he was overseeing the Royal Division by himself. But even so, he had to delegate some of the commanding to proper officers and people under him. 
 
    With the last request to be ready for action at any moment, Tina and the others left the squad to their own machinations, returning to rest too. Making use of the full sleeping hours during the night rather than spending half of it tiring themselves out with other activities, they woke up well-rested and ready to tackle the huge amount of cross-realm jumping that awaited them during the day. 
 
    But first, they paid a quick visit to their elf friends and confirmed that some of the ores in the experimental batch had in fact become altered overnight. Imadil rejected the suggestion to use more of Ast’s blood right away and instead proposed focusing on discovering what exactly was different in terms of the new metals’ qualities. He and his daughter had their hands full with that since they had now been introduced to a plethora of new possibilities for the girls’ weapons and gear. 
 
    Thus, Asterios decided to begin their recruitment spree. Tina and Silvia offered to stay behind and keep appearances. Other girls volunteered to accompany them, but they were thanked for their initiative and asked to rather assist Asterios. Ast’s two noble ladies were more than enough to handle anything thrown at them, both in terms of bureaucracy and something more on-hand. The fire-water duo was a force to be reckoned with, there was no doubt about that. 
 
    Miria suggested they start from the very beginning and their first friends. With that, they all transferred to Glimmervale and approached the local Adventurer’s Guild. The establishment was as busy as they remembered it. The queen’s supportive involvement definitely hadn’t ceased. It was plainly impossible for just the local quests to attract this much attention. Though, perhaps it wasn’t just that. 
 
    Nevertheless, they spotted a familiar redhead amongst the receptionists, doing her job with as much enthusiasm and kindness as always. It surprised no one that Ellie’s line was the longest. She had attracted most of the male adventurers back in Rosewind too. But, other women weren’t that far off, though. Especially a certain adorable-looking dwarf taking her protegees really professionally. A blackboard with white chalk had become an inseparable part of Truvi’s image by now. 
 
    Noticing Asterios and his companions, the human girl smiled even wider, which seemed almost impossible with her already incredibly friendly expression, and hurried with her current conversation partner. Right after, she abruptly closed her post and apologized to the dozens of people waiting to talk to her. Amidst a chorus of groans, she disappeared into the back room and soon popped back up next to Miria, spooking the panthergirl enough to make her jump. 
 
    “Hi there! I’ve seen you guys looking at me so intently! Is there anything I can help you with?” Ellie asked with a giggle. 
 
    “Well, we planned to ask if you were busy, but seeing that you’ve already dropped everything to get here, would you mind accompanying us to Guildmaster Suanori if she’s around?” Asterios smiled wryly at her. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds important. Of course, I will. Let’s go before some of the spotters notice you. It will be a pain to push through the crowd after that. You are kind of living legends around these parts.” She grinned at them. 
 
    “Spotters?” Grea raised a curious brow at the girl as she pushed through the adventurers. 
 
    “It’s what we call those who loudly shout out the arrival of any reputable person without an ounce of reservation. They usually are die-hard fans of high-ranking adventurers. Just one is enough to make all the heads turn, and suddenly the entire guild is in chaos. It’s like a stampede during those moments,” Ellie explained with a tired sigh. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh! It’s Moon Goddess and Blazing Hellcat!” someone screamed at the top of their lungs and all the voices suddenly ceased. 
 
    The gorgeous receptionist turned her wide-eyed face to them. “Run.” 
 
    The silence prevailed for about two-and-a-half-second before the hall erupted in an even more heated chatter. Asterios and the girls sprinted over the crowd starting to surge around them by running over Selene’s translucent platforms. They made it to the stairs and a trio of guild employees blocked the path, valiantly holding the mass of rushing adventurers from going up. The fact that the upper floors were off-limit without special permission did not stop the crowd from trying to follow the fleeing group. 
 
    Reaching the safety of the higher level, Grea stared at their receptionist friend with raised brows. “Moon Goddess? Blazing Hellcat?” 
 
    Ellie chuckled awkwardly. “Remember the nighttime defense?” 
 
    There was a collective ‘ah’ from everyone else than Miria and Selene as the others turned to look at the beastfolk duo. 
 
    “Looks like you two made quite the name for yourselves.” Asterios snickered. “I can definitely see how.” 
 
    “Does Asterios have one too?” Bryn asked curiously as they continued towards Suanori’s office. 
 
    Ellie bit her lip while glancing at him. “If just one…” 
 
    “Like what, for example?” Miria bounced around her, eager to hear any. 
 
    Their receptionist friend seemed a tad awkward. “Well… There are some more general ones like Summoner Sovereign… But the quite popular one right now is… Interdimensional Philanderer…” 
 
    Asterios stopped in his tracks as Grea exploded with laughter. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just perfect, hahaha!” She almost fell over while clutching her stomach. “Fitting for the only man with access to unlimited pussy all across the universe!” 
 
    The person in question groaned, running his hand over his face as the other girls chuckled. Miria and Selene were clearly amused if not proud of that name. Unfortunately, almost all women in their ranks who could potentially feel any shame about being around someone with such an alias had stayed behind at the Garden of Sinners. Bryn was Ast’s last hope for any normalcy, but she didn’t show too much dissatisfaction at the news either. 
 
    “That’s not sticking on. Period. That title doesn’t even consider Umbra.” Asterios huffed. 
 
    “An exception proves the rule.” Selene smirked at him impishly. 
 
    He just shook his head as they crossed the remaining distance in silence, broken only by occasional chuckles or giggles coming from the girls. Ellie shot him a few reassuring and sympathetic glances over her shoulder, which he definitely appreciated. 
 
    Soon, they found themselves in front of Suanori’s office and Ellie knocked on the wooden door, guiding them inside after receiving verbal permission to come in. The guildmaster sat behind her desk, working on some documents, but she stopped after noticing who the guests were. 
 
    “Oh. Seems like I haven’t misheard. This is what caused the uproar that shook the entire building a few minutes ago.” Suanori smirked softly. 
 
    Ellie chuckled as she closed the door. “Yeah. We almost made it but the girls were recognized.” 
 
    “So, what do I owe this pleasure? I take it isn’t something critical or else you would have shown up right in front of me instead.” The guildmaster leaned back in her comfy chair. 
 
    “We bring good news! And an offer!” Miria glided to the massive desk with a massive grin. 
 
    “An offer?” Suanori glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “I remember you wishing to be a bit more involved with everything we do, including the more secretive matters. Would you still be interested in joining our cause?” he asked. 
 
    Grea clicked her tongue. “Two out of ten. Could have done better. You should have just gone with the highly desirable ‘be mine!’ like a proper budding Dragon King. Ladies love a man who knows what he wants.” 
 
    The guildmaster furrowed her brows at the demon woman but Asterios just shook his head. 
 
    “Ignore Grea, please. Long story short, the entire man-turned-dragon thing wasn’t the final step on the road to my draconic future. My life continues to change quite regularly. Right now, we decided to embrace another part of my lineage and start recruiting people we trust as allies. To be precise, as servants and aides, mostly. There are also slaves, but I assure you that it’s only the naming sense that’s wrong,” he explained. “So, I wanted to bring this offer to the two of you first. Would you follow me as the subjects of a True Dragon? Naturally, you can expect plenty of benefits, but as they say, nothing is free in this world. You would end up somewhat bound to me and expected to fulfill your duty whenever the time comes.” 
 
    Ellie gasped in surprise, covering her mouth with her hands. “Do you really… trust me so much?” 
 
    He turned to her with a warm smile. “How could I not? We’ve known each other for years. You always supported me. I couldn’t really do much to pay you back for all that kindness back then besides doing my best as your protege, but now I can finally offer you my protection, amongst many other things.” 
 
    The red-haired receptionist looked to be on the verge of tears at his exclamation. “But, you have already done so much for me…” 
 
    “Like what?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Rhode, for example. Or bringing us here,” she listed. 
 
    “That was just the right thing to do. Both cases.” He shrugged. “This is much more personal. And, of course, you are not obliged to accept, nor will you lose the chance to ever do so if you would change your mind one day.” 
 
    “Getting bound to Master is the best life decision you can make,” Miria chimed in as her tail swished gleefully behind her legs. 
 
    “No biased opinions.” Asterios pointed at her and turned to Suanori. “We are aiming to recruit a bunch of people all around the world, or worlds, to help us keep watch over things in multiple places, and we could use a few loyal friends here, in our still fresh but already beloved home.” 
 
    “That sounds like you are building your personal army.” A faint smirk curled up the corner of her lips. “Dragon Emperor.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s so much better than Dragon King!” Miria buzzed with excitement. 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes. “Did you really have to?” 
 
    Suanori chuckled softly. “It wasn’t my idea. It’s just one of your many titles. I’m pretty sure someone came up with it after noticing your ominous wings. Though, it’s not too popular as the masses aren’t really that much aware of your secrets yet.” 
 
    “So, are you girls in on the fun?” Grea waggled her brows at the guild duo. “The best guildmaster and the best receptionist are very much welcome.” 
 
    The two women shared a look before Suanori sighed. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m tempted to do this just to finally be privy to all those things you keep away from me all the time, but…” the guildmaster dragged on, making the girls just a tad anxious. “That’s not the only reason I would like to join your team.” 
 
    A collective sigh of relief washed over Ast’s companions. Especially Miria and Selene. 
 
    “I had plenty of time to think this over after our few quite fun and interesting adventures. I believe I had seen enough to judge what kind of person you and your girls are,” Suanori continued, looking straight at Asterios. “I don’t dislike my current, retired position and its obligations, but the few times we worked together might have reminded me of the good old times when I was very much active and right in the field. Now, presented with a chance to once again be a part of something greater, a team with clear goals and agenda, additionally under a legendary creature such as a True Dragon, I would be a fool towards myself not to jump right at it.” 
 
    Miria started clapping joyfully while Grea snickered at the guildmaster’s admission. Asterios nodded at Suanori’s determined gaze and refocused on his receptionist friend. Ellie showed a bright smile and moved closer to him, taking his hands into hers and holding them low between themselves. 
 
    “I had lots of fun acting as your supervisor even before being officially registered as one, but even though I’m just a normal, almost powerless girl when compared to the guildmaster, I think I would like to see how it would feel for our roles to be reversed. You’ve always been a great friend to me and I would be happy to follow you, Ast,” she shared her thoughts too. 
 
    “Well, your roles wouldn’t change that much considering the fact that I don’t exactly want you two to abandon your current lives but rather continue doing as you are while also joining my inner circles. What will the future bring? Who knows. I just hope everyone can be ready to act whenever we need more help.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “That’s more than fine,” Suanori replied and Ellie nodded. “I assume you would come and fetch us with your shadow-hopping familiar during an emergency? Hopefully, being connected to you makes it a tiny bit easier on the transported person.” 
 
    “Actually, there might be no need to do that soon.” He smiled at the anxious elf lady. “One of the possible perks of our draconic arrangement.” 
 
    “And what are the other ones?” She raised a curious brow at him. 
 
    “Remember this?” Asterios rolled back his right sleeve, revealing his Spellslinger. “Our Spellsong friends are creating a bunch of toys on an equal or higher level as this little guy here. It’s obviously in my best interest to have both of you equipped better than well. The followers of a True Dragon can’t just get by with some shabby equipment, can they?” 
 
    The pair’s eyes widened at his unexpected promise. 
 
    “Considering the potential threat level of associating oneself with a True Dragon, such gifts are only natural,” Bryn agreed with a sagely nod. 
 
    “Good gods… Maybe I should really just stay retired…” Suanori rested her face in her hands, making the girls chuckle. 
 
    “I feel like this world is soon going to experience some Era of Dawn level of stuff for a second time...” Ellie giggled nervously. “For a mere receptionist to be walking with fortress-leveling artifacts… Just unbelievable…” 
 
    They all shared a few laughs together before moving to the heart of the matter, which was the less-grandiose allegiance ceremony. For only two people, Asterios didn’t have to transform into his complete draconic form and let some of his blood out in his usual shape. 
 
    Guildmaster Suanori took the position of an aide while Ellie chose to join him as a servant after consulting with Asterios and the girls. She believed that she lacked the power to take such a high position in his entourage and felt more than just fine ending up a step lower. No one wanted the kind young woman to feel uncomfortable within the ranks of Ast’s coterie so they agreed without arguing too vehemently about it. 
 
    Bryn offered to stay with the duo to fill them in on everything they had been missing out on and the others snuck out of the guild through the shadows to continue on with their quest of recruiting more people to Ast’s cause. 
 
    “Who are we going to visit next, Master?” Miria asked as they stepped into the streets. “Yumi? Grandpa Endymion?” 
 
    Asterios ruffled through her soft, black hair. “I think I would rather get done with the most stressful candidate first.” 
 
    “Which is?” Grea wondered out loud. 
 
    “Mom.” He chuckled nervously. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39
A Parent’s Dream 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a short walk through the town, Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Grea reached the location of his family’s mansion. They’d chosen to take a casual stroll rather than move through the shadows as they weren’t in a great hurry. No matter how much they did it, observing the entirety of Glimmervale and its population just living their daily lives was an extremely entertaining sight. 
 
    Plus, none of the three could deny the tiny bits of happiness and pride at the polite and respectful greetings they very often received from the true residents. 
 
    With the beautiful residence in their sight, they appreciated the building for a few short minutes, just hanging out in the front yard amongst the pretty paths and floral compositions. They could easily spot a few similarities between this garden and the ones present in the vicinity of the Tyrienheim’s mansion as proof that Ast’s mother had already begun weaving her little, personal touch into things. 
 
    It was starting to feel more and more like home. 
 
    Deciding that they wasted enough time, they headed straight for Kindra’s main office. But, after knocking on the door, no one answered them, and it turned out that she wasn’t there even though Asterios had confirmed with Umbra that she was at the mansion. The Lord of Darkness checked again and located her in one of the lounges, informing Asterios and the girls that she was having a meeting with Tina’s parents. 
 
    Their timing was a bit unlucky, but that was fine. They decided to wait for the meeting to finish in the adjacent resting area while Asterios pondered in his mind how best to approach the subject. At least until Miria pulled him out of his head with a sudden, unexpected question. 
 
    “Since Tina’s parents are already here, are you going to contract them too, Master?” The panthergirl tilted her head at him. 
 
    “Hm?” He met her curious, black eyes and they stared at each other for a few seconds as his thoughts caught up on the query. “I’m not sure. I didn’t really plan on it. Technically, my mom is more or less all the time near them so she can relay any information we might want to share relatively quickly.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true.” She nodded lightly. 
 
    “And, I think that’s something we should have first discussed with the person who is the most involved in such an arrangement,” Asterios added with a soft smile. 
 
    Just as he finished his sentence, a crimson gate arose from the floor next to their sofa and Tina stepped out of it to join them. Grea raised a single brow at her. 
 
    “Shortie? Aren’t you supposed to be playing with our scorching hot princess right now?” The demon woman smirked. 
 
    “We are in a library at this moment. It will be of no difference if I disappear for a minute or two,” Tina replied and trotted up to Asterios to plop herself down on his lap before the other girls made some space for her. 
 
    “And so you’ve been eavesdropping on your pretty little boyfriend instead of paying attention to the lecture. Oh, how the ace of the academy has fallen in such a short time.” Grea sighed dramatically, making the blue-haired Summoner girl flush a tiny bit. 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly listening in…” Tina murmured. “It was more like there was this little mental nudge when I heard you guys mention me and my parents… Though, I guess I had to be paying at least some attention to you to notice…” 
 
    “I know that feeling!” Miria bounced in her seat and beamed at her. “I’ve experienced it many times in the past! It’s real! I’m sure that’s thanks to being connected so deeply to Master! I mean, we share an amazing bond even when we aren’t focusing on it, right?” 
 
    Asterios shrugged as she turned to him. “Who knows? But I wouldn’t be surprised if that was true. Anyway, would you like to add something now that you are here, Tina?” 
 
    The person in question stroked his hands which were tenderly joined over her waist. “It’s just… A tiny bit awkward… I think…” 
 
    “How so?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Even if their connection won’t be as vast and deep as the one between the seven of us, and Umbra, of course, they will still be linked to Asterios and all of us nevertheless,” Tina answered with a sheepish smile. “The thought of Mom and Dad being able to hear all of us and talk to us at every possible moment is just… kind of embarrassing, honestly.” 
 
    “Ah.” Miria cocked her head back in understanding. 
 
    “That’s part of the reason why I’m still wondering if adding my mom to this is a good idea,” Asterios joined in. “I’m already having a hard time living with one incorrigible tease in my head. Perhaps even two.” 
 
    Grea flashed him a grin while innocently batting her eyelashes at him as Selene just smiled beautifully. 
 
    “But, I would really like to have this connection with her, to be able to check on her in an instant, know that she is safe and well, and so on,” he continued. “And perhaps later after I manage to grasp this draconic traversal thing, easily be able to bring her around the places we visited.” 
 
    “Well, we already added Suanori and Ellie to your entourage, my Lord. Does their presence bother you in any way?” Selene stroked her chin while looking at him. “Or the tens of slaves you currently have under your wing?” 
 
    “Not really.” He shook his head. “I guess I’ve been using our two friends as test subjects to see if it will be hard to keep mostly to ourselves over long periods of time. And it technically works. As for the slaves, they are slightly different. But, she is something else entirely and we all know that.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly and they all joined him. 
 
    “I agree that the ability to check on my parents sounds unbelievably enticing, but… I still don’t know…” Tina admitted with a sigh. “Especially considering Dad…” 
 
    “Perhaps you could leave him out of it?” Grea suggested. “Your mom can be our contact within your household. She could share things with him. We should easily be able to come up with a myriad of reasons for this if we wanted to cover our asses, like the number of positions being limited since Ast is still growing.” 
 
    “Oh! And I bet Miss Kindra would love to be able to talk with Miss Luna telepathically!” Miria gasped in excitement. “That would definitely help them out so much!” 
 
    “Yeah. Help them gossip privately from any distance.” Grea snickered. 
 
    “You are not wrong. Both of you.” Asterios smirked. “If they would even be able to do that without our assistance or attention. Maybe we should test that first.” 
 
    The girls nodded, having an idea about what he was thinking of. 
 
    ~Suanori?~ he called out while focusing on their elf guildmaster friend. 
 
    ~Yes?~ she responded right away. 
 
    ~Is Ellie with you right now?~ 
 
    ~No, she’s already left my office. Do you need something from her?~ 
 
    Asterios mentally shook his head. ~It’s alright. Just wait a second.~ 
 
    ~Huh. That’s trippy. I somehow know you shook your head.~ Suanori mused to herself. ~This is going to need some getting used to.~ 
 
    ~Ellie?~ He repeated his previous action with their receptionist friend. 
 
    ~Ast. That surprised me.~ A gentle giggle rolled through his mind. ~I guess we can now talk like this whenever we want. Convenient.~ 
 
    ~Yeah.~ Asterios smiled and focused on both of them. ~Can you two hear each other?~ 
 
    ~Each other?~ Ellie asked with a small frown. 
 
    ~Oh. I can,~ Suanori replied. 
 
    ~Guildmaster?~ 
 
    ~Yes, that’s me.~ 
 
    ~Wow. This is going to make our work so much faster.~ Ellie laughed. ~We won’t have to bother with expensive communication artifacts anymore.~ 
 
    ~Great.~ Asterios slipped himself between the two surprised ladies. ~Would you mind trying to talk to each other without focusing on me or anyone else? Exchange a few words and then get back to me if you could.~ 
 
    ~Sure thing,~ Suanori answered. 
 
    A brief silence fell onto Asterios and the girls as they looked at each other with anticipation. Focusing deeply on his connection with the two distant women, he could tell that they were directing their focus at each other, but without pushing his attention further between that faint link, he couldn’t eavesdrop on their little chat. He knew he could if only he wanted to. But, without specifically looking for anything in his head, he wasn’t bothered by any weird sensations like at any other moment during his daily life. Looking at the trio with him, Asterios could tell that they came to the same conclusion. 
 
    ~We are back,~ Ellie announced and he could feel the guild’s duo focusing on him again. ~Did your test finish as intended?~ 
 
    ~Seems like it if you really talked between the two of you just earlier,~ he responded. 
 
    ~We did,~ Suanori confirmed. ~We quickly discussed a certain commission I forgot to mention to Ellie so that she could ask someone to put it up.~ 
 
    ~That’s good. It looks like we can all comfortably exist and talk to each other without intruding on everyone else.~ Asterios nodded to himself. ~Just in case, Bryn, are you there?~ 
 
    ~Yes, Master,~ the Valkyrie responded immediately. 
 
    ~And both of you can hear her just right?~ he asked. 
 
    ~Yes,~ both women answered unanimously. 
 
    ~Alright. That would be all. Thanks for your cooperation. You may now freely use our connection to converse with others whenever you need or want to,~ Asterios instructed them. ~I guess we’ll do a big introduction with everyone present after I finish adding people here so that you all are aware of who you can contact.~ 
 
    ~I think we do know,~ Ellie mused. ~When I focus, I can feel the others. Including a big group of people. But, they are somewhat harder for me to focus on, besides one person among them. Everyone else feels pretty much alright.~ 
 
    “Those must be the slaves,” Miria said quietly. 
 
    ~That’s good. Thanks for sharing. Even so, it’s only right to at least meet once with everyone above and including the rank of servant present. Mentally, of course,~ he replied. ~I’m not taking any more of your precious work time. Thanks once more and I’ll hear you later.~ 
 
    The women’s presence faded out of his mind and Asterios returned his focus to the material world around him. 
 
    “That’s reassuring, at least.” Tina smiled at him. “We won’t have to listen to our moms discussing embarrassing things about us.” 
 
    He laughed a little. “Yeah.” 
 
    “But, just in case, maybe Grea’s plan isn’t so bad. Let’s just bring my mom into it,” she added. 
 
    “As you wish.” Asterios leaned in to peck her charming, rosy cheek. 
 
    ~They seem to be finishing,~ Umbra reported just a moment later. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Grea said and jumped off the sofa, followed by everyone else. 
 
    They moved out of the chamber and stopped near the entrance to the adjacent one, listening to the sound of closing footsteps coming from the other side. Soon, the double doors opened and revealed a surprised man, Tina’s father. 
 
    “Asti?” Kindra peeked over Thomas’ shoulder as she stood right next to Lady Luna. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” Asterios waved at her. “Are you busy right now? We would like to have a quick chat with you. And with Lady Luna if it’s alright.” 
 
    The two mothers exchanged glances and then looked at Tina’s father, who stared back at them. The Summoner girl’s mother must have caught onto their intention of talking privately and stepped to her husband to place a chaste peck on the man’s lips. 
 
    “Don’t wait for me, dear. You can start preparing the things we discussed and I’ll join you in a moment,” she said lovingly. 
 
    Thomas answered with a gentle nod and continued heading out. Everyone could tell he was fighting with himself not to turn around and curiously gaze at them, though, which looked slightly comedic. 
 
    Kindra ushered them all inside and locked the door. “So, what is this about? I hope you didn’t wait too long. You should have come in right away.” 
 
    “You don’t even know when we arrived here.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “I know you.” She smirked. “Spit it out. What use can these old ladies be to you?” 
 
    “Old?” He stared at her in mock disbelief, causing the girls to chuckle. “Anyway, remember our little presentation in the castle?” 
 
    “How could we forget something like that?” Lady Luna smiled at them gently. 
 
    “Well, there’s more to it,” Tina joined in, capturing their attention. “True Dragons build an entourage of subordinates, mostly to strengthen themselves by leeching off those people’s strength, but that part requires… a somewhat intimate element.” 
 
    “But, they can also connect with others without that element, which allows the linked parties to sense each other’s presence and speak mentally no matter the distance,” Asterios continued after her. 
 
    “And so, Master was wondering if the two of you wouldn’t be willing to become his servants!” Miria grinned excitedly. “Oh, but don’t mind that silly name! It’s just a dumb word the bad True Dragons use! It would be more like partners in Master’s eyes!” 
 
    “Remember our talk about me embracing my true identity when you mentioned my looks during your first visit here?” he asked and Kindra nodded softly. “This is another part of it. Someone much wiser than myself advised me to start making use of this ability and build strong ties with the people I trust. And the people I care about since this will allow me—allow all of us—to feel your presence and well-being.” 
 
    “So, what do you think about this?” Tina flashed the motherly duo an anxious smile. 
 
    “Let me get this straight.” Her mother raised her smooth hand as if to gather all the focus along with it. “You are offering us a chance to become linked to a True Dragon, which will grant us the ability to sense all of you and contact you telepathically, above all others, yes?” 
 
    She stared at her short daughter with a raised brow, who swallowed nervously while nodding faintly. 
 
    “Oh, Asti, do you even have to ask?” Kindra cooed at them and launched herself at Asterios with a gleeful giggle. “Of course, I would love to be connected even more deeply with you!” 
 
    “Don’t you need a moment longer to think about it?” He laughed too, hugging her close. 
 
    “Why? I’m your mother. It’s like a dream come true,” she answered. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why.” Asterios smirked. “I don’t think many Dragons take their mothers as their subordinates. It’s kind of awkward.” 
 
    “Eh, considering what we know about those bastards, I would honestly not be surprised to think they do.” Grea set her fists on her hips and wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Everyone glanced at the demon researcher, but only Ast’s group was familiar with True Dragons enough to catch the real meaning behind her words. And it definitely wasn’t pretty. 
 
    Asterios shook his head to shake off those disturbing thoughts and refocus on the moment. “And you, Lady Luna?” 
 
    Tina’s mother locked her gaze on her daughter and smiled even more brilliantly. “Just as Miss Kindra said, being able to be connected this intimately with one’s child would be like a dream come true for any parent.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much at ease that would put our hearts,” Kindra added while embracing Asterios. “Especially with you guys going away not just to other countries but even entire other worlds.” 
 
    “So, you would be okay with this?” Tina asked and shifted a little as her mom hugged her too. 
 
    “In no world would we not be, sweetie.” Lady Luna stroked her long hair. “Plenty of mothers would sell their own soul to some devil just to gain such an incredible ability.” 
 
    “Well, instead, you can sell your souls to a Dragon.” Grea snickered. 
 
    “Too bad we won’t be allowed to boast about it.” Kindra giggled. 
 
    “You better not.” Asterios squinted at her. “Yet, at least.” 
 
    She flashed him a grin and stepped back, followed by Lady Luna. They stood side by side with warm smiles. 
 
    “No more questions, then?” He glanced at either of them and the mothers shook their heads. 
 
    “Time to get this show started!” Grea rubbed her hands in anticipation. 
 
    But, before they jumped right into the ceremony, Asterios explained a few more details about how to conduct it and what they can expect from the connection. He introduced them to some bits regarding the ranks and history of True Dragons that they had learned previously, mentioning that the duo’s positions might someday change into that of an aide, but he and the girls wanted to first learn more about those things. 
 
    Nothing they said could make the women waver and they were as eager to go through with it as at the very beginning. They followed all the necessary steps and conducted the required ritual, with Kindra starting it off. Tina felt just a tiny bit awkward watching her beloved boyfriend kiss her mother’s forehead during the event and Grea couldn’t stop teasing her about it. Though, the demon lady then reasoned with her that boyfriends kissed their mothers-in-law all the time like this, which coincidentally made the timid Summoner girl even more flustered at her silly mind. 
 
    “This is it?” Kindra asked in wonder after they finished. “It worked, right?” 
 
    “I think I can already feel them,” Lady Luna sighed delightedly. 
 
    “Technically, you should be able to check since every rank receives a mark, but a servant’s one is located over one’s heart, so…” Asterios drawled. 
 
    But, his mother unceremoniously tugged on her collar and peered deep into her cleavage, forcing him to look away, to the amusement of a few sly ladies. 
 
    “Oh! I see it! It’s so pretty!” Kindra giggled. “It’s like a tattoo! We now have matching tattoos, Luna!” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” Tina’s mom replied, though without checking as her daughter leveled her with a glare. 
 
    They spent about fifteen minutes trying things out and discussing other various details related to Asterios and the girls. Nonetheless, the two mothers were thrilled to talk to their children in their heads. It most likely wouldn’t have ended if not for Asterios and the others finally choosing to excuse themselves to continue visiting people on their recruitment list and the group left them to their own machinations, sure that they would be hearing quite often from the excited women soon and often enough. 
 
    Their next stop was at Glimmervale’s castle, where they summoned Yumi to the master bedroom. Tina had returned to the Garden of Sinners and got back to Silvia so just the four of them conducted the interview with their favorite maid. After listening to the introduction, the kind elf girl was happy to become Ast’s servant as it meant that she could serve them even better that way. The girls made sure she knew that it could spell trouble for her employment after the lord would change one day but she countered by saying that many maids left with their lords on quite a common basis. 
 
    They briefly considered going after Radir next but Grea dismissed the idea, saying that one person at the castle was enough for them. It was clear that she didn’t want her father to be part of their connection and no one minded that, obviously. Selene mentioned Camille, but even if Silvia’s personal maid had already come around, Asterios still didn’t completely trust her yet. The maid’s mistress assured him that she was fine with that. 
 
    Thus, they traveled to the old enchanter’s abode and repeated the sales pitch with Endymion. As Grea expected, it wasn’t really necessary as the aged magician was enthralled just with the idea of being friends with a real Dragon, not to mention serving under one. He swore his eternal loyalty and immediately began wondering if he could perhaps make use of Ast’s scales and other aspects to boost his work even further. 
 
    Leaving the old man to his daydreaming, they wandered to the main plaza, where they sat down on a bench to relax a little. They briefly wondered if they should include Miria’s mom too, but the panthergirl blushed hard and told them that she wasn’t yet ready to share her mind with her and everyone respected her decision. Soon, they were back to considering their other options. 
 
    “I think this should be everyone in Glimmervale, for now,” Asterios said as they snacked on some local market cuisine. “Where to next? I thought about Rosewind, but we kind of made all our friends and relatives move out of there with us. Except for Principal Teireshia, perhaps.” 
 
    A dark red portal surfaced in front of them for the second time that day and another woman walked out of it. Silvia threaded her fingers through her mesmerizing scarlet-amber hair with an enchanting wave. 
 
    “Someone trustworthy in the capital would be useful, no?” she asked with a faint smile. 
 
    Asterios dead-panned at her. “You can’t be thinking about turning a king into my servant.” 
 
    “Why not?” Grea grinned at him with a glint in her reddish eyes. “An emperor is above all the kings, no?” 
 
    He groaned at her tease. 
 
    “I think you are focusing on the wrong point,” Selene commented and they all turned to look at the impishly smiling fox lady. “Miss Kindra is part of this connection now.” 
 
    “Oh gods…”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40
The King of Kings 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m even less sure about this now…” Asterios chuckled wryly. 
 
    “Oh, come on, what’s the worst that can happen?” Grea smacked his back lightly a few times. “This has been our goal for a while now, no?” 
 
    He sighed. “I guess, to some extent. But asking a king to come under someone else might still pose a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “Father would have to pass the throne to one of us, or another of his children, somewhere in the future, so he would become our equal at least. If not even a subordinate,” Silvia commented. “And well, just being able to contact Miss Kindra easily is enough of a reason for him to agree right away.” 
 
    “Plus, he would be able to talk with you and all of us too,” Miria added. “I think we should try, Master. The king definitely trusts you, and you did reveal things about yourself to him too.” 
 
    “Right. If Silvia isn’t uncomfortable with it, I don’t think I should argue with you all.” Asterios smiled at the princess softly. 
 
    “I would love for my dad to share this connection with me and the rest of us.” Silvia nodded kindly, responding with the same. 
 
    “Time for another audience, then!” Grea grinned and stood up. “Are you coming with us, Princess?” 
 
    “Tina should be fine on her own for a little while so I think it’s now my turn to bring my parents into our little family.” The princess chuckled delicately. “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
    Without further ado, Asterios transported himself to the royal capital, appearing close to the castle. Miria, Selene, Grea, and Silvia joined him a moment later, stepping out of a crimson gate together. Bryn remained in her realm, returning there after finishing her lesson with Suanori and Ellie. Even though she accompanied Asterios a lot more than in the past, she still had important responsibilities to tend to on her side of the world. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to locate Welrond and Silvia led them to one of the king’s office chambers. After announcing their arrival and getting invited inside, she brought everyone in front of her father. The man welcomed them with a warm smile, moving to hug his dear daughter right away. 
 
    “I must say, I certainly don’t mind you guys visiting more often recently.” Welrond laughed lightly. “I’m still catching myself panicking for a second or two after not finding Silvia in her usual places whenever I’m deep in thought and wander there out of habit.” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad.” Silvia smiled apologetically. “I think I got used to my new situation a little bit faster.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. You had amazing help.” He grinned at Asterios. “So, what brings you to me this time? Can I assist you with anything? Is there significant progress with the Elf Queen’s issue?” 
 
    “Actually, what we came to discuss with you might make it easier for you to get used to this much faster too,” she replied, recapturing his attention in a flash. 
 
    “Oh?” The king raised a curious brow at her. 
 
    Receiving a glance from the man’s daughter, Asterios stepped forward. “While working on the queen’s case, we started slowly building our own… forces. My… mentor… urged me to grow my entourage as a True Dragon, expanding it further than just by accepting mates. I can recruit other kinds of subordinates too, who are willing to support me while receiving some boons in return.” 
 
    “Which isn’t exactly a common thing amongst True Dragons,” Grea joined in with an enticing smirk. “They usually care not for the opinion of their potential subordinates. Not to mention any benefits other than those they themselves receive. So, it’s quite an incredible deal, to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    “What you are asking… Is for me to become your underling… Is that right?” The king mused, stroking his chin while faintly squinting his eye at Asterios. 
 
    “I’m well aware of how it sounds and looks. I wasn’t really sure if I should bring it up either.” Asterios raised his hands placatingly. “But, Silvia insisted on at least asking.” 
 
    The king’s eyes moved to the princess. 
 
    “You do owe him, Father. A lot if we consider what Asterios did not just for the kingdom but also for me personally,” she said with a calm, soft tone. “I know you keep looking for ways to repay his kindness and this could be a good way to achieve that. Additionally, you would form a strong connection with a True Dragon. It’s not like it would be a one-sided contract like the ones Grea mentioned.” 
 
    “I understand where you are coming from, Daughter.” The man nodded firmly. “But you should be aware that I have to consider the appearances here, as well as my position, all the subjects that are under my rule, and—” 
 
    “Miss Kindra also has to be mindful of her position and yet she didn’t really seem to have a problem with working it out right away,” Silvia interrupted him, pondering out loud. 
 
    “—it would definitely do all of that more than good if I managed to secure the support of such a legendary creature for our kingdom,” Welrond continued his sentence seemingly without skipping a breath, though they could easily notice the faint signs of his hasty adjustment, barely containing their smirks and chuckles. “What kind of benefits are we talking about specifically?” 
 
    Silvia shot Asterios a satisfied smile and he shook his head at her, meeting the king’s gaze. “The main one would be something akin to telepathy with everyone involved in this connection. Additionally, sensing each other’s presence, as well as some other, more personal boons, possibly. In the future, maybe even the ability to travel through spatial breaches I should be able to create in the very fabric of the universe.” 
 
    The king appeared to be deep in thought, considering his words in all seriousness, but it was more than obvious that he was just stalling to keep the appearances he’d mentioned earlier. The excited and eager glint in the man’s eyes betrayed his hopes and intentions completely. 
 
    “And what do you think I should do, Daughter? As the potential, upcoming queen?” He glanced at Silvia. 
 
    “Just as I said, this is a one-of-a-kind opportunity. Remember our fiery ancestor? This could bring a new beginning for our nation, an unforeseen evolution. One day we might even be able to boast of being descendants and followers of the strongest True Dragon in the universe,” she replied confidently. “And on that topic, perhaps we should consider submitting to Asterios as a community?” 
 
    “Oh! Like the Lizardkin?” Miria gasped in surprise. “With your father as the representative and the people as the… lesser subjects?” 
 
    She barely withheld her excitement enough to catch herself before calling the king’s subjects slaves. It certainly wouldn’t have been the most proper term to use in front of a monarch during such a discussion. 
 
    Asterios chuckled wryly. “That feels like a step or two too far. We didn’t come here to take over the kingdom and its people.” 
 
    “Then, rather than include the entire population, we could just include a smaller, chosen group in the direct link,” Selene suggested thoughtfully. 
 
    “The Royal Division.” Silvia clasped her hands together. “They would be perfect as your cavalry. Our goal is to grow your forces, so this feels fitting. If I’m to become a queen one day, they would be under my orders anyway.” 
 
    “I still think it’s a little bit too much. At least right from the start.” Asterios placed a hand on her shoulder. “And it would need a big ceremony. Let’s maybe start with just your father if he is willing and then see how it goes. From what I’ve learned from my mentor, it should still be possible to alter things that way afterward.” 
 
    “I agree with Silvia, Master,” Miria chimed in, pushing herself into his side with a bashful smile. “You could recruit followers from many places that way. Zoe could be your commander of her own squad of hunters from our village. Perhaps Suanori could bring some adventurers into hers.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting, but don’t forget that we would most likely need to reveal quite a bit about me to those people if it was to work. All that blood-letting ceremony and so on. We should focus on trusted individuals, those who are sure to keep a secret and be faithful to the cause,” he replied, scratching under her adorable chin. 
 
    “The Royal Division is very loyal, but I can understand your worry,” Silvia added. “We can always consider it later just as you mentioned. Then, Father, what are you going to do?” 
 
    The king sighed heavily. Perhaps a bit too heavily for it to be a natural reaction. 
 
    “Your words do seem to hold wisdom in them, Daughter. The monarch has their aides exactly for moments like this, and I trust your observations and opinions most likely the most out of all my advisors. Let us make some history, then.” He smirked at her softly. 
 
    “Good choice, Dad.” She nodded with a warm smile. 
 
    Then, they spent a longer moment discussing the details and explaining the process to Welrond. Already on the topic, they talked about the wider version of subservience that Silvia had mentioned, discussing the village of the Dragonkin Lizardkin and how everything worked for them. 
 
    Next, the king went through the proper steps to form a connection with Asterios and received the rank of servant. It didn’t seem to bother him too much after learning all the names of the existing ranks and how they actually worked outside of their somewhat disrespectful terminology. Asterios wondered if there would be any issues due to their bloodlines, but everything finished without a problem. 
 
    “So… How do I contact someone?” Welrond asked after throwing his arm over Ast’s shoulder and dragging him away to the side. 
 
    Asterios held back his smirk. “Just get a feel of the links between everyone. It should be a piece of cake for someone as experienced as you. You can test things out with Silvia or any of us.” 
 
    The man nodded and turned them back to everyone. “I assume I wasn’t your last stop on this journey to gather supporters. What are your next targets? Grotger? Zegion? Did you already capture the queen?” 
 
    “That’s actually a great idea, Dad.” Silvia crossed her arms. “We planned to invite Asterios’ close friends and associates, but having the most important people from each region on our side could be meaningful. Though, while Patriarch Grotger might be inclined to agree, I’m not so sure about the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “We could ask the queen after healing her precious friend. I don’t think she would reject us if we succeeded,” Selene suggested. 
 
    “I thought Imadil and Cynthia would be enough, but we’ll see,” Asterios said. “I guess it’s worth a try with the other rulers now that we’ve already taken a step into these circles.” 
 
    “It would be useful to be able to reach them instantly without any worries about being eavesdropped on.” Welrond scratched his short stubble. “I like this idea more and more.” 
 
    “And so, the legend of the Dragon Emperor begins.” Grea grinned teasingly, making the girls chuckle. 
 
    Silvia decided to stay with her father for a while before returning to Tina with Umbra’s help so Asterios and the other girls moved to Dagger’s End without their princess friend. The dwarf town looked just like they remembered it. There seemed to be no clear issues this time and they hoped that their visit would be a bit less eventful than the last time. 
 
    After introducing themselves to the sentries stationed in front of the massive fortress, they were let inside and guided to the already familiar strategy chamber. Their escort guard announced their arrival and they entered the room with the round table currently surrounded by the patriarch and his aides. The short, bearded man broke into a wide smile and waddled up to them right after noticing the guests. 
 
    “Well, well, well! Asterios and the crew! It’s been a while!” Grotger shook Ast’s hand and respectfully kissed the ladies on the back of their palms. “Don’t worry, you aren’t interrupting anything too important. I hope you bring better news than the last time?” 
 
    Asterios nodded. “It depends on how you perceive it, but I think it’s great news, and an even better offer.” 
 
    “Good, good! Come closer! Let’s not talk in the open when there are pleasant beverages waiting for us at the table!” The little man urged them forward. “What’s the offer?” 
 
    “We might want to discuss this alone. At first, at least,” he replied. 
 
    “We are not leaving!” One of the other men frowned. 
 
    “You might have helped with one operation but that doesn’t make you trustworthy of being alone with the patriarch!” Another one stood straighter, trying to gain a bit of height, perhaps. 
 
    “Asterios is a trusted agent of King Welrond and has already proven his allegiances,” Grotger answered his consultants’ complaints firmly. 
 
    “You should not take unnecessary risks, Patriarch! Don’t forget that he possesses brainwashing powers!” The third aide smacked himself in the side of the head with his fist a few times. 
 
    “Right so! You promised to be more vigilant after the poison cult incident! Nothing says that his involvement wasn’t a meticulously planned ploy to gain our trust from the inside!” The first one gesticulated vividly. 
 
    The patriarch groaned tiredly. “This is an order. Leave us. He already said that he might share the topic further at a later date, so let’s not make him retract those words. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “No can do, Patriarch!” All the present advisors boomed together, not backing down even a bit. 
 
    Grotger rubbed his forehead in annoyance. It looked like his aides had become quite adamant and distrustful after the situation with an enemy hiding right under their noses. 
 
    Asterios cleared his throat, capturing everyone’s attention. “May I?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” The patriarch waved at him. “Nothing can convince those bastards after they double down on shit.” 
 
    It was pretty clear, but Asterios had a different idea. Thankfully, the men’s eyes were all on him so he fulfilled all the necessary conditions. 
 
    Drawing on his scorching hot energy, he poured it into his eyes and words. “Leave.” 
 
    A slight wave of spiritual pressure washed off him like a barely noticeable gust of warmth. His draconic eyes reflected in the gazes of the aides as they shuddered lightly and began marching out of the chamber with stiff motions. Grotger stared at them with his mouth agape until the last person left the room and the heavy doors closed. He shivered too after looking up at Ast’s face. 
 
    “Brainwashing?” he asked confusedly. 
 
    “Not exactly.” Asterios chuckled. “I did not change their minds. I forced them to follow my orders, took control of their bodies. This is part of the topic I wanted to discuss with you. You see, I’m a True Dragon.” 
 
    “Bollocks!” The patriarch snorted but his already grayish face paled even more. 
 
    “Is it?” Asterios smirked, peering down at him with his fierce pupils. 
 
    “And what would… A True Dragon want from me… Assuming I believe you…” Grotger stammered anxiously. 
 
    Asterios and the girls presented their suggestion to him once more, bringing up some more information on Asterios and their motivations to reassure the patriarch that they held no bad intentions towards him and any other dwarves. The more he listened to their tales, the more comfortable the man got with their presence. 
 
    The moment they brought up King Welrond, he pretty much agreed instantly, a huge, almost manic grin stretching his face. The man’s thoughts and motivations were obvious. In front of a chance to fuck with the human ruler on a possibly daily basis, everything else lost any importance. Asterios and the girls knew very well what kind of relationship the two leaders shared. 
 
    Grotger didn’t really have a trusted, elite force so they settled on taking just him in as a servant. His role was more of an informant and a contact, first and foremost. As Welrond had stated, being connected to Asterios and the others would be beneficial for the patriarch and everyone else. Trade talks and other negotiations would get much easier. 
 
    Though, Silvia’s father might possibly curse himself for his hasty suggestion quite soon. It didn’t feel like he would have too much peace in pursuing Ast’s mother with the dwarf patriarch using every opportunity to mentally nag him all the time. And they were sure the short man planned to do exactly that. 
 
    After everything was finished, no one stayed behind and they moved to the Demon Continent together. Asterios had no expectations walking into Zegion’s castle. The Demon King didn’t feel like someone who would bow down to anyone or even actually care about anything else than fighting. And perhaps a different, similarly tiring activity. 
 
    When the four of them found the man in his throne chamber, he was without his close aides this time. Zegion was sprawled all over his impressive chair, wearing the same martial arts uniform as during their first meeting, with its top hanging down from his belt as usual. 
 
    “Welcome, Dragon.” He grinned at Asterios eagerly. “Did you come for a rematch? I’m curious how much more durable this throne is in comparison to the previous one.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea without your bodyguards present.” Asterios smirked back at him. 
 
    “Oh. Someone’s grown cocky. Is this your inner Dragon speaking?” The man’s smile widened even further. “What brings you here then? Missed me, handsome?” 
 
    Miria let out a possessive growl as she squinted at the rosy demon and Asterios decided to indulge her a little bit by proving her point. His arm wound around her waist with almost equal possessiveness, bringing her body into his as his fingers stroked her belly. He could feel her surprise, but also happiness and appreciation at displaying their bond. 
 
    “I have plenty of mesmerizing mates to help me deal with loneliness, so no, that is not the reason behind our visit.” He placed a chaste kiss on Miria’s cheek. “We bring an offer, a deal of sorts. One that a few rulers have already found worthy enough to accept.” 
 
    Zegion fixed his position on the throne a little, though his sly expression didn’t change in the slightest. 
 
    “And what makes you think that you can convince me to follow in the footsteps of those insignificant weaklings?” he taunted. 
 
    Miria left Ast’s side and took a few steps back with the other girls as Asterios started slowly but purposefully walking forward. Crimson-onyx mist swirled around his form and began expanding rapidly. After a moment, a massive figure towered over the raised platform with the king’s throne and a giant snout of a ferocious red True Dragon hung inches away from Zegion’s face. 
 
    “Because it’s a better option than ending up as a chewing toy for these little bad boys,” Asterios growled fiercely, showcasing his scary-looking fangs. 
 
    Zegion’s eyes widened to the brim with awe as he stared at the ominous draconic entity in front of him before he laughed heartily. 
 
    “Yes! Hahahaha! Great! Perfect! Incredible!” he shouted excitedly. “You are finally catching on, Dragon!” 
 
    Asterios snorted, puffing a tiny cloud of black fumes alongside hot air at the demon ruler. He withdrew his jaws from the man’s face but remained transformed for now. 
 
    “I’ll accept your offer gladly,” the man spoke enthusiastically. “Under one condition.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard what it's about.” Asterios shook his draconic head. “Sure. And that is?” 
 
    “Fight me!” Zegion boomed, spreading his arms. 
 
    Asterios rolled his eyes. He should have expected that. 
 
    But, he decided to humor the king and accepted his request. They called for Bryn just in case so that she could aid Selene in protecting the audience chamber from ending up in pieces of rubble and dust. 
 
    Since Zegion’s aides were absent, they couldn’t really go all out or Asterios risked wounding the king gravely by accident, but their bout still shook the entire place to its foundations. Naturally, the new throne and the platform ended up obliterated into nothingness, along with a few supporting pillars. It was actually a disadvantage for Asterios to move around in the audience chamber full of thick columns obstructing his path. Thankfully, most of them remained just slightly damaged and the ceiling didn’t come crashing on their heads. 
 
    But, obviously, the Demon King’s aides and subordinates were not happy about the newly renovated throne chamber being reduced to a pulverized battleground. They scolded their ruler heavily, and some directed their complaints at Asterios too for not stopping him. No one suffered any critical injuries in the end and Bryn healed them up to the peak of their condition. 
 
    As he promised, Zegion accepted Ast’s offer after listening to their brief explanation. He was the most excited about the prospect of joining Asterios during his fights with strong and previously undiscovered opponents. The man urged him to develop his spatial technique as soon as possible so he could have a grasp on it before something exciting happened and Zegion would miss it. 
 
    Since it was already getting late after they were done in the Demon Continent, they returned to the Garden of Sinners to take a rest with Tina and Silvia before hitting the bed together. The major players had been recruited, and now they had to pick up a few minor figures the next day or two. That should give their elf friends enough time to ponder over their new weapons and gear. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41
Allies From All Around the Universe 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After waking up and lazing in bed for a few minutes, just enjoying each other’s comfortable company, Asterios and the girls jumped into a quick bath, followed by a light breakfast. At least as light as it could be while they were under Queen Civienne’s care. She didn’t join them personally, but her servants made sure that her important guests lacked nothing.  
 
    They felt a little bad leaving the table set with mountains of delicious-looking food, but it was impossible to reduce as the dutiful maids and butlers kept piling up more and more delicacies whenever something disappeared. 
 
    Bidding a sweet farewell to Asterios and the others, Tina and Silvia parted with the group, heading to fulfill their roles in the elf court. They would either accompany the queen or the investigation team together, or they would go separate ways to take care of other tasks all around the beautiful castle and the entire settlement. 
 
    During that time, Ast’s objective remained the same as the previous day. They had finished visiting the rulers they were in touch with and could focus on their other friends and allies. Before departing, Asterios brought Miria, Selene, and Grea to a cozy tavern, where they made a list of people they wanted to meet and try to recruit. 
 
    At first, it ended up quite long and extensive as everyone chimed in with their suggestions, including the girls absent from their brief meeting, who pitched their ideas mentally. But, after much discussion, Asterios managed to convince them to reduce it to a more modest record. Perhaps one day their forces would include all the girls’ friends and companions, but right now he wanted to keep things as manageable as possible. 
 
    Therefore, they revisited their past adventures and encounters, picking the most suitable candidates amongst those they trusted explicitly. The list began with Principal Teireshia, who was Grea’s suggestion. Tina supported that candidature, of course. They could use someone knowledgeable and respected in Rosewind. 
 
    That would more or less complete the locations they had been to in Ast’s realm, but he decided to add Svertaniel before they moved off-world. The demon man’s loyalty was definitely unshakable. He had helped them a lot during their travels and various events. No one objected, knowing well that he would do anything for a chance to form a connection with Umbra. 
 
    Then, from Miria’s and Selene’s world, they accepted the fox lady’s request to include Lerisse and Ronye, the two Spiritual Foxes from her hometown. They already had Zoe in Miria’s village and could use someone at Selene’s place. The matriarch would technically be enough, but Asterios knew how much Selene cared for her younger friend’s development, and he didn’t reject the offer to take them both under his wings. 
 
    As they were discussing Bryn’s world, the candidate for their ally was obvious to everyone. Their Valkyrie friend sent them lots of appreciation at their unanimous vote for Atra, the quirky, winged scholar woman from Brage. Bryn understood that they didn’t really trust any other council members from the other ARKs after their experiences and she agreed with their evaluation.  
 
    Finally, the list closed with Imadil and Cynthia, who had already made multiple vows and promises to keep their secrets and aid them. To not disturb the master artificers during their research and craft, they would be approached at the very end. While the elf duo seemed glad to be working with them, Asterios wasn’t completely sure if they would be interested in tying themselves down to him after attempting to cut their ties with the queen. 
 
    Having a clear schedule ahead, they wrapped up their strategy meeting and moved out. Since they had ended on the Demon Continent the previous day, they decided to return there and begin with finding Svertaniel. 
 
    They didn’t have to look for the demon man for too long. Right after they popped up in the middle of the demon capital, Umbra located their friend in one of the local Adventurer’s Guilds. It looked like he hadn’t moved somewhere far away, thankfully. There was always a chance he had even changed continents in the meanwhile. 
 
    The guild was kind of crowded, but Svertaniel still managed to find a lone spot in the far corner of the main hall. He looked as mysterious and unapproachable as always. At least whenever he wasn’t around Asterios and his party. His demeanor tended to swiftly change at that time. 
 
    He most likely hadn’t expected anyone to approach him, not to mention tap him on the shoulder, so the demon man turned at the nosy person with a deep frown. It took less than a second for him to recognize his old traveling companions and switch into a wide, welcoming smile, inviting the group to join him. 
 
    The conversation focused on their respective adventures after their separation as they recapped their own experiences. When things began to move onto a bit more delicate topics, Asterios surrounded them with the Alcove of Serenity and spoke freely of what they had discovered about him in Bryn’s realm and further on. Svertaniel’s attention focused greatly on the mysterious woman they had met during the summoning incident as he was fascinated by the fact that even Umbra couldn’t get a read on her. 
 
    When they finally breached the main reason behind their visit, he was a tiny bit skeptical about the prospect, but as they had expected, did a fully one-eighty the moment it was revealed that the respected Lord of Darkness shared a similar connection with Asterios, which would technically allow the two to communicate as colleagues. 
 
    Realizing that the demon man would most likely bother Umbra as much if not even more than Welrond would awkwardly nag Kindra, Asterios asked his shadowy familiar if it was truly alright with him before they moved on to the ritual. And, naturally, they also moved to a more private space to seal the deal. 
 
    Afterwards, Svertaniel was in too much joy and euphoria to continue any further talks so they left their demon friend to celebrate the day he had become closer to his idol. Not wasting any precious time, Asterios and the girls jumped to Rosewind, immediately getting hit by a wave of nostalgia. All four of them held plenty of memories in Ast’s hometown. If they included Tina, it would be the place where their fates intertwined together and brought them where they currently were in their lives. 
 
    So, the blue-haired girl quickly joined them as they strolled through the streets. A new semester at the academy was already in full swing and the rush accompanying it was clearly visible. Only during breaks the number of dashing and flying beasts lowered at the well-known hub of Summoners. Though, there were things that had definitely changed since their last visit. 
 
    For one, at least two respected families had moved out of Rosewind, and their mansions either stood empty or had already changed hands. Tina sighed wistfully at the signs of other people residing in her old home, but she reassured Asterios and the others that she was more than happy to have her relatives by her side in Glimmervale. 
 
    Finishing their trip down memory lane in front of Ast’s old house, they headed for the academy, eager to see how their old school was doing. The first change they noticed was present right at the gates leading onto the institution’s premises. The sentries guarding the entrance were much stricter and more serious, checking even plenty of students as they passed through, stopping Asterios and his party. 
 
    Ast’s group expected to struggle to get in, but the men recognized Tina as the academy’s ace from some kind of a VIP list and let them through, sending a message about their arrival to the principal. That scene caught a few curious stares from the passersby, and some might have potentially caught onto their identities in that short moment, starting to whisper excitedly between themselves. 
 
    To avoid disrupting the classes and other activities, Asterios and the girls didn’t wander around too much and slowly walked to the principal’s office. They realized that the atmosphere on the campus and between the students was somewhat different from what they could remember. In a good way, thankfully. 
 
    Grea barged into Madam Teireshia’s chamber without a hint of hesitation and greeted the older human woman with a loud, excited voice. The principal was delighted to see them all again and to learn that they were doing good on their own outside the school. Asterios and Tina remembered rather well just how supportive and caring their old mentor was and felt warm seeing the woman so happy about their visit. 
 
    Their demon friend dominated the conversation from the get-go. No one from the rest of the group dared to interrupt Grea as she sang praises and tales of Ast’s and Tina’s achievements. Since they were going to try and recruit Madam Teireshia later, she didn’t have to keep herself in line and could openly share the most exciting parts with her old boss and coworker. 
 
    No surprise, the principal was flabbergasted at the news of Ast’s origins and lineage. Things finally started clicking into place as every secret they had kept to themselves was properly explained. To show their sincerity and some proof, they showcased the summoning gates as well as parts of Ast’s draconic features and powers, finishing with their offer. 
 
    That was a little bit too much for the older lady to handle at once and they briefly switched the topic to the academy itself so that the principal could catch a breather from all the unbelievable reveals. Things were looking good for Ast’s and Tina’s favorite teaching institution. The princess’ involvement had brought lots of great changes as the Council was no longer in a position to abuse its power, not to mention the fact that almost its entirety had been replaced. 
 
    The curriculum and the way everyone’s efforts and results were evaluated had been altered to some extent too. The latter was still the most important, of course, but the staff paid more attention to the students so that no one felt oppressed due to their inability in one or more aspects. In the end, no one could really predict if they were just late bloomers or really didn’t have much talent for Summoning Magic. At least, the more scholarly types weren’t shunned as much as before. 
 
    Making use of their presence, Principal Teireshia invited Asterios and Tina to host a small meeting with the freshly admitted students. They were truly anxious about such a prospect, but Grea didn’t let them decline, supported by Miria’s pure excitement and bursting pride. Thus, they conducted a brief introductory lesson together while also answering a flood of questions from the overeager newcomers, with many clearly arriving at the academy due to their performance during the last graduation ceremony. 
 
    Finished, they were exhausted, but also felt satisfied. Tina especially. She wouldn’t have thought that it could be so much fun. Grea teased her about becoming a professor just as the principal had mentioned in the past, making the shy Summoner girl blush heavily. 
 
    Afterward, they returned to the quiet office and finalized things. Madam Teireshia gladly accepted the given position and offered to share as much knowledge from her own experience and the academy’s archives as she could muster. Naturally, in return, she was allowed to research and experiment with the information Asterios brought in, save for some specific draconic details, of course. Grea was ecstatic about the prospect of elevating Summoning Magic even further and it was clear that the two women would be chatting quite often about it. 
 
    Escaping the academy before the news about their visit spread way too much, Asterios, Miria, Selene, and Grea switched worlds while sending Tina back to the Garden of Sinners with a loving kiss from her beloved. Arriving at Selene’s mansion, they decided to dress up for the occasion and jumped into the traditional local clothes. Asterios appreciated their oriental design as much as the girls themselves, matching Selene’s sleek and sexy outfit. 
 
    Then, the fox lady turned into a literal fox and they climbed on her fluffy back. Selene unhurriedly trotted through the air without a hint of a struggle. People pointed at her from below with smiles, recognizing their priestess-turned-goddess in mere moments. Asterios was glad she was getting the recognition she deserved after so many long years of suffering. He lovingly played with Selene’s long, vulpine ear as they soared toward the main temple. 
 
    The mischievous vixen didn’t play any tricks on the priests and scholars and obediently headed for the shelf behind the matriarch’s office. It turned out that Lerisse was having a meditative meeting with the younger Foxkin and her arrival still spooked them out as the giant white fox landed right outside. 
 
    Asterios apologized for disrupting their focus as Selene returned to her humanoid form with a smirk. While she and the girls sat down with Lerisse to talk about their sudden visit, he took a seat by Ronye’s side, curious about how the silver-haired young lady was doing with the little hints and guidance of his notes and research. 
 
    Ronye was a tad timid and nervous at first, as she had often been around him recently, but they quickly dove into their own little world of spiritual knowledge and exercises, both growing excited to talk to each other. It brought smiles to Selene’s and Lerisse’s faces as the duo discussed other, also quite important matters amongst themselves. 
 
    The moment Ast’s vulpine mate laid out all the details in front of her old friend, his and Ronye’s little chat was finally interrupted. The matriarch could hardly believe the offer being extended not only to her but also to her current pupil. Thus, everyone came to sit together for the upcoming conversation, focusing on the same topic this time. 
 
    After learning about the benefits of accepting Asterios as their master, both fox girls seemed to be thrilled about the opportunity. They felt like it was a great chance to grow even stronger, just like Selene had by his side. Perhaps to a slightly different extent, considering the nature of their bonds, but the possibility was still there. The Lizardkin slaves had partially evolved and grown stronger under their first master’s rule. 
 
    Therefore, the help from the two vulpine ladies was quickly secured. Furthermore, Lerisse promised to think about gathering the most talented Spiritual Foxes she knew of with the goal of creating a group that could be under Ast’s orders whenever he would need them, and which she could actually bring to his side in the future. Ronye volunteered immediately, surprising everyone with the eagerness and excitement in her raised voice, which brought a heavy blush onto her adorable face a second after. 
 
    Though, the fact that the matriarch began listing names largely sounding all-female did raise some suspicion in Ast’s mind. 
 
    He decided to shove that issue for a later date and they proceeded with the ritual. Almost immediately after they were done, he could sense a faint buzzing in his head and noticed that the two fox ladies were already on it with their usual banter, taking it to a private, mental connection this time. He had a feeling that this too would be a common occurrence and realized just how much activity the back of his mind was going to be subjected to going forward. He wondered if the other True Dragons experienced it like that or if their bonds were largely silent due to the obvious oppression the other side was subjected to. 
 
    Nevertheless, he assisted Ronye in testing out her new ability while Selene and Lerisse tussled amongst themselves and they soon prepared to depart, leaving the two Foxkin ladies to return to their previous activities. Their next destination was in Bryn’s world and the Valkyrie welcomed them in the central fortress, where she was reading through some reports and documents. 
 
    Naturally, she received a hand from each of them before being transported to Brage so as not to skip on her duties and obligations. Then, Asterios moved to the other ARK and they joined him right away. Judging by the mid-day hour, Bryn assumed that Atra would most likely be at the library they had first met her at and led them to the archives. 
 
    But, no matter how hard they looked, they couldn’t find the petite Valkyrie anywhere in the building. Asking the staff about her, they finally learned that Atra hadn’t visited it in quite a while, which puzzled them a little bit, especially Bryn. They weren’t sure what to do until Grea suggested checking the Descending Spire rather than the entire ARK. It was a decent idea so they switched places immediately. 
 
    And, her guess proved to be correct as the first person they approached inside the Spire confirmed that Atra was in fact hanging around various floors. They were advised to check the ones containing libraries and archives. From what they learned, those were the levels where the elevators had blocked their path with a barrier during their last visit, which seemed logical. The various levels of knowledge were hidden behind various segments of the Spire. The lower you went, the more sensitive the information must be, or something like that. 
 
    Using the token Asterios had received from Supervisor Sidr, they reached the bottommost archive and hunted for their winged friend. Miria sniffed the Valkyrie out first and the short woman jumped in fright as a group of four suddenly stepped out of crimson gates, followed by a figure materializing in a deep shadow. Recognizing her ambushers, she threw herself at her taller, better-endowed friend with a wide smile, greeting everyone happily. 
 
    They then moved to a more comfortable part of the archive and caught up a little bit on each other’s journeys and experiences. Bryn had naturally been more or less up to date with the reports from the Spire and the ARK floating above it, but Atra shared some of her own findings she had dug out of the ancient libraries. Sometime after their departure after the liberation, she had accepted the position of record keeper and inspector. She had already shared lots of interesting facts and tales with the supervisors and her people. 
 
    But, as excited as she was to tell them all about those, it couldn’t match the level of fire in her small frame at the mention of joining Ast’s forces. Her sudden burst of euphoric energy could rival if not beat Miria’s as the petite Valkyrie celebrated the opportunity. In her craze, she even lunged at Asterios and drowned him in kisses, some more than just thankful and appreciative. Only Bryn’s firm cough brought the realization onto the heated Atra and the tiny researcher backed off as red as never before. 
 
    No surprise, they went through the ritual right away and showed Bryn’s friend the ropes of mental communication and the other boons. It was only after she fully calmed down that they discussed some more details about their current plans and recruitment spree. Atra almost lost herself in her vision of Asterios leading an entire army of valkyrjas through the realms to serve as his personal strike force. 
 
    Or, perhaps if they ever elected the next Sky Queen, and had the person be one of Ast’s subordinates, they could bind their entire race to him like to their ancient gods and be brought to a new world through the spatial ability of his that the girls had mentioned. 
 
    It was something close to unimaginable for Asterios so he dismissed that dream for now. He could feel the hope and yearning coming from Bryn, though. While Atra’s vision unnerved his current self at the moment, he promised himself to revisit it in the future. Standing atop a full village of subordinates was already way too much for him, not to mention an entire race. 
 
    The effort it took for him and the other girls to knock the idea of a Dragon Emperor God from Grea’s head was truly immense and they feared they would have to knock her out cold to make the crazy woman stop insisting on him embracing his destiny. Thankfully, sealing her too-active mouth with his and assaulting her tail and horn proved to be enough to pacify their wild friend. Though, as a result, she became painfully turned on. 
 
    After dealing with Grea’s needs with a hand or two as they were ignited partially as his fault, letting the petite Valkyrie scholar watch as a punishment for the naughty demon lady—or reward, judging by the manic grin taking over Grea’s lips for the entirety of the process—they left the archive before the crimson-skinned woman managed to fully recover and cause another situation. With their list almost fully completed now, they returned to the Garden of Sinners. Taking a brief rest and fixing their disheveled appearances, they headed for the forge of their elf friends, wanting to close the entire thing before going to sleep. 
 
    Imadil and Cynthia were still experimenting with the ores and their designs, not wanting to reveal any bits of the latter to Asterios and the girls, for obvious reasons, so their discussion was pretty short. They didn’t want to interrupt the elves for too long so they got straight to the point. The duo actually welcomed the idea of working for a True Dragon and they became Ast’s servants without a shred of hesitation. He promised to supply them with all the materials his draconic body could provide, and whatever mystical information he could gather during his journeys, like the mystery of the tin ore and his blood. 
 
    Thus, after testing their new connection, they bid farewell to the elves and returned to their accommodations for the night. They couldn’t fall asleep for a few hours, chatting about the potential creations of the Spellsongs that they would receive soon. Everyone was excited, without an exception. 
 
    But, exhaustion finally caught up to them and they fell asleep to dream about magical artifacts capable of destroying entire worlds at their hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42
The Fated Armaments 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days passed since Imadil and Cynthia joined Ast’s side. Nothing much happened during that time and they just continued to hang around the Garden of Sinners while trying their best to aid the queen and her investigation team in gaining more information on the moles amongst their ranks and the evil cult’s plans in general. The elves were still working on their masterpieces and things were generally moving slowly. 
 
    Asterios was having tea with Fievedem, discussing her side of Summoning Magic that was taught in elven academies and other institutions—as they’d come to often do during their free time—when a man in a sentry uniform approached their table. They paused their chat and turned to him. 
 
    “My sincerest apologies for the interruption, Lord Asterios, Lady Fievedem. I bring a message from the queen.” He made a polite bow. “She would appreciate your presence whenever the two of you have a moment.” 
 
    Fievedem nodded at the man respectfully. “Thank you. You may inform Her Majesty that we will arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Very much so,” Asterios confirmed as she glanced his way. 
 
    The guard bowed once more and departed with a quick step. Fievedem faced Asterios once more. 
 
    “It looks like this is where our little debate ends for today. It was a very interesting discourse,” she said with a soft smile. 
 
    “I agree. The little differences amongst all the similarities are so intriguing and fascinating. Hopefully, we’ll get a chance to review them more after our current issues are finally solved for good,” he replied with the same. 
 
    “Let us go, then. The sentry should have gotten enough time to gain a comfortable lead on us.” 
 
    They stood up from the table, gathered all their notes and documents, and headed back to the snowy keep. One by one, the girls joined them, stepping out of the crimson gates. Miria first, then Selene, Grea, and finally Bryn. If they weren’t wrong, Tina and Silvia were already waiting for them by the queen’s side. 
 
    Soon, they were intercepted by the palace guards and guided to one of the private meeting chambers, deep in the beautiful, winding, wooden castle. They guessed correctly, and the two noble ladies sat in front of Civienne, who had the magical mirror by her side, currently empty, reflecting their figures on its surface as it was directed toward them. The duo smiled gently after locking gazes with Asterios through the silvery window. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” He nodded respectfully as the other girls curtsied and they all settled down on the sofa. “What is the reason behind this summons? Is there some new development in our investigation?” 
 
    After the door closed and multiple formations lit up to secure the chamber, Althea’s sitting figure appeared in the rippling mirror. The queen let out a tired sigh while shaking her head. 
 
    “It’s just meant as a general report on our progress. Which is… not great, if I were to be honest,” Civienne began. “While the research team focusing on the chaotic mix of poisons seems to be moving forward step by step, our efforts in discovering more about the creators of those vile substances is starting to stagnate.” 
 
    “Thankfully, with the help of your winged mate, my condition isn’t worsening any further. Her continuous magical support allows me to be a test subject for the antidotes our people constantly do their best to come up with,” Althea joined in with a grateful nod toward Asterios. 
 
    “I can’t help but feel like she wouldn’t have to go through all of that if only we located one of the major facilities belonging to the cult and secured their records or samples,” the queen added. “Yet that feels like such a distant, almost unreachable goal. I’m grateful for your assistance in its pursuit, though.” 
 
    “I thought we were doing quite alright,” Tina chimed in. “We identified plenty of moles and traitors, constantly monitoring them.” 
 
    “That is correct, but also pretty much all.” Civienne rubbed her forehead. “It’s possible that we have even caught all of them already, but the problem lies elsewhere. Their movements don’t reveal a lot to us, besides the identities of other people involved in this nefarious plot. There are some orders and messages we have intercepted, but nothing led us to any possible locations yet. Somehow, they keep getting instructions without leaving the capital, spending most of their time in the palace as they normally should if they weren’t double agents.” 
 
    “There’s nothing that can be further done about them?” Miria asked, tilting her head cutely. “If we know who the bad guys are, can’t Umbra just read their minds?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that this could potentially risk exposing our operation, judging by what I know about that familiar’s abilities,” the queen replied. 
 
    “That is true,” Asterios agreed. “Umbra has been observing them in turns, but to complete a full mind scan, he would need to become quite invasive. You remember what happens to the brains of those who are subjected to his deep memory reading, right? Going light and slow might get him noticed.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. They become useless.” Miria’s ears flopped down onto her hair. 
 
    “And anything happening to those individuals could signal the cult that something is wrong,” Silvia added. “We are in a tough spot. But we might be running out of options. And who knows how much time we still have until the next step in their grand plan.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me.” Civienne sighed once more. “We will have to come up with a new approach. In the meanwhile, you should visit the Spellsongs. A word has reached me that they finished your artifacts. You might want to get yourselves used to them before something big takes place so that we can use every benefit to our advantage.” 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Grea threw her fist into the air. “I can finally reunite with my baby! I was starting to get withdrawals!” 
 
    “Don’t lie. My Lord was expending a lot of effort to keep your mind off that weapon.” Selene chuckled impishly. “You didn’t seem that concerned at that time.” 
 
    Asterios smiled wryly. “We’ll pay them a visit right away, then. I’m extremely curious about what they had come up with too.” 
 
    “Would you mind me accompanying you? It’s been a long time since I’ve last seen their unparalleled creations come to life,” the queen asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest. It will be our pleasure.” He bowed his head. 
 
    “Let us meet in front of their forge in twenty minutes, then. I’ll have to prepare.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and Ast’s group bid farewell to their Dragon friend, leaving the chamber. They unhurriedly wandered through the city and descended to the undergrowth. Taking a slow stroll through the earthen streets, they timed their arrival at the tree stump workshop with the queen’s directions. After waiting for about three minutes in front of the forge, Miria spotted movement. 
 
    “Someone is coming. But… Who is that?” The panthergirl furrowed her brows. 
 
    Instead of Civienne, a different female elf was heading their way with a somewhat springy step. She wore a neat military uniform used by the most important sentries, which consisted of slim white pants, a tight-fitting white jacket with a visible vest underneath it, and matching leather gloves. Her long, black hair was tied up into a single ponytail. She had a tall but slim figure with a moderate chest. At her hip, a silver rapier hung in an ornamental scabbard. A happy smile painted her youthful face, adorned by gleaming, blue eyes. 
 
    “Well, then. Are we ready?” she asked with a kind, somewhat upbeat tone. “I’m not late, am I?” 
 
    They all stared at the woman in confusion. But, the moment Asterios met her deep, piercing blue irises, he recognized the familiar note of maturity, wisdom, and calmness they were already so used to seeing. 
 
    “Civ—” 
 
    She stepped forward in a blink, interrupting Asterios by placing her slender finger on his lips. 
 
    “Now, now. Let us save those nicknames for when I’m off duty, shall we?” The woman chuckled at him softly with a teasing wink. “You promised to properly call me Cini if you stumbled on me in my sentinel uniform.” 
 
    Still a little befuddled, Asterios nodded. The girls caught on pretty quickly and did their best to hide their surprise. Selene covered Miria’s mouth just in case, hiding her sudden gasp of recognition. 
 
    And they all realized one thing. 
 
    They might have just possibly witnessed Civienne’s personality from before she had earned her title of the Ice Queen. 
 
    “Are we going in?” the disguised queen asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go.” Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. 
 
    He hastily led the group to the door and went straight in, just like the last time. Their arrival was noticed immediately and Imadil approached them with a warm smile, wiping his hands from sweat accumulated during whatever he had been working on. 
 
    “Welcome! We were eagerly awaiting your visit! Oh, and who might you have brought—” The man paused abruptly as his eyes widened to the brim. 
 
    Imadil then snapped his fingers and multiple additional formations lit up all over the inside of the giant tree trunk, joining those already functioning ones. The windows became dark and murky, making it impossible to peer outside, and most likely inside too. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” He then dropped to one knee as Cynthia rushed to his side and mirrored his action. 
 
    “Rise,” Civienne commanded, back to her cold tone. 
 
    While her overall appearance remained the same, she now wore the icy expression they were all familiar with. 
 
    “Looks like it’s only us who have gotten fooled initially.” Asterios chuckled. 
 
    “Trust me, we have been surprised just as much as you must have been during our very first time,” Cynthia said with a gentle smirk. “It’s only natural for Her Majesty to avoid unnecessary attention on us and herself during some visits.” 
 
    “It’s not like this is the only way in which I leave the palace, but as Cynthia said, there’s nothing wrong in being thoughtful of others. We don’t want a small crowd of people surrounding us just to check what their queen is doing around the city. Curiosity is a powerful emotion,” Civienne elaborated. 
 
    “I can wholeheartedly agree.” Silvia smiled knowingly. 
 
    “But, let’s not mind my person. We have much more interesting matters to focus on here, do we not?” The queen glanced at the Spellsong duo. 
 
    “But of course.” Imadil bowed politely and grinned at Ast’s group. “Everything is now ready. Come.” 
 
    They followed the father and daughter pair further into the workshop and stopped in front of one of the beautiful, wooden counters. Cynthia picked up a charming, black, rectangular box with Ast’s Summoner’s Brand carved in the upper lid with a gleaming, crimson filling. She showed a bright smile while taking hold of it. Looking through everyone’s eyes, she raised it majestically. 
 
    The next moment, all the girls gasped in unison and Ast’s brows shot to his hairline as his mouth fell agape. On a dark scarlet cushion, rested two rows of three rings in a rainbow of colors. They looked enchanting, like the most valuable treasure anyone could imagine, calling to the observers with some magical charm. 
 
    “We experimented with a lot of ores and minerals, managing to find plenty of those that showed incredible reactions to your blood and essence,” Imadil began with a big grin. “Curiously, only the lowest tiers of metals evolved. Things like tin, iron, copper, nickel, zinc. Anything with much better spiritual conductivity like mithril, adamantite, or platinum just doesn’t want to react the same way. We have a theory regarding those basic metals but I bet you don’t want me rambling about technicalities at this very special moment. Go on. Do the honors.” 
 
    “Which one is whose?” Asterios asked, even though he could make a guess judging by the colors. 
 
    “You’ll know it the moment you get closer to them. They will too.” The man winked at him. 
 
    Asterios nodded and received the box, realizing that the elf had been right. He could easily sense which ring belonged to who. They were just like a mirror image of their supposed owners. In spiritual terms, at least. 
 
    Taking one glance at the awed and astonished girls, he decided to indulge in the clearly orchestrated situation and dropped down to one knee in front of them, looking up with a warm smile. The moment his gaze landed on Miria, she squealed in delight, getting all red from embarrassment at uttering such a sound afterward. Even though her people displayed this kind of tradition differently, she knew exactly what Asterios was doing and how this looked. 
 
    Shaking faintly, she stepped closer and offered him her left hand. He brushed through her soft fur affectionately and slid the deep scarlet band onto her ring finger. She beamed at him charmingly, stroked it with pure affection, and dropped down to quickly kiss him on the lips before jumping away to make way for the next person. 
 
    Selene came next and received a bright, cerulean ring, gracing Asterios with a fond, ladylike smile and a passionate kiss too. After her, Tina somehow overcame her greatly increased bashfulness and he slid a deep azure band onto her delicate finger, receiving a chaste peck in return.  
 
    Grea basically threw herself at him, making it hard to slip her black ring on, and smooched Asterios almost to death, practically devouring his lips. Silvia approached him with more decorum and noble poise, though he could feel how elated he felt from the unusually big and joyous smile curving her delicate lips as he presented her with the gleaming, amber band. Last but not least, Bryn got her shining gold ring with her complex halo glowing equally strong as she healed up his lips a tiny bit during their tame kiss, fixing the result of Grea’s assault. 
 
    Finally, only his ring remained to be received. Asterios hadn’t noticed it during the initial opening of the box, but the girls could clearly see it as he held it towards them. The band with a crimson and onyx flame-like pattern was attached to the upper lid, surrounded by various depictions representing them, like the head of a panther, a fox, Tina’s Summoner’s Brand, or Bryn’s halo. They picked it up all together and slipped it onto Ast’s finger in tandem. Only after it was in its rightful place did they notice the faint streak of green running through the two other colors battling each other fiercely. 
 
    “These are so pretty…” Miria marveled over the rings with a blissful sigh. 
 
    “Right? And that’s not even the best part.” Cynthia chuckled happily. “Who wants to start?” 
 
    “Definitely Ast. We can then go in the same order as we received the rings,” Tina suggested and the girls all nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Alright. I think I know what to do.” He smiled at them and glanced at the mysterious band. 
 
    Extending his hand forward, he let the ring connect with his sources and draw on his energy. A spiraling mix of red and black flames shot forward to a certain length and stopped. After they dissipated, they revealed a sleek, fierce-looking greatsword, which made Miria and Tina gasp in awe. 
 
    The blade was as wide as about two palms set side-by-side and its double edge was of a gleaming crimson color, closely resembling dark blood. Its core in the very middle was flat and pure black as six circular openings were evenly spaced over its massive length, definitely slots for his crystal sigils. The hilt was covered in a scaly pattern with the same, dark shade, and the pommel was finished by an equally crimson depiction of a fierce Dragon head. 
 
    “As you can see, you can still use your little tokens,” Imadil pointed out with a faint grin. “The sword goes great with your flames and all the energies your body stores inside. It’s designed to mix them in the most efficient way possible if you decide to use all of them at once, and even accommodate additional ones at the cost of sigil slots. Easy to imagine, red works best with red, and black with black. As long as you have any drop of essence left, it’s almost indestructible and can reform indefinitely. I’m sure you will be satisfied with it.” 
 
    Asterios made a few test swings with the massive greatsword, which felt just right in his hand. It wasn’t too heavy, but it wasn’t exactly extremely light. Yet, he knew that no one else could possibly lift it and all the blows he would conduct with it would smash bone and stone to dust. 
 
    “It’s incredible. I don’t know what to say. It feels just… perfect.” He shook his head with a wide smile. 
 
    “My turn now!” Miria exclaimed excitedly, jumping up and down. “How do I bring it out?” 
 
    “Just focus for a moment and you will understand.” Asterios smirked at her. 
 
    She nodded at him a dozen times in quick succession and took a deep breath. A few seconds later, she extended her hands to the sides and black mist flowed out of them, uncovering a pair of shortswords after it receded. 
 
    But, compared to Miria’s previous blades, those were vastly different. 
 
    They were still made of gleaming, silvery metal, but their general design was much more ferocious. The edge was jaggy with huge spaces between the protrusions, and somewhat irregular, with the part near the tip slightly curling upwards like a sharp fang or claw. The swords were thicker, bigger, and definitely longer. The place where the blade connected with the hilt was adorned by the head of a panther split in through its jaws. The blade was held in its strong fangs. The depiction was black, just like the rest of the grip. The pommel had a rhomboid shape with three hollow nooks set in a Y-pattern. 
 
    “I love them! They look so aggressive!” Miria beamed at the elf duo. 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet.” Cynthia grinned. “Join them together with their pommels.” 
 
    The panthergirl stared at her in confusion and then examined the ends. She quickly realized that the nooks were mirrored and slid into each other with a perfect fit, locking the shortswords together. 
 
    “Now fill them with your mana and pull away,” Cynthia continued instructing her. 
 
    “Woah!” 
 
    Miria did as told and jumped a little as the joined hilts suddenly extended about thrice in size, or more. She now wielded something akin to a short polearm with blades on both ends. Her reach and possible maneuvers rose by a magnitude. 
 
    “You can now put even more force into your strikes like this or spin it around if you would like to. After being thrown, the swordstaff will return to your grasp like a boomerang. It can split at any moment, even with the hilts extended. Naturally, I don’t think I have to mention how well these blades work with your usual techniques and everything else,” the elf lady added. 
 
    Everyone chuckled as their feline companion had most likely missed quite a bit of the explanation while twirling her weapon with pure joy and enthusiasm. They let the panthergirl have her fun and refocused on Selene. 
 
    The fox lady closed her eyes briefly and flicked her wrist. Cerulean wisps of ethereal energy materialized her weapon, which showed as a long and curved blade of a similarly silver shade to Miria’s. The curve was gentle, spread over its entire length like a barely drawn bowstring. Same as with Miria’s too, the head of a fox bit into the blade at the top of the hilt, though it was deep blue. The checkered pattern running further down was a combination of blue and white. From the simple pommel at the end, a tuft of white fur hung down on a decorative string, its tip tinged with azure too. 
 
    “A great katana,” Imadil chimed in. “Massive demons love them. We honestly thought that gauntlet and greaves would be your perfect companions, but I’m sure you feel just how well this one feels in your hand. It’s made of evolved metal with the highest spiritual conductivity out of all our discovered ores. It’s so attuned that you can just let go of it and see what happens.” 
 
    She did as instructed and the massive weapon remained suspended in the air. A ring of cerulean energy manifested around the fox’s head and the sword floated to Selene’s back, starting to hover behind her. Whenever she moved, it followed her motions perfectly, swaying gently. It stayed rooted in place like it was in an invisible sheath. 
 
    “It will always return there, as long as nothing blocks your back, then it just hangs somewhere around you.” The elf man smirked. “You can do something similar with yours, Asterios, if you want to show it off. Yours will glue itself to your back at the height of your shoulder blades. Part of the ring transforms into a magnetic patch that weaves itself into your body.” 
 
    As the mentioned duo experimented with their new artifacts, Tina made her move. Water-like energy of deep blue flowed onto her hands, covering them entirely. After washing off, it revealed dark azure fingerless gloves. A complex magical array was inscribed at the back of her palms. They looked enchanting and comfortable. 
 
    “Those will aid your control over the offensive summoning techniques you pride yourself in,” Cynthia said. “They will reform themselves to match your needs perfectly. Try that thing with your water familiar, assuming different shapes.” 
 
    Tina called Hydran forth and requested him to shape into a scythe. The change happened in a flash and the liquid was clearly immensely sharper and more powerful. Her gloves extended and covered her hands entirely now. She could feel the incredible grip she now had on Hydran’s form, additionally experiencing their connection like they were truly one, with no physical barriers in between. 
 
    Switching curiously to a bow, she watched the material covering two of her fingers retreat and leave just the upper three she used to draw the bowstring the way they were. The hand she held the base of the bow with remained fully protected. It was an interesting experience. 
 
    Grea was next, and most likely everyone expected her result. Pinkish smoke obstructed the appearance of her weapon, which seemed to be a sleeker, much more beautiful version of the giant crossbow she had been infatuated with in the past. 
 
    The new weapon was thinner and most likely a tad longer. Its base was made of black wood with dark red metal details. She couldn’t see the rectangular bolt container along the bottom of it, and a new part appeared at the top, above the rail housing the ammunition. It resembled a spyglass, but had some kind of crossing patterns inscribed onto it with tiny numbers everywhere. 
 
    “Now, to load the ammunition, you have to raise the protruding lever on the right side near the middle of the weapon and pull it all the way to yourself. The bolt will materialize in its proper place as the string reaches the end. You can look through the aiming device at the top for distant shots. It will calibrate itself according to the distance and allow you to hit targets even kilometers away,” Imadil explained. “Watch out, because those bolts pack quite a punch now. And you can strengthen them with your mana. It obviously hasn’t been tested, but they might even pierce a Dragon’s scales. Naturally, they return to your spiritual storage shortly after hitting. You can store about two hundred or so, depending on your capacity.” 
 
    “Hell yeah! This is what a girl likes!” Grea giggled maniacally. “Now give me some targets!” 
 
    While the crazy demon lady aimed her crossbow at literally everything around them, the real lady with scarlet-amber hair reached into herself for her own weapon. This time, everyone’s expectations weren’t met. Instead of something akin to a staff, orange flames uncovered what looked like an ornamental, metal cuff of a beautiful amber shade with a big rusty gem embedded near its front. Mesmerizing patterns ran all around it while the princess stared at it confusedly. 
 
    “The cuff functions as your focus.” Cynthia brought her out of her pondering. “While you certainly are great with staves, this is what will bring your dances to another level. A long, hard pole won’t be limiting you anymore. I assure you, you will know exactly what to do with your hands the moment you jump into one of your spells. The potency will be unparalleled too.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate your guidance.” Silvia nodded at her politely. 
 
    “But, try to reach for the crystal with your energy,” Cynthia continued with a smile. 
 
    After prodding her new weapon with her mind for a second or two, Silvia stumbled on something, and the gem suddenly popped out of its slot, hovering in the air above her hand with amber sparks lazily falling off it. 
 
    “Grab it and try to think of some weapon,” their female elf friend added. 
 
    Following her instructions, Silvia gasped lightly as a staff made of pure amber crystal grew in her grasp. It felt perfect in her grip, as natural as always. Or perhaps even more than her previous one. With just a thought, she was able to bring out the shapes of plenty of other weapons. They definitely could still function as her focus, though not as efficiently as when the gem remained in the cuff. 
 
    Finally, it was Bryn’s turn to check her gift. 
 
    “Yours was definitely the hardest to nail down,” Imadil admitted and his daughter nodded in agreement. “We hope it doesn’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Particles of light flowed from Bryn’s finger to her forehead and formed a circle around it. A moment later, a royal, golden tiara rested on her hair, just above her ears. It had a sleek, winding design with winged motifs. In the very center at the front, a big, bright, sunny gem was embedded into the thin frame, its shape resembling that of a shield. The moment everything was set in place, her halo pulsed strongly and Bryn gasped as it continued to bathe them in white glow. 
 
    “Amazing…” She breathed out with a shaky voice. “I can feel just how much more powerful my magic became… And this tiara… It’s connected to my halo so deeply… I could never access my energy this directly before… I’m astonished…” 
 
    “It looks great on you,” Asterios complimented her with a kind smile. “And makes me feel relaxed just by basking in its light.” 
 
    “Well, these beauties might look quite nice, but I think it’s much more important to check how they handle themselves in action, no?” Cynthia snickered lightly. “Let’s move to the testing grounds. I can’t wait to see you bring out their full potential.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43
Competitive Testing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a moment to recapture everyone’s attention as the girls were deeply involved with their new weapons. But finally, after a few arduous attempts, Cynthia dragged them back to the present. She motioned for the group to follow her and walked out of the forge through a different door. 
 
    They entered the area behind the massive tree stump serving as the Spellsongs’ workshop, expecting to see a small testing area similar to the one they had back in Tyrienheim, but more or less the same underground corridor with two passageways greeted them. Slight confusion grew amongst the girls, but Cynthia continued heading towards one of the tunnels and they all quickly caught up to her. 
 
    The brief stroll outside was filled with silence, which felt purposeful. Asterios could tell that the queen was fully back to her alternate persona of a palace guard so he guessed that this back area wasn’t exactly exclusive to the smiths. They thankfully stumbled on no one before shortly reaching their destination. 
 
    Stopping in front of a sizable wooden gate, Imadil and Cynthia pressed their palms into the carved surface and whispered a few words under their noses. The doors slid open and revealed a massive, rounded hall decorated by countless cuts, holes, bruises, cracks, and all other hints of its main purpose. 
 
    As soon as they were all inside and the gate locked up behind their backs, Imadil turned around and clapped his hands thrice. Multiple rainbowy arrays lit up all around and he smiled softly. 
 
    “We should be safe here to go all out without worrying about attracting any unnecessary attention,” he began. “These walls withstood the testing of many powerful artifacts and Spellslingers back in the past. From what I know, this chamber has been constructed with the help of the divine sap gifted to our ancestors by the Tree of Life. So, I doubt even you would be able to cause more than a few chips and holes in these reinforcements. It will also apply some moderate protection to all of us, just in case.” 
 
    “It’s unwise to tempt fate with Asterios around.” Tina chuckled quietly. “I dare to assume there weren’t too many True Dragons with multiple bloodlines back in the past.” 
 
    “Master could definitely wreck this place if only he wanted!” Miria bounced excitedly with her chin raised up. 
 
    “Alright, alright. We didn’t come here to destroy anything. While we shouldn’t hold back, just as Imadil suggested, let’s not make it our goal to cause as much damage to these walls as possible,” Asterios cut in. “So, who is going to go first?” 
 
    “Let’s practice some general control first,” Cynthia chimed in. 
 
    “General control?” Selene arched a brow at her. 
 
    “You managed to establish a connection with your weapons. Now, fully consolidate it by feeding them your blood. After the bond forms, try to revert them to their ring forms. The ability to quickly switch between those is one of the most crucial,” the elf woman explained. 
 
    The girls looked between themselves and Asterios before focusing on their artifacts. He went first and made a tiny cut below his wrist, letting a few droplets fall onto his crimson-onyx blade. They sizzled like on a hot surface and were absorbed into the magical metal. He noticed a deeper understanding of the sword in his mind, similar to what he had felt with the Poison Fang in the past, but on a much more complex level. 
 
    Then, with a single thought, Asterios turned the blade back into the mystical smoke and flicked his wrist. The magical fumes coiled around his finger, becoming a ring once more. He glanced at the others and everyone seemed to have succeeded in doing the same. 
 
    “Great. Now repeat that a bunch of times. You need to become faster. The smoke itself is not solid. A second can make all the difference in blocking an attack amidst an intense battle,” Cynthia added. 
 
    They proceeded to practice the transformation under her watchful eyes, listening to occasional words of advice. No one had too much trouble at getting faster and they all soon reached a satisfactory level, receiving the approval of both Spellsongs. 
 
    “Perfect.” Cynthia nodded at them. “Before we begin, let me just mention that these artifacts serve as spatial storages too, both in their ring and weapon forms. You can practice that function a bit later, on your own. Now, I think it would be best to pair up for a little spar, don’t you think?” 
 
    “How are we going to pick our partners? Draw lots? Pair up?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “Let us decide,” Imadil said. “We have a decent grasp on all of you thanks to everything we’ve gone through during the entire crafting process, including the preparations.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Asterios nodded. “Make it challenging. It might aid our growth.” 
 
    “Precisely.” The man smiled at him knowingly. “Let’s see…” 
 
    In just a moment, they all stood in pairs, divided by the elf duo. All except for Asterios. 
 
    “What about Master?” Bryn looked at the elves while standing by Grea’s side. 
 
    Imadil grinned. “Your Majesty, would you mind? It’s been a while since you personally tested our creations.” 
 
    “You are certainly right,” the queen replied with her usual, icy tone. “I shall. I’m very curious about how this unusual batch has turned out.” 
 
    “It would be our honor.” He bowed respectfully. “Now, let’s not waste any more time. First pair, step forward. You can begin after we retreat to the side and activate the protective formations. You will know when that happens. And do try to focus on your weapons rather than all your other abilities.” 
 
    Miria and Selene smiled at each other eagerly and followed the man’s instructions. A moment later, they stood alone in the middle of the chamber, gazing into each other’s eyes intently. A bright flash reached them from the side and they jumped right to action. 
 
    Both girls flicked their wrists and the rings broke into colorful mists. Selene’s blade formed a fraction of a second faster than Miria’s, most likely thanks to all the experience the fox lady had with spiritual energy over the panthergirl. She lunged forward as nine more tails materialized behind her back. 
 
    Miria barely managed to form her new shortswords before Selene’s katana tried to pierce into her chest. But, she succeeded, and the flat sides of her crossed blades caught the katana’s pointy end just in time, stopping its sharp tip a hair’s breadth from her torso. She showed a feral grin, flashing her ferocious canines, as the last bits of her body became covered by silky-smooth black fur. 
 
    With an aggressive growl, Miria uncrossed her blades, sending Selene flying to the back alongside a powerful shockwave. The fox lady had to shield herself with her katana as a few invisible arcs of spiritual energy chased after her, discernible only thanks to the deep gashes that suddenly appeared in the wall behind her. 
 
    In a flash, the panthergirl was on her, pushing herself off the ground with a resounding boom. Selene blocked and parried a storm of strikes aimed at her vulnerable spots, her eyes easily following the lightning-fast slashes coming from her sister-mate. Even though she held her ground, numerous tiny cuts surfaced on the edges of her clothes and uncovered skin as it was plainly impossible to fully neutralize the sharp force following Miria’s attacks. 
 
    Miria knew well that those did nothing more than tickle Selene and she growled in frustration. Thankfully, the fox lady broke the stalemate and gave her the opportunity to switch things up. Selene managed to fit a counter into Miria’s barrage and pushed the panthergirl away a few meters with her mighty slash. She immediately traced a half circle with her katana, from left to right, and created a fan of cerulean, spiritual copies of the weapon behind. 
 
    Just as she sent them forward, Miria hastily joined her blades by their pommels and extended the hilts. She needed more power rather than speed to compete with Selene’s much bigger and heavier weapon. The ghostly swords rained upon her, but Miria spun her double-edged staff and negated all of them. Strengthening her Mana Coating even further than she had always been able to, she enhanced her legs and arms too, shooting forward like an arrow. 
 
    Selene met her wide swing with one of her own and the chamber shook from the force of the impact. Wood splintered on the opposite sides of the arena as both girls utilized their own versions of spiritual sharpening. They reached for Ast’s draconic energy filling their circuits through their bond at the same time, starting to exchange almost equal blows. The air trembled with each contact as more and more gashes appeared in the walls everywhere. Their weapons began to glow with a faint sheen, respectively blue and red, as they pushed themselves more and more. 
 
    Then, Selene smirked at Miria and shoved her katana into the ground right after a successful parry to the side. The panthergirl’s eyes widened in shock but it was already too late. The accumulated energy burst out of her sister-mate’s curved blade, exploding in a dome of swirling, light blue mist. Miria was launched backward and rolled off the ground a few times before stopping herself with her weapon. 
 
    All her fur stood up as she watched the fox lady take a drawing stance, sliding her blade into the invisible sheath behind the ring made of the fingers of her left hand. In an instant, Miria increased the distance between them even more and rushed forward, gathering more spiritual energy in one of the connected blades just as Selene condensed it in her katana. She leaped forth and forth, spinning herself and her fused shortswords more and more with each jump, soon becoming a whirring, vertical blur. 
 
    Selene’s eyes flicked open and flashed with profound light. No one caught the words that left her lips as enormous spiritual chaos accompanied the wide arc of cerulean spiritual energy that rolled off her blade during the lightning-fast horizontal slash. 
 
    Miria met the blue arc with her final spin and a booming shout, her weapon crossing it with its own, red streak from above. A blinding flash swallowed the entire chamber for a second as the energies clashed against each other, then the walls were bathed in a mix of red and blue. Roaring to the heavens, the panthergirl continued to oppose the vicious arc, unyielding in her desire to cut through it.  
 
    After a few good seconds, she sliced through the opposing energy and her combined blades slammed into the floor, kicking up lots of dust and sending it everywhere to the sides. Something dispersed it in a blink, and she raised her gaze to find Selene’s blade pointing at her neck as the fox lady smiled at her softly. 
 
    Drawing it back and letting go of it so it could float behind her back, Selene reached out to the panthergirl. “That was incredible. I did not hold back with that slash. I dare to say, your past self wouldn’t be able to break through it.” 
 
    Miria giggled shyly and accepted the help. “I’m still way behind you, Selene. Look how much my arms are shaking.” 
 
    “But they are still attached.” Selene chuckled lightly. “That’s worthy of praise.” 
 
    Everyone agreed as they neared the pair and Asterios rained accurate compliments onto his lovely feline mate to bring her spirits up after the battle. Both of the girls praised the weapons created by the elves, letting them know that the blades were nothing short of perfect. Then, as they retreated to rest, the second pair stepped forward. Silvia and Tina faced each other off. 
 
    The white light flashed once more and both girls started with their own preparations. They materialized their artifacts in a blink. Tina summoned Ori and sent the Shearwater forward to bother Silvia while she worked on the other summoning techniques that required her to draw and create formations. 
 
    But, the moment she thought about those, she noticed the patterns inscribed into the top of her gloves moving and rearranging. In just a moment, they formed exactly what she needed to borrow Firo’s scales on her left wrist, and Esil’s wings on her right wrist. She experienced two delicate cuts in her skin and the formations flashed with azure light. Blue and green patterns covered her body as the wings and scales came to be. Everything was finished in a second or two. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Silvia covered herself in her slightly draconic spiritual armor and observed Tina’s instant preparations. She had wanted to make use of that brief downtime to begin her dance, but now that her opponent was immediately ready for action, she had to change her plans.  
 
    Making a quick pirouette while trailing beautiful shapes with her right hand, she launched a flock of eagles at Ori to counter his assault. Tina’s familiar squeaked in panic and cast Wind Wall to repel the gang of scary predators but it barely affected the flaming entities. Unfortunately, he had to escape into his gate to avoid ending up as a fried chicken, apologizing to his mistress for his failure. 
 
    Tina completely didn’t mind and hastily reached for Ast’s energy coursing through her while first focusing on mixing Esil’s and Hydran’s mana together. As the flock of eagles kept approaching her, she clasped her hands, watching the patterns on her gloves shift again, and spread her arms wide. A curtain of water the size of a small tsunami rose from the ground and lurched forward, swallowing the firebirds. It roared loudly as it rolled towards Silvia. 
 
    The princess didn’t lose her cool and drew her right fist back, filling the ornamental cuff with mana. Sparks flew out of the amber gem atop it and swirling flames enveloped her forearm like a fiery drill. With a soft grunt, she threw her fist forward and shot a mighty pillar of fire at the rushing wall of water, evaporating a big hole in its center, letting the rest of the deadly liquid pass by her and crash into the edge of the arena. 
 
    Amongst the created steam, she noticed Tina taking a weird stance with her legs set wide and her chest puffed out. Spotting the flick of a draconic tail between them and Tina’s open mouth, her eyes widened briefly as a shudder passed through her lithe body. Silvia released the amber gem from its socket in the cuff and instantly brought it forward, letting it float in front of her. Pushing everything she could into it, she made it grow, and soon, a massive, intricate, crystal shield hovered over her entire figure. 
 
    The second it finished growing, Tina shot a loud, whizzing jet of pressurized water out of her mouth and the arm-thick pillar crossed the distance in less than a blink, connecting with the amber armament with a mighty tink. Silvia grunted as the force behind it pushed her a step back and she grabbed her right forearm with her left hand to steady it, holding onto the protective technique. 
 
    With a labored groan, she tilted the shield just a little bit and redirected the deadly stream, lessening the intense pressure greatly. Knowing that she didn’t have more than a single breath before Tina readjusted her aim, she canceled the current form of the crystal with a snap of her fingers and blinked away just like her father used to. 
 
    Appearing right behind Tina, she was already reshaping the amber crystal into a staff and swinging upward with stylish, dance-like movements. But, it looked like Tina had reacted just as quickly and she was turning around at the same time, the pressurized spray cutting through the walls like through butter as she dragged it to the side. 
 
    Moments before the sharp line reached Silvia’s hair, the princess’ crystal staff connected with Tina’s chin and slammed the Summoner girl’s mouth shut, canceling the spell. Tina was launched into the air amidst a pillar of fire with a pained cry. Silvia shot after her with a burst of flames underneath her feet and aimed to strike Tina down from above with a spin. Thankfully, Tina surrounded herself with a cocoon of water before the hit landed. Still, she was sent hurtling down and crashed into the ground. 
 
    As she recalled the water barrier, she found numerous flaming javelins already waiting for her, hanging above the two of them as Silvia pointed her right hand down at her. Tina chuckled wryly and shook her head. The fire winked out of existence and the princess stepped into the small funnel created by the impact of their clash. 
 
    “That was a close one,” she commended. “I almost lost my head twice. That was new, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Tina replied, standing up with her help. “I couldn’t do it previously. It’s something I copied from you and Asterios. Yet, it still wasn’t enough to pierce your flames.” 
 
    “If it was just my flames, I would be dead right now.” Silvia smiled proudly. “I was able to deflect the stream only thanks to this crystal. Your ingenuity on the battlefield continues to amaze me. I don’t think I know anyone else capable of creating such great opportunities to strike their opponents with a surprise attack.” 
 
    Tina did her best to suppress the blush crawling up onto her plump cheeks but failed miserably. They retreated to the side while chatting amongst themselves and discussing their moves. Bryn took care of their faint bruises and cuts before being dragged away to the center by the already buzzing Grea. 
 
    “I know this one will end fast, with my ass whipped to oblivion, but let’s have some fun too!” she said with a wide grin. 
 
    The flash signaled the start and they materialized their gear. Immediately, Grea whipped her unusual crossbow forward while dropping into a crouch and launched five bolts straight at Bryn’s chest. The Valkyrie extended her hand forward, the gem in her circlet glowing like a miniature sun, and the projectiles pinged off an almost invisible barrier of spiritual energy, discernible only thanks to the ripples in the light yellow structure wherever the bolts connected with it. 
 
    Bryn frowned at the demon woman. “How did you—” 
 
    But, another barrage of bolts interrupted her, this time exploding with violet smoke the moment they crashed into the spiritual shield. In that short moment before losing her vision, Bryn had managed to catch the sight of something resembling a forearm of pink hue floating by the side of Grea’s long crossbow. It was literally her first time using it, but Grea had already figured out a way to deal with the lack of the autonomous drawing feature of her previous toy. 
 
    Nevertheless, Bryn couldn’t remain with her sight obstructed for too long so she recollected herself from the pleasant surprise and dispersed the smoke with a flick of her wrist. At the same time, she gathered her mana and created a javelin of pure light in her grasp. Thanks to her crown, she achieved that feat almost instantly. 
 
    Almost instant was also the arrival of another bolt, which she swung to deflect this time. But, that proved to be a mistake as the projectile exploded with bright light the moment her spear collided with its tip. Bryn grunted and closed her eyes, casting a simple healing spell onto them as she continued to deflect more bolts just by the sound they made as they cut through the air. 
 
    Raising her eyelids, she found Grea preparing what looked like a spiritually charged shot and she quickly took a defensive stance. The demon woman squealed as the force of her own attack sent her back onto her ass and the mighty projectile surrounded by a pink aura rushed forward. Bryn tensed her lips and swung her javelin while transforming its tip into that of a hammer. She deflected the powerful blow with a gasp, taking a step backward. 
 
    But, her foot stomped onto something thin before reaching the ground and she took a quick glance down. She was standing on one of Grea’s bolts which somehow hadn’t returned to the owner. 
 
    “Gotcha, bitch!” Grea cackled from afar. 
 
    Blue sparks raced over the bolt’s shaft and then jumped to five more projectiles stuck in the floor around Bryn. Before she had any time to react, they were all connected and she screamed as an agonizing lightning shot through her entire body. In the corner of her eye, she saw Grea preparing the final shot that would wrap the spar up. 
 
    Even though she was completely paralyzed, unable to move a finger, she didn’t give up. Just as Grea released her final shot, Bryn’s gem flashed again and a pillar of light suddenly descended onto the Valkyrie from the ceiling with a loud hum, knocking the bolt out of the air. The lightning enchantment was canceled and she flew into the air with a few graceful flaps. 
 
    The light continued to shine onto her, making her entire figure glow with a warm, divine aura. Her wings became covered by translucent armor over their top and the edges, similar to that of Silvia or Selene. Her golden eyes shimmered brightly as she raised her hand above her head. A huge, translucent figure of a beautiful, armored, winged woman, from the waist up, appeared behind her, holding a house-sized spear in her grip. The godly visage drew its arm back in sync with Bryn, preparing to launch the intricate javelin at their target. 
 
    Grea’s eyes bulged out at the sight. “Time! Time! I give—” 
 
    With a mighty boom, the oversized spear shot toward the waving demon woman, and the entire place rumbled as it crashed into the ground. When the dust finally settled down, it revealed the mighty, golden weapon stuck in the wood right between Grea’s legs, towering over her like a spire of gods. 
 
    “I think… I peed myself a little…” Grea snickered awkwardly and fell onto her back. 
 
    Asterios and the girls jogged up to her to check their friend’s state and he somehow wormed his way out of the request to check the state of her underwear too, letting them take care of the playful woman since she seemed good enough to be her usual, impish self. As they escorted Grea to the side, he caught the gaze of the queen, now standing near him. 
 
    “I guess it’s our turn now.” He smiled to himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44
Déjà Vu 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After gracing Asterios with a subtle nod, the queen took her place opposite him. Since she didn’t seem to possess an artifact with a similar ability to transform, they drew their weapons from the start, making it as fair as they could. Civienne stood with her beautiful yet deadly rapier extended forward and her figure slightly angled, holding one arm folded behind her back. Asterios was sure that he would be facing the queen at her best, even if she was still disguised. 
 
    Readying his new greatsword, he wondered how exactly she would fight. They hadn’t heard that much about her besides little snippets from a person or two here and there, but everyone made Civienne sound strong. And she had to be, considering her history. But, Asterios would be dealing with an unknown, pretty much.  
 
    It was a good opportunity to learn more about the Elf Queen before they would bring justice upon the poison cult together. There was no doubt that she would be leading the charge against the evil organization just like she had in the past. 
 
    The bright flash signaling the start of the spar wrenched him out of his contemplation and Asterios hastily reached for the draconic sources lying in wait for his orders inside his chest. Not wanting to offend the queen by underestimating her, he fully materialized his half-draconic form, bringing out his scales, wings, tail, and horns.  
 
    As the crimson and onyx energies flowed into his new sword, the red edge came alive with a blood-like sheen while the black core became as dark and menacing as the Void itself. He had already slotted six crystal sigils into the open spots and felt them ready to be activated. Asterios wasn’t certain if he would make use of those, but he would rather have them than not. 
 
    He expected Civienne to strike right away since she was definitely already well-accustomed to her weapon, even if it was a temporary or not main one, but the queen just observed him calmly, unhurriedly walking sideways. Therefore, after filling his body with scorching hot mana, he tensed his legs and wings and launched himself forward with an echoing thump. 
 
    Asterios appeared in front of the queen within a single blink, drawing a wide arc with his greatsword. Her much smaller rapier daintily moved to intercept it and she barely altered her posture. To Ast’s surprise, his blade passed her by a hair’s breadth and completely missed its target just from the delicate nudge it experienced from Civienne’s rapier. 
 
    Retaining his momentum, he swung again from behind the queen, but she was already turned around and deflected his second strike with the same amount of grace. No matter at what angle he tried slicing into her, she always had just enough time to tickle his weapon with her own while making slight adjustments to her posture, avoiding any kind of damage. It felt like Asterios was trying to hit a ghost or swinging at empty air. If his eyes didn’t register their blades colliding for a fraction of a second, he would be sure there was completely no contact between them. It was like the queen had a gift of premonition and could see where and how he would attack her. 
 
    That thought gave him a pause and Asterios backed off. Further enhancing his vision to bring forth his Eyes of the World, he quickly scanned Civienne’s figure. As expected, her entire body was surrounded by a tightly-condensed layer of green mana, including her rapier. But, that in itself didn’t betray anything else besides perhaps some advanced strengthening techniques. She wasn’t focusing her energy on any organ in particular, which Asterios had learned to distinguish from plenty of fights and training spars with his mates. 
 
    And that further convinced him that he was right. 
 
    Closely observing the queen and her surroundings with his special sight, he attempted another lunge and a strike. As his blade entered the queen’s vicinity, faint traces of greenish energy surrounded it as if it was cutting through an invisible layer of smoke or water. The moment that happened, Civienne started adjusting her body and dragging her rapier in a perfect path to deflect his blow with the least effort on her side. 
 
    He smiled to himself, and in the very last second, Asterios pushed more mana into his sword, extending it past its tip just like Miria often did. The queen visibly flinched and her rapier shot to a different position with a much more erratic movement, crashing much harder against Ast’s blade and making an audible, metallic noise along with a small shower of sparks this time. Civienne jumped back after blocking his strike and a few black hairs floated down the ground next to her shoulder. 
 
    “Looks like you figured me out.” Her brows rose ever so slightly. “That was quite fast, I must say.” 
 
    Asterios chuckled lightly. “You are just unlucky. Someone I know uses a similar technique, though based on hot air rather than delicate wind currents.” 
 
    Just as he said, the queen was constantly surrounding herself with a gentle, invisible breeze, which allowed her to perfectly sense the trajectory and strength of the upcoming blow. It wasn’t that far off from what Silvia had achieved in her duel with Welrond, just much more subtle and less noticeable. And, it established that the queen’s main element was wind, which somehow matched the color of her mana. 
 
    “I guess this is the point where we stop playing around and go at it with full seriousness,” Civienne commented. “Let’s see if I still got it.” 
 
    The wind around her suddenly picked up, now completely visible without having to rely on any additional techniques. The green, see-through energy coiled around the queen and focused over her thin blade, turning it bright jade. With an additional spiritual cover, it expanded a little bit. 
 
    Asterios did the same and fed his greatsword both draconic energies, aiming for an effect similar to what he had been able to achieve with his other artifact sword. His new one burst into condensed flames too, but the crimson fire glimmered just over the red edge. Another flame-like energy coursed through the onyx core, perfectly harmonized with the red one. He could feel their heat and wondered what would happen if he added Silvia’s fire to the mix, but decided not to do that in the current situation. 
 
    This time, both he and the queen rushed forward to meet in the middle. Their blades clashed with an explosion of wind and heat, causing their clothes and hair to flutter. Deflecting the blow to the side, she launched a barrage of stabs at Asterios and they whizzed past him like sharpened arrows as he dodged the infused strikes. The wall behind him wasn’t so lucky and received a bunch of humongous holes in its surface as the condensed wind energy burst out on contact. 
 
    He spun around and created a raging tornado of crimson flames, directing its path toward the queen. She traced vertical circles with her rapier with utmost precision and sent a smaller cyclone into the giant typhoon. The accurate blow broke its integrity and caused it to vanish with a pleasant whoosh. 
 
    From within the retreating obstruction, Asterios lunged forth with his twice-as-big flaming blade above his head. The queen shot a burst of air to her side to push herself out of its way as it slammed into the ground and released more flames around the point of impact, singing her clothes a little bit. 
 
    Asterios quickly followed the failed strike with a few arcs of pure fire but Civienne cut right through them with her sharp, wind-infused rapier. Technically speaking, her element had an advantage over his, but that didn’t stop him from putting up a good fight. His overall strength was definitely higher, even if Asterios purposefully didn’t release all of it during the bout. 
 
    The queen went into the offensive next and rained her own arcs upon him. Hers were invisible to the naked eye, compared to the flaming ones. Thankfully, Ast’s draconic vision allowed him to see them without an issue and he deflected every single one easily. Noticing that her little trick wouldn’t work, Civienne rushed in, taking her weapon into two hands and lowering it to the ground like a much bigger and heavier sword. 
 
    She started making mighty upward and downward slashes at Asterios, often dragging the tip of her rapier over the wooden ground. Splinters and dust followed her blows, trying to assault Ast’s eyes, but they burned to cinders before reaching them as he too was surrounded by his own aura. They continued to exchange heavy blows until the queen suddenly jumped away and took a relaxed stance. 
 
    He raised a curious brow at her and spotted the faintest trace of a smile as the edge of the queen’s lips curled up a tiny bit. Her eyes skipped down and he followed her gaze to his feet. He instantly realized that the deep cuts in the ground that had been left by her slashes weren’t accidental. They created a sophisticated formation. One he was right in the middle of. 
 
    Civienne drove her rapier into the edge of the array and her greenish energy filled the thin trenches in a flash. A weird wave washed off Asterios and his breath suddenly caught in the back of his throat. He tried to take another one, but while he definitely drew something in, it lacked the usual feeling accompanying such action. The flaming extension covering his blade flickered out of existence, returning it to its initial state of slightly shining metal. 
 
    “Did you know there’s a special particle in the air that allows us to breathe properly and the fire to burn continuously?” the queen asked as she slowly stepped into the formation. “I just took it away from this space. What are you going to do now? I bet your draconic body can last a long time without taking another breath, but can it last forever under heavy physical strain?” 
 
    Asterios certainly felt quite inconvenienced by the inability to breathe. It constantly weighed on his mind, which sent plenty of signals to his body that things were not looking good and the current situation should be remedied immediately. His flames wouldn’t be of much help if what the queen had said was true, and he at least knew she hadn’t lied about how the air and fire worked. That was one of the basic lessons in the academy. 
 
    But, normal flames weren’t the only thing in his arsenal. 
 
    With a small smirk, Asterios reaffirmed his grip on his greatsword, and the blade suddenly burst into silent, violent, black flames. They behaved more like a seeping smoke, but quickly condensed over his weapon and continued to drip off it like ominous steam. 
 
    “What?” The queen stopped in her tracks and examined the created formation once more. 
 
    He knew she was checking if it worked properly. Only she should have been enveloped in a thin cushion of air, allowing her to breathe and move just as usual. But, she wouldn’t find anything. Asterios was still trapped in her little trick. 
 
    Deciding to end things quickly, he drove his menacing blade into the ground too and a wave of seeping darkness erupted from the floor. It rolled toward the queen, forming the shape of a gigantic hand. She hastily expanded her violent wind to surround herself with a barrier of spiritual energy but the black, flaming fingers closed themselves around her small bubble, preventing her from retreating to her blade, which was still stuck in the edge of the formation. 
 
    She struggled to push against the force crushing her barrier, getting almost completely swallowed by darkness. Asterios focused his mind on applying more pressure with his black mana, aiming to crush the wind shield to bits before Civienne blasted his black flames away.  
 
    But, before that happened, a shout reached his ears. “I surrender!” 
 
    Asterios recalled the flames and Civienne floated down to the ground next to her rapier. She pulled it out of the floor, deactivating the formation. He took a deep breath and sighed heavily as everyone jogged up to them. 
 
    “Looks like I fell into my own trap,” Civienne commented with her usual, calm tone. “I couldn’t conjure wind strong enough to break through your cage while within the array. I let my guard down.” 
 
    “I feel like you still could have escaped if you really wanted to,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    “True, but neither of us wanted to reveal all of our cards during this match, isn’t that right?” She slightly raised her brow at him. 
 
    “Certainly. Things would have ended differently if I had chosen to shift into my draconic form to neutralize your trap.” Asterios chuckled. “But, that wasn’t the point of this training.” 
 
    “You are right.” Imadil patted him on the shoulder. “And how was the sword?” 
 
    “Incredible.” Asterios nodded gratefully. “I feel like I’ve barely scratched the tip of the iceberg with this bout. It seems like it can do much more than my old artifact. It will take me a moment to discover all its secrets, but I can already tell that it’s perfect to mix my energies together.” 
 
    “Your fight was amazing, Master!” Miria beamed at him excitedly. “I wish you could have gone even further, using our abilities too! Or the ones you brought out in Bryn’s world! That would have been awesome!” 
 
    “I’m afraid it would have been way too much for this place.” The Valkyrie laughed softly. “Don’t forget that your fight almost completely melted the arena.” 
 
    “You girls also still had plenty of unused tricks in your own fights. Seeing them in the play would have been something too,” Asterios countered. “But, I think this weapon-focused practice can be considered a success with what we have achieved.” 
 
    “We are now definitely ready to kick some cultist ass!” Grea threw her fist into the air. “They have no idea what’s coming for them!” 
 
    “If only we had any idea where their base is…” Tina sighed dejectedly. “Our investigation brings barely any results…” 
 
    “Perhaps I could be of some help in that regard.” 
 
    Asterios practically jumped out of his skin as a familiar, neutral voice sounded right by his side. The girls gasped in shock just as his face snapped to its source, which turned out to be the weird, ominous, mocha-skinned woman dressed in what resembled a deep black butler outfit with purple accents and a galaxy-filled hat with a wide rim. Exactly the same as the last time, she seemed to appear out of thin air, without anyone noticing anything. 
 
    “It’s you!” Silvia’s eyes widened as she recalled the moment Asterios had stopped by the chasm with her after defeating the Terrackal. 
 
    “Indeed, it is me.” The mysterious woman regarded her with a quite characteristic, sleepy glance. 
 
    “Who are you and how did you get here?!” Civienne shouted, assuming a fighting stance. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” Asterios inserted himself between the two ladies. “We are acquainted. Kind of. And I don’t think we stand a chance even if all of us joined forces anyway. I’m sure you can feel it too.” 
 
    The queen glared at the intruder for a moment longer before sheathing her weapon. She continued to keep a watchful eye on the peculiar woman, trying not to get confused by her unusual attire. The hat hardly matched the suit. Not to mention the ominous, purplish cloud swallowing the woman’s feet. 
 
    “What brings you here this time, Miss…” Asterios glanced back at the dark-skinned lady, hesitant a little bit about what to call her. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure I did mention one of my many names during our last conversation,” she replied without a shred of emotion in her voice. 
 
    Asterios frowned as he attempted to quickly go all over their brief conversation from the past. He then recalled the confusing, final line she had given to them right before leaving and finally understood its true meaning. 
 
    “Miss Abyss?” he asked tentatively. 
 
    “Just Abyss is alright, Asterios.” She politely skipped her head towards him. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” Asterios bowed back. 
 
    “Pardon my rudeness, but what do we owe this visit, Abyss?” Selene joined in. “We might have not been introduced properly, but my Lord filled us all in on your previous encounter. From what I can remember, you like to collect information, right?” 
 
    “To be exact, I study,” Abyss corrected her. “And as for the reason behind my visit, I think I’ve already expressed it at the very beginning of this discussion, haven’t I?” 
 
    “You said that you might be of help to us,” Asterios recounted. “But I also remember you mentioning that you don’t exactly intervene when we talked next to the chasm. What changed?” 
 
    “An astute observation. Very good.” Even though her voice remained neutral, he could feel that she was glad for him. “I also mentioned that I would not forget your kindness of heart from that night. I decided that this is the perfect moment to return that kindness back to you. Especially since I’ve been able to witness a lot of interesting things thanks to you, and have no doubts that I will continue to do so.” 
 
    “Wait. You have been stalking Master since back then?” Miria started releasing quiet growls. 
 
    “Using crude terms, yes,” Abyss confirmed matter-of-factly. “When you stumble on something curious, don’t you just want to observe it further?” 
 
    “It’s alright.” Asterios hugged Miria to his side, scratching behind her fluffy ear. “It’s not like any of us could stop her. Even Umbra can’t sense her, remember?” 
 
    “I still don’t like it…” Miria murmured quietly. 
 
    “And neither do I, but I think we should refocus on the main topic behind this conversation,” Silvia chimed in. 
 
    “Very well.” Abyss nodded gently. “I shall share with you a hint related to what you seek.” 
 
    Grea groaned audibly. “Another fucking riddle? Really?” 
 
    “It’s the best I can do without directly intervening, which I can’t do,” the woman replied. “Do you not wish to receive it?” 
 
    “No, we could use any help we can get,” Asterios quickly answered. “We would appreciate your assistance, Abyss.” 
 
    “I shall then hope that this will let you find the answer you are so resolutely searching for,” she replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t this all sound like you know exactly where those cultists are?” Civienne interrupted with a frown. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    The queen looked ready to launch a long stream of her open thoughts at the woman but Imadil and Cynthia held her back. Literally. The father and daughter duo grabbed their queen before she marched right up to the mocha-skinned lady’s face, keeping her in place. 
 
    “This is already plenty.” Asterios looked deep into her stormy eyes until Civienne took a deep breath and nodded at him. “May we receive the hint now?” 
 
    “Listen carefully, then.” Abyss regarded them all with a slow glance and everyone grew incredibly tense, drilling their gazes into the mysterious woman’s face. “Watch your step.” 
 
    A pregnant silence filled the air for a good while until Grea finally broke it. 
 
    “That’s it?!” she shouted in bewilderment. 
 
    “Good luck.” Abyss turned to Asterios. “And until next time.” 
 
    She flashed him the faintest shadow of a smile and the black fog swirled around the woman’s body from the bottom to the top. She disappeared into nothingness alongside the dissipating mist as a gentle chuckle echoed into the distance. 
 
    Everyone stared at each other in pure disbelief as Asterios experienced the strangest ever sense of déjà vu. They were suddenly even more confused than before they had started their investigation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45
A Riddle for Your Thought 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that even supposed to be?!” Grea yanked her hair while groaning in annoyance. “How was that of any help?!” 
 
    “I have to agree with you there.” Civienne nodded with a deep sigh. “We should have interrogated that woman for more information. She even confirmed she has it.” 
 
    “Which would have ended badly for us,” Asterios pointed out. “Even if she says that she doesn’t intervene, I don’t think that includes things related to self-defense. Could you sense even a shred of her presence?” 
 
    The queen shook her head. “No. Not in the slightest. I know you are right, but it’s just so infuriating. It’s like she came here just to make fun of us. What if she’s working with the cult and means to mislead us instead of helping? It doesn’t sound like you know her too well.” 
 
    “It’s true that we met only once, but from our brief interaction, she didn’t appear as someone inherently evil,” Silvia replied. “And if you are bothered by that fleeting laugh at the end, I’m fairly sure that’s just her thing. She left exactly the same way last time, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she did,” Asterios confirmed. “And while her final words were nothing but confusing, we’ve just learned that they weren’t actually as meaningless as we first thought.” 
 
    “Sure, but watch your step? That can mean literally anything!” Grea continued to tug on her black hair. “Previously, she actually put her name in that sentence, only making it confusing. Now, what do cultists have to do with feet? Are there any notorious feet fan clubs in the nation?” 
 
    “If we go by that notion, I think a traveler organization would be a bit closer to the target,” Selene said. 
 
    “In any way, we are quite a big group here. Let’s just try to think about it together and see what we can come up with. Having Imadil, Cynthia, and Queen Civienne with us to share their knowledge of elves should make it a bit easier too,” Asterios suggested. 
 
    “I’m not sure how watching your step can lead to the cult,” Cynthia shared. “We’ve technically been doing that since the beginning. If it meant paying attention to where the traitors and moles go, our monitoring teams are doing a great job even right now. Plus, we had and still have your shadowy familiar to aid us.” 
 
    “Well, since that woman said to watch our step, maybe we should focus on what we do or did,” Bryn chimed in. “Should we backtrack a little bit and reconsider all the actions we have taken until now?” 
 
    “What if you are looking into it a bit too deeply?” Imadil asked. “The last one had its answer right in the open, no? Pretty much in your face?” 
 
    “None of the three words feel like key ones like the lady’s name in that other sentence. Every single word can have multiple meanings if we focus on each of them.” Tina’s shoulders slumped slightly. 
 
    “Miria?” Asterios turned to the panthergirl. “Maybe you have some ideas?” 
 
    “You know that I’m not as good at smart things as the rest of you, Master.” She kept avoiding his eyes with her adorable ears lying flat on her black hair. “I mean, what else could she mean other than to be careful? That’s what you say when you want to warn someone about something so they don’t stumble over a tree root or things like that, no? You are supposed to look down to see what’s below your feet and then avoid it, right, Master?” 
 
    “Wait…” Ast’s eyes suddenly widened and his gaze dropped to the ground. “That’s it! Miria, you are a genius!” 
 
    He lunged at her and pulled the panthergirl into his arms, hoisting her up and starting to rain unending kisses on the soft skin of her exposed neck while spinning in circles. 
 
    “Ah! Master! Hahahahahaha! Stop! It tickles! Hahahahaha!” Miria held onto him with everything she had while laughing and twitching without restraint. “Ahahahaha! Really! Stop! Hahaha! I’m gonna peeeeeeee!” 
 
    They gradually slowed down until Asterios finally brought them to a stop. He looked up at his beloved mate and she looked back down at him, panting openly with slightly flushed cheeks. Asterios brought her back to the ground and Miria rested against his chest, still slightly dizzy. Taking a deep breath, she nuzzled her face into his neck and purred lovingly. 
 
    “You are one of the smartest girls I know so don’t you dare say things like that,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    She leaned back to glance up at him and a shy smile painted her pretty lips. Miria stared into his mesmerizing eyes for a moment before pulling herself closer and stealing an affectionate kiss from her master. He played along and gently caressed her back with one hand while leading the other to twirl her tail just the way she liked it. 
 
    After they parted, she remained by his side, letting Asterios continue to gently embrace her as he turned to the queen. 
 
    “The undergrowth. These corridors aren’t all that is to it, are they?” he asked. 
 
    “There are many areas just like this one or Imadil’s smithy all around the underground part of the capital. But, what does that—” The queen’s face suddenly twisted in realization. “There’s no way…” 
 
    “I’m afraid that there is. It wouldn’t be the first time they hid in plain sight, right under everyone’s noses.” Asterios chuckled wryly. “How far down do these go?” 
 
    “Deep. A lot of the tunnels come from ancient times but only the upper layer is available to the public, right where we are currently located,” she answered. “But even so, everything is constantly monitored, and none of our suspects wandered off into any suspicious regions. Even your familiar accompanied them.” 
 
    “Deep enough to reach that place?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    Civienne’s mouth drew a tense line. “No one knows that area exists. It’s a tightly sealed temple built right after that event exactly for the reason of securing the surroundings of the remains. The entire vicinity is completely cut off. It’s impossible to break in.” 
 
    “And all the pieces suddenly start fitting in.” Grea hit her palm with her fist. “If there’s anyone knowing a lot about impossible things, it’s definitely us.” 
 
    The girls chuckled together as Asterios smirked softly. They certainly had quite some experience with the impossible. Multiple times. 
 
    “I think we should hold a quick strategy meeting with your friend,” Asterios said, casting a glance at the duo of elves. 
 
    Civienne noticed the gesture and nodded lightly. “You are right. This is an important topic to discuss. Imadil, Cynthia, I apologize, but we will have to leave before all the tests are properly concluded.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Your Majesty. We didn’t notice any issues during the practice spars so you can take the weapons with you,” Cynthia replied with a polite bow. “We’ll return to our work. There are still pieces of equipment we haven’t finished.” 
 
    “If there will be anything that we can help with, just let us know.” Imadil bowed too. 
 
    “Let’s move there right away.” Asterios stepped closer to Civienne and extended his hand. 
 
    The queen graced the Spellsong family with one last nod and took it. To make the travel faster and much easier on the passenger, Umbra aided the transfer with his own shadows. Just a moment later, Asterios and Civienne resurfaced near Althea’s cottage. A crimson gate arose next to them and the girls walked out of it to join the pair. 
 
    As they approached the cozy, wooden hut, the door opened in front of them and the emerald-haired owner showed up with a curious expression. 
 
    “I did not expect an unannounced visit at this time.” Althea glanced between him and Civienne. 
 
    “It’s for a good reason,” Asterios said with a small smile. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there, then. Come in and let’s hear it.” She waved everyone inside and they obliged. 
 
    Leading the group to the resting area, Althea sat them all down and brought out some clear water in a jug. She sat down next to the queen while Asterios and the girls took over pretty much the rest of the table. 
 
    “So, what is it?” The Dragon lady raised a brow at them. 
 
    “He thinks the cultists infiltrated the sanctum,” Civienne revealed, which induced the other brow on Althea’s face to rise too in a show of slight shock. 
 
    “I mean, it would make a lot of sense,” Grea interjected. “Like, if the cult gained access to that temple you mentioned, then there’s a chance they also managed to somehow penetrate into the lair. That could be how they retrieved the supposedly dead Elder from his resting place without anyone noticing anything. Assuming there are passageways somewhere below it.” 
 
    “That would be something unthinkable, but I’m fairly sure the temple encompasses the entirety of the lair. In the end, it was built as an additional shielding layer around the Tree, since as you know, part of it is sealed in the ceiling,” the queen added. “But to think that it could have been breached and desecrated…” 
 
    “As surprised as I am with this news, I’m inclined to agree with them.” Althea stroked her chin. “It is unthinkable for anyone to get so close without me noticing anything. But, this sealing chamber and the presence of the Tree do hinder my senses quite a bit.” 
 
    “The question is, how did they learn about this?” Civienne asked particularly no one. 
 
    “Could it have been the missing Elder?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “If his death truly was faked, then they already had to know about the part of the temple that exists underneath the lair so they could break in from below and aim for the burial grounds.” Selene repeatedly tapped her finger on the table. “They must have found out about this place way before that moment. Perhaps there was a leak back during its construction if we also assume that this organization’s roots reach ancient times and are linked to True Dragons as my Lord discussed with Lady Althea previously.” 
 
    “I think this is worse than it sounds,” Bryn joined in, capturing everyone’s attention. “We previously considered their main goal being the World Tree. If they truly have infiltrated this sanctum, which I assume consists of a place where the trunk pokes out on the other side of the ceiling we see here, that would mean they already have secured the way to hurt it.” 
 
    “Oh no…” The queen’s hand tightened into a fist. 
 
    “Yes, there is a chamber with the stump above us,” the Dragon lady confirmed with a slow nod. “It’s part of the formation keeping the Tree’s energy as hidden and suppressed as possible.” 
 
    “That’s bad…” Miria shook her head. “We have no idea how much time we have left before they complete their super poison…” 
 
    “They have clearly been working on it for a long time. You found the traces of their activity in our kingdom that date far into the past. Their research is clearly slow. We can only hope that they still need years if not decades to complete it. Especially after we recently intervened and ruined many of their operations all around the world,” Silvia commented. 
 
    “Hope or not, we have to do something.” Asterios looked at everyone. “First, we should confirm if this temple around the lair truly has been compromised and serves as their main base of operations. Can we get there from here or the palace?” 
 
    Civienne shook her head. “No. As I mentioned earlier, the entire site is, or at least was supposed to be sealed shut from the outside. The first place an intruder would look in for the way here would be the palace.” 
 
    “And just in case the sanctum would have ended up breached, it shares no connections with this inner part where my lair is,” Althea continued after her. “I was supposed to protect and oversee the Tree from the inside while the sanctum served as a shield from the outside.” 
 
    “But, some of the secret, hidden tunnels that descend from the undergrowth definitely do reach it,” the queen added. “They are also definitely filled with horrific beasts, monsters, and plenty of traps to discourage anyone who stumbles into them.” 
 
    “So, there’s a way,” Tina mused. 
 
    “Our only option,” Grea agreed. 
 
    “And possibly how they got there too,” Selene pondered out loud. 
 
    “What after we find that sanctum, manage to get inside, and confirm that the evil cult is using it as their hiding place?” Miria asked. 
 
    “We have to quickly strike them down,” the queen answered firmly. “And everyone who is involved.” 
 
    “We still don’t know how they contact their agents on the surface. Before we go, we should prepare everything we can and simultaneously remove the traitors as we launch our offensive on their base to cut off their communications,” Asterios suggested. “Even if we have missed some of the moles, this should at least greatly slow their intel network.” 
 
    “I would consider sending a small, elite team for the scouting mission, which will also be the main force of attack. In case they are discovered, the operation can begin instantly. And even if they aren’t, a big group traveling through the corridors poses a high risk of getting spotted and ruining the element of surprise. The enemy might be monitoring their surroundings,” Silvia shared her thoughts. 
 
    “An astute observation.” Althea nodded with a satisfied smile. “I’m sure Civienne can arrange for our army to observe all the traitors and stand by for the order to immediately execute them all at the same time.” 
 
    “I’m joining the strike team too,” the queen stated, and judging by her fierce glare, there was no changing her mind. 
 
    The Dragon lady shook her head. “And so will I. But you will have to delegate someone trustworthy to lead everything above the ground. Perhaps the Spellsongs. You have already partially brought them in.” 
 
    “I think Imadil and Cynthia are the perfect people for this!” Miria beamed at them. “Especially since Master can now contact them directly from anywhere!” 
 
    That earned the panthergirl a slight raise of a brow from the queen but she didn’t seem too interested in asking for elaboration at this very busy moment. 
 
    “I’ll brief my squad about this too in case they could be of use to them,” Tina suggested. “We are all here to help. I think it’s easier to find an excuse for an outsider to accidentally wander into an area where the presence of the local soldiers might appear suspicious and turn some heads.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. I’ll be sure to personally commend your team’s efforts to the Human King after everything is done.” Civienne skipped her head at the blue-haired girl. “Let’s not waste any more time and begin the preparations, then. I’ll be leaving you first. Asterios, would you mind letting me borrow your familiar’s ability to transfer me to the surface? I would rather not risk making any weird moves like suddenly coming out of the lair without ever getting in right now.” 
 
    “But of course, Your Majesty,” Asterios replied. “He can stay with you and help pass any messages quicker and safer.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll meet at the entrance to the corridor leading to the workshop from the undergrowth’s side. Your familiar will let you know when,” she added, stood up from the table, and got swallowed by a deep shadow a moment later. 
 
    Althea sighed heavily. “Things are quickly getting out of hand… We’ve taken it for granted that our people would be safe from our enemies after the pretended fall of the Tree and look where that has led us…” 
 
    “There exists no such thing as a fail-proof plan.” Grea snickered. “There are always things you are unable to predict.” 
 
    “How are you feeling, though?” Bryn asked. “Should you really be joining us on this mission?” 
 
    “Even if I wasn’t well, it’s just impossible for me not to take part in this as the guardian of the Tree and the Elf Nation. But, thanks to your aid and support, I shouldn’t drag you all down. I’ve recovered enough strength to pose a serious threat against those cultists,” the Dragon lady answered appreciatively. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that.” Asterios smiled at her warmly. “And I’m personally looking very forward to seeing a real Lesser Dragon in action. Perhaps I can learn a thing or two about being one of our kin from you.” 
 
    “To think I would ever get to teach a True Dragon what it means to be one. And without the threat of death looming over my neck, that is.” She chuckled to herself while shaking her head. 
 
    “Let’s eradicate those pests from this realm once and for all!” Miria cheered. 
 
    “And find the cure for your poison-induced illness while we are at it.” Selene smirked softly. 
 
    “I just hate the fact that we didn’t get to see all that awesome armor and other stuff the crafty elves are preparing for us.” Grea clicked her tongue. “I’m gonna turn those assholes inside out for ruining my expectations!” 
 
    They all laughed together and Ast’s party excused themselves from Althea’s home. Asterios resurfaced above the ground first and let Tina jump out of her gate to go and talk with her squad. The other girls remained at their own homes to rest a little while he wandered back down to Imadil and Cynthia with the goal of informing them about everything that was coming and their role in it. 
 
    In about four hours, things couldn’t be more ready. The trusted investigation officers were gathered in the strategy chamber with the elf duo as the brain of the operation on the surface. They monitored the situation of the selected troops and Tina’s subordinates, who had been assigned a traitor each, tailing their targets and waiting for the signal to strike. 
 
    To ensure that their communications were perfect and prepared for any unexpected issues, Asterios decided to leave Umbra with them since his skillset fit the role perfectly. In case he and the rest of the reconnaissance squad would need Umbra’s help, he could always jump to them at any time. Granted, nothing interfered with his abilities. 
 
    As for the members of the scouting party, besides Asterios and the girls, there were obviously also Althea and Civienne. They considered taking Fievedem too, but two Summoners should be plenty already, so she received some tasks above the ground. 
 
    After the time to assemble came, everyone met at the gathering point, made some final checks, and headed into the winding corridors of the undergrowth. Civienne led the way, guiding them through a plethora of maze-like tunnels. None of them expected so many passageways. To some extent, that network of corridors resembled a complex set of roots that belonged to the capital city at the top.  
 
    It felt quite fitting.  
 
    And Althea later explained that many of them must have come from the Tree of Life during its prime, when its actual roots ran through this earth. After its disappearance, only those hollow burrows remained as a reminder of the elf nation’s past greatness. 
 
    That felt quite magical. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity of wandering through the darkest depths of the Garden of Sinners, they reached their first obstacle. The path Civienne had led them through, finished with a dead end. A wall of natural-looking wood obstructed their way forward. 
 
    “Did we take a wrong turn?” Miria asked while adorably scrunching her nose. 
 
    “No. We have arrived at our destination.” Civienne shook her head. “This is where our journey really begins.” 
 
    She came closer to the wall and placed her hand on the sticking-out roots, whispering something under her nose. A few seconds later, the passage rumbled as all the tree roots covering the wall retreated to the sides, revealing a massive, stone gate. It was intricately carved and decorated with a myriad of sigils all over its surface. 
 
    The queen withdrew her touch, created a blade of wind around the finger of her other hand, and made a shallow cut in her palm. With a graceful flourish, she flicked it at the gate, sprinkling it with her blood just like they had seen her do back in the palace during their first trip to Althea’s lair. 
 
    But, a frown soon appeared on Civienne’s face as nothing happened this time. 
 
    “And it looks like someone has truly broken the security measures placed over this gate to the restricted areas,” Althea commented wistfully. “All those symbols should have started glowing already. Right now, this is no more than a big slab of stylized rock.” 
 
    “How will we get through, then?” Miria frowned too. 
 
    “The good, old-fashioned way.” The Dragon lady chuckled lightly. “Mind giving me a hand, Asterios?” 
 
    He nodded and the two of them approached each wing of the massive doors, close to the center. They placed their hands on the hard stone, locked gazes, and counted down. On three, draconic mana flared into the air as they both pushed with all their might, scales appearing on the skin of their arms. With some struggle, the two Dragons forced the gate to open just enough for everyone to walk in, revealing the continuation of the passage. 
 
    An even darker tunnel awaited them. And the air on the other side felt way more dangerous and deadly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46
A Spectral Guest 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How come we are supposed to watch out for possible monsters on the other side while the passage has been sealed off for a long time?” Miria glanced between Civienne and Althea as they stepped through the gap. “We haven’t seen any on our way here either.” 
 
    “That’s because the open tunnels have been long cleared,” the queen explained. “Our predecessors made sure to eliminate all the threats that could possibly endanger the undergrowth and the capital above. Additionally, we host regular expeditions into these depths to keep things in check. You can say that every soldier ends up navigating these tunnels at least once in their life, sometimes faring against a monster or two that made its way into the caverns.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, the sealed-off part has been left alone since its creation,” the Dragon lady continued. “And, it was an intentional design to not just leave the monsters alive but even ensure that they would be deadly. Technically speaking, it’s just another safety mechanism in case anyone finds a way to break in.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to have worked that well at keeping people away,” Tina commented. 
 
    “There are only two possible reasons behind that,” Silvia joined in. “They are either strong enough for the monsters to be nothing more than a slight inconvenience, or they know their way around the system.” 
 
    “Since they had to settle down there even before stealing the Elder, they would need to have someone just as knowledgeable on their side prior to that event,” Selene pondered out loud. “I’m not sure which option is worse.” 
 
    “Both are equally as bad,” Civienne replied. “On one hand, a powerful enemy might make things tough with their strength, and on the other, a knowledgeable enemy might make things difficult if they know how to utilize the temple’s defenses for their own benefit.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to be damn careful,” Grea said, moving her gaze all around the spacious passage. “There aren’t that many angles from which something or someone can surprise us here. Unless the traps are masterfully concealed.” 
 
    “Maybe we should ask Umbra to accompany us, in the end? He does have experience in spotting traps,” Miria suggested. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. My spiritual senses are much sharper now than during our delve back then. All thanks to Master.” Selene smirked softly at Asterios and brought all of her tails out. “I’ll keep an eye on our surroundings and the road ahead. Worst case scenario, I’ll have a shield ready.” 
 
    “Same here.” Bryn nodded. “My spells became much faster after I equipped the tiara. You can rely on me, Master.” 
 
    “I do. And always had.” Asterios smiled at the duo. “Now, let’s pick up the pace. We have a cult to burn down and a tree to save.” 
 
    “Should I bring out more light, Master?” The Valkyrie asked. 
 
    “Do the two of you have any trouble seeing in this darkness?” He turned to their temporary companions. 
 
    “This darkness isn’t all natural. I can enhance my eyes in a similar way to you, but Civienne doesn’t possess any special traits or spells that can aid her,” Althea admitted in the queen’s name. “What about your mates?” 
 
    Asterios briefly closed his eyes and focused his mind on strengthening his vision. Then, he reached for the deep connection he shared with the girls and pushed his mana into them. At the same time, he finished a complex sigil with his fingers and held his palm against it as the sophisticated pattern glowed bright crimson. When he opened his eyes, the girls gasped quietly. 
 
    “It’s so bright and sharp.” Silvia slowly spun around. “I’m no stranger to perception enhancement but this is on another level.” 
 
    “I still remember when it was you who borrowed my sight, Master.” Miria giggled giddily. “Now we can comfortably rely on you.” 
 
    “Damn, you all look so fierce now.” Grea snickered. “It’s kind of sexy. In a dangerous way.” 
 
    “What?” Tina frowned at her. “Oh.” 
 
    They all exchanged glances and realized that their eyes mirrored Ast’s now, with their pupils turning vertical if they hadn’t been before, and their irises faintly glowing with a powerful sheen, matching their usual eye color. In Grea’s case, just the thin pupils were a new addition, making her look even more demonic as they were the largest out of them due to the lack of irises limiting the long lines. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten my origins as a Summoner,” Asterios answered Althea’s question with a warm smile. “Rather, I find myself capable of things I never considered possible. But, I guess my father did a decent job at combining Summoning Magic with draconic qualities.” 
 
    He summoned a vial out of his storage and tossed it to Civienne. She quickly recognized the potion and downed it without a shred of hesitation. The queen’s eyes flashed briefly and she nodded at him in thanks. 
 
    Before they continued, she started whispering something under her breath while lowering her head and Ast’s group watched her curiously. After just a few moments, a greenish wisp floated through the air, splitting to reach all of them. Diving down, it coiled around their feet before disappearing. 
 
    “This should give us an additional advantage,” Civienne said. “Noctis see pretty well in the darkness, but their hearing isn’t anything special.” 
 
    Miria made a few jumps with an excited chuckle, and each of her landings was completely silent. Asterios noticed that their shoes weren’t exactly touching the ground. A barely visible cushion of greenish energy padded their soles. He didn’t feel a difference, which was good. 
 
    “Do we know the way?” Asterios asked. 
 
    Civienne brought out a locket from under her uniform. “A splinter of the Tree of Life. It will guide us. The sanctum has been built around it.” 
 
    And so, the queen took the lead with Selene by her side. The others assumed a mixed formation, taking into mind their usual roles and abilities. It had been a while since Asterios walked in the middle and it brought up some warm memories. 
 
    About fifteen minutes later, the fox lady sensed their first obstacle. While the corridor was empty, she pointed at the earthen walls, explaining that some entities were hiding in the mud. Grea sent out Aura as bait while everyone else got themselves ready. 
 
    As expected, the hidden beings reacted to the floating woman’s passing and emerged from their muddy refuge, most likely sensing their surroundings through spiritual energy or essence. They turned out to be massive, humanoid-shaped root monsters without any visible faces. Seven of them lumbered into the passage, blocking it almost completely. 
 
    The girls wasted no time. Miria, Selene, and Tina rushed in with their weapons in hand. Asterios and Silvia decided to stay behind for now, not wanting to cause a visible commotion with their flames. They had no doubt that the frontline trio could deal with a few simple monsters without an issue. 
 
    Rather than split up, they focused on the first enemy together. In a flash, the giant tangle of roots was turned into slices as they slashed it into oblivion with their sharp blades. Not seeing any further movement from the pile of pieces, they continued forward. 
 
    Something whizzed past them and a long bolt pierced into the second monster. In an instant, a thick frost started enveloping its body and turned it into a glacial statue. Selene didn’t waste the presented opportunity and materialized one of her spiritual arms to shatter it into bits, the impact shaking the air a little bit. 
 
    Just as the other duo reached the next pair of lumbering giants, a wave of wind pushed past them and a swirling cone of air obliterated one leg each from the monsters as they stood close. Civienne’s arm was outstretched with her rapier pointed forward and her hair fluttering from the aftershock. 
 
    The moment the trees fell down, Tina was already on them. She pushed her palms to the ground and a whirlpool of violent water swallowed the fallen monsters. Creaks, pops, and snaps filled the air as the vicious waves tore them apart and ground the poor creatures into a paste. 
 
    At the same time, the three remaining enemies hadn’t been sitting idle, just watching their brethren getting slain like cattle in a slaughterhouse. Two of them sent wooden tendrils out of their arms thick like tree trunks while the rest hoisted chunks of earth from the walls and chucked them at the party. 
 
    Selene evaded the angry roots, jumping atop them, and running up the monster’s elongated arm. Before a boulder smashed into her, she launched herself up, spun around, and landed on a spiritual platform Asterios had prepared for her, crouching over it while upside down. She was already in a drawing stance and pumping loads of their mixed energy into her artifact weapon. 
 
    With a quiet fhoomph, she disappeared, at least for Civienne. The others were capable of partially following her lightning-fast movements. In a blink, she reappeared on the ground behind all the monsters, with her curved blade held to the side. A whitish flash illuminated the passage for a fraction of a second before complete darkness returned.  
 
    Asterios and the girls realized that it wasn’t exactly an explosion of light but a simultaneous emergence of thousands of spiritual cuts at countless angles throughout the path the fox lady had covered. Everything, including the flying boulders, burst into tiny fragments and dropped to the ground. The walls, ceiling, and floor looked like someone spent decades taking their anger out on them with a blade, turned into a corridor of deep gashes. Selene stood up and sent everyone a gentle smile. 
 
    They took a few minutes to refresh themselves and carried on. On their path, they continued to stumble on various groups of monsters, though most of them didn’t pose that much of a challenge to the party. Everyone slowly grew more comfortable fighting together, using each encounter as good practice to learn each other’s fighting styles. 
 
    As for the monsters themselves, it almost felt like they were again moving through an earthen dungeon. There was plenty of rock, vine, wood, mud, and even some insectile opponents crossing their path. Though, the bugs themselves were massive. A beetle covered with an almost impenetrable shell caused them the most trouble. But, after Bryn locked it in one of her barriers, Asterios and Silvia just roasted the monster, leaving nothing but ashes behind. 
 
    About an hour or two into their delve, Selene sensed a change in the environment ahead and they slowed down. Nearing the area she mentioned, they sent out Miria in her panther form to scout things out as she was the one who could blend in the best out of them. Asterios additionally supplied her with a displacement spell, just to be sure. 
 
    Thanks to her arriving at the place the fox lady sensed, Ast’s party could see it on their own through her eyes. It looked like another towering gate with steep stairs leading to the entrance. But, this one was of pure emerald shade. As previously, the sigils and arrays carved into the greenish stone were hollow, without any light or glow filling them. Taking a look at everything she could, Miria quickly returned to the group. 
 
    “Is that it?” she asked the two ladies immediately after changing back, knowing that the others had filled them in on what she’d seen. 
 
    “I think so.” The queen nodded. 
 
    “And there are no guards? Not even a single one?” Silvia pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I would have been sure they would put someone on the lookout at least in front of their hideout.” 
 
    “Maybe we are wrong and it hasn’t been breached. Maybe they are camping somewhere around, still trying to find a way in,” Miria suggested. 
 
    “Or they are just that confident in their hiding spot,” Tina added. “They had to have gotten in if they dug out the Elder from underneath.” 
 
    “What now?” Bryn asked. “Do we try to open the gate? Or do we wait for someone to come in or out? Entering through the front entrance might give us away immediately if it opens on its own.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s definitely going to be loud, just like the other gate,” Grea grunted. 
 
    “Are there any other entrances?” Miria scrunched her nose cutely. 
 
    “Possibly. But we’ll need to retreat a bit and try to locate them through the side passages,” Civienne answered. “It took a moment to navigate here without a clear way in a straight line.” 
 
    “I have an idea.” Asterios ruffled Miria’s hair. “Let’s get closer.” 
 
    Warily observing the gate, they slowly approached the entrance, ready to pounce on any enemies emerging out of it. Thankfully, nothing happened to the very end and they found themselves in front of the emerald wall. 
 
    “Now what?” Grea set her hands on her hips and raised a brow at Asterios. 
 
    “A few things, possibly. If the seals are down just like with the first gate, nothing should be blocking us from slipping inside, right?” He glanced at the local duo and received tentative nods in response. “So, first off, maybe Aura can find a way through some unperceivable gap and check the other side.” 
 
    “Ah! And then she can open a gate for us!” The panthergirl beamed at him. 
 
    “Not exactly what I had in mind since there are two of us who can’t use that method, but that’s certainly correct.” He chuckled lightly and continued to pat her slightly dejected ears. “We are all connected so I might be able to move us with Shadow Movement. Turning myself into a wisp of darkness and seeping through gaps is still a bit too much for me, but I can transfer to a place we’ve technically been to.” 
 
    “Got it.” The demon woman grinned. “You heard my man, right? We have a job to do.” 
 
    Grea’s familiar floated out of her sleeve, flashed them a smile, and turned into gas. They watched as her transparent wisps examined every nook and cranny, even those they weren’t aware of. Soon, Aura returned to their side, but after turning into pure energy again, the initial smile was missing from her glowing lips. 
 
    “Sorry.” She grimaced sadly. “It’s sealed incredibly tight. It might be the attribute of this mineral or something.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Grea huffed in annoyance. “Don’t worry, baby. It’s not your fault. We’ll figure out something else, right, Ast?” 
 
    Asterios stroked his chin. “Maybe. I’m not sure if it will work, though. But, I guess it’s worth a try, at least.” 
 
    His eyes roamed over the girls before stopping on Selene. 
 
    “How can I help, my Lord?” She caught on fast. 
 
    “I think you are our best bet considering your spiritual affinity,” he replied. “I’ll need access to your whole back, so could you—” 
 
    With a sly grin, Selene hugged her figure and snapped her fingers. Suddenly, her oriental dress disappeared, exposing the fox lady’s gorgeous figure to everyone present. She hid her perky breasts behind her arm, not wearing any bra underneath her clothes, as usual, and the only piece of underwear protecting her modesty was the black panties shielding all her lower secrets. Her toned stomach and delicious hips were all on display. 
 
    Before Asterios could say anything, she spun around and presented her bare back to him, using her free hand to gather up her mesmerizing, white hair to the front. She winked at him over her shoulder, squishing her fair bust to her figure strong enough for it to peek past her frame, which didn’t feel accidental. 
 
    He sighed quietly at her antics and shoved his fingers into Selene’s bushy tail, evoking a surprised moan from the fox girl as he stroked it, noticing a slight flush on her noble cheeks. Finished with his payback, he focused on the task ahead.  
 
    For a few moments, Asterios drew a complex formation with a glittering, silvery substance over Selene’s entire back, from the top of her shoulders to the little dimples at her hips. After it was fully done, he took a deep breath and placed his palm at its center. 
 
    “Alright. Rest your hands on the gate. It might feel weird at the beginning. Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “And what does this spell do?” She peeked at him over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” Asterios smirked at her. 
 
    She smiled back and nodded. The next moment, he activated the circuit with his mana and pushed Selene lightly. She let out another moan as a jolt of pleasant warmth surged through her entire being, almost ripping her out of her own body.  
 
    But, as it turned out, she wasn’t that far off with her assessment. 
 
    Selene watched herself lay in Ast’s arms as he crouched down, holding her limp body close. Everyone else stepped a little closer with worried expressions, but he signaled to them that everything was alright. She then glanced at herself and noticed that her form was now translucent, almost ghostly, as she floated in the air slightly above everyone. She still lacked her dress, just like the original. 
 
    Then, Asterios glanced up, almost looking right at her, but missing the mark by just a tiny bit. She realized that he was trying his best to guess her location. 
 
    “You have about ten minutes. The range isn’t that impressive, so try to stay relatively close. When you start feeling somewhat dizzy, that’s the sign you are getting too far,” he explained. “Now see if you can phase through this gate.” 
 
    The others tried to follow his gaze but failed to locate her too, and they mostly glanced around in confusion. Selene grinned to herself and floated down, close to Miria. After staring the panthergirl right in the face, she moved behind her and slowly trailed her incorporeal finger down her spine. Miria’s hair and fur immediately stood to attention as her tail shot up and she let out a panicked squeal, causing everyone to look at her weirdly. 
 
    Chuckling to herself, Selene left the poor panthergirl alone, moved to Ast’s side, and pressed a ghostly peck to his cheek before rushing at the emerald wall. She didn’t hesitate, not even closing her eyes. With pure determination filling her mind, she flew into the stone. 
 
    And, thankfully, she phased right through it, appearing in a tall and wide corridor of the same color. Plenty of massive columns supported the passage, which split into different directions at various spots. The entire place was illuminated by acidic green fire flickering from hanging and standing braziers. Additionally, the hallway wasn’t empty. 
 
    Sporadically, people milled about, walking from side to side. They wore dark robes with their hoods down and she immediately recognized most if not all of them as noctis, the dark subspecies of nefarious elves. It was a good thing they hadn’t tried opening the gate instead of sending her in like this. 
 
    Refocusing on her main purpose, Selene quickly floated around the hallways, phasing in and out of any rooms she stumbled on. She needed to find a good spot for Asterios to transfer them to, which wouldn’t instantly get them discovered. But, all the chambers had someone in it. 
 
    Finally, she found what looked like a small resting area. There was only one person inside, a woman who was sound asleep on the sofa, with a book over her head. Selene could feel the limits of Ast’s spell at this distance so that was their best bet. There was not much more time to seek another place. 
 
    But, just to be sure, she decided to test how heavy of a sleeper the woman was. She floated up to her and proceeded to poke and tickle her dark skin and flesh. The noctis shivered and trembled, but remained asleep.  
 
    Noticing a pencil on the cushion, Selene gathered all her focus and attempted to exert her spiritual energy over it, even though she was out of her body, far from the source of her power. With a great amount of effort, she caused the pencil to shake, and it rolled down to the stone floor with an audible clatter. 
 
    Yet, the woman didn’t even react. 
 
    Phasing her face through the book as the final check, Selene confirmed that the noctis wasn’t faking it, and nodded to herself. Sensing the upcoming time limit, she flew out of the room and zoomed through the corridors to try and capture as many details as possible, noting the number and position of nearby people. 
 
    Then, she suddenly felt a powerful tug, and the world around her was squeezed into a mesh of twisted colors. She startled with a deep gasp as her eyes flung open, finding Ast’s face staring down at her with a delicate smile.  
 
    Reaching up to brush his cheek, she chuckled to herself. “Did you take good care of my body in my absence, my Lord?” 
 
    He shook his head and helped her up. “How did it go?” 
 
    Selene smirked at him, teasingly covering her chest, which just accentuated her size. “Splendid. I found a decent place for us to move in. It even has a little maid ready to serve us, though she seems to tend to sleep on her duties a little bit.” 
 
    “Well, then. Let’s pay her a visit and see what we can learn.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47
A Sudden End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Asterios helped Selene up, she smiled at him mischievously and briefly took her arm away from her bust as she summoned her dress back. She caught him glancing down for that brief moment and shot him an even bigger grin, to which he shook his head and pulled her in for a quick peck. 
 
    “What about the patterns?” she asked after they parted. 
 
    “I think they should be reusable at least once more so we’ll clean them up later. Unless they bother you?” He raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Not in the slightest, my Lord.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s get moving, then. I’ll transport Althea and Civienne with me. Join us as soon as you can. Hopefully, we’ll be fast enough to act before the person in the room wakes up and raises an alarm.” Asterios nodded at her and exchanged glances with the girls. 
 
    As soon as they prepared themselves to jump right in, he approached the queen and her Dragon friend, taking their hands. With one last look at everyone, Asterios dove into his mind and tried using Selene’s memories as a guide to his ability. He didn’t sense anything worrisome and entered the shadows. 
 
    In just a moment, the trio resurfaced in the dark emerald room, quickly spotting the sofa with the sleeping woman. He instantly crouched down and drew Alcove of Serenity on the floor, surrounding them with a silencing barrier. A bunch of crimson gates arose from the ground next to him and the girls hastily made their own entrance. 
 
    Noticing Ast’s spell, Selene flared her mana and caught the sleeping woman with her spiritual energy, dragging her up by her bound wrists. Surprisingly, even that didn’t wake the noctis. She just dangled comically in the air with her head hung low. Selene didn’t even have to squeeze her throat shut as she had been aiming to. 
 
    “What do we do with her?” Miria asked. 
 
    “She’s a noctis. And a cult member. It’s obvious that everyone is here by their own choice. They all deserve to die,” Civienne replied calmly, though they could spot a note of anger in her voice. 
 
    Asterios stared at the sleeping woman wearing the same robes as all the other people Selene had seen in the corridors. “Let’s just make sure first. I understand your feelings, though, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “We should keep using my disguised name throughout this operation. You never know who might be listening in,” she added. 
 
    “Got it, Cini.” He nodded. “Selene?” 
 
    A loud slap echoed throughout the room as the fox lady spiritually palmed the woman’s cheek and she startled with a surprised jerk. 
 
    “Wha...? I wasn’t sleeping! I was just thinking over the inform—” The woman looked around in panic before noticing the group in front of her, causing her to frown. “Who the fuck are you? What the fuck is this? INTRUDERS! INTRUUUUUUDEEEEEEEEEEEEERS!” 
 
    She began shouting as she attempted to break her magical restraints, but another slap forcefully shut her up from the sheer force of the impact. 
 
    “Silence,” Selene commanded. “No one can hear you.” 
 
    The woman paused her thrashing, her face twisting into a feral scowl, until her eyes suddenly turned into saucers. 
 
    “Queen? How?” she muttered. 
 
    Asterios glanced at Civienne. “Looks like your disguise is already compromised.” 
 
    The queen tightened her fists and walked up to the noctis, grabbing her by the collar of her robes. 
 
    “You will tell us everything you know this instant or suffer for eternity,” Civienne said firmly. “How did you break the seals? What are you doing here? Since when?” 
 
    All that answered her was spit in the face as the dark-skinned woman growled back. “Fuck you! No matter what you do to me, I won’t betray the Matriarch! Do your worst! Our nervous systems have been altered not to feel any pain! Your beloved tree stump will be done before you can shove one of your favorite branches into your cunt deep enough to feel anything!” 
 
    A punch to the gut silenced the woman once more. The queen put so much strength into it that the noctis threw up, barely missing her, as she stepped aside just in time, separating herself from the splash with a thin barrier of wind. The cult member cackled madly while continuing to glare at her. Before the woman launched more expletives out of her literally dirty now mouth, Selene tightened her lips with a wisp of her energy. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like she’s here against her will,” the fox lady commented. “What now?” 
 
    “We kill her. She’s of no use.” The queen grabbed the woman’s throat and squeezed. 
 
    The girls glanced at Asterios and he sighed with a light shrug. “Let’s at least try to read her memories. She might not feel anything, but we might at least get some information out of her before her brain turns into jelly.” 
 
    Civienne backed off and he asked Umbra to join them for a moment. The Lord of Shadows was by their side in a blink and immediately got to work. It seemed that whatever had been done to the cultist noctis, didn’t exactly cover the mental pain caused by Umbra’s mind scraping. They watched as the woman squirmed in agony until her body went completely slack, drool dripping down her chin. 
 
    Asterios and the girls merged their minds with their shadowy companion to view the most crucial memories. A few minutes later, they returned to reality and shared an anxious look before turning to their new friends. 
 
    “Things are not looking good,” he began. “She wasn’t exactly a higher-up, but it looks like almost everyone in this place is filled in on most things. There are hundreds of noctis in here. As we predicted, this is their main facility, where all the work on the poison gathers. She isn’t old enough to remember how they broke in, but she knows what they are doing. Right at this moment, the Tree is continuously fed experimental toxins and analyzed. It’s been going on for decades if not longer.” 
 
    The queen cursed under her breath while Althea assumed a sorrowful expression. 
 
    “They aren’t yet fully confident in their creation, but they are sure that the Tree would not survive for long after they throw at it everything they currently have in store. Since they aren’t exactly pressed on time, they prefer to continue their research until a perfect solution is developed,” he continued. “We’ve rattled them a little bit with our sudden attack on their facilities, but it didn’t worry them too much. They feel safe here, right under your nose. But, they are ready to do as I said when something critical happens. Otherwise, they don’t mind taking many centuries more to make sure that not a speck of the Tree’s lifeforce remains after they administer their final super poison.” 
 
    There was a quick, quiet whoosh, and something thudded on the ground. They found the woman’s head staring back at them from the floor, dripping dark blood onto the emerald stone. Civienne swung her rapier once more to clean it off and sheathed her weapon, taking a deep breath to compose herself. 
 
    “Do you know where the laboratories are? Is there a cure?” she asked with tense lips. 
 
    “We do. I also think we should first help Althea. Or at least find some antidotes and store them away in case they try to destroy everything,” he answered. “We also know how to get to the hall with the Tree and all the contraptions feeding it poisons. That should be our next target. But, before all of that, we should ensure that no one flees during the chaos.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” Althea glanced at them. 
 
    “We don’t know how they broke in, but we know that they found the control room of this sanctum and disabled the rest of the traps. We might be able to take it back, then reactivate the defenses. One of them is a powerful barrier that seals the entire complex off, from both sides. They wanted to use it in case of getting discovered and being raided by your army,” Asterios explained. 
 
    “Then, after dealing with the Tree, we slaughter them all,” Civienne stated with a tone that could freeze hellfire. 
 
    Asterios nodded. From what they had gathered, only the elite was located here, so the chances of any outsiders being forced or brainwashed to work on the poisons were close to zero. They hadn’t learned about any prisoners or test subjects other than the Tree itself so they didn’t have to split their attention to a rescue operation this time. This entire place could go down without a worry on their conscience, and what most likely was going to happen, judging by the queen’s mood. 
 
    He glanced at Silvia and she smiled at him gently. With a snap of her fingers, the woman’s body burst into amber flames and turned into dust in just a second. The fire ate away all the blood too, leaving no trace of the noctis behind. 
 
    “We can’t really use this method for everyone we stumble on. It’s a bit too flashy.” Grea hummed. 
 
    “We can just quickly throw them through the portal if they are dead, no?” Miria tilted her head. 
 
    “Who is going to store hundreds of bodies in their home, though?” Tina shuddered. 
 
    Bryn raised her hand. “I think I can volunteer. My home has a spacious terrace that looks down upon a quite wide gap in the ARK’s structure so that I can gaze at the faraway ground. We can just push them off and let them fall. No one will really be able to find them with all the Scourge around.” 
 
    “That’s so vicious!” Grea giggled to herself. “I like it!” 
 
    “If you really are alright with this.” Asterios looked into her golden eyes with gentle concern. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Master.” She smiled back at him. “Let me just arrange for someone to take care of the pushing part so that I can remain by your side.” 
 
    And with that, she jumped through her gate and disappeared. Asterios and the girls exchanged glances before chuckling together at the insanity of this situation. Before their Valkyrie friend returned, he filled Civienne and Althea in on some other things they had learned from the dead woman, including the general layout of the temple and such. As the Dragon lady had been there during its construction, she chimed in with a thing or two too. She might have not remembered all the details since she had helped only with bits of it, but every piece of useful information was helpful. 
 
    Umbra returned to the surface, tasked with waiting for the signal. He would start the elimination of the traitors the moment they managed to turn the barrier on from the control room. Then, if that didn’t interfere with his movement, he was to return below and aid them. If it did, he was to keep an eye on the things within the city. 
 
    As Bryn came back, they used Selene’s senses and Aura’s gas form to scout ahead of the room they were in. Equipped with the stealthiest abilities in mind, and still silenced by the air cushions under their soles, they stepped into the dark green hallway. 
 
    The first cultist they stumbled on was taken care of by Miria. The panthergirl rushed ahead and mercilessly sliced the male noctis’ throat while piercing his heart with the other blade. She spun around and quickly launched the dead man into a portal opened by Bryn. Selene made sure that no drop of blood reached the floor, catching all the blackish liquid within a spiritual bubble. 
 
    Bit by bit, they moved forward, getting better and better at coordinating their strikes. Soon, they worked like a well-oiled machine, without even having to communicate mentally. One or two girls dispatched the enemies, Selene sealed the evidence, and Bryn skilfully placed her portals at the best angles to deal with the limp bodies.  
 
    Naturally, the queen joined the efforts of the strike squad, quenching her thirst for blood just a little bit. Hopefully, no one would notice the missing cultists before they activated the barrier. While the corridors weren’t exactly crowded with people, they weren’t empty either. Up until the moment Ast’s group reached the vicinity of the control room, they had disposed of about thirty cultists. 
 
    “Alright. We are here,” Asterios said as they stood in front of an emerald stone slab that was supposed to slide up and reveal the chamber behind it. “Let’s be quick before someone walks in on us. How many inside?” 
 
    Pinkish mist floated up from the ground and formed a feminine figure. 
 
    “Seven individuals spread throughout the chamber,” Aura replied with a soft smile, already finished scouting. “One of them doesn’t look like noctis. His skin is pale. He seems to rank higher than the others.” 
 
    They frowned together. It was the first time they found a different subrace of elves in the temple. 
 
    “I’ll use my Spellslinger ability to stun them the moment Selene breaks through the door. Find your targets and eliminate them before they get up. Ready?” Asterios looked into everyone’s eyes and received nods in response, starting his preparations. 
 
    Selene came closer to the stone slab, placed her left palm on its surface, and drew her right fist as it began glowing thanks to the activated external circuits. Her tails shook violently. Asterios slotted a few tokens into the hollows, wondering if he could now use multiple spells at once. He decided to give it a try, prioritizing the stunning one just in case. 
 
    When his vulpine mate grunted with effort, he grabbed his greatsword like a javelin and prepared to throw. Selene blasted the entrance into pieces with a single punch, sending a myriad of stone fragments flying into the room. Pained shouts of shock and surprise answered back, thankfully muffled by the silencing spell Asterios had put down ahead of time. 
 
    With his enhanced sight, he located the different man and flexed his muscles, filling them with his draconic mana. Activating the concussion spell first, he attempted to use the second one too. To his joy, the greatsword lit up with a blue crackle, and he immediately launched the weapon forward with a crack of lightning. 
 
    The blade whistled through the air like a lightning bolt, flying straight at the target. But, at the very last moment, a violet crystal emerged from the ground and the weapon pinged off it, cracking the mineral slightly. Nevertheless, the first sigil activated and a wave of force burst out of it while the sword spun in mid-air, passing through everyone save for the weird elf. The other six people were sent flying and crashed into the walls and the stone furniture, completely immobilized. 
 
    Ast’s team wasted no time. Ignoring the unexpected crystal for now, they went after the vulnerable cultists. 
 
    Tina drew the bowstring of Hydran in a bow shape and sent a ferocious arrow of mixed wind and water mana into one of the poor noctis, tearing him to shreds in a blink. Grea also launched a projectile at another member, which then simply exploded on contact, obliterating the woman’s entire torso. 
 
    Miria lunged forward with Civienne by her side, each of them masterfully piercing their opponents’ throats next to each other. While Althea and Bryn remained by Ast’s side, Selene and Silvia also joined forces to deal with the last fallen duo. The fox lady set a small barrier around the two remaining noctis while the princess released her fire without constraint, burning them to cinders. 
 
    Asterios retrieved his sword and shoved its tip into the emerald stone, using a third sigil. A rocky wall sealed the entrance, preventing anyone from coming to the rescue and the last enemy from trying to run away. The women gathered around him as they continued to observe the violet crystal, staring at the dark, blurry silhouette on the other side. 
 
    “What a surprise…” A slightly hoarse, grave voice reached their ears as a pale-skinned hand appeared on the edge of the crystal. “I must say, I don’t think anyone expected Little Civienne to infiltrate our humble base of operations without anyone noticing anything… It looks like our allies have grown a bit complacent in the recent years…” 
 
    A man entered their sight, dressed in similar, dark robes as the other cultists. But, as Aura had reported, he wasn’t a noctis. His skin was deathly pale, and his irises emanated a faint crimson glow. Even so, he wasn’t as skinny as they expected, and they could tell that the man was more or less in good shape, save for his bald head, wrinkled face, and deep shadows under his eyes. 
 
    “You!” The queen sneered in disgust. 
 
    “Me!” The man cackled. 
 
    “Him?!” Miria gasped, then tilted her head. “I’m sorry, who?” 
 
    “He’s the deceased Elder,” Althea explained with a tense expression. “Though, with a bit less hair and a much worse state in general. What did you do to yourself, child?” 
 
    “A necessary sacrifice to free myself from your silly magic, Dragon,” he chuckled nonchalantly. “I’ve not only escaped your control but also became much more powerful than I was while alive!” 
 
    “Alive?” Civienne frowned at him. 
 
    He shrugged. “The oaths bind to death. How to better break them than to just die for a few hours and then return as a new man? Well, almost new. I have you to thank for my current state, you stupid woman.” 
 
    The man growled at her before calming down a bit. 
 
    “What?” The queen shook her head, still confused. 
 
    “Everything would have gone perfectly according to the plan if you hadn’t taken your sweet time with the ceremonial burial and departure! Why the fuck did you wait three more days before that? The Matriarch’s magic almost failed to bring me back because of you! I never thought I would get a chance to get my revenge after that, but then you oh so graciously walked right into my grasp.” The man grinned. 
 
    In less than a blink, a cone of extremely sharp pikes surged from the ground, made of the same purplish crystal. They surrounded the queen, poking into the skin of her throat from all around, completely pinning her down. The others immediately took offensive stances but he only laughed more. 
 
    “A little bit faster than before, right?” He waggled his brows. “Just the prospect of getting rid of that stupid tree was interesting enough, but this is a nice boon too. It’s always been the source of our problems. We shouldn’t have saved a splinter of it back then.” 
 
    A flash of light illuminated the chamber behind the man and something made a sharp ping. He glanced over his shoulder at the piece of crystal which had expanded from the main one by his side and covered for the sudden attack in the form of a golden, ethereal spear. Bryn’s gem embedded in her tiara shone faintly. 
 
    “Nice try, won’t work. As I said, I’m much stronger than when I was alive. And that includes my magic.” He smirked. 
 
    “The crystal not only responds to his orders but also acts on its own. Surprise attacks will be of no use,” Civienne explained while glaring at her assailant. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m glad you still remember me.” The man winked at her. “I’m afraid this is where your little infiltration ends. It was a good idea to place someone strong in the control room. If only a quarter of these disgusting abominations were half as smart as the Matriarch.” 
 
    Before Asterios called for Umbra to attack the man’s mind, something fell from the ceiling. A yellowish dust slowly descended onto them, filling the air with a fresh, flowery scent. Bits of the weird pollen already covered their hair and shoulders when they noticed it, causing Miria to sneeze violently. 
 
    The man opened his mouth to say something but didn’t get the chance. His body went rigid, and he flopped forward like a plank, slamming face-first into the floor. The violet crystals started cracking and breaking into pieces, freeing the queen. Everyone stared at his lifeless corpse with confusion. 
 
    “That’s it?” Miria asked while rubbing her nose. 
 
    Althea chuckled softly. “The Elders are under the strongest oaths, and I don’t interact with them a lot, but it’s only natural that I know every single person taking such an important position inside out, including their strengths and weaknesses. Not to mention, I guided his training when he was young.” 
 
    “And his weakness is… pollen?” Tina asked with her brows raised. 
 
    “Not any pollen.” The Dragon lady smiled. “His condition was special. There was something in his blood, some kind of spiritual element that created this weird, sentient crystal. It enters a strong reaction with fertilization magic. He almost died by running into the field his parents tended to, as they had told me, but he might have been too small to remember such a thing. The moment he inhaled my pollen, his blood vessels turned into crystal, killing him on the spot.” 
 
    “Talk about anticlimactic.” Grea snickered. 
 
    “Well, that confirms he wasn’t undead,” Bryn commented. “Too bad we weren’t able to learn more about what they did to him and this Matriarch he mentioned.” 
 
    “I’m just glad Queen Civienne is alright,” Asterios said. “We have to work with what we get. Let’s try to turn on this barrier and be on our way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48
Pest Control 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After setting aside the bodies, Silvia burned them efficiently, cleaning up the control room just a little bit. Of course, they had checked all the pockets and clothes of the deceased before doing that, just in case someone they had killed turned out to be an essential person in the cult. But, save for the traitorous Elder, the rest of the group present in the chamber didn’t amount to anything crucial. 
 
    With the scene finally turning much less revolting and horrible, they took a closer look at the control room. It was just a decently spacious square chamber made of the same emerald mineral. Two out of three walls were covered in complex patterns, carvings, and arrays carved on the surface of the stone. They passed down onto big, thick, angled slabs which gleamed like polished crystal. Sigils and symbols decorated their entirety. 
 
    “Well, then. If you would allow me.” Althea gave them a soft smile and stepped towards the central slab. 
 
    Everyone else followed and observed the Dragon lady curiously. She started dragging her slender finger over a bunch of sigils, which lit up with bright green light, and finished over a black half-sphere poking out of the slab. Taking a deep breath, she pushed some of her mana into it and the carved trenches started glowing too, completing various patterns over the wall. 
 
    “It looks like my signature is still properly recognized.” Althea hummed. “I have no idea how they figured out the way to register more of them, but they at least weren’t knowledgeable enough to remove mine.” 
 
    “What can you do with this?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Reactivate the slabs on the sides, bring the barrier back up, and most importantly, add your spiritual signatures so that no traps or other defensive mechanisms react to any of us,” she answered. 
 
    “But they will still be triggered by everyone else?” Tina wondered out loud. 
 
    “Naturally.” The Dragon lady smirked gently. “Give me just a moment. Let’s register your signatures first just in case.” 
 
    They waited for Althea to finish whatever she was doing, even though it didn’t look like she was doing anything. She just stood there with her hand on the protrusion with her eyes closed. Then, after about a minute, she stepped aside, moved her hand to one of the glowing runes, and turned to them. 
 
    “Drip a bit of your blood onto the black sphere and push your mana into it,” she instructed. 
 
    Civienne obliged first, joined by Asterios and the girls after. With everyone done, Althea returned her palm to the black protrusion and wrapped things up. Some more sigils lit up as a faint pulse of mana rushed outwards the slab. The ones on the sides came to life too. 
 
    “The barrier is slowly returning to its proper place. Now, let us see what we can do about the traps.” The Dragon lady walked up to one of the other walls. 
 
    Just like the last time, she trailed her finger over specific sigils and activated whatever she was aiming for. It took a few more minutes for Althea to take care of both slabs, finally leaving them glowing with a delicate sigh rolling off her lips. 
 
    “I think we are done here.” She nodded at the others. “Besides activating whatever surprise is waiting there for the intruders, I got a better grasp of the temple’s layout and confirmed where the labs are. There are only a few places with the traps completely removed, and that includes the main chamber where the Tree’s stump is.” 
 
    “We should hurry, then,” Grea suggested. “Before the true chaos begins. I’m sure it won’t take long for people to panic with all kinds of deadly devices springing out of the walls at random. But, this is as good of a diversion as we can get too.” 
 
    “What about the surface?” Selene glanced at Asterios. 
 
    “I signaled Umbra shortly before Althea went to work with the barrier. They have started their own movements up there. So far so good. We can still talk, though I can feel the interference,” he replied. “Can we leave this room unguarded?” 
 
    “I removed the other signature from the registry and locked the arrays behind an additional combination so we shouldn’t have anything to worry about here,” Althea replied. “Let’s go.” 
 
    After unsealing the entrance to the room, they peeked into the corridor. Even if they didn’t see anyone in either direction, the panicked and painful screams softly echoed in the distant hallways. The traps were clearly doing their job well at clearing the house out of pests. 
 
    Without further ado, they began to run towards the nearest laboratory, with Althea guiding them. There was no need to act sneaky anymore with the cultists busy repelling the incoming attacks, running away, or just losing their composure amidst all the chaos and slaughter. 
 
    Ast’s party stumbled on many bodies on their path, defeated in a multitude of ways. Some had arrows sticking out of them; some were cut in half by giant blades; some were burned, eroded, melted, frozen, or torn apart; while some looked more or less intact, but just as much lifeless. 
 
    Naturally, finding a live cultist, they didn’t waste the opportunities presented by all the distractions sneaking out of the walls and took down all the noctis with ease, launching their own surprise attacks. The fewer enemies they had to worry about, the better. Their biggest worry was the mentioned Matriarch and all the unknown things they weren’t yet aware of. 
 
    Soon, they reached the first laboratory, spotting someone standing in the doorway and looking around to see what the hell was going on outside of the disarmed chamber. Miria rushed ahead and took the male noctis hostage, showing up behind him and holding her blade to his throat. She shoved the man inside while the others followed, closing the door behind them. 
 
    “Nobody move!” the panthergirl yelled as the researchers all turned to the commotion. 
 
    The girls activated their binding abilities, and in just a moment, the seven people present in the lab were locked in place by golden tendrils, blue spiritual energy, manacles of water, and thick roots. Grea glared at them with her massive crossbow moving between the stationary targets. 
 
    “Do you have an antidote that cleanses all the poisons you created?” the queen demanded firmly. “Consider your answer deeply as your lives depend on it.” 
 
    Asterios was pretty surprised to hear that, assuming that Civienne would want nothing more than to eradicate the entire organization. But, maybe she was still going to. It wasn’t like she’d said that they would be spared. She would still be true to her words if she decided that even a useful answer warranted their death. 
 
    “I don’t think so…” one of the female researchers muttered shakily. “We have antitoxins for every single toxin we have used in our projects…” 
 
    Civienne clicked her tongue, turning to Asterios. “They can’t go through your portals unless they are dead, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “I can ask Umbra if he is able to transfer them.” 
 
    “Let’s leave your friend outside unless completely necessary in case he has trouble getting out,” she replied. “I want to keep them alive. If they worked on the poisons, they might be of use in figuring out the full cure.” 
 
    “A wise decision,” Althea chimed in with a gentle smile. “I’m glad to see that your rightful anger hasn’t yet consumed your mind, Little Lavender.” 
 
    She then made a few delicate gestures with her hand and more thin roots emerged from the ground, coiling around the researchers. Tiny, beautiful tulips of brown color bloomed on them and puffed out bronze mist as they unfurled, causing the restrained noctis to quickly lose consciousness. With another gesture, they were moved to the corner of the lab and the roots grew in size, covering them entirely, creating a protective cocoon with the elves inside. 
 
    “We’ll come back for them later. They won’t wake up by themselves and I don’t think anyone will be interested in checking what is behind the roots while the entire complex is under attack,” Althea added, receiving nods of confirmation from everyone. 
 
    “To the other labs, then. We should capture as many of these eggheads as possible.” Grea grinned. “My baby is very eager to nail a person or two but I’ll try to keep it under wraps for a little while.” 
 
    “You’ve shot over a dozen enemies already.” Tina groaned. 
 
    “You should know me well enough already to be aware that I will never miss a chance to see a long, thick shaft impale soft, tender flesh, even if it’s not mine.” 
 
    The blue-haired girl rolled her eyes with an even louder groan and decided not to talk back any further. Asterios chuckled at them and rubbed Tina’s shoulder as they began moving around and collecting all the samples and documents they could find without wasting too much time. The girls stacked everything in their rings, leaving sorting things for a later date.  
 
    With the chamber pretty much emptied, they moved out. To sate Grea’s excitement a little, they let the eager demon woman impale as many targets as she wanted during their tour to the next location. 
 
    They didn’t meet any serious resistance and barged into the second lab without an issue. It was fortified from the inside, but Aura slipped through the thin gaps and nonchalantly removed all the obstructions while the dumbfounded alchemists continued to pointlessly throw things and vials at her. None of them hit, of course, as she skilfully manipulated her own consistency to avoid getting injured. 
 
    Quickly restraining the second batch of poison-brewing noctis, they stole the materials and ran in the direction of the last known laboratory, save for the main chamber where they were sure some experiments also took place. Unfortunately, this one was empty. No people remained inside. They must have wandered out and most likely were dead somewhere in the hallways. So, Ast’s team collected the leftover materials and returned to the corridor. 
 
    “Where to now?” Miria asked, brushing her cheek against Ast’s. 
 
    “The Tree’s seal,” Civienne stated. “We shouldn’t wander around for any longer. If they figure out that this isn’t just some kind of malfunction in the defenses, they might feel like their research is in danger and hurt the Tree as much as they can before getting taken down.” 
 
    “I agree.” Althea stood by her side. “I appreciate your efforts to help me, but saving the Tree comes first. Its death would affect way more people than mine. It’s the highest priority.” 
 
    The queen glanced at the Dragon lady with an even more tense and cold expression than usual, clearly thinking otherwise. But, as the nation’s queen and the protector of her race, she definitely was burdened with immense obligation and responsibility, knowing better than to speak against her teacher and mother figure regarding the very lessons she’d been taught from a young age. 
 
    “Let’s hurry.” Asterios nodded at them. “Thankfully, we haven’t spent too much energy up till now so we can head straight there without any breaks to recover.” 
 
    “Bummer…” Miria whispered under her nose, causing him to smirk softly. 
 
    He playfully twirled her tail, causing the sweet panthergirl to jump from the intimate touch, and winked at his lovely mate. She had to fight down quite a visible blush as they sprinted toward the location of the Tree, running with their fingers intertwined. 
 
    The closer they got to their destination, the more bodies they found on the floor. At the same time, the number of living cultists rose too. People were clearly moving out of the central area to either see what was going on or to flee to one of the sanctum’s exits after some traps had cut off their path to safety. 
 
    Having to dodge the blades, sprays of acid, arrows, spikes, fire, and other attacks a bit more often within the crowded corridors, Ast’s group dealt with the fleeing cultists as quickly as they could. They had already lost count of how many noctis they had downed by now. 
 
    Well, except for Grea and Tina. The two Summoner ladies seemed to track their kills very attentively. It was obvious that some kind of a bet was going on between them, definitely brought up by the cunning demon woman, somehow roping the timid human girl into agreeing. Asterios had only reminded them to be careful at all times. 
 
    Soon, they saw a massive gate, equal to the one they had seen blocking the entry to the temple. Running towards it, they watched as the heavy wings opened just enough for a few people to slip through, and quickly locked back up. The arriving noctis were shocked to see all the bodies and blood in front of the gate, and even more to see a group of strangers rushing their way. They didn’t get to do a lot before they too wound up joining their comrades. 
 
    After finishing the last cultist, Asterios and the girls stood in front of the entrance. 
 
    “How does it work?” Bryn asked the Dragon lady. 
 
    “The inner sanctum is surrounded by the same barrier as the outer one. The gate opens from the inside, but the outside access is restricted,” Althea explained. “Save for those who have their signatures registered in the control room.” 
 
    She made a small cut on her finger and flicked her hand hard enough to send a drop of blood onto the gate. As the giant doors began opening outwards, everyone got ready to tackle anything that might suddenly come their way. When the gap grew wide enough to fit them, they slowly walked through, not wanting to leave the entrance fully open. As soon as they crossed to the other side, the doors started closing behind their backs. 
 
    But, barely anyone paid any attention to them. 
 
    They stood at the edge of a massive, round chamber with a high, spherical ceiling. While the floor was still made of emerald mineral, everything else was just hardened earth, carved masterfully to depict flowing roots that reached the very top. Between all the decorative patterns, plenty of magical arrays and sigils were woven into the room’s structure. 
 
    Yet, the most eye-catching part of the chamber was the humongous tree stump poking out of the floor, looking like it was being choked to death by the ring of emerald stone which held it in place. Its close vicinity was lit with a greenish-white aura illuminating the entire place. As for the stump itself, it stuck out much higher than they had expected, reaching the height of a three or four-story building. 
 
    This would have been an enchanting sight if not for the plethora of weird contraptions and devices made of iron, wood, glass, and some kind of elastic material. The stump was surrounded by towers wielding see-through containers with flexible tubes coming out of them. Each also had a long, pointy tip just like an oversized syringe. People wandered all over the rafters surrounding those contraptions, observing the liquids of various colors stored in the glass tanks. 
 
    Quite a few of the syringes were stuck in the bark of the Tree of Life, pumping different solutions into its system as the researchers studied any signs of a reaction from the subject. This was definitely the place where they tested their sub-poisons on the Tree itself to figure out the best combination to kill it. And Ast’s two temporary companions were perfectly aware of it, showing their displeasure and anger clearly on their faces. It was a miracle Civienne hadn’t rushed forward to throw herself at the cultists. 
 
    Fortunately, or unfortunately, before that could happen, their arrival was noticed by the enemy. Contrary to their previous interactions with the noctis who fought for their lives amongst the deadly traps, the noctis inside the chamber immediately raised an alarm and began focusing their efforts on dealing with the unidentified and most likely uninvited guests. A rain of spells and attacks descended on Ast’s party and Bryn joined hands with Selene to hastily cover them with a few barriers. 
 
    “We need a plan! Quick!” Tina shouted at Asterios. 
 
    “Kill them all and destroy their contraptions!” Civienne practically growled. 
 
    “Pretty much that but a bit more organized.” He agreed with a wry chuckle. “Miria, use your speed to go after the mages. Focus on removing as many people from the battle as you can. I’ll support you as much as possible.” 
 
    The panthergirl nodded resolutely, bounced towards him to peck his cheek, and dashed out of the barrier with a loud thump of air as she’d already finished bringing forth all of her bloodline powers. 
 
    “Tina and Selene, you try destroying as many towers as you can, but be careful with the stored poisons. Dump them somewhere to the side or something. I’m sure you can figure it out somehow.” He turned to the mentioned duo and they got to work instantly too, with the fox lady covering her human sister-mate’s advance. 
 
    Asterios was pretty sure they wielded enough power to easily topple the contraptions and he moved his gaze to Bryn and Grea. 
 
    “Grea, just go crazy on other enemies with your crossbow. Bryn, protect her and keep your eyes peeled for any injuries on our side if you can. You two will mostly support the other teams whenever and wherever needed. Got it?” he asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I can’t get enough of you taking the reins.” The mischievous demon woman nibbled on her bottom lip. “I shall impale our enemies in your name!” 
 
    With that vigorous cry, Grea joined the fray too. Bryn flashed him a warm smile and dove after her. Since both shields were gone, Asterios activated one of the tokens in his new Spellslinger that created a much smaller bubble of protection, which still served its purpose. 
 
    “Now, do the two of you have any suggestions for your own roles?” he asked Civienne and Althea. “Considering your abilities, Cini, I would say joining the efforts to reduce enemy numbers fits you best, but I’ll understand if you want to deal with the towers. As for Althea, I don’t know that much about you yet, but I assume that as an ancient Lesser Dragon, you are equipped better than well to cause havoc and destruction amongst the structures.” 
 
    “Let’s go with your plan.” The Dragon lady nodded softly while placing a hand on the queen’s shoulder. “Your assessment is quite accurate.” 
 
    If Civienne had any objections, she didn’t raise them, moving out of the bubble alongside her friend and teacher. Silvia, the last person remaining by Ast’s side, glanced at him with slight confusion. 
 
    “What about me?” She stepped closer to his side. 
 
    “You are with me. We need to be careful. Causing a huge fire in this enclosed chamber with the Tree in the middle might not be the best idea. Especially since lots of these toxins could be easily flammable too. We’ll just have to work together with much more care than the others,” he explained with an apologetic smile. 
 
    She chuckled gently. “Alright. I’ll do my best to protect you while you focus on supporting others. I can see why you wouldn’t want to immediately go full Dragon in here. Your fire breath would be out of the game and smashing into the towers with your big body could get you splashed with the poisons. Even someone as old and powerful as Althea has trouble with them.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He leaned in to steal a quick peck from the princess. “May I have this dance, Your Highness?” 
 
    “With pleasure.” She curtsied nobly and took his hand. 
 
    Asterios deactivated the barrier and they rushed to the side as explosions echoed all around them. 
 
    The days of the cult were already numbered. Possibly even hours. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49
Like a Cannonball 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miria pounced from place to place like a dark blur, using whatever structure or other obstruction she could find to reduce her visibility even more. She slashed all the unsuspecting people with her mana-sharpened blades as she scanned their ranks for mages and long-range attackers. Most of them stood on the platforms around the syringe contraptions so she picked one and began swinging herself up and up over its edges. 
 
    Arriving at the top, she descended onto the wooden planks right in the middle of a group of mages, surprising them greatly. Before they could even react, she connected her blades by the pommels, pulled them apart, and spun around, cleaving through the entire party with her extended shortswords. Their remains rolled down the tower. 
 
    Just as the other noctis turned to her, one of the women was pierced by three invisible stabs which created deep holes in her torso, digging into the wooden platform. Civienne flew in from the side, upheld in the air by a swirling current, and dropped in front of her with grace, swinging her rapier twice in a cross pattern. Two greenish crescents rushed at Miria but missed her by a hair’s breadth and decapitated a pair of men behind her back. 
 
    She smiled at the queen and made a grateful nod. They joined forces and went after the remaining mages together, dancing around each other like old friends or long-term partners. Whatever spells their enemies managed to cast, Civienne flung aside with her Wind Magic, protecting them both. Miria then dove in for the kill, slicing the caster into bits. 
 
    Their platform shook with a loud rumble and they glanced past its edge. A massive scythe made of swirling water had slammed into the side of the tower. They watched as an equally grand spiritual katana cut into it from the other direction, bracing in time for the next tremor, which sent a few noctis plunging to their deaths. It looked like the wood used to build these structures was quite sturdy, capable of withstanding such strong and sharp blows. 
 
    But, it wasn’t indestructible, and the duo standing at the top of the tower knew that the next combined attack from Tina and Selene would bring it down. They shared a glance and jumped towards the glass container in the middle, hastily breaking off its hinges and supporting elements. 
 
    When the tower shook with a distinct creak, they ran as fast as they could while the platform began tilting to the side. They launched themselves off the edge before the entire thing came crashing down, Miria landing on the ground with a roll while Civienne descending with a gust of wind.  
 
    Pieces of wood flew everywhere as Selene held the poison tank in the air with an enlarged version of her demonic hand. She smirked to herself and tossed it at another tower. The glass containers crashed and broke together, splattering almost everyone on and around the contraption with powerful toxins. Shouts and screams of agony filled the air as wooden tendrils rose from the ground and circled the structure, preventing the poisons from spreading further, soaking them all up. 
 
    Everyone continued to fight their own battles, often intermingling with each other. Asterios and Silvia remained mostly on the sidelines, dealing with a noctis or two that crossed their path as they kept their eyes on their comrades. He continued to throw simple techniques at the girls, timing them with their moves and ideas. Grea’s cackling and creative, mostly explicit, insults echoed from place to place as she peppered her opponents with enchanted bolts from her new favorite toy. 
 
    Things were going pretty well. The towers’ durability had surprised them at first, but after adjusting their strength, the demolition team managed to topple three more within ten minutes. The number of cultists continued to drop as all they could inflict on Ast’s girls and their friends was minor cuts and injuries.  
 
    From time to time, one or two noctis fled through the gate, but they paid those escapees no attention, knowing well that the traps would deal with the stragglers within another couple of minutes. Those who remained tried to fight back, but that didn’t have too much effect on the invaders, only slowing Asterios and the ladies down a tiny bit. 
 
    Then, a sudden boom shook the entire chamber and everyone’s eyes snapped to the massive gate. Its wings had been slammed into the outside walls by someone standing right at the doorstep, their arms extended to the sides. They must have caught the giant doors at the moment they had been opening or closing. 
 
    “Enough!” A powerful voice echoed throughout the hall, clearly belonging to a woman. “What do you think you are doing?!” 
 
    The newcomer was a noctis wearing dark robes too, though hers were clearly different. The color palette was the same, but the style was much more refined and fitting her figure. Many cuts decorated her clothes, revealing lots of the woman’s dark skin, especially over her legs, stomach, and shoulders. Her unusual, black-white-violet hair billowed with an invisible draft as it shone and glimmered mystically. The light-consuming black voids as her eyes didn’t help her weird image. 
 
    A dark purple haze surrounded her frame, lifting the woman into the air as she hovered closer to the middle of the chamber, exuding power, confidence, and of course, annoyance. She glared at Asterios and his team with a disdainful scowl, pausing briefly at Althea. 
 
    “So, you’ve finally caught on, you inferior reptile.” The woman sneered. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, she turned parts of the mist into tens of sizable spikes and hurled them at the Dragon lady and the two girls accompanying her. Selene raised a barrier to block them, but the power behind those projectiles clearly surprised her as about a dozen managed to pierce the multi-layered spiritual shield, ending up stuck between the sheets of mana. 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” Asterios cursed under his nose, hastily bottling all of his scorching hot energy away, as much as he could. 
 
    Silvia noticed it instantly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Look at her forehead,” he replied tensely. 
 
    With a bit of effort, she noticed the menacingly glowing dark gray mark on the woman’s skin. 
 
    “Shit…” Silvia cursed too, which just confirmed how serious their situation was. “She’s a slave?” 
 
    “There’s a chance. One I don’t want to take. If there really is a True Dragon behind the cult and she’s their slave, even if they are long gone from this realm, there’s no guarantee they can’t see through her eyes or into her memories. The mark would have faded if they were dead,” he answered while grabbing his greatsword more firmly. “I’ll have to act like a Spellsword during this battle. We can’t let her figure this out. For everyone’s safety.” 
 
    “I have already let the others know. Just leave everything to us.” She squeezed his hand affectionately. “Let’s take her down before she has even a moment to think.” 
 
    The woman was currently under the barrage of Grea’s bolts, so they were able to join the fight without being noticed. Her weird magic blocked all incoming attacks though, leaving the assumed Matriarch free to continue hovering in the air menacingly. Seeing their leader, the noctis regained their spirits and doubled their efforts at fighting back. 
 
    ~Miria, continue what you’ve been doing. We need someone to deal with the grunts while we focus on her. You are one of the best for this task,~ Asterios mentally instructed his feline lover. 
 
    ~Got it, Master. Give her hell,~ she purred back, disappearing into the crowd again. 
 
    “My master will have your heads for this insult!” the woman boomed angrily. 
 
    “That pretty much confirms it.” He smiled wryly. 
 
    Glowing, white clouds began quickly gathering right under the high ceiling, and they soon parted at a certain spot. A bright, blinding pillar of light shot from the opening and swallowed the Matriarch. She covered her face while hissing angrily to the accompaniment of sizzling sounds. With a hectic wave of her hand, she created a surge of deadly black spikes rushing out of the ground, heading straight for Bryn and Grea. The Valkyrie had to break her spell to escape with the demon lady to safety. 
 
    Asterios didn’t give the Matriarch a moment to recompose herself, slotting a golden token into his greatsword, hastily activating it, and shoving the tip into the emerald floor. Five pools of sun-tinged light surfaced around him and shiny, gold chains shot out of them, wrapping all around the evil woman, tying her in place. 
 
    Then, with a loud creaking noise, humongous arms made of intertwined roots and wooden tendrils rose from the ground too and slammed their palms together around the leader noctis like someone attempting to smack a mosquito, causing an earth-shaking tremor. Selene was ready, and a bright blue flash illuminated the chamber even more as she launched a buzzing arc of spiritual energy right at the joined hands. 
 
    The arc sliced through them like through butter, crashing into the wall on the other side. But, they quickly noticed that there was a gap in the middle of the cut. Just then, all the light dimmed slightly and an explosion of dark purple shadow blasted the wooden hands into bits, breaking Ast’s heavenly chains into pieces too, revealing the unscathed woman with an even bigger scowl on her face. 
 
    “Mere ants dare to challenge me, the servant of an immortal?” She sneered at them. “You are in luck that my master demands me to prioritize the plan. Since I can’t waste time on trash like you now that we’ve been discovered, your death will be quick.” 
 
    She began chanting something in a deep, ominous language as tendrils of dark energy shot out of her in all directions. Screams filled the chamber as the remaining noctis caught their heads and stumbled around, some even falling off the surviving platforms. Their eyes mirrored the woman’s and their veins started glowing with deep purple light. 
 
    “All stingers in! Release every load!” the Matriarch commanded and they moved all at once, heading to the platforms. 
 
    ~Master! The people I cut down are getting up!~ Miria shouted through their connection. 
 
    Just as she’d reported, those who had suffered less-dismembering deaths were picking themselves up and joining their clearly manipulated comrades. It had to be a similar technique to the one the woman had used to bring the Elder back, just much less fancy and complex. 
 
    “We have to stop them!” Civienne’s voice carried through the wind she’d created. “They are trying to operate the towers!” 
 
    “Like I will let you!” The woman cackled madly. 
 
    She dropped from the air like a meteor and crashed into the ground next to Tina, Selene, and Civienne. The chamber trembled as a cloud of darkness rolled over the floor with fierce intensity, forcing everyone but her puppets to hold their ground against the chilling force. The mist continued to pour in waves like a ferocious storm with the woman in its center. 
 
    Something flashed faintly and surged upwards. It was Silvia, wreathed in her fiery, amber form. Using the Matriarch’s technique against her, aware that it was locking her in place just like everyone else, she poured her mana into her own spell. Transforming her gem into what looked like a huge crystal lens, she began weaving a familiar set of gestures. 
 
    Soon, Silvia gathered all the energy she needed and a big, circular array of a bright, orange color appeared between her and the lens. Pressing her flaming palms into it, she shot a thick and wide pillar of condensed heat and fire, just like in the fight against her father, holding nothing back. 
 
    Meeting the crystal’s surface, the vicious column of death ended up getting compressed even further, raising its intensity while reducing its size by about a third. A mighty buzz and hum filled the chamber as the very air trembled from its power and intensity. Silvia’s spell melted the walls of the inner sanctum as she slowly, painstakingly dragged it sideways, soon completely demolishing the first tower on its path and incinerating any cultists that were unlucky to get touched by the relentless inferno. 
 
    “No!” The Matriarch screeched in fury and canceled her technique. 
 
    As she aimed her hands up at Silvia’s figure, a crossbow bolt sped toward her head. It missed, striking the woman’s extended forearm instead as she tilted back just in time to avoid the fatal hit. But, that was perfectly enough for what Grea had planned. The bolt’s tip burst with blinding light and deafening noise, evoking a shriek from the woman. 
 
    She had no chance of evading the great swirling lance of mixed water and wind energies sent her way by Tina’s very special bow. It carved a deep trench in the emerald stone as it tore through the air like a relentless force of nature, striking the woman in the right shoulder, once more missing her vitals.  
 
    The unrelenting whirlpool of mana drilled into the dark, misty barrier surrounding the Matriarch’s body like another layer of clothes. After a good few seconds, it managed to pierce through it and rip an impressive chunk of her shoulder off as it passed through, crashing into the opposite wall.  
 
    In the meanwhile, Silvia melted down another tower. Just six of them were left in an operable state. 
 
    Unfortunately, this much damage didn’t break the Matriarch’s hold over her kin and the controlled noctis managed to sink another needle into the Tree’s bark, pumping it with more poison. The other ones weren’t that far off either. The artificial Zombies made it much harder for the girls to just focus on the contraptions, pelting spells and attacks at anyone who targeted the wooden constructions. Miria, Civienne, and anyone else could deal with only so many undead cultists at once, and the Matriarch didn’t make it easy for them either. 
 
    Just as Althea tried working in tandem with Bryn, aiming to take down another tower with their combination of giant wooden arms from the ground and a massive javelin of pure light from the air, the noctis leader ripped her dangling arm off with a resonating growl. Another bone-chilling chant rolled off her dark lips and she flung it in their direction with all she had. 
 
    The separated limb exploded with pure darkness between the two spells and formed a wide ring of evil energy with an empty middle, hovering over the contraption. It caused a powerful tempest as it sucked the nearby spiritual energy and essence into what looked like an unending void, bending the javelin of light and arms of wood like a curved mirror, not affecting the cultists and their actions in the slightest. Consuming both techniques, it disappeared with a loud pop, leaving a sharp, electrified scent in the air. 
 
    “You will not ruin the centuries of my effort!” the Matriarch practically screeched, black blood or other liquid flowing out of her eyes. “My master will watch the Tree wither, just as he desires!” 
 
    Asterios was already throwing another sigil in motion alongside Selene and Civienne striking with whatever they could—one thrusting a violent apparition of a spiritual katana shrouded in demonic additions and the other gathering a coin-sized orb of deafening, condensed wind at the tip of her rapier—when the evil woman shoved her remaining hand into her chest, piercing right through her ribcage and flesh. 
 
    An unimaginable explosion of darkness sent everyone flying, including all the controlled noctis, who lost their evil features while limply bouncing off every possible surface. Even Silvia broke out of her spell, having to shield herself after the initial shock. The Matriarch ripped her own heart out, causing another world-shaking boom, and raised it above her head as she dropped to her knees. With an uncomfortable squelch, she crushed it between her fingers and black blood flowed down into her open mouth in a steady stream. 
 
    She greedily gulped down the ominous liquid while choking out another series of chants and incomprehensible noises. The dark purple mist surrounding her merged with pure darkness that rose from the ground and both essences assumed the consistency of the black blood covering the woman and the floor around her. It continued to grow and gather, expand and rise, forming a more and more well-defined shape. 
 
    Asterios shuddered as the evil energy began resembling a sharp, serpentine head, with the rest of its long body forming right behind it. Just by looking at it, he could feel the immense power of the wicked darkness. They had to stop whatever this ritual was right now or their chances would fall immensely. And he meant chances of survival, not success. 
 
    “Shit…” he cursed once more, watching as the remaining bits of purplish haze kept the women occupied as if it had its own will and intelligence, some of it rolling his way too, possibly marking him as a lower threat. 
 
    He knew what he had to do but it came at a great risk. The Matriarch was clearly still alive, somehow. Her earlier words just affirmed him in his belief that someone was watching this entire show. Yet, time was quickly running out. 
 
    Asterios grit his teeth, hesitation continuing to fill his mind. “I can’t…” 
 
    “But I can.” 
 
    Althea suddenly passed him mid-sprint, a thick cloud of purple darkness chasing her. Green energy surrounded her figure as she lunged forward, her body soon fully covered by it. In front of his eyes, her hidden frame elongated and grew, and he quickly realized what she was doing. He didn’t think she was in good enough shape to do it, but Althea must have been holding it off for the most critical moment.  
 
    In a blink, a beautiful, noble Lesser Dragon soared through the air close to the ground, wriggling like a snake, its mesmerizing emerald scales glinting with dignity and majesty. A fierce roar broke out of Althea’s ferocious jaws as she breathed bright green fire right at the Matriarch. 
 
    Some of the gathering darkness was burned away, but most of it just moved slightly aside, being pushed by the violent flames. Even so, it was enough to uncover the woman and Althea chomped down on the noctis leader while still spitting unbearable heat. Everyone watched as she flailed her head, biting and gnawing on the Matriarch’s body, illuminating the chamber more with the jade glow. 
 
    After a while, she spat the charred, maimed figure onto the ground and held her draconic snout right in front of the woman, growling furiously. The Matriarch choked a stifled laugh with whatever was left of her throat. She looked closer to a piece of crumbling coal than a person at this point. 
 
    “I might not be able to… show my master… the final moments of the Tree… but you still… failed…” She grinned viciously. “The spell… cannot be stopped… Enjoy watching… your whole world wither away… you lesser bitch…” 
 
    As the Matriarch breathed her final words, Althea’s head snapped to the back. The giant, ominous serpent was just finishing fully taking form. It rivaled her size, if not topping it a little bit. Its light-sucking black scales had a skin-crawling purplish sheen to them. The snake wiggled its thin tongue at her and sprung away, surprising everyone. 
 
    Seeping darkness flowed around its body as it crawled toward the nearest still-standing tower. It snaked to the top by coiling around the structure and sank its fangs into the glass container. They all watched as it quickly absorbed the poison stored inside, emptying the tank in mere moments. Plucking its maw back out, it eyed another contraption, toxic liquid dripping down its black fangs, its scales getting a new kind of sheen to them. 
 
    The answer was obvious. 
 
    It was becoming just as toxic as the poison itself. 
 
    Althea didn’t wait and rushed at the serpent, breathing fire at it as much as she could. Unfortunately, it seemed to just roll over its dark scales without any effect, so she slammed her own body into the snake as it lunged after a second tower, meeting it in the air. 
 
    “No!” Civienne screamed as her most treasured friend whimpered in pain. 
 
    Just coming in contact with the evil serpent looked to apply the absorbed poison onto the attacker. Yet, Althea didn’t cease her actions. She relentlessly continued to slam into the black snake, trying to delay it as much as possible. It visibly hurt her, poisoning her deeply once more, but she wasn’t going to give up. 
 
    Asterios stared at the spectacle while racking his brain for ideas, already having filled it to the brim with all possible energies to quicken his thoughts. A massive headache kept banging on his skull, but he couldn’t just watch their new friend die a pointless death. They had to do something. Yet, nothing seemed feasible when the girls could possibly lose their lives the moment they touched the toxic serpent. 
 
    His eyes dragged all over the place with pure desperation. The malicious creature managed to consume the second poison and was heading for the third, almost halfway there. Its goal was more than clear. It was certainly going to sink its fangs into the Tree and pump it full of the mixed toxin, most likely further enhanced by its own powers. 
 
    What were their options? He could feel the girls’ effort to think with him, their very beings joined into one. Everything else had no meaning, only the brainstorming session to save their friend and the fate of the elves was of any importance. They tirelessly combined all of their moves, spells, techniques, and knowledge to find a way to bring down the serpent. 
 
    Then, Ast’s gaze landed on the stump itself. All his conversations with Althea about its history flashed in front of his eyes, alongside the layout of the Dragon lady’s lair, which was positioned exactly below them. What was more, the ring of an emerald mineral squeezing the remains of the Tree of Life wasn’t just any colored stone. It was part of the seal. The seal locking away the Tree’s power. 
 
    That was the only answer. 
 
    With one last glance at the Matriarch’s charred corpse, he rushed forward. “Selene, Tina, Silvia, Bryn, on me!” 
 
    Black-red mist whirled around him as he triggered his transformation and turned into his real True Dragon form, not wasting any time to even roar, as much as his instincts demanded him to. With a powerful flap of his sizable wings, he launched himself towards the ceiling, the first layer of foreign mana coiling around his draconic frame. Cyan smoke formed spiritual plates of armor over his legs, torso, neck, head, and tail. 
 
    When his feet touched the tough earth while upside down, another shade of blue, a much darker one, joined it. It filled the spots between the spiritual plates with a layer of azure scales swirling like seawater, leaving just bits of his draconic features uncovered. 
 
    As all his muscles tensed in preparation for a jump, a third energy made its appearance. Condensed, amber flames covered his fangs, claws, spikes, and the soft, leathery surface of his wings. They began faintly glowing orange, emitting enough heat to melt the earth under his feet, causing it to drip down his body and onto the ground. 
 
    Finally, the last force reached the mix the very moment he pushed himself off the ceiling with a thudding flap. Heavenly, golden light coiled around the upper frame of his wings. It bathed their edges with a translucent barrier of protective energy that took the shape of stylish, metal-like ornaments. With their appearance, every single bit of his draconic figure was covered with something. 
 
    Rushing for the ground like a meteor, Asterios spotted with the corner of his eye that the serpent had consumed the last, fifth poison and was in the middle of its lunge toward the Tree with its jaws stretched wide open. The sixth tower had been successfully brought down by the joint efforts of Miria, Grea, and Civienne while Althea disturbed it as much as she could. 
 
    Still, Asterios ignored the ominous creature moving in slow motion in his perception and focused on the overflowing mix of energies making him feel like he was going to burst at any moment. His attention was all at one single point on the floor right next to the stump of the Tree of Life. With a fierce roar full of determination, he shot a ball of black-red fire a fraction of a second before slamming into the emerald ground with a bone-rattling boom. 
 
    With a loud crack, the patterned stone crumbled and instantly broke down into pieces. Asterios, alongside the massive stump and lots of emerald debris, fell right into Althea’s lair, doing his best to avoid getting squashed by the humongous chunk of wood plunging towards the fresh grass and loose forest below him. It landed with an earth-shaking thud, wreaking havoc at quite a distance around its impact zone. 
 
    But, he had achieved his goal. 
 
    The serpent slammed into the ground somewhat far from his position. The women dropped by his sides through their own means, Civienne riding on Althea’s back as the mesmerizing Lesser Dragon hovered next to Asterios. They all gazed right at the evil snake while a faint light jade glow illuminated their backs. 
 
    “It’s time to put you where you belong, worm. Right in the ground,” Asterios growled at the creature as his companions readied up for the final fight. 
 
    The Tree was not going to die on their watch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50
Deadly Deception 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Althea warned, in her usual, soft tone, tinged with a sharper note due to her draconic form. “Its skin keeps releasing poisonous fumes and secretions. I don’t know if they were always this strong or if the consumed toxins strengthened it, but don't let it get into your wounds.” 
 
    Asterios angled his head to take a glance at her without losing sight of the snake. “How are you holding up? You’ve been clashing with it for a while.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine in this form.” She attempted a smile at him with her long muzzle. “It’s my duty to protect the Tree, even at the cost of my own life.” 
 
    “No!” Civienne shouted from the Dragon’s lady back, hitting her scales with her fist as they watched the serpent crawl to the side. “As the current queen, I forbid you from dying a needless death!” 
 
    Althea chuckled in amusement. “I’m afraid my oath precedes your investiture by far. This is not a matter in which you can parley with me, child. I’ve been lenient with you and your behavior enough. I can’t oversee any more of it.” 
 
    The queen set her lips in a firm line while her icy gaze drilled into her teacher’s back, powerless against the protector of her race. And the Tree. 
 
    “Don’t do anything unnecessary,” Asterios said, interrupting their little argument. “I’ll force the serpent to focus on me. The protection granted by my mates will assure my safety. You just focus on watching over the Tree and chime in whenever there’s no risk for your condition to worsen even more.” 
 
    “I agree with Asterios’ recommendation,” Bryn joined in as she flew up to float between the two Dragons. “I can see the monster’s poison gnawing at your vitality. Please, leave it to us. Master needs a mentor and we can’t have you die.” 
 
    A brief moment of silence descended on them as everyone watched the abyssal snake slither through Althea’s lair, knocking down numerous trees on its path, poisoning everything in its wake. 
 
    “I shall act the way befitting my oaths,” she finally replied with resolution in her voice. “But, I will keep your words in mind. Now, it looks like this is as far as we get to prepare ourselves. The beast is coming.” 
 
    Asterios quickly roamed his gaze over the small figures of his beloved mates and they all nodded at him, understanding his worry and silent request without the need to rely on their intimate connection. Grea hastily retreated a little bit as Civienne joined her on the ground next to the fallen stump. Giving Asterios one last affectionate peek, Miria took their side too, letting him and the other girls focus on offense. 
 
    Seeing the rustle of the thin trees heading their way and hearing the loud cracking of broken bark, Asterios released a booming roar in the direction of the commotion and pushed himself forward with both his strong draconic legs and his wide, leathery wings. He left a faint, shiny trail behind his ferocious frame, gleaming in the colors of all the magic that coated his body. 
 
    Sensing his challenge, the snake launched itself into the air, revealing its ominous form previously obstructed by the loose forest. It hissed madly as it soared to meet him with its jaw unhinged and its deadly-sharp fangs dripping with misty venom that melted the ground wherever it fell. 
 
    Deciding not to test the strength of his additional armor, Asterios spun around his own axis to dodge the attack instead of blocking it. His hind legs kicked the serpent’s head, redirecting it away from the Tree as they separated from their brief encounter. He instantly flapped his wings and dove after the monster, gathering a mix of his black and red flames in the depths of his throat. 
 
    His opponent began bobbing and weaving the moment it hit the grass, almost as if knowing that Ast’s breath was coming. A column of unyielding fire scorched the ground to ashes while trying to land on the snake’s elusive body. It failed to hurt the beast, but it at least herded it around the Tree, blocking it from moving any closer. 
 
    Then, a number of swirling whirlpools rose in front of the slithering monster like a field of deadly traps. Each one was taller than the snake and spun in the opposite direction while filled with deafening waves of dark azure water. It was forced to slow down or risk getting launched into the air again, with much less control over its flight this time. 
 
    That allowed Ast’s flames to finally lick at the serpent’s frame but they didn’t do more than just singe its scales, sending small clouds of toxic mist into the surroundings on each contact. It looked like he would need to focus his breath on one spot for a longer time to evoke any meaningful effect on his enemy’s tough and clearly magically reinforced skin. With how fast it was moving, that possibility seemed far from likely. 
 
    Receiving a mental ping, he stopped his fire. The snake’s movements relaxed a tiny bit as it was no longer chased by a relentless pillar of crimson-onyx heat. But, that proved to be a mistake as Selene’s vulpine shape suddenly emerged from behind one of the whirlpools. She whipped a somersault to the back, smacking its snout with all ten tails she could currently muster, which were adorned with the same spiritual armor of cyan blue that covered Ast’s joints. 
 
    The monstrosity hissed in pain as its head bobbed up, failing to skirt around a few of the spinning torrents. They cut into its sides but failed to penetrate deep enough to create meaningful wounds. It still wasn’t confirmed if the summoned or created entity had an actual fleshy body or if it was pure darkness and poison molded together. 
 
    But, the doubts were cleared soon enough as a flash of light whizzed through the battlefield and aimed for the serpent’s head. While the beast managed to tilt itself just in time to avoid getting skewered by a celestial javelin of gold radiance, it didn’t completely evade the blow. The shimmering tip tore through its scales and left a deep gash across the roof of its flat head, which revealed ugly, purple flesh and began oozing a black, oily substance. 
 
    It glared at its assailant, the proud Valkyrie hovering in the air high above it with a spectral figure floating right behind her back with an arm in an after-throw position. Judging the target of its ire too difficult to reach, the serpent crawled around the remaining whirlpools with its mad gaze fixed on the white-furred fox standing in front of it. 
 
    Before reaching Selene, it seemed to change its mind and skirted to the side just short of getting in her range, avoiding the trap she had set up with Silvia and Tina. Still glad that they succeeded in deterring the monster away from the Tree, they counted their attempt as a win. 
 
    Unfortunately, they soon learned that the cunning entity had no intentions of backing away and it flung itself back at the fox lady, taking a sharp turn and hissing angrily. She put up a barrier between them, her tails glowing with power, but something crashed into her side with the force of an avalanche, sending her tumbling with a pained yip. It was the snake’s tail, which had snapped at her during its deceptive maneuver, making it obvious that this was its goal from the very beginning. 
 
    The spiritual shield broke into pieces alongside Selene’s focus as the snake’s head collided with the barrier, heading right for her prone form, which lay on its path to the Tree. Before it could sink its fangs into her mystical figure, Asterios dropped from the sky with a furious growl, smacking it into the ground with a resounding thud. 
 
    They rolled away while struggling against each other. The serpent nipped and snapped at him, trying to land a poisonous bite, but Asterios evaded those attempts while grappling with the wriggling fiend, using his claws and magic-coated body. Unfortunately, he couldn’t bite back. Or rather, he didn’t want to take that risk, even with Bryn’s spells protecting his mouth. He needed to remain at full strength in this fight. 
 
    Noticing a coiling pressure tightening more and more around his draconic frame, Asterios chose to breathe his fire at the monster from up close, trying to deter its biting attacks until he could escape the tight grip continuing to constrict with his body in the center. His amber, flaming claws left deep marks on the snake’s scales but they failed to dig deep enough to hurt it gravely. 
 
    Then, another flame joined his own. A light malachite fire wreathed the beast’s form while spilling over him harmlessly. He welcomed the gentle heat which was accompanied by the scent of freshly soaked pines. For a fraction of a second, Asterios wondered how his own Dragon’s Breaths smelled as he’d never paid that much attention to them besides the initial few times when the leftover fumes remained in his windpipe. He couldn’t help it after experiencing Althea’s pleasant flames. 
 
    A moment later, one more glow combined with the red, black, and green ones. It was a fierce orange, instantly identifying itself as part of Silvia’s powers. It didn’t have a characteristic smell besides the tingling of her magical bloodline so Asterios assumed it was a Dragon thing rather than his ability to smell fire he might have just noticed. 
 
    Their combined efforts hurt the snake enough to force it to stop squeezing him and start frantically seeking an escape. Its coiling grip on Asterios loosened just in time. Tina’s protective water armor and Selene’s shielding plates of spiritual energy were getting under too much pressure from the toxins eating away at them, almost getting through to erode and poison his own layer of natural protection in the form of crimson scales. 
 
    As they stopped rolling around, the misty fumes created by the poisonous secretions began gathering around them and Asterios had to release the evil monster or he risked accidentally inhaling some. He wasn’t going to retreat without a final say and he spun around while aiming the edges of his wings at the snake’s body. 
 
    It hissed in pain as the gold-clad tips sliced through its skin a few times, creating a weaving trail of gashes over its long belly. The force behind Ast’s attack sent it flying to the back, downing another batch of still-standing trees. The condensation of flames ceased as Asterios backed off too, moving closer to the Tree. 
 
    A thick stormy cloud formed above his draconic form within a blink and a heavy rain poured onto him with enough weight to annihilate rooftops. But, he just angled his head to the side and nodded appreciatively at Tina, who was flapping her borrowed wings right next to him.  
 
    The cold water washed off any leftover toxins from his magic-coated body and cooled him down a tiny bit after the flaming bath he had taken. She wasn’t in her part-draconic form, just utilizing the strengths of her summons, most likely unable to focus on it while also sharing her magic with him. 
 
    He didn’t mind. It was usually the girls who had fought for him in the past as he mostly supported them from behind. Now, they faced an enemy that could harm them greatly by just getting close and he was more than happy to use his draconic bloodline to stand at the frontlines while it was his beloved companions who ensured his protection and safety. 
 
    As the snake glared at him and the others, reevaluating its approach before making its next move, Asterios reached out mentally to Selene, who was tended to by Bryn after the blow she’d received. They both assured him that the fox lady was fine, mostly protected by the bluish spiritual armor hovering over her fur, and the Valkyrie was actively cleansing all the toxins that had made it through before they would reach the sensitive skin. 
 
    That did nothing to ease the rage he felt against the fiendish serpent for hurting one of his precious mates. The more in line he became with his true nature, the stronger some of the emotions grew in his heart. He knew that he couldn’t succumb to those draconic urges flowing through his veins or he risked making a mistake in the throes of his blind anger.  
 
    So, he channeled anything he felt into the strength to push forward, fueling his spiritual circuits and body with that boiling-hot energy. As Venuzathor had taught him, his greatest advantage was his calm and calculating mind gained from living as a human for almost two decades. He focused on it as much as he could. This wasn’t a battle where he could let loose his beastly side and drive his fangs and claws into his enemy. 
 
    The serpent went on the move again and everyone observed it warily. It was hurt but not out of the fight yet. They were sure that it would not stop until it was either completely obliterated or fulfilled its mission given to it by the Noctis Matriarch. She’d seemed to put a lot of trust in it, sacrificing even her own life to bring it into the fight. 
 
    This time, Asterios didn’t give it time to come up with another attempt. He jumped into the air and rushed at the monster by flying close to the ground. Noticing his advance, the snake coiled around itself into a neat pile, hiding its head inside the protective dome. Asterios knew it had to be another trick so he slowed his approach, intending to only graze its body with the sharp edge of his wing, which had worked quite well in his previous attempt. 
 
    Just as he neared the beast though, it suddenly expanded in every direction as it uncoiled. He was unable to fully dodge the sudden expanse but twisted himself just enough to avoid getting pulled in and trapped inside, which definitely had to be the snake's plan. Smacked away, Asterios crashed into the grass and rolled a few times, quickly locking its gaze back on the enemy, expecting it to follow up with another attack. 
 
    But, to his surprise, the serpent completely ignored him and was already speeding toward the women and the Tree. He rushed right after it from behind as Selene, Tina, and Silvia blocked its path, preparing their spells, leaving Bryn to begin casting an emergency shield just in case. Spotting a bunch of toxic liquid dripping out of the snake’s maw, Asterios had a feeling that a new attack was coming. 
 
    ~Watch out!~ he cautioned the three ladies as the void-touched fiend stopped, elevated its head, and spewed a sinister, acidic jet of venom out of its mouth. 
 
    His worry was unnecessary though, as the pressurized stream missed all of them completely and whizzed towards the Tree, which had been its target from the very beginning. 
 
    “No!” Althea shouted in panic, knowing that the barrier wouldn’t make it before the first bits of the venom reached the bark. 
 
    She shoved herself into its path and the toxic sludge coated her emerald scales as she whimpered in pain. Civienne’s terrified scream rang through the air as the barrier popped up into existence and cut off the venomous jet in half, blocking it off. Althea didn’t control her momentum any further and crashed into the ground with a powerful tremor. 
 
    The serpent continued to shoot its acid at the protective layer as Asterios neared its position. Bryn’s spell was flickering under the assault, waning in strength moment after moment, just showing how serious of a threat the snake’s toxins were.  
 
    Before he could make it, Selene and Tina showed up above the beast’s head, both wielding massive spiritual weapons. The axe and the hammer struck its top, snapping its maw shut, interrupting the stream just as the Valkyrie’s technique shattered, repelling the last bits of the evil venom. 
 
    With the situation under control, Asterios began adjusting his flight from a desperate charge to a more tactical pace, thinking about their next move. The girls’ blows injured the monster, though it wasn’t as much as Bryn’s first hit on it. Her element was clearly advantageous against it. 
 
    But, his eyes widened as he saw the serpent’s cheeks puff out. He had seen and worked with enough snakes to recognize that motion. It usually accompanied them taking a sip of water, which meant their maw was completely full of something. And that something clearly hadn’t come from the outside. 
 
    “Get back!” he roared, speeding up again. 
 
    Connected to him deeply, the ladies started retreating immediately, Selene blinking away with a cerulean flash while Tina flapped her wings as strongly as she could. The monster opened its mouth and a thick cloud of black gas exploded in every direction. Asterios cut right through it while holding his breath, made it to Tina before the poison, and crashed into her with his belly, wrapping himself around her as the mist swallowed them whole. 
 
    He flew out of its range a second later and crash-landed, holding his beloved colleague tightly and gently to his draconic chest. As he stopped rolling, finishing on his side, he unwrapped his limbs and wings from around Tina and found the short girl just fine, staring up at him with a slightly disoriented expression. She smiled at him gratefully and he sighed in relief, causing her azure hair to flutter from his hot breath. 
 
    “Where has it gone?” Miria asked from nearby and they saw the panthergirl standing atop his shoulder, looking intently in the other direction. 
 
    Asterios let Tina down to receive support from Grea and craned his neck to follow his feline mate’s gaze. The black smoke dissipated low enough to reach an average person’s chest as it hung ominously like a morning fog of death. There was no trace of the serpent while Selene and Silvia hovered over it, scanning its surface with deep focus. 
 
    He frowned, looking around. Not wasting any time, he flapped his wings with all he had, evoking yelps of surprise from both the women on the ground and the panthergirl on top of him. She skilfully jumped down as he soared up, high above the stump, expecting an attack from a new angle somewhere on the other side of the Tree. 
 
    “Below!” Civienne shouted, kneeling by Althea’s side. 
 
    The ground shook and soon burst open right next to Miria, Tina, and Grea. With its jaws open wide, the toxic snake lunged for the Tree from up close. It looked like all its recent actions were an even more elaborate scheme to deceive them than they had thought. Its sharp fangs sank into the wood with a victorious hiss. 
 
    Althea burst forward with a newfound spurt of energy and slammed into the beast to push it away but it held onto the Tree with its vicious teeth. She growled menacingly while coiling her own body around its long form, struggling to pull it off before too much of its venom made it into the Tree’s system, not caring for how much direct contact she was in with the toxins. 
 
    “Behead it!” the queen ordered, gathering her mana into a massive blade of wind. “Quickly!” 
 
    “No!” Asterios countered, arriving by the monster next. “It won’t stop the flow!” 
 
    He positioned himself at the snake’s split maw and looked it right into its crazed eye. It definitely held no emotion, but he felt like it was laughing at him for making fools out of everyone. Ignoring it, Asterios dug the claws of his front legs into the serpent’s gums near the end of its snout and the claws of his hind legs into its gums near the joining part of its jaws. 
 
    The monstrosity sensed his intentions but it couldn’t do anything in its current position. 
 
    Asterios inhaled deeply and breathed the most intense mix of flames he could muster down the snake’s throat, at the same time, straining his draconic muscles to their limits, supplying them with everything he could, including the external layers of mana the girls had coated him with. 
 
    Its ugly, purple flesh sizzled under the assault of a crimson-onyx-amber fire as the snake spasmed in pain. 
 
    Then, its jaws trembled. 
 
    And that was all it took. 
 
    Asterios’ strength immediately took hold of the created opportunity and a loud, echoing snap rolled through the wrecked lair as he literally folded the serpent’s head the opposite way in a single blink, the tips of its nose and chin meeting the poisonous skin with a perfect, one-hundred-and-eighty-degree angle each. 
 
    It did not survive. 
 
    Althea’s pulling yanked it away and crashed them both into the ground below the stump. The snake’s jaws flailed comically as they lost all support. She unwound herself from its carcass as Asterios descended to meet her. He dismissed the girls’ enchantments and returned to his humanoid form, with Althea following after him shortly. 
 
    She ignored everyone’s gazes and the desperate hug from the queen as she stared past them with a sad expression. Asterios turned around and saw sinister, black veins unhurriedly spreading over the Tree’s bark, originating from two deep holes. 
 
    “It’s over.” Civienne was the first to break the silence. “That’s too much even for you to handle at your best, Teacher. All we can do is delay the inevitable. We have failed.” 
 
    The reality of the situation must have finally settled in the queen’s mind as she slid down to her knees, letting go of her beloved teacher and friend, staring blankly at the mighty Tree of Life as it was slowly and painfully consumed from within.  
 
    They weren’t sure if the poisons the snake ingested were what triggered the final reaction or if its own venom was just that powerful. But considering the fact that the noctis were dosing the Tree with their concoctions for literal ages, it could have been both. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been enough if Asterios was a second or two faster at ripping the monster’s jaws apart. But, it wasn’t like it mattered. 
 
    Althea walked to the stump, stumbling a little as her complexion returned to its previous, pale state from before Bryn’s treatment and the consumption of various antidotes. She placed her palm on its bark, looking up at the Tree’s towering might with a pensive expression. 
 
    Then, as if making some kind of resolution in her mind, she turned her face to Asterios. 
 
    “Perhaps not all hope is lost yet.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 51
A New Resident 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know a way to extract all that poison? Or stop it from spreading?” Miria asked while directing a worried glance at the dark contamination. 
 
    Althea shook her head. “No. Such things are beyond us, unfortunately. Even with Bryn’s help, I don’t think we would be able to support the Tree until our researchers find the correct antitoxins to counter the mixed poisons. And that’s not including the serpent’s venom.” 
 
    “Then what can we do?” The Valkyrie knitted her brows together in an equal show of concern, for both Althea and the Tree. 
 
    The Dragon lady continued to gaze at Asterios. “Have you listened to my advice regarding your third source?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. I chose to strengthen it as much as possible. Some of the energy from that Dragon’s Heart had to be infused into my other sources, but the majority was absorbed by the weakest one.” 
 
    “Good.” She moved her eyes to the stump, gazed upon it affectionately, ran her palm over its bark, and turned back to everyone. “There might be a way to save it. But, it won’t be simple. And definitely not painless.” 
 
    Althea drew her hand back and started walking towards Asterios.  
 
    Grea stepped between them. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s a ritual that has been passed onto me long ago. With its help, I should be able to transfer the Tree’s essence into a new vessel. Usually, such an operation has an extremely low chance of success as the connection might be rejected since the essence is basically inseparable from the Tree itself. But, your third source has been formed out of the pure strength of nature. Its compatibility with the Tree’s spirit is the highest it possibly could be. It might be able to hold and give the Tree’s soul a chance to continue living,” Althea explained. 
 
    “What’s the risk?” Grea squinted at her, crossing her arms over her chest. “Even without busting out my Third Eye, I can tell how insane the Tree’s energy is. There’s no way it will go into Ast’s underdeveloped source just like that. If you are hiding anything, better spill it out right now.” 
 
    Asterios placed a hand on her shoulder with a warm smile, which softened her fiery expression after a short moment.  
 
    Then, he refocused on their draconic friend. “It’s not that easy for you either, right?” 
 
    She took a peek at Civienne. “It would mean that we are putting the Tree of Life in your hands. If the ritual works as intended, you will gain another reservoir of powerful energy closely matching your Dragon’s Hearts. And everything that’s included with it.” 
 
    “What will happen to us?” The queen obviously meant her entire race. 
 
    “That depends on both the Tree’s spirit and Asterios,” Althea replied. “The blessings should continue as they were. I can’t exactly predict every possible outcome, but I’m certain that the Tree will still exist inside him, perhaps lacking a physical form.” 
 
    “There is no other way, is there?” Civienne met her gaze, to which the Dragon lady shook her head. 
 
    “We don’t have enough time to look for a different solution.” Althea smiled sadly. 
 
    After a quiet moment between the two, the queen sighed softly. “Alright. You seem to trust this man, and I found no reason to doubt his intentions. Are you sure that your body can handle this?” 
 
    “This is my duty, Little Lavender. Just as yours is to ensure the safety and prosperity of your people. Such insignificant things should not stand against what has to be done,” Althea reprimanded her. “Let this be my final lesson to you if my destiny is to draw the last breath while staying true to my oath.” 
 
    Civienne’s lips formed a tense line and they could see the queen’s fists clench, but she didn’t respond, staring right back into Althea’s firm and resolute eyes. Receiving the faintest, barely discernible nod, the Dragon lady returned her attention to Asterios. 
 
    Before she could say anything, though, Grea turned around, facing him. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” she admitted with a frown. 
 
    “I know.” He placed his palms around her waist, pulling her closer. 
 
    “We are talking about sources here. Fucking with them has never been a good idea. I’m sure you are aware of that as much as I am,” Grea continued, undeterred. 
 
    “Red succeeded,” Asterios countered. “Twice.” 
 
    “With a Dragon’s Heart each time!” she basically growled. “That’s completely different! And it was in that insane healing room!” 
 
    “We won’t be ripping any sources out this time, nor will we be adding more.” He leaned their foreheads together. “Think about what we can gain. We need all the help we can get if we want to stand a chance against whoever might be pursuing Red. And most importantly, against anyone who would wish to hurt all of you.” 
 
    “It’s still a risk.” Grea wavered slightly under his kind gaze. 
 
    “I gave you my word. I won’t leave you alone. Ever.” Asterios moved his palms to her cheeks and brushed them tenderly. “Althea would not bring it up if she wasn’t sure I would be okay. Which can’t be said about her.” 
 
    Grea’s teeth pressed into her bottom lip as they continued to face each other. With a groan, she pulled herself into Asterios and crashed her mouth into his. Wrapping her arms tightly around him, she chased after his lips hungrily, causing him to stumble backward each time she kissed him. 
 
    After a while, she broke apart and rested her forehead on his shoulder with a deep sigh. “I’m going to hate-fuck you so hard for this…” 
 
    He kissed her hair. “Then I have something to look forward to.” 
 
    Tina appeared by their side with a gentle smile. She rested her palm on Grea’s shoulder and waited until the demon lady extracted herself from Asterios. Giving him a delicate nod, she dragged her away a bit, holding hands with their ex-professor. 
 
    Asterios glanced at the other girls gathered around him, who also nodded warmly. He could tell they were just as worried but also believed in him. Gathering everyone for a quick hug, he walked up to Althea. 
 
    “To answer your mate’s earlier question, I don’t think you are at serious risk here,” she said, glancing at Grea. “Worst case scenario, you will suffer great pain as the Tree’s essence rebounds and escapes into the surroundings. Then, it will be lost forever, while you should recover shortly with no repercussions. Possibly even with minor benefits as the ritual will stimulate your source.” 
 
    He took a peek at the unhurriedly spreading infection, then turned back to her. “What do we do?” 
 
    “I’ll have to ask you to disrobe completely, I’m afraid.” She smiled apologetically. “I know that your clothes are made of your aura, but it will be safer with no external interference.” 
 
    “Well, at least Grea will get a nice show.” Asterios smirked at the demon lady over his shoulder, seeing her roll her eyes with a somewhat sad grin. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He dismissed his apparel, feeling just a tad awkward to be standing in front of Althea and Civienne in his birthday suit. Thankfully, the Dragon lady displayed a professional approach and began without any delay, focusing on the center of his chest. He watched her fingers, hands, and forearms morph into a more draconic form as emerald scales surfaced over her skin. She then shoved her left fist into the Tree’s bark, breaking through it, and aimed her right at him. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked, peering deep into his eyes. “It will hurt. A lot.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ve had worse.” He smiled. 
 
    She smiled back. “Don’t fight it. And good luck.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Althea schooled her expression, pressing her sharp, claw-like nails into his sternum. With one last nod, more to reassure herself than him, she thrust into his chest, her hand and half of her forearm disappearing within his body. 
 
    Asterios growled and instinctively grabbed her limb as pain spiked through him. Then, he felt her fingers wrap around something and a pulse of agony rippled through his entire being, causing his draconic features to materialize in a blink. His wings, tail, horn, and scales were out in a flash as he continued to growl at her, not even noticing how much suffering Althea was in for acting as the conduit in this ritual.  
 
    But, he understood one thing. How the female Dragon felt when he’d shoved his own hand into her while under Red’s control. 
 
    “Remember! Do not fight it!” Althea shouted over her own pained grunts. 
 
    A green flash filled his vision a moment later and an insane amount of energy flowed right into his source, evoking a fierce scream from Asterios. He saw glowing, malachite veins spreading all over his uncovered skin, originating at the point of their connection. Just as she’d advised him, he tried his best not to repel the force flooding his very existence. 
 
    Right as the distressed voice of Miria reached his ears amongst the muffled shouting surrounding him and Althea, everything went black. 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    When he regained his vision just as abruptly as he’d lost it, Asterios found himself standing next to an active volcano. 
 
    “Great. Back here,” he muttered, looking himself over. “No surprise I’m just as naked as I was outside, though.” 
 
    Not sure if Althea’s words about his clothes concerned this place too, he decided to leave them out for now. It wasn’t like he would stumble onto anyone else in this weird realm inside his soul or something. 
 
    Still having his wings, he flew into the air to check for any noticeable changes. At first glance, nothing seemed amiss. He was located more or less right between the two mountain ranges of red and black fire, with the fiery mountains hovering over the part of the realm he’d previously called no man’s land, where no volcanoes sprouted up from the ground. 
 
    The very moment he was going to comment on the lack of any difference, the entire place shook, and he could feel the tremors even in the air. Suddenly, the neverending clouds of dark dust covering the absent sky parted as a massive golden beam of sunlight pierced through them, shining on the boring badlands at a slight angle. 
 
    Right in the middle of the empty strip, something burst out of the obsidian bedrock, sending pieces of black stone flying in all directions. Ast’s eyes widened to the brim as brown tendrils shot up, coiling around themselves in a spiraling fashion. They grew, and grew, and grew, soon towering over all the small mountains, possibly ending up taller than the main two volcanoes. Wider too. 
 
    Then, the tips of the thick wooden tendrils spread to the sides at the very top, creating what definitely had to be branches. His guess proved to be correct as beautiful leaves started growing on them a moment later, filling the tree’s crown with shiny, emerald shapes. The greenish umbrella finished fully forming in no time, right before his eyes. 
 
    The trembling slowly ceased as the gray clouds sealed themselves shut once more, banishing the pleasant light from the dark realm. Yet, the humongous tree remained unfazed. It stood proudly between the two nations of volcanoes, claiming the empty land as its own kingdom. 
 
    Finally breaking out of his daze, Asterios chuckled to himself. “It’s starting to get a little bit crowded here.” 
 
    He flapped his wings and cautiously approached the new arrival. Nothing stopped him from getting close and he landed in front of the unimaginably thick trunk of the gigantic tree. He had no doubt that it was many times wider than the stump which currently rested in the middle of Althea’s lair. 
 
    “Did we succeed?” he asked himself, gently placing a hand over the healthy, brown bark. 
 
    Something akin to a heartbeat tickled his palm, making him flinch slightly. Not what he’d expected to experience.  
 
    Then, gentler quakes shook the ground as the tree creaked in front of him. The tendrils slid aside from the point where he was touching, opening up an entrance leading further into the trunk.  
 
    Having in mind his previous interactions with anything inside this weird place, Asterios decided to follow the wooden tunnel. Just as he’d thought, at the core of the tree, he found a big cavern with a throne in the middle. Even though he spotted no sources of light, the entire area was bathed in a pleasant, warm glow. 
 
    But, before he could even think about approaching the throne, something completely new happened. 
 
    Bright green energy coalesced right in front of it, swirling mesmerizingly. After a few seconds, it assumed an elongated shape, which then took a more defined form. Ast’s brows rose as the light faded away and revealed the figure of a woman just as tall as he was. 
 
    That wasn’t the only similarity, though.  
 
    She was just as naked too, with all her alluring charms completely exposed. Though, her body was rather different. Her skin had a light brown shade and was decorated with coiling patterns resembling that of a tree’s core. Rather than a person, she looked more like a statue carved out of the finest timber. Instead of flowing hair, much darker bundles of vines ran down her slim back like dreadlocks. A bunch of them rested over her front, adorning her modest but pert breasts. As for her eyes, they were similar to Grea’s, filled with glowing green light rather than red. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the woman stretched gracefully while glancing all around. “Such an unusual Inner Sanctum. I remember no Dragon with one like this. It’s definitely brimming with power, though.” 
 
    Her voice was gentle and calming but carried a note of hidden joy and mischief. It was like every word she spoke smiled at the recipient. Asterios could swear he heard a faint, muffled, distant giggle echo in his mind. 
 
    “With all due respect, but you are…?” He raised a curious brow at the unforeseen lady. 
 
    She graced him with a friendly smile that seemed to melt all the tension in his muscles. 
 
    “I think you already know,” the woman replied. 
 
    “The Tree of Life,” Asterios muttered and her beautiful smile grew. 
 
    “Correct.” She roamed her hands over her figure. “I assumed the form most suitable for us to communicate, based on your experiences and subconsciousness.” 
 
    “Taking the shape of a beautiful woman?” He snorted softly, and suddenly realized something. “Then, Althea’s oath…” 
 
    “Was sworn to me.” The woman nodded. 
 
    “So, she knows.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you two have been together this entire time?” 
 
    “No,” the Tree answered with a sad expression. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “The seal that was meant to hide my power and presence put me in a deep sleep. I wasn’t conscious anymore since the moment the temple was finished and the formations were completed. I only woke up after you destroyed the arrays, which was indicated by the faint, green glow surrounding my stump,” she explained. “I then briefly spoke with Althea after the fight as she came closer, suggesting to her that she held the ritual which bound my spirit to you. It was the first time we interacted in a long time.” 
 
    “Weren’t you the slightest bit worried about me? About what I would do?” Asterios frowned gently. “Althea made it sound like this was quite serious.” 
 
    The woman smiled at him once more. “I’ve seen enough of the fight to judge your character. And the fact that Althea had no qualms with my suggestion only reaffirmed me in my observation. I don’t yet know everything about your history with her, but I was able to sense her trust in you.” 
 
    “And now you are part of me, or this place you called Inner Sanctum,” he said thoughtfully, met with a delicate nod. 
 
    A brief silence fell onto them as they both gazed at each other without moving. 
 
    “Do you perhaps wish to know why the Dragons kept assaulting me?” She was the first one to break it. 
 
    “Considering the fact that you aren’t just a magical tree, most likely to enslave you,” Asterios guessed. 
 
    “Correct again.” The Tree grinned proudly. “I’m not sure if there are any other members of my race left in your realm since we’ve been extremely scarce even back then, but we often call ourselves Dryads or treefolk. My kind’s true form is a sapling that grows in strength over the course of its entire life while blessing the land around it and all the creatures living in its vicinity. As long as they aren’t hostile to the little Tree.” 
 
    Asterios nodded to show that he was listening to her explanation and the Dryad began slowly pacing around the chamber as she clearly reminisced about her early days. 
 
    “I was fortunate to live long enough to reach the stage of an Arch Dryad, which can usually be recognized by the size of one’s Tree as it’s our physical body. Then, the elves arrived in this land and settled down in my shade. They noticed my influence fairly quickly and began worshiping me, directing their gratitude for the safe and fertile land. One day, I made contact with their first queen, opening a passage into my Tree just like I had earlier for you. She agreed to form a contract with me and so our story began,” she spun the tale. 
 
    “That’s how you became their spiritual guardian, linking their existence with yours.” He scratched his chin, receiving another appreciative smile in response. 
 
    “Yes. After that, their souls would become a nourishment to my Tree after their deaths, finding peace within nature. Meanwhile, the living enjoyed even greater boons through my spirituality, which is a conjunction of life and nature, affecting them more directly. My power over those elements is great enough to allow me to bring the most grievously wounded entity from the brink of its end, and to terraform entire continents to my wish,” the woman added. 
 
    “And such powers would be at the back and call of the True Dragon that would succeed in making you into their slave,” Asterios noted. 
 
    “Not just me but also the entire elven race.” She sighed gloomily as if the bare thought about it brought her great distress. “Thankfully, Althea came. She and the queen of that era thought up a plan to hide me from everyone’s gazes while also creating a safe haven for her. Our goals aligned as if connected by a string of fate. We thought that it would have been enough, but it looks like we’ve underestimated our assailants. True Dragons don’t give up this easily, and as you’ve witnessed yourself, they would rather destroy what they can’t take for themselves than leave it behind.” 
 
    “So, the Matriarch really was some Dragon’s slave?” he asked and she nodded, bringing another pensive silence between them. “And what happens now?” 
 
    “Now, with your and Althea’s help, I’ve managed to take root in your source, which was possible thanks to the fact that it formed naturally on its own, with the energy and essence of pure nature it drew from the environment.” The Tree made a delicate bow towards him. “What happens next depends fully on you. I’m completely exposed, my true soul laid bare in front of your darkest desires. You are an arm’s reach from achieving what all those other True Dragons failed to, and there’s physically nothing that could possibly stop you from claiming your reward.” 
 
    She went silent, staring at him with the same, pleasant smile, but Asterios could easily tell how much different it was. The tension between them was thick enough to cut it with a knife as the heaviest silence since the start of their conversation descended on them. Her bright green eyes didn’t leave his crimson irises for a fraction of a second, waiting for his next words with bated breath. If she even had to breathe. 
 
    Asterios shook his head with a deep sigh. “I’m not going to enslave you. That’s not how I want things to go. It’s not my way, at least if I can help it. I agreed to save you, not to take advantage of your dying state. This was meant to be your safe haven, not a prison cell.” 
 
    Her smile instantly turned true, reaching from eye to eye. Then, with a completely unexpected speed, she burst forward like the wind, followed by the noise of rustling leaves. Before he could react, the tree lady’s lips met his in a deep but gentle kiss, an earthy taste filling his mouth and the scent of freshly cut wood tickling his nostrils. 
 
    As she continued to push her tongue into his mouth, some kind of buzzing energy flowed into him, alongside a warm, sweet fluid that ran down his throat. His third source stirred and pulsed strongly, matching his rising heartbeat. When the caramel-skinned woman finally drew back, he could perfectly see her full smile, filled with relief and satisfaction. 
 
    “I’m glad my decision proved to be correct. My powers are now completely open to you as I’ve just finished submitting myself to your source willingly.” Her smile wavered a little bit. “Unfortunately, while you possess an affinity with nature and life, you do not possess a mastery within those elements, so you won’t be able to express the full extent of my magic. At least not yet. Your body will be stronger, your wounds will heal much quicker, and your Summoner techniques focusing on recovery will grow more efficient and effective, though. But, your winged mate, which I think was called Bryn, and Althea, will greatly benefit from using my spiritual energy through you just like they have been doing with your draconic sources.” 
 
    “Althea isn’t bonded to me.” Asterios chuckled at her mistake. 
 
    A wide grin was all that replied to him. 
 
    He shook his head at that. “So, now you have fully planted your roots inside me, living in my soul, or this realm, whatever it is. But, the danger is gone. The serpent is defeated, and the Matriarch is vanquished. Can’t I somehow let you out so that you can return to being your own person in the outside world?” 
 
    She sighed softly. “No. My Tree is dead. I’m dead. It’s only thanks to your unusual source that I’m able to exist any longer. You are now my Tree, and as long as you live, so will I. But, don’t misunderstand this. I don’t hate this situation. I’ve been asleep for long centuries, missing my freedom greatly. Now, I can experience the world again by your side, from within you. To be honest, I would have never imagined siding myself with the enemy. Yet, I have no doubt that it has made me safer than ever before.” 
 
    Then, she finally stepped away and graced him with one more delicate smile. 
 
    “Now, it’s time for you to leave. I’m sure you’ve noticed that time passes differently here, especially when you are present.” She placed a gentle hand on his chest. “Everyone must be waiting for you. They need you. Althea needs you.” 
 
    Asterios nodded firmly, then after a few seconds, smiled a bit sheepishly. “Well, usually, I have some trouble leaving this place right away, so give me a moment, alright?” 
 
    The woman giggled sweetly. “I’ll lend you a hand just this once, then.” 
 
    A pleasant breeze swirled around them, causing her vine-like hair to flutter hypnotically. Ast’s eyes became extremely heavy as the scent of wild forest filled his nostrils. He didn’t fight against it, embracing the relaxing lethargy. 
 
    ~Oh, right. I totally forgot to introduce myself.~ One more giggle resounded deep in his mind as his consciousness faded away. ~My name is Tia. As far as your tongues are able to capture it, at least. It’s been a pleasure, Master.~ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52
Old Oaths, New Goals 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Asterios opened his eyes to a wooden ceiling made of sloping beams. A warm glow filled the room he was in. Squinting his eyes, he raised his hand to rub them as a sharp headache thrummed in the back of his skull. His groan caused whatever he was lying on to stir and someone quickly hovered over his face. 
 
    “Ast!”  
 
    Tina’s worried voice reached his ears, and lifting his eyelids once again, he found his blue-haired girlfriend staring down at him with her lips almost trembling. She sat right next to his body, most likely lying by his side just a moment earlier. That state didn’t last for long though as she quickly threw herself at him and hugged his chest tightly. 
 
    “Ugh. Let’s slow down a little. Everything hurts like hell.” He let out a strained chuckle. 
 
    She hastily sat up, releasing him from her firm embrace. “Oh! Sorry! I didn’t mean to!” 
 
    “It’s alright. I don’t blame you. Hopefully, I wasn’t out for too long this time?” He reached out to brush her cheek. 
 
    Tina shook her head, taking hold of his palm. “Not exactly. It’s still about three days but I don’t think that can be considered too long. Even so, we were really worried. That ritual looked very painful and serious. Then, you both just dropped to the ground while the green veins continued to glow under your skin. They faded quicker for Althea, remaining for almost a day in your case. She also woke up faster, but…” 
 
    She glanced away, clearly avoiding his gaze. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Asterios started raising himself up while grunting in pain. 
 
    “It’s okay! She’s alive!” Tina pushed him back down. “You need to rest more. This entire thing has clearly weakened you. Bryn is looking after her. Speaking of which, I better let the others know you are back. Miria would never forgive me for hogging you to myself in such a situation.” 
 
    He shook his head with a wry smile. A moment later, he heard a chorus of footsteps rushing their way and the door to the room burst open, followed by a chaotic stream of women trying to look over each other as they pushed forward. 
 
    “Master!” Miria basically screamed as she launched herself at the bed he was in, crashing into him with a soft thud. “I was so, so worried!” 
 
    As she sniffed into his neck, latching onto him with all her limbs, the other ladies crowded the mattress from the available side. Its other edge was set against the wall so they had to huddle up close to each other. Warm, relieved smiles greeted him, save for a few slightly stronger expressions. Like Grea’s, for example. 
 
    Noticing her basically chewing off her bottom lip, he gestured at the demon woman to join the panthergirl and she climbed up onto the sheets to drop by his side. He rested their foreheads together as she snuggled to his side. They lay like this for a while, until Bryn reached out to place her palm over his wrist. 
 
    “May I?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded and let the Valkyrie do her thing. A pleasant sensation spread through his body as she checked him inside out with her magic. The golden gem embedded in her circlet shone brightly. They must have delayed interfering with his brief coma until he woke up. The worry was still written all over their faces, and Bryn’s charming eyes glimmered with traces of unshed tears, clearly of happiness and joy. 
 
    Soon, Asterios felt a little bit better, his muscles becoming less sore and hurt. His circuits still itched but it was much easier to ignore. Bit by bit, his winged mate relieved him of his struggle, continuing to cast spell after spell, leaving nothing untouched. When she was finally done with her treatment, she exhaled heavily and smiled at him beautifully. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it.” He smiled back. “And sorry for making you all worry again.” 
 
    “You better be…” Grea muttered under her nose, slugging him in the side. 
 
    “It’s alright, my Lord. At least we’ve been somewhat prepared this time,” Selene chimed in with a muted chuckle. 
 
    “We believed in you too,” Silvia added, stroking his hand. “Though, it’s been hard not to come here and help you recover.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Bryn rubbed her eyes a bit. 
 
    “I can imagine.” Asterios took a glance at Grea and they both wiggled closer to the wall, making more space on the bed, and inviting the others to pile up on him too. 
 
    Somehow, they all managed to join in, with Miria lying on his chest, Grea squished between him and the wall, Bryn lending him her thighs as an additional pillow, Selene dropping herself onto the demon lady’s flank, and Tina with Silvia resting by his free side together. They all shared a laugh after seeing their silly arrangement in full view. 
 
    “So, would you mind filling me in on everything that happened and the current state of events just a little bit?” He met each of their gazes with a raised brow. 
 
    “After we moved you both to Althea’s cottage, which is where we currently are, we left the queen and Bryn here to take care of the rest of the cult,” Silvia began. “We didn’t want anyone dropping in through the hole in the ceiling, nor escaping the temple somehow.” 
 
    “Silvia and I returned to the surface to make a report to Imadil and Cynthia in the queen’s name, checking on their progress too,” Tina continued. “We helped track the last secret agents who’d managed to hide themselves from them. Umbra assisted us, of course. He’s still watching over the capital as we speak. Most operations have already ceased, but we are being careful since the queen doesn’t want to leave yet.” 
 
    “Then, everyone in the temple?” Asterios asked. 
 
    “Dead.” Grea sneered. “Just like they should be. Fuckers.” 
 
    “With the exception of the researchers,” Bryn clarified. “They’ve been transported outside and forced to work on the antidotes and any other remedies. Everyone is currently focusing on that, for obvious reasons. Thanks to the items we stole, they are making decent progress. Most toxins can now be neutralized with proper solutions.” 
 
    “But not all of them,” he noted. “Which means Althea is still sick.” 
 
    Their expressions fell visibly as no one said anything else.  
 
    Sighing softly, Asterios brushed through Grea’s and Miria’s hair. “Tell me.” 
 
    It was the panthergirl who responded, raising her face from his neck. “She woke up first, but… The ritual has clearly taken a toll on her… Althea is much, much worse now… She can’t move from her bed and looks… Looks… Looks like she is going to die at any moment now… Even with the antidotes we feed to her…” 
 
    He cursed under his breath, then remembered the final words of the mysterious woman he’d met in that weird realm of his. 
 
    “Help me get up,” he said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    “You should rest more, my Lord,” Selene insisted. 
 
    “I’m as good as I can be thanks to Bryn. I need to see her. Now.” He didn’t relent. 
 
    The girls shared a glance, then nodded at each other, doing as he’d requested. With a slight wobble at first, Asterios found his footing fairly quickly. Getting out of the bed revealed that he was still just as naked, but thankfully, there were no traces of the emerald veins from the day of the ritual. Causing a few disappointed whimpers, he resummoned his attire, smirking in Grea’s direction specifically. 
 
    “Later. I haven’t forgotten.” He winked at her before slowly walking out of the room. “What about the serpent? Did it disappear or did you do something with its remains?” 
 
    “Miria insisted that we should salvage its corpse for materials that could be of use to you and that’s what we tried to do,” the demon lady replied. “It was quite a hassle as it didn’t seem to lose its toxicity even after death.” 
 
    “Thankfully, Bryn’s magic seemed to work well against it, just like during the battle, so she took care of the vast majority of the work,” Tina added as they all smiled at their winged sister-mate, who blushed lightly. 
 
    ~That’s natural considering the fact that her race was literally created to fight such vile beings. Especially the serpent-kind,~ Tia suddenly chimed in. 
 
    “Who’s there?!” Miria jumped at the sound of her voice, drawing her blades in a flash and scanning the cozy cottage with a hawk-like focus. 
 
    “A friend. I’ll explain everything later.” Asterios snorted quietly and plopped his hand onto her hair, caressing her ears which stood at full attention. “So, there’s a chance that they are related?” 
 
    ~It must have been the World Serpent’s far descendant, living and growing in some abyssal realm,~ the Dryad replied. 
 
    “And how do you know about all of that?” he wondered out loud. 
 
    ~I’ve been helping myself to some of your memories to get to know you a little better. I hope you don’t mind.~ She sounded both hopeful and apologetic. 
 
    “Just make sure to stop before you reach a scary-looking barrier, alright?” Asterios shook his head with a wry smile. 
 
    ~Yeah. I’ve already seen what it can do. I promise to be careful. And not too nosy.~ Tia giggled sweetly. 
 
    “Wasn’t the World Serpent a Lesser Dragon according to Atra?” Bryn questioned her. 
 
    ~And where do you think the serpents came from?~ Tia’s cute snort echoed in their heads. ~True Dragons mated with slightly lesser, big lizards, cue Lesser Dragons. Lesser Dragons mated with the same lizards, cue serpents and snakes. That can’t be said about every creature in the universe, but almost all snakes have some draconic ancestry in them. Just ask Althea.~ 
 
    “I think that’s a story for another time,” Asterios interrupted. “We have more important things to focus on first.” 
 
    The conversation was dropped as they just arrived in front of the door the girls had guided Asterios to. Bryn opened it and they spilled into a similar room to the one he had been resting in. Civienne sat on a small stool right by the bed which also stood next to the far wall. She held Althea’s hand to her forehead while leaning onto the mattress with her elbows. 
 
    And as for the emerald-haired lady, Asterios could immediately tell that her condition was nowhere good. Althea’s skin turned ghastly pale and she’d definitely lost a bit of meat to her bones already. Her hair was matted. But, the most noticeable thing was the black streaks running along her actual veins 
 
    She was clearly losing the battle against the toxins. 
 
    The queen finally noticed their arrival and angled her head to look at them. 
 
    “You are awake,” she whispered without much emotion in her voice, not even close to her usual, icy tone. “I’m glad. Your women were really worried about you.” 
 
    He slowly approached Civienne and rested a hand on her shoulder with a silent nod, turning his attention to Althea. To his surprise, she lifted her eyelids with a lot of struggle and forced a smile in his direction. 
 
    “Is she well?” the Dragon lady asked weakly. 
 
    “I think so. There’s now a massive tree inside me,” he replied with a gentle smirk. 
 
    ~Tell her that if she dies to some amateur hodgepodge of random poisons, I’m going to shove a branch up her ass while using nature’s most deadly venom as a lubricant. And this time, I’m not going to be gentle,~ Tia said tensely in his mind. 
 
    He did as told and caused Althea to burst out laughing, which then made her wince in pain and cough awkwardly as her troubled body couldn’t withstand such sudden motion. All the while Civienne stared between them in pure confusion. 
 
    Althea closed her eyes again after calming herself and Tia spoke to him once more. ~Help her.~ 
 
    ~How?~ Asterios asked. 
 
    ~Use me,~ she encouraged him. 
 
    He recalled their discussion inside his Inner Sanctum and turned to Bryn. “Are you able to do anything for her?” 
 
    The Valkyrie met his gaze and smiled sadly. “I tried. I haven't drawn on your draconic energy yet, but I don’t think it will be enough. It’s not just the artificial toxins we have to deal with, but also the serpent’s venom, which seems to have infiltrated her system during the battle.” 
 
    Asterios offered her his hand and she took it with slight confusion. She let him pull her closer and join their lips with a tender kiss, a bit surprised, but not protesting. Then, Bryn’s eyes widened to the brim and she shivered strong enough for Asterios to have to wrap his arm around her waist. 
 
    He pulled away while she stared at him in shock, subconsciously licking her lips. “It’s so… Invigorating… What’s this?” 
 
    “Your new strength.” He grinned at her. “Follow the thread and head straight for the source. Then, it’s all yours.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly, her wide eyes skipping between his lips and his gaze. He brushed her cheek with his free hand and joined them together in another kiss. This time, Bryn wasn’t as passive and went right after him. She did slow down a little after noticing how intense they were getting, but he pushed himself more into her to take her mind off their surroundings. All she had to focus on was the energy flowing between them. 
 
    The others watched as the Valkyrie gradually glowed more and more with a radiant, golden light; her skin receiving a divine sheen and her feathers sparkling like the finest silk. Her intricate halo pulsed with power, illuminating the room like a miniature sun. They had to shield their eyes at the peak moment or risk getting hurt. 
 
    Then, as the duo parted once more, the visual assault subsided but still remained somewhat active. Bryn hugged Asterios tightly, and stepped back, moving her gaze down onto Althea. With a quick glance over, her head snapped to the queen. 
 
    “We need all the solutions we can get. Including the unfinished ones,” she requested, talking faster than Miria ever did even when she was the most excited, but before Civienne could reply, she shook her head. “I’ll ask Umbra to bring it. Selene, help me out, please.” 
 
    Everyone stepped away, except for the fox lady. Communicating with Bryn mentally, she levitated Althea’s body into the center of the room and rested it atop a cerulean, spiritual construct resembling a slab of stone. Just like Asterios, the Dragon lady was completely naked, but no one paid any attention to such details while in such a serious situation. 
 
    A moment later, a myriad of glass vials, jars, and containers began popping out of shadows pooled over the floor. Bryn nodded silent thanks in their direction and turned to Asterios and Civienne. 
 
    “This will take a long time. I need to concentrate during the entire process. Please, do not disturb me until I’m done,” she stated firmly, resolution filling her golden eyes. 
 
    “Here, swallow this.” Selene offered her a thick pellet and they both ate their nourishing pills. 
 
    Asterios took Civienne’s hand and started slowly leading the queen away alongside the other girls while Selene and Bryn began the operation. With a few flicks of the Valkyrie’s wrists, sophisticated arrays materialized above Althea’s body, reaching the very ceiling, and spun slowly in various directions. Golden needles of pure light appeared in her hands, which was the last thing they saw before leaving the duo to their work. 
 
    Convincing Civienne to leave her friend’s life in Bryn’s hands was an almost impossible task, but she finally relented under the joint pressure from Asterios and all his mates. The people on the surface needed their queen and she knew it too. She’d already delayed her return for a long time by acting selfishly. Not that they didn’t understand her reasons. 
 
    Bryn had not been exaggerating by saying that it would take a long time. Entire days passed with the Valkyrie and the fox lady holed in the little cottage, never moving out of Althea’s room. Asterios and the girls took turns visiting them and helping with anything they could. Food wasn’t necessary thanks to the pills, but they still poured some water into their lips to help with thirst or wiped the sweat from their foreheads. He also made sure that they didn’t lack spiritual energy, though it seemed that both women had plenty to spare. 
 
    Above the ground, the queen busied herself with all the formalities and paperwork after their successful destruction of the cult. Imadil, Cynthia, Fievedem, and Ast’s team of course assisted her. Especially Tina and her squad, making use of their official business in the nation. The common residents knew nothing about the entire operation, but there was still a lot to take care of around the palace and all the important facilities. Nothing could escape their attention. 
 
    Then, after about five days, Silvia informed Asterios that they were being called down during her shift to watch over Bryn and Selene. He grabbed the queen and transported them right in front of the cottage. Civienne immediately burst out of his hold and charged into the little house. He followed right after her, with a bit more self-control. 
 
    When he reached the room the women were in, he found the queen on her knees, hugging Althea at her waist, who was sitting on the bed while covered in a simple but high-quality emerald robe, barely hiding her charms by resting over her shoulders like a cloak. She looked much better, lacking the ghastly-pale carnation and weakened muscles. A gentle smile painted her lips as she ran her fingers through Civienne’s hair like a doting mother. 
 
    Giving them some time alone, Asterios walked up to Bryn and Selene, who sat on the floor in the corner of the room with tired but truly joyous expressions. Silvia offered them lots of water while the other girls began gathering behind him, coming out of their portals. The incredible duo sent him wide smiles as Asterios knelt by their side. A mountain of empty glass vials and other containers riddled the floor, with their clothes stained with a rainbow of fluids. Not to mention their skin. 
 
    “We did it.” Bryn beamed at him, barely sitting straight. “I can’t believe it, but we did it, Master. I’ve never felt such strong healing power in my entire time in this world. What is it?” 
 
    He wiped some medicine off her face and planted a kiss on the bridge of her nose. “It’s life. Something you’ve already been working with while relying on your light. But, we can talk about it after you rest. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    “I can stay awake for a little longer.” She looked into his eyes pleadingly, and Selene nodded behind her. 
 
    “Fine.” Asterios shook his head. 
 
    Flicking his wrist, he transformed his ring into the greatsword, shoved its tip into the wooden floor, and activated one of the stored crystals, additionally filling it to the brim with the newly gained rejuvenating energy. A greenish array appeared underneath the girls and bathed them in a gentle light. They glanced themselves all over as their fatigue slightly receded. 
 
    When they recovered enough, he and the other ladies helped them up and turned to Althea, who was already watching them with a kind expression. 
 
    “Thank you.” She bowed her head. “I owe you my life. And not only mine.” 
 
    Seeing that Bryn wasn’t responding, most likely waiting for him to accept the gratitude and take the credit instead of her, he nudged the Valkyrie a few times with his elbow. She blushed lightly and nodded at the Dragon lady. 
 
    “You are welcome. I’m glad we’ve been able to help. It’s been eating me inside out since the first moment I tried to aid you, but thanks to Master, I’m finally strong enough to do something. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s also partially thanks to your ritual.” Bryn bowed at her waist. 
 
    While the girls already knew the entire story, she had to stay much more focused, hearing only tidbits of their conversations, including Tia’s own input. But, it was enough. And she could now catch up at any moment while being nursed to full strength by Asterios. Alongside Selene, of course. 
 
    “Right. The ritual.” Althea’s smile turned a bit more melancholic, and she glanced at Civienne. “Would you mind lending me a shoulder, Little Lavender? I would like to go outside.” 
 
    The queen wanted to argue at first, but under her stern gaze, she quickly relented. They stood up together, and Ast’s group made way for them to leave the room, following shortly after the pair. Althea already looked to be in a more than decent condition, needing just a little bit of rest to regain her full vitality. 
 
    They moved out of the cottage, taking a slow stroll through the ruined remains of the Dragon lady’s lair. Most of the trees had been toppled down or completely obliterated by the serpent’s thrashing and venom. Not to mention the huge hole in the ceiling, which damaged the circuits responsible for the fake sky covering the marble-white walls of the artificial cavern. 
 
    Soon, they neared the Tree of Life’s stump, still lodged deep into the ground. The main difference was its color. Instead of the previous, dark brown, it assumed a grayish shade, losing all of its energy. Given enough time, Asterios was sure that it would crumble into ash now that the spirit living in its core was no longer inhabiting it. 
 
    As they stood in front of the withering stump, Althea left Civienne’s shoulder and moved closer. Placing her palm on the cold bark, she stared up at the remains of the Tree with a sad expression. 
 
    “With the Tree gone, at least you are no longer restrained by your oath,” the queen said softly. 
 
    Althea gazed upon the stump for a little longer and shook her head, turning her face to Civienne. 
 
    “No. The Tree might be gone, but its spirit is not. And as long as it lives, my oath stands, as I swore not to protect the wood, but the soul.” She then moved her eyes to Asterios. “It’s just that the target of my promise might have slightly changed now.” 
 
    Althea slowly walked up to him and the girls with a warm smile, holding the single sheet of her emerald robe closely around her figure. 
 
    “So, you’ve mentioned looking for a mentor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF VOLUME VIII 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Welcome, welcome! 
 
    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.  
 
    Well, we are here now. Asterios and his friends can never catch a break, can they? To think that those poison guys were still an issue even after they had already been dealt with. But, we’ve learned a lot during this little campaign to take them down and gathered many valuable allies. Not that many big reveals, but I’m sure the hints and pieces we collected in this volume will play a key role in the future. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed our little trip to the elven land and the brief class on the elven history. The more things we learn about Asterios, the more is brought up about his realm too. Kraedorion still hides away plenty of secrets, and there are many other worlds that are still unexplored. But, will we visit them all? 
 
    This time, we didn’t have any new members joining our little Summoner family, but I think it’s better not to rush things. Asterios is still growing into his origins, as much as Grea and perhaps Miria would love him to embrace his draconic urges. But now, with someone who can actually help him out with that, things may finally start turning for better. 
 
    Every single like, comment, feedback is a huge help and means a lot to us, authors. That said, leaving a rating or a brief review here, on Amazon, surely is a huge thing too. If you have some spare time, please, feel free to give your thoughts about the story. Anywhere. I read them all. Always. I love talking with readers on my Discord. 
 
    Thanks again and see you all in the next volume!

  

 
   
    What’s Next? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, we have definitely earned ourselves some well-deserved rest. No one expected Asterios and the girls to suddenly get thrown into a national crisis, required to solve it fast. 
 
    There is a time for adventure, and there’s a time for some relaxation. We’ll be returning to Glimmervale soon and seeing how it has been developing under our noses. Perhaps we’ll assist the town with a few issues while Asterios and the girls learn and train under the watchful gaze of their new friends. 
 
    I won’t reveal too much. There’s still many matters we have to touch upon ;) 
 
    See you in the next 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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