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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 9, so if you are coming here straight after reading it, feel free to skip it without losing anything. For summary of Volumes 1-8, 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 volumes 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 9!

For Volume 1-8 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books!

Recovered from their big fight with the serpent, Asterios continued to train with the girls. Miria and Selene assisted him with his greatsword practice, having a lot of fun testing the limits of his new regeneration abilities gained from the Arch Dryad Tia.

Soon, they received an invitation from Althea and joined the negotiation talks with the Elf Queen. Surprisingly, Civienne didn’t protest against the Dragon lady leaving, instead asked Asterios and the others to look after her most important person and also take her into his entourage so they could be in touch.

The talks were broken by the sudden appearance of Abyss, who fully revealed her origins, at least pertaining to Umbra’s realm and how she was its creator, and therefore his creator. After listening to the story, Asterios agreed to help her free the dark world after mastering the ability to cross realms.

Afterward, Queen Civienne hosted a ceremony to give them some important titles, and the pair of master artificers they knew so well offered them new gear and armor, improved versions of what they were used to. Familiarized with the gifts, the group left the nation and flew atop Asterios back to Glimmervale.

Back home, they learned about a potential dungeon surfacing in the spot where the broken ritual circle had been located. Walking through the town, they met Irelia, who informed them about failing her entrance exam to a Knight Academy. They decided to let her train with their troops and brought her to Kathy from Tina’s squad and the others.

There, she faced a group of rude members of the Royal Division and won against one of the men. Kathy took her under her wing while the rest of the team met up with the Committee to discuss the development of the town, including altering and upgrading the walls surrounding it. Then, they visited King Welrond, Zoe from Miria’s realm, and many other people to catch up with them. When they talked with Venuzathor, Althea taught Asterios more about True Dragons and her own kin.

While Asterios was training, the ladies began their secret operation. Joined by Kindra, they planned out a big party for Ast’s upcoming birthday. They discussed whose help they were going to employ and how they were going to prepare surprises for him. Then, they proceeded to fetch him their personal gifts.

A few days later, Kindra hosted another meeting, this time with all the rulers Asterios had befriended. She craftily forced them to play into her hands and ended up having them agree with the formation of a new nation led by Asterios and the girls. She had a few very convincing arguments for each of the monarchs.

During the last stretch, Grea sacrificed herself to buy them more time and dragged Asterios back into his old academy to smother him with her quite intense love. The next morning, the girls surrounded him in bed and handed him their prepared gifts.

When they walked into Glimmervale, it was all decorated and people were ready to begin the festivities. Many old friends arrived from faraway lands, including Svertaniel, Venera, and so on. They had fun in the main market while dancing, drinking, and chatting until Ulyssen invited Asterios onto the stage where he officially wished him the best in front of everyone.

Leaving the central square, the group headed for the castle, where the royal and noble guests gathered. There, Asterios was caught off guard by the declaration of Dragon Valley with him as the leader. He received many more gifts and offers of help. Briefly returning outside to address the people who had chosen him for such a position, he then spent some time with the monarchs before chasing after a slightly impish Tina, ending up enjoying a more intimate moment with the short girl in the gardens.

Since the celebrations had been temporarily interrupted by the emergence of the nearby dungeon, Asterios and the ladies headed out to investigate in the morning. They fought through the first floors and made sure monsters wouldn’t spill into the town. Ensuring such, they then retreated underneath the city to show Althea the replica of her lair they had prepared for their new friend.

Asterios proceeded to learn more from Althea while they worked on all the matters related to Dragon Valley, gaining more insight into his mentor’s life too. At one point, King Welrond invited him to a meeting with a few academic masters for the upcoming project planned for Glimmervale. He showed the professors that they shouldn’t doubt him.

With that out of the way, they dove into the dungeon again and fought their way into the Core chamber. After beating it, Asterios managed to make it submit and left Umbra to examine it since they shared an affinity.

Having in mind all the things they experienced in the dungeon, Althea invited Asterios for tea. During their private moment, she admitted to being willing to join his entourage as his mate. He was more than glad to welcome the mentor he was starting to deeply care for into his family and they explored their new relationship rather lively, the Lesser Dragon lady’s desires blooming fully in his firm hands.

Next, they had to take care of bringing artisans into Glimmervale so they could start working on the new walls and other projects. Asterios jumped from nation to nation and brought everyone in with Umbra’s assistance. The Lord of Shadows proceeded to report on his investigation into the Core, prompting Asterios to prioritize going into his summon’s realm as freeing the world would help them interact with the dungeon.

Surprisingly, Grea called for him to show Asterios the results of her efforts. She had been working on his sealed memories. Partnered with Abyss, she showed them a new ritual circle and they used it for their next attempt. It managed to pierce through the seal a tiny bit and reveal more about Ast’s past, which seemed weirdly not in the correct place in terms of the chronology of his previous memories.

But, it pointed them to a new location, the land of dwarves, where something related to his lineage awaited him. They consulted their dwarf receptionist friend Truvi and decided to check the place out whenever they had a moment.

Now, they were going to focus on Glimmervale’s development and Umbra’s world…


Chapter 1
The Initial Expansion

“A little more to the left now!” The voice of a nearby dwarf foreman elected from the group of masonry workers echoed through the area by the outer wall, or at least close to the segments that had been left behind.

Pairs of men and women of many races were working with sizable hammers, chisels, and specialized tools for brick extraction. They were stripping down the last bits of what had recently been the supposedly impenetrable protective formation around Glimmervale. Now, it was not much more than a circle full of empty spots with equal sizes and dimensions. From afar, it might look like the wall had seen better times and simply crumbled from age, but the locals knew better.

“I’m still amazed we can actually do something like that,” Asterios mused to himself, observing the operation. “Are you sure it’s possible? Not meaning to question your capabilities, of course.”

Althea showed him a reassuring smile. “Yes, it will be of no problem, just as we discussed the plan four weeks ago. Especially now that our bond has fully settled in and I became more accustomed to the feeling of your raw energies inside me.”

“Bet that’s not the only thing inside you that you got used to.” Grea snickered by their side.

Asterios just rolled his eyes, which landed on his mentor’s respectful visage. Noticing the warm glance the Dragon lady was giving him, and the tiniest trace of a blush on her smooth cheeks, he didn’t berate his frivolous mate this time. She might not have been entirely wrong. He and Althea certainly spent a lot of time together, both of them training something.

“This is still hard to imagine,” he continued instead. “I’ve seen Earth Mages complete quite amazing feats when banded together but what we are about to do is on another level. Moving the entire wall to another position without completely stripping it down? That sounds insane.”

“Then imagine going with your day and suddenly seeing the battlements that have always been protecting your little village suddenly disappear and move away while an enemy army charges straight at your place.” The demon woman snickered. “You are one scary bitch, Althea.”

“Thank you for the compliment,” Althea replied with a trace of a smirk on her plump lips. “But, I’m afraid it wouldn’t be as simple as you make it sound. At least with magical barriers and protective spells present. I can only achieve this thanks to the hard work of your kin at disabling all the formations and arrays that have been fused with this structure.”

“Maybe, but if it was just a stone or brick wall, you would sink that rock into the earth like nothing. That has to be a terrifying sight.” Grea shook her head. “Thank gods we decided to split all the magic into segments instead of creating a single long link through the entire ring. Who knew that trying to prevent the whole thing from getting disabled with just a small hole would come to be this useful?”

“Imadil, Cynthia, Radir, and you have all truly outdone yourselves with this.” Asterios nodded. “And with the idea of the new wall in the old one’s place. This will make Glimmervale so mystical and kind of unique. We won’t be a cheap copy of the Ring City anymore.”

A few weeks ago, after all the craftsmen had arrived to help out with all the projects, everyone considered the topic of the second wall behind the segment of the city meant solely for the academies and their facilities. Then, they would have needed to build another wall after each new section that was added further on, like the farming or housing district extension. With that, they either had to wait with the buildings until the new wall was finished, or put the buildings up without the wall being fully done and serving its purpose to protect the edge of the town from any lurking dangers.

Thankfully, with so many smart and creative minds around, they had come up with a new approach, which was currently underway.

Althea and Tia had reminded everyone of their terraforming prowess, enabling Tina to randomly spit out an outrageous idea to try moving the defensive wall. She had been laughed at before the two ladies announced that it was completely possible, shutting everyone up instantly.

And so, in the last month or so, the workers had been taking care of everything at once. The foundations for the three academies were almost finished. Many roads and locations for other facilities surrounding the schools were on a good track too. At the same time, Glimmervale’s fortifications had been disabled and stripped down at a few angles around the city, with those removed bits brought to the place of their new position.

The plan was to have the Dragon lady move the big segments to the same distance so everyone else could fairly quickly join everything together once more. Connecting person-sized gaps in the wall wouldn’t take more than a few days at most, effectively finishing forming a new defensive formation further out from the core of the town at an incredulous speed.

But, as Asterios had said, they weren’t going to leave the empty space from the wall simply vacant.

There had been suggestions to raise thinner and shorter walls for a more ornamental and symbolic purpose of separating the districts and parts of the city. And again, a clever proposal had come up. The masters of barriers and seals designed a runic path that would flow like a curving track over the vacant ring. Deactivated, it would function as nothing more than a visual treat. Activated, it would form a strong protective energy shield to serve as a backup obstruction for any intruders that made it past the first line of defense.

Considering the fact that one of those would circle before and after the academic section, and sometime in the future when the solid wall was going to be moved again also further out, all the people involved in decision-making had been thrilled about the prospect of something so magical. It would certainly add a lot of charm to the institutions and the very town.

“My Lord, we will be ready in fifteen minutes,” the foreman representative announced. “Would you please kindly send a message to our magical specialists in the Head so that they can start preparing the materials for their formations? We should be able to patch up a few segments of the wall today.”

Asterios sighed quietly and nodded at the man. The two ladies by his sides let out faint chuckles.

This was one of the changes that he wasn’t really sure about but the people had somehow picked up on it and the new naming spread like wildfire, even though he was partially sure that it had originated from some random public discussion in some inn. Nevertheless, day after day, the residents started calling the central part of the city the Dragon’s Head way before the Committee managed to introduce their suggestion of Old Town. The supposed Old Town was meant to span from the island castle to the first magical barrier, right before the academic ring.

Then, in quite natural order, the other sections had earned themselves the names of Dragon’s Body and Dragon’s Tail.

Currently, the first one would only cover the space between the two runic paths, meaning the academic ring. The second one would span over the area between the outer barrier and the solid wall at the very edge. But, in the future, the Body would expand with each transition of the defensive formations, making it so it encompassed the major part of the town while only the newest segment remained a Tail, which would be the one between the next position of the solid wall and the previous one, replaced by a barrier by that point.

Whoever had first come up with it definitely didn’t have the slightest idea it would turn into something this big and important. Asterios and the girls could already see the effect it had on Glimmervale. The Head was beginning to be considered the richest and most attractive area to live or spend time in, so the price of housing or mansions started growing. The stores noticed some boons too.

It would take him a moment to wrap his mind around it, though. With so many draconic hints, motifs, and innuendos, it was becoming rather comedic. Asterios wondered how long it would take for people to start believing that he might be a Dragon too even without knowing that he truly was, like a fake rumor or legend about their lord and his obsession with everything connected to those majestic creatures.

But, from another angle, wouldn’t that help hide his secret? With everyone being conditioned to so much draconic stuff, a person finding out the truth and trying to spread it around would most likely be met with a few cheerful chuckles and laughs from the residents, who would then pat them on the back and completely agree with them, taking it as that person’s willingness to participate in on the joke.

Nevertheless, Asterios had sent a word to his friends just as requested. They were currently verifying the accuracy of the runic pathways. It was a tremendously precise endeavor, and from what he knew, none of the races had yet developed such a way to protect their cities or capitals. It had only come forth thanks to all of them cooperating on his soil, sharing their ideas, masteries, techniques, and so on. Plus, Venuzathor turning Glimmervale into a spiritual hotspot and Tia slowly filling the land with her blessings certainly helped.

The mentioned fifteen minutes passed in a flash and all the workers retreated from both the old and new positions of the defensive walls. They admired their hard work while taking a short rest. The foremen from each race herded their subordinates further into the town, knowing the exact details of what was about to transpire. The others had guessed the goal, but they had no information on the means.

With one last nod from the representative, Asterios turned to his beloved mentor. “Are you ready?”

Althea took a deep breath. “Tia?”

~At your service.~ The Dryad giggled adorably. ~I’m looking forward to this.~

“Let’s hope we don’t disappoint.” The Dragon lady roamed her gaze over the landscape in front of them.

~You could create miracles even back then. Now, with our energies intertwined so tightly, you should be close to my level when I had a physical form,~ Tia complimented her friend. ~Though, if you are worried, why don’t you borrow some mana from our handsome Dragon Lord just to be perfectly safe?~

Althea’s cheeks colored a tad more as the cute, teasing giggles continued.

She cleared her throat and extended her soft palm towards Asterios. “Would you mind giving us a hand?”

“With pleasure.” He smiled at her cordially and took it gently.

Leaning forward, Asterios pulled his beautiful mentor into a tender, affectionate kiss. They held hands as their delicate mouths brushed together with unhurried pecks and tiny nibbles. It was pleasant and comfortable enough to forget the real reason behind the action but Asterios made sure he didn’t. They were making out right in front of most if not the entire town. He might be the local ruler, but he didn’t want to come out as too lecherous.

A few shuddering sighs left Althea’s throat as she absorbed the fierce energies he was sharing with her, hungrily chasing after his lips for more. Her scales started showing up at more places and he was glad her tail hadn’t popped up yet. During their lessons and practice sessions, Asterios noticed that Lesser Dragons seemed really captivated by his True Dragon mana and essence. His mentor definitely couldn’t stop her yearning for it each time they started the transfer.

But, they were both aware of the location and didn’t indulge in each other for too long. The time Ast’s subjects could believe he was simply reassuring and encouraging his lady wasn’t infinite. With one last peck, they separated and exchanged warm smiles.

Turning towards the outer edge of the town, Althea spread her arms wide and closed her eyes. Gradually, greenish mana gathered around her figure, growing stronger and thicker with every second. It expanded to the level that made many people whisper between themselves as an enchanting jade beacon of pure nature energy swirled atop one of the tallest buildings. It extended past the quite sizable roof, stunning everyone. They knew that the one their lord called his mentor had to be wise and possibly strong, but maybe not this mighty.

After a long and silent minute, the Dragon lady raised her arms a bit and the ground began shaking. The witnesses stared wide-eyed as the massive walls sank into the earth beneath their feet at a stable pace. In just a moment, they were gone, leaving behind a tall cloud of dust and nothing more.

The tremors didn’t cease but continued to make everything quake even stronger. Asterios summoned his greatsword and activated one of the crystal sigils. The weapon glowed with cerulean energy and he swung it strongly in a horizontal line. A gust of powerful wind rushed forward and cleared the obstruction before it drifted into the streets and made an unnecessary mess. The people cheered at the display and kept turning their heads to see what would happen next.

Five minutes later, the shaking hit a crescendo and many almost lost their balance. Then, someone shouted and pointed ahead. Blocky shapes started emerging on the horizon, coming out of the ground between the occasional much more narrow patches of the defensive walls. The new old pieces fit in between those perfectly well and some workers completely lost their minds.

Such a feat required insane control over the elements, not to mention the raw power required to push through earth and stone. The solid formations bore no marks of damage or wear even though they had made it past hundreds of meters inside mud, rocks, and so on. The land between the two positions seemed undisturbed too, with no evidence of its surface experiencing any issues.

The spectacle finished within a few more minutes and the whole structure settled down. The artisans and craftsmen began moving out, expecting it to be all done now, but as they were on their way, not only did the tremors not stop, but they still intensified. Plenty of people fell onto their butts and looked around in confusion.

Althea brought her palms together and exhaled heavily, still surrounded by the greenish energy. Parts of the land in front of her started bulging out. Bit by bit, the foundations for the academies were lifted without being affected and beautiful, spacious hills came into existence before everyone’s eyes. 

They could only see two of them from their positions, but there were three. One with a white marble base, one with a lush grass base, and one with a dark rock base. Each of the cliffs had long, wide stairways leading to the top, at least two per location. The steps and the railings were just rough blocks, but the finishing touches were in the hands of the handy masons who would decorate them according to the theme of each academy.

Besides those, Althea also made space for one or two cargo lifts almost fully hidden in the sides of the hills. Even the platforms were made of the same mineral as the small mountains so they blended in rather well. It all depended on the upcoming mechanical elements, but hardly anyone would know they were there.

For now, that was all. The regions between the academies would need lots of greenery, gardens, and perhaps more rock formations, but that would come after more than just the foundations were present. It was easier to decorate things with all the buildings finished first. The dormitories, workshops, training and practice fields, and the other elements would dictate where and how the paths moved through the massive, circular campus.

The Dragon lady exhaled softly and the green mist dispersed into the air. She didn’t show any signs of exhaustion but Asterios still wrapped his arm around her waist and supported her figure. She graced him with an appreciative smile as they turned to gaze upon the miracle she had brought upon their town. 

The first step of the grand development plan was completed.

Making sure that there were no more tremors, the workers warily took a few steps before laughing heartily amongst themselves and heading out back to work with their foreman shouting orders. Someone had to connect the gaps in the new wall before the magical experts could reactivate the protective spells and formations.

Speaking of formations, something flashed beneath Ast’s feet and he looked down alongside the ladies. Cynthia waved at them happily before refocusing on the runic path that had just awakened. It was a few meters wide and filled with person-sized runes carved in the Draconic script, giving them even more power.

The symbols started lighting up one by one with a pleasant tinkling sound. A mighty crimson glow accompanied it and they watched as the line unhurriedly ran all around Glimmervale, or its middle as of now, after all the new changes. Making a full circle, the runes flashed all at once and the light subsided, becoming a more bearable radiance that only slightly basked the nearby grounds and buildings in a scarlet shade.

“Looks like it’s working properly,” Grea commented from the duo’s side. “It will respond to any threat and to you. It can be used to stop invaders as well as trap people inside. This should be fun with more than two of them sometime in the future.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to use them ever,” Asterios said.

“Fair point.” She nodded.

“If you don’t mind, I would like to return to my cottage and rest, perhaps meditate surrounded by nature,” Althea suggested. “I might not be drained, but terraforming this much terrain under the surface is quite straining. Please, have everyone make sure that there are no problems with the structural integrity of any parts.”

“Of course. Leave the rest to us,” he replied. “I’ll go and check on the others in the meantime.”

“Same. I’ll join my old man down there so we can inspect shit faster. I’m still not caught up on all the nights I missed when figuring out that seal of yours and I’m not missing any more for the foreseeable future.” Grea grinned impishly.

Asterios chuckled and presented each of his lovers with a soft peck, sneaking a sensual tail rub for the lively demon in his arms, making the crimson-skinned woman whimper with need. They parted ways and went in different directions. He chose to start with the Town Hall, where at least Tina and Silvia liked to spend their time.


Chapter 2
Noblesse Rivalry

Back on the street level, Asterios wandered closer to the runic pathway to once more take a look at it from up close. He and the girls had seen it multiple times during its construction but it still was incredibly impressive when finished, and especially when finally turned on. The crimson glow and quiet hum the draconic sigils emanated gave off a feeling of power and protection.

He approached the sizable strip of black rock and admired it briefly. The mineral was supposedly one of the best spiritual conductors known to demons but only he and his trusted allies knew that detail. It wasn’t exactly a secret, just an unnecessary characteristic to mention publicly. The material would look like a simple, extremely dark stone to any bystanders.

The elves had chimed in with their original recipe for the marking fluid that filled the carved niches making up the symbols. That element was an actual secret, but after properly drying up, no one would ever be able to examine its contents as the liquid changed the structure of used components.

Together, the two had created an impressive belt of protection around the core of Glimmervale while also looking great and ominous. As Silvia had taught Asterios, the best way to prevent anyone from trying anything unsavory was to make them hesitant about their chances with as flashy and scary defenses as possible. That was why they had chosen these specific colors and the draconic script.

As he stood atop one of the pulsing tiles, Asterios felt the barrier lying in wait. With a simple thought and flick of his finger, it would activate, and most likely push him away from the surface of the black stone, above which a thick magical wall would form, shaping itself into a high dome above the protected area.

They had of course tested its capabilities on a scaled-down version and found the results more than satisfactory. Attempting to check the real thing could end in at least some chaos. The barrier was flashy and ominous when actively working against possible threats, just as Silvia had requested. To give a detail or two, the spot that would end up being hit by a spell was supposed to glimmer with the pattern of scarlet scales.

Thinking about how glad he was about his companions coming up with this design, Asterios started walking away. Thanks to this barrier being in place, even if something unpredictable happened while the solid wall was still being patched up, there would be scarcely any danger or damage. Only the currently uninhabited plots of prepared foundations lay between the shield and the new location of the defensive wall. 

Not leaving Glimmervale open to assault had been one of the major requirements for doing anything else than putting up another solid wall without touching the first one.

As Asterios made his way through the spacious academic section—which had already made Glimmervale grow almost twice in size with just the area it covered outwards the core of the town—and returned to the Head, meaning the Old Town, he admired everything calmly.

He had to admit, to some extent, it was a smart idea to separate these layers. This way, no matter what they added outside the borders of the past Glimmervale, it wouldn’t seem too incompatible with the current style and general feel of the architecture. The Head would be the original design and would never be altered, save for critical and necessary situations. Anything new would be properly separated into the Body and the Tail, and even if both of them ended up with completely conflicting designs, there would still be a certain charm to it.

“It’s such a huge disappointment.” A mature woman sighed heavily somewhere to his side and brought Asterios out of his internal musings. “I had no idea the prices in the Head would rise this fast. We shouldn’t have waited this long with our decision. Now, we won’t be able to stay here, and I’ve already fallen for this beautiful place.”

“It’s alright, dear,” the man, most likely her husband, replied comfortingly. “No one could have predicted so many important events taking place one after another. We can still pick something in the newly appointed Tail first. You saw how quickly these artisans work. It will take just a moment for the first homes to show up.”

“Tail? But it doesn’t sound as magnificent as Dragon’s Head…” The wife let out a quiet, ladylike groan.

Her partner chuckled softly. “Maybe, but remember the words of the Lord’s advisors. The current Tail won’t stay the Tail for long, becoming the Body with the next expansion.”

“So?” She hummed noncommittally.

“We can make use of that opportunity,” he said confidently. “Let’s get a place, start a business, begin building trust and clientele, then the area changes names, people who didn’t want to settle down in the Tail flock to the new Body, prices go up, they pay more for everything, and we earn ourselves quite a small fortune.”

“Maybe…” The lady didn’t sound convinced.

“Then, we can save enough money to buy a residence in the Dragon’s Head with the perfect view of the majestic Dracodon you love to gaze upon so much,” the man continued.

His wife gasped suddenly and hugged his arm tighter. “Oh, honey, you think about me so much! That would be delightful! Do you think we would be able to stay here until the first vacant buildings are put up for auction?”

The middle-aged pair wandered out of Ast’s sight and he decided against following them with his sharp hearing that he could further enhance with the draconic energies. With a faint smile, he was on his way, happy to know how nicely the community seemed to be growing. Hopefully, he and the girls would be able to keep it the same way no matter how far it expanded.

However, that might be difficult with any potential other locations for new towns and cities, and his ladies had already started thinking about growing his kingdom.

For now, Asterios wanted to focus on Glimmervale and turn it into a real jewel and safe haven.

Reaching the Town Hall, he slipped into the building and walked up to the correct floor. Entering the circular meeting chamber, he noticed copious amounts of paperwork on the round table. He didn’t see any of the Committee members, but he could feel the presence of his beloved mates in one of the offices, finding Tina and Silvia behind a sizable desk, going through some documents.

They noticed him instantly and the azure-haired noble lady smiled at him joyfully. “Welcome, Ast. How did the terraformation go? We could feel and even see part of it from here.”

“You really should have come to watch it. Everything is alright at first glance. The runic paths seem fine too.” Approaching the girls, Asterios greeted them with a tender peck on the cheek. “What are you hunched over right now?”

“A little bit of international politics,” the flaming princess answered. “We are revising the code of conduct for foreign persons of high standing so that the information is easily available for any interested individuals. It’s always important to provide the means of learning about proper procedures and respects at the place of arrival or it could scare away potential guests. No one wants to accidentally offend the local ruler and get beheaded on the spot.”

“Plus, we are preparing a version for you too,” Tina added with a wink. “As the Dragon Valley’s lord, you should start acting a certain way in certain situations, including official visits to allied and neutral nations. The more people recognize you, the less you will be able to just show up and simply improvise. Your conduct is as important as that of others.”

He stroked his chin. “I assume that will be useful for our trip to the dwarves. I’m certainly not too familiar with their laws and customs past the common, basic knowledge.”

“Definitely.” Silvia nodded, a delicate smile blooming on her royal face as he understood them quickly. “That was part of the reason. And, you have nothing to worry about. We will learn all the details together when the time comes. Until then, your people will gather the necessary information and compile it for you. Remember that being a ruler doesn’t mean that you have to do everything on your own. Rely on your subordinates and you will achieve so much more.”

“I plan to.” A small chuckle escaped Ast’s lips. “Would you like some help?”

They both delicately shook their heads before the scarlet-haired lady responded. “Thank you, but it would be too inefficient to make a proper introduction to this as of now. We can handle it. And please, don’t think that it’s not fun for us. It honestly is a little exciting, forming your own nation almost from the ground up. For my father’s kingdom, we could mostly alter things. This does make me feel like an actual princess. Or a queen.”

“But, if you want to do something for us, take a closer look at this.” Tina handed him a folder that was resting near the edge of their desk, clearly waiting to be picked up.

“What is it?” Asterios asked curiously as he opened the packet.

“A little project of ours,” she answered. “It’s for the noble ranks in our nation.”

“We could technically continue doing as we have been so far, meaning give the arriving nobles the same status as in their country of origin, but while it’s a solution, it’s not a great long-term solution, so we came up with a better one,” Silvia continued after her. “Leaving things as is, some nobles might be unhappy about the higher ranks just showing up with more potential privileges no matter how late they settled down. It’s fine for the founding families like Hestizos, Nobelles, or Richtensteins, but the further it expands, the more tension it could cause. We needed a somewhat fresh start with a decent rank-up system based on merit and other aspects. What you are holding is our suggestion.”

He read through the initial bits and looked up from the text with a raised brow. “Does everything have to be themed here?”

Tina giggled shyly as a faint blush tinged her cheeks. “You don’t like it?”

“I didn’t say that.” Asterios brushed through her pretty hair. “I can simply notice some influence in these names. Did you perhaps consult Miria?”

The ladies chuckled adorably and he snickered too.

“I promise it does start making sense after you read the whole thing,” the flushed Summoner said. “Our main goal wasn’t just to recreate the same hierarchy with different names but achieve something akin to harmony, where all nobles will be somewhat equal amongst the ranks but tiered in their own category.”

“Oh?” He was getting more intrigued the further he listened and read in.

“We thought of two paths with two ranks each. All of it is unique, save for the contents of a rank, which currently is assumed to take three grades,” Silvia picked up after her. “The Drake and the Wyvern are in the first camp while the Wyrm and the Amphiptere are in the second camp. The grades can be Lesser, Full, and Greater, with the middle one being just the name. Though, we might cut it down to just the two. Each rank is given for specific contributions in certain fields, like military, trade, community, and agriculture. Sorted into the two paths in pairs in the order I listed them. Every one of them is worth taking pride in while minimizing conflict of status. Nobles may still compete in their own fields to achieve better titles, ending up a Greater Drake for example.”

“It does sound quite interesting. You basically want to eliminate the fighting between the four ranks and equalize them while letting their members still have a way to work up to something amongst the others with the same range of options, perhaps rewarding creativity and productivity,” Asterios commented. “It could work? But I bet people will still argue which one is the best even if each relates to a different field.”

Tina snorted adorably. “Idiots will be idiots no matter where, when, or what you do. If someone wants to see a hierarchy in something, they will make themselves see it. It will be easier to spot the bad apples.”

“Well, I’m curious to see where this could lead us, so if you are wondering about my opinion, I would like to familiarize myself with it more because I’m very much for it.” He waved the folder at them with a proud smile.

The girls hit a high-five and smiled at each other too.

“Will those with the old ranks be okay with the change, though?” Asterios mused. “I can’t see us leaving both systems in just for the current families.”

“Everyone has been forewarned that our nobility system is currently under development and might change drastically. We have the signed attestations of being informed and willing to continue settling down, additionally stamped with the family seals for legitimacy,” the princess explained. “Quite a few households turned around hearing that but it allowed us to further screen through the newcomers. The others might return after we put our new system into its proper place. Then, just like the current residents, they will mostly receive the Lesser grade for their respective rank. Our three families will start as Greater, even if they didn’t have to since many might consider them to be royals right by your side, so that people see that we don’t play favorites too much and to avoid nepotism wherever possible.”

“I’m really lucky to be surrounded by such smart women.” He smiled at them appreciatively.

Both of them stood up and pulled him into a group hug. They stayed in each other’s embrace for a little while, simply basking in the feelings connecting them deeply. All three of them sensed the love, respect, pride, and awe they held for each other, with Asterios receiving a concentrated dose of those since they were coming from so many sources, namely seven.

“Let’s save that for the day everything works without a hitch,” Tina said with a smirk after they parted.

“No plan or regulation survives the first contact with the reality of the situation,” Silvia wisely stated.

“Let’s do whatever we can to achieve the perfect iteration, then.” Asterios laughed openly.

They spent a moment longer together, simply enjoying the company and taking a short break to rest their minds. Not wanting to interrupt the ladies for too long, Asterios soon bid his farewell to them and headed out. They had plenty of time to chat and laze about in the evenings or even the nights in their own home.

Speaking of their home, he decided to jump to the castle and grab something to snack on before visiting the next person on his list. Traveling through the shadows, Asterios let the servants fix him a sandwich roll since he didn’t want them to start up a massive feast. He knew that going in on his own and making something himself would make them unhappy and possibly even hesitant about their competency so he was giving the staff as many chances to do things for him as he could.

Walking through the castle grounds, he wandered over to the training area, led by the sounds of clashing metal and other noises connected to fighting. As expected, someone was practicing hard, and that someone was Irelia, alongside another woman Asterios recognized from their garrison. The others might have possibly already wrapped up their session, with the duo staying behind for a few more rounds.

Dining on the handout meal he had received, Asterios observed them in silence for about ten minutes. At that point, the mock spar ended and the ladies exchanged respects, jumping right into providing feedback to each other. When the older girl was about to leave, her gaze took a note of him and she tensed a bit, her body taking a bit more respectful gait. With a proper salute, she excused herself while he thanked her for her service.

Irelia wasn’t far behind and reached him soon after, still gradually calming down her breathing. “My Lord.”

He chuckled quietly at her taking a knee. “There’s no one else here. You can relax.”

“Thank you, Ast.” She smiled timidly. “What are you doing here?”

“Having something to eat.” Asterios shrugged. “How is your training?”

“I’m learning many tricks my mentors haven’t mentioned before. It seems that actual soldiers with battle experience are very knowledgeable in effective ways not only to defeat your opponent but also to survive,” Irelia replied.

“Which is basically what you are aiming for.” He nodded to himself.

“Yes. My only goal is to protect you and others the best I can,” she agreed. “I don’t want to be an ornamental parade Knight with only fancy techniques. Though, they do look breathtaking.”

“And you will too while also being a complete badass on the real battlefield.” Asterios patted the young lady on the head.

They didn’t talk much after. He let her unequip and do maintenance on her training gear without any interruptions. It was an impressive sight and proof of how seriously Irelia took her life path. She wasn’t cutting corners, knowing that what she had chosen wasn’t easy.

Near the end, as Asterios was helping her pack everything up, she glanced at him with a pondering expression. “Can I ask something?”

“Always.” He smiled.

“Why haven't you made me your servant? Or slave?” She watched him curiously.

Naturally, as one of the few people aware of Ast’s true self, Irelia also knew some more specific details about his qualities. Since she was a refined young lady of character, always reliable and trustworthy, he had a chat or two with Irelia about Dragons, including the parts about their contracts and bonds. So, the question didn’t surprise him that much.

“Because you are young,” he answered calmly.

A faint grimace showed on her face before getting quickly hidden, not fast enough for him to miss it.

“It’s not what you are thinking.” Asterios chuckled and shook his head. “It’s not about you not being mature or fully an adult or other silly things like that. You simply have a lot of time for many opportunities to stumble upon in your youth. I wouldn’t want to tie you down this early. There’s no rush anywhere.”

She considered his words briefly before forming an answer. “I’m already your sworn Knight. I don’t plan on breaking my oath. I will be protecting your family until the end of my days.”

The conviction in her tone was very apparent. Asterios believed her. She hadn’t mentioned protecting her own family, but she didn’t have to. He knew how much she valued them and that they were what pushed the young girl ahead in life.

“If you are that certain, I’ll consider it.” He let out a light sigh. “But if you want to go through the ceremony now, you will need to convince your parents to agree to you entering a magical contract which is much more serious than a verbal oath. I will be able to influence you directly through my will. I understand that it’s your own decision on what to do, but I would like your guardians to understand the ramifications instead of learning about them later and thinking that I was taking advantage of your good heart.”

“That’s alright. If I can convince my parents, I would like to partake in the ritual. If I fail, I will wait until I’m of age and ask for the privilege then. I know how much they care for me and I don’t want to betray the trust they put in me by doing it behind their backs,” Irelia said resolutely.

“Great. You are an admirable daughter.” Asterios patted her some more. “Are you done here?”

“I am.” She nodded with a cute smile.

“Come on, then. I’ll accompany you home so that you can ask me any questions about the servant bond you might still have. It’s on the way to my next destination anyway.”


Chapter 3
The Empire of Dragon

Asterios and Irelia walked past the castle grounds and entered the Old Town. The young Knight had only a few more questions regarding the topic of his connections since she had been filled in on most details. Many of those questions helped her formulate a proper explanation for her parents rather than satisfy her own curiosity. He could see how hard she was thinking as they strolled through the streets.

It didn’t take long for them to reach the residence of the Richtenstein family and the two parted ways with polite nods, Irelia throwing a respectful bow into the mix too. That made a few people glance their way, but it was only the travelers who usually showed any reactions or interest in the duo. The residents already knew about the growing Knight sworn to him and most of them admired the little lady for her maturity and composure.

Turning around, Asterios spotted a figure in one of the windows. It appeared to be Marquess Richtenstein, luckily catching them at the moment of their return. The man didn’t make his presence known but silently observed both his daughter and his new lord. 

The satisfied smile on Irelia’s father’s lips was hard to miss and Asterios couldn’t help but roll his eyes. While Wilhelm wasn’t too pushy or aggressive with his wishes, it wasn’t a secret how much the Marquess wanted Irelia to get closer to Asterios and the girls. In some way, he would technically be getting his wish if his wife didn’t have anything to say about her daughter’s desire to serve under a magical contract, without getting in on the actual details yet, of course.

Thankfully, Irelia herself didn’t seem to be infatuated with him and instead was driven by her gratitude and respect for Asterios. As he had said, she still had plenty of opportunities ahead of her, including those for relationships. Especially considering the fact that school years were usually the best time for friendly encounters and forming bonds and friendships that lasted for life. Simply look at Asterios and Tina or so.

He hoped that with such a diverse cast of teachers, students, subjects, and themes throughout his three institutions, school life would be something truly exciting for all the involved students. Asterios and Tina would certainly make sure that everything worked properly, without incidents like those in Rosewind. That was why the faculty was being carefully handpicked. And they still had a lot of time before finalizing everything.

Nevertheless, as long as Wilhelm wasn’t going to try and influence Irelia’s path more than just offering the young girl guidance, it was all fine. To some extent, the man wanted the best for his daughter and that was understandable. Sometimes, that didn’t align with the person’s own plans and desires and could lead to a bit of a conflict of interest, but Asterios didn’t think either of the Richtensteins would ever treat their beloved daughter unfairly after their past behavior. From what he could see, they were doing their best to make it up to her and would most likely continue that for a long time.

Leaving the premises of Irelia’s home, Asterios headed for the Adventurer’s Guild. The building was bustling with life as it always had after the many big events and changes in the vicinity of Glimmervale. It was hard to move through the crowd without causing a ruckus with his presence, but he somehow managed to slip by more or less unnoticed. At least no one had shouted out at the sight of him, which was fortunate.

Arriving at the counters, he saw Truvi just coming back from her break and opening her station once more. Being near enough, Asterios walked up to her as the first person to approach and waved warmly at his dwarf friend, who smiled happily in response.

“Ay, My Lord, do ya need help with a commission?” she asked cheerfully. “Ya’re lucky as I just came back from da lunch.”

He chuckled softly and shook his head. “I’m only passing by and saw that you weren’t yet swamped with work. How is it going?”

“Ah, same old.” Truvi flicked her hand dismissively. “But I love it so I can’t complain. How can we help ya, then?”

“I’m going to talk with the guildmaster about the dungeon so there isn’t much. I’m glad to hear that you are still passionate about this. We’ve been getting more and more adventurers from afar and I bet it’s tough handling all of them. Especially when some might even come from your previous post,” Asterios replied.

“Yah, that actually happened already.” The short woman rolled her eyes and snickered after. “Ya should have seen da bastard’s face when I chewed him inside out and spat on the side. It’s so refreshing not having to worry about an angry supervisor breathing down yer neck for every little thing. Ah, of course, am not being rude to everyone, only those pricks who think they are hot shit.”

He smirked. “I’m aware. It’s alright. You know we want our receptionists to feel comfortable and valued so they are allowed to defend themselves verbally if necessary. It’s a privilege for the adventurers to be here and speak to them, not the other way. It should always have been like in a bar, where the rowdy and unruly bunch gets thrown out of the window the moment they cross the line.”

“Yer da best boss a lady would want.” Truvi laughed cheerfully. “I have a feeling this little nation is going to be legendary with ya at its top.”

“We shall see. That is definitely much more complex than looking after a single guild.” Asterios shrugged noncommittally.

“So… What about yer trip to my homeland?” The dwarf girl glanced up at his face.

“Nothing new yet. It’s on our list. We have lots to do before. It will happen, that’s for sure,” he answered. “Do you have anything to add?”

“Nothing new here too. Am just curious. Unfortunately, I don’t think I will be able to help out much besides explaining more about things and culture. My family isn’t that high up. But, I do have some recommendations for places to visit and people to meet. Should be able to make some valuable introductions, though.” Truvi tapped her cheek.

“Any little tidbit is appreciated. And you don’t want to leave, right?” Asterios queried.

“Nah. My place is here. I have already warned ya that most of my kin is insufferable, both toward da outsiders and their own. And especially to those who left our sacred profession behind in favor of a different occupation.” She sneered.

“Understandable. We’ll speak more about it before we are ready to go. Thanks for everything and have fun working.” He bumped fists with the cute dwarf and unblocked the queue building up behind him.

Sneaking past everyone, Asterios made his way to the guildmaster’s office and entered after being invited inside. Suanori was looking out of the window at that moment and turned to him with a soft expression.

“I was briefly scared that the massive tremors would level a few buildings, but the final effect was certainly worth it. Seeing the walls slide down and then up was shocking,” she said.

“I’m more impressed by the flat hills for the academies. Those required a lot more finesse. It’s like they are finely sculpted for their specific needs and themes,” he responded.

“I shall take a look after work, then.” The elf woman nodded. “How may we help you today?”

“How is the dungeon? And the encampment? Nothing to report?” Asterios moved further in and plopped down on one of the chairs in front of her desk.

Suanori followed suit, additionally pouring them a rosy drink. “There’s always something to report, just usually not really worth your time or attention. I’m happy to share that the number of critical injuries or even deaths has finally decreased. Kori is learning quickly with Umbra’s assistance. Of course, it can’t be blamed for people being idiots or biting more than they can chew and I don’t mean to complain about this.”

He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I can’t imagine what it would be like if we didn’t have limited access and everyone was able to go in at any time. It’s okay. Some accidents are unavoidable. I don’t like to say it but maybe even beneficial as the more hardened veterans won’t think the dungeon is way too easy and completely ignore it.”

“At one point in the future, Kori will be able to kick everyone’s ass without killing them. Right now, Umbra still needs to supervise it quite often and intervene from time to time.” The guildmaster smirked in amusement.

Asterios did the same. “People will get so mad, thinking that the dungeon is mocking them, leaving them alive so that they can grow stronger and try again. It’s an interesting strategy. As long as the rewards are adequate.”

“I saw some while checking on the appraiser’s work. The items seem good. They still need a bit of work but Kori is gradually getting there. I’m fairly sure every single time slot is booked for two weeks ahead. The town is earning a fortune just from everyone staying at the inns and impatiently waiting for their turn,” Suanori mused. “What are your plans now?”

He shrugged. “I might take a trip into the dungeon to see the changes. Today seems to be a day of wandering around examining the progress we made.”

“Stop by the camp, then. Miria and Selene should be on site, helping at the pavilion. The sweet panthergirl is doing a lot and deserves some appreciation. She’s a hard worker and took to her new tasks lightning fast. We could use more people like her amongst our ranks.” The elf lady smiled kindly.

“Got it. I always knew she would fit. Someone this excited about adventuring was bound to be amazing. Let’s just hope the people don’t get too used to her as I’m sure Miria would never miss another adventure with us. She isn’t the type to settle down this early.” Asterios chuckled and saw agreement in the guildmaster’s eyes.

Exchanging a few more pleasantries and listening to a bunch of little things she was willing to share with him regarding the recent happenings at the guild, Asterios left Suanori to her work, jumping through the shadows straight to the edge of the encampment.

Though, it could hardly be called one now. Over a few weeks, many wooden cabins and other structures had been finished, not to mention the paved paths and stone tiles. There still were some tents here and there, including the guild’s pavilion, but even those were somehow reinforced. The Dungeon Village was coming up nicely.

And so, the number of people milling about was also much higher than during the first days. The dungeon wasn’t yet freely accessible, but Suanori gradually increased the limit of access day after day alongside rotating it. Not everyone passed the necessary qualifications, but with this many new arrivals, she didn’t lack volunteers.

Entering the fancy pavilion, Asterios observed the receptionists at work for a moment. Even though the whole place looked extremely busy, the staff managed to keep the order at a decent level. He didn’t spot anyone causing too serious trouble and even witnessed one of the smiling advisors shut her bitching charge up with an accurate riposte, stunning them completely. People didn’t expect those nice ladies to snap back at them no matter how much bullshit they threw at the receptionists.

A male member of the staff came to their spot to make sure that nothing more serious developed from the incident and the rude guy was escorted outside to cool down a little. That was when Asterios realized he knew the Nightstalker man as his dark blue skin and pupilless eyes were rather recognizable. It was Dave, the same person who had appraised Ast’s loot from one of the dungeons.

As the demon started returning to his post somewhere on the side, Asterios followed him and politely approached the man the way he could take notice. He did and his eyes widened as recognition dawned on him. With a small smirk, he put his fists on his hips and waited.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t the Lord. I’m honored.” Dave bowed his head. “Quite a promotion since the last encounter, isn’t it? I wasn’t even aware the guild’s ranking ladder went so far up.”

“What can I say? I guess I always liked to aim big, just lacked a few things to achieve that.” Asterios chuckled.

“I knew there was something wrong with you the moment I saw that armor.” The appraiser shook his head. “I had a hunch you might end up quite high on our scale, but not like this. Are you even still an S-rank?”

“Technically, but I’ve heard something about them wanting to push me into EX-rank or higher now.” Asterios scratched his cheek.

“A king and an EX-rank, what a combination.” Dave snickered. “Never imagined I would find myself amidst something like that.”

“I see the two of you have already met,” a familiar voice joined them and they both turned to see Venera by their side.

“Nice to see you, Ven.” Asterios exchanged smiles with the blonde receptionist. “Just barely, but yes. I’m glad you were able to make things work out in the end. We can now rest easy knowing that our place is supported by an experienced appraiser.”

“Oh, stop it. I heard you can identify any object through solid walls just by sensing it nearby.” The man snorted.

Venera let out a soft giggle. “Or obliterate any boss with a flick of a finger. Just splash, nothing but a stain.”

“Yeah? Sounds like some creative rumors about me are circulating.” Asterios rolled his eyes. “I might have something that helps me look into stuff, but I’m nowhere close in terms of know-how or experience. Don’t let them make me into some kind of a god, please.”

“It might be too late for that.” Dave grinned. “But, don’t worry. I think making you into a Dragon is much more probable. We’ll see if we ever reach the next level.”

“That I can see happening much more likely considering all the decorations around Glimmervale and the other themed things,” Asterios replied, amused by the whole situation.

“Being called the Dragon Lord of the Dragon Valley certainly doesn’t help,” Ven added.

“Guilty as charged. Miria is crazy about them and I guess I have a sweet spot for the charming panthergirl.” He spread his arms in mock resignation, making the other two laugh softly.

“I’m starting to wonder who runs this nation.” The Nightstalker guy patted Asterios on the shoulder.

“If you figure that out, let me know.” They laughed once more at his ridiculous reply. “Speaking of which, I was on my way to find one of the potential candidates. Miria’s still here?”

“She is.” Venera nodded lightly. “They should be in the main office with Selene.”

“Alright. It was nice talking to you two. I assume I’ll see you around now that you have properly moved in.” He shook hands with the appraiser and placed a polite kiss on the back of Ven’s palm before escaping.

More people were starting to gather around them and recognize him so it was the best moment to retreat.

Just as he was going to open the door, someone pulled it in and almost crashed into him with a yelp.

“Ah!”

“Careful,” Asterios cautioned and caught the wooden trunk a certain black-haired Pantherkin almost dropped on contact.

“Master!” Miria beamed at him right after catching her balance.

She immediately snuggled to his side and began nuzzling her cheek into his, purring contentedly. Chuckling to himself, he led them both back inside so as not to cause a scene. A smirking Selene greeted them as the fox lady stood in front of the desk with her arms crossed.

“I told you to focus a little before something like this happens,” she said with a gentle sigh.

“Sorry!” Miria giggled timidly.

“And now, don’t forget what you were doing.” Selene squinted at her playfully.

“Oh, right!” The panthergirl stopped her affectionate rubs and stepped away. “I apologize, Master, but I have to go. We can snuggle later, yes?”

“And where are you in such a hurry to?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her.

“I’m guiding a new group through the dungeon today. They aren’t too experienced but show great promise. I’m going in to watch over them and give some advice if I think of something,” she explained joyfully.

Nodding proudly, he pulled his lovely mate for a tender kiss and Miria melted into him for a few seconds. When he gestured at her with his eyes to go on, she grinned warmly and snuck three more pecks onto his cheek before rushing out like wind.

“I didn’t think she could get even more lively,” Selene commented after her sister-mate was gone.

“Or adorable,” Asterios added and they shared knowing glances. “I heard her talk about offering some guidance before but it looks like it’s a lot of fun for her.”

“I’ll admit that it was my idea after Suanori let the first lower-ranked teams into the dungeon, and I mean people around C and D-rank, depending on their circumstances. It might have been a mistake as I completely lost her in a matter of days.” The mature foxgirl smirked impishly.

He moved closer and wrapped his arms around the tall beauty’s waist, threading his fingers through her fluffy tail. Selene exhaled blissfully and rested her chin on his shoulder, leaving herself in his arms almost as much as Miria had. Her quiet humming was just as cute too.

“I’ll have to reward you properly for taking such great care of your sister-mate,” he whispered into her long ear. “Is there anything else I should know about so that I can praise my gorgeous vulpine goddess more?”

“There might be.” Selene released a pleased sigh. “I’ve been talking with Lerisse about something.”

“Uh oh.” Asterios had a feeling it was something rather outrageous again.

“Our people are already growing accustomed to calling me the Destined One or even the Goddess’ Descendant and treating me like the Fox Goddess herself, so the two of us came up with a plan for me to lean into that while introducing you as our generous draconic patron and guardian,” the vulpine lady explained amidst her relaxed breathing. “With enough time, our community could pledge loyalty to you.”

“I had a feeling it was something like that,” he mused. “I don’t know if I should praise or admonish you for abusing your position to chain another group to my rule.”

“It’s not like they won’t benefit from it, my Lord,” she responded and brought her face back to look at him directly with a delicate expression. “We would be finally able to reveal how much your knowledge helped develop a few things on our side. It’s not just Ronye whose progress quickened greatly.”

“You are aware that you would be putting them against Kaguya in case she and Red ever return there, right?” Asterios inquired.

Selene scoffed softly. “She is already dead according to our people. She left without a word, abandoning them. And we do have some dirt on her too if you remember. Hardly anyone of the current generation would follow someone like that. It might have been different in the past, but today is today.”

“And you wouldn’t have left at a moment’s notice for me?” he asked knowingly.

“Of course I would.” His lips were instantly stolen by the fox-eared beauty. “But I would have informed and instructed others about it. She was a Matriarch.”

“And will you have to be one to carry out your plan?” Asterios moved one hand to caress her cheek.

“Not necessarily. We decided that it would be good for the Eternal Guardian position not to be interconnected with the Matriarch. That way, it will be easier to leave the community in the Matriarch’s hands in case something comes up for the Guardian to travel off-world. It will be like a wise, powerful elder watching over the clan without interfering much besides protecting their kin,” she expanded further on the matter.

“And what’s my role in all of that?” he pondered out loud.

“My spiritual mate, of course.” The corner of her mouth lifted a little. “And one of the most powerful beings they would know besides me. A being that might one day unite our whole realm like a true Dragon Emperor.”

“Now, now. We are getting quite ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?” Asterios snickered. “We aren’t even half done with our kingdom and you are already shooting for an empire? Baby steps, Selene, baby steps.”

“Weren’t we supposed to wait a little longer to hear those?” she questioned innocently, tilting her head.

He groaned, making her chuckle charmingly and peck his cheek.

“We won’t go overboard, my Lord. I just wanted to let you know. People might not agree anyway. We are at least introducing the Eternal Guardian.” The scheming vixen shrugged with a ladylike grace. “I have my hands full here too. I’m afraid Miria is taking too much onto her poor shoulders and needs someone to keep her in check before she completely exhausts herself.”

“That’s more believable,” Asterios agreed. “And I’m actually curious how she fares and what she does. For someone repeatedly reminding us that she isn’t fit to lead, she is a bit too excited to continue doing exactly that.”

“You should go after her then, my Lord. It would be a shame not to check on the dungeon while being so close to it and I believe you haven’t been inside for at least five days now thanks to your intense lessons with Althea. You two almost always end up completely spent after your training.” A mischievous glint flashed through her blue eyes.

He tugged on her cloudy appendage gently, evoking a faint shudder from his white-haired lover. “Don’t make it sound like she is the only one of my mates who I keep spending time with. We’ve been working hard on your circuits recently, haven’t we?”

“I didn’t mean to.” A cute pout formed on her lips. “We appreciate your love and care, my Lord.”

“And I appreciate all of you too.” Asterios chose to support his words with a passionate, loving kiss before separating from the dazzling Foxkin. “Let me see what our energetic friend is up to with her proteges.”

Selene looked at his fingers longingly for a moment, clearly considering asking for more brushing and stroking, but she settled for one last tender embrace before freeing her master from her affectionate clutches. She knew he would enjoy watching Miria as she herself had previously spied on her feline sister-mate and she didn’t want to keep him away long enough for him to be late.


Chapter 4
Essential Guidance

To avoid any unnecessary incidents, Asterios transferred himself straight to the checkpoint in front of the dungeon area. He could just show up inside and no one would have minded, but it was a good idea to follow the procedures instead of making it look like he had no respect for the rules he had personally set. Therefore, he came up close to the sentry booth currently manned by a lady in the guild’s uniform.

A small queue had formed in front of her so he joined in and waited patiently for his turn while a few adventurers started whispering amongst themselves or their parties, clearly recognizing him. Some seemed surprised to see him there, some were just as shocked to see him stand with them like everyone else.

Since the checkpoint’s role was only to verify the group’s identities and log their entrance or exit, the line moved quickly and Ast’s turn arrived in a matter of ten minutes. The woman chatted him up briefly as he didn’t need to file any additional information and they talked about how the job felt, discussing possible changes or improvements. Listening to one’s employees was a crucial aspect of leading any business or organization and Kindra had stressed that plenty of times.

Passing through, Asterios crossed the remaining part of the sparse forest and caught a moving shadow on the grassy ground around the ominous portal lake. Glancing up, he noticed one of the flying tigers circling the area. He also must have been noticed because the rider brought their beast down until they landed safely. Both the person and the beast lowered their heads respectfully after dismounting.

“Greetings, My Lord.” The woman who turned out to be Kathy saluted properly.

“At ease.” He nodded in response. “On patrol?”

“Yes, sir. It’s currently my shift to keep an eye on the vicinity of the dungeon while one of my colleagues observes the encampment. It began about an hour ago. Nothing to report so far. It’s been calm and peaceful, without any attempts to sneak in or cause trouble. After the last perpetrator was taught a lesson publicly, barely anyone showed up,” she replied.

“Good work. I hope flying rounds above a peaceful camp isn’t too boring for the talented members of the great Royal Division.” Asterios chuckled.

“Former members, sir,” Kathy corrected him. “We are now prospective initiates for the upcoming Dragon Guard. It’s our pleasure to take care of all the necessary tasks to ensure everything is functioning without an issue, be it around the dungeon or the town. Besides, as a reserve unit, we were being delegated to minor jobs like these all the time.”

“Right. Your official inauguration is approaching fast. I bet the expectations and excitement must be great amongst your ranks.” He showed a knowing smile.

“I would be lying if I said that we aren’t looking forward to the day we can properly serve under your banner and display our affiliation, sir. To be the first elite unit of your newly created nation is a huge honor. I can assure you that we will not bring shame to your name and will represent it with the mandatory respect,” the soldier lady vowed.

“I know you will. Tina has a very high opinion of all of you, and thus so do I, by proxy and some of my own experiences. Thank you for your service. I believe you will make great Dragoons.” Asterios rested his hand on her shoulder.

A faint chuckle escaped Kathy’s lips as they looked each other in the eyes and she quickly lowered her gaze apologetically. “My apologies, My Lord. I didn’t mean to laugh.”

“No need for that. I get it. I truly do.” He snorted.

“I know that the name refers to mounted cavalry carrying crossbows but it’s just… way too close to a Dragon.” She didn’t fight the amused smile growing on her face. “At this point, it’s just too funny to be a coincidence, isn’t it?”

“You know it, I know it, everyone knows it.” Asterios shrugged. “I hope you guys don’t mind it. Otherwise, I’ll try to talk with the ladies again about the name. Even if it won’t be used as often as Dragon Guard, they can sometimes go overboard with these draconic themes. Especially Miria.”

They laughed together and fell into a somewhat tense silence. Asterios could tell that the woman still wanted to touch upon something but it took Kathy a while to consider the words and if she even should. He waited patiently to see if she succeeded, deciding to ask first if it would start getting awkward.

In the end, he beat her to it. “You can freely let me know what’s on your mind, you know? I don’t bite. Much.”

A faint trace of rosiness tinged Kathy’s freckled face as she smiled with some embarrassment. “Some intriguing rumors are circulating amongst our members, sir. I don’t know where it was heard first or from whom it originated, but the men seem to believe that we would be receiving some mythical creatures for our new beast companions you have mentioned in the past, trying to guess which ones. It… isn’t true, right?”

“No comment.” Asterios chuckled mirthfully, wondering which one of his mates had made a slip of the tongue around them. “It will ruin the surprise. But, you won’t be disappointed. That’s for certain.”

She didn’t complain but he could spot the tiniest hints of a pout before they disappeared. Kathy was fighting hard not to show her disappointment at his teasing answer.

“What about our winged tigers then, sir?” she asked instead.

“That mostly depends on King Welrond. Though, since they are more or less their symbol, he might request their return. Knowing that you definitely formed at least some kind of a friendly bond with them, would that be a considerable issue?” He scrunched his forehead while crossing his arms over his chest.

“We knew that our cooperation might not be permanent and tried our best to keep that in mind. It will be a sad parting, but it won’t cause problems. These magnificent beasts never really were ours, more like leased to us for the duration of our service. Even best friends sometimes walk different ways and that’s just how life goes,” Kathy replied and turned to her feline partner to scratch its big neck.

“I’m glad to hear that. And to see that you care for and respect your animal companions.” Asterios petted the tiger alongside her. “Keep being that way and you will quickly become close with your new friends. Especially since you will be able to communicate much more easily.”

This time, a small pout and a soft frown did appear on the woman’s face. “You are doing it on purpose, My Lord.”

Asterios chuckled and raised his hands in surrender. “Alright, I’ll make it up to you. As long as you can keep it a secret from the others. Would a sneak peek at your new armor be satisfactory?”

A twinkle of intrigue and curiosity flashed through her eyes and Kathy nodded slowly. “I swear upon my name that I won’t reveal a thing.”

“Let me share a few memories with you, then.” He winked and made a polite request to Umbra.

Kathy allowed the shadowy familiar to access her mind and her eyes widened to the brim at the sight of a bunch of images representing their new formal attire as the Dragon Guard, which was ready to be distributed at this very moment.

“It’s so fucking badass…” she whispered almost in a trance, with her eyes gazing far, far away.

Right after, she slapped a hand over her mouth and refocused on Asterios, realizing the words she had just used.

He just laughed and shook his head. “We are alone. It’s fine. And I have to agree with you. Still confident that you will be able to keep your word?”

Swallowing thickly, Kathy made an anxious nod.

It made him snicker again. “Good. I’ll save the weapons for later, then. Wouldn’t want you to faint on duty.”

Her mouth fell open as she clearly imagined what kind of exorbitant gear they would be receiving if the armor was a determining factor.

“Looks like the reason I’m here is going to arrive in just a moment. You have to excuse me as I’ll need to hide. I’m going undercover for this operation.” Asterios glanced over his shoulder and smirked playfully at the athletic woman.

Kathy snapped a respectful salute to her chest. “Yes, sir! I shall return to my duty at once! It was a pleasure speaking with you!”

With one last bow, she jumped back onto the back of her winged tiger and the duo soared into the sky. Asterios had a feeling that she’d wanted to escape as quickly as possible to freely release the hold on her reactions. He could imagine the respectful lady grinning to herself right now as she definitely had reasons to celebrate.

Nevertheless, before he was spotted, Asterios made use of all the training and lessons he’d been receiving from both Althea and Umbra, masking his presence the best he could while also calling forth his shadows. Certain uses of his black Dragon’s Heart allowed him to achieve some interesting things, like for example wreathing himself in a dark mist that fully obstructed his figure. If he was standing in a dimly-lit place or near an actual shadow, he was completely invisible.

Thankfully, the sun was slowly approaching the horizon, casting plenty of darkened spots from the tall trees around the swirling gate. About a minute after he finished hiding himself, a person he would always recognize no matter what entered his sight alongside a group of four. 

Miria talked with her usual, cheerful attitude while leading a male human and demon with two female elves. The human seemed to be a Ranger or something similar, the demon should fall into the Cleric archetype, the blonde elf looked like a Mage, and her ginger-haired friend was the main defender of the group, though from the evasive category relying on parrying with her double longswords.

They stopped in front of the dark pool and Miria went through some rules once more, judging by the party’s expressions. They weren’t exactly annoyed or condescending, but they had obviously heard the lecture at least once before. Nothing could deter the bubbly panthergirl from happily making sure they were up to speed, though.

Judging by their gear, the group wasn’t full of complete novices and they were all C-ranks, possibly adventuring together from the very beginning. As usual, he was curious to see other adventurers in action, even if it would be hard to compare them to his current party at this point in time. Just Miria was a force to be reckoned with, although it didn’t feel like the four were aware of it.

Finished with their preparations, all five of them joined hands and jumped into the gate. Asterios followed after them shortly and fell into the first floor of the dungeon. He remembered speaking with Umbra about Kori making alterations to it, so he wasn’t surprised to see himself in a slightly smaller chamber containing the Antrunners’ village rather than in the entire cavern. 

The group was nowhere to be seen so they had to be teleported into a similar spot somewhere else. Locking onto Miria’s presence through their bond, he traveled through the shadows and reappeared in their chamber before the monsters from his challenge made their move. No one noticed him behind one of the rough mud huts and he watched them with intrigue.

Monsters slowly skittered around the place as the quartet entered their formation. Miria put some distance between her and the party, keeping an eye on them from far enough not to influence the encounter. Any creature that tried sneaking up on her received a warning growl before backing off to rejoin its kin in targeting the adventurers.

As for the four, they had apparently been briefed about the enemy type but maybe not about all the details. From their verbal exchange, they delegated roles to various things, one of which was finding out how to clear the floor. Perhaps this was what a guided run was meant to be, having someone watch over your back while you tried to go in somewhat blind. A good practice for those who wandered into unexplored floors.

This might be a lucrative service. The ladies had come up with something wonderful.

Miria’s proteges didn’t struggle much against the ant-like creatures, which were equipped with primitive-looking weapons produced by the dungeon. A piece or two were certainly of a better quality and had to qualify as the better loot. Some armor and other gear made an appearance too, mostly worn and damaged, fitting the theme of a barely sentient species of barbaric monsters.

The Ranger used his abilities to traverse the spacious chamber containing the village to figure out the way to proceed further. Enemies seemed endless, just like before. Miria said nothing about it, only roaming her keen gaze over each person and their close vicinity. Minute after minute, corpses piled up between the shabby buildings and not much was changing.

When the final Antrunner fell to a Lightning Bolt, a pillar of violet darkness shot into the air at one end of the chamber and sent out a pulse throughout the whole place. Miria jumped down to rejoin the adventurers and explained that it was the signal of a completed floor and the beacon sometimes showed the entrance to the next one, but it wasn’t always guaranteed, depending on the challenge.

Asterios caught some surprised comments from the quartet as they couldn’t believe that it had been all, just slaying everything being the key to solving the situation. His lovely mate cautioned them that overthinking things and coming in with pre-set expectations could be dangerous and the simplest solutions sometimes were the correct ones.

With some grumbling, the party healed up their minor wounds, mostly of the Ranger, who had caught a few blows and attacks throughout his solo journey, and they marched towards the swirling pond. The transfer repeated, and this time, Asterios ended up fairly close to the group, quickly recognizing his surroundings.

It was the floor with the Eidolons.

Once more, Miria let the adventurers go at their own pace, keeping herself a bit closer this time, most likely not to attract the attention of the monsters and reveal the key to defeating them by accident. They started a fight fairly quickly, engaging with two of the undead creatures.

Also quickly, they realized that most of their attacks had pretty much no effect on the statue-like entities. The Cleric and the Swordsmaster suffered a few heavy blows in the fray. Thankfully, the Ranger’s arrow hit the gem in one of the monster’s eye sockets and it made the creature freeze briefly. They picked up on that and threw everything they had at their opponents’ weak spots. The Cleric’s condensed healing techniques seemed to have the greatest effect on them, somehow lowering their resistances considerably, perhaps due to the crystals being the product of necromancy.

He was also the person who spotted the repeating carvings in the walls, figuring out what they needed to do with the broken gems. With much less struggle, they reached the ritual site and were caught off guard by the activation of all the empty Eidolons in the chamber. Miria smirked to herself, reminiscing about their first attempt, but then shook her head at how uncoordinated the adventurers became due to being spread out as the last gem had been put in place, ending up split and surrounded by strengthened enemies. 

They also didn’t notice the forming portal until the last moment, needlessly fighting back on all fronts instead of defending, and received some heavy blunt hits. The Cleric led to the exit and Asterios dove in after them, finding himself in the belly of the beast. Literally.

In the also familiar section, Miria gave the adventurers some feedback on their first two floors. She kindly but firmly pointed out some of their mistakes and how she would go about fixing them. The panthergirl also proved that she hadn’t been idling this whole time as she offered advice for each person, which was highly customized to them, showing that she had been paying extremely close attention to their every move. She won a lot of respect from the girls and even the men, who only slightly grumbled about being schooled so hard by her.

The only thing she told them about the third floor was the fact that they were on a timer due to the toxic air.

Asterios was surprised to see the Cleric understand their situation first again, especially since the guy was getting more and more confident and perhaps a tiny bit cocky after their earlier challenges. He was also the person who had received the least corrective tips and hints so it might have bumped his ego a tiny bit. But, still, he noticed the changing complexion of the fleshy tunnel and they luckily decided to follow the brightening path.

On their way forward, the healer seemed to walk closer to Miria than before, bringing up more questions and casual conversations. The other three exchanged knowing glances and the girls rolled their eyes at each other with small smirks, which made Asterios raise a brow at the party. He did feel like their relations were rather complex, but the Cleric couldn’t really be trying to achieve what Asterios thought the fairly handsome man was attempting, could he?

Unfortunately, with the added boost of confidence due to his decent performance, it looked like he could.

Miria humored him throughout his serenade, not losing her charming and joyous smile or agile, feline step with an alluringly swaying tail for the entire time, even as he sang praises of himself and the lovely group he had started, which extended further than just adventuring. Some topics even touched on how much fun they had together and how he knew a bunch of spells and techniques to enhance either a man’s or woman’s body, perhaps taking her lack of direct dismissal as interest in his arrangement.

But, it all abruptly stopped the millisecond his arm wandered a bit too close to Miria’s waist, clearly aiming to wrap itself around her figure. She snatched his wrist with unbelievable speed and twisted him around with a faint growl, which she quickly tamed down, and an immediate frown on her forehead. The happy and jovial expression was gone in a blink as some cracking of bones echoed through the tunnel.

“Ow, ow, ow! It hurts! Stop!” the man whimpered in her grasp as the others stared at the scene with wide eyes.

She kept his arm locked behind his back for a second longer before releasing him with a light push. He immediately started rejuvenating his injured wrist with a scowl.

“Crazy bitch. What was that for? No need to go all bone snapping, sheesh,” he complained.

“A word of advice for the future. You should always be respectful to your instructors. Improper behavior might result in your whole group ending up banished from the dungeon and prohibited from entering ever again. Since this is your first offense, I will let it slide. Do keep in mind that every person has their own circumstances. I have a mate and you are not allowed to touch me without my explicit consent as only he has the right to my body,” Miria explained coldly but somewhat respectfully, fighting down her instincts to lash out at the foolish demon.

She was showing admirable constraint by acting so mannerly in her current role even while being clearly mistreated.

“You never mentioned anything about that!” the Cleric argued.

“You never asked,” she responded.

“We’ve been talking and laughing together about relationships for the past half an hour!” he continued.

“I was simply happy to listen to your story and the situation you are in. My people often form big families like yours too. It was fun exchanging words about it until you tried to invade my personal space. It matters not if someone is laughing with you or not, you never make a move like that without permission or them initiating it,” she too further expanded her point.

The man scoffed to the side. “That’s stupid. Girls like a man who can confidently come on to them. You undoubtedly gave off signs of being into me.”

Miria’s ear twitched but she managed to keep her calm. “For your information, in my culture, for the offense I have suffered, you would be obliged to partake in a duel to the death, granted that I exercised my right to request it as the means of clearing up my name in front of my mate.”

That shocked them greatly as the other three exchanged glances. Even the Cleric seemed a bit disturbed but still acted in his earlier confidence, perhaps afraid of losing face from backing off without the last word.

“Sure. Let’s agree that’s true. Even so, you know, feelings change from time to time. If you would ever be interested, you know who to look for. One day, we are going to be at the top of the top. We’ve risen to C-rank in just a few months, all thanks to my magic and knowledge.” He spread his arms boastingly. “Who even is your mate? Most likely not the guildmaster since she’s a woman. Some clerk? A guy from the town? Another adventurer? Even if he is currently higher-ranked right now, I assure you he can’t compare to me. To us.”

Asterios could see the immense tension of Miria’s fingers squeezing themselves into fists and really pitied the man. But, she held herself back even through that and let out a soft exhale.

“I belong to Lord Asterios Hestizo if you really wish to know,” she answered with a trace of a proud smirk. “Now, are we going to continue the delve or this silly conversation until I stop hesitating if I should omit reporting this instance to him after my return?”

All four turned pale as snow in a flash and no one had anything else to say. Asterios snickered under his nose as his beloved mate turned around with a flair and began strolling forward, only him being capable of seeing the big grin on her face, clearly happy about how she had handled the situation and even bit back.

He almost wanted to interact with her without getting noticed to convey how impressed he was, but decided against it until the group finished their run.

If they even would instead of quitting after the recent blunder.


Chapter 5
The All-Seeing and All-Knowing

The atmosphere was slightly different after the reveal Miria had dropped onto the adventuring party. The shock was still present on their faces, though mostly replaced by honest anxiety. Even the Cleric seemed taken aback, perhaps finally reconsidering his haughty remarks. He was the target of multiple glares, especially from his female companions.

This amused Asterios to some extent as the duo hadn’t shown any displeasure with his actions earlier, either quite used to his frivolous nature or even interested in bringing more people into the family. Now, though, they pecked at their man, like angry hens hounding a too-prideful rooster that had gotten out of line. Only the human Ranger was saved from the lecture.

As for the cause of that distress, it was nonchalantly walking ahead with a satisfied smile, aware of everything that was happening but not paying much attention to it. Asterios could feel Miria relishing their initial expressions, definitely proud and happy she’d managed to resolve things peacefully.

Or, at least that was what she was trying to convince herself to be the reason for her elated mood. Someone with easy access to the panthergirl’s very open and honest thoughts would be able to notice her replaying the moment she’d made her beloved master an even bigger deal than he already was.

And that someone was hiding right next to the group.

Asterios only shook his head with a wry smile. Her getting the opportunity to boast about him might have been the only thing that had stopped Miria from showing that rude guy exactly why she had the teal-colored badge on her collar. Though, at this point, it was unclear if she still fit in that category. With the level of her power and mastery, she and most of her sister-mates could be counted into the next tier. The final one.

As long as the guild didn’t bring back the even more special title.

There had been no Living Legend for quite a few decades now and making it reappear with not just one but a bunch of holders simultaneously would certainly cause a noticeable ruckus.

Thankfully, it shouldn’t be as easy to skip the EX-rank as they had done with a few of the lower ones on their way to the top.

Nevertheless, those musings could wait for another time. Miria was reaching the end of the fleshy tunnel, the others following shortly after her, keeping a safe distance. They were now more scared about his adorable mate than the dangers lurking in the ominous dungeon. It made Asterios chuckle quietly, earning himself a flick of a cute, rounded ear from the attentive feline. Fortunately, that bit didn’t give him away.

Stopping in front of the weakest segment of the Devourer, Miria turned to face her followers. “From what I can tell, you four might have some trouble getting through this part and this is most likely where our little adventure would have ended for today. But, I’m sure that would have been disappointing, so I’ll let you give it a try and then open the passage up myself so that we can experience one more floor. Is that acceptable?”

Everyone nodded hastily and the panthergirl stepped aside, gesturing at them to have at it. The Cleric took the first turn, most likely aiming to regain some of the face he’d lost just recently. Even if Asterios could tell that the demon man was more than decent in his craft, his Holy Magic was way too weak, focused on support for the most part. The agile defender didn’t even attempt while the other magic user threw a few precise spells to try and cut through, but to no avail. Surprisingly, the Ranger got the furthest, making use of some mixtures and oils for both the wall and his arrows, causing the membrane to reach a state of slight frost.

When everyone had their turn, Miria unsheathed one of her new shortswords in a showy fashion and let her bloodline run free, surprising the group with her beastly appearance. It was completely unnecessary, but Asterios had a feeling that she would be continuing to mess with them for the entirety of their remaining time. The panthergirl casually flicked the blade in a cross shape and the invisible sharpness sliced through the wall like through paper. After regathering themselves, the party followed her inside, reaching the swirly portal.

“Alright. Prepare as much as you can now. The next floor is new and I have no idea what we are going to find there. Don’t worry, though. Nothing bad will happen to you under my watch. I think,” Miria said, speaking the last part with a cheeky grin.

“Wait a moment. What do you mean by new? Weren’t you supposed to have ventured much deeper into this place?” one of the girls asked in tense confusion.

“And how do you know it’s new if you’ve never been there?” the other woman added.

Miria wrinkled her nose while figuring out a good excuse. Asterios could pinpoint the moment her smart mind caught onto something good, recognizing the excited spark in her black eyes.

“That’s exactly why I can tell. I’ve seen and experienced a lot in this dungeon. I can navigate it almost like it’s speaking right to me. You just miss all the hints.” She giggled and puffed her chest out. “Now, let’s not waste any more time. My beloved mate is eagerly waiting for my return and I can’t wait to snuggle to Master!”

Asterios rubbed his eyes with a silent snicker as Miria broke the character near the very end. He couldn’t really blame her for it, though. Everyone knew how excitable the cuddly panthergirl got when even thinking about him.

As for the adventurers, they had clearly expected more time for their preparations and tried to fight off the strong catgirl while begging for her to wait a moment longer as she dragged them towards the shadowy lake. One by one, she hoisted them into the portal and jumped in herself. Asterios went right after her.

Immediately, he confirmed that she’d been right. The place they had ended up in was nowhere familiar to him, and seemingly to her too. They had all arrived at the same spot, which looked like an entrance to a tall labyrinth with an open top. It was all made of violet crystal and similar minerals. A spacious, dark cavern surrounded it, making it feel like the entire thing was suspended in the darkest abyss.

After gawking at the sights alongside everyone for a little while, Miria waved at the group to get their attention. “As you might have guessed, you have a labyrinth in front of you. I’ll let you experience it on your own. I’m sure there are plenty of treasures and fun challenges waiting for us inside. Just make sure not to peek over the walls! It’s your only warning! So, enjoy yourselves to the fullest! I’ll come to collect you when you decide you have had enough! Good luck!”

Before anyone could question her, shadowy tendrils swallowed the panthergirl and dragged her into the floor, spooking the party. The girls squealed while the Cleric cursed loudly. Asterios was aware of Miria’s location and knew she hadn’t moved out of the trial chamber, simply reappearing… above it?

He glanced up curiously, seeing nothing else but sparkly darkness. Focusing on his enhanced sight, he smirked and soon transferred himself next to his sneaky mate. In the next moment, they both stood atop a see-through panel of crystal hanging above the whole labyrinth. The view down was perfect while those underneath it had no idea they were being watched.

Such a clever contraption.

It took the quartet about five minutes of discussion before they actually ventured into the crystal maze. From what Asterios could see, it was filled with numerous small segments housing either a monster or two, some simple treasure, a puzzle, or similar opportunities. He could easily pick up on the source of inspiration for this particular floor, a hint of a reminiscing smile sneaking onto his lips.

And that was also why he wasn’t surprised in the slightest when his curious mate got bored of just observing, lasting no more than half an hour. He felt her exchange a few words with Umbra and then disappear from his side, showing up on the opposite end of the labyrinth. Her proteges would never know they had been abandoned so that their instructor could have some fun of her own.

It didn’t last that long, though. After about forty-five minutes more and a few locations cleared, the party stumbled on an undead monster that gave them a run for their money and began shouting for help, interrupting the joyful experience of their supervisor, who had gone through thrice as many challenges. Umbra must have given Miria a notice as she quickly moved right to them and defused the situation. 

Making up something about an artifact for emergency returns, she wrapped the group in a big hug and shadows began to swallow them. Before they were fully gone, Asterios escaped first, aiming to show up outside before them. Umbra picked up on his intentions and properly delayed their arrival, giving him enough time to cancel his techniques and appear to be casually strolling through the woods.

Miria’s team resurfaced a minute later in front of the swirling gate. The adventurers stumbled a bit from the transfer but managed to survive without any visible mental scars. His cheerful panthergirl began her debriefing as he unhurriedly walked from behind the treeline. The moment the adventurers saw him emerge from the background a distance behind their instructor, they all stiffened instantly. And when Miria noticed the change in their expressions, glancing over her shoulder just to happily hop in place next, they paled to the bone, especially the Cleric.

“Master!” the panthergirl shouted reverently and shot towards Asterios without holding back.

She crossed the clearing in a blink, smashing into Ast’s chest and snuggling her face into his neck. Her fur retreated to its usual places soon after as she began purring affectionately like a kitten in love, which she technically was. Tenderly caressing her cute ears, Ast’s crimson gaze remained locked on the others, creating an interesting contrast between authority and affection.

Somehow able to still move with his sweet mate anchoring them to the ground, Asterios approached the group with a soft smile. Unfortunately, it seemed that it only made things worse, perhaps appearing more ominous rather than welcoming after Miria’s introduction and the memory of their little offense. Not much he could do about that, honestly.

“Greetings, friends. Already finished with your delve? Plenty of loot must have still been left behind as you don’t look that exhausted,” he began calmly. “I hope you had fun?”

The four exchanged silent glances, clearly unwilling to speak up. They battled each other with their gazes to determine the unlucky one. In the end, it fell upon the Ranger, who attempted his best at a cordial, albeit extremely nervous smile.

“It’s an honor, Your Lordship.” The human lowered himself into a polite bow, followed by the rest. “I’m sure you are aware that knowing when to retreat is an important skill all adventurers should possess, seeing as you are one yourself too. But even if we chose to leave early, we value everything we experienced during this guided lesson. Your… uhhh… mate… is an excellent instructor, My Lord.”

Miria giggled into his neck and Asterios barely withheld a smirk. “I’m glad to hear that. It’s a young dungeon, but also quite a unique case, which makes it very exciting. There’s hardly any theme to it so you can never completely predict where you will end up and what you are going to experience. One moment you might be fighting a horde of monsters, and the next you are crawling through a complex maze. I surely love the mystery, don’t you?”

Pretty much everyone flinched during his short speech, once more looking between themselves. Miria was practically trembling from amusement as her recent charges internally fussed over the coincidental example he had given them, wondering if he could actually know about things happening in the dungeon.

“Y-Yes… It’s such a novel adventure… Hahaha…” the demon Cleric croaked awkwardly, rubbing the back of his head. “We will never forget the events of this day until the end of our lives…”

The others nodded to his words as one man.

“Truly?” Asterios raised an intrigued brow at them. “That sounds like you don’t expect to ever return and delve in once again. If you had such an amazing and interesting time, why wouldn’t you? There’s so much more to explore. You are all welcome to reenter the queue, and as a token of goodwill, I might even push your request a few spots ahead.”

That evoked some conflicted emotions in the party as at least one member seemed to grow excited about the prospect of such a privilege while the others grew only more uncertain.

“Of course, I don’t intend to pry into your personal reasons for migrating to another place.” Asterios shrugged nonchalantly, then squinted a bit. “Unless there’s something on your conscience. You didn’t break any rules or conducted yourselves rather improperly during the delve, did you?”

As he moved his questioning gaze to the feline instructor cuddling him lovingly, the youthful four reached the levels of pale he had never ever witnessed on a living being before. The girls subconsciously retreated behind their man a little while the demon guy stood still like a deer caught in front of the tip of an arrow. They weren’t even aware of how guilty they looked at that moment, but Asterios showed no signs of noticing.

“Everything went great, Master!” Miria chimed in from his shoulder. “We had lots of fun together, cleared a few floors, and chatted lots! Do you know that the male demon is aiming to build a big family and already has those two females as his mates? It’s almost like us with Selene back when we were starting out!”

The adventurers let out a collective sigh of relief when their supervisor didn’t mention anything about their tiny upset.

“I see.” Asterios smiled at them warmly and presented his own lover with a peck on the nose, evoking more giggles from the bubbly feline. “Such a goal shall definitely make it an exciting experience. Most seek riches or fame, but searching for an understanding family with the same passions and interests is an engaging idea. I wish you luck on your journeys, then.”

Receiving a nod afterward, the group took it as a sign of being politely dismissed and didn’t waste a second in giving him their thanks while hurriedly trotting away.

But, when they were passing by Asterios and Miria, the former placed a hand on the demon man’s shoulder, stopping him dead in his tracks, wide eyes snapping to meet his intense vertical pupils on a crimson background.

“A word of advice as a parting gift, from one follower of such a path to another,” Asterios said, giving the man a firm squeeze. “Be careful of how and who you approach on your delves. You wouldn’t want to offend someone short-tempered by accident. In the end, what happens in a dungeon, stays in a dungeon.”

The Cleric swallowed heavily and jerked his head in affirmation. After one last smile, Asterios let him go and watched the guy wobble on his way forward, barely keeping himself straight. To the man’s credit, though, he managed to reach his companions without fainting, supporting himself over the shoulders of his ladies by making it look like a bold move on his part.

When the four were out of earshot, Miria started giggling adorably and perhaps slightly maniacally, hugging Asterios for balance. He snickered too while brushing his fingers through her black hair until she calmed down and glanced up at him with a dazzling smile.

“That was so much fun, Master!” She pushed herself up to steal his mouth with a deep, love-filled kiss, nibbling on his lip cutely. “We should do it more often!”

He bit her back, pulling away enough for them to see each other properly. “It’s not nice to bully others. Even if they slightly deserved it.”

“How did you know, Master? Did Umbra tell you?” Miria tilted her head at him.

Instead of replying vocally, he sent her a few flashes of his perspective from the dungeon. Her mouth formed a charming loop at the revelation.

“I knew it!” The panthergirl jumped in place. “I just knew I wasn’t mistaken about almost noticing you once or twice down there, Master! I can’t believe you hid yourself from me completely! You are getting so good at concealing your auras and masking our connection!”

Chuckling lightly, he nuzzled his cheek into hers the way she loved it. “You would have found me out the moment you honestly started investigating. But thank you for the compliment. You did an incredible job as a dungeon guide and an instructor down there. I’m sure you can feel how proud I am of you.”

Miria flushed deeply, turning quite timid at his words. “I still have a long way to go… Suanori and Ellie are helping me out, though… They say that if I get some more on-field experience, I might even be able to train the future guides…”

“That’s my mate.” Asterios kissed her tenderly. “You will become a legend on your own in no time. And who knows? Maybe it won’t be limited just to our realm. I bet some of your friends would be excited to follow you into Kori’s domain.”

She gasped loudly. “Are you saying what I think you are, Master?”

“Give me just a little bit more time and we’ll be hopping worlds with everyone whenever you want.” He grinned at her.

Squealing from joy, Miria spun them together. “Yes! Yes! Yes! I want to bring Mom! And Dad! And Zoe! And Selene’s friend! And everyone!”

They laughed in circles for a solid minute before Miria started getting dizzy and lightheaded. He scooped her into his arms by supporting the joyful panthergirl from under her thighs as she wrapped her legs around his waist and rained kisses at him from above. Spending a moment longer basking in the bliss of their mutual affection, they soon resurfaced for some air.

“When can you do that, Master?” Miria asked with an eager expression, gently nibbling on her bottom lip.

“Soon. I’m going to meet Althea for another lesson in a bit. I believe we are close enough to move onto some real tests,” Asterios replied. “But first, I’m curious about Umbra’s and Kori’s progress. It looked like you three had quite a few things figured out in terms of taking in adventurers. Let’s pay our Dungeon Master and his Core a visit.”


Chapter 6
Personalized Experience for Everyone

Wrapping up their little spinning and cuddling session, Asterios and Miria moved to the chamber housing their friendly Core. Resurfacing through the shadows a moment later in the slightly refurbished and redesigned compartment, they first glanced around with curiosity. Even Miria seemed surprised and Asterios knew she had been visiting Kori and Umbra much more often than he had so the upgrade had to be recent.

Instead of a spacious cavern with irregular stone structures making up the frames of the Core’s portals, they now stood in a massive hall with flat surfaces all around, besides the ground, which showed signs of a few elevated platforms here and there. Kori remained on the highest dais in its very center, looking down on everything else, but first hints of more dark buildings poked out of the floor all around the middle area.

It wasn’t hard to guess that the shadowy duo was slowly turning the Core Chamber into a small fortress in a rectangular enclosure. Or perhaps even a little military town. There was no other reason for bringing up additional buildings in this place otherwise. The ominous gate-like monster forges were neatly arranged on the sides while decorated with intricate frames, giving off the vibes of passages to other worlds.

Perhaps the idea was at least somewhat smart and interesting. If they recruited more help with the Core in the future, having a place near it where people could stay and arrange things would be much appreciated. On the other hand, an armored fortress filled to the brim with monstrous guards and their allies would make Kori much safer in case of a direct attack.

Plus, sometime in the far future, when adventurers would manage to delve deep enough, this space could be used as the final epic encounter, which when cleared would award the brave challengers with riches and fame. The guild could play long and bestow some of their own titles too.

Nevertheless, no one would be getting any close to a location this deep in the bowels of the dungeon anytime soon so Umbra and Kori had lots of time to finish things up and even possibly make additional changes after. Those would definitely become much easier to introduce with the duo properly bonded as Dungeon Core and Dungeon Master. They might have begun calling themselves that after enough pressure from the girls but it still wasn’t fully official. Not until they completely released Umbra from his restraints.

Asterios and Miria slowly walked through the whole construction zone, admiring the initial phases of multiple rough buildings. Reaching the central pedestal, they walked up to the very Core, taking the wide stairs that resembled a path to an ancient temple’s peak. In some sense, the raised platform with Kori’s main body could be compared to a pyramid with a flat top. Plus all the decorative parts snaking around the unusual Core.

When they stepped onto the flat surface, Umbra chose to rise from the shadows and take the form of a tall pillar of darkness with glowing purple eyes. One day, they would need to work on his visual presentation. Currently, Umbra could either take this form or mimic other humanoids, but he still looked like an animated shadow. Some matching armor would be great, preferably with a layer of skin covering his figure. Even black would do.

Sensing Ast’s thoughts, the Lord of Shadows snickered lightly.

~That might not be impossible, Master. Without the curse holding me down, and with my connection with Kori properly secured in place, I might be able to imitate a humanoid or other type of creature much better. From what Tina has been saying, it would be cool to serve as the Last Boss that can shift into different beings, like a Drake, Wyvern, or even Dragon,~ Umbra said with an excited note in his tone. ~It doesn’t take priority, though. As you can see, we need to finish decorating this place first. And the rest of the dungeon.~

“Regarding that, I saw what you did with that maze area.” Asterios smirked softly as Miria nodded joyfully. “Are we now going to steal ideas from all the dungeons we visited in the past? It does sound at least a tiny bit intriguing as we might be the only ones with full access to its management, but it still feels a tad… cheap.”

~We don’t plan on simply copying what you’ve all seen during our delves and on other occasions.~ The big shadow shook his head. ~You would have noticed that many things are different if you followed Miria’s example and dove into the labyrinth, Master. But, I can’t deny some inspiration from past events. We are just making it more accessible to most adventurers and adding improvements wherever possible.~

“Yeah, I can see that.” Miria giggled. “You can now switch the order of the floors too? I was surprised when you spoke to me shortly before we finished the Devourer that you had a surprise for me. It was a great surprise, though. Thank you so much. And Kori too.”

~You are welcome. From both of us.~ Umbra’s gleaming eye spots pulsed happily. ~Actually, the floors in this place don’t exactly match the common standards. With our shadowy portals as the means of transport, we can easily move people to any specific level from wherever. Even during your first adventure here, Master, you hadn’t gone through the first five or so floors, instead moving between numerous.~

“That would explain the quite apparent difference in difficulty.” Asterios stroked his chin ponderingly. “This is great, then, no? You can juggle the layout after coming up with something new, without having to firstly scrap down another floor for space. As long as the dungeon’s bounds do not run out.”

~That’s not the most interesting thing we can do with it, Master.~ His ominous familiar snickered proudly. ~With tools like these, we can adapt every single delve to the adventurers undertaking them. Each person or party could receive a unique experience matching their needs, going specifically through the floors that would maximize the fun and challenge factors of their experience. If we put enough work into it, there will be not even a single exact same adventure ever.~

“Oh! Oh! And the guild could then offer even more personalized guidance with the instructors!” Miria practically vibrated with energy. “Just imagine offering different and unique plans to gain experience in various roles, situations, and predicaments! We could say that we are just so good at navigating the dungeon that we can prepare detailed roadmaps for those looking for specific areas to train themselves in!”

Asterios had to admit, her idea sounded genuinely awesome. A ten-floor delve tailored to one’s needs might break the bank. They could provide paths as specific as a pure maze and puzzle run, an area boss rush with one monster after another, or a set of only single-themed monster-type chambers. The possibilities were endless and limited only by their creativity.

“Incredible. And that would also let us take in more adventurers. With those custom plans, it would be simple to ensure that no groups run into each other as long as they don’t want to, kind of like you have started doing with the first floor, separating it into smaller sections with their own teleporters,” he added his personal spin on the take. “Yeah, this is getting unbelievably sophisticated. I dare say there is or was no other dungeon with such a range of possibilities. It will be tough to keep people convinced that we aren’t the ones behind the whole thing, though.”

“It will be tough nonetheless, Master.” Miria purred into his cheek. “Maybe someday we will just let people know, after getting famous enough with our incredible dungeon, but for now, we will manage. Dungeons are difficult to study and full of intricate magic that not many know how it works, no? We can just say it’s magic and there we go!”

The reference to their first delves made him laugh softly and reach out to ruffle through the cute panthergirl’s hair. Maybe she was right. Maybe people would buy it alongside everything else that would be happening around this place and Glimmervale in general.

~Nevertheless, we are getting quite far ahead of ourselves,~ Umbra interrupted his inner musings. ~Our options are still somewhat limited for as long as the two of us can’t communicate directly. I can control only a few portals in the whole dungeon at once, so micromanaging the guests is considerably hard work. There are also things that Kori isn’t able to figure out with my attempts at explaining them, which slows the development of the dungeon by a fair amount. We need that link to raise the efficiency to satisfying levels.~

“Very soon. We are actively working on it. I’m now closer than further from this objective,” Asterios replied. “We’ll first take care of Irelia’s oath, the inauguration of our Dragoons, and the summoning of their iconic mounts. Just as those three aspects get out of the way, I should have finished learning how to tear my way into other realms. Be ready to leave and serve as our guide through your home dimension at any time.”

~It should be you who gets ready, Master.~ His familiar chuckled eerily. ~It will be like nothing you’ve ever seen. Survival of the fittest doesn’t do my realm justice and you know it. While we might stumble on some semblance of community here and there with slightly humanoid beings managing them, most will be relentless monsters that will need putting down without a second thought. Not to mention those who embraced madness after living in the sealed space for their entire lives.~

“I’m really glad we have Althea with us now since Bryn is sitting this one out.” Asterios shuddered and Miria hugged him affectionately for some reassurance. “And you have no idea where and what to look for, right?”

~I’m afraid not, Master. But maybe Abyss will be able to direct us after you sneak her inside the barrier. It is her creation, in the end, even if centuries or more passed since its conception. It’s also good that we will be leaving some of our strong friends behind in case the solution to the sealing curse requires someone working from both inside and outside,~ Umbra answered.

“We’ll succeed no matter what!” The joyful panthergirl cheered them both up. “You will be free in no time!”

It was hard to argue with her overbearing enthusiasm so they had to agree. Even if it wasn’t really visible, Asterios was sure there was a smile somewhere on Umbra’s misty form just as big as his own. The good mood was simply too infectious and the panthergirl’s upbeat nature could warm the coldest of hearts.

“Alright. Let us return and get on with it, then.” Asterios nodded at them both. “I need to speak with Althea before we retreat for the night. Today was an eventful day and tomorrow is going to be even bigger.”

Exchanging a few more words about the life of their budding dungeon, they soon bid their farewells and he took Miria back to the surface while Umbra stayed with Kori. Considering how much time the two were spending together, he wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they were already the best of friends after joining up together properly. The Core definitely had to appreciate the help from the wise Duke of Umbra and all the other Ast’s familiars or companions.

Miria separated from Asterios at the encampment to give a full report to the guild and meet up with Selene. Considering his options for a moment, he decided to fly to Althea’s lair instead of simply transferring himself there. The more he studied and trained under the wise Dragon lady, the more in tune he was becoming with his own Dragon nature and it was starting to call for him more often recently. It had to be the result of all those exercises on drawing out and concealing his various energies and auras.

So, Asterios moved himself far enough not to get spotted before shifting into his True Dragon form. With a mighty flap that bent a few trees just from the sheer force of the wind, he took into the skies and flew high up in a flash, heading in the direction of the hidden entrance. He didn’t see anyone on his way there and dove back down to disappear into the well-protected tunnel.

After emerging in the spacious cavern housing Althea’s enchanting home, he circled over the small forest a few times. He saw a glimmer of something familiar in the grass to the west and closed in to investigate. Just as he’d expected, he found his emerald-scaled mentor sunbathing in her serpentine form, napping comfortably amongst the flowers and other greenery. 

The sun might be fake, but it mattered not.

Deciding not to wake Althea up yet, he joined her on the ground and tried to find a good angle to follow her lead. Standing right next to her prone form, he noted that he’d again grown a bit since the last time they properly compared their sizes. She’d once said that it wasn’t surprising and that a lot of his growth had been stunted by the seals and all the other inconveniences plaguing his body and mind. Now, he had gotten rid of almost all of them so he was turning into a prime specimen of a True Dragon with multiple Hearts.

Despite his best attempts, his newest mate did get roused from her pleasant slumber. Althea opened one green eye and smiled at him with her sharp draconic snout. When she patted the grass by her side, Asterios needed no more explanation. He plopped himself down next to her and the beautiful Lesser Dragon snuggled to him lovingly, resting her head on the ground just by his as her snaking frame brushed against his torso. It felt quite intimate even though they didn’t seem to be that close. Yet, his draconic side was telling him that they were almost flirting in their own way.

“Before you ask, you did not interrupt my beauty sleep, beloved,” Althea spoke through mana first with a soft, quiet chuckle. “I was waiting for you.”

He still wasn’t used to her calling him that but it certainly felt rather fond. “Nevertheless, we can speak like this if you would like. You seemed pretty comfortable here.”

“I would appreciate that.” She nuzzled her snout into his scaly cheek. “I’m afraid I’m still recovering from the earlier event so we might not be able to practice that much today. But, we can discuss things in preparation for tomorrow. Right after you show me the progress you made, of course.”

“And how do I do that?” he asked curiously.

“Do the same thing you’ve been doing, but in your True Dragon form,” she answered with a noticeable smirk.

That stunned Asterios a bit. “We haven’t practiced that yet. All I did was slice through the air in my usual body.”

“Yes, and it was all in preparation for this. If you are able to finish the motion in your draconic form, you will be able to do it at any time. You have been practicing in your humanoid frame since it’s currently the most familiar to you, and thus, it was the easiest way to help your mind grow accustomed to the technique. In the end, it’s all about perception. You just have to repeat it now in your slightly bigger state. I assume you remember the giant claw your father used to transport that Kaguya in your familiar’s realm. He used that form for a reason,” his draconic teacher explained.

“Here goes nothing, then.” He shrugged. “I trust your judgment.”

Firstly, he had to figure out the correct steps since he didn’t have to turn his arm into a draconic appendage, moving straight to gathering energy around his already present claw. As Althea had explained, everything else seemed very familiar and similar to what he had been doing in his humanoid body. Concentrating hard on keeping his Hearts perfectly synchronized, he jabbed his claw at an empty air.

A spiritual ripple passed through both of them as the sharp black nail sank into seemingly nothing. Still, a visible resistance could be noticed where it stayed unmoving as Asterios grunted from the effort. Straining all his muscles, he dragged it down bit by bit. It wasn’t a smooth and precise movement like his father’s, but it was still impressive. A glowing crimson line made a path behind his claw.

After it reached half the size of his current form, Asterios pulled away. The single path stayed motionless for a few seconds, then split through the middle and bent to the sides, creating the shape of a vertical teardrop. The surface between the ropes of the spiritually ripped fabric of their dimension rippled with invisible heat, but there was no sign of the dark red portal or any other effect. At that very moment, what he had created looked to be no more than a weirdly shaped spiritual window that they could look through.

“Good. Great even. Your speed of learning is astounding. Considering the fact that I’m sharing with you only bits of knowledge about this ability that has been passed from mouth to mouth by observing our enemies and slavers, almost improbable,” Althea complimented him. “But, perhaps it’s your natural affinity with it as a True Dragon, one with a humongous amount of power thanks to his multiple sources. Not to mention your crossing lineages coming straight from the primordial progenitors.”

Receiving a tap on the cheek with her solid snout, he released his focus, and the technique dispersed into thin air. Althea followed it with a faint lick, which he had learned to symbolize a gentle peck of approval and satisfaction when placed upon that specific area. It meant that she was proud of him.

Dragon culture was truly fascinating.

“Now, you just need to start putting the intent we kept sealed away into this and you should be able to achieve your goal. Your foundations are solid enough. This will be the most dangerous part since you will be cutting into other realms, but you can’t really practice it any other way,” she added.

“We’ll pick a remote location for the initial attempts. Perhaps in Bryn's world or somewhere else. It shouldn’t matter where we do it since it’s all about going from place to place. Nevertheless, even if it won’t be easily traceable, I just prefer to be safe,” he replied. “It does take a lot out of me though, and we aren’t even doing the full thing. I’ll need to be careful when we begin.”

“It will definitely be easier the more proficient you get. Your pace almost compares to that of a prodigy, but you still can’t be the master of something on the very first try.” Althea bumped her head into his again and rubbed their scales together. “For now, rest. We can talk about the Dragoons in the meantime. I can sense your excitement, my dear student.”

“Am I that easy to read?” Asterios chuckled lightly. “I’ve had this idea I hoped to run through you before we got to it. I believe it could benefit your friends that we are going to attempt summoning. As long as you agree to take on a bit of additional responsibilities.”

She raised an intrigued brow at him. “Oh? I’m all ears, then.”


Chapter 7
Foreign Dragon Exchange Program

“If I’m not mistaken, we are going to try our hand at summoning someone you actually know,” Asterios said thoughtfully. “I got the idea that we should be aiming for either a person in contact with one of the Nest’s overseers, or them directly. Am I right?”

Althea hummed softly to herself. “Your ability to deduct things from the little hints I’ve given you over the last weeks is something rather inspiring. But, you aren’t completely correct with everything. What you suggested sounds like a good idea, but if we are going to have Tina form a contract with whoever we summon, we should make sure their compatibility is high. It would do her no good to take on a companion who didn’t work well with her just for the sake of serving as our connection with my kin.”

“You are right, of course.” He nodded. “So, what was your plan?”

“I thought about this for a little while and came to a conclusion that she would match decently well with a young Lesser Dragon, perhaps around the time of them seeking a mentor. They could grow well together, help our situation, and also both learn many valuable things from their cooperation. In the end, if we can give one of the younglings a chance to safely experience the world, why shouldn’t we?” She glanced at him after finishing.

“Hmmm…” Asterios pondered her words silently, staring off into the quite short distance with his draconic eyes partially absent.

“As long as that doesn’t bother you,” Althea added after seeing his expression, definitely more proficient in reading a Dragon’s face than him. “I do not mean to take advantage of you two to secure some benefits for one of my kin.”

Shaking his head, he met her emerald gaze. “No, that’s not it, Althea. It’s a great idea, and even connected to what I was thinking about. That’s why, I’m now considering a new extension of it. Before I explain it fully, let me ask you about a few things.”

“Very well. My knowledge is at your disposal, my dear disciple.” A somewhat relieved smile curled up her lips.

“Is there some kind of a respected tradition about mentors taking only one person at once under their care?” he queried. “From your stories, I mostly heard about pairing up for such a relationship.”

“There is no rule about it that I know of,” his teacher responded. “I think it simply became a standard after everyone kept working in pairs. I have to agree that it provides an opportunity for the mentor to fully focus on the experience of their disciple and for the disciple a chance to fully absorb their teachings without worrying about anyone else, just being themselves, being comfortable. Why?”

“Because why not make the offer of a mentorship to more than one person?” Asterios turned to face her directly. “Tina will form a contract with one of the Lesser Dragons, yes, but ultimately, her squad is going to do the same with those who will agree to come here and kindly serve as their steeds when in need. Since they are all Summoners to some extent, they can each take care of one Dragon. And with that, if you aren’t opposed to it, you could mentor them while they are here. You could take them under your wing and teach them what you need as they go through their journey in my realm.”

Althea stared back at him and blinked a few times. “That… would be extremely kind of you for my people… I have to admit, I didn’t think of that… Your realm is indeed relatively safe for us after the great migration…”

“And with me being able to slice through worlds sometime soon, we would have even more options in our hands than just Summoning Magic,” he added with a grin. “Though, if I were to be honest with you, I would rather not let any mentor-disciple pairs into Kraedorion that I don’t know much about. Just to be safe. You guys might not be as aggressive as True Dragons, but your kind would undoubtedly fit in at the top of the food chain. No offense.”

“None taken.” She chuckled quietly. “I agree with you. Our people might be calmer, but we still count in the same category as other predators. It’s not like there aren’t selfish, rude, or even evil Lesser Dragons around. Nevertheless, your initial suggestion is intriguing. It’s not something that has been done before, but I don’t see any reason to dismiss it. As long as the candidates come with us willingly. Not many might see it as the same opportunity as journeying alone with their mentor.”

“Naturally. It would also serve as a good way to spot good candidates,” Asterios replied.

A brief silence fell upon them as Althea seemed to mull over what they had discussed. Asterios gave her all the time she needed to come to a proper conclusion. It was their people they were talking about and she knew them best. While he had learned a lot from her throughout their short friendship, it was still like a drop in the ocean.

“We might consider this,” Althea finally said after a moment. “The young ones would be given an unheard-of chance for their maturing journey. And I think I would be able to figure out their mentoring. It’s not like I have to watch over them constantly, especially when they will have their own duties in your Dragon Guard. It would be a new, untested system, but our mentorship program isn’t infallible either.”

“Great. I’m glad you like my idea.” He brushed against her muzzle. “That brings up another question. You spoke about young ones, and I know some bits from your story about your mentorship, but how old is a Lesser Dragon considered a youngling?”

“That’s a valid question, my astute student.” She nuzzled back into him. “We generally fully mature physically between about twenty-five and thirty human years. That’s when a Lesser Dragon is no longer considered a hatchling or a child and enters their youth. As for how old those waiting to be picked up might be, it varies greatly, but the number of children is much lower than the number of young adults. People rarely want to take in an unruly brat under their wings so they settle for more mature individuals.”

“And what’s your preference?” Asterios asked.

“Definitely mature.” Althea nodded to herself. “I don’t intend to bring trouble to your doorstep. And I’m proud to be your mentor, even if you aren’t exactly my kin in a direct line. If we hadn’t met, I would be wishing for someone like you to end up under my care.”

“That’s high praise.” He chuckled amusedly. “So, this is what I had in mind, more or less. Is there anything you can share with me about your side of things? Anything changed from our brief chat?”

“For the initial summoning, not much.” She shook her head. “Though, now that we are considering contracting younglings for Tina’s team with the goal of mentoring them, I think I would like to try and target one of the ladies I knew from my nest, with whom I shared my childhood under the guidance of the caregivers. As long as they seem compatible. With that, our chances of talking things through would rise exponentially. We do have to convince them of our cause, in the end. With you present, it might be challenging.”

“Right. True Dragon.” Asterios snorted. “This is going to be annoying. Not that I would blame any of your people for reacting the same way you did when we first met or worse. I just really wish the others didn’t immediately judge me as bad news the moment they lay their eyes on me.”

“And I wish I was able to change everyone’s opinion of you, but we can’t simply erase decades if not centuries of prejudice and terror.” Althea sighed dejectedly, then snuck her head under his chin and pushed up to snuggle to it with an almost perfect fit, wearing him like a big hat. “You are a kind and amazing True Dragon, Asterios, and I’m sure whoever we meet will realize that very quickly.”

He recognized that action as another gesture with particular meaning. In Dragon culture, nuzzling the roof of your head into someone’s chin and throat symbolized trust, pride, and to some level also deference. A more accurate word could be submission, but it didn’t fit that well in Ast’s personal opinion. He did understand the gesture’s core meaning and appreciated it, of course.

“Let’s not worry about things we can’t change and focus on what we can do.” He stayed relatively still, enjoying the affectionate caresses. “Anything I should prepare for the ritual? Read up on? Learn?”

“No. I believe you are already a Master Summoner at this point.” She purred with a low, rumbling growl from deep in her throat. “I will assist you during the process and explain some parts of it tomorrow. I don’t want to poison your mind with my preconceptions so I’ll only share the knowledge about the necessary parts to aim for my colleagues. The rest will be up to you. Just have a nice, relaxing night so we can start the ritual with calm, open minds.”

“I will. As long as you are there, in my arms.” Asterios wiggled himself against her a bit.

Althea chuckled warmly. “I would not choose to be anywhere else, my strong and handsome mate.”

They basked in the sunlight transferred through the gem for a little longer, simply enjoying their time together in draconic bodies. When it was time to slowly get up and return, they shifted back to their humanoid appearances, shared a tender kiss, and headed to the castle. The girls were already waiting for them and they all jumped into a bath, joyfully washing each other while sharing the stories of their day. Soon, they all piled up on their big bed.

It took a moment before they fell asleep, though, and it wasn’t that surprising. Everyone wanted to snuggle with Asterios and he wanted to shower his mates with the affection they deserved too. Considering that Althea was still a recent addition to their family, Grea continued to gush over the Dragon lady’s fierce beauty. Now, the lustful demon had another draconic tail to rub herself into and embrace dearly for the night. She often sent Asterios cheeky grins in an attempt to make him jealous.

But, in the end, everyone knew it was all fun and games. Asterios had to admit that he was too still coming around the idea of having a Lesser Dragon as a mate. He continued to catch himself admiring her draconic features, subconsciously drawn to them from time to time. The girls were the same, which often made him snicker. He couldn’t imagine how things would look and feel if he ever managed to form a romantic bond with a True Dragon.

Surely, amongst all those colors and clans, there had to be someone not as prideful, egoistic, and hostile as the majority of his kin, right?

However, as interesting as the concept was, he wasn’t exactly planning on finding a True Dragon mate just to satisfy that curiosity. He would be fine without one. The lovely ladies who had given him a piece of their hearts were more than enough. Who would risk such a life in pursuit of something that dangerous?

In the morning, they shared breakfast under the watchful eyes of Yumi and Camille, who had been informed about their plans for the day. The two personal maids made sure that the cooks prepared filling meals that would make them brim with energy for the challenge ahead. And since Ast’s mom had paid them a visit, she enjoyed the lavish feast too, excited for them and the upcoming event.

Picking up on that, Miria turned to her while chewing on a juicy steak. “Why don’t you come with us to watch, Miss Kindra? It’s such a wonderful spectacle each time Master uses Summoning Magic. You haven’t seen him directly do it yet, no?”

“No, I haven’t.” Kindra shook her head. “But is it fine for me to be there?”

“Of course it is!” The panthergirl slammed her fists holding the cutlery into the table enthusiastically. “We would love to have you with us, Mom! Right, Master?”

Asterios took a handkerchief and wiped a stray dribble of sauce off the corner of her mouth with a gentle smile. “I’m alright with it. We aren’t doing anything too dangerous this time. I’m sure you are curious and I would be honored to make a show for you. Just be aware that things might get a little hectic after the initial phase.”

“Because of what you are.” His mother grinned impishly. “I’ll take you up on that offer, then. Maybe I will be able to help you with it in the future after observing the process personally.”

And so, they all agreed to invite her to the summoning. Finished with their meals, they brainstormed the location of the ritual. After about half an hour of going back and forth, they settled on Althea’s lair. While located underneath the city, it was deep enough for that to not be a problem. The protections woven into the dome-like structure and the single trapped tunnel as the only exit proved to be decent safety measures too. If things spiraled out of control, the collateral damage would be minuscule, even if Asterios felt bad about ruining Althea’s home once again.

They jumped down into the underground chamber and gathered away from the cottage and the bower, finding a spacious grassy spot for the magical circle. Asterios brought out one of his sketchbooks and opened it up to show everyone, especially his mentor.

“This is what I came up with since our last conversation,” he said to the Dragon lady. “This formation uses some draconic runes as its base so it reaches the highest compatibility with me that we can achieve. Anything to add?”

“Yes. May I receive something to draw with?” Althea smiled kindly.

Kindra was the first one to fish a sketching pencil out of her dress and simply shrugged when the others glanced at her, finding four more of them between her fingers, saying that a merchant couldn’t ever be overprepared.

Then, they all watched as their draconic friend drew a few standalone sections on the side of Ast’s sketches while explaining to him how they related to Lesser Dragons and the things they would be looking for. Tina joined in, and together with Asterios, the duo of Summoners implemented her suggestions into his initial design, repurposing it in a matter of minutes. Kindra was amazed to watch them act like one mind, receiving knowing grins from the other girls.

“Alright. The design looks good. What about the ingredients?” Asterios asked after they were finished.

“For the spiritual lines, I suggest you burn this down into charcoal and use the black dust to fill the paths,” Althea took out a few blocks of wood from her spatial storage.

“What is it?” Bryn grazed a finger over the relatively simple-looking material, though everyone felt it radiate thick energy.

~Part of my Tree,~ Tia answered her in their minds. ~What we managed to save before it completely ceased to exist. I agree with Althea’s judgment. It should do well to symbolize your wish for a peaceful and fruitful meeting. You won’t have any problems with its spiritual conductivity either.~

“It does feel kind of wrong burning your flesh for something like this, but if you are saying that it’s fine.” Asterios scratched his head, receiving an encouraging giggle in response. “Okay. What about the catalyst?”

“Are we going to use Master’s blood or mana so it matches his draconic origins this time too?” Selene pondered out loud.

Althea waved a finger at her. “No, that would be counterproductive. He will need to conceal himself as much as possible for this to work. We are hoping that my friend won’t notice his true nature amongst the overwhelming presence of my existence. That’s why, we are going to use something deeply personal of mine. Something that only I can possess, or the person I would entrust my life to.”

As she turned her enchanting eyes to him, Asterios realized what she meant. “The scale.”

The Dragon lady nodded, and he brought it out for everyone to see. The sizable dark green plate looked as magical and mysterious as it had when she had gifted it to him. He temporarily returned it to the proper owner with visible care and respect. While receiving it, Althea brought their hands up and placed a delicate peck on the back of his palm, which made Kindra coo adorably. Asterios had a feeling that it was another of draconic customs, reserved for a moment like this one, where he had to give the scale back without offending his companion with the gesture.

“Won’t it disappear in the process?” Silvia asked.

“While that’s what usually happens, we are able to prevent the catalyst from being consumed if the ritual is properly conducted,” Tina responded. “It’s a frowned-upon practice, though, because it can be viewed as dishonest and the familiars might perceive it as such too. You are practically dangling a piece of valuable offering in front of their faces like delicious fish bait and take it away the moment they bite. But, since we are focusing only on capturing the attention of one person or a group of people instead, it should be alright.”

“So, the wood and the scale. I keep my energies in check. The patterns are ready too. Anything else?” Asterios smiled at her appreciatively and recounted everything.

“After we succeed in summoning a Lesser Dragon, be ready to express your might. Even with all the preparation, I can’t guarantee that our quarry won’t immediately notice something right after answering our call and make a run for it. We can’t let that happen as news will spread like wildfire and the whole nest will become guarded. Stop them with your will and authority if you must.” Althea firmly met his gaze.

Asterios winced to the side. “I really hate doing that. It’s the worst way you can start a relationship, scaring your negotiation partner into submission.”

“It’s the only solution. They will understand after we explain,” she insisted. “Besides, it might not even come to that. I just want us to be careful.”

They looked at each other intently for a few long seconds before he relented. “I’ll do it if it starts escalating badly. Let’s get to work.”

Without any disagreement, they went to take care of their respective tasks. Althea used Tia’s energy to precisely create shallow paths in the ground for the base of the formation. Asterios and Silvia turned the Dryad’s wooden core into charcoal with their intense flames, taking much less time than it would usually take the natural way. Then, Miria and Bryn ground the black pieces to dust and handed them to Selene and Grea, who filled the tiny trenches. In half an hour, their ritual site was ready and Asterios handed Tina the important scale.

They stood shoulder to shoulder and admired their work. Kindra clapped happily to applaud their efforts. From the technical standpoint, things were right on track.

“Are you ready, Tina?” Asterios stepped closer to his blue-haired lover, brushing a lock of hair behind her cute ear.

Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “I can do it. With your help, I can do anything. I’ll succeed on the first try for you.”

He smirked proudly and raised her chin for a loving kiss. Tina embraced it fully, wrapping her arms around his neck. Their energies mixed as much as they could without influencing her too much with his draconic elements. Thankfully, Tia’s mighty mana was at their full disposition. The talented Summoner girl would not lack any power for her difficult summoning.

“I still think you should have fucked on top of it instead,” Grea commented, making her former female pupil scoff with a hint of a smile while Ast’s mother giggled.

“I’ll save those for you, Professor.” Tina showed the demon lady her tongue. “Now, excuse us, but we have a very respectful and important ritual to carry out.”

The girls chuckled as she hooked her elbow with Ast’s and the duo walked to the circle’s edge. She snuck one last peck onto his cheek and knelt in front of the formation. He hovered over her while Althea took his side. When they were all ready, Tina threw the scale forward and the trio dove into their connected minds, gathering in the starry space so familiar for the two Summoners.

Step by step, they went through the entire process of starting the summoning, soon beginning to send out Tina’s Echoes of Consciousness into the realms. Since Althea wasn’t sure which of the few people she could have considered friends were still alive, she didn’t know who they would end up with, unable to target their request more accurately. Hopefully, someone would answer, noticing their offering and other details connected to their Lesser Dragon comrade.

Surprisingly, they scored a hit rather early. Something tickled one of the Echoes warily, then lunged at it with intense ferocity, most likely realizing that it wasn’t fake and truly carried a trace of Althea. Asterios had never experienced any beast or other entity rush through the tunnel between dimensions so fast, pushing the magic to its limits. They all felt a gate ripple open in what felt like seconds.

He opened his eyes to be the one to first greet the visitor, ready to act in case he really had to.

A tall woman stumbled out of the azure gate as if she’d been sprinting. Her evening one-piece dress rippled around her exposed thighs as a mesh of bright yellows, blues, and white. She had a youthful appearance and lithe frame, round and perky in all the right places. Her silvery hair was cut short, hanging a bit above her shoulders with a trace of yellow-blue at the endings. As for her eyes, they matched her hair and were grayish too, including even specks of gold-azure behind her vertical pupils. Of course, sporadic scales of similar sheen decorated parts of her figure, and a matching tail hung behind her back.

She first took note of her Summoner, regarding Tina with a faint frown, more of a concern than displeasure, just as Ast’s short girlfriend was standing up. Then, her gaze jumped to Althea and her expression instantly brightened, a grand smile curling her lips. But, it didn’t last long as she turned to Asterios next and a look of horror replaced it, her already somewhat pale complexion turning even whiter. He saw her muscles tense as she was about to bolt back into the misty portal.

“Stop her!” Althea shouted.

Asterios flared his presence and smashed it right into the woman, staggering her briefly.

“Don’t move,” he commanded with authority, trying his best not to sound too overbearing.

She froze in place, only her eyes able to make any movements.

A deep scowl managed to force itself onto the newcomer’s lips as her irises crackled with power, directing all that intensity at the other Lesser Dragon. “Really? You out of all the people? I thought you had a spine but it looks like I was fucking blind.”

The woman tried to spit at her friend but missed the angle completely due to her current position.

“Just fucking great. I can’t believe you’ve let yourself become the bitch of this vicious arsehole. Ozeere would cackle at me if I tried telling her about this. The prideful Althea who had rejected even one of the most desirable mentors submitted to some reptile cocksucker with wings. Pure comedy. And he is red, for fucks sake. I bet he is the most savage of his savage kind and beats you into a bloody pulp whenever he uses you for—”

A solid smack echoed through the air as Althea crossed the short distance separating the two during her friend’s rant and slapped her friend right on the cheek, effectively shutting the woman up, glaring at her intently for a good ten seconds.

“Have you finally calmed yourself, Phatru?” she asked firmly, receiving only a few blinks in response, then smiled widely. “Great. Now, let me properly introduce you to my mate.”


Chapter 8
Return of the Revolutionists

The lack of comprehension was very apparent on the silver-haired woman’s face. While she kept blinking in consternation, Asterios helped Tina steady herself after the initial part of the ritual was completed. Since they hadn’t used his Hearts for it, only drawing on his third source, she had to bear most of the strain on her own. Still, she had done an impeccable job and he made sure to convey that with an appreciative smile as they stood leaning on each other with his arm wrapped gently around her waist.

While the Summoner duo ignored the other two, Althea snapped her fingers in front of Phatru’s face to bring her friend to focus. “Let me apologize for raising my hand at you, but even I won’t be able to remain idle when someone slanders the name of not just my beloved but also my disciple. Please, meet Asterios Hestizo, a True Dragon as you might have noticed, but one of a kind, dare I say. You stand before his entire family, so if I were in your place, I would watch my words carefully. Not all of them are as patient and magnanimous as their mate is. As our mate is.”

The other Dragon lady drew her shimmering eyes away from Althea and roamed her gaze over all the gathered. Matching the declaration, at least a few expressions of dissatisfaction, irritation, and even anger greeted her. It felt like every single female standing at the back of the summoning site was ready to defend the man with their lives on the line, not to mention his honor. 

From that collection of faces, one stood out, even if it wasn’t particularly intense. A short woman with brown hair and a single braid resting atop her shoulder stared daggers at Phatru with barely squinted eyes. Yet, the cold and calculative scrutiny pierced deep. It projected danger far over the physical domain.

“Now, as you might have noticed, Asterios restrained you only per my own wish, after I clearly voiced out my request,” Althea continued, earning Phatru’s attention once again. “He is ready to release you at any moment, as long as you give us your word that you won’t try anything silly. I don’t understate it by saying that we just want to talk. There’s something I would like to discuss with one of our kin, and it so happened that we chanced upon you. If you still consider me your friend after this long, I need you to put your trust in me. I guarantee that you will not regret it.”

They glared at each other in silence for a few long seconds before the light-skinned lady sighed. “Let me go.”

“Your word, please,” Althea insisted.

“Fine. I swear I won’t try running away again,” Phatru relented.

“On your Heart,” the emerald Dragon added.

That caused Phatru’s eyes to widen in shock, jumping between Asterios and Althea as much as they could with her frozen in place. A trace of fear returned to them as she racked her brain over the situation she’d found herself in.

“I swear upon my Hearts that I will not cause you any harm.” Ast’s sudden declaration made her gaze snap back to him with even more disbelief. “As long as your actions do not put any of my mates in danger, that is.”

Althea glanced at him over her shoulder as the vow settled in, then turned to her friend again. “There you have it. You had to feel his honest intentions. Not what I was aiming for, but I guess I’m not surprised. He is that kind of a man.”

Phatru peered at her with a dumbfounded expression. “Did he just say—”

“We will cover that later.” Althea waved her off. “Your word, please.”

With a final bit of hesitation flashing over her face, Phatru took a deep breath and the swirling gate behind her faded away as she closed her eyes. “I swear upon my Heart that I will not run for as long as you do not mean harm to me or my kin.”

Brushing her fingers over the cheek she’d previously slapped, Ast’s mentor smiled approvingly, sensing the oath settling down. “There. It wasn’t so hard, was it? You may now release her, Master.”

The woman’s eyes snapped open at her final word and she met a faint curl at the corner of the other lady’s mature lips as the restraints were finally lifted off her body.

Althea chuckled softly. “Forgive me. I couldn’t stop myself. You were always so fun to tease, Pha.”

Phatru scowled, rolling her shoulders to get rid of the remaining uneasiness, a faint trace of a blush surfacing on her pale cheeks. “It looks like you haven’t changed a bit, Thea. I was a fool to blindly jump after your essence. Can’t blame a woman for hoping you would be different, though.”

As the two pulled into a tender hug, embracing each other with a firm hold, the others stared at the display with raised brows, exchanging looks of confusion. Hadn’t changed a bit? Yet, it was their very first time ever witnessing their new friend acting so cheekily. It felt bizarre, even if Althea had told them herself that she hadn’t exactly been as refined in her early youth.

After finally drawing back, remaining close together, the duo turned to the others and Phatru drilled holes in Ast’s face with her intense gaze. “Are we going to address the elephant in the room now?”

Althea nodded with a proud smile. “As I said, meet Asterios Hestizo, the holder of two Dragon’s Hearts, a direct descendant of Red and Black respectively. Plus, of one additional source housing an Arch Dryad’s soul.”

The woman huffed. “Enough of your jokes, Thea. Please. Don’t make me regret it even more than I already am.”

“You think I’m not taking it seriously?” Althea directed a knowing grin at Asterios.

Immediately, he let his Hearts free and his draconic urges flooded his system, sending out a wave of mixed spiritual pressure. His fierce crimson-onyx eyes glowed with power as he met Phatru’s gaze, who shivered and stumbled in place, caught by her friend at the right moment.

“Sweet Mother of Hope and Dismay…” Phatru whimpered as he slowly locked his ancestry up.

“See now? If he really wanted anything from you, you wouldn’t have even had a chance to process it before becoming a mindless slave.” Althea borrowed some of Tia’s energy to revitalize the other lady. “May we finally move past this awkward entrance? This is Miria, Selene, Tina, Silvia, Grea, and Bryn, all Asterios’ beloved mates. And this is Kindra Hestizo, his surrogate mother, who you are to be thankful for being alive and free as she was the reason behind how he had turned out. She might be a human, but don’t let that mislead you.”

Kindra smiled at the silver-scaled Lesser Dragon with a seemingly adorable and warm expression that surprisingly emanated sharp frostiness at the edges.

“I… I think I need to sit down…” Phatru swallowed lightly, rubbing her forehead.

With a flick of her wrist, Althea created a table and enough chairs for them by employing the help of sturdy but comfortable tree roots. They all took a free spot and Asterios summoned a set of glasses alongside a bottle of wine that had been given to him by Yumi, pouring everyone a drink. The new arrival looked at hers suspiciously but finally brought the glass to her lips to moisten her throat after the experience she’d gone through just recently.

“Okay. First things first.” She let out an exhausted sigh, turning to her old friend. “You are alive. It’s kind of hard to believe. Traveling the world alone at your age was viewed as suicide by many. You should have ended up either dead or a slave to some stray reptile bastard, which is what I had assumed when I saw him. I did not imagine myself seeing you ever again, especially since I heard you had left our realm, which was even more stupid.”

“Maybe it was, but I couldn’t stand the thought of wandering the same world as that man and barely any nest would welcome me. I was driven by emotions, I admit that. My path led me through multiple realms until I found myself in this one, realizing that it might not be as easy to leave, so this is where I stayed in hiding, befriending one of the local races. Until now, at least,” the emerald-haired mature beauty explained.

“What changed, then? If you were content about your life with one of these bas—I mean a respectable True Dragon, why are you trying to reach out to old acquaintances?” Phatru hastily altered her tone when Althea’s brow furrowed.

“My whole story is too long for one sitting, but the crucial aspect is that this is an extremely recent arrangement,” Althea continued. “In short, chance brought him to my doorstep and he saved my life in return for becoming my disciple. Though, he was going to do that regardless of my answer. It was only about a month ago that the two of us became mated after I submitted myself to him willingly. Now, as a good female of his entourage, I’m simply doing what I can to support him and ensure that our family thrives for centuries to come.”

“I think decades is more accurate,” Tina chimed in quietly.

The Dragon lady smiled at her delicately. “I know what I said, dear sister. You didn’t think that after taking so much of our beloved’s essence deep into your core it wouldn’t affect your life expectancy too, did you?”

The timid Summoner girl flushed deeply at the open mention of those activities as pretty much everyone was aware of what Althea meant.

“He must really like her,” Phatru commented nonchalantly and all the other of Ast’s girls turned to look at her with a crease in their foreheads, surprising her once more by the slight animosity.

Althea let out an amused chuckle. “No, he doesn’t really like her. He loves her and cares for her. For all of us. We receive his full essence almost daily. We are all his True Mates. Or did you miss the part where I mentioned it?”

The woman blinked stupidly while observing Asterios with a blank, stunned face. He simply smiled wryly her way. It was a bit weird being talked about by them without including him, but he was okay with leaving the initial part of the encounter to Althea, who had the best chance at ensuring Phatru’s relative comfort. However, it seemed that their guest would be getting consternated for quite a bit longer by his unusual nature.

“I didn’t think… It would be True Mates… Servants, maybe, but…” She wavered.

“I’m afraid you will have to throw away all the preconceptions you have gathered over your long life, Pha. If you want to get through this conversation without constantly being dumbfounded, I advise you look at him like you would upon any other lesser race,” Althea suggested.

“What? And he is… not furious about that?” Phatru whispered into her friend’s ear while keeping her eyes on Asterios.

“I consider myself a human at heart,” he said, making her flinch in surprise. “Even though my Hearts seem to point out otherwise.”

That caused her to become even more shocked as she swiveled her head between him and Althea.

“I hope you don’t mind me joining this conversation, but I believe we started on the wrong foot,” Asterios continued, trying to sound confident but kind. “I’m Asterios. You may call me Ast. Any friend of Althea is a friend of mine, so please, speak comfortably around us. And since my mentor is the only Lesser Dragon I’ve ever interacted with, forgive me if I make any social blunders toward your people as we talk. Feel free to advise me on my mistakes so that I can know better for the future.”

They thought Phatru couldn’t get any more bewildered but Ast’s long introduction seemed to shut off her brain for a good while, overheating it with a bucketload of contradicting information. The girls snickered at her, enjoying seeing the person who had insulted their lover get taken aback, even if Asterios was reminding them to be understanding of her circumstances.

“If we are planning to get anywhere with this, I agree that we should assume a more casual setting,” Silvia added. “However, I would advise against slandering the ruler of a nation on his own land further on. As one of that rulers’s queens, I’m not going to take to my husband’s offense lightly.”

“Damn right! Master is the nicest person in existence! Perhaps too nice sometimes!” Miria stated while crossing her arms and raising her chin.

“But he still fucks like a beast.” Grea grinned impishly, then cleared her throat as the other ladies glared at her. “If that’s how you want him to take you, of course.”

Semi-satisfied with her correction, they got off her case without any further pressure. One after another, the ladies continued to rain different praises on Asterios while he shook his head and waited for them to finish presenting him in the best light. They went through various of his achievements, their experiences with him, first meetings, feelings of belonging, how far he would go for all of them, and Selene even brought up the notion that he would one day unite the entire realm as the Dragon Emperor.

“Alright, let’s talk about that,” Asterios interrupted them at about that moment. “Not the Emperor thing exactly, but about our little nation. It’s related to why we have reached out to you through Althea. Would you mind listening to our request?”

Phatru gave him a small nod. “If I’m not mistaken, you summoned me here, so if we are to follow the proper procedure, I should at least listen to what you expect of me as a familiar. So, I’m listening.”

“Well, to be precise, it was Tina who summoned you while I assisted her with Althea,” he replied. “She is the one you would be forming a contract with if you find our terms agreeable. I imagine that would be less uncomfortable than binding yourself to a True Dragon you know almost nothing of.”

“Which would actually be a blessing in disguise, but regardless.” Althea took her friend’s hand gently. “I offered Asterios the way to reach our kin because he came up with an idea on how to provide some of us a peaceful place to live in while serving as partners to the members of his elite unit of protectors. This realm is no longer harassed by True Dragons. In fact, I might be the only Dragon left behind as everyone else escaped a long time ago when the residents of this world came up with a way to fight back. Save for him, naturally, but that’s another complex story.”

“Okay…” Phatru looked at her pensively. “So what is that brilliant idea of his?”

“We would like you to form a contract with Tina and help us get in touch with other Lesser Dragons. Thanks to his father’s research and his own talents, Asterios can travel through the summoning gates alongside his True entourage,” Althea began, shocking her friend greatly already. “Our goal is to speak to the younglings in a nest or a few and offer them mentorship in this safe world in exchange for their service. He suggested that we extend this chance to more than one person and I believe it won’t be an issue to mentor a group of well-behaved individuals. Besides living here and learning, their main responsibilities would amount mostly to serving as the steeds of the mentioned units and being dispatched on various missions together. What do you think?”

The gray-scaled Dragon lady assumed a thoughtful expression as she went over everything she’d heard once more in her mind. Althea and the others gave her all the time she needed to process their plan and request. Everyone silently hoped that the woman wouldn’t reject it, but they weren’t going to insist too firmly. Asterios wouldn’t want that.

“That does sound quite appealing,” Phatru admitted while stroking her chin with the other hand. “Assuming that you wouldn’t mind releasing our kin from their contracts and service after they finish their mentorship, it could work rather well, allowing us to rotate the chosen periodically. That would create a stable opportunity for our young. People will be hesitant and suspicious at first, but after the first one or two batches of candidates safely go through this and share their experiences with the others, I believe we could establish a new form of mentorship. That would be great.”

Althea squeezed her friend’s hand with a quiet chuckle. “I see you still dislike that old system just like we used to.”

The woman scoffed to the side. “You know perfectly well how precarious it is. And let me tell you, nothing has changed since your incident. I might not have heard about anything similar happening, but that doesn’t mean that it didn’t. Unfortunately, the alternatives aren’t that good and every nest continues to push the traditional approach no matter what. Sometimes I think they simply don’t want to bother themselves with the responsibility of educating our people living under their protection.”

“Even with all its flaws, you have to admit that it has a certain charm to it and the benefits of personal mentorships can’t be easily dismissed. We shouldn’t judge the tree through a few bad apples,” Althea responded. “But, like in the past, I have to agree that the lack of alternatives is a problem. And for those who rationalize it with the belief that we are nomadic due to the threat of our enemies finding us, always staying ready to relocate and journey the world, I have one thing to say.”

“It doesn’t apply here,” Phatru finished for her with a sparkle in her silvery irises. “You are right. It might even become a reason convincing enough to sway the youth into accepting the offer. Being able to leave the nest without worrying about running into our nemesis at every possible step is a huge deal. Just that is a valuable boon. Only fools would decide to ignore it.”

“Does that mean that you are going to accept Master’s offer to form a contract with Tina?” Bryn asked honestly.

The Dragon lady was brought back from her musings and met Ast’s eyes with a resolute gaze.

“No.”

Her answer surprised them greatly, causing Asterios and the girls to exchange confused glances, wondering why their guest would come to such a decision. Even Althea raised her brows at her friend, clearly expecting a different outcome from their lively discussion. She could see how moved and passionate about the project her friend had been becoming.

Breaking her eye contact with Asterios, Phatru squeezed Althea’s palm back and slowly stood up. Everyone watched curiously as she quickly fixed her posture… and bowed respectfully towards the sole man of the group.

“Please, Lord Asterios, would you kindly consider choosing my daughter in my stead?”


Chapter 9
Tooth for a Tooth

“Please, raise your head,” Asterios replied while also standing up. “Honestly, I don’t see how this would warrant your refusal. As we have discussed just before, we are going to pick up a few more Dragons besides you.”

Phatru listened to his request and straightened her back, looking at him with a pensive expression. It seemed that she hadn’t just forgotten about that part and was well aware of it. Yet, she had still pleaded with him for her daughter’s chance.

Althea moved to stand next to her a moment later, wrapping a reassuring arm around the woman’s waist as her lips were adorned with a delicate smile. “Of course. I should have figured out you would have found a mate in the time we were separated. I’m happy for you, Pha.”

Her friend’s response was tinged with a hint of sadness in the faint curl of her mouth. No one missed it as the two ladies looked at each other cordially.

“We aren’t… paired,” Phatru admitted hesitantly, as if ashamed to say it out loud, but from what Asterios had heard in the past, it wasn’t that uncommon. “At some point, my head was starting to house rather unusual thoughts for me. They didn’t dissipate, and I ended up longing for a connection, some kind of familial bond, I guess. Maybe I just hit that age, but I simply desired children.”

Althea tightened her embrace tenderly. “I fully understand you. Personally, I didn’t really pay too much attention to those feelings while on the run or in hiding. Perhaps all that stress and anxiety suppressed them. But now that I’m free…”

Her enchanting green eyes sensually trailed towards Ast’s face and he met her gaze. The kindling of a certain emotion flickered behind those fierce vertical pupils of hers and he could spot the faintest trace of heat blossoming on Althea’s fair cheeks. She didn’t have to finish her sentence to make the rest of it more obvious.

With the duo of newly bonded mates peering at each other, the other girls picked up on the meaning too. Especially Miria. Her own desires had been triggered by the unexpected turn of the conversation and she watched Asterios from the side while lightly chewing on her lower lip. Selene had the perfect view of her sister-mate’s adorable moment and grinned to herself amusingly.

It looked like a little competition was brewing up between the first and the last wife.

Then, their draconic companion managed to drag her gaze back to her friend. “Are you then considering passing the mentorship of your daughter to us? Is that the reason why you rejected the position yourself?”

The other woman let out a snickering snort in response. “Me? Mentoring anyone? Are you crazy? I couldn’t teach a fish how to swim if I wanted.”

Althea’s eyes did a faint roll but a tiny smirk betrayed that there might have been something on the matter.

“No. She is waiting for her opportunity with the other nest-born while I simply make sure to do my best at raising her into a decent Lesser Dragon,” Phatru continued with a thoughtful, somewhat reminiscing look. “For quite a moment at this point…”

The last bit was no more than a whisper but Asterios picked it up without a problem, alongside the more sound-sensitive of his mates. And Althea, of course.

“That’s smart and admirable, Pha,” she then said while rubbing her friend’s side.

“It certainly ain’t easy.” The other lady scoffed. “She is just like me… Multiplied by five…”

“So, a rebellious, argumentative, and headstrong troublemaker?” Althea chuckled gingerly.

Phatru bumped her with her hip, crossing her arms over her chest in defiance, which only made the other woman smirk harder. Everyone was now sure that those two shared quite some history. Asterios was starting to grow more curious with each interaction the duo of Lesser Dragons shared. Learning more about his ladies always excited him, and an entire encyclopedia of stories stood right before them.

But, the light teasing and fun ceased as quickly as it arrived. Phatru refocused on Asterios once more, her face morphing into an expression of worry. He tried not to appear too intimidating as he raised a questioning brow at the silver-scaled female, announcing that he had noticed it.

“I… I’m sorry…” Phatru dipped her head down once more. “This is my only condition… If you can’t accept it… Then… I won’t be able to help you…”

She then snuck a glance at Althea with a wry, guilty smile. It was clear that she felt bad about disappointing her old friend who had just reinstated their relationship, but she had priorities and held herself firmly to them. Which is also why that friend hadn’t missed such a resolution in the slightest.

Althea was quick to bring Phatru up and turn them to face each other. Placing her soft palms around the other woman’s ears and stroking her hair with the tips of her fingers, she pressed a chaste peck to each of Phatru’s cheeks and then onto the bridge of her nose.

“Dear, you shouldn’t feel remorseful for ensuring your daughter’s bright future,” Althea spoke tenderly. “It’s truly moving how you are able to risk displeasing a powerful True Dragon for her sake this soon after meeting him. More mothers should be like you.”

“It still weirds me out that you talk with such subtlety and grace now, even compared to how mature you were close to our final days together.” Phatru snickered while receiving her compliments. “Should I say that you feel like a proper mentor now?”

“Decades of nurturing the rulers of a humanoid race can do that to a woman.” The emerald-haired beauty winked. “I’ve had a long time to gather experience. But, it’s not about me right now. Let’s focus on you and your daughter.”

“Rusilthea,” Phatru said with a tender smile.

“You named your daughter after me and Rusievne?” Althea’s brows rose in surprise. “I’m… Moved…”

Her friend’s smile didn’t stop growing. “It was meant to be a little tribute to us. We went our separate ways not that long after you left and haven't seen each other since then either. Shit. I’m getting sentimental about all the mischief our trio caused.”

“We were a real plague back then.” That rare, heartfelt laugh escaped Althea’s throat, surprising the girls slightly.

So far, only Asterios had a chance to hear it. Mostly being able to admire it during their time alone. He had made it his goal to evoke it from his mature draconic mate as often as possible whenever they were either on a casual date or making intense love together.

The other lady glanced his way with an inquisitive twinkle in her eyes. “Does he know?”

“Oh, he does have a hint.” Althea joined her, looking at Asterios affectionately. “I haven’t fully abandoned my… dreams… from the early days.”

Seeing the evaluative look he got from his mate’s friend, Asterios had an idea of what those dreams were about. And they did act upon them from time to time.

His partner in those acts then cleared her throat to recapture everyone’s attention. “I can see now why you would suggest such an ultimatum, Pha. Is it that bad?”

“Let’s just say that it’s been a while since she reached physical maturity.” Phatru smiled awkwardly. “She might currently be the oldest in the awaiting group as most of her peers had already been picked up by their mentors. It doesn’t make her any happier to see them all leave either.”

“And did you mention to her that maybe her attitude could be the problem?” Silvia asked as politely as she could.

“Trust me, I tried, and she is aware. She’s just, and I quote, never going to act fake for some random idiot to be taught stupid ass Dragon shit.” The woman rubbed her forehead.

“Sounds like someone I know,” Althea teased, making her friend flush a bit.

“But what about her compatibility?” Tina asked hesitantly, honestly wanting to help but not at the cost of causing trouble for Asterios. “Maybe she is just misunderstood. Like Grea.”

“Hey!” The person in question huffed while putting her hands on her hips. “I’ll have you know that everyone understood perfectly well not to fuck with me.”

The girls chuckled and giggled at that, causing the demon lady to grin roguishly.

“She inherited most of her ancestry from me,” Phatru answered. “I’m what you could call a Storm Dragon. My affinities lie with lightning and wind mostly, revolving strongly around the former. I can’t say that I’m particularly powerful, but I did manage to beat Althea five out of seven times whenever we sparred. The other two I ended up entangled in vines in quite humiliating positions.”

“That’s good for you, shortie, isn’t it?” Grea stepped closer to pat Tina on her back with a bit more force than necessary. “You already have water and wind from two familiars per element. Lightning will go well with your arrangement.”

“I think so too.” Asterios nodded. “Coming straight from a Lesser Dragon, it has to pack a punch. Both of you would also benefit from my energies. Though, I’m not sure Rusilthea would be comfortable with that.”

“You get used to it,” Althea commented with a light shrug. “And if she’s in any part like the young Pha, she’s going to jump at any opportunity to gain more power.”

“Look who’s talking.” It was Phatru’s turn to roll her eyes at her friend. “Like you didn’t inhale all the knowledge you could sink your claws into with no regard for anything.”

“Because—”

“Knowledge is power, yes, I’ve heard it a billion times,” she interrupted the emerald-scaled lady. “But you aren’t exactly wrong. About both things.”

“So, how are we going to meet her?” Selene asked.

“That depends.” Asterios glanced at their guest. “We could still form a contract if you would like to as your affinities are the same as your daughter’s, and then go through a gate to meet Rusilthea to discuss one for her. If you don’t want to bind either of you to us, then we could wait—”

“It’s alright. It could do her well to be under someone’s charge who isn’t her mother.” Phatru did it again. “As for me… It’s not that I’m completely opposed to the idea… Even as anxious about your true nature as I still am… It’s more about the mate I had Rusi with…”

“Ah.” He cocked his head back in understanding.

“We aren’t a pair, but I still feel like suddenly showing up bound with a familiar contract to one of a True Dragon’s females could be viewed as extreme offense and betrayal,” she explained. “You are aware of how our kin perceives yours. The simplest hint of a True Dragon’s influence on me could scare him away, and he wasn’t exactly a bad mate. I don’t wish for him to entirely cut ties with Rusilthea. Therefore, I would need to first have a talk with him about this, to convince him that you aren’t enslaving me. She is her own person so she can do as she pleases, without any obligations to the two of us. Though, I might mention her situation too.”

“That does sound logical,” Asterios replied. “Enslavement by proxy might be jumping quite ahead but I can believe that people could see it like so after everything you experienced from those cruel bastards. I don’t mind your suggestion.”

“Thank you.” Phatru directed a grateful smile at him. “And this way, even if I end up without taking any contracts, I will still be able to meet with my daughter periodically while she isn’t serving her purpose in your realm or learning from Althea. I would appreciate that possibility.”

“Or you could visit us with Master’s realm-slicing ability!” Miria grinned at her proudly.

The draconic lady’s eyes widened in shock as her gaze snapped to Asterios. “You can do even that?”

“I will be able to do that soon, but yes, I possess the capability needed for it.” He chuckled lightly. “That’s also what I was trying to bring up. As soon as I master it, we can simply bring your daughter here without any binding connections. Though, if you think it will be good for her to experience some authority, we don’t mind either option.”

“Sweet Ancestors…” Phatru moaned in disbelief. “Who the fuck did your pair yourself with, Thea?”

“Most likely the strongest True Dragon of the current age, save for the progenitors.” Althea smiled lovingly at him. “And definitely the most compassionate of them all.”

“Nevertheless… This changes nothing…” Her friend shook her head to regather herself. “I would like your mate to contract Rusilthea if you find my daughter satisfactory. She might be rough at the edges, but I swear she is a good girl at heart.”

He turned to Tina, meeting his short lover’s gaze.

“I want to give her a chance,” she said. “May I?”

“It’s your summon. I can only offer advice.” Asterios smiled.

She trotted up to him and placed a quick peck on his lips. “Thanks.”

“And when will I get a badass serpentine Dragon as a pet to order around, huh?” Grea pouted ostentatiously.

“When you learn how to behave in front of others,” Asterios quipped back with a light growl that made her shiver and bite down on her bottom lip.

“How are we going to target Lady Phatru’s daughter directly, Master?” Miria queried, tilting her head adorably.

“Oh, I’m no lady, my sweet little kitty.” The female in question snickered. “You better pray I don’t start rubbing off on your sister-mate again now that we are reunited.”

“You should give us something with a connection to Rusilthea,” Althea advised. “We can reuse the circle with a new catalyst since the spiritual ink connected to me will probably extend to your successors too.”

Phatru then thought for a moment before visibly coming up with something. She gestured with her hand and a silvery mist tinged with bluish lightning spit out what looked like a fang on a chainlet. She had most likely brought the item out of her soul storage located at her Heart just as Althea had taught Asterios.

“This is the first fang Rusilthea ever lost,” the Dragon lady stated. “It should serve as a strong enough catalyst.”

“That’s so sweet!” Miria cooed with doe eyes. “I’m going to collect all the fangs that fall out of my cute kittens’ small, ferocious jaws too!”

“Oh, it didn’t fall off on its own. It was knocked out by one of her peers during an altercation.” The mother smirked with pride. “You should have seen the other guy. He wasn’t left with much in terms of the chewing department.”

They laughed lightly while Miria blushed from her misunderstanding. Asterios reached out to pet her charming ears and conveyed mentally that he was looking forward to her making a little collection of trinkets that would showcase their children’s growth. That made her beam at him with pure adoration and she nuzzled her cheek into his with gusto.

“Alright. Let’s get to it if we want to wrap it up today. We still need to negotiate with a bunch of other Lesser Dragons after this contract and I have a feeling that it won’t be quick and easy,” he said while receiving the tooth.

“This is a goodbye, then. I’ll run to give Rusilthea a heads-up. If she doesn’t behave, feel free to smack some manners into her musclebrained head.” Phatru then glanced at Althea. “I’ll see you later?”

“You won’t run away from me even if you wanted to now.” Althea chuckled and embraced her friend. “Just try and I’ll send a True Dragon after you, and believe me, he won’t return without going to whatever lengths necessary to fulfill my wish.”

They laughed together and Phatru waved at them in farewell. She moved closer to the formation and a gate opened once more. With one last smile, she jumped right into it. The silence that followed its disappearance felt quite eerie.

“Damn. I never thought I would see you fail a summoning ever again after you grew a pair.” Grea giggled mischievously. “Of Dragon’s Hearts, of course.”

He groaned at her while some of the girls rolled their eyes. They dove into the preparations right away, checking on the patterns if they didn’t need replacing or refilling at any spots. Miria and Selene took care of that part while Tina and Asterios examined the rest of the ritual, exploring its spiritual connection. They didn’t find any anomalies over the magical site and concluded that it should be safe to conduct another attempt here without unforeseen complications.

When they were ready, Kindra trotted up to them and placed a motherly peck on the trio’s cheeks for good luck. She also thanked Asterios for the opportunity of witnessing not just one but two events and shared just how entertaining it was. He reminded her that she didn’t need to stay away from the discussions that followed the rituals and that it was fine to voice her thoughts as his mother, which he valued greatly. Promising to step forward if necessary, she retreated to watch with the others.

Exchanging glances, Asterios, Tina, and Althea went through the steps once again. The catalyst was spared its fate this time too since their target should have been warned about the incoming call from another dimension. They didn’t want to unnecessarily sacrifice Phatru’s memento.

Since only a single Echo was sent out of the formation, it traveled rather quickly to the same location as the one that had scored a hit previously. The receiver responded almost immediately too and they could feel someone unhurriedly making their way to Kraedorion. Soon, the azure gate was open again and a new figure stepped out of it.

Instantly, everyone could spot the familiarity between Phatru and Rusilthea. While the former seemed to be a tad taller, the latter shared the same complexion, scale, and hair color as her mother. However, her hair was cut much, much shorter, forming a style akin to thick silvery spikes slightly combed up and to the back with bluish tips. The new woman’s face had a rougher, fiercer edge to it and her boisterous yet calculative expression matched it fairly well.

As for her attire, it couldn’t be any more different. Instead of a dress, Rusilthea wore a sleeveless top of azure color that cut off around the height of her ribs. That put her well-defined arms and stomach on full display, showcasing a few noticeable scars in the process. Additionally, it was tight enough to accentuate her more than modest charms, betraying a lack of any bra too. For her bottom, she had chosen dark gray shorts with a half-loose black belt hanging off only half of the loops at a slight angle. Silvery shoes completed the look.

The fierce woman locked her eyes on Tina’s kneeling figure right away.

“So, you are the girl Ma seems to believe that I’m going to be the bitch of, hm?” Rusilthea grinned ferally. “You don’t look like much, squirt.”

Asterios had already stood up, but his beloved held her hand up in the universal gesture to leave it to her. So, he did exactly that and continued to almost completely mask his origins, taking a step aside while Tina rose to face the unruly lady.

“Would you like to confirm that yourself?” she challenged.

“Ohohohoho. You certainly don’t lack the courage, girlie,” her soon-to-be-familiar replied. “But words aren’t enough to convince—”

The sudden crunch of bone surprised everyone, almost as much as the sight of Tina’s fist meeting the female Dragon’s jaw with an unexpected blow. Rusilthea took a step back while working her chin and spat something sharp into her palm with a trace of blood. She looked at the other girl’s retreating hand, noticing that it was now covered in dark blue scales.

“I heard your fangs are quite a treasured commodity,” Tina taunted with a smirk. “Perhaps I should harvest a few of my own. That ought to teach you some respect.”

Rusilthea’s savage grin widened to the brim. “Oh, you are fucking on, pipsqueak.”


Chapter 10
All Moves Allowed

Since she couldn’t rely on the element of surprise anymore, Tina’s next move was to put some distance between her and the other woman. Her artifact gloves shone with azure light from the spiritual formations carved into them. With a strong clap, she called forth an explosion of air that blasted her backward while at the same time causing Rusilthea to stumble a bit. 

In the next moment, Tina brought out some kind of pouch and tossed it on the ground. Thick, white powder caught up in the created drafts as the artificial winds caused small chaos over the ritual site. Noticing that, Asterios shared a glance with Bryn, and she in turn peered at Selene. Both ladies nodded and quickly moved to protect the magical circle with their barriers so that the battle didn’t accidentally obliterate it.

“Is the only way you know how to fight throwing cheap shots and using toys?” the silver-scaled female taunted. “Ma made such a big deal about the supposed powerful True Dragon waiting for me on the other end of the gate, but so far, it doesn’t look like you amount to much.”

Asterios smirked under his nose as he and the girls retreated to the side. It looked like their new friend had mistakenly identified Tina as that mentioned Dragon. Perhaps it was because of the solid punch the small girl had thrown at her, displaying a nice view of her azure, draconic plates. Or, it could have been…

The obstructive cloud suddenly parted in a circular shape at around shoulder height and Rusilthea’s gleaming eyes widened in surprise. She immediately brought her arms up, crossing them in front of her face as more scales shimmered down her skin with an incredible show of transformation speed. A split-second after she finished, a fierce jet of pressurized water hit her forearms, ricocheting to the side with enough force to spin her around.

As the dust settled, it revealed Tina in a slightly slumped position, closing her mouth after the recent attack. Most of her visible skin was covered in dark azure scales and the tiny plates crawled up her neck from the sides too. A few smattered her forehead and cheeks, adorning them with a fierce design. Just as in the past, a draconic tail had shown up behind her, and additionally, everyone could spot impressive black horns sprouting from the sides of her head. They stood vertically just like Ast’s, but with a slight angle forward.

It was obvious that she was using his energy to enhance herself. Or energies, in this particular case. Save for the white wings coming from Esil, she looked not that far from a True Dragon in a humanoid shape. And those draconic energies swirling through her circuits might have been another reason behind Rusilthea’s mix-up. In the end, the blue-haired girl was brimming with them while Asterios continued to hide.

“Now you are showing your true colors.” Phatru’s daughter grinned at her. “Though, having to resort to such shameful tricks? You must not be much of a True Dragon, then.”

The Dragon lady seemed to exude confidence, but even within her fierce expression, Asterios didn’t miss the faint flicker of anxiety deep in her eyes. Those never lied. And her pupils carefully examining her opponent with a barely noticeable quiver told him enough. Plus, the way she rubbed the shallow gash in the scales of her left forearm added to the effect.

“Why don’t you stop yapping about and show me what it means to be a Dragon, then?” Tina snorted. “So far, all you’ve done is receive a beating and complain. I’m starting to think we should have gotten your mother instead. She seemed competent.”

Rusilthea snarled back at her and lunged forward, a crackling noise echoing through the clearing. Tina was ready and formed an ominous scythe from Hydran’s body. She blocked the mighty swipe of the angered woman with its solid-liquid pole. The resulting position allowed her to easily take a slice at Rusilthea, scraping against the unruly lady’s scales once more.

They backed off a bit, each putting some distance between them. Tina didn’t wait for another blow, though. She reformed Hydran into a massive bow and drew its spiritual string back, creating an arrow out of wind and water mana. The projectile wasn’t too big since she focused on speed, but the long and thin swirling shape was still as breathtaking as ever. She released it right away, sending a whizzing thorn straight at her sparring partner.

It looked like Rusilthea wasn’t going to take any more chances with anything that came from the Summoner girl, choosing to evade the arrow instead of parrying it with her forearms. The sharp needle sank into the ground far behind her with so much ease everyone started wondering if it hadn’t been buried through the entire underground chamber.

More spikes of death followed while the female Dragon jumped from side to side, unable to move any closer to Tina. She could only step to the side or risk getting punctured like a pincushion. Until she gathered enough spiritual energy for a counterattack, of course.

Dodging out of the way once more, Rusilthea swung her fist as it became enveloped with crackling blue energy. Her tightened fingers slammed straight into the ground with the mighty roar of thunder. A bright flash caused everyone to blink and the grass underneath their feet rumbled.

But, it didn’t just rumble. Streaks of lightning ran forward over the earth and made it explode upwards. The combined forces of the tremors and the muddy avalanche threw Tina off balance a little bit, making her pause her assault. In that short moment, another loud boom reached her ears and Rusilthea suddenly charged through all the debris while blowing it to bits with her body. The Dragon lady’s crackling fist descended upon Tina’s surprised face.

And that was when her liquid familiar reformed itself on its own, creating a slanted shield of water in the way of Rusilthea’s blow. The trajectory changed, but the attack still clipped Tina in the shoulder, evoking a grunt from the much smaller woman. Her rival seemed surprised that the clothes had held up, but she simply didn’t know that those weren’t the simplest rags and towels. She would need much more to damage those elven masterpieces.

So, Tina didn’t let the chance go to waste and cashed in on the momentary lapse in focus of the stormy lady. Her angelic wings flapped strongly, creating a vortex around them, forcing Rusilthea to cover her eyes. As for Tina, she used the updraft to launch herself up and over her opponent, landing behind the other girl’s back. The incoming strike was rather unavoidable as the head-sized ball of water the petite Summoner was building up smashed into Rusilthea’s exposed back, bursting with grand force.

The poor Lesser Dragon was launched ahead and tumbled over the ruined ground for a little while before making a proper recovery and getting up into a crouch. Rusilthea was definitely not inexperienced in fighting, but she must have gotten a bit too used to trading blows with her kin because Asterios could spot plenty of simple mistakes she was making that would change a lot in the battle’s dynamic. Plus, he had a feeling that she would fare better in her serpentine form.

Yet, it certainly was impossible to say that she was not tough.

Meanwhile, Tina was trained in one-versus-one combat against opponents with diverse skillsets and abilities. Each Summoner she could face was going to bring something fresh to the fight so she had to be ready to learn on the fly, figuring out her strategies as she went. Right now, it was not much different than facing a frontline Summoner with lightning-type familiars. Until draconic forms came into play, she was in her element.

With a flash of her gloves and some somatic components, Tina slammed her palms into the grass and brought up a ferocious wave of rushing water in front of her. The small tsunami rolled forward without mercy, soaking and damaging everything in its path. Rusilthea spun around right before it reached her and cut it in the middle with a swift swipe of her tail, coming out of danger unharmed.

But, when she took a step forward to prepare another lunge, she wobbled and almost fell face-first into slushy mud. The rolling wave had turned the ground between her and Tina into a treacherous swamp. Her foot had already sunk almost up to the middle of her calf before she realized. It would prove difficult to run over such a messy surface.

Not for its creator, though.

The short girl didn’t even need to bother using her wings for more than the initial push as she slid over the thick mud with the soles of her shoes as if she was ice skating, with her scary scythe drawn into a prepared strike. A light blue glow emanated from under her feet, the evidence of another spell that further removed surface friction and prevented its caster from sinking into the swamp.

Rusilthea barely pulled her leg out before Tina arrived in front of her, but instead of going for a hit, the summoning ace swerved to the side, raining dark brown muck over her opponent’s entire figure. The other woman cursed under her nose while wiping her eyes off, missing the blade of water coming for her stomach. A pained hiss escaped her lips as Tina’s sharp scythe left a shallow cut on it, lightly scarring the scales on its sides.

“Enough!” Rusilthea shouted angrily.

Along the scream, a powerful explosion of crackling spiritual energy burst out of her body, knocking Tina away with a yelp of shock, in both the literal and figurative sense of that word. The blue-haired girl streaked through the mud, losing her stability spell, getting her outfit quite dirty as she tumbled over and over again, a faint crackle of lightning running over her body.

“Your constant stunts are getting boring. This is how you do it.” Rusilthea grinned as the electrifying aura around her intensified.

The draconic lady took a wide stance low on her knees and began grunting in effort. A slight breeze picked up in the area, causing the nearby trees to make some noise with their leaves and branches. Crackling sparks ran all over the woman’s skin as her eyes shone with power. She held her hands on the sides, palms facing up and fingers set into claws. Most of the lightning gathered in them.

Just as Tina was finishing pulling herself out of the swamp she had created earlier, Rusilthea thrust her hands forward and lightning shot out of her fingers, finding purchase in the soaked mud. Ten streaks of wildly dancing thunderbolts traveled over the highly conductive area and struck the terrain’s creator, evoking a pained scream from the dainty girl.

It didn’t echo through Althea’s lair for long, though, as Hydran’s timely intervention saved Tina’s skin again. The smart elemental spirit formed a flat platform underneath its mistress and shoved her out of the bounds of the sizzling swamp. To prevent any of the lightning chains from reaching her, Hydran stayed in the mucky earth while turning into a branching out spike, something akin to a leafless tree.

Asterios and the others watched as Firo, the tiny Water Serpent, slithered out of its gate to cast a recovery spell on its Summoner, doing its best to stay out of sight. Enhanced by Ast’s energies, the magic worked better than well and the cute aquatic beast disappeared back into its realm, aware that it was no incredible fighter. Its job was done so it could leave the rest to its familiar companions.

Seeing that it was impossible to target Tina directly, Rusilthea dismissed the attack and brought her hands back to her sides. “Let me show you what it means to challenge a Storm Dragon as a mere water lizard!”

Releasing a continuous, roaring shout, the mentioned Storm Dragon began gathering a lot of mana in her core. The winds started picking up into a small tempest, now bending some of the leafy crowns a little bit. Rusilthea continued to shout and shout and shout, but besides the flashy crackling of lightning all around her and over her body, plus the stronger breeze, not much else was happening.

Noticing that something was wrong, she stopped screaming and looked up, still casting whatever technique she had chosen to show them. “Why are the clouds not moving? What is this?”

In her disbelief and confusion, she didn’t spot Tina appearing right in front of her until just moments before the Summoner girl spun her scythe vertically. The curved blade somehow missed the target, but the weapon continued to spin, and it soon became clear that it was intentional. The butt of the long and very solid pole slammed right into Rusilthea’s crotch from below, choosing the wide-open target for a crushing blow.

The girls winced, sharply inhaling air, and even Asterios subconsciously clamped his thighs shut with a grimace. The fleshy smack could be heard throughout the entire place. They didn’t need to see the victim’s bulged-out eyes to imagine the pain.

And to make things worse, Tina did another spin while taking a step back. Her weapon trailed higher this time and struck Rusilthea’s chin as the woman hunched forward in response to the previous attack. With the audible clatter of bone, it was fairly obvious Phatru’s rowdy daughter lost at least one more fang from it, thrown back from the strength of the hit.

Even after pulling such a devastating move, the smart Summoner lady didn’t rest on her laurels and immediately withdrew herself from the female dragon’s relative range. What could cripple a human or an elf, would most likely only slightly inconvenience a Lesser Dragon. After they pushed through the pain and soreness, of course.

That decision proved to be correct as Rusilthea stood up from her knees fairly quickly, still holding a hand over her nether regions. At this point, she was more furious than agonizing. The pale complexion of her skin turned a tad flushed as she glared at her current nemesis.

“One of the first rules of fighting in a new environment,” Tina said with a lofty smirk. “Always check if the prerequisites for your techniques are met before trying out any big spells.”

The draconic lady snarled at her and immediately burst into action. Silvery mist enveloped her frame and Tina’s eyes widened slightly in recognition. She prepared herself but wasn’t ready for an almost instantaneous transformation, the head of a gray-scaled Lesser Dragon bursting out of the obstruction right in front of her, its jaws open as far as possible.

With a flap of her wings, she dodged to the side, getting smacked away by the giant serpent. Rusilthea flew forward and pulled up to turn back. That movement displayed her magnificent form in its full glory as she formed a shimmering, silvery crescent. In her true form, she had a slightly bluish sheen to her scales too. As for her size, she couldn’t really compare to Althea, and most likely Phatru too, but it didn’t make her any less glorious and scary.

Rusilthea opened her jaws once more as she flew back at Tina and spat a dozen person-sized orbs of crackling lightning. The winged girl began weaving and bobbing around them instantly, but they detonated by proximity and zapped her slightly no matter how well she dodged the spherical projectiles. Still doing fairly well in the air, she avoided a second chomping attempt but got swatted by the end of her opponent’s tail as the wriggling Dragon soared past her.

Tina hit the ground and looked up just in time to see Rusilthea gathering a lot of that electrifying energy deep in her throat, hovering in the air while coiled into a spiral. She had less than a second to push herself away before a massive ray of dense lightning struck the ground where she had just been. The deadly beam followed her like the perfect tracker and Tina twisted herself from side to side as trees fell and the ground became charred, leaving the feeling of static permeating through the air above the caused carnage.

Unfortunately, during one of the evasive maneuvers, the Dragon’s Breath nicked Tina on the thigh and sent an immense jolt of pain through her body, paralyzing her in a flash. She crashed through the top of a nearby tree and smashed into the ground, thankfully hitting the area transformed into a swamp so the landing got cushioned to some extent.

Glancing up as sparks still danced over her skin, she watched the floating Storm Dragon prepare for another attack of a similar nature. A shield of water and air combined began forming in front of Tina as she managed to curl her fingers and activate the arrays on her gloves, taking a conical shape. Seeing it from afar, Rusilthea felt how durable it was going to be and dove down onto the ground just before her target, aiming the blast straight at the barrier from almost point blank while hovering over the tiny human.

“That’s enough.” Ast’s calm and firm voice reached their ears from nearby.

The silver-scaled female paused gathering her power and glanced up at him standing behind Tina’s prone form.

“Who do you think you are to interrupt us?” She growled deeply.

Crimson-onyx mist surrounded his figure and grew quickly into a bigger and bulkier entity than the Lesser Dragon in front of him. Starting to walk forward menacingly before the hazy fog settled, Asterios emerged from it in his True Dragon body, standing slightly taller than the giant serpent in front of him. He stopped with his draconic muzzle hovering above Rusilthea’s.

“Who do you think I am?” He growled back at her with an even deeper rumble.

Her slitted eyes widened to the brim and the last bits of her lightning breath faded away as she clamped her mouth shut, starting to curl back into herself. She directed her snout downwards while looking up at him with a clearer trace of anxiety and perhaps fear as he glared at her.

“I lost,” Tina called out from below them.

Asterios released a puff of hot air at Rusilthea before lowering his head to give his lovely mate something to support herself on while standing up. 

“That was a good fight,” the Summoner girl said with a warm smile. “Are you ready to talk now?”

Rusilthea nodded stiffly and began shifting back so Asterios followed suit. Still supporting Tina a little, he moved behind her. Besides this small intervention, he didn’t see the need to involve himself more just yet. It looked like his brilliant girlfriend had it all figured out.

So, he was content letting her handle things her own way.


Chapter 11
Reject Reformation Plan

As the dust from the fight slowly settled down, the ladies approached the trio from the sidelines. While Althea began weaving her magic to heal the ground, Bryn approached Rusilthea with the obvious intention of healing her bruises and wounds. The draconic woman looked at her hesitantly at first, but after Tina gave her an encouraging nod, she allowed the treatment.

And certainly, there were things to work on. The winged healer started with the worst injuries, weaving her spells into the other woman’s lower abdomen. Rusilthea held herself strong after incurring such a massive wound, but it was clear with each movement that she was in a world of pain. And just when the treatment began, she transferred into a world of relief.

Though, from how euphoric her expression became, one could wonder if not also a world of pleasure.

But, getting rid of such discomfort could definitely feel incredibly good so no one blamed her for it, nor did they point it out. With Tina’s damage from the duel being fairly minimal, Asterios and his recovery energy boosted by Tia were enough to take care of everything. He didn’t need to reach for the Spellslinger or more complex Summoner techniques. A gentle kiss with unhurried transfer mended all the bruises, all the while their draconic guest got a first-row seat for the unintended show.

With the majority of the landscape regrown and turned back to its former glory, Althea called for the table and the chairs once more. “Let us take a seat and relax a little before we begin the introductions and negotiations. I’ll grab something to drink from my cabin and return in a moment.”

She flashed Asterios a delicate smile and took off into a run, quickly transforming into her true form mid-step, soaring into the air as a dazzling emerald serpent. She technically didn’t have to bring anything but he figured out that his mentor wanted to establish her identity as another Lesser Dragon so that her friend’s daughter's worries could ease quicker. It certainly caught the intended person’s attention.

“Come on. Let’s do as she says,” Tina said, gesturing with her head at the prepared meeting spot. “Are you all good or do you need anything else?”

“No, I’m alright. Thank you for the healing. I can barely feel any discomfort now so I can sit down. Only some ghost ache is left and it should fade soon. I honestly thought it would be quite difficult to do for a while.” Rusilthea waved her hands dismissively.

The blue-haired girl chuckled guiltily. “I’m really sorry about that. But, in a fight, you need to abuse every given opportunity. With how powerful our enemies are, we can’t afford to waver at a crucial moment. Even though I do feel extremely bad doing that to you as a fellow female.”

A wry smile formed on the woman’s lips as they unhurriedly took their seats. “Oh, it was a heinous act, that’s for sure, but I’m not going to hate you for it. I’m honestly impressed, but perhaps I shouldn’t have judged you so harshly in the beginning. Even if a young one, you are a True Dragon, and everyone seems to have been right by constantly reminding us not to fuck with any under no circumstances and to run at the first opportunity.”

Asterios and Tina exchanged glances while the other ladies laughed, making Rusilthea frown at them all in mild confusion.

“I’m afraid I’m not a True Dragon, or any kind of Dragon for that matter,” the Summoner girl explained. “I’m just a plain and simple human. With a not-so-plain and not-so-simple True Dragon mate.”

Rusilthea’s eyes widened in surprise. “I thought… That both of you…”

A small smirk snuck itself onto Ast’s face. “Let us start the introduction, then. I’m Asterios. In short, I had my Hearts sealed away and was dropped in this realm, living as a human for almost two decades. Now, I’m learning what it means to be a True Dragon while also having two Hearts from different ancestries and a third source housing an Arch Dryad. That’s why some of my behavior might throw you off, but otherwise, I'm pleased to meet you.”

“As for me, I’m Kindra Hestizo, and the reason this handsome guy might seem a little weird by your usual standards.” Ast’s mother giggled impishly. “You see, I found him in a burning village and took him as my own. I had no idea he was anything else but human so that’s how we lived. If only I had known I was raising a little Dragon. But, perhaps I should be thankful for him remaining inactive until so much later on. Accidental and spontaneous combustion of random furniture would have been a problem to explain.”

That got a few laughs out of the gathered crowd.

“I’m Miria!” His first mate beamed at her cheerfully. “I’m a beastfolk, specifically Pantherkin! I’m Master’s first mate and his magical familiar since he summoned too!”

“Selene of the Spiritual Foxes.” The vulpine lady inclined her head. “Same race and realm as Miria. Second mate. Possibly a descendant of Asterios’ mother.”

“And I’m Tina. A human, as mentioned. Ast’s third mate. We went to the same academy and… Well… I had kind of a big crush on him for a long time…” Tina averted her gaze shyly, a fair blush dusting her cheeks.

“My turn!” Grea jumped in her seat, slamming her palms into the table to lean forward. “I also went to the same school but as a teacher! Unfortunately, I failed to seduce him before they kicked him out but he came back for that pussy nevertheless! Damn, now I kind of wish he had wrecked my cunt earlier. Getting banished for shagging with a teacher sounds way better than ignoring some idiotic rule about non-intervention in duels. Oh, and I’m a demon, Dahaka tribe. Natives of this world too.”

The person in question from those lucid fantasies groaned lightly, evoking a fair share of chuckles and giggles. Even Rusilthea allowed herself the faintest smirk at the corner of her mouth.

“Silvia.” Their resident princess curtsied politely. “I joined as fifth in line. My father is the king of humans in this realm. I was supposed to inherit the throne, but we are currently figuring out the situation after Asterios formed his own nation and I can be considered one of his queens. And I’m a human too, with some ancient elemental blood mixed in my ancestry.”

“Formed his own nation, sure.” Asterios snorted playfully to the side, making them chuckle again.

The winged lady called for her complex halo and smiled warmly. “I’m Bryn, a valkyrja from another realm. Our world is lost to spiritually toxic monsters and I’m on the council of a flying city fortress where we continue to survive. There are twelve of them. Master helped us a lot through trading and even directly fighting our enemy, and I know he will keep aiding us in the future too.”

“And I’m Althea but you must already know that.” Their draconic companion chose that moment to return, descending behind her chair and shifting back. “I bet Pha barraged you with stories about our childhood to serve as good life lessons on how not to behave, but perhaps you didn’t take them to your heart too much.”

An actual trace of rosy shade tinged Rusilthea’s cheeks as she kept her expression fairly neutral.

“Before Asterios accepted me as his True Mate, he saved my life from a lethal poison and I took him as my disciple so he could learn more about us and True Dragons,” Althea continued. “I know it might be hard, but try to relax. He is a True Dragon like no other. You wouldn’t believe how gentle and kind he is.”

Grea was already preparing herself for her usual insert but Asterios pacified her with a light glare. Now that everyone had taken their turn, they looked expectantly at the woman Phatru had sent them. Rusilthea took a deep breath and tried to smile softly.

“You already know my name, but almost everyone calls me Rusi. Only Ma uses my first name on a daily basis, and some of the old crones in the caregiver position. Honestly, it’s a handful. Seems important to Ma so I try to show it proper respect when she’s around,” she began.

“Many ladies tend to pick rather symbolic names with some meaning in them,” Kindra shared. “One day you’ll understand why they sound so fitting and suitable.”

“It’s of no surprise as its origins are linked to her two best comrades from way back in the past.” Althea assumed a reminiscing expression. “She always valued her friends and family so it’s quite characteristic for her to link both, naming her beloved daughter after her two besties whom she didn’t expect to see ever again.”

“Yeah. Ma talked lots about you and the other female. Knowing her, she didn’t show it much while she was here, but after coming back home, she was so overjoyed to see you doing well that she could barely stand still. I’ve never seen her shed so many tears before. It honestly felt like I was seeing the real her for the first time,” Rusi admitted while scratching her cheek.

“And so, we arrive here,” Asterios said. “How much did she manage to convey to you before you answered our call?”

“Not much, sir.” She glanced at him, but still seemed to have his imposing image at the forefront of her mind and avoided his gaze. “With how much trouble she had talking, and how often she got off-topic, I was only let know that her best friend might accept me as her disciple so I should not fuck up the chance or I would get my ass whipped. And also warned that she is with a True Dragon I better behave in front of. It honestly smelled like bullshit and a fake threat to keep me in check. We give each other shit from time to time but she would never send me off to some unknown place into the claws of an evil lizard.”

“Sometimes I wish my little Asti gave me a tiny bit more trouble while growing up.” Kindra turned to Asterios with a loving but a tad teasing smile. “Don’t get me wrong, it was a bliss raising such an understanding and dutiful young man, but you always hear almost all mothers talk about how challenging it is to keep their kids in line without losing their minds. For a long time, I was worried I was doing it wrong when you were so quiet and obedient. I didn’t want you to grow up too meek and compassionate, as wrong as it sounds, but our world isn’t exactly a kind place. However, now I’m grateful for that instead. I don’t think I could have handled a normal toddler as an inexperienced young girl, not to mention one with draconic urges running through its tiny body.”

“Just call me Asterios or Ast. I’m sure you are even older than me.” He chuckled softly at the image, trying to ignore the teasing. “Well, I’m that evil lizard in this scenario. However, rather than slaves, I’m looking for volunteers for my elite unit of Dragon Riders. Part of the deal will include mentorship from Althea here and some other benefits, like the right to live in this decently peaceful realm. The only downside to all of this might be the part where those volunteers have to serve as my men’s mounts in their true forms. I assume it might deter quite some people.”

“You would need to be so damn prideful not to even consider exploring a whole other realm just because you have to keep a friend on your back most of the time.” Rusi shrugged. “I haven’t yet heard too many details about this deal, but I believe it shouldn’t be extremely hard to find willing recruits. The young ones might be hesitant, but people like me, who are already waiting for their turn for decades, will take all the chances they can get.”

“So, you are basically suggesting we go after the rejects?” Grea snickered at her.

“No! Yes! I mean… Ugh!” The woman dropped her face into her palms while sighing heavily. “Look, I’m truly sorry about the first impression. I’m used to coming to people as strong and confident. It’s one of the easiest ways to be left alone and in peace. But, being standoffish isn’t a quality sought by many mentors, instead falling into the category they usually avoid. Not all of those traits are necessarily bad and it can feel a bit unfair at times. They are often good girls and boys and would work twice as hard to prove they are worth it.”

“That’s why it’s important not to take things at face value and judge a book by its cover, isn’t that right?” Kindra directed a sharp smile at the Dragon lady, making her show just a hint of bashfulness under the somewhat rebuking gaze. “But, kids are kids exactly because they make plenty of mistakes from which they learn about themselves and the world. A proper adult should put all the effort into seeing through that since everyone deserves respect and affection. Just so we are clear, there’s nothing wrong with being confident and domineering, but knowing when to make conscious use of those qualities to achieve set goals is important. You might get burned one day. I think you should ask your mother about it. You might need to work a bit convincing her to do it, but I bet she does have a story to tell.”

Rusilthea nodded lightly, managing a faint smile at the compliment-lecture combo from the motherly lady.

“We are going to consider each case with the same frame of mind, not discriminating over basic misconceptions,” Althea said reassuringly. “As long as the candidates fit our requirements, they will be offered a spot. Which realm are you two currently residing in and whose nest are you part of?”

“Ma couldn’t bear returning to your old nest after finishing her mentorship so she settled in the Phasmantia realm, picking it as her base of operations. It’s a relatively big world with a scarce amount of True Dragons but it’s not completely safe. Our home is governed by Lady Rhufija and her three male mates. They can be a little uptight about some rules, but it’s a good place to live. We don’t lack much.”

“I don’t think I passed by it on my journey. That’s good. Lesser chances that people recognize me and make it harder for us.” The other Dragon lady stroked her chin. “We’ll think about that soon. Right now, we should focus on your candidature. As long as we are moving on with this?”

She glanced at Tina and the Summoner girl nodded with a happy smile. “Yes. I know that it looked like we had a rough start, but I feel like we will work well together. Call it an intuition if you would like. Our affinities seem compatible too.”

“I certainly didn’t expect to get punched in the face the first thing after coming in, but I appreciate courage and straightforwardness.” Rusi showed a fierce grin. 

“Alright. Then, if you wish to join the rank of my disciples and earn the right to live here, you will have to form a contract with Tina, becoming her familiar. She is the leader of the current squad of riders and will manage the future ones too, but she doesn’t always stay with them. Therefore, you will have much more time for yourself, especially since she can fly on her own,” Althea explained. “Additionally, as she is Asterios’ True Mate, you will receive many benefits from their connection too, with one of them being access to his draconic energies. In return, we will require your aid in opening gates to Phasmantia. At least initially. We won’t demand you to completely change who you are, but we expect a certain level of respect and resolve to learn. This is not meant to be a vacation, even if multiple disciples under a single mentor is a rare occurrence.”

“I promise I won’t give you trouble. Intentionally, at least.” Rusilthea smirked, but the obvious anxiety could be felt from her slightly forced confidence. “I know I don’t have the best reputation around the nest but I can work and study hard. Ma keeps saying that she’s not fit to be a mentor yet she’s already taught me so much with one or two unintentional lessons here and there. Maybe you will be able to convince her to try it. She could even join you and make it two mentors in your unique teaching program.”

“I honestly can’t say a lot about that mentorship system your people use, but I’m certain that I understand it enough to confidently say that if she’s managed to bring you up into such a strong-willed and lovely lady, she already knows how to share her knowledge and experience with others properly,” Kindra said encouragingly. “Being a mother and being a teacher are closer to each other than she would think. You might lack in some topics and subjects a teacher would specialize in, but from what I’ve heard, your mentors take personal guidance through a natural journey as their main approach. Your mother might be a more experienced teacher than she thinks she is.”

“While I can’t yet give my opinions on the matters of motherhood, I feel like Lady Kindra is correct with her assessment. And I certainly hope so too. I would lie if I declared that thinking about properly bringing up my young doesn’t make me worry about how well I would perform. But, knowing that I mentored a few respectable individuals in the elven court, does put my mind at some ease.” Althea shared a delicate smile with Ast’s mom. “We’ll have to talk with Phatru and see what we can do. Her low self-esteem was a bit of a problem in the ancient past.”

“This idea does sound appealing,” Asterios admitted. “Okay. If there are no objections, let’s proceed. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

“Likewise.” Rusi grew a bit more excited since the duel.

They got up and moved to the ritual circle. Rusilthea and Tina walked onto the patterns while everyone else remained out of bounds. The blue-haired girl did leave it for a brief moment to recharge her mana with Ast’s help, but she quickly jumped into the contracting part of the ritual.

Since the negotiations had concluded positively, the duo went through the necessary steps without a hitch. The bargaining phase didn’t take them too much time either since the requirements and benefits had already been discussed. Rusi would be receiving quite a lot for only a bit of added inconvenience considering the usual summoning deals. If an outsider took a peek at the written-down version of the contract, they might start wondering who was the master in that relationship.

The magic settled in without an issue too. Soon, Rusilthea could materialize Tina’s Summoner’s Brand at will and confirmed receiving access to a mental connection between them, which of course included all the others in it too. The sheer potency of draconic energy she could now sense directly inside Asterios stunned her for a good minute and he had a perfect example of just how powerful subconscious and instinctual habits could be. Even someone as brave and frank as their new Dragon ally could be affected by them.

“What now?” the woman asked after they were done. “This is going to need some getting used to. All that draconic mana at the tips of my fingers. I wonder how it must feel for Althea with a direct bond.”

“Unimaginably scary at first,” the emerald-scaled lady replied. “I believe we are going to visit your nest so you should check if you can properly open gates to that place. And, in my humble opinion, the two of us should be the only ones going.”

“I understand your reasons, but I’m inclined to disagree.” Asterios gave her an apologetic smile. “This might be silly, but I’m worried about you. It might be a different nest, but we can’t guarantee you won’t be met with animosity. And I’m aware that you are more than capable of handling yourself in most situations, but I feel like I should be out there with you and not let things happen in the first place.”

“I appreciate the thought, beloved disciple.” She stepped forward to place an affectionate kiss on his lips. “And I feel cherished by your desire to protect me, but this would be difficult. Even with your proficiency at hiding your aura and presence, you will be noticed by someone at first sight, revealing your twin Hearts.”

“I think you might find it hard to dissuade Asti when he sets his mind on protecting those he loves.” Kindra giggled knowingly. “Now when he actually has the power to do so? Nations be wary.”

“What if they wouldn’t be able to see me?” Ast’s forehead creased in thought.

Before Althea could request him to elaborate, his figure was enveloped by thick shadows and he plunged into the ground. Instead of disappearing, though, the small pool of darkness crawled into Althea’s own shadow and merged with it. They could notice the faintest shimmer to it, but it could easily be played off as lighting fluctuations.

~Self-transportation isn’t the only thing we share with Umbra that I’ve been putting some practice into.~ Ast’s echoing chuckle rolled through their minds.

“Incredible. Even when I look at the shadow directly, I get only a slight sense of unease. Without keeping my eyes around its core, I can’t tell anything’s wrong with it,” Rusi exclaimed in awe. “And when worse comes to worst, we can say that the eerie vibes are coming from a bond with a True Dragon. It might earn us some dirty looks but that’s much better than being attacked because we brought one in.”

“So it seems.” Althea surrendered the fight, albeit she didn’t look particularly unhappy about the discussion’s result. “But the rest of us should stay behind for now. Bringing in strangers while appearing out of nowhere might be somewhat suspicious.”

The girls assured her that she had nothing to worry about and encouraged the trio to get on with it. So, Rusilthea attempted to open a portal under Miria’s coaching, and an azure gateway formed in the air in front of her. She went in first to confirm where it led, but as soon as Tina and the others received the affirmation that everything was fine, Althea followed the other lady with Asterios in her shadow.

They reappeared in a relatively small bedroom without any special qualities. Everything was made of wood and the general structure of the walls, ceiling, and floor resembled one of the magically grown tree houses from the Elven Nation. It had a certain charm to it, for sure. Nevertheless, Rusi quickly ushered them out of her personal chamber and they stumbled on another person in the dining area.

“That was quick. I thought it would take you much longer to get through that thick skull my daughter boasts of, Thea.” Phatru chuckled teasingly.

The person in question huffed while crossing her arms and the duo of older females exchanged knowing smiles.

“You didn’t bring your mate? Bummer. This boring place could use some excitement. I’m not sure people living here even still remember the procedures upon True Dragon sighting,” she continued while inquisitively looking around.

If Phatru was having issues spotting him while already familiar with his energies, then Asterios was confident that the other Lesser Dragons wouldn’t fare any better for the most part. There was still a chance of some powerful or skilled person seeing through his trick, but it wasn’t worth it to worry about all the possible unexpected incidents.

To announce his presence, Asterios decided to play a little trick on his mate’s friend. He extended a dark tendril out of the other woman’s shadow, guiding it to give a tiny pull to one of the strings holding up her one-piece dress. 

It gave up with surprising ease and she jolted when the material moved, all the other cords unexpectedly following suit as if not even tied. But, to his surprise, instead of making any moves to catch it midway, Phatru just watched it slide down her lithe figure with a raised brow, letting it hit the floor with a quiet rustle. He didn’t exactly mean for it to descend the whole way down. 

And just like that, she stood in front of them in her full natural glory. Perhaps he should have, but Asterios hadn’t expected Phatru not to wear anything under her dress either, not even the tiniest hint of underclothes. However, she didn’t feel ashamed or embarrassed about it, and neither about the small, slightly accidental mischief after realizing how it had come to be.

“My, my. Was my daughter not enough for you?” Phatru gave Althea a mischievous glance, obviously staring at Asterios through her.

Ast’s mentor shook her head playfully. “You know True Dragons. They are positively insatiable. And I can personally vouch for that.”

The two ladies chuckled together while the third girl in the room rolled her eyes at them. It looked like besides a good peek at Phatru’s feminine charms, Asterios was also going to get one or two at Althea’s more open personality from her past while the duo of friends was together.

Hopefully, he would be able to handle it.


Chapter 12
Imitation Is the Sincerest Form of Flattery

Phatru unhurriedly picked up her dress and started putting it back on. To make it up to her a little bit, Asterios assisted her with the process by employing a few shadowy tendrils to uphold the material while she tied the strings on her own. Any practice with his black half was good practice. They were done in a moment and he retreated into Althea’s shadow.

“Such a handy ability. I wouldn’t mind having a helper like that around,” Phatru commented with a smile.

“You should have accepted the offer, then,” her friend replied. “You might not have been contracted to Asterios, but he stays around his mates quite often. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind giving you a shadowy hand whenever you joined us.”

“I said I will consider it and I didn’t have enough time to seek out Rusilthea’s father yet.” The other woman shook her head. “But, enough about it now. Did you behave yourself like I told you to?”

The person that question was directed at couldn’t be more obvious as both Phatru and Althea turned to look at the youngest girl.

Rusi crossed her arms under her chest and looked to the side. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

The evasive body language and clearly dismissive tone didn’t do the young lady any good and her mother squinted her eyes at the unruly child.

But, Phatru decided not to follow that subject and only sighed softly.

“You are lucky he seems to be a nice person and Thea kindly supported my request,” she said and gave the combined duo a small bow. “Thank you once more for listening to my selfish wish. I’ll make sure to properly educate my rambunctious daughter on how to behave in front of both of you. I’ll understand if you ever consider breaking off the contract and I won’t blame you for it.”

“Mom!” Rusilthea shot her a stunned look.

Althea let out a soft chuckle. “It’s fine, Pha. Tina seems to have found a connection with her. But, the education part is something we will have to touch on soon. We have plenty to discuss about you.”

Phatru wasn’t sure how to respond to that so she just stared back at her with a raised brow. Althea simply shrugged mysteriously and didn’t expand on it.

“Let’s go, then. We should first speak to the Nest Mother and her family before snooping around her people,” Ast’s mentor pointed out and turned away from the other two.

~Like that? You are not going to… grab any underwear?~ Asterios asked a bit awkwardly, reaching into their minds to convey his words.

The duo of friends exchanged glances and chuckled again.

“I thought you would have taught him about how comfortable our people are with our own forms.” Phatru raised a curious brow at Althea.

“I did. But perhaps I didn’t draw a clear enough picture,” the emerald-haired lady responded and then glanced down at the shadow at her feet. “Pha doesn’t wear anything other than her dress because she doesn’t exactly need it to feel at ease. As you must have also noticed, Rusilthea follows the same approach with her top and bottoms. In my case, I just got used to the common dressing code of the elven court. It would have been bad if one of the queens picked up my people’s viewpoint on underwear by accident during our long lessons.”

“We could technically go out all naked and no one would bat an eye. I know a bunch of girls who prefer to go topless most of the time,” Rusilthea added with a fierce smirk. “Well, people would still look, obviously, but it would rarely bother anyone. It’s a different topic if you just started mating with someone in the middle of the nest. Casual nudity is fairly common here.”

~Got it. I didn’t think it would be this expansive when you told me about your sleeping piles and such, Althea.~ Asterios nodded to himself mentally. ~By all means, lead the way. I’ll do my best to remain hidden. I’m still testing out talking to everyone mentally without my familiar’s help so you can feel free to include me in your conversations. As long as you don’t separate too far from each other.~

A few minutes later, the mother and daughter duo finished their preparations and all three of them headed for the house’s exit. If Asterios was a living, breathing person the moment they stepped outside, he would definitely have inhaled in wonder at the sight that greeted them. But, being an immaterial cloud of spiritual energy in someone’s shadow allowed him only to exclaim his amazement in the silence of his mind.

First and foremost, the stylish house they had walked out of was placed atop a giant mossy boulder. The boulder’s surface spanned just wide enough to fit a small front yard with a few decorations and a tiny fence. But, the biggest surprise was most likely the fact that the rounded rock floated in the air without any suspension. With just one step past its edge, one would end up plunging towards the ground far down below.

Phatru’s and Rusilthea’s home wasn’t the only one built atop a flying rock. Stone islands of many shapes and sizes stood in place or drifted around what looked like a breathtaking valley between insurmountable mountain peaks. The tall and steep hills surrounded the formation from all sides, enshrouding a lot of it in enchanting mists. 

There was a chance that they came from the unending waterfalls descending from some of the isles, but Asterios wasn’t sure about that. Colorful rainbows adorning the entire region certainly indicated the presence of humidity in the air, but it could all be magic in the end.

However, amongst all the majestic and mysterious elements, there was still a trace of familiarity.

~The buildings really look quite close to those from the Elf Nation. I’m not imagining this, right? Not that one or more places around the universe can’t share the architectural style,~ Asterios mused.

“Actually, that might partially be my fault.” Althea’s lips curled up into a gentle smirk. 

~While it’s true that elves always preferred making their houses from living, growing trees with their magic, it wasn’t until they met Althea that they elevated their craft to what you can see around their lands today,~ Tia chimed in with a sweet giggle. ~Over the years, she shared some of the designs Lesser Dragons use for their nests, which you are witnessing right now. They then combined both and found their perfect harmony with my energy blessing the area.~

“What she says is true,” the emerald Lesser Dragon confirmed. “You’ll see plenty of similarities in this and other nests, even if each one is fairly unique due to the place they had been set up in. We don’t always grow trees from sprouts like they do, but elemental shaping is a staple technique in our architecture. Bending wood, earth, stone, and other things make up one of the primary construction methods.”

~Now that’s a story I wouldn’t have ever guessed.~ Asterios hummed ponderingly. ~I figured you guys lived in simple areas connected to nature, but artsy houses neat enough for our elves to copy them? That’s a surprise.~

“You thought we always slept on grassy clearings while basking in the sun or moon, didn’t you?” Rusilthea snickered “While that does happen too, many of us have actual houses or similar structures too. However, it’s one of the parts that are influenced by the nest’s location. Here, you can at best design a tree house or carve one inside a floating boulder. Somewhere else, earthen caverns might be more common.”

~What about these waterfalls? Do they not run out ever?~ he asked, letting his curiosity coax more information out of his hosts.

“There’s either a spirit or an elemental living inside those,” Phatru answered. “It won’t stop flowing unless they decide otherwise or move on.”

Asterios was at a loss for words of how magical this place felt. It certainly seemed worthy of magnificent creatures like Lesser Dragons. He could see why the initial founders had chosen it. It was both breathtaking and relatively safe from prying eyes. It would require confirmation, but he assumed the thick fog obstructed almost if not everything from down below and other angles.

He briefly wondered how people living in this nest traversed the floating islands and realized the answer just as the three females began shifting. They jumped into their true forms and soared into the sky, wiggling through it side by side. Everyone here was a Lesser Dragon so it was obvious they could just fly wherever they needed. Still, some of the hovering formations were adorned with also suspended steps and platforms connecting them into bigger hubs.

They approached one of those, which from afar felt close to the size of a small town in a spherical radius. Lots of verticality was an understatement. Without knowing what was where, it certainly was easy to get lost amidst the mist, rainbows, and flying rocks. 

The main platform was huge too, comparable to a sizable market square, definitely bigger than the one in Glimmervale. A beautiful fountain surrounded by Pixies stood near the spot the trio had landed on, transforming back to their humanoid forms.

~Is this where you can find your leaders?~ Asterios queried while looking around and taking in the sights of males and females strolling or flying around.

“No, this is the central plateau. We can get to the Nest Mother’s residence on foot from here. Out of respect, no one flies straight up there. Trust me, you will enjoy the trip,” Phatru explained with an honest smile.

She took the lead while Rusilthea walked behind her with Althea by her side. The mother was right. He did enjoy experiencing the culture and architecture of this particular nest. People were just as lightly dressed as his two resident companions and seemed relatively casual in their demeanor.

Traveling between the nearby connected boulders was an eerie experience. They walked the magically suspended steps which made it possible to peek between the thin platforms. Obviously, there were no railings or anything else, just simple and plain stone discs or rounded rectangles set at comfortable distances from each other, and Asterios couldn’t help but feel anxious about a fall from such a height where you couldn’t directly see the ground.

Then he remembered that everyone could fly, including him, and the threat of falling off the chosen solution for pathways between the drifting rocks wasn’t so serious anymore.

As they were traversing through what looked like a scarce forest full of pines and similar trees, they stumbled into an area full of evenly spaced and cut stumps. It felt like a hangout place and a small number of Dragons did relax there in either form.

“Oh, look. Your friends seem to be coming this way.” Phatru gestured in a specific direction.

Her daughter furrowed her brows and followed it quickly. Finding who the woman meant, she scowled to the side, though she didn’t bother to change her expression even as those friends closed in. A group of five women with scales of various colors stopped in front of them and the one who looked like the leader of the current gathering smiled charmingly at them.

“Rusi, I heard your mother took you away from the Enlightenment Hall just before two mentors from outside came to evaluate the candidates,” she began with a worried tone. “It’s not good if you miss chances like that when they are already so low for you. Are you doing okay?”

“It’s none of your business, Keruvia,” Rusilthea spat out.

If the purple-haired lady was hurt by the offensive tone, she didn’t show it and simply shook her head. “It’s just always such a pity seeing you waiting there in hopes of attracting a teacher who won’t ever consider someone this far past her adolescence. If you avoid even more opportunities, someone as slow as you might even remain mentorless forever.”

“Last time I checked, you were mentorless too, bitch,” Rusilthea bit back with a snarl.

“The difference between us is that I’m just waiting to pick the mentor with the most perfect compatibility with me while no one really wants to pick you.” The other woman spread her arms in resignation while the others chuckled. “Perhaps you should consider just quitting. It would certainly make our younger peers more comfortable and the general atmosphere less awkward.”

Asterios expected the growl he noticed to come from Tina’s new familiar, but to his surprise, it was actually the girl’s mother who let it out as silvery scales crawled down her limbs. Even more shockingly, it was her daughter who put a firm hand on her shoulder while glaring daggers at the rude group trying to disguise their insults as concern.

“She’s not worth it, Mom,” Rusilthea hissed through gritted teeth. “We have much more important things to do.”

The reminder managed to only partially pacify the older female. 

Seeing no real reaction from them, Keruvia glanced at Althea and the concealed Asterios. “And who might that be? I don’t remember seeing your friend around.”

That brought an actual smirk onto Rusi’s lips. “That is Althea and she is my new mentor. Therefore, you don’t need to worry about me anymore. You’ll most likely rarely see me from now on. If ever.”

“Althea? Not a mentor’s name that I recognize.” The rude girl hummed while her posse exchanged glances with raised brows, curious about another mentor visiting their nest.

“That’s because I’ve never been to Phasmantia before or around our realms in quite some time since I departed from my mentor. I was simply visiting my colleague, Rusilthea’s mother, and agreed to take her talented daughter as my first Lesser Dragon disciple,” Althea responded with a kind smile.

“An inexperienced hermit?” Keruvia blinked a few times before placing fingers over her lips in an attempt to mask her satisfaction. “Well, if anyone was to accept someone like Rusi, it would have to be you. I wish you luck on your journey, then. You will both need it.”

With a clearly overdone curtsy, she turned around and retreated with the group. Phatru and Rusilthea glared at their backs, with the mother still agitated quite a bit. 

Asterios didn’t feel well with that girl insulting his mate’s new partner and her mother so he sent out a burst of spiky shadows to emerge under the sole of the purple-scaled woman’s foot. She yelped quietly and jumped onto her other foot, but he removed all friction from the surface beneath it with another shadow and the rude female slipped forward so fast her face slammed into the ground with a mighty thunk.

As her friends raised Keruvia with great concern and confusion, the mother and daughter duo exploded into a laugh at the sight of their offender’s broken, bleeding nose. It wouldn’t remain injured for long, most likely, but it certainly brought them entertainment and a sense of revenge. The wounded woman tried to retain her aloof composure but her movements were janky with anger and embarrassment as her skin flushed during her controllably hasty escape.

When the impolite pack was gone, Asterios chuckled inwardly. ~I thought you were supposed to be a troublemaker?~

Rusilthea gradually stopped laughing and shot him a proud grin. “That doesn’t mean I can’t pick my battles. Smashing her nose wouldn’t help me with anything, but I definitely enjoyed watching someone else do it for me.”

~I honestly expected you to be the one losing your temper, not the one stopping someone else from doing it,~ he admitted.

She shrugged nonchalantly. “They can yap about me as much as they want. I don’t care. That bit with Tina was special, okay? It was more like a mid-fight banter. I responded because I was curious to see if she wasn’t all bluffing.”

“I’m sure you would have tackled that immature, discourteous female to the ground the moment she instead started insulting Phatru.” Althea directed a knowing glance at the duo. “An apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

The two women’s gazes met as they turned to each other and immediately looked away, their cheeks tinged with a faint trace of rosiness. Asterios could definitely see it. They were more similar than they would think. Perhaps not two peas in one pod level yet, but it wasn’t impossible in the future. Witnessing such a strong bond between mother and daughter felt extremely gratifying.

They resumed their trip soon after while Rusi explained that women like Keruvia were rather rare and people didn’t usually pick on each other through fake pleasantries, but this particular person seemed to have some kind of a personal issue with her. Althea suggested that she was simply insecure about her own inability to acquire a mentor and tried projecting it onto her to make herself feel better. Everyone agreed with that assessment since they couldn’t come up with other reasons or evidence.

There were no more interruptions on their way and the Lesser Dragon party ventured through a multi-layered garden spanning over something like twenty decently big floating boulders. It was closer to a maze than a garden, honestly. And the wooden, almost grown residence standing in its very center was nothing but awe-inspiring.

Though, there was one small detail that befuddled Asterios a tiny bit.

~Is that supposed to be a tower?~ he made a bemused query.

True to his words, the high, cylindrical structure with a sharp tip couldn’t be described with a different word. It was also artistically shaped by being magically grown and presented itself to the guests magnificently. It probably had about thirty or more floors and each level had to be as spacious as a family-grade house.

“Of course.” Phatru glanced at him through Althea. “All Lesser Dragons love towers. There’s nothing better than the sensation of stone, wood, or any other material under your scales as you wrap yourself around such a tall and girthy vertical structure in your draconic form.”

~Wait. Wasn’t it Wizards who were crazy about their towers in all those rumors and stories?~ Asterios was confused.

“And whose idea do you think it was?” Rusilthea smirked. “True Dragons have their castles while we have our towers. Isn’t there usually some kind of a giant, serpent-like entity guarding the former in those stories?”

If he had a mouth at the moment, it would surely be gaping right now. Only one single thought echoed through his mind.

Is my entire worldview going to be turned upside down at this pace?


Chapter 13
Wrong Step

After dealing with the initial shock of the sudden revelation, Asterios continued to ponder over just how much of what he knew was somehow related to Dragons. Every time he wasn’t that far from assuming that he had learned about almost all the twisted stories and deviating aspects, a cascade of new facts dropped onto him like a bucket full of ice-cold water. There was still so much to discover, so much hiding under the guise of normalcy.

The trio slowly walked up the solid steps, entering the premises of the sky-high structure. At the very bottom, the tower was heavily overgrown with vines and moss, but the higher one looked, the natural coat faded away, revealing the wooden core to the world. A few small balconies jutted out of the circular stronghold, creating observing spots for the owners to spy on their surroundings. Besides those, the tower was adorned with the usual presence of tiny windows.

Reaching the massive double doors, Phatru gave the entrance a series of good knocks that echoed throughout the interior with rolling thunder. Asterios could already tell that the acoustics of this place were going to be insane. They might need to watch their ears while traversing the inevitably long staircase.

A minute passed, then two, and three. Not much happened in that time. No one came to greet them. No noise responded to their booming announcement.

Althea sensed Ast’s curiosity and gestured at the gates with her hand to indicate that she was speaking to him. “You might need to equip yourself with an additional dose of patience, my dear disciple. I assure you that we’ve been heard, perhaps even spotted, but it might take a moment before the hosts descend to greet us, depending on their previous business.”

~Are we sure they are even inside?~ he asked.

“Yes, we are.” Phatru nodded. “You will be unable to tell at this point because you have not spent enough time around the structure. It emits a very specific aura when at least one of the residents is inside. Plus, it’s a silent agreement between the Nest Mother and her people that someone does always stay behind to answer urgent queries or emergencies.”

~If so, I would definitely be aiming to check what kind of news the visitor or visitors bring us as soon as I can,~ Asterios replied.

Rusilthea snickered his way. “As Ma said, they most likely are already aware of our arrival and can tell that we aren’t either in a rush or panic. So, if they are in the middle of another activity or two, they might prioritize seeing them till the end before making themselves presentable for an audience.”

He didn’t miss the clear insinuation in the younger female’s explanation and decided not to comment on it. Whatever the occupants of the charming tower were up to, Asterios didn’t mind showing his patience to them. It could even possibly aid them later on if they didn’t present themselves as rash and restless.

In the end, they spent about fifteen minutes in front of the entrance before something thumped softly on the other side. Soon after, the double wings opened inwards and revealed a handsome man with short blond hair and long pointed ears, similar to Althea’s. He wore a simple tunic of dark green color and beige pants to match it, standing on the ground barefoot as most of the people they had seen so far.

“How may I help you?” the male Dragon asked calmly.

“Good day to you, Hevial.” Phatru gave him a respectful nod. “I hope we aren’t disturbing your family with our unannounced visit. Would it be possible to meet with the Nest Mother at the current time and date? There are a few matters we wish to discuss that she might be interested in.”

The man listened to her polite request while scrutinizing the trio with his bright yellow eyes, pausing the longest on Althea, and returning his attention to the speaker. “Come in. She’s waiting for you.”

As he turned around, the women exchanged silent glances and entered the tower. Asterios didn’t sense any communication between Althea and Rusilthea so he must have witnessed the rare skill all females possessed, synchronizing their thoughts with simple eye contact. He felt like the deep bond he shared with his mates would never reach such a profound level.

The doors snapped shut behind their backs and Ast’s focus switched to the regal interior of the tower. Most of the middle was empty and a ceiling-less tunnel ran high up, possibly to the very top. But, on the sides, there was just enough space left to form entire floors in the form of rings around that vertical passage. Everything was extremely intricate, displaying a plethora of draconic and natural motifs.

However, there was one thing that was clearly lacking.

The stairs.

Not a single floor was connected to another. As great as that looked, it did feel rather impractical. The distance between each level was fairly big, spanning around the usual size of two stories.

~How do they—~ Asterios began to ask, but all four individuals standing in the central point sprung into the air more or less at the same time.

A mix of colorful mists and smoke swirled around as a group of Lesser Dragons soared through that empty middle while coiling around each other with impressive ease as if it was something natural to them.

~Nevermind. Should have seen that coming.~ He chuckled to himself, evoking a smile from his mentor’s muzzle. ~Is there even a reason why they didn’t build a landing platform wherever we are heading to? And on the other crucial floors?~

~Yes, there is. And it’s a very simple one,~ Althea answered telepathically. ~Bragging rights. We love towers wholly, and that includes the interior. Having your visitors traverse through the levels brings them in contact with all the work you put into your magnificent home.~

~And here I thought it was True Dragons who were the prideful kind.~ Asterios smirked internally.

That brought out a soft chuckle from her. ~We are just less overbearing with it, preferring a touch of subtlety instead.~

After a short while, they slowed down and took a sharp turn to the right, landing on the desired floor. Everyone transformed back to their humanoid forms near the edge of the chasm and the man led them towards ornate doors of normal size this time. He didn’t bother announcing their arrival or even knocking, just pushed the sides open with all he had.

They entered a spacious chamber in the shape of a quarter of a circle. The whole outer wall was gone, instead replaced by beautiful columns with arching connections. Asterios immediately picked up on that, realizing that it was possible to fly in and out of here at will. Just, perhaps as the ladies had said, that right was reserved only for the four individuals in front of them.

As the blond-haired guy led them to an enchanting set of guest furniture on the side, two more men joined him. One was almost a head shorter, had brown, shoulder-long hair, eyes of the same color, and wore only matching shorts. The other was the most muscular of the three, his total mass overshadowing them both, and had green hair combed into a bun, also greenish eyes, and wore a white button-up shirt and black pants from a suit. Silver-rimmed glasses adorned his sharp nose.

Naturally, the trio had their scaly tails out, displaying their race and lineage all the time.

Then, the scarlet veil obstructing the sizable mattress with ornamental bedposts and canopies moved, capturing the visiting group’s attention. A tall and lithe woman stepped down from the bed, her wavy crimson hair cascading over her smooth, bare shoulders, touching the beginning of her sensual blood-red dress with powerful cleavage and one full thigh revealed. She had a youthful face but her stoic gaze and calm expression betrayed maturity far over her appearance.

Her mates stopped behind a wide, cushioned sofa as she gestured at Ast’s group to sit down, taking a seat in front of them right after. The men leaned onto the backrest from various angles, observing the other trio attentively.

“Thank you for finding time to meet with us, Lady Rhufija.” Phatru made a light bow and the other two followed suit.

The woman responded with a curt nod. “I will always find time for my people, Phatru. But, I see with you someone who isn’t yet part of this community, so allow me to make proper introductions. My name is Rhufija, and I’m this retreat’s Nest Mother. You have already met Hevial, my second mate. The Jade Dragon’s name is Mortiz, my first mate, and the Hazel Dragon is Abe. While I hold the final say in the matters of this sanctuary, their voices are just as important for any administrative matters.”

The trio inclined their heads with proper manners and continued to observe.

“Respectful Nest Mother, the Emerald Dragon I and my daughter bring in front of you today is none other than one of my most treasured roost sisters that I parted ways during our enlightenment period.” Phatru gestured at Althea. “We were reunited just earlier and her story brought forth a thought much beneficial for our nest and other surrounding shelters. I humbly ask you to listen to her proposal with an open mind as I and my daughter can vouch for the credibility of her every word.”

When Rhufija moved her serene eyes onto the person in question, Ast’s mentor placed a palm over her heart. “It’s an honor to meet you, Nest Mother Rhufija. My name is Althea. I’ve spent a few centuries away from our kin but finally made a fortunate return to offer the wisdom, knowledge, and experience I gathered to those seeking enlightenment. Although, my methods might appear quite unorthodox to someone of the ancient traditions.”

“Althea. I know of that name. And appearance.” The Nest Mother brushed a finger over her lips thoughtfully while Althea’s brow rose a little bit. “It’s been a long time since I last listened to your story.”

“And, please, do tell, what kind of story was that?” Althea inquired.

“One of your past, unfulfilled disciple oath, the art of ambitious seduction, and difficulties in fitting with those of better predisposition,” the woman revealed.

“Slander!” Phatru slammed her fist onto the coffee table between them, frowning angrily.

“Word of a respected mentor who guided many of ours against your own,” Rhufija replied calmly, not offended in the slightest. “Dare I assume that the earlier altercation I heard about wasn’t in connection with those qualities?”

~That fast?~ Asterios couldn’t hide his surprise.

~She’s most likely seen it happen from this very chamber,~ Althea answered. ~Do not underestimate the Nest Mother, Asterios. She’s spent centuries if not more protecting this small plot of safe haven from threats visible and invisible. Her eyes must have been on us since the very moment we showed up inside the borders of her nest. You might be very proficient at concealing yourself, but her senses and intuition are unimaginably sharp within this place. It wouldn’t be so shocking if she was capable of sensing that something was amiss.~

“No, Nest Mother, it had nothing to do with my mother’s nest-sister.” It was Rusilthea who answered the scarlet lady’s question with a faint scoff. “It was just the usual from the likes of Keruvia. We calmly listened to a few insults and were on our way to meet you as we initially intended.”

“The scent of blood traveling through the air suggested otherwise,” the woman replied.

“It’s not our fault her head is so full of herself she can’t even walk straight and smashed that stupid face of hers into the first flooring tile she could find.” Rusi snickered quietly. “We pray that the unexpected shock treatment aids her inborn ailment.”

“Nevertheless, the impulsive disputes between our young aren’t the topic we would like to discuss with you, Nest Mother,” Phatru butted in before they got sidetracked again. “My friend is back with decades of experience in guiding elf monarchs through their royal life in a remote world. Regardless of what the ancient rumors about her say and if we believe in them, Althea is now a completely different Dragon. She has always been one to seek wisdom and study the world, and now, she’s achieved comprehension of the highest level, willing to share it with us under specific, exceptionally beneficial circumstances.”

Rhufija brought her scarlet eyes directly onto Althea. “Let us set aside the matters of the past for a moment, then. What exactly do you bring us, oh honorable mentor?”

“I would like to extend an offer of mentorship to your people, Nest Mother, in a realm with no True Dragons at the time of our conversation,” Althea began. “Well, save for one, but he can’t be taken in the same consideration as the others as he is my trusted mate.”

That made the other lady finally show some more emotion in her tranquil visage, resulting in slightly widened eyes and the faintest hint of tension in her lithe frame. Unfortunately, her mates didn’t display the same level of composure and bristled at the news immediately, their auras rolling off them in noticeable waves as more scales surfaced on their skin while their fierce eyes glimmered threateningly.

“Stop!” Rusilthea yelled out before anyone could do anything else. “She speaks the truth. He can be trusted. I took a leap of faith and visited that world, meeting her mate face to face. As you can see, I came back free and unharmed, just like all three of us. I’m willing to present myself as proof if you wish to examine my body for any signs of enslavement, Nest Mother.”

“You are aware that a bond is weaved into your Heart, child, aren’t you?” the leader of the retreat asked.

“That’s a summoning contract I formed with a human female from that world. It is the means for me to travel between our nest and that realm, where I will be attending Lady Althea’s lessons, alongside any of our brethren who agree to receive their generosity too,” Rusi explained as well as she could. “The True Dragon provides us a place to live and personal protection, even if the only draconic individuals known to a few highest-standing rulers of lesser races are Lady Althea and his benevolent person. In exchange for a rather unrestrained service of protecting his kingdom alongside his valiant elite units, we are given what appears most likely as the grandest chance to gain enlightenment in the most untainted environment.”

“What if it’s just his elaborate plan to lure you all into his territory?” Hevial inquired, the only one capable of talking amongst his partners from how agitated they had become.

“It’s not.” Althea shook her head. “He is unlike any other, as I said. He grew outside of a roost.”

The combined fury simmered down a little bit at that statement.

“Murdered parents?” Abe managed a raised brow.

Once more, she denied the claim. “We have suspicions that they might still be alive. He was dropped in that safe realm with crippled lineages.”

“Then we should take him out as soon as possible,” Mortiz suggested. “One less lizard to threaten our realms.”

Althea’s face hardened as she turned to the man. “I would not recommend releasing thoughtless statements about my paired mate like that. You can consider yourself lucky that the only acts ending in your total annihilation would need to be directed at my person.”

The male Dragon glared back at her through a faint shiver but his mate stopped any response from him with a raised hand.

“Did you say lineages? What kind of ancestry does he belong to?” Rhufija ponderingly stroked her chin.

“Primordial Crimson and Primordial Onyx,” Ast’s mentor replied confidently.

A deafening silence descended upon the chamber and it felt like one side of the room forgot how to breathe momentarily. The simmering auras coming from the men were snuffed out, leaving only the additional scales and other features as proof of their presence.

“That’s impossible!” the green-haired male exclaimed.

“Do you doubt my understanding of my own mate,” she challenged.

“As his slave—”

“I’m a True Mate,” Althea cut him off. “Just like six other lesser females. His entourage is as powerful as he is with how much essence he grants to his partners. Rusilthea witnessed their prowess on her own scales, slighting one of them on entry.”

Phatru shot her daughter a squinting glare while the culprit tried to not glance away from it.

“That’s unprecedented,” the blond-haired man stated.

“Just like Althea’s approach in mentorship,” Rusilthea said with a speck of conviction in her tone. “This might be the dawn of something grand. Just the sole realm travel is an incredible advantage, previously so limited for us and the others. Even the best, most ancient mentors have to rely on relics of the past in the form of hidden transfer gates and places of power. Establishing a positive relationship with Lord Asterios, we gain the ability to cross worlds almost at will, and I’m not talking about using summoning gates.”

“So, what will it be, Nest Mother?” Phatru joined her hands under her chin. “Will you be willing to let us bring the offer to your juniors and recruit Althea’s disciples from the willing?”

And once more, silence descended upon the discussion. Seeing their mate in heavy consideration, even the three males didn’t think of interrupting her live meditation. Not letting everyone wait for her for too long, Rhufija returned to the world of living soon enough, refocusing on Althea.

“Before any of that is possible to happen, I would need to request a meeting to negotiate the terms of such a partnership and see the truth with my own eyes,” she replied with a collected tone, shushing any opposition with another gesture.

“That won’t be a problem.” Althea showed a warm smile. “He may join us whenever you wish him to.”

That made the trio of standing men take a step back as they stared at her dumbfoundedly.

“This monster can invade our sacred grounds at any time?!” Mortiz yelled fearfully.

Rhufija ignored him. “Would now be acceptable?”

“Can your tower prevent mass panic?” Althea inquired.

The Nest Mother snapped her fingers and a wave of spiritual energy passed through everyone, extending outwards. Sensing that, the emerald-haired lady stood up and moved to the side of their gathering. Turning towards the table and its occupants, she continued to smile kindly at them.

Understanding her intentions well from listening to the whole conversation and paying attention to her inner thoughts, Asterios opened a gate next to his wise lover even though he didn’t need it. Still, moving slightly away ahead of time, he was now able to walk out of it in his full glory.

The moment his foot stepped on the wooden floor, the chamber was flooded with a storm of spiritual presence and two easily distinguished auras. Ast’s crimson eyes swirled with power, tinged with a trace of onyx, as his spiritual energy turned the air sharp and heavy. He didn’t limit his lineages in the slightest, letting them announce his arrival as they should.

Before he could fully complete the transfer, a brave shout reached his ears. To his and everyone’s surprise, Mortiz managed to overcome Ast’s overbearing presence and launched himself at the newcomer while starting to shift.

Asterios didn’t give him time to finish.

Drawing on the already churning Hearts, he enhanced his body in a flash and sent himself to meet the man with an equally powerful lunge. Or perhaps a much quicker and stronger one as a loud explosion of air was the only evidence of his lightning-fast movement when he reappeared with his fully draconic hand wrapped around Mortiz’s throat.

Stopping the male Dragon’s transformation with the sudden action, he didn’t hesitate to slam the assailant into the floor with another trembling boom, creating a sizable dent in the wooden panels. Bringing the dazed man up and holding him by the neck, he turned to look at the leader of this community.

“I did not expect such an enthusiastic welcome.” He chuckled deeply. “I thought we were supposed to negotiate our partnership, not the forfeit of your lives.”

Rhufija paled slightly under his questioning gaze, her other two mates frozen in place. The other ladies gazed upon the limp male with pity in their eyes.

Things would have been too easy without at least one reckless idiot every time.

And considering the faint blush on Rusilthea’s cheeks, she understood it rather well too.


Chapter 14
Of Dragons, Dispositions, and Heritage

Since Mortiz wasn’t just any first young and underdeveloped Lesser Dragon, he didn’t remain dizzy for long. Shortly after Asterios had brought him up, he was already recovering from the stunning blow. For someone supposedly this ancient, Rhufija certainly had to have surrounded herself with similarly experienced mates. Plus, the man’s physique was quite apparent.

Still holding onto the guy’s neck, Asterios met the Nest Mother’s gaze. “Is he going to behave or are we going to have a problem?”

The crimson-haired woman blinked at him a few times, processing his question, possibly surprised he would even consider letting his assailant go unpunished. But, the woozy groan from her quickly improving mate brought her back from the brief stupor.

“Abe! Hevial!” She snapped her fingers to gain the attention of the other two.

There was no need to elaborate. They seemed to know exactly what she wanted and Asterios watched their auras retract slightly as they stepped closer to him. Their postures were extremely tense, but they didn’t look ready to attack, focusing their eyes on the groggy individual.

With a light toss, Asterios let them have him, and the duo caught their sworn brother together. They hastily stepped away while making sure that the guy was properly restrained, preventing any further misbehavior from the bookish berserker.

“I’ll kindly ask you to mind not Mortiz’s blunder,” the woman said carefully. “His story is a rather complex one. Out of all four of us, he is the only one who has experienced what it means to serve a True Dragon. When his master fell in battle against another, he was fortunate enough to make an escape. He lost everything and everyone to your kin and the hatred that burns in his heart is difficult to douse.”

“He isn’t the only one with a complex and difficult backstory, Nest Mother,” Asterios replied. “But as long as he doesn’t try anything else against me or mine, I won’t go on the offensive either. We both now know our respective pasts and they should bring us enough understanding to understand what not to do or say around each other, isn’t that right?”

She responded with a curt nod. “I give you my word that we will not cause you any further discourtesy intentionally. My mate will be punished for his rash actions appropriately at a later date. You can expect to be treated like any respectful guest, as long as you yourself don’t mean harm to us or our community.”

“Great. As my friends there were saying, we don’t.” He smiled softly, then frowned a tiny bit. “If so, would you mind stopping the spell that saps the energy from my Dragon’s Heart? It’s mighty uncomfortable when half of you is being forcefully dragged out of your body.”

Her eyes widened at his words and she snapped her fingers again. Momentarily, a weak ripple of spiritual energy traveled through the air, instantly followed by a massive blast of aura from Asterios, sending a strong gust throughout the chamber. He quickly got it under control, reducing the power emanated from both his red Heart and his now-released black Heart which had rushed to match the first one after regaining freedom of operation.

The damage was done, though, and the men stared at him in even bigger astonishment.

“Compliments for being prepared though,” Asterios added when he was no longer putting immense pressure on the gathered. “And sorry about the floor. I’ll help Althea fix it after we are done if you would like.”

As he slowly walked to the sitting ladies, Rhufija continued to gape at him blankly, even more stunned than before. Perhaps she hadn’t ever expected to hear an actual apology leave his lips, not to mention an offer to repair the damage he’d caused. 

When he settled down between Althea and Phatru, she locked him on with her calculative eyes. “You were here the whole time, weren’t you?”

Letting out a quiet chuckle, Asterios shook his head. “I’ve been had, huh? Yes, I was hiding in my mate’s shadow. You can call it my selfish desire, but I wasn’t going to let her go alone to bring such controversial news to the leaders of this community. With the animosity between our people, it wasn’t that unlikely someone would choose to strike her down just for associating herself with me. I saw the looks Mortiz was giving her.”

“As we mentioned earlier, Asterios takes any insults or attempts to harm his family very seriously,” his knowledgeable mate reminded. “It would be wise not to test him anymore.”

“I think that’s rather understandable, don’t you?” Rusilthea asked meaningfully. “We want to protect our own as much as he wants to protect his.”

“Perhaps, if this isn’t all one massive ruse,” Rhufija replied.

Asterios sighed heavily. “Look. I know you haven’t shown all your cards yet, simply evaluating how much damage I would cause if you guys went all out. And let’s say you might have a chance of taking me down if you call for help from all your subjects in the nest, but there are six more females who are capable of going toe-to-toe with at least one Lesser Dragon each on their own, not to mention working together in perfect unity. If something were to happen to me… Let’s just say it’s better not happening. Contrary to your beliefs, I’m not the most vengeful person you can face.”

No one said anything for a moment as he held her gaze confidently, making it clear that he wasn’t joking about the devotion of his followers. He didn’t want the only things leaving his lips to be threats, but until both sides understood that neither wished the other harm, it would be quite impossible to talk about anything else.

Finally, it seemed that the Nest Mother fully relented as she snapped her fingers and the air between them relaxed even further. Her two mates dragged their third brother to the side, fetching what might turn out to be tea or some other drink. Not a single word came out during that process and soon there was a cup of clear, blue-tinted liquid in front of Asterios and her.

“We drink the Rum of Reprieve and begin anew,” she announced, picking up her cup.

Kind of curious about this peculiar ritual or tradition, Asterios took his tiny wooden cup too and looked into it. “I don’t need to check for poison, do I?”

Even as he asked, he could feel Tia already doing it for him. Borrowing his sense of smell, she analyzed the substance and fortunately didn’t recognize any dangerous elements in it. With her being an Arch Dryad and possessing lots of knowledge on all that was connected with nature, he trusted her opinions wholeheartedly.

“Of course not,” Rhufija confirmed. “Besides, there is no poison strong enough to fell a powerful Dragon from such a tiny amount.”

Drinking the contents at the same time as she did, Asterios smirked as he glanced at his mentor. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

Althea met his smirk with a wry smile. The final version of the cult’s toxin came quite close. Mixed with the serpent’s own venom, it was possible that just a drop would have been lethal. Without his help, she would most likely have never recovered from the wounds sustained in that fight against the evil beast.

“So now that we are done jumping at each other’s throats, can we start again?” Rusilthea asked while crossing her arms.

The scarlet woman gave her a curt nod before turning to Asterios. “I would like to hear about those plans you have for our kin.”

He groaned back at her. “Again? Haven’t you been listening to what the ladies were saying?”

There was the barest flinch from her that Asterios hadn’t missed and some tension returned.

Rubbing his eyes, he raised his other hand to reassure everyone. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound that annoyed. It’s simply the fourth time or so that we are getting through this today. And my friends here did lay it out for you in quite the detail.”

“My apologies. I only wished to start from the beginning. We can skip that and pick up exactly where we left off before your arrival,” she said. “Are you really offering our people a safe place to live in without the cost being binding themselves to you through draconic contracts?”

“Yes.” Asterios joined his hands under his chin. “And attendance in Althea’s lessons. She will be the only mentor in charge of teaching the disciples right now, but that might not be the case forever. Our program one-to-many might evolve into many-to-many if a certain person realizes their true self-worth.”

Receiving a knowing stare from all the people from Ast’s side, Phatru looked back at them with disbelief. It was obvious who they meant and the sly grin on her daughter’s lips further supported that observation.

“Nevertheless, don’t forget that they will be linked with my direct subordinates through familiar contracts from Summoning Magic,” he continued. “The aerial unit they would be serving as steeds and comrades in arms isn’t yet fully bound to me but I expect them to request it after I present them with the opportunity to work with you if I don’t take the initiative. They will most likely end up being registered as servants.”

“They are going to demand it?” Hevial’s brows rose in surprise.

“Asterios doesn’t treat his subjects the same way other True Dragons do. He is new to the subordinate system they use and therefore has introduced his personalized version of it instead, which basically shares more benefits with the title holders instead of only drawing power from them,” Althea explained. “He worked most of his life with the Summoner’s bond and it’s obvious he takes inspiration from it. His slaves, servants, aides, and mates are technically free to do as they wish as long as it doesn’t hinder his entourage.”

“In the future, I might be able to bring the students in without the contracts, but for now, they also serve as an assurance that we can keep an eye on those coming into my realm.” Asterios took over. “Dragons, no matter if Lesser or True, are a thing of the past in my homeworld. We will be reintroducing the former into the society slowly and need to guarantee that no one ruins that introduction by acting improperly, triggering a hostile response from the people who might remember ancient wars.”

“This is all hard to believe,” Abe shared.

“And I understand that, but it gets tiring having to prove to everyone that we really do mean no harm even with a True Dragon involved,” Asterios replied humorlessly. “I’m a human who found out he has two Hearts from ancient bloodlines inside him alongside an unexpected source which now stores an Arch Dryad. I would be on a killing spree by now if I was normal wouldn’t I?”

Rhufija pondered over it for a second. “So you don’t expect any other tribute than the obligatory military service as your troops? There’s a lot you could charge for such a valuable opportunity. Those desperate for safety would stop at nothing to get a chance to live there.”

“We will be picking who is suitable in the end so it won’t be easy for anyone not matching our profiles. You can say that the chosen are going to pay with their talents and motivation to learn. I imagine our new mentorship program isn’t going to be welcomed with loud applause and pages of applications.” He laughed lightly. “So, are you interested? Since the contracted are going to spend quite a lot of time home too, I think someone as crafty and smart should figure out a way or two to make use of the opportunities that such a situation provides.”

A brief pause followed once again as the woman thought about everything they had discussed and witnessed. She shared a few glances with her mates, even with the recuperating berserker, who still looked a tad wobbly.

“It will be highly challenging to convince the people.” She finally sighed.

“Does that mean you believe us, Nest Mother?” Phatru asked hopefully.

“He has three different Lesser Dragons vouching for him who don’t seem forced into their roles in his possible ploy. And compared to the other two, you have no connection with him. I believe that if you were being manipulated or threatened, you would have already used many of the signals we have established in this nest. Additionally, he could have killed or at least maimed Mortiz while claiming self-defense and my mate returned to me with nothing more than a small bruise. With the potential that this situation brings to our people, I might be inclined to consider your proposal with a positive mind,” Rhufija answered elaborately.

“You won’t regret it.” Rusilthea grinned.

“I really hope I don’t.” The scarlet lady showed a hint of a weak smile. “I would be more inclined to believe it if he was just of Crimson blood, but if he truly is somehow mixed with Onyx…”

“And what is the problem with that? Besides having two, of course.” Asterios inquired.

“As you have already witnessed, Crimson Dragons tend to be on the more aggressive and physically domineering side, often resolving any issue with raw strength and power. They overpower their enemies with their might, either physical or magical, though mostly the former,” Althea said, and he recalled the female he had confronted after using his blood.

“Those of black shades are associated more closely with schemes and malicious plotting,” the Nest Mother added after her. “They are no weak individuals by any means, but they design intricate strategies to achieve their goal, instilling as much fear and anxiety in their opponents or victims as possible. They revel in seeing others struggle against their machinations and conspiracies, watching as they break down and realize that they’ve been had at the very end.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” He stroked his chin while thinking of their recent experiences with one of those. “Grand plotters working from the shadows for some ultimate goal.”

“But Asterios possesses no such traits,” his mentor insisted. “Or rather than traits, they should be called personality defects. His mind is sharp and his ever-growing might is astonishing. You can say that he merges their best qualities without any of the negative aspects.”

“Right.” Rhufija nodded thoughtfully.

“What about colors amongst Lesser Dragons? They still hold some lineage and affinity meaning, right? I know Althea has a close relationship with nature, but you don’t strike me as someone rash and abusive.” Asterios glanced her way again.

“As everything else within our kind, these parts are less prominent too,” Rusilthea chimed in. “Red Dragons of ours are still more prone to lose their temper than others, but we learn how to better control ourselves the older we get. It gets gradually easier with more experience. I guess you can compare me with my mother. I’m not stupid enough not to be aware that my character can be fittingly described as stormy, but she was supposedly no different back in the day and now look at her. It takes either someone to insult me or her best friend to dig those emotions out of her depths.”

“You make many wise observations, youngling.” The Nest Mother looked at her with what could be considered a thinly impressed expression. “It truly doesn’t feel like you had no mentor for the last decade or two because of your lively nature.”

Phatru sported a faint blush at that, averting her gaze under Althea’s scrutiny. If even their Nest Mother was singing her indirect praise, she wasn’t able to rebuke any of those statements.

Rhufija turned to her companions. “Announce another gathering at the Hall of Enlightenment. Emphasize that it’s important and that I will be attending. Everyone is welcome but the meeting is intended for masterless candidates seeking tutoring.”

The men hesitated only momentarily as she waved their concerns away.

“Go. I was already at a disadvantage with our four against theirs. I have a feeling that Althea, Phatru, and Rusilthea would take his side if things escalated too far. And if he can call upon his bonded, we never stood a chance with my formation doing barely anything against his unprecedented spiritual state,” she added to reassure them and the trio launched themselves out of the ledge at the back of the chamber.

She then let out a deep sigh.

“Now would be the perfect moment to reveal your sinister plot,” the woman said with the tiniest trace of a smirk on her red lips and Asterios chuckled amusedly. “I once more apologize for my mates. While our people are open to big casual relationships, being paired with multiple partners is not that common, so much that we don’t really have a traditional word for it, but we care for each other greatly.”

“I believe Asterios understands. He has spread his love to seven females. Myself included in that pleasing development.” Althea shared a warm smile with Asterios and he decided to lean in for a chaste kiss to prove their affection, which lasted a bit longer than he had expected as his beautiful mentor pursued his lips with lots of gratitude and a hint of passion.

“I’ve never imagined witnessing one of us contentedly and willingly mating themselves with a True Dragon,” the Nest Mother commented in slight admiration. “Save for those who lost their minds, but my intuition tells me yours is still bright and brimming with desire to teach.”

“That’s not the only desire occupying it right now.” Rusi snickered giddily and got smacked on the head by her mother.

“Oh, don’t hit her, Pha. She speaks the truth. My core always yearns for his feelings. And fillings.” The emerald-haired lady peered deep into Ast’s eyes with part of her naughty side leaking out. “Perhaps we should prove to you the conviction of our devotion right here, right now, Nest Mother?”

Rhufija cleared her throat, finally dragging her gaze off them. “That won’t be necessary. I’ve already decided to put my trust in you.”

Phatru chuckled openly with a reminiscing grin. “Getting deeply bred by a strong and kind True Dragon on top of Nest Mother’s table would be so much like you, my friend.”

Surprisingly, it was Rusilthea who smacked her mother on the head this time, not wasting this perfect chance for a little payback. The familial duo then glared at each other and burst out in quiet giggles.

“Let us move to the Enlightenment Hall. It’s only proper to show up before everyone arrives.” The lady in red stood up, heading for the opening too, perhaps worried about the state of her chambers if they remained there any longer.

It was time to recruit some Lesser Dragons.


Chapter 15
And So the Faculty Grows

Everyone else stood up too and followed the lady of the tower to the edge of her personal chamber. They stopped next to her and gazed out of the wide gap, giving anyone in the room an incredible view of the boulders and islands around the tall residence. People walked and flew in either form, filling the perfect landscape with signs of life and modest prosperity. It didn’t look like this particular nest of Lesser Dragons cared much about wealth past the things that were necessary to comfortably live in their society.

Rhufija turned her calm face to glance at Asterios. “The enchantments of my tower won’t cover you after we step outside. I would kindly ask you to conceal yourself once more if it’s possible. We unfortunately won’t be able to let a True Dragon walk among us without some kind of introduction first, even with me by your side.”

“They could even assume you kidnapped the Nest Mother and are parading her around to show who is in charge now,” Phatru commented.

“It’s alright. We don’t want to cause mass panic. I can hide in Althea’s shadow for as long as necessary.” He smiled at his mentor. “It would be hard to traverse this settlement otherwise. One of you would need to carry me on your back since I don’t think bringing out my wings would be a good idea. I can hide my true nature, but there’s no hiding the obvious visual hints.”

“I’m still surprised you have white hair, as opposed to a mix of red and black,” the Nest Mother added.

“Ah, yes, that might have come from my mother. At least that’s what we are currently assuming based on gathered evidence.” Asterios nodded thoughtfully. “My eyes, scales, and other features properly display my mixed ancestries. And since that mix didn’t come into the play naturally, nothing says some of her bloodline hasn’t made it into it too, just simply heavily overshadowed by the draconic energies. But, we aren’t completely sure what else besides hair color might have been passed onto me since not much of what one of my mates, Selene, experiences with her bloodline seems relevant to me. She is a pure descendant of that lineage.”

“Under normal circumstances, something like this could only result in a highly diluted final version of all three ancestries, where none have a chance to become prominent. But, for some reason, yours are the purest they can be and continue to grow alongside you properly,” Althea shared her thoughts. “I’m wondering if that might be the result of being deprived of both of your Hearts at a very young age, letting the natural source mend things together.”

~It’s possible that by trying to hide you through the operations and seals, your father accidentally created a way for you to grow exponentially stronger,~ Tia said in their minds, but the scarlet-haired woman only tensed lightly, most likely sensing and repelling the faint mental brush directed her way. ~I don’t doubt that you would be powerful even by True Dragon standards if your two Hearts were half-compatible with each other, but now, it all turned into something rather unbelievable, with another well of power joining in and holding everything together.~

“Now, that’s a thought. What doesn’t kill you will only make you stronger.” He chuckled softly and repeated her words to their unconnected companion.

“Would it be possible for me to listen to the Dryad’s words too?” Rhufija inquired.

“Yes, but that would require you to let me create a mental connection with you, and from what I’ve just seen, it’s most likely not something you are comfortable doing yet,” Asterios explained. “But, maybe I’ll be able to do something about it.”

“Did you come up with a solution?” The emerald-scaled lady raised a curious brow at him.

“Just like Venuzathor and Esil can communicate through the spiritual energy in the air, and how I can do the same in my draconic form, I see no reason why I shouldn’t be able to recreate it more consciously while remaining a humanoid.” He stared into the distance while deep in thought. “Then, I can still repeat Tia’s responses and such but stylize my spiritual voice to sound like hers, mirroring what I hear in my head.”

~Oh! That would be lovely! Do you think it will be hard to achieve? I personally didn’t ever think to use a different voice than my own. Or more like not putting any intention behind it and letting it sound natural.~ The Dryad in question giggled joyfully.

Asterios shrugged and again conveyed her response. “I don’t know but there are thaumaturgic spells of acoustic illusory arts that rely on mimicking sounds or voices, so it shouldn’t be that difficult to recreate.”

The ladies observed him intently, especially the Nest Mother, as he dove into his mind and disassembled the magic he knew into the smallest components, trying to find a way to make it work as they intended it to. Since the ideas were quite similar, it didn’t take him long and Tia was happy to follow his thought process and minimal struggles. Soon, Asterios came back from his pondering and refocused on the world of the living.

“Now, this should do the trick.” Tia’s voice trilled cheerfully from a spot next to him, which made the owner giggle happily.

“That does sound almost like the original,” Althea praised him. “And not having to move your lips while making the sound will definitely reduce how confusing and unusual it would be for one person to talk in multiple voices of completely different tones. Great job.”

“I’ll share the details with everyone later. It’s nothing hard. Well, I can see Miria having a tiny bit of trouble with it since she’s more of a physical fighter who enchants herself and her weapons almost instinctively, but anyone who consciously uses mana for their magic should be good to go,” he replied and turned to Rhufija. “I don’t mind letting you guys in on this too, though it’s something you’ll figure out in a flash after sitting on it for a moment. I don’t believe it’s unique enough that it hasn’t been done before.”

“We most likely won’t have much use for that ability, but I shall consider this gift.” She politely inclined her head. “Let us depart now, then.”

No one disagreed with her and Asterios plunged into the floor right after, slithering underneath Althea as a shadowy spot. The Nest Mother observed the event with some faint fascination and perhaps anxiety. It would be hard to pinpoint where he could be and what he could be doing if Asterios decided to separate from them at any point. But, at the same time, there wasn’t much she could do to stop him, besides turning her whole community against his group.

The women exchanged glances and took a step past the tower’s edge. Falling for a few seconds, they shifted into their long, serpentine forms and soared forward, slithering around the many floating rocks and stone formations. Of course, Rhufija led the party as the host and guide. Since neither Phatru nor Rusilthea showed any signs of concern, it didn’t seem like the woman was luring them into a trap somewhere else in the nest.

After a while, they descended to the ground and landed in a small plaza riddled with a number of people. From there, it seemed that the rest of the trip would be covered on foot. Whenever they passed someone, that person would respectfully address the scarlet lady walking at the front of the group. The duo of fellow residents were recognized from time to time too, but since they accompanied the Nest Mother, the passersby most likely concluded that they all were on some kind of business and it was better not to interrupt it too much.

As they strolled through the streets with lots of verticality and surprising paths, Asterios noticed that they didn’t seem to be in a hurry. Naturally, they didn’t need to, but their pace was still somewhat off. He could spot plenty of routes they could have taken that appeared much simpler and more straight in one direction while they often took slightly more winding ones.

Then, he understood why.

“Having second thoughts now?” he asked through the spiritual energy as he didn’t want to spook the Nest Mother with another mental brush.

She gave away the barest flinch at his accurate remark, realizing that he knew she was slightly stalling. “My apologies, I—”

“I’m not going to blame you,” Asterios interrupted her softly. “It’s rather understandable, really. As much as helping your subjects develop and grow might be an important duty of yours, so is ensuring their safety for as long as they live inside the nest you have created. At least that’s how I perceived it from everything I heard and experienced.”

“That is correct,” she agreed with his evaluation. “And those two approaches are currently warring in my mind. I think I can see what kind of person you seem to be, especially considering the many little actions, gestures, and even ways you word your sentences in such an unlikely-for-your-kin fashion, but as someone who has come in contact with True Dragons before, that event left a lasting impression on my person, warning me to keep being skeptical no matter what.”

“I don’t remember ever hearing about that,” Rusilthea said in surprise.

“It’s not something worthy of being boastful about. I barely escaped that situation alive with my mentor and it was just a mediocre True Dragon from a less prominent lineage, belonging to one of the brown-shaded clans,” the woman replied. “Still, that female enjoyed toying with us by keeping us in uncertainty. She seemed willing to talk, but in her mind, we must have already been classified as her new slaves. I vividly remember all her assurances. Her demeanor might be incomparable to yours, having been much more revealing, but the fact that you share blood with the blacks makes it worrisome anyway.”

“Basically, you want to believe in him but it’s hard to accept the instinctual fear and suspicion.” Althea hummed quietly. “I’ve been there myself. You can say that our circumstances are similar. Someone brought him to my doorstep without any prior notice too, but I was on the verge of death at that time. He chose to resolve that problem for me, and not only that, which made it harder to ignore his goodwill than the racial distrust. Perhaps there is something he could do for you to prove his character?”

“I’m afraid your case was much more serious, Althea. Even if I take care of some task, who says that I’m not simply playing along?” Asterios asked and the three other ladies shot him frowning looks, which meant glancing at his mentor, making him chuckle. “I know it’s not helping my situation but that’s the truth. The same goes for bringing in my mates to speak their minds. She could still remain skeptical. All I can think of is sharing some of my memories, but you wouldn’t really let me in your mind, right? And unfortunately, we can’t have you dive into mine.”

“Why not?” Rhufija questioned.

“Because you could die,” he stated simply. “Countermeasures against delving too deep. Parents put them up and we’ve been trying to tear them down since the day I awakened. They fried a few people who tried to mess with my head already. I don’t think your mates would believe that you killed yourself by accident while investigating my memories. That wouldn’t help our plans.”

“Then we are in a bind.” Phatru sighed. “While risky, the best way to prove your intentions would be to have someone unbiased verify them, therefore a disciple candidate fits the requirement perfectly. In the end, a person has to go, either young and weak or mature and strong, aware that they might be sacrificing themselves.”

“I’m already going, am I not?” Rusi spun around to face the group. “I know my history isn’t the most lustrous, but if Nest Mother can trust me, I can be that person. With Asterios’ permission, I’ll regularly share everything I see and hear.”

“One can argue that by being my mate’s familiar, you won’t be able to be completely uninfluenced,” Asterios replied. “If we would want to send someone completely unbiased, we would have to wait until I gain mastery over my realm-tearing ability. Give me something like—”

He mentally recreated the sensation of glancing at his mentor and Althea smiled proudly. “A week.”

“—a week and I’ll be able to transfer anyone you appoint as your representative, Lady Rhufija,” Asterios continued. “They can then verify the truth about my realm and everything else.”

“And in the meanwhile, I’ll keep visiting with Rusilthea to share my experiences and opinions,” she further offered. “I would like to hear how the world has changed during my self-imposed exile. Traveling mentors had to bring at least some news to your doorstep, Nest Mother.”

The nest’s leader kept her pace as she evaluated the new suggestions and proposals. They gave her all the time she needed and were inclined to give her even more if it was necessary. None of the four had believed it would have been so easy to steal a bunch of young Lesser Dragons from under the watchful gaze of their honorable guardian, even if the candidates were free to chase after any decision they took. Often that decision revolved around waiting for a capable mentor, but no one forbade them from following a True Dragon into hell, though many would frown and curse their stupidity.

“I’ll go.” She finally stopped, giving Asterios her full focus. “When your ability is ready, I’ll walk through the portal myself. I’m the strongest person here and my chances of making it out alive are the highest. My mates know how to handle the nest’s affairs during my absence as it wouldn’t be the first time I had to leave its premises.”

“They definitely won’t be happy,” Phatru pointed out.

“Too bad they won’t be able to have a say in it.” The woman showed another hint of a smirk.

Althea chuckled gently, also showing a knowing smile. “I was wondering what was the outlet for your lineage with how composed and careful you are as one of the scarlet descent.”

“I’m glad we came to an even better understanding, but what about the meeting you called?” Asterios asked.

“We proceed. It can still be salvaged. I’ll just have to improvise.” Rhufija gave him a delicate shrug. “Let’s make it into two parts. The first happens today. We will have your mentor introduce herself and explain your new approach. You might want to keep any information about your true nature out of it for now so that the candidates can first digest the initial disapproval of the idea. Then, if we positively finish our investigation, we’ll host another meeting where she introduces the details and I try to reassure those who came that it’s not a lie and I have confirmed it myself.”

“Sounds good,” he admitted. “Looks like we are going to have to repeat ourselves for the fifth time today.”

“Don’t worry, my dear disciple. We won’t be personally talking with another person needing direct convincing and proper justification of our motives this time. We are going to put up a presentation for the easily excitable and adventure-craving younglings.” Althea’s eyes found Phatru’s gaze. “And to make it even more attractive, I would require a like-minded assistant.”

“I was hoping you all have forgotten about this…” Her friend sighed heavily. “Thea, I don’t fit. You know I belong more to the other side of the lectern.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit, but that belief of yours is also why I need you,” she responded with a small grin. “I can play the role of the wise and experienced scholarly figure while you introduce yourself as someone much more down to earth and easier to approach. I shall dispense profound knowledge while you then explain and expand on it in simpler terms, effectively letting us both simultaneously reach academic and more adventurous minds.”

Phatru didn’t look convinced so Althea crossed the distance between them and took the other lady’s hands into hers.

“You will make a great mentor. I know it. And Rusilthea is a living proof of that.” She hugged the silver-haired woman affectionately. “Besides, think about it. She will be splitting her attention between two worlds. If you come with me to teach, you will get to spend more time with her. I’m sure Rusi would love to listen to more of your lessons.”

The person in question moved to stand next to them and nodded hopefully. “I would be thrilled to. Your explanations and stories are always so easy to digest, Ma. I sometimes wish you had become my official mentor and that we left on our journey together long ago. Not exactly in the same way, but this could be it. At the very least, it doesn’t look like anyone else can handle me, right?”

A light snicker escaped Phatru’s lips at the final comment her daughter made. She then shook her head and looked between the two most important females in her life.

“I’ll give it a try, but don’t blame me for ruining your introduction, Thea.” Phatru smiled wryly.

“Yes!” Rusi pumped her fist while jumping away, making the older woman roll her eyes.

“You won’t,” Althea instantly countered. “It’s exactly you who I need. The you that hasn’t changed in all that time we haven’t seen each other. Trust me, you will know what to do without me even telling you. Just like the old times.”

The other lady snorted. “I don’t think Nest Mother would appreciate that.”

Asterios was getting really curious about the antics the seemingly mature duo had been up to in their youth. Any more teasing and he might need to use a leverage or two on his mentor to open up or it would continue to gnaw at him forever. Althea certainly wouldn’t want his mind to be distracted during training.

Taking a few more minutes to regather themselves, the group continued on their path to the meeting place. It turned out to be not that far from where they had stopped, proving that Rhufija truly had been having doubts and leading them slightly around. The crowds of people flowing to their destination only supported that observation.

What greeted them was a somewhat steep descent in the face of the sizable rock they were currently standing on. The whole stone formation was big enough to fit the Hall of Enlightenment and not much else, its edges leaving only enough space to stand or walk around it without falling over one side or stumbling down the sloping steps.

Though a hall it might have been at some point, now it was a fully open-air amphitheater in the form of half a circle. The seating rows created cascading surfaces one above another, getting closer to the center, where a similarly shaped stage was set up. At the top of the audience and behind that stage, a few ornamental columns adorned the very border, connected with flowery vines and colorful flowers.

About half of the spots were taken by similarly colorful males and females, making it at least a few good dozen in the audience. More were trickling in while some others skirted the edges with curiosity, perhaps not viable disciple candidates and only intrigued observers from an older group. The three men accompanying the Nest Mother stood in the middle of the stage, tidying it up for the entrance of the supervisor.

Asterios took a peek at Althea and Phatru, spotting the cunning glances the duo was directing at each other.

Their plans to recruit some people might have been delayed a tad, but they were definitely in for a show.


Chapter 16
Playing the Hearts

Skirting on the edge of the amphitheater, the ladies slowly made their way to the side closest to the central platform, doing their best to avoid garnering too much attention this early. Thankfully, most attendees were focused on wondering what the sudden meeting was called for, possibly not expecting any more mentor showcases and presentations if those were scheduled ahead of time. Asterios could see that as a solution to people missing out on sudden arrivals of new teachers who headed straight for recruitment.

Only after they reached the ground level and met with the three males did the audience notice that their guardian had already shown up with a small company. It was clear that in such a tightly-knit community most residents knew each other so Asterios spotted a few curious looks given to Phatru and Rusilthea, perhaps even more than Althea received. The Hall of Enlightenment was supposed to be a place for mentors so a stranger coming forward was not as unexpected as two local females, additionally related to each other directly.

Taking a glance over all the gathered youth, Asterios let his mentor and the others discuss some details of the presentation. It sounded like Althea already knew most of the rules so they must be quite uniform amongst the different settlements. As his eyes scanned the small crowd, he spotted a familiar purple head amongst the attendees. Keruvia was chatting with her group while continuously peeking at her colleague next to Asterios. It was hard to pinpoint the exact emotions accompanying those, but it certainly wasn’t just pure curiosity about what was about to happen.

“Alright. Let me introduce you and then you can begin. There’s no time limit, but try not to drag it out too much,” the Nest Mother announced and he brought his attention to the stage.

A simple, wooden lectern had been properly set up in its center now, ready for the speaker to address the audience. There was only one, so it didn’t look like Phatru would be getting her own little stand, but perhaps being an assistant to a mentor wasn’t that common with the traditional, singular education.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she keeps it short.” Phatru winked at Rhufija and the two friends shared a nod.

The Nest Mother then stepped behind the lectern while Rusilthea hastily jogged to the first row to sit down. The chatter quickly faded without any further action. Giving the present Dragons one long look, the red-haired lady settled in the middle.

“Welcome again, younglings. I’m aware that this is an unscheduled event, but worry not, it won’t be the last one from our guest, so you may inform those who didn’t make it that they are welcome to show up for the following continuation in a week’s time. If nothing changes, of course,” Rhufija began.

People glanced at each other with some surprise and confusion, revealing that multi-part presentations weren’t the usual norm.

“Now, as for the reason behind this gathering, we have another mentor among us today, and after receiving two supporting votes of confidence from our friends here, I agreed to let them introduce themselves to our community. Since they aren’t planning on starting their recruitment until seven days later, I see no issue with letting them talk a little about themselves and their offer,” she continued with an even tone. “And since that offer is something unique and peculiar, you should consider their words with your undivided attention. As we often say here, a misjudgment of one creates a golden opportunity for another. From what I’ve heard already, there will be plenty of those. Please welcome Lady Althea and her assistant for this event, our dear friend Phatru.”

The final comment threw them off even more, but everyone greeted the two ladies with polite applause. Some of it more honest than others.

Althea replaced Rhufija at the front of the stage while Phatru stood next to the pulpit with a warm smile. “Greetings, everyone. It’s an honor and pleasure to be here with you today. I can honestly admit that I didn’t expect to hold something like this anytime soon, but thanks to the assistance of my dear mate, I was able to travel to this charming place from our homeworld just so that I could visit an old friend of mine. And as your Nest Mother said, opportunities are important and should not be wasted.”

Quiet murmurs filled the cascading rows, getting a slight rise from the gathered. It was not much more than the first sentences of Althea’s introduction and she had already managed to sneak a shocker into them, making a very clear insinuation.

“Before we move on, let me just preface everything by saying that I’m not too fond of idle lectures. Honestly, I dislike the lack of interaction quite heavily. Therefore, you don’t need to hold back with your questions until we finish. We’ll gladly satisfy your curiosity or doubts as we go,” she added, ignoring the faint chatter.

The audience grew quiet again and one bold male spoke up. “Does that mean you came here from another realm?”

A soft smile spread on Althea’s lips as she nodded at the man. “That is correct. I arrived at your nest about an hour or two ago. As for how and who, we’ll cover that in our presentation, either today or the next time. Some details will be brought up today for sure.”

“Can you return there?” a female asked right after.

“Anytime.” Ast’s mentor winked at her. “I just need to think about it and he’ll make it possible.”

The whispers got a bit louder this time and Phatru clapped her hands a few times while stepping forward. “Alright, kids. You can gossip about my friend’s love life later. Let’s focus on the important bits. You already know who I am, but let me just state that me and Althea are nest-sisters from the same roost. We come a long way back, and just like with our Nest Mother, I can guarantee she has our best intentions in mind and can be trusted wholeheartedly. So, here we go.”

“Thank you.” Althea nodded appreciatively at her nest-sister. “I bring you today an offer of mentorship as you might expect. But, it won’t be one as you know them. With the help of my friends and sister-mates, our small group came up with a new concept that will guarantee not just your proper education but also your safety and satisfaction. As long as you can keep an open mind.”

“What prominent Lesser Dragons did you mentor in your time? I don’t think I’m familiar with your name,” the purple-scaled woman, Keruvia, chimed in with a clearly well-aimed inquiry.

“That might be because I mentored none yet as I was away from our realms for a very long time,” Althea answered and Asterios spotted the faintest hint of a smirk on the girl’s lips. “Well, I am still in the process of teaching one Dragon, but I’ll have to save introducing him for a bit later.”

Quite a few listeners sighed tiredly and some rare cases even started to rise at that revelation. Obviously, new mentors didn’t seem to command much respect in their eyes. Those must be the people Althea had previously mentioned to Asterios as individuals seeking strong and established teachers over everything else.

“Nevertheless,” she interrupted the commotion, not dropping her kind smile. “I might not have a record of notable Lesser Dragons behind me, but I have nursed an entire civilization through a few stages of its development, raising a long line of rulers that oversee one of the major political powers in my mate’s home realm. I believe I’ve learned a lot through that experience and I’m now ready to share my decades or centuries of gathered wisdom with our brothers and sisters.”

Once again, people sat down with visible interest, some even intrigue and wonder. It was honestly extremely funny seeing the crowd switch their moods like leaves switch sides in the wind. Asterios was thankful his chuckle was completely silent at the moment. Althea might be slightly embellishing, but it was obvious she knew how to address the public to catch interest.

“So, if you aren’t sure what that means for you, it basically boils down to receiving knowledge worthy of queens and kings alongside the usual Lesser Dragon teachings every mentor throws at their disciples,” Phatru continued after her. “With how often we travel from place to place during our lives, getting a perspective on how to interact with other races will make your life much easier. Althea has not only journeyed the known worlds but also built something meaningful in one of them, leaving her mark on that realm. How many mentors can boast about that?”

And to complement her friend’s ability, the silver-haired lady knew how to touch on very specific feelings and desires of their young. Who didn’t want to lead an easy life? Who didn’t want to one day leave their mark on some world?

“Therefore, I’m here today to give you the option to go through your tutelage in that very same realm I currently live in,” Althea said loudly. “The world is vast and inhabited by many different races. But, most importantly, it’s safe. There are no True or Lesser Dragons known to the natives living there. Besides us, of course, and still only to the leaders of the main nations. They all left the realm in a hurry when its inhabitants started fighting back the abuse with powerful artifacts. Now, the peaceful times are back, and a new sanctuary grows for us amongst the existing nations, which will welcome all as long as they behave.”

“There really is a world without lizards?” some man wondered out loud.

“That doesn’t sound possible. There are always a few around at the very least,” another commented.

“Think about it,” Phatru inserted herself once more. “What reason does she have to make such boldly misleading statements? She lived there for ages, witnessing all of that happening before her eyes, waiting for the perfect moment to provide us with a place to comfortably live and learn.”

“I might not have a reason to lie, but I do have a reason for telling you all of this,” Ast’s wise mate picked up after her. “And that’s because I’m now involved with that very nation which is going to welcome us with open arms. To be specific, my mate is its sole ruler, alongside his small and supportive harem. For a little bit of occasional, supportive service from you, he is going to ensure your safe and satisfied stay.”

“Just imagine that.” Rusilthea’s mother swiped her arm slowly in the front. “You get to study under your mentor while living alongside a real king. You won’t ever lack anything if you behave well. And from what I heard, he is a massive lover of all magical beasts, legendary creatures, and exotic races. You know well into which category we fall into in most realms. This is a chance to learn, be revered, and even gather fighting experience against monsters of that world. Nothing will get you more ready for the future.”

The duo paused for a moment to let their words sink, Althea’s very technical information alongside Phatru’s rather emotional callouts. They definitely worked well together. It was quite fascinating to think how many people they had caught in their honey traps in the past. The silver tongues necessary for that were clearly there.

“Now, as enticing as all of that sounds, there are also certain requirements that need to be fulfilled,” Althea said after a while. “The most crucial one is related to the way you will be able to travel between our two realms. My mate is well-versed in Summoning Magic, and his powerful familiar contracts allow him and his mates to traverse through the gates at will. That’s how I got here, and that’s how we are going to let you do the same, offering you contracts with his chosen, trusted people.”

“Are you asking us to become the familiars of some strangers?” a girl questioned, a bit shocked.

“Yes, that’s currently the simplest and safest way since we will be able to know if anything unfortunate happens during your tutelage and allow us to help you out,” the emerald-scaled lady explained calmly.

Phatru scoffed at the audience. “You make it sound like it’s a big deal when each one of you literally swears an oath to follow a single, total stranger into the world for decades. How is this any different, huh? Besides presenting you even more benefits. Both agreements are temporary in nature, and honestly, it’s the one we go into that’s more restricting. There’s no one around to help if you get yourself into an unfavorable accord. You can try to leave on your own, but good luck with that. I’ll wish you the best in trying to get accepted by another mentor.”

“And that’s going to be another unique element of our approach,” Althea followed. “If in the following week, any traveling mentors come by and you seek them out with the intention of finding out more about me, you might learn that I abandoned my mentor, but not that it was an unfair and abusive relationship near the very end. To prevent that from happening to more young individuals, I’m going to mentor our disciples alongside Phatru, the two of us working together to share our everything with you.”

“That’s just… weird,” someone said from the back rows.

“Yeah, the journey is supposed to be in pairs,” another female shouted.

“And who dictates that?” Rusi’s mom put her hands on her hips. “Last I checked, there were no rules stating that other ways are forbidden or even worse. Otherwise, the Nest Mother wouldn’t even allow us to speak up here. You are lost too deeply in your preconceptions and delusions.”

“I think anyone has the right to pick their own path, be it a traditional or progressive one,” her best friend continued before more voices joined in. “And with the two of us teaching you, it will be possible to study not only under both of us but also under either of us if someone finds themselves incompatible with one of our personal ways of sharing knowledge and experience. Lesser chances of being trapped in a tough mentorship.”

“Plus, thanks to the familiar contract, you will be able to run here to escape and even share your troubles with everyone else. Granted, you first somehow decide not to talk to either of us about the other, or the people in that realm, especially the nation’s leader,” Phatru added. “The Summoners won’t be able to keep you on a leash forever, that’s not how this magic works. Something like that would drain them and they would need to let you return here. I’m sure our Nest Mother would jump to your aid right away.”

“And, you wouldn’t exactly be alone in the other realm either,” Althea stated, making the audience confused again. “In seven days, we are going to accept six volunteers for this new program of ours. Yes, you heard that right, just as we are going to have multiple mentors, there are going to be multiple disciples too. From decades of personal observation, I believe the lone road isn’t for everyone and many of us actually feel much better learning alongside our peers. Naturally, this doesn’t mean you will all sit, study, and train together while doing the same thing. No, you will just have a chance to interact with your colleagues and exchange experiences with them.”

“Before you call that stupid too, just look around.” Phatru spread her arms wide. “Look. Do it. What do you see?”

Silence answered her, at least until Rusilthea hesitantly replied from the first row. “People?”

Her mother grinned proudly. “Exactly. Until the very moment we leave on the journey with our mentors, we live, laugh, and learn amongst the others. Some of us do it in small families with paired parents, and some of us do it in bigger roost families with doting caretakers. And then, after we finish our travels, what do we do? Most of us either return to our birth nest or find another one to settle down in, maybe temporarily before switching things up. But, we rarely continue on alone. It’s pretty much only mentors who walk that path, and we all know that it’s not for everyone. So, why not just live through our entire lives like this? Because someone else said so?”

“Because there are no alternatives.” Althea leaned forward on the lectern, sweeping the crowd with her gaze. “There were not, until now. And that’s what we offer you. An alternate path. Full of new opportunities, new benefits, but also possibly new challenges to face head on. Think about what you want in your life, and we will hear your answer next week.”

Stepping away from the pulpit, she outright ignored the uproar caused by their words and the abrupt end. Questions and comments flew freely, turning into a jumbled mix of echoing noises. The acoustics of the amphitheater were perfect for speeches from the stage, but when the audience got involved, things didn’t travel around that well.

Making use of the commotion, Phatru took her place and raised her voice over the crowd. “By the way, Rusilthea has already been accepted and went through all the necessary steps and rituals. She’ll see for herself how things look on the other side over the mentioned week. Be nice, and she might even let you know about a thing or two. Also, she doesn’t count as one of the six. Yes, it’s unfair, but so is life. Her opportunity was knowing someone who could get her in and she made wise use of it. Try not to waste yours. That’s all.”

That only elevated the chaos and the duo hastily walked off the stage, regrouping with Rhufija, her mates, and Rusilthea. The Nest Mother nodded at the men and they nodded back, moving away to start dousing the flames of emotions that had taken the rows by storm. The others transformed quickly and flew back to the tower, landing in the same chamber they had started from.

After turning back, the scarlet lady turned to the pair of new mentors. “That was… a spectacle. Others rarely evoke such a reaction from the younglings. You knew exactly what to say to pull at their heartstrings, and how to wrap it up to leave them thinking about everything deeply.”

The two women exchanged glances and chuckled together.

“Others lack the experience you gain in a royal court, instead going out on a trip around the different worlds without much interaction with their residents. Verbal battles against crafty and knowledgeable opponents hone your skills amazingly well. After long enough, you understand how to address people of all statuses and positions effectively,” Althea explained.

“Plus, we’ve always had a knack for getting into people’s heads.” Phatru shot her a grin. “There was no trouble that my glib tongue didn’t get us out of. She bored our target to death with technical aspects while I played the emotional angle. Even our past Nest Mother fell to that combination once or twice.”

“Then she realized what was happening and everyone was warned not to treat us like kids, ending our fun for good,” Ast’s mentor added with a matching expression.

“You didn’t have to put me on a spot like that, though,” Rusilthea complained with a slightly pale complexion, clearly anxious about the last stunt her mother had pulled.

“It was a perfect follow-up,” the Nest Mother replied. “Althea’s last words left everyone craving more information, and then Phatru gave them a subtle opportunity to satisfy that craving. Those smart enough will notice that her main objective wasn’t to boast but point them out to a person that might help them get chosen.”

“Still, you should have consulted or at least warned me.” The young Dragon sighed. “This is going to be a pain.”

“I have one question. Why haven’t you even hinted about revealing a quite big and important bit during the next meeting?” Rhufija asked.

“Finishing how we did, only those seriously considering our offer are going to come the second time. If we put focus on some grand reveal that will shock everyone, we would still attract the curious crowd who would be there only for the sake of seeing what it was. Without them, the audience will be less quarrelsome.”

“I see. That is certainly accurate. You really learned a lot from your time guiding those rulers.” The Nest Mother regarded her with faint respect in her wise eyes. “What are your plans now?”

Asterios slithered out of Althea’s shadow and stood next to his mate. “Go back home and get to training. The ladies will show Rusilthea around while I start tearing holes in the fabric of dimensions. That sounds like a lot of fun, doesn’t it?”


Chapter 17
A Little Bit of a Misstep

“I wish you luck, then,” Rhufija said with a respectful incline of her head. “Any form of interdimensional transport is a matter of immense difficulty. Though, considering the fact that you found a way to utilize Summoning Magic for such purposes, it might suggest that you possess some affinity with such powers.”

“There might be something to that,” Althea commented with a soft smile. “For all the bad things we always say about True Dragons, they certainly aren’t unskilled and untalented.”

“There actually wasn’t much I did to achieve this.” Asterios shrugged. “We basically stumbled into this unusual capability. From the research my father conducted on Summoning Magic, our kind just interacts with it somehow differently. Could be some innate trait or something. Or…”

Slowing down near the end, Asterios frowned in thought and absently stroked his chin. The ladies looked at him curiously and Althea gestured at them to wait, sensing that he was in the middle of figuring something out. It would be best not to interrupt him, even if it might have been nothing. She had witnessed similar moments from her students many times and they could even be called epiphanies occasionally.

After a moment, Ast’s eyes moved to hers. “You said that True Dragons possess the ability to call upon their true bonds and it’s kind of similar to how portals work. Could it be possible that Summoning Magic is actually a derivative of such ability? Or at least works on extremely similar principles? You do have temporary contracts, which could be a replacement for draconic ones. There’s some essence and energy sharing between the contracted. And you move between two places through transfer gates, one being the master’s position and the other the familiar’s home or their current location.”

Everyone stared at him in silence while his mentor processed his words.

“That’s… not impossible,” she finally responded with a similarly pondering expression. “Many forms of magic are technically imitations of innate abilities of mystical creatures encountered by humanoid races. I’m not sure if Summoning Magic comes from their ability, but who knows if it doesn’t reach even further, back to the original, undivided Dragons. It’s hard to pinpoint when the first iteration of the art of calling forth interdimensional servants came to be. Maybe I should spend more time studying your father’s notes about the topic. He is one of the progenitors and might have known something.”

“I have to admit, I didn’t expect an abrupt draconic intruder to come in peace, but solving the mysteries of the universe wouldn’t even make it on the list of such things.” The Nest Mother regarded him with some intrigued, newfound respect. “How old are you exactly?”

“Just hit twenty in human years,” he responded. “Why?”

“You are surprisingly thoughtful and clever for a True Dragon this young. Especially for someone coming from the Crimson bloodline. It might be the influence of your Onyx lineage, but even they aren’t this cunning over their fledgling years, and their minds mostly focus on self-gain instead. Yet, you handle yourself like a mature, experienced individual. Dare to say maybe even a young sage. I hope you realize how uncommon that is after learning about your mentor’s and her friend’s adolescence,” she complimented him in a quite comprehensive way.

“You may be right, but I’m willing to bet on the chance that it was his human upbringing that shaped Asterios into who he is right now,” Althea suggested, meeting her gaze. “His childhood was completely different from the typical growth True Dragons experience amongst their kin. Nineteen years might not be a long period for us, but for most humanoids, it’s a major part of their life. While his upbringing wasn’t perfectly comfortable either, lacking all that conceit and overbearing pride did allow him to turn out a respectable individual, possibly even a better person than our people are.”

“You can’t deny that we are still quite prideful and ferocious at times.” Phatru chuckled at them. “I haven’t seen much of him outside of today, but I feel that Althea is right. Maybe if True Dragons grew up alongside the lesser races, the number of totally wicked and vicious lizards would be much lower. Maybe we would be better too. This might be a bigger opportunity than we thought.”

“It’s hard to judge what the future will bring,” Rhufija stated sagely. “But it’s up to us to create as many possible paths for it to navigate into the more positive outcomes. I shall continue thinking seriously about everything that happened today. And I believe I will be seeing the two of you quite often.”

She glanced at Althea and Rusilthea meaningfully, to which the duo nodded.

“I’ll gladly accompany you as long as it doesn’t interfere with my disciple’s training. He is my highest priority right now and I will dedicate as much time to him as I need,” the former said.

“You mean your mate’s.” Phatru smirked at her knowingly. “I’m sure you are very happy to train him as much as you need.”

“Shush, you. He takes his practice very seriously.” Althea flicked her hand at the woman dismissively. “I think it’s time for us. We have a lot to think about and take care of. All of us. Are you coming, Rusilthea?”

“Of course,” the short-haired lady replied eagerly. “I can’t wait to see your realm for myself. The speech got even me excited and I already witnessed a tiny bit of it.”

Asterios snickered. “A tiny bit is the correct expression. All you saw was Althea’s underground lair with an illusory sky and transferred sunlight.”

“So that’s why I couldn’t call upon some of my abilities!” Rusi hit her palm with her fist. “Okay, now I really need to see the outside world.”

Sharing one last nod with Rhufija and Phatru, Asterios opened a gate back to Miria, sensing that she hadn’t yet moved away from the place of the ritual. A crimson entrance rose from the ground and the Nest Mother studied it attentively. He gestured at the ladies and the pair coming with him shared a quick hug with the older silver-scaled female, walking through the swirling surface afterward. He followed them and reappeared next to the summoning circle.

“Welcome back, Master!” His beloved panthergirl jumped right into his arms. “What an incredible place that was! I really wish I could have gone with you to explore!”

He let out a warm chuckle while letting Miria nuzzle into his cheek. “Maybe in the near future. We shouldn’t cause too much commotion right from the start. I’m glad you thought of peeking at us through the bond. Everyone stayed here the entire time?”

Tina stepped forward and shared a smile with Rusi. “Miss Kindra left to take care of her usual business, but we wanted to be ready in case you needed us. Selene barely held Miria back from jumping to your aid when that man lunged at you.”

The brave feline giggled shyly, burying her face in his neck. He kissed her rounded ear affectionately.

“Just what I would expect from all of you,” he said proudly. “But, it’s good you didn’t charge straight in. Things have developed rather well, albeit not without a delay. At least, it will give you time to get to know Rusilthea. Though, apologies but we’ll have to hide your real identity for now, Rusi. Until we reveal the aerial unit’s new members, Lesser Dragons still kind of don’t exist here.”

“That’s alright. I’m comfortable in my humanoid form.” The person in question grinned. “So, when can I see your kingdom, Your Majesty?”

He shook his head. “Give her a little tour, Tina. Whoever wants to go can do so too. I’ll clean up the site and head up after. Or not if we start practicing here right away.”

“It would be wise to take the rest of the day off to rest and perhaps tend to your lordly responsibilities,” his mentor recommended. “We will begin tomorrow morning. But, we should think about a good place to conduct our tests. First attempts at newly learned magic can be quite volatile.”

“Right. I wouldn’t want to ruin your home again or risk damaging Glimmervale. I’ll give it some thought.” He nodded firmly.

“We could always use my realm if you would like to, Master,” Bryn offered. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find a spot on the ground with less Scourge hanging around. And we can surround the place with barriers for the duration of your training.”

“That’s a good idea,” Selene agreed. “Let’s discuss this matter further as we show our new friend around.”

And so, the ladies took Rusi to the surface by riding on her transformed back through the proper tunnel exit leading out of the underground chamber. Althea and Grea were the only ones to stay behind and help out with the array. There wasn’t much work to be done about it so they finished in a flash. 

Then, Asterios gave his playful demon mate a lift to her workshop and barely avoided getting dragged into assisting her with a different kind of magic. One that would involve lots of strenuous activity. Pacifying his needy researcher with lots of kisses and sweet whispers, he started making rounds around the town.

Things were progressing nicely. The moved wall was being completed at an incredible pace and now lacked only some small parts. Most of the workers busied themselves with the academic structures and everything around them. The foundations and basics were still being polished. For a project this grand, it wasn’t surprising. Even so, Asterios was in clear awe at the ability of all the races to come together to work hard on his town. As far as he knew, there weren’t many arguments and issues between them. Something minor popped up regularly, but that was normal and expected.

Spending a few short hours visiting various people and offering them his assistance, Asterios did his part too. He consulted with the Committee often, receiving updates on all the fields from his advisors. They complained some about the increased workload and complexity of their lives, but Asterios knew well they were teasing him about it, able to see just how much they thrived in the new environment.

As he was moving from place to place above Glimmervale, he spotted a familiar pair in the crowd filling the main square. Tina and Rusilthea stood in front of Venuzathor’s resting stage at the back of the market. The draconic titan was still soundly napping so it didn’t look like they had interacted with him yet. As a small smirk snuck itself onto Ast’s lips, he descended quickly behind the girls.

“How is your sightseeing going?” he asked after touching the ground and hiding his wings.

The duo jumped slightly, too focused on the entity in front of them. Tina smiled sheepishly while Rusi stared at him, still wide-eyed from looking at the gigantic beast in front of them.

“Good. We went to many places and met a few people. I think Rusi is glad she’s accepted our offer.” Tina chuckled softly.

“Glad is an understatement.” The stormy female grinned wryly. “But, I thought you said there were no Dragons in this world. Yet, there’s this old, massive one right in the middle of your city.”

The ground trembled slightly as the Dragon in question rose from its conscious slumber, switching the position of his legs a bit so that his impressive snout pointed down at the trio.

“I am no Dragon, young one.” He puffed out a gust of chilly air at them.

“What are you then?” Rusilthea questioned skeptically.

“I am the Storm King Venuzathor, member of the Dracodon lineage, peacekeeper of this land belonging to your master’s mate and his contracted domicile guardian,” Venuz introduced himself with a rumbling tone. “And you, little Dragon?”

“Rusilthea…” The silver-haired lady swallowed thickly. “A S-Storm Dragon… Lesser…”

“Yes. I can see that. The spark in your Heart conveys that clearly.” The Dracodon hummed to himself.

“Spark. Yeah. It certainly feels like that compared to the tempest inside you.” She laughed nervously. “This is so crazy…”

“I have to honestly admit, I completely forgot about Venuz’s affinity. I hope this won’t cause any problems for you and your mother?” Asterios said as he scratched his cheek.

“Problems?” Rusi gaped at him, dumbstruck. “Man, do you see the pure lightning aura emanating from this guy?”

He showed a reminiscing smile. “Not only that. I did experience it on my own scales at least a few times in the past.”

“Those were entertaining times,” Venuzathor commented with a big draconic sigh of contentment.

“Maybe we should invite Rusi for the next one?” Asterios suggested.

Their new friend’s jaw couldn’t drop any lower.

“An interesting idea,” the massive Dracodon admitted. “I can’t say I ever fought against both a Lesser and True Dragon at once. At least a free one.”

“Do you mean to say that I’m going to have a chance to spar with him?!” Rusi gasped in disbelief.

“Sure. Venuzathor is a great teacher. I bet he could give you some accurate pointers on how to harness your innate powers.” Asterios shrugged. “If he is up for it, we could think about including his input in our mentorship program. That could give you some entertainment, couldn’t it, Venuz?”

“Just leave your whelps to me and I shall whip them into shape in no time.” Venuzathor let out an echoing chuckle. “I’ll always welcome an opportunity to move around and exercise my abilities. Perhaps if my kin wasn’t so massive, even as whelplings, I would suggest you bring a few of our young here too.”

“That’s something to think about for the foreseeable future.” Asterios glanced up at him ponderingly. “We currently don’t have enough space for that, I’m afraid. But, I appreciate the offer and will remember that.”

“Ma will faint when I tell her…” Rusilthea whispered under her breath.

The duo of Summoners chuckled together at their new companion. Asterios then bid a temporary farewell to them and returned to his patrolling. Soon, evening came and he gathered with everyone in the castle to share a pleasant dinner amongst his mates. They invited Rusi too, showing her around first.

She was eager to return home for the night and they didn’t blame her. So, they went their separate ways there and relaxed a bit together before going to sleep. Right from the bright morning, the excitement on everyone’s faces was contagious. They had never inhaled their breakfast so quickly before, unable to wait to witness the upcoming event.

Wrapping up all the important matters, they once more grouped up and Asterios plunged into the shadows, transferring himself away with Umbra’s assistance. About a minute later, he resurfaced in the middle of a scarce forest surrounded by the noise of moving water. But, it wasn’t one made by a river or two. The ladies followed him through a gate a moment later, looking around curiously.

“Where are we?” Silvia was the first one to ask.

“On a small island in the middle of the ocean,” Asterios replied. “We passed it while on our voyage to the Demon Continent. It’s rather tiny and empty, comparable to Glimmervale’s current size. It’s the safest location I could come up with that doesn’t introduce the risk of endangering anyone or anything around.”

“A good choice. The water is a great natural safety measure,” Althea agreed with his decision. “While Bryn’s offer was decent too, we don’t risk anything passing through the tear from either side causing unnecessary trouble.”

“But, since you can never be too sure, let’s make this place even more secure,” Selene proposed and they got to work.

Everyone chimed in a little bit as the two barrier masters did their thing. Grea even carved a simple formation around their close vicinity to support the shields. Althea raised a few reinforced stone shelters around in case they would need to shield themselves from a surge of power or anything else.

“Alright. We are ready as much as we can. What’s the next step?” The demon lady glanced around.

“The rest is up to Asterios,” Althea announced. “You know what to do. It’s time to combine everything you have learned so far. For your first time, try to focus on a realm you know well. Save for this one. In-realm travel should be left for later and you already have the means to do that.”

“Eabiarhia it is, then.” Asterios nodded to himself. “I’ve spent quite some time there and made a few connections. Let’s try it.”

“There is no try, only do.” She shot him a proud grin. “You are a powerful True Dragon. Remember, confidence is the key that opens up the world.”

“Right. Here goes nothing. Please, take a step back, everyone.” He met the gazes of all his mates, receiving their feelings of support and faith in him.

With the girls away a relatively safe distance from him, Asterios closed his eyes and focused deeply. He shifted only his right arm into its draconic form and brought his clawed fingers to the front. Slowly but surely, he kept going through all the steps of managing his aura and presence just as he had been taught, doing his best to remain sure and confident about his abilities. The ferocious energies filled his circuits and soon wrapped themselves around his hand.

Waiting until he had the most perfect grasp on them, Asterios flooded his mind with intent the moment he thrust his black claw forth. It lodged into an invisible wall and he could feel the faint ripple before him, like he had just poked the surface of a still lake. Straining his mind to his limits, he then slowly but surely dragged his finger down.

The girls hummed, gasped, and exclaimed in awe, watching a ferociously crimson tear form in the air. Asterios cut through the fabric of dimensions with relative ease. At least from their perspective. It took him about fifteen seconds to create a person-sized breach that emanated fierce spiritual pressure from its edges. They could tell that he would need lots of practice to refine it, but it seemed that he had achieved the desired result.

Drawing his finger back and opening his eyes, Asterios studied the ominous gap briefly. It didn’t suck up a lot of his energies, but it wasn’t easy to uphold. Right now, he couldn’t leave it open for too long or its integrity would collapse. He didn’t want to see what would happen then, without him at least attempting to properly seal the rupture.

“I’m going in. I’ll intend for it to close right after I step through, just in case. Don’t rush after me blindly, okay?” He turned to the ladies and received hesitant nods in response.

Taking a deep breath, he hopped into the swirling opening.

And immediately knew something had gone wrong.

He certainly hadn’t been sure what to expect from this kind of interdimensional transfer, but he had gone through enough different techniques allowing something similar to understand that the violent tugging of his entire body in every single direction wasn’t normal. His spiritual circuits blazed with heat as he grunted in discomfort. Bright lights blinked in front of his eyes at an incredibly fast pace like an angry kaleidoscope his mother had once shown him at her shop back in Rosewind.

No, those weren’t lights.

He soon realized those were flashes of images from different worlds.

Hundreds and thousands of them surged before him faster than he could process what he was seeing. 

Grasslands. Deserts. Oceans. Lakes. Night. Day. Sky. Lava. Granite. Trees. Houses.

All colors of the rainbow.

Then, it all abruptly stopped, with only a pure white glow beginning to grow ahead of him. At a moment’s notice, it was all he could see. He felt a spiritual shudder pass through his system and slammed hard into something solid.

And very, very cold.

With a massive gasp, Asterios bolted to his feet. Something crunchy and fluffy rolled off him as he stood in a blinding field of a waist-high powder the color of beautiful clouds. Immediately, he realized that it was snow.

“Shit. It’s damn freezing here.” He shuddered, glancing around the breathtaking valley surrounding him. “This is no Scorching Steppes, alright. Quite a far miss, I would say.”

Before doing anything else, Asterios spread his draconic energies more through his body, focusing on their vicious heat this time. In a few seconds, he was no longer cold and the snow covering his shoulders and head hastily melted, tongues of steam rising from his frame.

“Being a Dragon does have its uses.” He chuckled to himself.

A slight quake shook the terrain, forcing him into a cautious posture. It took a moment or two before another followed, then soon after, one more, making it clear that it wasn’t something happening at regular intervals.

~Are you okay, Master?~ Miria’s worried voice reached his mind. ~It felt a little weird when you disappeared.~

~Things didn’t go as planned, but I’m fine. I landed somewhere, but I don’t know where. Let me take a look to see if it’s safe before we do anything else.~ He waved his hand and tried opening a gate back home, which started rising properly. ~Looks like my emergency escape works. Be right back with you.~

Materializing his wings, he made a strong flap, sending out a wave of fluffy powder all around him. Rising over the nearby hills, he looked for the source of the weird pounding. The shockwaves were a bit clearer so he headed the way he assumed they were coming from.

And after just a moment, he confirmed that he had been correct.

Stopping high above another patch of snowy land, this time not as undisturbed as the previous one, he watched in fascination as four massive figures stomped around a group of about a dozen or two of tiny in comparison beings. 

The former were about two or three stories tall, vaguely humanoid-shaped, and their bodies were covered in thick, white fur, save for some segments of their dark blue legs, arms, and face, which resembled that of an ugly, snarling monkey. They held gigantic ice clubs, smashing them repeatedly into the ground, clearly aiming for the entities at their feet.

As for those, the other side of this conflict looked to be comparable to a regular dwarf’s size. At least from Ast’s perspective high up in the air. They actually wore snug and proper clothes for the surrounding climate. But, the most striking feature of theirs was the fact that they seemed to resemble walruses and seals, judging from the faces and snouts poking out of the comfy hoods. Short, burly, stout, bipedal walruses and seals wielding weapons.

And they were visibly struggling against their incomparably bigger opponents.

Now, Asterios had a decision to make.


Chapter 18
Native Disputes

At first, Asterios chose the safest option.

He observed.

It was not clear if he had landed in any of the realms he knew, not to mention Eabiarhia, so it would be wise not to jump to conclusions right away. This might be a completely new world they hadn’t heard of or seen yet, with its own set of rules and common sense. As someone who studied magical creatures deeply, he knew that judging a book by its cover was extremely risky.

Between the two warring sides, the smaller folk could very well be evil vermin of this realm, bothering or hunting the usually peaceful furry giants. The fact that they weren’t doing too much of a great job at that couldn’t be taken as a sign of anything. Bad guys weren’t always highly skilled and experienced.

From what he could see, only five of the bipedal marine beings resembled fighters, wielding bone swords, hatchets, harpoons, and hammers. The rest had only daggers or knives that could very well be intended for more artisanal craft like gathering or skinning. One wielded a staff bigger than itself, but no magic currently filled the air.

Luckily for them, the massive creatures, while dealing powerful, earth-shaking blows, weren’t fast and accurate enough. They struggled with following the tiny clothed balls that rolled away from their ice clubs and used their rather bulky, round physique to their advantage. But, it was only a matter of time until something hit and reduced somebody to a bloody splatter. The sealfolk didn’t look like they could outrun the colossi in a straight line so fighting back was all they could do.

As Asterios tried his best to remain impartial, it was definitely getting harder not to sympathize with the smaller creatures. From the traces in the snow, they had been looking for an escape from their enemies for a while already, attempting to run for it for quite some distance. He spotted two bloody smears behind a hill to his left, most likely the result of that unfortunate attempt.

The upcoming conclusion to this scuffle was easy to predict.

Still, not wanting either to antagonize one of the sides or remain a bystander during an obvious massacre, Asterios decided to do the only thing he could think of at the moment.

Focus the attention of everyone on his person and see where that led him.

While descending in his human form was fine, especially if he brought out his Spellslinger greatsword equipped with some powerful tokens, it might not be enough to immediately force the massive entities to halt their attacks. For the intended effect on both sides, he needed to shock them.

Thankfully, he had an easy way of achieving that goal.

Taking a quick look around to examine the nearby hills and peaks, Asterios judged that there didn’t seem to be a risk of an avalanche coming down from any direction. In the end, the giants’ clubs would have called it down long ago if that was possible.

Therefore, he threw himself forward while letting his transformation take over. In less than three seconds, his impressive draconic body soared through the cold air, and he could only imagine how noticeable he was on the pure white background as a big red spot in the sea of snow. Most of the sky was covered with a blanket of thick clouds too, so there was no being stealthy for him.

Good that he wasn’t going to need it.

Diving down at a sharp angle, Asterios drew a big chilly breath before releasing a booming roar into the flat valley. His deep bellow rumbled thunderously throughout the area, echoing in the distance soon after. Both the giants and the midgets froze at once, directing their gazes to the sky.

He wasn’t sure what they had expected to see, but it definitely wasn’t a skydiving True Dragon heading straight for their battlefield.

Before anyone could react, Asterios slammed into the middle of the fight, knocking up a lot of unbothered snow. His sudden descent separated the two groups as the big guys took a few steps back and the small people rolled away from the sheer force of impact. Growling fiercely as thick steam escaped his jaws, he directed his glimmering crimson eyes at each party in turns.

“Mother of all that’s salty… We are doomed…” The dwarf-sized walrus with the staff whimpered in resignation.

“That depends on what is going on here.” Ast’s deep voice sent a shiver through the creature’s squad, perhaps words not being something they had assumed would greet them. “Who are you and why are you locked in a fight to the death?”

While the sealfolk continued to tremble and lament at the arrival of a new predator, the four giants exchanged confused glances amongst themselves, their ugly faces twisting in quite silly expressions that didn’t hint at much intelligence of their kin. Since they weren’t even bothering to look at him, sharing a silent conversation instead, he turned his head to the scared bunch.

The little people yelped almost as one man and the armed five shakily held their weapons up at him. Assuming that the one with the bony stick was the leader, Asterios focused his attention solely on that guy. From what he could tell now that he had gotten closer, the walrus-looking one might represent the males of their species, while the slightly softer seal-like ones were the females.

To some extent, finding a creature he hadn't read about before fascinated him, but there were more pressing matters than studying the unknown race.

“O-Oh Great and Magnificent One… We are definitely not tasty and good for your health… Our bodies are over two-thirds fat—”

Asterios shifted to the side and a mighty thud followed right after as one of the ice clubs smashed into the ground where he had just been, thankfully spotting the movement in the corner of his eye. Whipping his head to the giants, he snarled at the one who was just pulling back its weapon.

“Would you kindly not interrupt others when they are spea—”

A horizontal swipe from a different colossus forced him to duck and watch as the assailant lost their balance and fell into a heap of snow, tumbling awkwardly away from them. Its friends started releasing choking sounds which had to be a weird version of laughing at their companion’s misery.

Letting out a defeated sigh, Asterios flexed his limbs. “Well, this certainly makes things easier. Off with you it is, then.”

Not giving the dumb apes time to regather their wits and make another attempt, he lunged at the closest one with a strong flap of his wings, sending more of the sealfolk rolling, effectively pushing them away from danger as a bonus. Since the giants were taller than him while standing straight, he went right after the throat, sinking his fangs into the blue jugular from below.

Icy-cold blue liquid rained on his snout like a waterfall and the choking sounds turned into a gurgling mess. With a swift twist of his neck, Asterios tore the beast’s throat off and used its hard body to launch himself away. His target put a hand over the empty gap, then looked down on its bloody palm with a complete lack of comprehension. The others were equally flabbergasted, possibly not having any creature stand up to them for some time.

As their comrade fell onto its back and stopped moving, they let out shrieking cries and smacked the ground with their weapons repeatedly, their furious mugs turning even deeper blue as they glared at the lizard that had taken down one of them. Somebody was pissed off and the reason why was clear as day.

The three remaining giants charged at him together, but thanks to their general clumsiness, Asterios didn’t have much of a problem evading the powerful swings. They looked to have entered some kind of rage as they threw their entire bodies alongside their attacks, quickly rolling on the ground and making another attempt with the retained energy. While still widely telegraphed, their attempts became much more chaotic, and one would inevitably land at some point.

Jumping away from an overhead blow, Asterios slashed at the creature’s legs from behind and launched himself into the air. Before his opponent recovered from the fall, he gathered the heat from his core and drowned its body in merciless crimson flames. Hissing noise filled the air as the water evaporated quickly from around the assaulted spot, accompanied by howls of agony. The stream of focused inferno forced the others to cover their faces until their second friend ended up roasted alive.

Withdrawing his breath, Asterios noticed one of the still-living individuals take a deep breath too and a spray of sparkling mist gushed out of its mouth. He spun around to evade the dust but it still managed to graze his wing during the maneuver. An incredibly cold layer of frost began covering his membranes, speeding for his torso.

Out of pure instinct, he brought out his flames once more, this time directing them at the whitish glaze, melting it away moments before he crashed into the snow. Flying low near the ground at a high speed from the unplanned descent, he slammed into the blower and they went tumbling in the direction of the chubby folks, causing them to jump away in panic.

Too close to them to use fire, Asterios wreathed his claws with fiery mana, focusing on sharpness with his black Heart, and blazing heat with his red Heart. That was enough to pierce into the monster’s tough hide and start mutilating the big brute.

Its mighty hands tried to pull on Ast’s wings and legs but to no avail. Receiving more and more wounds as blue liquid splashed everywhere around, covering them both almost wholly in the process, it gradually lost its strength to resist. Having most of its stomach carved out would do the job.

Just as Asterios was untangling himself from the dying colossus, the final enemy showed no regard for its ally and struck them both with its massive club. A pained roar left Ast’s jaws as he was sent hurtling to the side with his recent victim. His wing and side felt sore from the blow but it wasn’t anything serious. Only the biting frost that the weapon seemed to inflict didn’t bode well for a prolonged brawl.

But, the fight had now been reduced to one-on-one and the giant’s impressive size was nothing more than a weakness against a fast and agile fiery lizard. The challengers stared each other down while letting out intimidating growls. Ast’s opponent was still furious but had regained enough composure to make good use of that fury. 

Releasing its crystal club from its grasp, it bashed its chest and roared threateningly. Not bothering to pick it back up again, it rushed forward on all fours. Asterios briefly thought that he had expected too much from the humanoid beast, but he spotted its actually shrewd plan a split-second before it came to fruition.

On its way to him, the giant passed over two stacked corpses of its companions, taking their weapons in both hands. With a quaking stomp, it pushed itself into a spinning motion while heading for Asterios once again. The whirling colossus picked up fluffy snow and created an obstructive cone around it that hid the two clubs in a cloudy haze.

While impressive and definitely dangerous, such a move was unfortunately useless against Ast’s current form. With a nimble roll aside, he hastily shot into the air before the spinning monster managed to make a full turn without halting its technique. It got pretty close to achieving that, though.

But, as Asterios peered down onto his opponent from above, something changed. The winds began quickly picking up and a small typhoon joined the rotating haze, growing in size and intensity at a rapid pace. This had to be more magic or innate abilities from the beast as there was no way it spun fast enough to create such a phenomenon.

As the frost tornado expanded upwards, it became increasingly harder to avoid getting sucked into the hail of sharp ice fragments and frozen rocks, not to mention the two spinning clubs at the core of the cyclone. And while Asterios could strain his draconic body enough to escape its range with some effort, the small, ground-locked sealfolk could not. The first pair was already being drawn in without any mercy.

Reacting without thinking, Asterios let the winds pull him in extremely close, and broke off them as he was right by the sloped wall of death, using the momentum to escape the whirlwind’s orbit. He dismissed his enchantments and caught the flailing duo into his claws as gently as possible.

Heading for the rest of their friends, he landed in front of the group and tossed the rescued men into the small crowd, immediately digging his limbs into the ground for purchase. His bulky body protected them from the suction as he lay down, but the furry creature was already altering its trajectory toward them, somehow able to sense where to go.

Time was running out. He knew he could easily stop the giant after returning to his humanoid form and using his Spellslinger to launch a powerful, sharp spell that would slice through the middle of the cyclone like through butter, but that could leave the short folk at risk. One could get picked up and dragged into his attack with the unexpected, disorderly drafts.

He had to try something in his True Dragon body.

Recalling his mentor’s words from before he had walked into the breach, Asterios took a deep breath and focused on his powers. All of them. Including those granted him by the intimate bonds of trust and love he shared with his incredible mates.

Two of them immediately fit the situation.

Connecting deeper to Selene and Silvia, he felt them respond to his call even through the many dimensions separating them. 

He directed his head at his opponent and opened his jaws wide. A small, flaming orb of amber flickered into life between them, resembling a medium-sized Fireball. Streaks of bluish spiritual energy wafted against it from all directions, pushing it into its own rotations too. As the faint puffs of mana coated it with a thin soap-like layer, dark crimson tongues joined them, causing the orb to rapidly grow in size while grazed by blue-red stripes of energy.

The sphere soon reached the limits of Ast’s jaws and the energies continued to condense inside of it. It swirled with reddish-orange patterns, glowing like a miniature setting sun, illuminating the area around him with the same shade. The sealfolk stared at the show with awe, almost forgetting the impending death rolling their way without a pause.

Satisfied with the result of his efforts, Asterios called for a final burst of flames deep in his throat, and just as the crimson inferno crawled up his tongue, he snapped his jaws shut. The fire had enough time to touch the round projectile and push it past his sharp fangs. The pressure of an abruptly stopped blaze erupted past his draconic lips and sent the globe of sizzling death forward with a powerful whoomph.

It sped over the snow while retaining its glow and pierced right through the swirling surface of the ice cyclone. Not even a second later, a bright flash came from the inside and it exploded with a roaring boom. The ground shook as the force of the detonation destroyed the currents and burst out into a ginormous flaming ball that crackled menacingly for a good ten seconds, basking the valley in a bright, rusty shine, fading away a moment later.

Everything returned to normal and the surrounding whiteness suddenly felt out of place. Amidst sharp rings in the snow, rested a shallow crater of scorched ground, displaying just how much ice lay between the surface and the solid earth. In that pit, the badly burned body of the frost giant reclined flatly, two-thirds of its frame unrecognizable in the form of charred shapes. It was still smoking and smoldering at the edges.

“The Frost Titans… are gone?” a female hesitantly asked, half in disbelief, half in amazement.

After the silence dominated the air for a few more moments, the burly folks burst into cheers and laughs, hopping around in joy and hugging each other in celebration. Asterios chuckled at the quite adorable sight, but he couldn’t really blame them for being happy about barely avoiding death by crushing.

His rumbling chuckle unfortunately reminded them about the elephant in the room and they froze, all deep black eyes turning up to gaze at his draconic visage. He might have just saved them, but it didn’t make him any less scary with such a towering and domineering figure.

“Ummm... Oh Great and—”

“You can stop that,” Asterios interrupted the staff-wielder. “My name is Asterios and I’m not going to eat you.”

A collective sigh rolled off all his companions and some anxious giggles and chuckles were exchanged in the group. They seemed to joke about the possibility amongst themselves, telling each other they would have given him indigestion or worse. A few even elbowed their friend while teasing the stout man that they were ready to sacrifice his fat ass if worse had come to worst.

“Oh Great Asterios, what brings you to these lands?” the leader asked, waving annoyingly at his people to stop the chatter.

“I was simply exploring,” he answered rather truthfully. “What lands are these exactly?”

“This is the Glazed Vale, of course,” his conversation partner replied with an attempted bow, almost poking himself with his long tusks.

“Alright. And does this realm perhaps have a name? This isn’t Eabiarhia, is it?” Asterios inquired, looking around once more.

Some muted whispers passed through the crowd.

“Does this mean that you appeared before us from another world, Great Asterios?” the chief wondered out loud and received a nod in response. “Father of the seas! That’s miraculous! We thank our great savior from a different world for its timely rescue! Welcome to the Domain of Eternal Frost!”

The others gave him their bows and curtsied too and Asterios was already having flashbacks to the Lizardkin village back from the Scorching Steppes.

“If you aren’t busy with your important exploration, we would like to show our gratitude by hosting a small, celebratory feast for you back in our village, Great Asterios,” the main male offered. “We wouldn’t want to impose, of course, so please, feel free to ignore us if we are bothering you, as our home is still quite a distance away.”

Asterios considered the gesture briefly and shrugged his muscular shoulders. “I would like that. Hop on. I’ll get you there in a blink.”

“Oh, no, we wouldn’t dare—”

But, the excited sparks in dozens of dark eyes told him otherwise, and the others sprinted forward to start climbing up onto his back, to their leader’s abject horror. No matter how much the little man tried, no one listened to him, and he was forced to surrender, accepting Ast’s fierce paw to lift him up.

With everyone in their seats, Asterios gently rose from the ground to the accompaniment of excited whooping and yelping. An amused smirk twisting his snout, he flew in the direction appointed by the leader.

An accidental failure had landed him in something quite entertaining.


Chapter 19
Changes in the Ecosystem

The ride continued smoothly as Asterios flew right under the thick blanket of snowing clouds. He studied the terrain for any remarkable landmarks and memorable areas but most of the landscape was covered with a smooth layer of sparkling dust, just like the name suggested. A sizable but scarce forest could be spotted far to the east only by the regular gathering of conical shapes. This realm, or at least a big part of it, might not be seeing much of a different climate during its seasons.

If it had any.

Compared to Kraedorion, it was quite a distinct difference. The world Asterios was used to rarely saw snow outside of a few regions with mountain ridges like the territory of the dwarves he had seen in his memory. The other locations would grow colder during the late seasons, but winter wasn’t really part of them, with rather pleasant autumn wrapping up the rotation.

Honestly, he had always wanted to one day travel to those colder places just to properly experience the atmosphere and culture. After meeting Miria, he gained another opportunity to do that since her realm also housed an impressive frozen section that they were aware of. They even discussed a trip there to combat the heat from the Scorching Steppes but inevitably hadn’t made those plans true yet, often getting distracted by many other things.

To find himself in the middle of a much more extreme environment was a shock but also a pleasant surprise for Asterios. And thanks to his draconic origins, the freezing temperature didn’t bother him as much as he had expected it to. It was a good thing to know for the future. Especially since he could see himself taking a deeper look into this world whenever they had some free time on their hands.

The easily excitable seals piling up on his back constantly peered over his sides in sheer joy and amazement. They had to hold each other from leaning too far, most likely never having been so high in the sky before, save for standing atop tall hills and mountain peaks. But, flying was something entirely different.

As they continued their journey, Asterios angled his head to glance at the leading male who sat the closest to his neck. “Is it alright to just leave those bodies out there like that?”

The small man took a moment to realize that he was being spoken to. “Oh. It’s not a problem. We will send our harvesting teams to gather whatever we can from them. The amount of materials should last us for a few weeks of expeditions. Finding even one deceased Frost Titan is a reason to celebrate and we have four of them! Albeit some a bit more charred than the others.”

A rumbling chuckle escaped Ast’s snout. “I can bring them to your village without a problem if you would like.”

“That won’t be necessary, Great Asterios. We appreciate the good intentions, but such a massive amount of fresh resources will gather lots of scavengers around them, possibly even other predators to investigate. It’s better not to have the corpses anywhere near the village,” the walrus responded. “We would like to retrieve the remains of our unfortunately deceased kin and we can do that while returning for the Titans.”

His remark was certainly smart and Asterios was slowly warming up to the peculiar creatures.

“Look. We are almost there now,” the man then added.

Following his outstretched arm, Asterios gazed upon the land below them. At first, it was a bit hard to spot, but after looking attentively enough, he was able to notice a seemingly unorderly array of what seemed like ice domes set in small groups joined with narrow surface tunnels. From high up, they looked like simple snowflakes or turtles banding up together.

There was one bigger structure in the middle that could be called a castle or a fortress, without the massive, towering part. The ice sculpture was still impressive and definitely contained numerous intricate designs inside its walls, judging by the artistic way the outside was portrayed. Asterios wondered if he was going to meet another king or queen already.

He gradually dropped his altitude and closed onto the settlement which was set up near a frozen shore. Parts of it were excavated to provide openings into the cold water, showing just how thick and deep the ice ran. A few of the round folks roamed over its surface, most likely fishing or doing something similar. 

It was hard to imagine what other ways to feed oneself could be utilized in such a world. Asterios wouldn’t be surprised to learn that his new friends were planning to feast on his kills for the upcoming months. Nothing could be wasted in such harsh conditions and it was perfectly understandable.

He wondered where to drop his passengers off, but the little guy insistently guided him to the village. While not deeming it as the best idea, he didn’t argue and followed the leader’s suggestions. Hopefully, their arrival wouldn’t be much of a trouble if he was accompanied by a group of their own.

Unfortunately, that was wishful thinking.

The people on the ground noticed him only after the mighty thudding of his wings echoed right above the village. As expected, the sight of a blood-red beast landing in the middle of it caused most of the residents to scatter in panic. 

Those on his back hastily slid down into the snow and his guide started frantically waving the bony staff at them. “It’s okay! It’s alright! It’s not dangerous! It comes in peace!”

With all the baggage gone from his shoulders, Asterios quickly morphed back into his humanoid form and the swirling motion caught the walrus’ attention. The little man turned his flat snout to him and gaped at the new figure in silence for a few seconds.

Waking up from his stupor a moment later, he faced the crowd again. “HE comes in peace! He saved—”

But, he wasn’t met with a disorganized anarchy, instead finding his kin equally stunned as they blinked their deep black eyes at Ast’s new form in total silence too. Nobody moved or let out a sound. It was incredibly hard not to laugh at almost every reaction coming from the sealfolk.

The leader cleared his throat and recomposed himself. “Please, inform the Oracle that we have an honored guest she would like to meet. The gathering expedition has returned successfully, albeit not without sacrifices. With the amount of supplies we managed to secure thanks to the help of the Great Asterios, we are going to feast through the entire third and fourth phase!”

A few seconds after his declaration, the village went wild, once more switching moods at an insane speed. No one was worried about the monstrous shapeshifter now standing between them as only a somewhat taller humanoid, focusing solely on the good news brought to them by the expedition commander. Whatever one said about them, it certainly was clear that they lived in the moment. Two or three individuals split from the group and dashed in different directions, most likely going to convey the message and share the news.

The leader walrus trotted back up to Asterios with encouraging gestures. “Come, come, please. You must be cold standing here in those thin clothes. I’ll gladly offer you a warming drink as we wait for the Oracle’s response, Great Asterios.”

To not be rude by declining the man’s hospitality, Asterios didn’t correct him, both about his comfort and the way he was being addressed. The stout male hastily led him to one of the domes and pushed its sealed door inside. Asterios had to bend forward quite a bit to pass through the entrance, but after getting past the arched portal, he was slumped only a tad, bending his neck to avoid grazing against the ceiling.

He didn’t spot any fires going on but the temperature was noticeably higher and his host took off the thick layers of furs and leathers, ending up in a simple outfit that revealed more of his chubby arms, legs, and stubby tail. The male truly looked like a walrus, besides the obvious hands and webbed feet.

Soon, Asterios was brought an ice mug full of dark yellow steaming liquid from a different, smaller dome connected to the main one, which must be the kitchen. Letting Tia give it a little test first to judge if it was safe and comfortable for him to consume, he took a sip, and the beverage instantly heated his insides. It was potent, but not overbearing. Something this sweet and effective would sell like crazy in cold climates.

~Master, may we come in now?~ Miria suddenly asked in his head and he remembered his promise to get back to them soon.

~I would like to say yes, but it’s unimaginably cold here. I don’t think we have proper clothes for such a place back at home,~ he answered.

~I’ve already brought us all a set from my home.~ Selene chuckled softly.

Asterios shook his head and turned to the owner of the house. “Would you mind if I brought my mates here? They are not as big as I was when we met. More like I am now.”

“Of course not, Great Asterios! It would be my pleasure to serve them too!” The walrus bowed.

A crimson gate rose from the floor and the girls walked into the short dome one by one. Asterios couldn’t help but raise a brow at their unexpected attire. Each person wore an outfit with thick furs, consisting mostly of a comfy coat and some pants or skirt depending on the person. Big, fluffy hats sat atop their heads, covering them almost entirely, save for the small square for the face, leaving their eyes, nose, and lips unobstructed. Naturally, equally snug high boots completed the image.

“Wooo! You didn’t exaggerate, Master! It’s cold!” Miria giggled as she hugged him with a soft thump of multiple layers covering her body, save for her athletic legs which were still on full display below her wooly shorts.

“Just wait until you step outside.” He snickered, turning to the sealfolk man. “This is Miria, Selene, Tina, Grea, Silvia, Bryn, and Althea. And this is… Uhhh…”

“My goodness! I haven’t even introduced myself!” Their host jumped in embarrassment. “My name is Ohm and it’s an honor.”

“Likewise,” Silvia replied with a polite curtsy. “A lovely home you have here, Mister Ohm.”

“Even if a little small,” Bryn commented, trying her best not to brush her wings against the ceiling and the walls.

“Apologies, my ladies. We often move as a nomadic tribe and have gotten used to building our houses just big enough to fit our needs. Except for the Oracle’s palace, of course. It’s of no surprise that your kind might find them rather claustrophobic,” Ohm chuckled warmly.

“Not a problem.” Asterios waved at him dismissively. “Though, speaking of our kind, you realized quite fast back there that I was a male, but not before I transformed. Do you have humans in this world?”

“We do know about ice elves and they look fairly similar if not for the color of your skin so I dared to assume,” the man admitted. “I’m not sure if we have humans here. At least in the regions our people travel through. Other races might know more.”

“And what race are you?” Tina asked curiously.

“We are sealies, my lady.” He bowed. “We often live in the nearby ocean, but during the harshest phases of the eternal winter, its surface freezes so much it can trap us underneath for way too long. Therefore, we settle up here during that period as both environments feel like home to us.”

Considering the Seelies Asterios knew of from some realms often reached into by Summoners, this name would be a handful. He could imagine the surprise on someone’s face when he said he had a sealie familiar and suddenly a burly, dwarf-sized walrus popped out of the gate, slapping his opponent with a fish.

“Do you have any Dragons here? Perhaps a bit scared, but you didn’t look too shocked to see Ast’s other form when he arrived on the battlefield,” Althea noted calmly.

The man frowned slightly. “I do not know of the Dragons you speak of. But, I’m just a relatively young member of the gathering party. The Oracle might have the answers to your questions. Speaking of which, she should be ready to take you in. Let us walk to the palace to meet her.”

Asterios and the girls nodded, following their host out of the dome. With some struggle, they squeezed through the entrance, chuckling at each other, and moved into the open air. A few other sealies wandered around while taking care of their daily tasks and stopped to stare at the alien individuals with clear intrigue.

Miria gasped and rushed to the closest one, picking up a female by a tanning rack and spinning them both around while holding the smaller seal woman to her chest. “They are so adorable! Look at those cute little snouts poking out of their hoods! Don’t they make you wish to keep one, Master?”

He bonked his giggly mate on the head, bringing out a bit more force than usual due to the fluffy armor she was wearing. “Put her down. They are adults, not kids, and definitely not pets so we aren’t keeping any. And don’t go around trying to steal their females. Just because they are cute, it doesn’t mean we have to kidnap one to join our family. I’m sorry for my mate’s behavior.”

With an embarrassed pout, Miria let go of the sealie and the little lady gave them a kind smile, which made her soft features even cuter. “It’s okay. We all love cuddles. But I agree that our females might not be willing to leave the tribe. No offense to you, respected guests.”

Their walrus guide laughed honestly. “I don’t blame her. Our females are very pretty, to the point that some races and creatures hunt for them intending to put them on display or keep them as your partner said. It’s not surprising she felt the same desire.”

Apologizing once more to the tanner, they were on their way once more. Plenty of stares were directed at them as they traversed the frosted village and people gossiped about their origins and reasons for coming here. Soon, they reached the small castle and entered its crystal corridors. The decorations were kept simple but regal, and considering what Ohm had told them about their nomadic nature, it was to be expected.

He led them into a bigger but still round chamber with a single person sitting on a pile of wools, furs, leathers, and other comfortable materials atop a raised stage. Above it, hung a big skull of some marine creature, possibly a giant shark. 

The seal-looking female was dressed in enchanting cloths with plenty of bone accessories like rings and wristbands. Her skin showed signs of old age with some occasional wrinkles and folds, and her whiskers were so long they rested on the ice floor at her feet. Even so, her pure black eyes shone with wisdom and clarity.

“Thank you for rescuing our valuable tribe members from the ambush of Frost Titans,” she said slowly, inclining her head. “My name is Ecu and I can’t express my gratitude enough.”

“You are welcome.” Asterios nodded back. “It was a coincidence I stumbled upon the battle, but since the Titans chose to attack me too, I simply fought back in self-defense. At that time, I didn’t know which side was right in that struggle.”

“Can you see the future?” Bryn asked.

“No, I’m not that kind of oracle.” Ecu let out a stifled chuckle. “My role in the tribe is to keep the memories of all the previous Oracles within my mind and lead our people into the best possible future by making sure we don’t make the same mistakes as our ancestors. And with how many generations back our lineage extends, it’s close to predicting the outcome of many actions and variables.”

“That’s still impressive. I bet you have some neat ability or magic to keep that up and not go insane from relearning everything from start to finish every day for your entire life,” Grea commented.

“You are correct. We have an inherited technique taught to each Oracle by her predecessor.” The woman smiled at her clever observation. “Now, I heard that you have arrived in the Domain of Eternal Frost from another realm. Are you here to check up on the Lady of the Lake?”

“I don’t think I’m familiar with that person.” Asterios stroked his chin. “Why would you assume that?”

“Because of the description of your other form that my tribesmen gave me. I’m fairly certain you belong to the same species as the Lady of the Lake as your appearance is said to match the stories I know of,” she replied. “A big lizard-like body with four powerful limbs and two wide, leathery wings. Protected by almost impenetrable scales and capable of unleashing streams of deepest frost with a single breath. Fierce, ferocious, and never forgets getting slighted, mauling the foolish perpetrator with sharp claws and fangs. It does sound like it fits the image, does it not?”

“If that’s not a damn True Dragon then I’m going to eat my old wand.” Grea snorted. “And not in that way.”

He smirked and shook his head. “It appears so, but I’m not in contact with any other members of my race. What happened to her?”

“She disappeared a few generations ago. Mind you, we live for around forty to fifty years,” Ecu explained. “She was the apex predator of this region, living atop the tallest mountain to the south with a big, never freezing lake at its foot. She was the only one keeping the other creatures in check as they feared her wrath for even annoying the Queen of the Glazed Vale. With her disappearance, the Frost Titans and many other feral beasts became bolder, making these lands no longer as safe to live as before. I will admit that I wish she was still there, as unpredictable as she was, or that someone took her place. That is the reason behind my inquiry into your visit, Great Asterios.”

“Well, I’m afraid I won’t be that person, unfortunately. Besides the fact that I prefer warmer climates, I have my own people to look after back home. My arrival here was accidental, as I already mentioned. And we were in the middle of practicing something important, under a strict time limit,” Asterios replied. “While we should be returning to those activities soon, I’m sure this isn’t the last time we show up at your doorstep if you would have us. Somewhere in the future, we would love to explore this realm more, and wouldn’t mind helping you out with your Frost Titan problem in the meanwhile, perhaps checking up on that female Dragon too.”

“That is perfectly understandable. I dare not request any more favors from you, Great Asterios. You brought me great joy returning my children to me and I will be forever grateful for your kindness.” The Oracle offered him a deep bow. “We will always welcome you amongst our kin. Feel free to stay with us for as long as you wish to.”

He returned the respects and glanced at his mates. Immediately, he was met with the pleading eyes of his feline lover, pouting at him as adorably as she could. While the others weren’t as obvious as she was, they also expressed their curiosity through various more subdued means. Althea was the only one gracing him with a knowing smirk, already able to see into the future.

Sighing softly, he turned back to Lady Ecu. “How far is that mountain with the lake exactly?”

“You can see it from our village. On foot, it takes a few hours. But I’m not sure about aerial travel,” she answered, her beady eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Since we are already here, we might as well take a peek. Who knows what knowledge or riches she might have left behind?” he said with a wry smile.

Miria threw herself at him right away, joined by Grea and Tina soon after.

It was nigh impossible not to spoil his lovely mates at times like these.


Chapter 20
Embracing True Nature

“That would be much appreciated.” The Oracle made a polite bow. “As long as it’s of no bother.”

Asterios shrugged lightly. “Not really. We can’t promise to be too thorough in that investigation, but a quick look won’t hurt. We’ll let you know what we find out.”

“Maybe that Lady is just taking a big old nap?” Grea smirked. “Do True Dragons hibernate?”

“I wouldn’t assume the ones sharing their affinity with ice do,” Selene replied with a ladylike chuckle.

“Food coma, then.” The crimson-skinned woman nodded to herself confidently. “I bet she inhaled the fattest one in her life and then wasn’t able to move around. It’s not like anyone has been at her place since she disappeared, no?”

Ecu shook her head, dragging her long whiskers over the icy floor. “No, I don’t think so. It’s extremely high up on that peak. Only through flying can one even reach that height. The winds surrounding it aren’t weak either. Not even Mammoth Eagles dare to approach their vicinity.”

“Well, in any case, if she is out cold or something, let’s just hope we don’t accidentally wake her up and earn her ire for disturbing her beauty sleep.” Asterios smiled wryly. “We wouldn’t want to make the situation even worse by bringing her wrath on these lands by accident.”

“As long as we lure her towards the Frost Titans, we could let her take it out on them instead,” Bryn suggested. “Granted, we first would need to know where they come from.”

“They have settled back in the mountains after her disappearance. Her peak might still be too scary for them to wander into, but the nearby formations and caves are infested with them,” the sealfolk lady informed them. “That plan could work if you managed to show her all those vermin plaguing her territory. Cleaning it up from the intruders might precede chasing after whoever disturbed her slumber.”

“We’ll need to be careful anyway,” Silvia commented. “We don’t want a repeat of our first encounter.”

Miria glanced her way while proudly puffing her chest out. “We are nothing like we were back then! All of us got so much stronger! You got so much stronger, Silvia! And Master is now a full True Dragon! If she wants to hurt him, she doesn’t stand a chance against our combined power!”

Since her ears were covered by the fluffy hat, Asterios leaned in to place a tender peck on her rosy cheek. “Still, Silvia is right. We should try to antagonize as few of them as we can. But, if she doesn’t give us a choice, I’m not going to let her touch any of you.”

“We can stay here and speculate forever, but it won’t get us anywhere, unfortunately.” Althea smiled at them delicately. “If it becomes inevitable, I believe you are capable of facing a decently mature True Dragon on your own, Asterios. And with our assistance? I’m inclined to agree with Miria. We all saw what you did to that last creature.”

“That’s right, Master!” The panthergirl gasped in awe. “Your final attack was so incredible! It was new, wasn’t it? What was that?”

He laughed at her enthusiasm and decided to let them in on some of the theory behind it. “I knew most spells and fire would have a hard time when getting in contact with that hailstorm so I had to come up with something that would get it from the inside. I used Silvia’s Fireball as a base of the spell, fusing it with my crimson flaming energy, and then wound Selene’s mana around it, forming a thin barrier. Throwing it into a fast spinning motion, I made it pierce through the cyclone and then shatter the membrane. The densely compressed fires exploded, interrupting the currents and hurting the Frost Titan.”

“Your ability to combine all those energies still amazes me. True Dragons are just something else.” His mentor hummed. “Not that many achieve it this efficiently, from what I know. They do gain more power by drawing it from their enslaved subjects, but your bonds run so deep they seem to offer completely new possibilities, like that mighty form you assumed in the fight against the venomous serpent.”

“I certainly plan on continuing to explore those areas.” Asterios regarded all his lovely mates with a kind expression. “As long as you ladies will be willing to assist me.”

“Any time, Master!” Miria beamed at him.

“It’s not even a question, my Lord.” Selene hid her cheeky smile behind her slender fingers.

“We live together, we fight together, we grow together,” Tina stated with a fair blush.

“And fuck together!” Grea cackled, making the Summoner girl roll her eyes at her ex-professor. “If you think you are getting rid of me this early, you are so mistaken! I haven’t met even half of the dick-sucking quota my doctor ordered!”

“I received so much already, it’s only natural that I give whatever I can back to you.” Silvia stared deeply into his eyes. “Our flames exist to support each other.”

“And my debt of gratitude for saving so many of my people is not going to be repaid this easily,” Bryn added, proudly spreading her magnificent wings.

Althea slowly walked up to him and stopped short of his face. “There’s so much I desire to teach you, my beloved disciple. While I might be a new member of this family, you are welcome to use all that I am too, be it my knowledge, my abilities, my mana, or my body.”

~And don’t forget about me!~ Tia giggled in their minds.

“Of course.” Asterios chuckled. “Your lessons proved to be just as beneficial.”

~While I might not be able to offer you the same kind of bond, Master, know that I’m always at your service,~ Umbra joined in too. ~Your proficiency in my element rises gradually. Maybe when I’m finally free, I will be capable of providing more assistance.~

“You are already a great asset to the team, Umbra. I’m going to retrieve your freedom very soon. I just need to work a little more on landing where I intend to,” Asterios replied.

The ladies chuckled at him warmly and he joined them, replaying his sudden appearance deep in a heap of snow.

“Alright. We’ll be on our way, then. I wish you good luck on further expeditions, Lady Ecu.” He made a respectful bow.

“Thank you, Great Asterios.” She mirrored it. “I’ll pray for your safe travels and luck in whatever you pursue. Ohm will gladly escort you out.”

Asterios had forgotten about the walrus man as he had not spoken a single word since arriving in this chamber, but it looked like it might have been part of procedure or tradition, as even then he simply nodded and turned away to guide them. These people held a lot of respect for their leader.

They were soon back outside and he turned to them with a big smile. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Great Asterios. And ladies. My door will always be open for you. Now, you’ll have to excuse me. Since you aren’t staying, I should get back to my responsibilities and start plotting our next expedition. The longer we wait, the less resources will be left.”

Exchanging a few hugs and waves with them, the short sealie wandered away. Finding a more spacious spot, Asterios changed into his draconic form, evoking a plethora of reactions from the nearby folks. Most seemed excited and amazed at his magnificence.

The girls quickly climbed up on top of him and he gently lifted off, not wanting to cause a snowstorm in the middle of the settlement. As he circled above the domes of ice, a thought emerged in his mind and he started descending again, touching on the ground a bit away from the furthest line of houses.

“What are you doing, Master? Did we forget anything?” Miria asked, mirroring the others’ curiosity.

“Something that should make it a bit safer for our new friends,” he replied with a mysterious smirk.

To their slight confusion, Asterios began dragging his paws and belly over the snow as he walked forward. Coming across any boulders or rock formations, he made some slashes in them, smacking his tail into other landmarks. After about ten minutes, he had made a full circle and nodded to himself in satisfaction.

“Ah. I see.” Althea showed a knowing smile. “Yes. This might work.”

“I’m afraid I’m still missing the point of this,” Bryn admitted.

Tina’s eyes sparkled with understanding. “He is marking his territory! Leaving his scent and traces all around! It will warn other creatures not to trespass, therefore forming an invisible barrier around the village! That’s so smart!”

A rumbling chuckle rolled off Ast’s throat. “And something I can actually do now. True Dragons should be fierce enough predators to make others reconsider out of pure instinct.”

Miria then pointed to the side. “That rock looks perfect! You should pee all over it, Master!”

He snorted a brief laugh before turning his snout towards her. “I don’t think I’m that far in embracing my draconic instincts just yet. Is it something you do in your panther form?”

The panthergirl flushed with embarrassment while glancing away. “N-No… Well… Maybe a little… When I was very young…”

All the other ladies didn’t laugh so as not to make their friend ashamed any further and Asterios nuzzled his scaly nose into her cheek. Everyone then admired his work briefly before being on their way while the weather was still nice.

Asterios quickly spotted the mountain the Oracle had mentioned as it was the mightiest in its chain and easily recognizable. He locked in on the direction and pierced through the thick clouds.

It took him a moment but they managed to pop out on the other side, witnessing a beautiful, clear sky and a pleasant, mid-day sun. The temperature up there was even worse, but the ladies made sure they didn’t freeze to death by utilizing their various abilities. Barriers came in handy during such trips. And their butts were nothing but comfortable with the heated surface Asterios provided, keeping his scales hot and nice.

After a while, it was time to descend again, and they returned to the slightly gloomier part of the sky. Emerging in the close vicinity of the mountain range, they had no issues spotting the body of water at the foot of the Lady of the Lake’s peak. Not spotting any immediate dangers, Asterios brought them down to its edge.

The lake was certainly beautiful and unfrozen just as they had heard. Its water was crystal clear, allowing them to peer into its depths and admire the rocky bedding adorned with colorful rocks and possibly gems. But, calling it a lake was a slight exaggeration. While quite sizable, it wasn’t exactly that far from a big pond. If it was the owner of the home above it who had named it and herself like that, it could match the quite pretentious nature of True Dragons.

“There is something different about this lake,” Tina whispered as she dipped her finger in the icy cold water.

“Duh.” Grea snorted, doing the same with her tail, then letting out a squeal and hastily rubbing its tip between her hands to warm it up. “It’s fucking ice but like liquid.”

~I agree with Tina,~ Tia chimed in. ~The natural energy this water gives off seems somehow special. Unfortunately, I can’t be sure what it is without getting in closer contact with it.~

“Which means I would need to take a dip in it for you.” Asterios weighed that option in his mind. “Can’t say I would be too happy diving head first into something this cold.”

~I feel like you might need to swim to the very bottom,~ she added. ~But, we don’t need to do that. We can just leave it as is. It might as well be a trap of a magical sort.~

He pondered over it for a moment longer. “Tell you what. Let’s first see if the Lady is home before we try jumping into her personal pond. If we are going to try anything with it, we should do that after making sure everything else is taken care of.”

“Wise words.” Althea nodded. “Up we go, then.”

“Yay!” Miria jumped in place cheerfully. “I can’t wait to see a real True Dragon’s lair!”

“Let’s just hope our own True Dragon doesn’t get too many ideas after seeing it.” Grea snickered, elbowing him lightly with a grin.

As he transformed once more, the girls jumped on and they soared up again. Althea stayed in her humanoid form for now so they attracted less attention with two colorful spots moving over the gray and white mountains. They had an advantage of numbers and surprise that way.

Slowly but surely, Asterios climbed up alongside the rising peak. It didn’t surprise them that the very tip poked through the blanket of clouds covering the sky. Compared to the other mountains around it, the one next to the so-called lake was truly a mighty statue of rock and snow. No wonder the apex predator would choose it as their home, making quite a powerful statement.

Piercing through the fluffy obstruction, they resurfaced above the melancholic world, feeling the sun on their skin again. They still had some distance to cover and their breaths already became more noticeable amidst the extreme temperature surrounding them. Thankfully, with their means to protect each other and themselves, they had no issue with it.

Soon enough, Asterios and the ladies could see the top of the mountain. Miria was the first one to spot a cave entrance in the frozen surface covering most of the peak’s upper section. The cap looked pretty much like solid ice. They warily headed its way while observing the big hole for any welcome party.

When no one showed up, he brought them closer, edging around the cavern’s maw for a few moments more. Then, they finally descended into the ominous breach, landing on the well-polished floor. It became apparent the moment they touched the ground that it was no natural formation. And so wasn’t anything else inside the masterfully sculpted chamber.

The hall they had arrived in was shaped like a massive rectangle with shiny surfaces of the most perfect ice possible. It had no blemishes or flaws, save for the floor, which did show some scratches and chips here and there, but it was no shock when the owner’s form was considered. The ice columns and the ribbing of the ceiling were untouched.

And so was the giant, intricate double-winged gate at the far end of the frosty hall.

Asterios let the girls down but stayed in his True Dragon shape, moving in front to protect them from any ambushes or surprise attacks. They approached the beautiful doors which depicted the same True Dragon on both sides as it stood on its hind legs with its upper limbs directed to the middle. It was immediately clear from its silhouette and the lack of horns that the sculpture represented a female. Most likely the Lady of the Lake.

“What now? Do we just knock?” Tina asked, looking around for a different answer. “It wouldn’t be good to attempt to break in with the host peacefully sleeping inside.”

“I say we try. Worst case scenario, you all run back to Kraedorion instantly.” He directed his draconic head at the group by his front paw and leveled them with a serious stare. “Are we clear?”

The ladies knew that a fight wasn’t their goal so they agreed. Asterios would follow them right after if things went south, first ensuring that each of them managed to jump through the gate. Thus, after receiving their non-verbal promise, he turned a little and smacked his tail into the thick gate three times, sending a wave of reverberating thuds throughout the chamber, on both sides. With how much their surroundings shook, it had to be enough.

Yet, even after a full five minutes and one more attempt through that period, no person, noise, or anything else answered them.

“She’s either dead or missing,” Grea said while wrinkling her nose. “Or put to magical sleep that can’t be disturbed without the good old dick in the cunt.”

The other girls looked at her weirdly. 

“What? Never heard of that fable? An unlucky gal falling into a deep sleep after taking the cursed aphrodisiac pill woken up only by the power of mindblowing morning sex from a charming stud of a prince?” She stared back at them with one raised brow.

“I’m almost a hundred percent sure that’s not how this story went…” Tina rubbed her temples.

Grea snorted while shrugging. “Botched down version for kids. We all know which one came first. And it definitely wasn’t the prince, heh.”

Asterios rolled his eyes with a faint smirk at the antics of his fiendish lover. “No matter what, we most likely won’t get any response. That leaves us with only one option. But, I’m also not sure if I want to attempt to break into a True Dragon’s hideout through the front gate. We’ve all seen multiple times just how strong and complex their protective formations can be from the vaults my father made.”

“With all due respect, I would like to treat your father as a unique variable,” Althea suggested. “True Dragons aren’t known for their use of magic outside of the innate abilities and elements. He was somewhat of an exception. All those various fields studied this deeply. Tell me, can you see or feel anything within these doors?”

He shook his head, examining the sculpted gate with his special sight for a while already. “Nothing. Besides the fact that they were made with magic, most likely an innate one as you have said. This ice is full of mana but otherwise doesn’t do anything else. But, it could be a trap.”

“I agree with Althea. This does feel like just a simple entrance to make a statement,” Selene commented. “In the end, who would dare to break in? That Dragon would have burst out of her lair the moment she sensed anyone approaching, not to mention hitting the front entrance.”

“I guess you are right,” he replied. “But, let’s not melt the entire thing down.”

“I’ll take care of it for you,” Silvia offered as he began shifting out of his draconic form.

She burst into flames at once, entering her fiery form in a flash. After the fire fully settled into her feminine shape and the spiritual plates of slightly darker armor adorned her alluring frame, Silvia directed her hand forward and placed it against the cold surface of the left wing. A small spiritual wave emanated from her continuously as the place she touched began boiling in a blink. Steam floated into the air as hot liquid ran down the finely-sculpted surface, and in less than a minute, she created a person-sized hole in the gate.

“Well done.” Asterios smiled at her and stood on his tiptoes to leave a tender peck on her glowing cheek as she was floating in the air slightly higher than him.

They both felt a tingling sensation and he could tell that she was smiling delicately too even without any features other than the shape of her eyes present on her face.

“After you.” Silvia gestured into the gap with a polite nod.

He walked through the hole with the others following after him shortly after Asterios confirmed that no immediate threats awaited them on the other side. When the girls joined him, he put his hands on his hips and looked around the sizable cavern spanning in front of them.

“Well, let’s see what secrets this place hides.”


Chapter 21
Secrets of the Unfreezing Lake

For now, Silvia chose to remain in her flaming form. She had much finer control over hers and any other fire with her ancestry brought out through Aura Unification. They had trained together with Asterios to test the limits of her abilities in that enhanced body, and while she couldn’t completely take over his fire, she certainly was the most effective person to defend herself and others against it.

Therefore, against other Dragons too.

And the ones using the ice attribute, obviously.

After stepping through the created hole, they ended up in a spacious, circular chamber with a relatively high ceiling. As before, everything was made of and in ice. It had a pleasant blue color, without being too clear and too dark at the same time. Everyone admired the finely sculpted walls adorned with beautiful columns. Whoever had created this entire place, put a lot of effort into making it feel regal.

Even the sporadic furniture was made of the same frosty crystal, barely standing out against all the other surfaces. But, it somehow did and created an incredibly curious sight, adding a touch of mystery and allure to the noble style dominating every piece of decoration and usable elements. Additionally, a delicate layer of whitish mist pooled over the smooth floor, disturbed by the steps of Ast’s group investigating the ice palace.

“Everything is so big. Maybe not massive, but it’s like we are again in the Descending Spire, made of ice instead of golden metal,” Tina commented.

“It’s quite natural considering who the owner is.” Althea smiled softly. “Our host was wise enough to introduce features for both her humanoid and draconic form into her lair. She can freely move and use it as she wishes in whichever shape she feels like using at the time.”

“Hopefully, it doesn’t go down a hundred floors.” Bryn chuckled lightly. “The stairs would be a real slipping hazard.”

“I don’t think this place would run as deep as the mountain allows. It would be hard to keep an eye on such a vast structure alone,” their draconic companion said. “If my knowledge is still relevant, we should find a few different rooms at best, including the sleeping chamber, nesting chamber, feasting chamber, and most importantly, the vault where her hoard is located.”

“Woah! Is it like in the stories? Does she keep a mountain of gold to lie on?” Miria’s eyes sparkled as her face snapped to the Dragon lady.

“She might, but she might not. Every person may consider different things valuable to them. It’s not always gold or precious assets. It might even be things like books or bones and skeletons,” Althea replied with a delicate smirk.

“Walking in on a massive True Dragon napping on a few tons of dead people and creatures. That would be a horrifying sight.” Grea shuddered, and not from the cold.

“Could fit the Crimson or Onyx clan, no?” Silvia pondered out loud. “From what we know so far, they feel like the most ferocious of the sort. Though, maybe those related to ice and blue shades are much worse.”

“Let’s hope not,” Asterios responded, gazing into the three different paths leading out of the entrance hall. “It might be wishful thinking not expecting any conflict, but I would prefer her to be a bit more talkative than combative.”

“The colder bloodlines do usually seem less interested in a straight-up, instant brawl,” his mentor shared. “They are just as fierce but mostly when you push their comfort zone or defenses.”

“Which way do we go first? Any clue where these passages lead to?” Selene asked.

“Let’s take a careful peek in pairs while Ast looks over us from the middle,” the flaming princess suggested. “Don’t venture into any of the corridors yet.”

The girls had no problems forming pairs, with Grea staying behind by their beloved. She was aware of being the weakest link, while not completely weak of course, and saw no issues with abusing that fact to achieve some additional personal contact with Asterios while the others worked their asses off.

He didn’t mind the snuggly demon woman pressing herself against him, but both of them kept their attention on the others, as much as they seemed to be fooling around with their hands.

“Damn, that ceiling is some fine art,” Grea remarked while glancing up. “Maybe we should steal the idea for your own lair?”

“What makes you think I’m going to build one?” He snorted a little, moving his gaze up too.

“Because getting plowed atop your hoard has just appeared on my list of fantasies?” She batted her dark lashes at him.

Shaking his head, Asterios tugged on her tail through her thick clothes, evoking a surprised yelp and a sultry giggle from the mischievous lady. He had to admit, the design atop their heads was truly impressive. While the ceiling was still of the same ice, it depicted an impressive True Dragon in mid-flight from below, half poking out of the bluish surface. The furthest points of its body determined how big the chamber was, the wings dictating the width and the tail and head setting the length, plus the necessary filling around them as the room was circular.

“I wonder if it’s accurate,” Grea added. “This has to be the Lady of the Lake, right? I can’t see her putting another Dragon on her ceiling. Unless that’s her mate or something. Then, I can understand her fully. I also have a painting of you above my spare bed in the workshop.”

“Do I even want to know what it pictures?” Asterios asked.

“No.” She grinned at him devilishly. “But it definitely warms me up on cold nights.”

“If you weren’t working yourself to sleep, I would be the one doing that instead,” he quipped back.

“Ouch. Can’t refute that.” Grea faked a wince. “I guess I need to fix my priorities.”

Asterios snuck a peck onto the side of her forehead. “I appreciate your priorities being my wellbeing, no matter what I say. Now, let’s see what the others found out. Selene is waving at us.”

She smiled warmly at him and pulled Asterios into a loving kiss before walking up to everyone with their elbows linked. The ladies had scouted the entrances and gathered to discuss their next steps. After exchanging some opinions about the visual clues, they chose to follow the side paths first as the one at the far end of the chamber looked like the fanciest one, most likely leading into the Lady’s hoard or some other important place. It would be wise to try and find her before invading her precious collection like that.

Following the corridor to the left, they soon arrived in another room, this time more irregular. The walls and the ceiling were not as smooth and appeared as a slightly jagged, natural cave formation. 

On one side, stood a low but wide platform bearing marks of movement on top of it. It had dents in some places, created by constant friction throughout decades of use. From their position, it was rather apparent that it served as someone’s bed, as hard and cold as it was.

But, on the other side…

“Are those… broken eggs?” Bryn pointed out.

Everyone directed their attention to the section with two fairly big pedestals standing next to each other. Their tops were bowl-like to hold something of a round shape in place. And there was still evidence of that something all over the close vicinity of those short pillars. Whitish-blue fragments of cracked shells lay on the floor, with a bigger chunk still resting in the hollow at the upper part of the seats.

“No… Do you think someone came in and smashed her eggs?” Miria covered her mouth in horror.

Althea approached the remains with Asterios, picking up a sharp piece with her fingers. “It doesn’t look like they were destroyed from the outside. These fractures look a bit more natural. But, I can be mistaken.”

“Well, at least one of those poor bastards didn’t make it out alive,” Grea said, capturing everyone’s attention.

When they looked her way, she nodded behind one of the pedestals, pointing to a small draconic skeleton lying mostly complete out there. Its size was comparable to that of a large dog, and while most bones bore some marks here and there, the spine about midway to the head was completely broken. The cause of the newborn whelp’s death seemed rather self-apparent.

“Did someone capture the other one while snapping the neck of this guy?” Selene wondered out loud. “Perhaps two of them were more of a challenge than this person expected.”

“I think the struggle would still leave some evidence behind. Here, it’s like someone licked the floor clear off any blood or other traces,” Silvia commented. “I don’t think they were attacked.”

“Yet, they fought, and most likely one killed the other,” Asterios joined in, looking down at the evidence with a frown.

“Why do you think that, Master?” Miria tilted her head at him.

“If she disappeared before those hatched, there’s a chance it happened without the mother present. Doesn’t matter much if the pair broke out of their shells at the same time. I don’t think young Dragons can survive long without proper sustenance. If there was anything to eat here, it had to run out at some point, so they were forced into a fight where the winner took it all, including the life of their sibling. The skeleton looks to be picked clean to the very bone. The same might have happened to the traces on the floor. We might stumble on another deceased Dragon somewhere else in this complex if it didn’t figure out a way to leave this place before starving to death,” he explained.

“They might have been at each other’s throats from the very moment of their birth,” his mentor added. “Not really because of survival, but simply due to the urge to establish the dominant one. Without the mother to mediate or oversee it, the battle ended up with an actual casualty. The feeding part might have come later, out of necessity.”

“That’s really unfortunate.” Tina sighed deeply. “I now wonder even more what happened to the mother. She wasn’t present even for the birth of her children. No matter how harsh you might be, I can’t imagine willingly leaving your unborn kids in a predicament where they are fated to die locked in your room with no way to move out or even feed on. I would understand moving away after at least making sure they can crawl into the open world, but not this.”

“This is a mystery we will try to solve while looking around here,” Althea said gently. “We should see if we can locate the other one.”

Giving the nesting room one more glance all over, they retreated into the middle hall and picked the other path. The corridor was much shorter and quickly curved into a smaller chamber too. It was instantly apparent that it was meant to be a kitchen or pantry as plenty of shelves, boxes, barrels, crates, cupboards, and cabinets lined up the smooth walls. Everything was of ice in various shades and opacity.

And almost everything was damaged to some extent.

Whatever had been stored there before was long gone. The other little Dragon had to be the culprit behind the fierce assault on the food and water supplies as claw and bite marks decorated pretty much every surface in sight. Some frosty furniture was shattered or just slightly broken while old bones belonging to various creatures littered the floor. Nothing edible had been left behind to rot and decay.

“Well, I say this proves that one theory.” Grea put her hands on her hips while examining the damage. “But, I can’t see the corpse of the little bugger anywhere in this place.”

“The other one seems confirmed too.” Bryn directed their attention to one of the corners. “Can we move that rubble over there?”

Silvia floated a bit closer and released a wave of gentle but powerful heat into the fragments of crystal that obstructed their view. The jumbled shapes slowly melted away and revealed a roughly carved-out tunnel going up and away from the room. It was big just enough for someone to walk on all fours through it, having some leeway in each direction. Noticing it, everyone understood that a lot of the nearby lumps and pieces of ice and dark blue stone had come from this particular shaft.

“Smart from a young age.” Althea grazed the edge of the opening with her fingers. “It knew it was better to dig upwards and let the rubble naturally roll down into here. The question is if it made it out or if its body lays frozen somewhere in the middle before this point and the outside world.”

“There’s one way to check.” Grea snapped her fingers and Aura unwound herself from her mistress, mostly coming out as pinkish mist from the crimson-skinned lady’s feminine areas. “Would you mind taking a peek into this path for me, dear?”

“Give me just a moment.” Aura nodded and floated into the breach.

Her mischievous Summoner grinned salaciously as Asterios and the others stared at the demon woman. “Can’t have my slit freezing shut or I won’t be ready for you at any time. Aura makes some fine thermal underwear, I tell you.”

While their pink friend investigated the passage, they searched the kitchen for some more clues. Not much more was revealed during the investigation, only confirming some of their earlier guesses or further supporting the probability. The gate was clearly too heavy for the young Dragon to open or scratch its way through so it had chosen the only other option available. The walls weren’t reinforced with spiritual energy as much.

Ten minutes later, Aura returned. “It’s currently covered with a layer of ice and snow, but there’s a second hole on the other side. It seems the Dragon made it out successfully. It was impossible to tell what happened next, unfortunately.”

“That’s already plenty. Thank you.” Asterios nodded at her respectfully. “Considering the fact that the sealies didn’t mention anything about a smaller version of the Lady of the Lake, it’s unlikely that our little suspect stayed around the area. If it’s alive, it might be far away. Otherwise, it could have been taken down by a Frost Titan or something else.”

“It’s still such a sad story.” Miria sniffed quietly. “I can’t help but hope that the small Dragon is doing okay on its own.”

“Some of their methods of upbringing might be somewhat rough and even barbaric, but I agree that no one deserves to wake up in a situation like this.” Althea shook her head. “However, it’s no use worrying about things out of our control.”

Everyone agreed after a moment and they slowly backtracked into the middle section of the lair. Left with only one remaining way to continue, they carefully strolled into the most intricate section. Another double-winged gate greeted them, but after using just a bit of strength, they were able to push it open without much trouble.

Behind the gate, they found one more circular chamber with impressive columns all around. In the very middle, lay a few big piles of something shiny. Upon closer inspection, they realized that those were all things made of silvers or similar minerals. The diversity of the items ranged from cutlery, through equipment and weapons, to whole chunks of ore and segments of constructions.

“Girl knows what she likes.” Grea snickered under her nose. “I wonder how many of these are pillaged and how many were offered as gifts or offerings in exchange for one’s life.”

“What would be in Master’s hoard?” Miria tapped her lips thoughtfully.

“Mystical creatures,” Tina responded immediately and Asterios raised a brow at her. “Wait. Hear me out. I didn’t mean that you would capture and keep them locked in some cave. But, it was your dream to surround yourself with summons. I honestly can’t see you collecting anything else just for the sake of it.”

“I can.” Her ex-professor winked at the blue-haired girl. “Women.”

“We all know that’s not true or else Ast would have slept with plenty of other females who showed interest in him,” Silvia countered. “And I’m going to most likely steal his line, but he doesn’t think of us as things he collects.”

“You are no fun to tease.” Grea pouted. “What things that aren’t living do you think he would gather?”

~Books, possibly,~ Tia chimed in. ~I saw in his memories how much Asterios loves reading and studying living creatures. I can imagine his lair’s core in the form of a neatly organized library. With some comfortable furniture he can make love to his mates on without disturbing his hoard.~

“Fair point.” The demon lady nodded. “I can see that too. So, do we grab anything or everything?”

“Is there really a reason for us to lay our hands on these precious metals?” Althea asked calmly. “I don’t think this family lacks funds, and if there are any artifacts in this stack of items, the creations of the Spellsong family most likely overshadow those with ease. We don’t know if the Lady is truly gone. Messing with her hoard might be an unnecessary move.”

“I agree with Althea.” Asterios exchanged smiles with his emerald-haired mentor. “Plus, we can come back here at any point. There’s no reason to delay things further by going through piles of this stuff. The Lady is gone and we don’t seem to have learned much about her current whereabouts or state.”

“Can we at least walk around for a little longer?” Miria looked up at him with pleading eyes.

“Of course.” He chuckled warmly. “Be careful of any traps or such, though.”

They split up and admired the vault and its treasures individually or in groups. It was fascinating to study the interesting objects its owner had collected throughout her life. There were no other paths leading out of the chamber, and none of them spotted any secret passages or sections, soon deciding that they should head back for now. Admiring the beauty of this ice palace and its main hall, they gathered in front of the breach Silvia had created and started slipping through it once more, with Asterios staying behind as the last person.

Just as he leaned forward to pass through the gap, a faint ceramic crack echoed through the air, traveling far into all three paths. He turned his head and slowly scanned the spacious foyer but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

“Master?” Miria’s voice came through the breach.

“Coming,” he replied, took one more glance, and soon joined them on the other side.

With everyone present, Tina worked on patching the hole with water while Asterios froze it with one of his spells cast from his Spellslinger. Silvia then added some finishing touches with her flames, making the spot they had gone through appear more or less untouched from afar. It was the least they could do for breaking in uninvited.

With their job done, the flaming princess dismissed her powerful form and Asterios took everyone onto his back once more. They could simply transfer themselves to the ground below the mountain, but it was much more fun to fly together. Not having to worry that much about being spotted was rather nice.

A few moments later, they landed in front of the unfrozen lake with no change around the mysterious body of water. Asterios turned human and they all stared at the perfectly clear liquid.

“Any new ideas? Or are we staying with me taking a dip in this thing to see what’s the matter here?” He pursed his lips, glancing over his mates ponderingly.

~That would be ideal,~ Tia replied.

“Alright. I guess I should get ready.” Sighing softly, he cracked his head and took a look at his clothes.

“Are you going to undress?” Tina asked with a slight flush to her cheeks that wasn’t evoked by the weather.

Grea rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, it’s not like there will be much to stare at in this climate. No use getting all shy over it.”

Turning towards them, Asterios made his spiritual attire disappear in a wave of crimson flames. The moment everything was gone, Grea’s gaze jumped down to his waist as her brows rose to her hairline, and her mouth formed a perfect little loop of surprise. Tina and Miria grew even redder as the others showed amused smiles.

“Another perk of being a Crimson Dragon.” He smirked at the demon lady. “My blood runs as hot as I need it to.”

“And you were walking with that like this the entire time?” she asked while pointing down.

“No.” Asterios chuckled. “This is thanks to all your attention. A treat, if you would like to call it so.”

Before she could get enough of such treat though, he took a step back and fell into the lake with a loud splash. The ladies laughed and dodged the icy-cold water coming for them, with Grea being the only one getting hit due to still being a bit too stunned to react quickly enough.

Focusing on his connection with Tia, Asterios swam deeper into the sizable pond while drawing out a good amount of his lineage to keep him from freezing. At one point, his body temperature rose so high he could see the water bubbling over his skin as it boiled on contact. But, he felt comfortable enough to continue heading in the direction his Dryad friend was guiding him. The bottom of the pool arrived in front of him after about a minute and he glanced around.

~There. That protruding thing. Do you see it?~ Tia led him mentally.

Asterios spotted the thing she was talking about and moved closer. Amongst other rocks and stones, something more elongated stood out. It looked to be part of the lake’s uneven floor but positioned at a slightly weird angle. The protrusion was thick enough for him to grab its top section if he wanted, which was more cylindrical than the rest.

~Try grabbing it? I can feel powerful natural energy from it but it’s kind of locked up,~ the Arch Dryad suggested what he was just thinking of doing.

Wrapping his fingers around the protrusion, Asterios was immediately hit with a piercing cold that surged into his body through his arm, prompting a pained groan from his lips. It spread quickly, cooling down his temperature at a rapid pace. He could see his hand starting to turn blue.

~Fight it! With everything you have! I’ll keep healing your body as you go!~ Tia shouted with concern and he felt her powers rejuvenate him faster than they did so passively.

Not willing to succumb to this weird phenomenon, Asterios let his draconic ancestries run wild and a wave of heat burst out of him alongside immense spiritual pressure. Putting his all into drawing out the most fierce scorching fire he could call upon, he accidentally created a sizable sphere of boiling water about two meters wide from his body. A storm of bubbles surrounded his figure, completely obstructing his vision.

But, thankfully, he didn’t need it.

He could feel the cold give up and get pushed back into the rocky stick. Then, his own warmth surged into it in turn and the weird knob started sucking it up with an unimaginable ferocity. It was hard to keep control of, and he worried that it could drain him heavily, but before that could happen, the suction gradually grew weaker until it finally stopped.

At that point, Asterios noticed that the water around him wasn’t boiling and bubbling anymore while he was still radiating intense heat. Before he investigated that turn of events, he hastily pushed himself towards the surface. Taking another breath of fresh air took priority over everything else. The battle down there had taken a bit of effort out of him.

When he surfaced with a faint gasp, he realized that he was now surrounded by fresh tongues of steam. The edge of the pond in front of him was no longer covered by snow, which had already melted away. The girls stood a bit from it with wide eyes and big smiles.

“It’s a hot spring!” Miria squealed happily and discarded her own clothes in two blinks, diving in without any memory of her earlier embarrassment.

She proceeded to swim around and float on the surface while sighing blissfully, her alluring charms poking out of the water delightfully. The other ladies chuckled at their sister-mate and joined the duo in the lake with some more composure. Asterios smirked to himself and swam to the shore. 

Finding a spot where the ground descended into the depths at a fairly smooth angle, he rested his elbows over the edge while lying on his back and relaxed a little, admiring the sight of his lovely mates taking a dip in the hot water too. They could investigate the weird protrusion in a moment. It didn’t seem to be doing much else besides existing there for now. First, it would be good to recover a bit in the surprising gift the unusual rock presented them with.

It could have taken a minute or ten since he had briefly closed his eyes, but he felt a smooth hand travel up his stomach, which brought him out of his pleasant stupor. Lifting his eyelids, he saw the girls still talking to each other while enjoying the spring, and Miria was currently racing Tina across the big pond. 

As for the owner of the hand, the beautiful fox lady rested her head on his shoulder while snuggling to him tenderly from the side. Her fingers kept running circles over his skin, caressing it with clear affection and interest. Feeling his gaze on herself, she raised her bluish eyes to meet his and showed a questioning smile, inching a bit lower with her palm this time.

“The others?” Asterios asked.

“Can join if they want,” Selene replied. “But I feel really revitalized by these waters.”

She sensually climbed onto his lap as her eyes turned white and a few more tails surfaced behind her beguiling back. Pressing her chest against his while placing her palms over his cheeks, she peered down into his crimson irises with a silent question.

He snuck his hand into her lush hair from behind and brought her lips to his for a gentle kiss. “I guess I seem to be full of energy too, so there might be something to that.”

She smiled gracefully and dove for another one, squeezing the evidence of that energy snugly between their bodies.


Chapter 22
Wondrous Waters ❤

Enjoying the hot water warming up their skin, Asterios and Selene shared a few delicate kisses, taking their sweet time to caress each other’s lips. In the meantime, his fingers trailed down her smooth back and ran into the core of her tails, currently sporting seven of them. By drawing on her bloodline and filling them up with spiritual energy, the fox lady had made them waterproof. Therefore, he could still brush them lovingly as if they weren’t half submerged in steaming liquid.

Drawing her face back a little, Selene peered down at him with a cordial smile. “We aren’t going to be interrupted by whatever you did at the bottom of this lake, are we? I have to say, turning a freezing pond into hot springs is a feat I didn’t expect to witness from you, my Lord.”

Asterios chuckled and shook his head. “It doesn’t look like the weird protrusion sticking out of the bottom is going to do anything else besides just existing there. I was planning to take a look at it after a short break, but it looks like it will need to wait a moment longer due to a tiny change in priorities.”

She grinned at him and stole a few more kisses from her beloved, guiding one of Ast’s hands a tad lower under her bundled tails. He reciprocated the mischievous smile and grabbed a handful of the soft, round flesh of her tender behind.

“And I didn’t really turn all this water boiling hot,” Asterios continued while stroking her skin and fur. “That rocky stick did it after I fought back its cold energy. I assume it was also what kept the lake from freezing solid like all the other bodies of water. Though, I’m not sure if it was because of my mana that the temperature rose or if it was part of its capabilities.”

~That something has originally been attuned to fire before getting forcefully sealed with cold energy,~ Tia chimed in and allowed her words to travel to both of them. ~That energy attacked you the moment you touched it, most likely judging you to be an extension of the rock, but thankfully, we managed to overpower it. Then, the restrictions were lifted and its natural power began pouring out, raising the temperature of the water at an incredible speed.~

“If we can excavate that piece of stone, it could be useful for warming up big baths.” The fox lady let out a soft, quiet laugh. “However, I can’t see the fish native to the pond the owner would choose be happy about suddenly becoming part of a massive soup.”

~And regarding what you two said earlier, this spiritual energy filling the water does actually have beneficial effects on one’s body and circuits. You are passively absorbing it and it might result in feeling rejuvenated or more awake,~ their Dryad friend added.

“No wonder I suddenly felt so peaceful and relaxed this quickly.” Asterios nodded to himself in understanding. “We need to be careful not to lose too much focus as we are still outside. I would rather not have anything jump on us with our guards down.”

~Don’t worry, Master. I’m keeping an eye on things from nearby. I’ll warn you ahead of time if anything ends up lured in by the sudden change in the local climate,~ Umbra said and he could spot a flicker of shadow over a snowy heap.

“Well, then. It’s hard to say no to such an offer. Why don’t we see if this water can get any hotter…” Selene pressed herself more into Ast’s front while emphasizing her cleavage. “If you can first catch me, that is!”

Moments before her lips met his, she smirked impishly and pushed herself off his body, escaping into the water further away from the shore. While Asterios sat there somewhat stunned by the unexpected tease, his vulpine mate resurfaced belly-down and shot him a sultry look over her shoulder, presenting him a view of her shapely behind that was full of promise as it poked out of the barely disturbed surface. Meeting his gaze, she winked at him and dove in once more.

Chuckling to himself, Asterios went right after her, quickly entering the deeper water and going under too. A few glances around later, he spotted the nude beauty making her way through the crystal-clear pool with graceful movements. Drawing out his best swimming techniques, he chased after his fleeting prize.

But, just as he began closing the distance, Selene surprised him again. Her tails suddenly joined her hands and feet, propelling her even faster than before. With all seven of them making powerful flicks like that, he had no chance of reaching her in this century. She would always be ahead of him.

So, to even out the playing field a bit, Asterios brought out his own tail, materializing his wings as a bonus. It took him a few seconds, but he soon comprehended how to move them to achieve a similar result as his beloved and he shot forward at a rapid pace, cutting through the water like an arrow.

The white-haired lady clearly hadn’t expected him to catch up to her this soon and she almost yelped while glancing over her shoulder, spotting him charging right at her from behind. Only thanks to her masterful agility did she manage to avoid a direct crash and the duo tumbled together in a tangle of limbs. A few bubbles escaped from their lips as they laughed at each other, sealing the breaches by joining their mouths in a tender kiss while spinning around.

After a moment, Selene took hold of Ast’s wrist and dragged him aside. He let her lead him, admiring her gorgeous back, legs, and obviously, her incredible ass. She knew exactly what she was doing by kicking her feet like this, making it bounce and ripple deliciously. Soon, she stopped and flipped him over so that his front faced the surface.

Ast’s eyes widened at the alluring sight that greeted him. His playful mate had dragged him right under the spot where the other ladies chatted with each other while relaxing by floating in place. Their perfect, naked bodies hung suspended above him as they lightly moved their arms and legs, giving him a glimpse or two of their feminine secrets in the process. Thanks to the high difference in temperatures between the water and the air outside, parts of the surface were slightly obstructed by swirling steam so the girls, focused on their conversation, didn’t notice him ogling their charms from below.

Then, a gasp almost escaped his lips and his eyes snapped to his waist. He found the sly vixen between his legs, giving his orbs affectionate, sucky kisses while stroking him up and down with her slender hand. Judging from the foxy smile curling the edges of her mouth, she was proud of her little trick. It was clear that she intended for him to enjoy the view above while also relishing her fingers handling his shaft.

But, Asterios chose to challenge her instead and focused his gaze on her impressive breasts as the rest was under his own body. Figuring out his game, she instantly switched tactics and drove his hard cock right between her delicate lips, forming a seal around his girth. Letting out a groan, Asterios appreciated the pleasure her honest efforts brought him, watching his vulpine lover bob her head up and down between his thighs.

Tia had been right. These waters had something in them. He could feel himself much better than he usually did, and the sensations from Selene’s skilled tongue seemed enhanced even. Her glowing white eyes kept searching his crimson irises and judging how well she was doing. And she was doing great.

Not even bothering to hold himself back, Asterios was brought to a climax a few moments later. With one last powerful suck, Selene coaxed a luscious load from his member, making him groan in bliss once more as he let his gaze roll away from her face. Just as it landed on the beguiling sight of the pretty slits and firm cheeks, the heaviest peak hit him and he flooded the vulpine lady’s throat with creamy delicacy.

Slowly coming down from his high, he returned his attention to Selene, who greedily swallowed the gift she’d received. Giving him an adoring smile, she spun around her axis as she swam up to him, pressing their bodies together. He reached out to caress her cheek and they both leaned forward to join their lips in a slow kiss. A few bubbles escaped her mouth this time as his other palm wandered a bit lower and ran into two puffy folds that yearned for his attention.

Grinning at his dazzling mate, it was his turn to drag her through the water, so he flapped his wings and beat his tail to race to the shore, all while his fingers explored the snug channel that awaited a different guest in its premises. Soon, they reached part of the outer rim where the drop past the edge was almost instantaneous and Asterios pressed Selene’s back against it, letting just their heads pop out of the steaming pond.

A delighted moan graced his ears at that very moment and he redoubled his efforts, pushing his body against hers while driving his digits faster into her sensual hole. “Naught, naughty. I’ll show you what happens when you try to distract me from your beauty with others.”

Selene nibbled on her bottom lip expectantly and spread her legs wider on her own. Asterios stared deep into her vulpine eyes as he aimed his tip at her entrance and rubbed it up and down. A second passed, then two, then five, and he kept tickling her sensitive flesh and shy clit. When she opened her mouth to say something, he chose that moment to drive himself into her to the very hilt.

“Ahhnnnnnnnnnnn~!”

There was no stopping the lustful cry that his abrupt movement evoked and Asterios started slowly thrusting into Selene’s welcoming passage. He rested his forehead against hers as they breathed heavily into each other’s faces. Due to almost their whole bodies being submerged, only Ast’s grunts and Selene’s moans could be heard, with everything else that happened below ending up fully muffled by the water, no matter how hard their flesh smacked together.

“Ahhhnnn… Ahnnnn… Ahnnnn… That’s it, my Lord… Ahhhhnnn…”

He sealed her lips shut and snuck his hands to her bountiful bosom. Selene shuddered lightly as he rubbed her nipples while hammering her pussy faster and stronger. It was a bit more difficult with all that water resisting his actions, but nothing would stop him from showing proper love to his mate. Employing the help of his tail, he drove himself into Selene’s tight slit hard enough to smash her into the rocky wall behind her as she held onto his neck not to float away.

The water’s surface billowed and rippled from their joint efforts at pleasuring each other. His waist was the main driving force, pummeling into his lover’s underbelly relentlessly, but she didn’t simply receive it without giving anything back. Each time her lower back hit the stone, it bounced back, raising the force he pierced into her with by leaps and bounds.

At some point, Asterios noticed that Selene’s fingers had moved away from his neck, beginning to wonder where they were now. Then, his thrusting slowed a tad when he observed in mild confusion as two sets of pretty toes emerged to his right and left between them. That was when he noticed those dainty fingers being wrapped around the pair of ankles attached to the little toes, dragging them up and aside.

Selene grinned at him, proud of her flexibility. He smirked at her, finally figuring out why it felt as if she had gotten a bit tighter as he continued to plow her pussy silly. Grabbing her hands, which held her ankles, he forced them even further to the back, pressing them into the wall behind her. Selene’s eyes rolled slightly to the back too as he hammered her pink flower with fierce intensity. Their heads were still the only parts of their bodies that stuck out of the water, besides Selene’s feet, of course. Asterios had to admit, it created a quite unique image in front of him and he could tell just how incredible his gorgeous lover felt inside.

“Ahnnnn! Ahnnnn! Ahnnnnnn! My Lord! Ahnnnnnnn!” Selene whimpered as her legs started quivering.

“Coming too!” Asterios growled back at her and dove in for a sensual kiss.

The loud cry from his climaxing mate was prevented, instead reverberating straight into his lips as he answered it with equally powerful growls. His seed painted the fox lady’s deepest insides completely white as he strongly pumped into her a few more times, enjoying the intense constrictions kneading his member as if to milk him dry. They rode their orgasms together to the very end, reduced to a panting mess once more.

“Incredible…” Selene whispered among her sighs and gasps. “My pussy felt so full of you, My lord…”

Asterios had let go of her ankles to let his lovely mate recover a bit but he had to agree. She had been so damn tight he could barely pull back. It definitely wasn’t just because of the intricate position as they had shared an intimate moment in quite a lot of different arrangements. He could sense her coming to the same conclusion, assuming that the water or the energy in it had something to do with their coupling, one of the possible benefits Tia had mentioned.

Though, he soon realized that there was no need to assume.

“Selene…” Asterios’ voice took a bit more serious tone.

Blinking a few times to disperse the ecstatic haze from her mind, Selene followed his gaze and immediately went rigid.

Her spiritual lines were glowing.

It wasn’t a powerful shine, but having in mind the fact that she hadn’t been infusing them with any mana, watching them turn brighter and brighter could mean only one thing. They were absorbing the energy from the water.

One short glance at each other and their minds were on the same page. Asterios put his feet against the edge and kicked with everything he had. Selene wrapped herself around him as they shot through the water in a straight line, heading to the very bottom. He unfurled his wings to stop them before crashing into the lakebed and they halted their movement near the weird, rocky protrusion.

Detaching herself from him, Selene quickly swam closer, leaving a faint white trail behind her, the evidence of their just finished previous engagement. Asterios followed her shortly and they floated by the unusual formation with pondering expressions. A few seconds later, the vulpine lady glanced at him questioningly, and he nodded. Cautiously reaching out, she grabbed the somewhat cylindrical upper part, avoiding dragging her skin over the blunt but still dangerously flat main section.

Selene’s whole frame shook as her fingers wrapped themselves around the object. Her external circuits grew brighter again and she sought Ast’s eyes over her shoulder. Without further ado, he let his legs transform, bringing out the tough crimson scales and black claws, and dug his feet into the ground. Grabbing Selene by her hips, he plunged himself into her tempting crevice once more.

As they entered another round of passionate coupling, with Selene holding desperately on the unique rock and Asterios keeping them in place with his toes driven deep into the stones, gems, earth, and gravel, he opened his own channels and Hearts, sharing with her as much of his essence as he could. Just by being inside her, he could feel the spiritual energy flowing into his ladylike lover from the arm-sized protrusion. She was being spiritually flooded from both front and back.

Albeit the back was certainly more enjoyable due to the place of contact.

It was difficult to observe what was happening to both Selene and the piece of rock due to all ten of her tails showing up and swaying wildly in all directions. Him hammering into her plump behind definitely didn’t help. One thing was certain, though, with how much she squeezed him, Selene was going through another advancement phase.

The mysterious ring with twelve segments didn’t appear, but her circuits and tails glowed brightly, almost overshadowing the eleventh one taking form on the side of the bundle. Selene struggled with all that combined pleasure, letting out bubbling and gurgling cries of ecstasy as she trembled and shivered continuously. Asterios only hoped she didn’t release too much air she kept in her mouth or else they would be in trouble. Even with their endurance, there was no way they could hold their breaths during intense, spiritually boosted sex for the same amount of time as normally.

Thankfully, she wasn’t sending him any worrying hints and signals through their bond, swarming his thoughts with her pleasure and desire to be loved even harder. At this point, Ast’s movements created his own current around them, moving lots of water with enough strength that the girls at the surface had to be affected too.

But, what really affected them was the sudden spiritual explosion that took Asterios by surprise and rolled through the entire pond with blinding white light originating from his lover. His circuits practically sparked with energy, driving him to another orgasm within a blink. To make things even worse, Selene came on his cock at the very same time, overloading his pleasure receptors completely, a gurgling scream of euphoria reaching his ears in a muffled state.

Asterios burst inside his spasming mate with a feral growl, his fingers sinking into Selene’s supple flesh as he held her hips against his waist. The powerful spiritual energy continued to be released for the entire duration of their orgasms, creating visible waves high above them, turning the tiny lake into an untamed, stormy sea. 

It felt like hours passed before everything calmed down and Selene’s body floated limply in his hands. Blinking quickly a bunch of times to get rid of the leftover effect of the blinding flash, Asterios pulled the fox lady to his chest and swam directly upwards. A few squeals of surprise welcomed him as the two of them broke the surface of the water and took deep breaths. Selene might not have been able to move her quivering limbs, but she fortunately didn’t seem to have any issues wheezing like mad.

Calming down bit by bit, Asterios held Selene in a protective embrace. Her attention was directed fully at her back as her chest pressed into his. Only after spotting what she was looking for did she snap her face to his with a big grin and pull Asterios into a loving kiss, still trembling a tad.

Eleven tails swayed lightly in the steaming water, begging everyone for their attention. And a lot of attention they would get, right after Asterios and the ladies processed what had just happened.

Well, their unplanned romp in the hot spring had resulted in quite an unexpected conclusion, that was certain.


Chapter 23
Sphere of Influence

As the water’s surface returned to its relatively still state, the ladies swam closer to the entangled duo. Miria was the first one to spot the change in her beastfolk sister-mate’s body, letting out a shocked gasp. Nothing could stop her from rushing to them and throwing her open arms around the pair.

“You got another tail! That’s almost twelve now! How did that happen? Was it you who made those big waves?” The cheerful panthergirl barraged her with questions.

“I think I have an idea about how this came to be.” Grea smirked knowingly.

“It was the water, wasn’t it? Or the energy that it’s infused with,” Silvia said thoughtfully. “We’ve been talking with Tia about this before the lake nearly exploded upwards.”

Asterios succeeded in pacifying Miria to some extent and the fox lady in his embrace chuckled delicately at the others. “I have to apologize for scaring you. I didn’t intend to release so much mana into the surrounding area. But, its sheer volume and intensity took me by surprise. And Master’s assistance only brought it a step further.”

“It all happened so fast.” He shook his head. “In the past, it took you a moment to consolidate the new stage, and then your new might became more discernible, but I don’t think we’ve followed the usual path today?”

“You are correct, my Lord.” She nodded tenderly, rubbing her head into his cheek. “With both yours and the rock’s energies flowing into me, I’ve condensed the next stage from start to finish. I thought I would have a bit more control over my spiritual circuits with that, but I could not prevent the massive explosion that followed. However, I mitigated it quite a lot.”

“If that was a mitigated blast, just how much bigger would an unrestrained one be?” Tina asked no one in particular, trying to imagine the radius.

“All the water in this pond would have been pushed out past the edge, leaving this lake slightly empty of its most crucial resource.” The fox lady showed a small smirk as their eyes widened at her words.

“Then it’s great that didn’t happen because we would have all been thrown into the air too!” Miria giggled adorably, suspiciously too thrilled about that possibility. “But, now I wonder what you can do with your external circuits looking like this.”

At the panthergirl’s humming question, Asterios and Selene took a closer look at her body. Releasing his vulpine mate from his arms, he and everyone else examined the slightly glowing blue patterns that now ran over most of her smooth skin. 

The spiritual lines coming from her calves climbed past her underbelly, and the ones adorning her forearms headed further up her neck and face, snaking over her cheeks, while at the same time descending to her chest and almost meeting the bottom ones over her athletic stomach. A free space was still present around her belly button as the azure paths cupped her firm breasts and swirled by her nether regions. The spiritual routes didn’t have such qualms with passing over her entire back.

“Just a tiny bit more and you will be completely covered in them,” Bryn pointed out with slight awe in her tone. “I wonder if the empty segment on your stomach is meant for something important. Or the leftover section on your forehead.”

“I’m not the only one whose mysterious external spiritual circuits are shifting.” Selene smiled at the Valkyrie warmly. “And just like you, I honestly have no idea. This has all been moving really quickly. I would not be surprised if we soon encountered a solid wall blocking our progress further, requiring us to find or figure out something extremely specific, like with your Spire and elite valkyrjas.”

~It might feel extremely fast to you, but it isn’t unimaginable,~ Tia chimed in. ~It’s true that part of that speed is the benefit of your bond with Asterios, but you yourself already had the capability of reaching the heights of your race before meeting him. The only problem was your lack of knowledge about how to cultivate that capability, resulting in your physically painful stagnation. If your power hadn’t been constantly suppressed for decades or longer, you would still be the most powerful Spiritual Fox of your clan by this day.~

“In my honest opinion, you should make sure that further generations are aware of this condition you have been blessed with,” Althea shared her thoughts. “It will not only save them the unnecessary torment but also give your people a chance to raise their gifts properly.”

“I know. I’m planning to document my experiences in great detail. We might not see another Spiritual Fox with my condition anytime soon, but if what I’ve gone through can help at least one person in the next thousand years, it’s worth it.” The vulpine lady grazed her fingers dearly over the patterns.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. With only a small change to our current lifestyle, we might get to meet them fairly soon.” Their draconic friend glanced down into the water before bringing her emerald eyes back up to meet hers.

A tinge of rosiness colored Selene’s fair cheeks as she caught on the insinuation. Truly, if they decided to stop holding back, who knew how high the possibility of succession for such traits with a True Dragon involved was? It took whole generations the natural way, yet it didn’t exactly have to follow the same path with Ast’s mighty ancestries involved in the game.

“How do you feel now? Has the additional tail and these expanded circuits given you a more noticeable increase in spiritual strength or is it something like better control and so on at this stage?” Silvia asked curiously. “You have already been incredibly powerful and it’s hard to imagine you getting even stronger.”

“Are you now closer to being a goddess?” Miria added, almost vibrating from excitement.

All the duo got in response was a mysterious grin before Selene’s face assumed an expression of serious focus. Closing her eyes, she put her palms together, connecting the lines running over them. The circuits flashed brighter and they watched as their white-haired companion started floating up into the air.

Stopping a few meters above their heads, Selene moved her tails to create a vertical fan that covered almost full one-eighty degrees with each fluffy appendage standing tall and proud. If she had twelve, there would be no gaps between them, making the half-circle they created even more mystical and magical. But, whatever she was doing, she was clearly able to handle the technique with just eleven of them.

Then, after a few long seconds of nothing, Selene’s eyes flicked open and they flashed with profound light alongside her entire external circuits. She thrust her arms outwards and a spherical barrier of some kind expanded from her body, quickly passing through everything and everyone in the pond and its close vicinity. The thin cyan dome spanned over a hundred meters in diameter for sure.

“Welcome to my Domain.” Selene’s voice echoed around them with a deep, slightly ominous reverb, faintly tinged with a note of mischief.

“Woah! That’s so cool!” Miria clapped joyfully. “What can it do?”

“Would be much cooler without the white stuff dripping into the water from up high,” Grea whispered, leaning more towards them and covering part of her mouth in an attempt to act sneaky.

The girls chuckled quietly while Asterios pinched his naughty mate’s ass, which made her squeal, turning their chuckles into bigger laughs. Those were broken by a surprised yelp coming from the same person as she lunged at Asterios in panic. 

Out of nowhere, the water their beloved and the crimson-skinned woman were in began rising with them alongside it. Everyone stared with wide eyes as a half-sphere of steaming liquid lazily floated up and up, allowing them to peer at Ast’s and Grea’s bodies from below similar to how he had done it a while earlier. Save for the whole flying part, of course.

The duo stopped in front of Selene, who grinned at Grea slyly. “Maybe I should have you clean it up for me, hmmm?”

Hearing her voice from all around while gazing upon her almost godly visage caused the demon lady to shiver involuntarily. Asterios had to admit, he was impressed too. If she appeared like that in a few places around the world or other realms, she could certainly find a following.

Though, maybe with a few more clothes on. That would be for the best.

“Answering Miria’s question, it can’t really do anything,” she continued. “I’m now able to establish a sphere of influence in a place of my choosing, which greatly boosts my abilities in its confines. Think of it as what Umbra has shown us in the Spire but at a slightly lower level. I could demolish this entire place with a single thought and could sense every single insect in a radius of about two hundred meters. Using my mana, which is now spread all over this place, I can achieve plenty of incredible feats and fuel my usual abilities to a new high.”

“That’s amazing.” Asterios glanced around in admiration, careful not to lean over the edge of their small, invisible tub. “It will help with dangerous fights so much. If we stumble on a Dragon or something equally tough, we could lock it inside this Domain with Bryn’s barriers while the rest of us assist you in taking it down.”

“That would certainly be necessary.” The shining vixen gave him a nod. “One of the major drawbacks of this technique is its lack of repositioning. I can’t move the sphere anywhere after placing it down. Dismissing it and casting it again draws way too much mana to be a viable resolution. This might become my new ace in the sleeve for some time, possible to cast only once or twice a day at most.”

“More! Show us more!” Miria shouted from below them, still not satisfied with her friend’s display.

Rolling shining eyes playfully, Selene snapped her fingers and a number of squeals traveled through the air alongside loud sloshing noise.

“Holy shit!” Grea gasped and hugged Asterios even tighter. “She’s moving the whole fucking lake!”

Peering down just like her, he confirmed that she was right. All the crystal-clear liquid began floating up with the ladies still present in it. From his elevated position, he could now see the empty, uneven crater perfectly well as its floor emitted thick steam while getting in contact with the cold air.

Swirling the massive load of water around for a moment, Selene put it back in its place, taking great care not to hurt her sister-mates. Judging by the joyful laughs and squeals, they were having the time of their life instead.

Soon after the wild waves settled down, the floating half-sphere with Asterios and Grea descended to rejoin the rest of it too, bringing them to the girls. Selene arrived there a few seconds later, the glow of her eyes and the ominous lines fading a bit but not completely. 

She stepped onto the surface of the water as if it were solid to her and put her hands on her hips with a lofty smirk on her lips. “This is going to be so much fun. Lerisse won’t even realize I’m around when she starts getting teased with ghost brushes and breezes.”

Asterios snorted and rubbed his eyes. “Can you think of any other uses of your newly gained powers than messing with your friends at least once in our lifetime?”

“I can’t make any promises, my Lord.” She snickered softly, sinking up to her chin to match them. “But I’ll try the next time you boost me to the final stage.”

“If only it was all my work that lets you progress this fast.” He smiled. “And are you actually sure twelve is the limit? I know we are basing it on that full moon shape cut into a dozen sections, but maybe you gained some new understanding of it?”

“I don’t know.” Selene swam up to him and the other ladies did so too, which resulted in a tender group hug with her and Asterios in the center. “I just can’t think of anything more insane than these recent upgrades. I can’t keep growing stronger infinitely.”

~Or can you?~ Tia mused with a cute giggle. ~We’ll just have to wait and see.~

They agreed with the wise Dryad while their foxy friend tried to argue that it was just not possible. After forcing her to give up, the group decided to hang out together in the hot spring for about a quarter of an hour more now that Asterios had joined them. They swam around, chatted together, and lazed by the shore, resting their elbows over the edge with their chests poking out of the steaming water. A row of magnificent breasts to Ast’s left and right was a sight impossible to describe. Along with the pleasant mix of cold and hot temperatures, it felt like he was in paradise.

“Alright. I think it’s time for us to get back on track,” he finally said when their self-appointed time ran out. “We need to let the sealies know what we have learned and return to Kraedorion. I think it’s best to try another realm jump from out there instead of here.”

“I can go and tell them for you, Master,” Bryn volunteered, stretching her arms over her head, which put her impressive breasts even more on display as droplets of hot water trailed down those magnificent peaks.

“As your mentor, I would advise you to hold off any further attempts of crossing realms until tomorrow,” Althea suggested calmly. “You should let your mind reset and your circuits recover. This isn’t an easy technique to master. We are not in a rush. You still have six days.”

“If you say so.” He took a deep breath and sighed heavily. “I trust your judgment. Any suggestions on what else to do?”

“You can accompany us with the matters related to Glimmervale and your draconic nation, fulfilling your lordly duties and responsibilities,” Silvia offered.

“And I will begin the introduction to mentorship with Rusilthea in the meanwhile,” the emerald-haired lady informed them. “Our approach might be new, but there will be plenty of elements it’s going to borrow from the traditional route.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Asterios agreed. “Let’s get ready to move.”

“What about the sword?” Miria tilted her head at him.

He frowned lightly. “Sword?”

“The one at the bottom of the pond?” She tilted her head the other way.

Glancing down towards the lakebed, he focused his eyes enough to see the place with the protrusion in great detail. And truly, what had been a weirdly shaped bump sticking out of the ground at an awkward angle was now a half-buried double-edged sword. It had a thin silvery blade and short, cylindrical hilt, wearing almost no evidence of passage of time even after being submerged in water for a long time.

Asterios was sure that it was the same thing they had interacted with moments before. It must have been returned to its original form or uncovered from all that rock and stone either during Selene’s violent advancement or her display of power. The short blade was still firmly stabbed into the base of the so-called lake.

“Well, if we try to take it out, I’m fairly sure this place won’t be special anymore. And not only that, we would get rid of the hot spring. Do we leave it undisturbed for now, coming back sometime to study it more, and maybe take a pleasant dip in the hot water, or do we pull it out and take it with us?” He turned to his charming lovers.

“Hot spring,” they answered in unison.

Chuckling amusedly, he internally agreed with them. “There you have it. Now, come on, before Selene decides to trap us in a bubble full of water again and shakes us like a snow globe.”

Getting out of the warm water, they all hastily jumped back into their comfy clothes. Umbra lent Bryn a hand so she didn’t have to fly back to the village through this cold while the others stepped back into their castle through one of the red gates. They split into groups and went to handle their own tasks.

Time flew fast with everyone focusing on work and night came surprisingly early. From what Althea told them during late dinner, Rusi had been thrilled to hear about their recent adventure and the draconic lady made a promise to bring her with them the next time. Tina saw nothing wrong with that and welcomed the idea of showing their new friend how they operated while also allowing Rusilthea to experience more realms.

The next morning, they hastily transferred themselves to the testing island once more and got ready for another attempt. The stormy woman stood on the sidelines with an eager expression, ready to consume anything she would have a chance to witness. Reminding everyone about the rules they had set up the day before, Asterios went through all the steps at a similar time as the last time.

Waving his mates and Rusi goodbye for good luck, he stepped into the swirling mist. The discomfort and rough pulling made itself apparent soon after, but he withstood the challenge by focusing on their goal and the benefits it could bring to not just them but many other people all around the different realms. Nevertheless, the weird phenomenon was weaker this time, either because he was getting used to it, or because he succeeded.

Then, everything spun as darkness enveloped his vision, and Asterios landed face-first in something damp and mushy with an impressive, wet smack. Groaning lightly, which forced a few bubbles into the muddy substance, he lifted himself with a push-up, taking a look around.

A thick forest or a jungle surrounded him. It was hard to tell much more about it due to the fact that it was the middle of the night and he had not activated his enhanced sight yet. That difference hinted at him that he might not be in Eabiarhia, where the times of the day weren’t that far off compared to his own realm. Otherwise, it would have been highly possible that he had missed the mark but managed to at least slip into the correct world. Unless he had somehow overshot the region.

Swiping down his face with one hand, he stood up, shook his head to fling any gluey dirt off his hair, and met the gaze of a very curious frog. He stared at the green amphibian and it stared back, unblinking. Its attention was fully on Asterios and nothing could divert it in any other direction.

“What? Haven’t ever seen a person fall flat right on top of a swamp?” he asked with a wry smirk.

“Nay, lad, can’t say I have,” the frog replied with a deep, low voice, and hopped away into the ferns.

“Right. The frogs talk here. No big deal.” Asterios blinked a few times and shook his head. “Wonder what other surprises await me in this realm.”


Chapter 24
Third Time’s a Charm

“I really hope this is not going to become a thing.” Asterios continued to clean his face while looking at the clear imprint of his body in the mud before him.

A crimson gate rose from the ground by his side and the ladies slowly poured out of it. Miria jumped forth first and let out a faint gasp as she almost slipped on the slick surface, catching herself on her beloved master for support. Thankfully, she didn’t bring them both down and smiled at him shyly, aware of the accident they had somehow avoided. 

She then proceeded to help with his problem by employing the assistance of a moist cloth she had in her furry hands. Tina appeared by her side a moment later, carrying her serpent-like aquatic familiar Firo on her shoulder, who produced some fresh water for the girls so they could wash Ast’s face properly while the small beast sprayed his clothes with a focused jet. Asterios let them go at it with a slightly amused smile.

When the others entered his vision, he noticed that they had no trouble moving over the difficult terrain and saw the faint glimmer of bluish energy covering the mud with a protective layer. Selene’s work, undoubtedly. He too stepped on top of it, bringing Miria and Tina with him so that his vulpine mate could close the gap he had been standing in.

“If I didn’t know any better, I would think you have a thing for being on the bottom, but fortunately, I have enough experience to see past your recent need to stay close to the ground.” Grea snickered at him with a cheeky grin.

Asterios thanked the kind duo with a quick peck on the cheek each and turned around, briefly meeting Selene’s eyes on the way to his demon lover.

“Funny thing coming from someone who would rather enjoy a quick roll in the mud given the chance, don’t you think?” He smirked back at her.

When the barrier under Grea’s feet dematerialized, she had just enough time to yelp in panic and grab his clothes while hanging off the closest edge by the tips of her shoes as her form tilted dangerously backward.

“You wouldn’t do it.” She looked up at his face as one of his brows rose in challenge. “It would ruin my clothes?”

“What clothes?” Ast’s smirk grew as he brought up his hand to show her the spatial band coiling around his finger.

He made it clear that he could make them disappear in a blink and she had no way of stopping him.

“I admit that the idea does sound intriguing, but let’s not get too hasty, okay? We have a guest among us, right? What would she think of us after seeing that, huh?” Her own grin had already turned wry and partially desperate.

“Since when has the presence of another been an issue for you?” Asterios chuckled, leaning forward a bit more.

Grea pulled herself closer to his chest, feeling her feet gradually slip off the spiritual ledge. But, before she could fall into the swampy earth, an arm wrapped itself around her waist and fixed her up to a more manageable position, allowing her to let out a deep sigh of relief. The darker shade of red decorating her cheeks and the timid glance she directed up at Asterios made it obvious that she’d lost this round of teasing. To make it up to his impish mate, he compensated for her loss with a light kiss before putting Grea down by his side.

“Let’s maybe step off this swamp before someone else falls into it by accident,” Selene said with a sly tone and everyone moved to the solid, grassy ground.

Including Rusi, who was the mentioned guest.

Asterios glanced their new friend’s way and received a casual smile in response. He hadn’t exactly been expecting any specific reaction from Rusilthea, but it looked like Tina or the girls had already made their rather intimate and teasing interactions not be something to be surprised about.

“So, we aren’t in Eabiarhia this time either, Master?” Bryn asked as she surveyed the lush forest surrounding them.

“Unless I have missed the part about talking frogs being a common thing?” Asterios turned to his beastkin ladies.

“I can’t say for sure, Master, but I’ve never heard of anything like that.” Miria shook her head.

“And neither have I,” Selene added. “Plus, the moon does kind of give it away.”

At her words, they all looked up through the gap in the branches and realized she was right. The moon in this realm was massive and had a mystical, chromatic glimmer to it, shimmering with a rainbow of colors.

“Well, they say that the third time’s a charm.” Silvia shrugged softly. “You might want to work on your landing a little bit, though.”

“That much is obvious.” He snorted. “Looks like I’m barely figuring this thing out.”

“You have managed to figure out the most crucial part of it, though.” A familiar voice joined in from behind, and this time, it was only Rusi who got scared by the unexpected appearance of another person, jumping a step away and taking a tense pose.

Grea cackled at the mocha-skinned woman. “I had a feeling you would show up, bitch! You are getting predictable! Might as well stop trying to startle us just for fun at this point! You got lucky we have a newbie with us this time!”

“Why do you think I’m doing this for fun?” Abyss replied with her iconic lack of emotions, though Asterios could sense the faint note of amusement from the mysterious entity. “I’m simply making myself known to you by speaking up properly.”

The looks that Ast’s group shared told a different story. But, no one felt the need to play word games with the cryptic lady. They knew they would inevitably lose to someone with her wisdom and experience.

“Nevertheless, you are doing extremely well for someone new to interdimensional travel using these quite… barbaric means,” she continued, facing Asterios. “Just remember what I taught you about the whimsicality of the space between the realms and you will succeed in no time.”

“Do you know what he is doing wrong?” Althea queried, stroking her tail which she had brought up front. “As an expert and the one who shared her knowledge with him, you should most likely be able to pinpoint the area Asterios is lacking in.”

“I’m afraid that is something he will need to figure out on his own.” Abyss spread her arms dismissively. “This is a very personal matter and it varies from person to person. But, worry not. I’ve seen plenty of beings attempt to master various means of interdimensional travel and none of them did this well during their initial attempts. Your deep expertise in Summoning Magic and your innate talent are of great help.”

“Not much you can do but keep trying, it looks like,” Tina said. “As for right now, what are we going to do here?”

“If you don’t have any immediate plans, perhaps I could request a moment of your time, laddie.” Another familiar voice reached their ears, though only Asterios had the pleasure to hear it directly only a few minutes ago.

They turned towards its source and watched the nearby bushes flutter a bit before a frog jumped out of them. It might have been any frog, but Asterios felt sure that it was the same one that had witnessed his arrival. Inflating its throat, it stared up at them from the very ground.

“Say what you want, but a talking frog sounds freaky. Especially with such a deep voice.” Grea shivered.

“What do you mean by that?” Asterios asked with a bit more tact, ignoring his crass mate for now.

“I am lost,” the frog answered and croaked again.

“How so?” Miria tilted her head. “Isn’t this swamp where you live?”

“Yah, but it is not my home.” The green guy hopped closer to them. “I can’t find the way back to my pond in this darkness.”

“Wherever you go, my Lord, you seem to stumble on troubled natives.” Selene let out a quiet chuckle. “Are you going to save every being in peril that we encounter? That’s certainly going to rack up the number of your supporters across the realms rather fast.”

“Just a coincidence.” Asterios rubbed his eyes. “And we don’t really have much to do besides either going back or taking a look around here. We can help our little friend in the meantime. If you don’t mind.”

The girls responded with a plethora of gentle, knowing smiles, making him shake his head with a faint smirk.

“How do you usually find your way back?” he asked the requester.

“Oftenmost, before sundown,” the frog replied. “It looks like I spaced out for a moment during my afternoon walk and missed the evening. Everything looks unfamiliar at this hour and the shadows do not help.”

Asterios could think of a shadow or two that could help, but maybe suggesting someone to let a stranger read their memories was too much for the first meeting.

“I see. Do you know the general direction at least?” He looked around ponderingly.

“If I catch a good sight of the moon in the night sky, I might be able to pinpoint it,” his conversation partner answered.

“And how far is it?” Asterios returned his focus to the amphibian.

“I don’t know.” The frog croaked. “My far might not match with yours.”

“He is spitting facts.” Grea snickered. “Your species is quite more advantageous when it comes to traveling.”

“Don’t forget that the dog still lost the race, Professor.” Tina squinted softly at the crimson-skinned woman.

Everyone not from Ast’s realm glanced at him and the Summoner duo with some curiosity and confusion.

“A popular allegory not to underestimate your opponent and get complacent. I’ll tell you the story later,” he explained. “In any way, how big is that pond? Any characteristic landmarks around or on the way to it?”

“It’s located near a natural alcove that protects the southern part of the pond,” their emerald friend replied, paying no mind to their banter.

“Okay. That’s something.” Asterios scratched his head. “I’m sure Umbra wouldn’t mind taking a quick look around since it can’t be far. We could also split up and try to find it on our own, taking a stroll through this forest in pairs or threes. Or… How well do you think you would recognize your home from above?”

“I should be able to spot it amongst the crowns of leaves without much of a problem,” the frog answered in the same, calm manner. 

Turning to the girls, Asterios put his hands on his hips. “Do you mind if I give our new acquaintance a short lift? Since he is kind of small, I thought about flying with just my wings out so that I could hold him in my hands. I would rather not use my claws for this and it might be a bit hard to look down from my back.”

“That’s a good idea. We will catch up after you make your way to the pond,” Althea replied, representing them all as the other ladies nodded. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll take a look around and see if we can’t find more of such fascinating fauna in this world. Isn’t that right, ladies?”

“Just go. I’ll make sure Professor behaves herself while you are gone.” Tina shot him a playful wink.

“I’m not a kid, shortie.” Grea huffed, crossing her arms to emphasize the bust hidden underneath her robes. “Or have you already forgotten who was your elder at the academy?”

“Maybe, but here, in Ast’s family, I’m the senior.” The blue-haired girl grinned at the taller woman. “It’s my responsibility to keep an eye on my junior sister-mates, isn’t it?”

Leaving the duo to their little dispute before they dragged him in, Asterios knelt before the peculiar frog and offered it a hand, knowing that they were just messing around as usual. The palm-sized guy hopped onto it and made himself comfortable in his hold as he cupped his passenger from below like a big rock. Sharing one last nod with the girls who weren’t currently in the middle of an argument, he materialized his draconic wings and carefully lifted off the ground.

Shortly after entering the open air, his amphibian buddy did as he’d said and estimated the direction according to the position of the moon in the night sky. From a first glance, there was no visible pond or an alcove anywhere near so Asterios started flying while holding the slick creature below him in both hands. 

Glancing down, he could barely hold back a chuckle. From his perspective, it already looked funny, and he could imagine how comedic it had to be for someone from the ground or the side. A frog getting an air ride from a humanoid entity with wings and horns couldn’t be on the list of normal things to witness by the residents of this realm.

The trip took a while, definitely longer than Asterios had expected it to take. In his eyes, a small thing such as his tiny ally couldn’t have journeyed too far over the span of one afternoon. But, his eyes were opened after half an hour of flying at a decently fast pace, which he had raised after a few initial minutes of nothing. He had even wondered if his passenger wasn’t mistaken but the frog looked unperturbed and confidently peered down onto the trees below them.

Finally, after another quarter of an hour, he heard a croak. “We can see it. A bit to our left.”

Following the directions with his gaze, Asterios spotted a visible clearing in the deep forest. A bit of a rocky formation did poke out of the crowns, giving out the supposed natural alcove too. Sending a mental notification to the ladies, he lowered his flight so as not to drop into the area from an unexpected angle.

He touched the ground shortly before the clearing and hid his draconic features. The frog didn’t display any hints of desiring an immediate release so he kept his little friend in his palms, starting to walk through the bushes. Pushing through the last hurdle, what greeted him was a beautiful, shimmering pond full of flat stones, big pebbles, lily pads, and of course, frogs. Their uneven croaking created an orchestra of noise, joined by an occasional splash or noise of disturbed water.

As Asterios unhurriedly made his way to the edge of the grassy beach, his slick acquaintance leaped out of his palms and dove into the pond. He watched it swim to a formation of multiple smaller rock islands surrounding a big one, all located at the mouth of the short, open alcove. It then hopped onto one of those and croaked calmly, suddenly silencing the entire place. 

“Chief, I have returned,” it said into the silence.

Two glowing golden spots appeared before it and Asterios realized that the top of the grandest rock wasn’t just a weirdly shaped stone but another frog instead, with a blemished, gray skin covering its sleek body. Which, surprisingly, was also much more wrinkly, almost making it look like a bulky toad, but the sheer intelligence and wisdom shining in its eyes told him that it had to be a sign of old age.

“Good job,” the one called the Chief replied with the voice of a homely grandpa. “And you, stranger, have my deepest gratitude for bringing back one of my precious family. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

The pond filled with a wave of croaking which faded away as quickly as it had begun. All the frogs, including the leader, seemed to be lowering their heads towards Asterios a tiny bit. It looked like this pond was a tightly-knit community that expressed their appreciation openly.

“I’m glad we were able to find this place and to see you reunited with your friend,” Asterios said with a polite nod. “This is a gorgeous spot to call home. I wouldn’t want to overstep my boundaries, but would you mind if I invited my mates here to experience this lovely sight before we leave?”

“It will be our pleasure,” the Chief responded. “You are free to bathe in our pond if you wish. The water welcomes and nourishes all beings, no matter their size, strength, or position on the food chain.”

“Thank you.” He smiled kindly.

“No, thank you, stranger,” the grandpa frog insisted.

Three gates opened at the edge of the water and all eight women were soon gazing upon the mesmerizing view of the charming pond shimmering in the chromatic moonlight, with Abyss somehow showing up out of nowhere as if she had been there with Asterios this entire time. The water looked so magical and mystical that the big stone seemed to attract all that iridescence to the old amphibian’s personal island.

“I’ve never seen anything like this…” Rusilthea whispered in awe.

Althea smiled at her new disciple warmly. “It doesn’t surprise me. This is your first time moving this far away from the place of your birth. The universe hides many wonders in its midst.”

“Not to mention talking frogs.” Grea snickered as she crouched to dip her fingers in the shiny water.

A sudden emergence of a young frog startled her a bit and she fell onto her back. The perpetrator of that heinous act landed on her belly and croaked nonchalantly while gazing at her face vacantly. The girls laughed at the scene and even she let out a mirthful chuckle, petting the cheeky amphibian with her fingertip.

“Apologies. The young ones can be a tad thoughtless.” The Chief let out a croak resembling an affectionate laugh.

“That just makes them even cuter!” Miria giggled, finding her own frog to tickle.

“We still aren’t taking any home.” Selene’s lips curled up in a ladylike smile as she poked fun at her sister-mate, kneeling by the panthergirl's side to mirror her actions.

The cheerful feline pouted adorably in mock offense before grinning at Asterios and going back to their fun.

“Now, proper courtesy mandates that debts, no matter how big or small, shouldn’t be left unpaid,” the old frog said, capturing their attention.

“It’s alright. I didn’t do this expecting a reward.” Asterios politely waved his hand. “Allowing us to stay here for a while is enough to convey your gratitude, Chief.”

“We can’t have that.” The Chief’s croak echoed throughout the alcove. “You helped one of us find the way, and we will in return help you find yours.”

“The way. The way. The way.” The whole pond chanted in unison.

“I’m not lost, though?” Asterios frowned softly in confusion.

“The way takes many forms and shapes. It varies from one being to another. It’s an inherent part of life to be a little lost in it from time to time and should not be considered shameful,” the wise frog explained. “I can see your way, stranger. You know where it begins, and you are aware of where it leads, but what you lack is the appreciation of what’s between. Do not focus your heart on the goal. Let it wander freely and it shall find the way on its own.”

“The way. The way. The way.” The chanting repeated once more.

As the echoing words faded away, a gust of wind blew into everyone’s faces. When they glanced at the central rock again, the Chief was gone, and the frogs started quietly hopping back into the water, even those that had been in the middle of being petted by the girls. Soon, the entire place was eerily calm and silent with no living creature in sight.

“Totally not creepy. Not in the slightest.” Grea scoffed under her nose, taking a step closer to Asterios to tug at his clothes.

“And here I thought riddles were your kind of thing.” Selene smirked lightly at their mocha-skinned friend.

“What was this about?” Rusilthea pondered, looking at Asterios.

She and the others found him deep in thought, staring absently at the now-empty rock.

“Let me give something a try,” he said with a serious expression.

No one said anything else as Asterios turned his right arm draconic and took a position most of them had seen him assume plenty of times, including the recent two occurrences. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and circulated the draconic energies through his whole body, condensing them around the core of his being. Releasing a prolonged sigh, he stabbed his black claw into an invisible surface and carefully dragged it down, unveiling the tear in the fabric of their current realm.

Finished creating a big enough breach, he opened his glimmering eyes and gazed into the ominous swirl of crimson. With a faint nod, he stepped into it and disappeared from the girls’ sight.

This time, nothing was tugging at him from all possible sides. The journey was smooth and quick. But, it was still long enough for Asterios to realize that it hadn’t been some weird phenomenon or interdimensional forces and entities trying to yank him aside. It had been his own heart trying to break free from the constraints he had put on the tunnel linking the two locations, subconsciously treating it like a summoning corridor.

A moment later, he stepped into another place. The sun was high up in the sky and the local animals filled the forest with their charming songs and sounds of life. The silhouette of a cozy village made mainly of wooden logs made it clear that this time, he had hit the mark.

Miria’s hometown was right in front of his face.


Chapter 25
Fateful Meeting

It didn’t take long before a crimson gate surfaced next to him and an ecstatic panthergirl lunged into Ast’s arms.

“You did it, Master!” Miria giggled adorably while attempting to spin them around.

He allowed his cuddly mate to snuggle to him while the others joined them with warm smiles, taking a glance around to confirm their surroundings. Rusilthea was examining the forest and the village the most, which wasn’t surprising considering the fact that it was all new to her.

“Well, that is unless Master wasn’t aiming for your village, Miria,” Bryn commented, looking at the duo curiously.

“Worst case scenario, at least the overall destination is right,” Silvia added.

Putting his beloved mate down and offering the cheerful girl a few tender kisses as an apology for interrupting her fun, Asterios turned to them. “It more or less worked out as I intended it to. I was thinking of Miria’s village while at the same time trying to not be too forceful and demanding regarding the final destination. The transfer was much smoother too.”

“All that matters is that you managed to succeed. And you still have a few days to polish your new ability before we have to present it to the Nest Mother,” Althea said proudly. “Congratulations are in order anyway. It’s truly inspiring watching a True Dragon discover his capabilities. Unfortunately, we don’t get that chance very often. For obvious reasons.”

“Am I the only one feeling like all of that appeared kind of… orchestrated?” Tina chuckled anxiously.

“What? Do you now believe in divine frogs capable of predicting the future and intelligent enough to plot an entire scenario to mysteriously unlock someone’s potential by showing them the way?” Grea snorted while putting her fists on her hips. “Yeah, right.”

The ladies laughed but many of them felt at least a tad weirded out by their recent encounter. It couldn’t be denied that the whole experience seemed off from the moment Asterios had landed right in front of a lone frog in quite a big vicinity around the small swamp and a rather massive for the tiny amphibian distance from its home.

But, they didn’t really have any means of investigating the matter unless the frogs decided to show up in front of them again someday. Perhaps Asterios wouldn’t mind taking their realm as one of his targets during the upcoming practice. One time might have been a lucky shot so he needed to verify that he truly could hop dimensions now almost at will.

“How do you feel after the transfer?” his doting teacher asked.

“Good. Less spent than the other two times, though those weren’t particularly draining either.” He scratched his chin while using his other hand to scratch Miria’s rounded ears. “I think I need to mostly work on the speed with which I complete the ritual and the size of the breach I can create. After getting used to doing it in my humanoid form, I might need to switch to my draconic body just as you mentioned before.”

Selene assumed a thoughtful expression while her single bushy tail lazily swayed behind her back. “How big do you think you will be able to make it in the future, my Lord? The number of people going through it at the same time won’t be an issue, right?”

“Regarding your latter question, I don’t think so. It’s similar to creating a static corridor through Summoning Magic which almost anyone can use. This is part of the reason why I kept messing up. It’s just too close and I couldn’t get my mind to properly separate them,” Asterios replied, wrapping his free arm around his vulpine lover’s waist and starting to stroke the long white cloud with his fingers, effectively caressing both of his beastfolk ladies.

“And why are you wondering about that, Selene?” Bryn glanced the vixen’s way ponderingly, who gave the Valkyrie an impish smile.

Their winged friend’s eyes widened after a few seconds as the realization dawned on her. But, the others had picked up on it too.

“Don’t tell me, you are thinking about moving entire ARKs through those tears?” Asterios stared at Selene incredulously, who only kept grinning.

“That’s insane!” Tina gasped.

“But I love it!” Grea cackled, her bright eyes shining with even more ferocity.

“ARKs?” Rusilthea furrowed her brows at them.

“Imagine a floating fortress made of golden metal that functions as a city housing at least a few thousand individuals,” Silvia explained. “There are twelve of them and each one is as big as a small mountain. They are what is left of Bryn’s people after a grand cataclysm struck her home realm, rendering the ground beneath uninhabitable and mostly useless.”

“That would look so cool, Master! I can already see it! Twelve beautiful structures floating in a ring around Glimmervale!” Miria practically vibrated in place and it wasn’t just because of her loud purrs. “That would also make everyone so much safer and give them an opportunity for a life they all deserve!”

“I admit that it’s a compassionate idea, but I’m afraid that it’s not as simple as opening a big enough gap and somehow pushing the ARKs through, even if we arrived at a point where that’s possible.” Asterios tried to curb her enthusiasm a tiny bit.

“Master is right.” Bryn joined his efforts with a melancholic smile. “Personally, I would love nothing more than to see all of my kind move into this incredible realm but we have already learned that it’s not limited only to those living inside the ARKs. Additionally, we have just freed the Descending Spire and I don’t think it would be as easy to move, so we would have to leave it and the people who settled down there behind. But, after deeply considering the opportunity your new ability offers us, I think it could be agreed that a few cities should be moved.”

“Brage, for example,” Selene suggested. “And the other ARKs that aren’t military-themed. Your sisters could comfortably be born, grow up, and get education or training here, and whoever wished to aid those still in Heven would get a chance to move to Tyr or the city atop the Spire. Just imagine how much stronger and better-motivated they would be by developing and maturing in much more favorable conditions.”

“Granted, we figure out a way of transporting people between realms we know about without Asterios having to open an interdimensional gap every day,” Silvia pointed out. “It might not feel like that much right now, but I can almost guarantee that it will become an extremely difficult chore to keep up after a while.”

“Once in a week should be enough, perhaps even fortnightly,” Grea added, scratching her head. “But you are right, it wouldn’t solve the problem of Ast being unavailable. It’s either we transfer literally everyone we know and don’t think about those who might have been left behind somewhere or not do it at all. Splitting a community is never a good thing. It can destroy its unity, creating a group of more privileged people.”

“Maybe our ancient, wisdom-seeking, and all-powerful friend can help us out a little?” Tina pondered out loud, looking at the ominous lady who had again appeared silently between them without anyone noticing. “I’m sure she knows a thing or two about spells permanently connecting two worlds or such. I mean, even our people figured out long-range teleportation. A little bit of help wouldn’t be as much of a problem as a reward for solving Umbra’s world’s issue, no?”

Abyss didn’t respond instantly, even as everyone’s focus turned to their mysterious companion. Tina endured the emotionless stare that was directed back at her by those deep and profound swirling dark violet eyes. The fact that Abyss hadn’t immediately denied the possibility or shot the idea down gave them all an inkling of hope that she might actually be considering sharing what she knew about certain techniques.

“It’s a serious bit of magical feat to do so and there’s a reason not many can achieve it, even amongst True Dragons,” she finally spoke up. “Although, being able to jump realms at will, from any place to any other place, is fundamentally different from an established transfer channel that can be used only in two chosen locations. I’ll need some time to think about it.”

Miria pumped her fist while cheering adorably and shooting their winged friend a joyful grin, making Bryn blush a tiny bit from the amount of care and affection.

“Don’t get your hopes too far up.” Asterios chuckled, pacifying his lovely mate a little. “Even if we learn this, logistics will still play a massive role in that operation. But, I guess you can start researching and working on things while we are visiting Umbra’s realm since you are staying behind, Bryn.”

“Just don’t think of finishing your quest to collect all the Wings without us!” The panthergirl squinted at her, bursting into cute giggles when Asterios put more pressure into his rubs.

“I’ll try not to.” Bryn smiled back at them affectionately. “But, I can have a little adventure of my own while you are having fun in Umbra’s world, can’t I?”

A cute pout snuck onto Miria’s face as her nose wrinkled a tiny bit. “I guess that’s only fair…”

Their valkyrja friend laughed openly and stepped closer to envelop all three of them in a cordial hug. “I promise I won’t do anything too adventurous without you. It wouldn’t be anywhere near enjoyable without your presence and cheerful personality, Miria.”

“You are the best sister-mate, Bryn!” Miria nuzzled her cheek into Bryn’s as Asterios and Selene watched them in amusement.

“Are you going to continue practicing or take a break like the last time?” Silvia asked.

He glanced at the two women who had been helping him achieve that feat.

“Now that you have managed to succeed, I don’t think you necessarily need to give your mind time to cool down and reset before another attempt. Or perhaps attempt is no longer a valid expression,” Althea answered the question first. “Only your mana reserves and mental exhaustion should limit the number of breaches you can create in a day.”

“I agree.” Abyss nodded slowly. “I believe you’ve gotten it and your next attempt will be successful too. We can even test that theory immediately if you wish. Of course, do not pick my child’s realm for it yet as we don’t know what might happen after we step inside.”

“Can we visit the village while we are here, Master? Pretty please?” Miria struck him with pleading eyes right after and he chuckled softly, knowing that it was a real challenge not to give in.

“I don’t see why not. Do you mind, Rusi?” He turned to Tina’s new familiar and his fellow disciple.

“Of course not.” The draconic girl waved dismissively. “I’m sure you can tell but I’m loving this. This is all so interesting and I can’t wait to see what else the big universe has in store for me, or what kind of people live in this village before us. I’ve mostly interacted with other Lesser Dragons and the last few days were truly entertaining.”

“Looks like it’s decided.” Grea smirked. “Good thing we had a quick dip in a clean spring. Though, after someone took their relaxation a bit too seriously, I don’t think it’s that unsullied anymore.”

While the demon woman directed knowing smiles his way, a certain fox-eared lady didn’t hide her hungry expression as her cheeks were tinged with the faintest trace of warmth. Then, Abyss excused herself for now and returned to whatever she had been doing before appearing by Ast’s side in the previous realm. The others grouped up and walked together towards the entrance to Miria’s hometown. Their sweet panthergirl showered Rusilthea with facts and information about her race with visible passion while the recipient of those tales and stories ate them up with rapt attention.

The two sentries keeping watch at the border of the village quickly recognized their black-haired hunter and waved at the group happily. After exchanging a few words with the pair, Miria brought everyone inside. As usual, while they weren’t exactly in the center of attention, a numerous party of non-beastfolk turned some heads.

At the same time, Asterios was well-known amongst the residents enough to be recognized as Miria’s strong mate and someone they could consider family by now. Though, that fact earned him some rather amorous glances from the various animal-like ladies and none of his current lovers missed those, giving him playful and amused smiles. Even Rusilthea noticed, raising a brow at him.

“Oh, look, it’s Dad!” The panthergirl suddenly pointed to the side.

Surely, Rook was standing next to one of the log cabins while chatting with its owner, most likely. His daughter dragged them towards him immediately. They created enough commotion to be spotted ahead of time and the man could only smile wryly at their approach.

“Hi, Dad! What are you talking about with Mr. Toughfur?” the grinning panthergirl asked nonchalantly.

The older Bearkin chuckled deeply, possibly quite used to her joyful nature while Miria’s father simply shrugged. “Nothing much, Miria. I was just delivering a new piece of furniture for one of Anot’s mates.”

“The old kitchen counter unfortunately gave up under… a bit too much pressure.” The big, bulky man smirked while Miria’s dad scratched his cheek. “We were going to replace it anyway so it was a lucky timing that your father had some time to take our request. Now I can be sure it will hold no matter what we put on top of it. I bet the equivalent weight of two, no, even three people won’t be an issue!”

Giving them a polite nod and Rook a firm handshake, the bearman retreated into his home. Miria’s dad turned to them with a raised brow.

“I didn’t expect any visits today. What brings you guys here?” he asked.

“Master was just testing his new ability!” Miria proudly announced. “And since we happened to be close, I wanted to see you and Mom. And perhaps my friends too.”

Rook looked over them all and stopped his gaze on Asterios. “You really don’t know when to stop, do you?”

The quiet snicker made it clear what the man meant and that he didn’t aim to offend anyone. The ladies exchanged knowing glances as their beloved shook his head wryly.

“Well, as long as Miria is happy,” the blond-haired Tigerkin added.

“I couldn’t be happier anywhere else, Dad!” His daughter frowned at him playfully. “I love Master and all my sister-mates just as much!”

“Besides, they aren’t all my mates,” Asterios responded, nodding towards the silver-haired beauty. “Rusilthea is simply accompanying us.”

“Oh, I thought you had to mate someone to be able to bring them through your portals?” A familiar voice reached them from behind.

“Mom!” Miria instantly spun around and jumped into the arms of the more mature woman sharing many of her features. “You are here too?”

“Sweetie, where else would I be? Someone had to help your father carry that heavy counter. You know his hands are legendary for their dexterous nature rather than brute strength.” Oria grinned at her husband, making the man glance away as he cleared his throat.

“Master’s fingers are really nimble too! It feels so good when he rubs me! My knees get like super weak!” The younger Pantherkin gushed out compliments as her mother’s grin just kept growing and a few chuckles could be heard from the direction of Ast’s group.

Asterios moved to the duo and rubbed behind Miria’s cute ears before she got out of control, evoking an adorable mewl from his enthusiastic mate. “That’s enough. You don’t need to boast to the whole village. As for your question, Mrs. Blackclaw, I’m now capable of using a different ability to transfer people between realms. Even though Rusi is contracted with Tina.”

“Oh, right! You can now, Master, can’t you?” Miria fought against the bliss and looked up at him with wide eyes. “Can we bring Mom and Dad to Glimmervale? I always wanted to show them our home!”

He thought about it for a moment as her parents looked at him curiously. “Well, I haven’t yet tested it on anyone else but myself so I’m not sure if we should do it right now.”

“No matter what, you will need someone’s help to do that, no?” Oria asked. “I don’t mind volunteering. What kind of a mother would I be if I couldn’t trust my daughter’s mate? Especially with how much she always praises him about his countless unimaginable achievements?”

“Master?” The feline girl continued to beg him silently.

“Hmmm. If everyone is okay with it.” Asterios sighed lightly.

“YES!” Miria squealed in delight. “We are going to have so much fun showing you guys around!”

“Let’s move out of sight before doing that, if you don’t mind,” Althea suggested and they all agreed, hastily walking back to the family’s house.

After getting inside, Asterios got to work right away. Retracing all the steps he had taken to succeed earlier, he repeated them and cut a sizable vertical breach in the air, opening up a swirling crimson chasm before their eyes. Miria’s parents were shocked to see something so ominous but the others reassured them that nothing connected to him would hurt or make them uncomfortable.

When he was done and chose to glance back over his shoulder, Miria couldn’t meet his eyes, her face redder than a tomato. He snorted under his nose and shook his head.

It had taken her a while. Or perhaps someone had a hand in it.

Taking a look at Miria’s mom, he received a firm nod with a confident smile. He reciprocated them and stepped into the tear first. Just like earlier, the passage didn’t seem as chaotic and troubling as the first two, and a moment later, he stepped out of it into a busy market. A few blinks later, he knew that it was another almost perfect success. Glimmervale’s main market square surrounded him along with all the people and stalls. A few bystanders stared in confusion at the crimson crack and his arrival, but amidst the lively atmosphere, barely anyone paid any mind to it.

Confirming that the connection was still stable, Asterios gave the girls permission to send Miria’s parents and waited with bated breath for either of the two to pass through without any problems. He didn’t have to stay nervous for long as Oria’s figure popped out of it soon enough and he helped his mother-in-law catch her balance as she was clearly unused to such means of travel.

“Incredible…” she whispered while leaning on him, taking one more look at the crevice before gazing around. “This truly doesn’t feel like Eabiarhia anymore… So many different races…”

Rook followed after his wife less than a minute later and Asterios was ready to catch the man’s arm before he tripped. Miria’s father wrapped his hand around his mouth before he threw up, somehow managing to hold his nausea down. Out of the two, he drew the shorter stick this time.

Surprisingly, the girls walked out of the breach too, but Asterios figured out that it was a good idea to test it on them. From what he could tell, there was no issue with anyone, no matter if connected to him directly, indirectly, or not connected at all. After everyone was there, he sealed the passage properly.

“Welcome to Kraedorion, Mom, Dad!” Miria beamed at her parents, spinning around the market square. “Just remember not to do anything naughty or you might have to talk to the big guy over there to explain yourselves.”

The pair followed the direction of her thumb and their eyes almost popped out of their sockets at the sight of the massive Dragon-like entity napping not that far from them.

“Asti~! I knew I felt you appear nearby!” A voice reached them from the side and most of the group recognized it right away.

A short, sunny woman pushed through the crowd and stopped by them. The moment Kindra came close, standing before him and their two guests, her face snapped to Oria and her expression turned almost severe. Both women gazed deep into each other’s eyes in silence for a few long seconds before smacking their hands together in a firm handshake.

“It’s my pleasure.” Kindra grinned. “I think we have plenty to discuss.”

“Likewise.” Oria matched her smile. “Why don’t we start right away?”

“It’s like you’ve read my mind, dear.” Ast’s mom giggled. “Shall we?”

“After you, darling.” Miria’s mother chuckled deeply.

The two women linked elbows and strolled away from the group, starting to chat amongst themselves.

Rook’s hand landed on Ast’s shoulder as the man appeared beside him. “And so it begins. Want to grab a drink? This will take a while.”

Asterios snickered softly. “Alright. Let me show you a few of our favorite spots. We might even run into some of our local artisans.”


Chapter 26
No Use

As they watched the two women walk away from them, Miria hopped closer to Asterios from the other side than her father had taken. “Master, do you think you could open the passage again or is it too early?”

He glanced at her curiously. “Why?”

“Well, since my mom stole your mom, and you are going with my dad, then we could take Zoe with us and give you two some time alone? If you don’t mind?” She batted her eyelashes at him compellingly.

“I wasn’t planning on splitting up but if you girls are fine with it,” he replied and took a look at the others, who sent him encouraging smiles. “Alright. I need to see how many attempts can actually tire me out so let’s do it. Any other requests?”

“If you manage to fit us in, I could also try grabbing Lerisse and Ronye,” Selene added.

“Atra would definitely love to see your world too, Master,” Bryn commented. “I don’t think I can request a temporary leave for Rota at this moment, unfortunately. But, somewhere in the future, I would like to bring her here too. Maybe even offer her a chance to settle down after her sentence ends.”

“That’s kind of you and I fully support that idea. As long as she will be comfortable among our people, of course. It might be a bit overwhelming for your friends and relatives at first,” Asterios voiced out his thoughts. “We might need to let your leaders have a look at this realm. It might help you convince them to start coming up with all the necessary procedures to move in if our little ARK transfer project comes to fruition someday.”

The winged lady bowed deeply. “I truly appreciate this, Master. I’ll let as many of them know that you are willing to offer them a visit as I possibly can.”

“Don’t thank me for that. I’ll gladly help your family as much as I can. They have shown us a lot of support, and so have you as my mate. This is nothing to repay that compassion and love.” He smiled warmly at her. “So, we should probably move off the square once more. Most traders and customers have already recognized us. Let’s save them the shock of witnessing the arrival of a bunch of unknown races. Especially since they are in for a few more surprises in a week or two.”

“Yay!” Miria hugged him dearly and placed a loving peck on his cheek. “I’m already loving this new ability of yours, Master! But, I’ll try not to pester you about it too much! I promise!”

Letting out a small chuckle, Asterios left a tiny kiss on her adorable ear in response. “Don’t make promises you know you won’t be able to keep.”

She giggled guiltily and let him go. Rook also stepped aside and they started moving all together. Since the castle was quite a distance away, Tina suggested going to one of the stores owned by or partnered with the Hestizo family to ask for a room. Everyone agreed and they found one that dealt with shoes. The clerk recognized Asterios immediately and politely showed them to the small lounge where the staff used to take breaks.

Selene was curious if he could use her person in the other realm to aim his ability better and jumped through her gate back home first. Miria and Bryn did the same, though Umbra accompanied the latter as she had to reach Brage to find Atra. Opening a few breaches at the same time might be still too difficult for Asterios so he opted to tackle them individually. Worst case scenario, he would drain his mana and exhaust his circuits so their guests would have to stay a night with them.

Trying to weave his connection with Selene into the process, Asterios repeated the steps and carved a crevice in the air. His vulpine mate confirmed that it appeared next to her, short of the main temple where she had stopped. As she rushed to get her friends, he began the preparations for the second round. 

Unfortunately, it looked like the Matriarch was busy, but at least Ronye made it and soon stepped out of the breach alongside Selene. As for Zoe, Miria had no problems fetching the Wolfkin girl, though it took about fifteen minutes. She explained that her best friend took surprisingly long to get ready and the person in question kept blushing faintly as she spoke, her tail wagging fervently. Bryn didn’t have much trouble with Atra as the eager archivist and researcher practically flew out of the gap with an overly excited expression.

In terms of energy drain, Asterios felt the price of the ability taking a toll on his body, but he concluded that he could currently handle it about ten or so times in total. Althea was sure that number would rise the more he practiced as the technique was new to him and he surely had to waste a lot of mana and effort on each activation. And if his goal was to open a massive one, he needed all the training he could get.

After closing the last passage, Asterios properly greeted the new arrivals and everyone exchanged some quick pleasantries. The girls then shooed him and Miria’s father away so the men left the women to their machinations and returned to the market square. The first place Asterios had in mind wasn’t that far away so they grabbed a meat skewer each from one of the stands and headed to their destination. Walking away from the store, they could already hear the giggling and laughing of the ladies as they spilled outside soon after them.

It seemed like each party was out to have their own fun. 

※ ※ ※

“And this is where we currently live. Asti got us this mansion when we first arrived here. Luna and I just knew it would be perfect for us from the very first glance.” Kindra spread her arms in front of the ornamental gate and spun to face her companion, grinning excitedly. “I can’t wait to introduce you to her. We’ve been dying to talk to you for so long. It’s such a shame you aren’t part of the connection.”

Oria chuckled softly, admiring the beautiful building. “It reminds me of those foxes and their mountain. This whole city does. It’s honestly a little overwhelming after living in a peaceful village in the middle of nowhere for a long time. As for the connection, you know how easily embarrassed my silly daughter is. I’m sure she couldn’t bear the thought of me being able to sense her this closely.”

“Hmmm. You are right. It takes a lot of effort to even make her call me Mom.” The other woman tapped her lips ponderingly. “I’ll work something out. Give me a bit of time and it will be done. I’m sure I can convince her to allow it. Persuasion is one of the things I’m half-decent at.”

“So I heard.” The Pantherkin lady smirked. “After you, then.”

They entered the mansion and Kindra dismissed the servant awaiting their return, asking the man to let everyone know that she was now in the middle of an important meeting and should not be bothered unless the world itself was ending. He hastily scurried away to inform the rest of the staff while the women moved deeper into the residence. Ast’s mother had no problems locating Tina’s mom, already having mastered the benefits of the bond they shared with him.

“Luna! Drop whatever you are doing, I have someone to introduce to you!” Kindra’s voice echoed through the office chamber mere seconds after the door burst open.

“Goodness me, Kindra. It’s been a while since you’ve been so thrilled. What has—” Luna’s voice caught in her throat as her enchanting eyes rose from the documents atop the solid desk.

As the two ladies stepped inside, the third one stood up and hastily moved to meet them. The Merchant Queen kept smiling slyly as her friend put her palms on the newcomer’s arms and pressed a kiss to each of the feline woman’s cheeks, taking her hands into hers afterward.

“My most affectionate greetings, Lady Oria. I was wondering if we would ever get to meet you in person, but it looks like Kindra was right. There are no boundaries Asterios can’t shatter for his family,” Luna said warmly.

“I’m no Lady, just a simple village woman living the best of her life with a skilled artisan mate in a comfortable log cabin in the middle of a forest.” Oria shook her head. “But it is an honor to finally meet the two of you.”

“Oh, really?” Kindra squinted playfully. “So you mean to say that your daughter’s impeccable combat expertise and prominent hunting proficiency have really been all taught by the local instructors from that simple village? And that you had nothing to do with how fine of a woman she grew up, learning so much about the world from stories?”

Luna chuckled quietly. “You better give up ahead of time because she won’t. We both know Miria and it’s plainly obvious who she takes after. Just like our children do. My shy daughter might not have realized it yet, but she’s more like me in certain aspects than she can imagine.”

“Having a much more active husband certainty can give a false impression, but that little schemer knows how to come up with the most beneficial scenarios to achieve what she wants.” Ast’s mother snickered under her nose.

With two sets of knowing eyes directed her way, Oria could only sigh in defeat. “I didn’t expect such a tough initiation ceremony. But, I do want to join this council and might as well introduce myself properly.”

“Let us start in a show of good faith, then,” Kindra suggested. “I’m fairly sure you’ve heard a lot about me so I’ll keep it short. I’m next in line to handle the Hestizo Household, one of this realm’s most prominent merchant lineages, and I do not mean to boast. Each of our heads managed to secure a world-changing opportunity during their period and it’s currently my turn to achieve something great. What, you might ask? I’m going to make my son the king of this world! And, naturally, secure its stability as one of the main supporting pillars, making our family go down on the pages of history as the most influential merchant house ever. Oh, and I guess some people I’ve dealt with started calling me the Merchant Queen behind my back.”

“As for me, I prefer to hold my cards a bit closer to my chest,” Luna continued. “The Nobelle family might not be as well-known, but we never wanted to be in the center of attention. We might not be at the forefront of the Human Kingdom’s nobility, but we have all of its back. Our contacts, informants, and allies are placed in every important institution and household in the nation. Some even abroad, like the Demon Continent. Our network might not be infallible, but it’s well-hidden. Unfortunately, amongst our people, they decided to call me the Marionette Mistress, so there it is.”

“Asti has no idea how much your contacts helped him. It would have taken weeks to locate Radir otherwise.” Asterios’ mother giggled impishly. “Too bad Tina isn’t going to follow in your footsteps.”

Tina’s mom put a finger to her lips and winked at the shorter woman. “Her heart leads her elsewhere, towards the bigger universe. She’ll learn of this in time, but while she’s been unknowingly learning the proper mindset, Gwen is doing great as my successor. The two will take the world by storm one day. You’ll see.”

“Looks like I’m not the only one keeping secrets from my daughter.” Oria laughed, putting her fists on her hips as her expression turned more serious. “Miria doesn’t know of this, and I would rather keep it this way. Her pure heart doesn’t need to worry about such matters. I’m an elite tracker. Retired. But beasts weren’t my specialty. The party I was a member of chased after known criminals and wicked psychopaths, people who felt untouchable and had no one to oppose them. The group is still active to this day. We stepped aside to let the new generation take over. Nevertheless, you never forget the hellish training or the almost suicidal battles. My fighting style and pursuit techniques earned me the nickname Death Hound. Ironic, isn’t it?”

“No matter the realm, soldiers and all kinds of warriors are bound to possess a sick sense of humor.” Luna smirked gently. “Your secret is safe with us. For as long as you intend to keep it.”

“Does your mate know?” Kindra asked.

“Yes. And no, he isn’t connected to my past in any way. Rook is a normal male I found myself enamored with. It was a mutual decision to keep this part out of our story. He might not have the fortitude of a fighter, but his heart knows no limit. I honestly never thought anyone would accept me after coming completely clean about my deeds. I’m so glad Miria inherited it.” The feline lady smiled tenderly, then glanced at Ast’s mother. “I’ve heard you don’t have a mate yet. You should find one. Life gets so much better and easier with someone by your side.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling her.” Tina’s mom rubbed her forehead. “You already have the perfect candidate just waiting for you. Don’t think that he’ll keep trying forever.”

Kindra pouted heavily. “You and that cunning son of mine know well that I work better alone. Welrond is a great company but you have to keep in mind all the ramifications of us getting together. It’s a massive logistical operation. Why can’t we just be close friends?”

“Don’t you think it would be nice to give Asterios a little brother or sister?” Oria raised a mischievous brow at her. “Having not one but two children to dote on? Give him and the girls a chance to witness the miracle of life and its mesmerizing development before a litter of grandkids joins the fray?”

Kindra’s eyes widened to the brim and she froze on the spot. Her mouth fell agape as images swirled through the depths of her mind.

“Now, this is a conversation we should be having instead of focusing on the unimportant past.” Luna chuckled softly and trotted to the nearby cabinet with wines. “Red or white, ladies?”

※ ※ ※

“I still can’t get used to being so close to the actual ground that isn’t a complete wasteland.” Atra sighed dreamily while looking past the wooden railing.

“Then better start mentally preparing because it won’t be long before this becomes a daily sight for you.” Grea snickered.

“Atra is one of those people who would certainly stay behind to keep learning more about our world and its ancient history.” Bryn showed a gentle smile.

“Well, tough luck, Ast is quite proficient at dragging those types out of their workshops and archives.” The demon woman snorted, taking a bite of a potato from her plate. “Trust me, I would know.”

A round of chuckles traveled around the table the girls sat by. They had gathered in a pleasant restaurant with a fully furnished deck on the roof available to the patrons. The building was high enough to peer past the far defensive walls and give the customers an enchanting view of not just the town but also a bit of the land surrounding it. Even though there wasn’t much to see out there besides trees, it was still something new and exotic for their winged companion, and the choice of their meeting spot couldn’t be more perfect.

“I don’t need to be dragged anywhere, thank you very much.” The person in question fixed her glasses with a tinge of rosiness surfacing on her cheeks.

“Weren’t you the one asking my Lord to breed you the first time we met you?” Selene asked with a curl at the corner of her mouth.

Atra’s blush deepened instantly and she hastily looked down. “I was under the influence of strong emotions and the prospect of discovering something previously unthought of… I already apologized for it…”

“We aren’t admonishing you.” Bryn laughed lightly. “Your first impression might not have been perfect, but worry not, it didn’t bother Master as much as you think. You haven’t ruined your chances. But, you need to step forward instead of holing yourself in the Spire or Brage’s archives if you wish for anything to actually happen.”

“Exactly! And that goes for you too, Zoe!” Miria nodded eagerly and met her best friend’s gaze.

“M-Me?” The Wolfkin girl’s ears shot up as her pupils shrank to their limits.

“Yes! You are way too passive!” The Pantherkin girl slammed her palms on the table. “I can’t do everything for you! Or make Master fall for you! I would love nothing more than to see you happy but you haven’t spoken to him once after joining our bond! How are you planning to make him interested in you without talking about yourself!”

“It’s not as simple as you think, Miria…” Zoe whispered timidly, staring intently at her thighs as her tail swayed from side to side at a fast pace. “He is an amazing, strong, and smart male with many incredible mates… I can’t even compete with any of you… I’m at the bottom of the barrel, and each time he is around, I just get anxious that I have nothing to show off…”

“Typical weakling mentality, letting emotions get the better of oneself.” Ronye snorted aside.

“Bold words coming from someone who gets excited like a newborn puppy every time Master’s name is mentioned anywhere.” Selene grinned teasingly.

The foxgirl choked on a piece of meat and coughed a few times while hitting her chest, looking back at the older Spiritual Fox with a betrayed expression and a shade of pink adorning her face. 

“Senior! You promised!” she whined.

“Not to tell him. There was nothing about them.” Selene winked and Ronye groaned, looking away to escape the focus. “You aren’t doing much to help your chances either, even though you could have easily asked for more lessons or a spar.”

“I’m still trying to master everything Senior Asterios taught me to impress him…” Ronye mumbled under her nose, which didn’t escape the ears of Ast’s girls.

“And so, we come to the same conclusion,” Tina said, capturing the trio’s attention. “If you really want Asterios to notice you, you need to start making moves. Remember, the longer you wait, the more females he is going to meet. It will be a fight for attention for those who aren’t his True Mates or might not become ones. You are already aware of how big a True Dragon’s entourage can be, and considering Ast’s might? The clock is ticking. It won’t be long before he starts accepting True Aides and Servants. It's up to you if you’ll make it in.”

The trio sitting together across the group exchanged silent glances. Turning their heads ahead, they gave the ladies a harmonious nod.

※ ※ ※

A shiver passed through Ast’s body as he was about to take a sip of beer out of his tankard.

“Cold?” Rook asked, raising his elbows from the top of the battlements.

“No. It’s probably nothing. Just a weird feeling for a moment.” Asterios chuckled while shaking his head.

Rook smirked and returned to gazing past the outer wall’s edge. “Yeah. It do be like that sometimes. No use sweating over it.”

“Yeah…” Asterios smiled wryly. “No use…”


Chapter 27
Not Alone

After spending a moment longer simply gazing into the horizon and admiring the natural beauty of the forests surrounding Glimmervale, Asterios and Rook retreated from the battlements and strolled back into the city. They talked briefly about Ast’s plans regarding all the structures currently being in construction and Miria’s father was impressed by their academic plans.

Depending on how their situation developed in the future, it wasn’t impossible that Glimmervale could offer housing or education to people from other realms. Currently, it all depended on Ast’s skill, which was in the very initial stages at the moment as he had just discovered it and began understanding how to approach the transfer. Someday, with the help of his incredible mates, perhaps they would be able to invent an easier method to cross realms.

But, of course, such techniques or magical devices would be highly coveted.

Thankfully, Glimmervale was steadily growing in strength and it didn’t rely only on Asterios, his ladies, and their local allies. The equipment used by the guards, sentries, and soldiers was already of an incredible grade and the Spellsong family would be coming up with only more great artifacts over time. Then, with the academies being finished, the number of skilled individuals residing in the city would be immense.

It would be only natural for those people to come and defend their place of education in the face of possible dangers or threats.

Not to mention the support of Lesser Dragons as long as Asterios and his team managed to secure a good relationship with Nest Mother Rhufija. Under Althea’s and Phatru’s guidance, there was no doubt that the younglings would grow into strong and smart Dragons. Venuzathor was looking forward to aiding their combat development too.

All in all, Glimmervale wouldn’t take long before becoming a major player on the international board. While being endorsed by at least three known political and military powers was significant, it still wasn’t as meaningful as displaying one’s own power and influence. A few past events had already helped build Glimmervale’s reputation, but now that it was under new management, no one could be sure that the positive streak would be upheld.

However, the news about a greatly beneficial dungeon might tip the scales of favorability rather significantly toward Dragon Valley.

Passing through the middle section, called the Dragon’s Body, the pair gazed upon the mesmerizing magical formations serving as an additional protective layer inside the town. Rook was especially in awe since he wasn’t exactly a magical person and Asterios was happy to explain the inner workings of the currently inactive shields.

The topic of making Miria’s village safer with something similar came up as they were starting to see an increase in the presence of wild and uncontrollable magical beasts and Asterios promised to talk it out with his mates and supporters. Making sure that the parents of his lovers were safe would obviously take a very high priority. Rook suggested he consulted the details with Oria as she and a few other females kept an eye on their defenses, which certainly surprised Asterios a bit.

Miria’s father could only chuckle at that.

Arriving near the main square, they stepped into a cozy restaurant and picked a table near a window on the third floor, getting a nice view of the surrounding buildings and streets. Asterios offered to pay and Miria’s dad fought him valiantly for a moment, finally having to relent as there was no chance he wouldn’t be getting treated by his son-in-law during their first outing. Rook insisted that it should be the other way, but Asterios convinced him to take the responsibility the next time.

As they were sipping on their chosen drinks, Miria’s father peered ponderingly through the window. “So, from a local chief to an interdimensional emperor. You are certainly moving fast.”

Asterios smirked while shaking his head. “If it was only up to me, there is no way things would be progressing this quickly. And it’s not like I rule over some interdimensional empire right now, just one tiny nation in my home realm.”

“I think you are forgetting the Lizardkin from the Scorching Steppes.” The man smiled at him slyly.

“They aren’t officially part of the nation,” Asterios pointed out. “To the public, we have secured a mutually beneficial relationship that results in a pretty decent trade deal.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that they are technically under your rule,” Rook insisted. “Just like the Spiritual Foxes. And no, you aren’t their leader, but your mate has quite a lot to say when it comes to the decision-making of their tribe so that counts too. I’ve heard a thing or two about some flying cities becoming part of your kingdom too. There’s not much longer you can deny your realm-spanning influence.”

Sighing softly, Asterios turned to the streets. “I know that and that’s why we are doing our best to prepare. Displaying our ability to get in touch with Lesser Dragons is going to be a pretty big step in that direction. Our people need to start getting used to the prospect of visitors from other realms stopping by. If things continue as is, we’ll draw plenty of attention from other worlds. Not every interdimensional traveler will be brought here by one of our own. This is still a quite alien concept to many.”

“Your world must have plenty of stories and legends just as ours,” the tiger man said. “Especially since Summoning Magic seems to be a common thing so the natives aren’t that unused to seeing or meeting beings from other dimensions.”

“You are right. It’s just that every little thing worries me. Each prospect, situation, case, and element seems so much bigger than us that it’s difficult to predict the ramifications of even the minor actions,” Asterios explained a tad tiredly. “I bet Miria has told you many times how much I rely on knowledge, information, and plans. Or at least how much I did when I was much weaker.”

“That’s just the life of people in power.” Rook reached out and patted Asterios on the shoulder over the table.

Leaning his head to the back and resting it on the surface behind his bench, Asterios sighed heavily. “Sometimes I’m not sure if I’m the right person to take such an important position.”

“Ah. The good old impostor syndrome.” His father-in-law laughed warmly. “Trust me, there’s no man or woman who doesn’t feel like that at least once in their life. Though, it seems to plague us a little more than them, honestly, for whatever reason. I have some years behind my belt and still doubt myself rather regularly.”

Looking straight at the man, Asterios snorted gently. “You? From what I know, you are considered the best artisan in the village. And I’ve seen your talent with my own eyes at least a few times, like with the heavy desk we commissioned from you for the Spiritual Fox Matriarch.”

“Maybe, but as I said, the feeling of being inadequate never really leaves you.” Rook shrugged noncommittally. “You know my mate. Oria is a female that can be described with a single word—badass. There’s more to her than you think. I’m just some small crafter, yet I’m with someone this great in the eyes of our community and our kind. I still often get plagued by thoughts that I’m not enough. The same goes for my work. You could say that I’m the only professional woodworker in the village so the villagers don’t have much choice. The competition isn’t that high for fine things. They might be being polite just so as not to ruin their relationship with me.”

Giving himself a moment to fully take in the man’s words, Asterios considered Rook’s faint, wry smirk. “How do you deal with all of that, then?”

Rook took a deep sip of his mead and struck the table. “That’s the thing. You don’t.”

Asterios didn’t bother trying to hide his confusion.

The Tigerkin man snickered at him. “That’s what you have others for.”

“Others?” Asterios raised a brow.

“Just try walking into your bedroom all brooding and gloomy and tell me what happens,” Rook offered, matching him with his own brow. “Usually, I need to make a new bed the next morning.”

They both chuckled and Ast’s frown faded away, replaced by a cordial smile.

“You see, we tend to look at and notice the worst in us,” the man continued. “It takes someone else, someone who loves and cares about us to focus on the best parts. For me, it’s my amazing wife and incredible daughter. For you, it’s all those charming mates and cordial family members.”

“I guess I can see that.” Asterios nodded, taking another sip of his drink.

“The only way to fight those feelings is to let them play their role. Some people might be more stubborn than others and require more reassurance, but that’s exactly what your loved ones are for. Because you aren’t alone. Ask them and that’s exactly what they will answer with,” Rook added with more emotion. “And after you let them pull you out of that dark hole, then you can focus on what matters the most, being the best version of yourself for them that you can ever be.”

Asterios pondered his statement deeply and nodded once more, raising his mug. “Let us drink to that. Family.”

“Family,” his father-in-law repeated and they bumped their drinks.

A heavy but comfortable silence fell onto them as they both enjoyed the taste of their beverages while glancing out of the window. People were milling about and doing their daily things, creating an image of a thriving community. Occasionally, someone would direct their gaze towards the building the duo sat in and wave or lower their head respectfully at Asterios. Naturally, he responded in kind to such greetings.

Rook studied him casually and lowered his tankard. “What are you thinking about?”

It took Asterios a few seconds to realize that he’d been spoken to. “Oh. Nothing, really. I was just a little lost in how… nice… this all feels.”

Miria’s father stared at the faint hint of a sentimental smile on Ast’s lips pensively until it finally clicked in his mind and his head cocked back in realization. Then, Asterios watched him stand up and move around the table. The man squeezed into the opposite bench where Asterios was sitting and slid himself close, setting down his mug nearby. Rook threw his arm over Ast’s shoulders and peered into his drink.

“Listen, son. Do you mind if I call you that?” he asked and Asterios nodded curiously. “I’m really wondering how to say this without being insensitive, but from what I know, your mother was the only person present by your side as you were growing up. And don’t misunderstand me, she’s done a more than fine job with how you turned out, but no matter how wonderful your female parent is, nothing can change the fact… that you are a guy.”

A tiny bit confused, Asterios listened without interrupting, waiting for his father-in-law to continue.

“I don’t think I have to tell you that Miria spent something like eighty percent of her time with Oria, though that percentage varied over various periods of her young life. It changed a lot when she began maturing, unsurprisingly.” The man chuckled amusedly. “What I’m getting at is, boys are the same. Sometimes, we connect deeper with the parent most similar to us, and physical aspects are the most prominent early in life. And no matter what, you can’t deny that you’ve lived all your life pretty much surrounded by women who took good care of you, can you?”

“No, I can’t,” Asterios answered honestly since it of course was the truth, even with the few other men from the neighborhood he knew.

“I don’t mean to insult your male parent, but it’s a fact that you’ve been missing out on a major aspect of your childhood due to his lack of presence,” Rook tried his best to sound compassionate and not condescending, which clearly wasn’t easy since he kept searching his beer for correct words. “There are things you, unfortunately, didn’t get to experience, and again without meaning to offend your female parent, that your mother wasn’t able to offer you, and that in my opinion, every young boy should have experienced. What I mean here is all the silly stuff the two of you do and keep a secret from the lady of the house, having a blast while at it.”

Chuckling quietly, Rook finally turned his face to match Ast’s.

“I bet you are a bit too old already to start sneaking out of the house to chase after chickens or have a shirtless mud fight with a race back to the bath before your mother notices, but know that I consider you as much my son as I consider Miria my daughter, and that any time you would need me, I will be there for you,” the blond man declared with a clear resolution in his tone and cordial intensity in his kind eyes. “I’ll always be glad to meet with you and get a drink or two in either realm, simply talking about… male stuff. Or nothing at all. Well, it’s not like I had a son and I know exactly what to do, but I was a kid once too, and I would truly love to do my best to be a proper father figure for you.”

Asterios could see how Rook grew a bit uncertain and awkward near the end but still attempted to come as supportive as he could, having to escape with his gaze back to his liquor once or twice for a brief moment.

“So, what do you say, son?” Rook picked up his tankard and raised it in front of them. “Should we try learning this stuff together? Two guys with zero experience with male fatherhood?”

Not wanting to keep him in suspense for too long, Asterios only briefly peered into the man’s golden eyes and brought his mug off the surface of the table too. “Yeah. Let’s see how this goes. Dad.”

They both grinned at each other and struck their drinks before downing them together.

For the next hour or a few, they continued to chat and laugh while both men recounted their childhood. It was as amusing for Asterios to listen to the typical young male upbringing from Miria’s realm as it was for Rook to hear about the troubles of human development in a solely female household. Though, according to the former, the latter’s stories were much more amusing as Asterios had partially been forced to mature a tiny bit quicker due to his circumstances. 

Not that he ever blamed Kindra for that, of course. He would never choose to replace such a kind and caring mother for anyone or anything else.

Soon, it was time to get up and regroup with the others. They had to decide what to do next with their interdimensional visitors. Therefore, Asterios called for a meeting in front of the castle island and everyone showed up in less than half an hour. Somehow, both the group of mothers and daughters sent him slightly cunning and mischievous glances. Especially when it came to the daughters’ best friends, who seemed to pay even more attention to him than usual.

Trying his best to ignore the weird premonition, he led the negotiations, and in the end, it was chosen that everyone would stay the night with them. There were no issues with that and they headed in. The maids prepared a few rooms for the guests, and Rook retreated into his own as the first person. Kindra, Oria, and Luna took another, while Zoe, Atra, Ronye, and their respective hosts went together too, leaving the rest of the ladies to accompany Asterios.

Before he followed them into their bedroom, Rook’s words resurfaced in his mind. Giving them some thought, he shrugged and decided to test his theory out even after letting himself be convinced by his Tigerkin father. Entering the room with Tina, Silvia, and Althea inside at a slight delay, since Grea had gone to her workshop for a moment, he closed the door unhurriedly and silently headed for the bed, for the first time ever completely dropping all the walls keeping his insecurities hidden not to worry others.

His blue-haired girlfriend appeared on his path so he smiled at Tina softly and left a tiny peck on her cheek, stopping only for the briefest moment. Reaching the mattress, he plopped himself down with a quiet sigh and glanced out of the nearby window, gazing at the sparkling stars.

Tina paused where she had been, just like the others, their eyes following his movements attentively. He felt a slight buzzing in the back of his mind, knowing well that it was an ongoing conversation between his mates, and no sooner than a few seconds later, the door opened.

Facing the entrance, he saw the missing trio standing in the doorway, ready to march inside. Tina started walking forward with the faintest frown, but before she could get a word out, a crimson gate rose right in front of her and even Grea rushed into the room, surprising Asterios a bit, a few streaks of colorful powder staining her face and clothes. The demon lady charged straight at him and crashed into his chest, pushing them both onto the bed as she hovered over him with a serious expression.

“Tell me, who hurt my man?” she asked tensely.

“What?” He showed a wry smile.

“We aren’t blind, Ast.” Someone grazed his hand and he found Tina by his side with a concerned expression. “And please, don’t lie and say it’s nothing.”

“I might not be the smartest or most perceptive, but I can feel that something is not okay,” Grea said as she ran her fingers through his hair slowly, gently, tenderly, like she was caressing something… fragile. “Please, tell me how I can help. Who do I have to strangle? Banish to another realm? Turn into a frog for a week so they don’t bother you? Is it me? Is it because I keep going away?”

Searching his eyes, she leaned down and placed a tentative kiss on the corner of his lips, gone all the usual mischief and brashness, not a drop of a lewd comment, smirk, or grin.

Something brushed against his other hand and he found Miria lying next to him while the others stood around equally pensive. She brought his wrist to her face but only rubbed his palm and fingers dearly, seemingly afraid to overstep by being her usual cuddly self.

“Did my dad say something bad to you, Master?” she asked worriedly. “Should I go and talk to him? Tell Mom?”

Under all their gazes, warmth spread through his chest and he sighed delicately, moving his hand to stroke the panthergirl’s cheek lovingly.

“No. Nothing like that. I had an amazing time with him,” he answered truthfully. “It’s just… Sometimes I wonder if I’m really the right person in the right place… With Glimmervale… Dragon Valley… All of this…”

“That’s it?” Grea’s brows ventured north. “Idiot. Are you not aware of how amazing you are? How perfect? How smart? How compassionate? None of this would have been possible without you.”

With each compliment, she peppered his forehead with dainty kisses, still massaging his scalp.

“No, he is right,” Silvia said softly and everyone looked her way, the other girls staring at her incredulously. “It’s our fault. To be precise, it’s my fault.”

Moving closer, she too sat by his side and brushed his cheek, silencing him with her finger over his lips.

“We haven’t really considered too deeply how different this is for him. I’ve been brought up to be a ruler, he trained to be an adventurer, an explorer. I was taught from a young age how important it is to be confident in yourself no matter what, to not doubt yourself in front of your subjects, but he didn’t. He has all the right to wonder about his qualifications,” the fiery princess explained her statement affectionately. “I saw how kind and compassionate you are. How good you are at guiding others and helping them. How amazingly well you deal with the pressure of leading your subordinates. I might have underestimated how big of a burden this might become to you. I’m sorry.”

Asterios carefully sat down and brought her palm to his lips for a tender peck. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That’s not fully true, my Lord,” Selene joined in. “All of us might have been pushing you a little bit too much, even with things we have asked you about first. We were blinded by how incredible of a man in front of us you are that we failed to remember that you are also… just a man.”

“Everyone has moments of doubt,” Bryn added wistfully, mirroring Rook’s words. “We haven’t seen much of yours in a while and might have become a bit overzealous.”

“Master…” Miria purred softly, pulling herself into his side.

“It’s alright. I’m just being silly. As you said, everyone gets like that sometimes.” He ruffled her hair and caressed her ears. “Thank you.”

Grea stole his lips for a cordial peck. “Just like you were there for me in my darkest moments, I’m always here for you. We are always here for you, as you are here for us. Don’t be afraid to tell us when you are feeling down. We want to support you too. Just ask and I’ll drop everything to simply sit next to you and not utter a single word or move a finger.”

“That would be quite difficult for you, don’t you think?” He snickered with a faint smirk.

She grinned a little and hugged him lovingly. “We do plenty of difficult things for those we care about, do we not?”

Taking that as a signal that the conversation was over, the others piled up on him too, turning it into a sweet group hug. A curious animal-eared head or two poked into the room to see why their friends had suddenly bolted away, but sensing the moment's mood, no one wanted to interrupt it with their presence.

After a while, Asterios managed to convince the girls that it was fine now and they released him from their clutches. They wanted to stay with him, but he insisted that they should return to their friends as planned and the ladies finally relented. Grea didn’t go back to her lab and took it upon herself to pamper him as much as possible while Tina, Silvia, and Althea accompanied the demon woman.

Rook had been right. There were things that only a family could solve. Just as he supported them, they supported him back. Together, they were whole.


Chapter 28
Going Wide

When the morning arrived, Asterios realized he wasn’t the first to wake up. What gave it away were the gentle brushes he could feel in his hair. Someone’s fingers were lazily threading through it in a rather affectionate way. Opening his eyes, he didn’t need long to figure out who they belonged to.

Yeah, the sea of crimson that greeted him right in his face made it pretty obvious.

He was being held close by his mischievous demon lover, tightly pressed into her soft chest, with his face snuggled right between the woman’s delicate charms. The rest of Grea was wrapped around him too, her legs entwined with his, locking him down on his side. There was no escape without alerting his captor.

But, Asterios saw no reason to act sneaky and announced his presence of mind by letting his palms graze over Grea’s smooth back until they found their way onto her supple behind. She paused her caresses for a second as he gave her tender rump a loving squeeze.

“Did I wake you up? Sorry about that.” Surprisingly, an honest apology reached his ears instead of some teasing quip.

Raising his face from between the fabled valley, Asterios met Grea’s gaze and she smiled at him warmly, resuming the brushing. He pulled himself up, to her slight disappointment, but knowing his intimate mate well, he brought his hands to cup the delicious swell of her flesh after his face was on an even level with hers.

“I can’t accept an apology for waking up to such a divine sight and feeling,” Asterios replied, leaning forward for a quick peck. “Honestly, I expected something more… intense.”

A faint grin painted Grea’s supple lips. “Oh, trust me, it did go through my mind, and it might still be hanging around somewhere in there, but after last night, I didn’t want you to wake up to a horny slut but your supportive and dependable woman.”

“One does not exclude the other.” He sighed as she peppered his lips with fluffy kisses. “But I’m starting to feel really bad now.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” Grea stopped playing with his hair and searched his eyes with a trace of anxiety. “Am I really acting this weird when I’m not my usual thirsty bitch?”

“Gods, Grea, no.” Asterios quickly shook his head and touched her cheek to reassure the demon lady. “It’s partially due to how I acted. You girls showed so much concern for me while I wasn’t being completely honest, making it seem like a bigger deal than it was. I’ve already talked with Miria’s dad and felt much better by that point. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Moron.” She chopped him on the head and kissed the spot. “You might think that were over it, but we could feel that it wasn’t true. The moment you honestly let us know what was troubling you, we knew you were truly worried, and not only coming up with an excuse. No matter what you say, I know from personal experience that if it really wasn’t an issue anymore at that point, you would have never shown it like that. Go on, just ask my emotionally unstable ass how I know.”

“She is right.” Tina’s voice joined in from behind him and Asterios felt a pair of petite hands slide over his chest before embracing him dearly. “Knowing your character, it must feel to you like you wanted to test us or something, but the truth is that, deep down, you were really anxious and subconsciously searched for assurance. Which isn’t anything bad. As you would say if the roles were reversed, it happens to everyone. We are all just humans. Or demons.”

“Or extremely virile True Dragons with a delicious cock,” Grea added with a devious grin, licking her lips, making him snort by acting like her saucy self to break the mood. “In the end, we can’t be perfect.”

“You girls certainly feel like it, though.” He shook his head, bringing Tina’s palm to his lips and placing a soft kiss on her fingers. “I hardly deserve you.”

The demon lady pushed him onto his back and hugged his side while reaching over his torso. Tina mirrored her actions and the duo wrapped their arms around Asterios as they pushed their faces into the crooks of his neck. Once more, he expected Grea to act rather lewdly, just to be met with his demon lover’s gentle and vulnerable side.

“You deserve all that’s come to you,” she whispered tenderly. “Don’t downplay your achievements. Have you forgotten who it was that saved me from going mental? Who it was that kept me stable by offering me a hand in the academy? I’m not even halfway to repaying that. So don’t you ever think I’m not going to support you with everything I have when you feel uncertain and vulnerable.”

“You’ve always put others above you so it’s not surprising you feel guilty showing signs of needing comfort,” Tina continued, nuzzling herself into his skin. “Always. From your familiars, through your mom, to even… me. I still dream of that day when you tried to keep me from quitting school and getting involved in your troubles. Though, I’m not sure if they are good dreams or nightmares. Being separated from you… sucked so much.”

“I have to agree,” Althea said softly, rising next to them, revealing her enchanting figure as the covers slid down the draconic lady’s shapely front. “Just from the fact that you can feel like you don’t deserve this, you really do. How many True Dragons could feel like that do you think? You have something special with your mates and companions due to who you are, and it’s making all of you stronger.”

“That kind of sounded like you didn’t include yourself,” Silvia commented, also rising while adorably rubbing her eye.

Althea smiled beautifully and climbed on top of Asterios, resting on his chest as she took his cheeks into her hands.

“No, I’m lucky to be part of this.” She kissed his forehead. “Let’s just say that I’m not used to addressing things with me being directly involved. A flaw from my time as a teacher and mentor that I need to work on. I’m hoping everyone in our kind family will be willing to help with that.”

“I’m not sure if I want you to change.” Asterios smirked delicately. “I rather enjoy your wise tone and teaching style.”

“More than you enjoy this thick demon ass?” Grea asked while bringing one of his hands to her juicy butt and forcing him to squeeze it hard.

He snickered and smacked her tender booty lightly. “Don’t make me choose because you know I won’t be able to.”

She whined playfully but didn’t protest, staring at him lovingly. Taking the recent change in the mood as a sign that it was time to move out, Asterios sat up with the ladies in his arms. Grea escaped his embrace first, making a deliberate show of all her assets as she sauntered over the mattress and then around the bed, starting to slide her underwear on right in front of him. It ignited Tina’s competitive spirit a little and the Summoner girl tried her best to do the same, albeit with a slightly more timid gait, blushing sweetly.

Not wanting to leave their efforts unrewarded, he too stepped off the bed right between them and proceeded to stretch after the night with some quiet groans. The sight caused Grea to freeze and she lost her balance mid-dressing, falling down with a soft thud and her panties halfway up. Tina giggled in amusement and helped her up, her cheeks finally not being the darkest in the room as the demon woman flushed deep scarlet.

With all five of them dressed up and ready, they headed to the dining hall and met up with the others, who were already stuffing themselves with breakfast. Exchanging a few greetings and good morning pecks, they enjoyed the small feast together. Soon, they were simply relaxing while sipping on their tea, coffee, or other drinks.

“So, what are your impressions after spending more or less a day in our realm?” Asterios asked casually.

“I wish I could stay here forever and study so many races.” Atra sighed dreamily. “But I have responsibilities back at home. At least as long as that home is still out there.”

She gave him a hopeful glance, making it clear what the two Valkyries had talked about during their sleepover.

“It feels a bit weird seeing so many people without ears or tails, but… it’s not bad,” Ronye admitted, directing the faintest smile at him as her tail lazily swayed from side to side.

“It feels just as welcoming as our village, but on a bigger scale,” Zoe said. “People were curious about me, but they seemed kind about it, like they just wanted to get to know me better. To be honest, I always wanted to try living in a big settlement like the one of Spiritual Foxes.”

“Well, I think we could always use more talented hunters around.” Asterios stroked his chin, making the wolfgirl’s cheeks color a little.

The other two looked at her with a hint of jealousy but hid it rather well.

“I think that would be a great idea, Master!” Miria unsurprisingly beamed at him with such a prospect.

“Under normal circumstances, I would agree with Miria, but…” Oria began and he nodded.

“You would prefer to keep all the strong fighters close,” Asterios finished for her. “It’s only natural when faced with an unknown threat.”

“So, you already know.” She hummed to herself.

“I wish you would have let us know right away, but I can understand wanting to deal with your issues on your own first, especially before estimating how troublesome they might prove to be,” he answered. “You are not just Miria’s parents now but part of our whole family. It’s among my top priorities to ensure your safety and comfort. It’s the least I can do in return for everything.”

“That’s right,” Kindra immediately supported him. “Is there anything we can do? Perhaps share resources? Weapons? Enchanted gear?”

“In due time.” Asterios smiled at her tenderly. “Right now, we can simply go there and lend a hand. Who knows? Maybe there’s another dungeon acting up near their home? Sorry, Monster Domain.”

“Another quest in Eabiarhia could be fun.” Selene chuckled with a palm covering her ladylike smirk.

“Oh! Oh! I wonder if Mom could register a request with the guild?” Her Pantherkin sister-mate bounced in her seat excitedly. “We could then make it official!”

Her suggestion surprised many people in the room and Silvia was the first one to respond. “I’m not sure how it would work with different realms. It’s not like there’s a branch out there. And offering services to another world’s residents… is not something I’ve ever heard of.”

“Right?” Grea grinned widely. “We would have no competition! And imagine how famous it would make us! The only guild in the realm that can satisfy requests from other dimensions!”

“Such fame might not exactly be completely without detriments,” Tina pointed out, deep in thought. “We would be announcing that we have a way of moving between those realms. I can’t see us doing this without revealing Ast’s secret. And I’m not sure if we are ready to do that yet.”

Miria’s face scrunched cutely as she wriggled her nose. “You have a point…”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask the expert first,” Asterios tried to bring her spirits back up. “At the very least, it’s a decent thought for the future.”

Everyone agreed with his assessment and they finished their breakfast. The servants started cleaning things up while the group discussed the details. Kindra pecked the cheeks of all his mates before running away to handle her responsibilities. Ast’s group went out and strolled towards the guild headquarters. 

Since it was early morning, the place was almost at its peak of activity. Adventurers either looked for new tasks or submitted the completion of the previous ones after taking a night of regenerative rest. The receptionists were being worked to the bone, but not a single girl looked too annoyed with that. Truvi even managed to signal to them that the guildmaster was in.

Somehow getting through the crowd without sparking a fan outburst, they reached Suanori’s office and Asterios knocked on the door. The invitation came right away and his group spilled inside the fancy chamber. Their elf friend lay down her pen and crossed her hands on top of her desk as she glanced up with a smile.

“My Lord.” She lowered her head politely. “It’s rare for you to bring guests. And what’s more from another realm. I don’t remember you being into guys so I assume they aren’t all your new summons.”

Asterios coughed awkwardly. “You are correct. I bet you’ve already heard, but this is Oria and Rook, Miria’s parents. The other three are Zoe, Ronye, and Atra, friends of Miria, Selene, and Bryn, from their respective worlds.”

“It’s my pleasure.” Suanori smiled at everyone kindly. “So, what brings our interdimensional travelers here?”

There was a twinkle in her eye that made it obvious that she’d connected the dots already, but it wasn’t that surprising as Asterios wasn’t exactly hiding it from the people he trusted.

“Well, it’s the matter related to the interdimensional element, actually,” he replied.

“Oh?” She raised a curious brow at him.

Miria stepped forward with her hands joined behind her back. “We were wondering if it would be possible to submit a request that… takes place outside of Master’s realm.”

The other brow joined the first one as Suanori stared at her with slight surprise. So, they all chimed in to bring the guildmaster up to speed regarding what they had discussed just a moment earlier. Afterward, she remained silent, supporting her chin atop her hands as she pondered deeply over the new information.

“I agree with Tina that this is a double-edged blade,” she finally spoke up. “The prospect of being able to partake in quests in other worlds? I will shave my head if it doesn’t cause most adventurers to swarm our guild. Exploration of the unknown is pretty much the definition of adventuring.”

“Right, that’s kind of part of the reason why I’m even here in the first place, ehehe~” Miria twirled her tail shyly, receiving a few pats from Asterios.

“This might be a great boon in the future, bringing many strong and respected individuals here, but as you have noted, we would need to explain at least partially how we are able to achieve this,” Suanori continued. “Questions wouldn’t be possible to be avoided with something this legendary. In the end, Asterios would become an even bigger target. For attention, curiosity, but also ire and other nefarious movements.”

“Damn. Can’t he like fuck that ability into me somehow by filling me up until I burst?” Grea glanced hopefully at Althea.

“No, I don’t think so.” The draconic lady shook her head with a faint smile of amusement. “Why?”

“Because then I could get my ass focused on trying to figure out how to make it usable without him always coming in to tear through the realms with his draconic cock.” The demon woman groaned while messing with her hair. “I bet we could do something with Imadil, Cynthia, and my old man, given enough time. But I would need to study it in detail, and I don’t want to force Asterios to sit in my lab ten hours a day every day and waste his precious time.”

Asterios stepped closer to wrap his arm around her waist and kiss the side of her forehead. “You know that the most precious of my time is the one I spend with you.”

“That’s sweet of you but you know what I mean.” She glanced away with her cheeks warming up visibly.

“With so many brilliant minds around, I’m sure you will be able to achieve it somehow.” Suanori chuckled quietly. “As for more current matters, I could technically make your request possible. It even aligns with what I need.”

That brought everyone’s attention back to the heart of the matter.

“How so?” Silvia questioned.

“You guys have collected quite a few achievements that weren’t exactly pure guild work during your stay in Glimmervale,” the guildmaster answered. “The murder case, the defense against the mad beasts, the destruction of the portal, the many little things connected to the town’s development, and so on. The only real request was King Welrond’s delegation to the land of elves, even though it was a rather impressive one.”

“And where are you heading with this exactly?” Asterios wondered out loud.

“I need just a little more to bump you to EX-rank, and the girls to S-rank.” She smiled at them. “At least in terms of Silvia and Tina. For Grea, the most I can fight for might be an A-rank since her input in most of those events was rather significant even if her individual strength isn’t on par with the others. No offense.”

“None taken.” The person in question snorted. “I know perfectly well where my place is, and it’s clearly not on the frontlines. I usually prefer to support my man from the backstage. Or the bedroom.”

Asterios rolled his eyes at the sultry gaze she directed at him but smiled back nonetheless.

“As for Althea, the situation is a bit more complex,” Suanori added.

“I don’t think so,” the emerald-haired beauty countered. “I’m technically not from this realm so I can be considered his summon. I do not desire any other positions in your world’s rankings. Being Asterios’ mate and companion is already enough.”

“You sure about that?” Asterios turned to her.

“I don’t have any other influence in this realm than that over the elves, and even that is rather discreet, so yes, I am. Tina, Silvia, and Grea can benefit from such standing and fame, but for me, it won’t change a thing. With me being your familiar, I can at least avoid having to come up with a story about my origins, hometown, and so on,” Althea explained.

“Smart,” the princess agreed.

“Well, this won’t be that much of an issue, then,” Suanori said. “I can keep the location of the request fairly vague. No one really checks the name of the village or the region in the records unless there’s some accident related to it, like with Rhode or such. I’ll just skip the part where it’s in another realm. Investigating an increase in the presence of wild beasts should be enough to give your group the necessary push. It depends on how complex this turns out to be, but I can start with a B-rank request. Does that satisfy you?”

“We would be eternally grateful for the assistance.” Oria bowed respectfully. “Even though we know how to handle ourselves, most of our fighters are skilled hunters. And, we don’t possess magical affinity like many of your people.”

“Yes!” Miria cheered by thrusting her fist into the air. “It’s been so long since we’ve been on a real quest like in the past! And this one is even near my house!”

Suanori chuckled softly. “I take it your group is going to handle it personally?”

“We do have a few more days to spare before a certain important meeting, so yeah, most likely.” Asterios nodded. “Though, I might let the girls manage that as I should train a bit more.”

“You can train in our realm, my Lord,” Selene suggested. “I have to admit, I would love to go on a small, rather insignificant adventure with you again. Just like in the past, as Miria said.”

“Then you should go and have fun in a smaller squad,” Grea suggested, elbowing Asterios in the side. “I’ll go and brainstorm some ideas with our elf friends. Maybe we’ll coax out the mysterious lady too somehow. It will be a good thing to take a break from trying to decode your brain and focus on something else.”

“I should use this opportunity to spend more time with Rusilthea so that we may succeed in convincing the Nest of our good intentions,” Althea chimed in. “We’ll be in my lair if either you or Tina would need our assistance.”

“I shall take my leave too, Master.” Bryn smiled gently. “If Tia’s blessing won’t be enough, I’ll be by your side in a flash.”

“Sure, no problem.” He nodded at the trio. “Before we depart though, there is one more matter I was going to take care of today after escorting our guests home.”

“Ah! Irelia!” Miria bounced joyfully. “I almost forgot!”

The panthergirl’s mother shook her head with a small smile. “We’ll let our people know about your support in the meantime. They will be more willing to cooperate then. Without you having to establish dominance over them.”

“Do we really have to clue them in then?” Selene asked with an impish grin.

Asterios sighed while rubbing his eyes, to which the ladies chuckled mirthfully. “Let’s go. We have a lot to do.”

“And when you have a free moment, pay me a visit, if you would,” Suanori said as he began turning around.

“What for?” he asked, glancing back at her.

“It might be a matter of the future, but we would certainly need a remote branch or two if we were ever going to expand,” she replied with a faint smirk. “Nothing hurts discussing a few things ahead of time.”

He groaned and waved his hand in confirmation.

Being a lord of one’s own territory was not an idle occupation.


Chapter 29
The First Knight

Leaving the guild’s premises, Ast’s group stopped in the alleyway next to the entrance so as not to disrupt the traffic. He offered to escort their guests back to their homes through the same means they had arrived in Kraedorion. But, since they had already opened a passage near Glimmervale once or twice, he suggested giving it some time before carving another.

The ladies agreed it would be wise to be careful and decided to wait for his return in a nearby tavern. Asterios and Umbra then brought the visiting girls and Miria’s parents to the same island he had been practicing on now and then before starting to create another breach with his ability.

He took his sweet time as Althea had instructed him to and kept his focus on the spiritual inner workings of the process. No one minded the slight delay and everyone observed his efforts with clear curiosity and awe, even if it wasn’t the first time they had witnessed the ominous crevice with crimson filling. To them, realm travel was not much more than a dream. Which had come true thanks to a certain someone.

One by one, Asterios created connections with each girl’s hometown or its close vicinity, trying his best to be as accurate as possible and hopefully hitting the mark of their houses and even bedrooms. It still wasn’t easy and he would need quite a bit of practice, but it was looking better and better each time he attempted it.

Oria, Rook, and Zoe landed almost next to their homes, which wasn’t much of a surprise since their village was most likely the most familiar to Asterios. Atra was delivered back where she had been while he had come for her, though outside of the building. Then, finally, Ronye’s pathway popped up at the foot of the mountain, which made the short foxgirl sigh heavily.

She still wasn’t able to fly like Selene did so the journey up would require at least a bit of effort.

To cheer her up, Asterios stayed behind and discussed the progress she had made with the tips, notes, techniques, and other helpful materials he had given to her over the last weeks or months. Ronye couldn’t really compare to Selene in terms of development speed, but she was a talented genius and no one could deny that. Plus, it was rather apparent that being his servant, she enjoyed weaker benefits of the bond. At least the basic version of it.

About halfway up the neverending marble steps, they bid farewell and Asterios was on his way, but not without a few gentle rubs to the proud foxgirl’s fluffy ears. That seemed to improve Ronye’s mood from the slight sulk at the prospect of him needing to go as she pushed her hair more into his fingers while trying to keep a composed, unbothered expression on her pretty face.

Even if he and Selene one day departed for someplace quite far away, Lerisse’s tribe would not be left without a worthy successor to represent their kind.

Back from the trip, Asterios transferred himself to the locale where the ladies were by utilizing his shadows and raised a brow at their sitting forms gathered by one table. “Where are the others?”

Tina smiled softly. “Professor went to gather her dad, Cynthia, and Imadil to start brainstorming ideas about a spell, artifact, or device that could uphold the connection between the realms that you can create.”

“We brought out Rusi to join us and Althea took her to her lair just a moment ago!” Miria grinned at him mid-bite a tasty-looking sandwich. “She said they should continue their mentorship and also make sure Rusi can properly entice others to seriously consider our offer.”

“As for Bryn, she simply wished to handle some usual matters related to her people,” Silvia added, wiping away a bit of a tomato from the panthergirl’s cheek with an exquisite handkerchief.

“Alright. Let’s inform Irelia about our plans and get everything ready.” He nodded to himself. “This is nothing grand, but it would be nice and respectful to turn it into a small ceremony. She’s a proud young Knight in the end. My personal Knight and vassal.”

Miria inhaled the rest of her meal and eagerly jumped into his arms, unable to contain her excitement. The others chuckled at their sister-mate and they were on the road in a blink, properly settling their tab before moving out. Asterios didn’t want to abuse the kindness of the residents who often didn’t want any payment from him.

It was his little challenge to politely dissuade the business owners from rejecting being paid and the ladies enjoyed it greatly, taking part in the game too.

They strolled through the streets and reached the Richtenstein mansion soon enough. The sentries noticed their arrival and recognized them right away, opening the gate without a second wasted. Asterios nodded at the men appreciatively and led the girls to the front entrance. After pulling the rope tied to some kind of a bell system, they were greeted by a butler who quickly agreed to lead them to the guest room.

It didn’t take long for Irelia to show up, surprisingly in a casual uniform. Her jacket and pants retained a slightly boyish style, but they were definitely part of her informal attire. Asterios was thankful that she had come without her father. The man would surely be happy to hear that she was moving up the ranks, but it was also obvious he could take it the wrong way. The less pressure he put on Irelia regarding matters that were still way ahead of her the better. She deserved to be able to focus on her passion and training.

“Good afternoon, My Lord.” The young Knight curtsied kindly. “I heard you called for me?”

“Yes. First, even though I’ve already heard the rumors thanks to your dad’s quite excitable nature, let me ask you directly. What is the decision of your guardians regarding the contract we talked about?” He gestured at her to take a seat.

A small smile decorated her youthful visage. “They have permitted me to seek your further employment, My Lord. I had to skip a few things so as not to give away your secrets, but they understood the meaning of our pact well and they trust you not to abuse it. I trust you too.”

“It’s only natural!” Miria puffed out her chest, earning herself a few pats.

“Good. Then we can proceed in a few hours if you are ready,” he continued. “Make yourself presentable for a rather personal and private ceremony and meet us at the castle’s training grounds. They are empty right now as today’s a break day.”

They all caught how her adorable eyes widened happily and she stood up while attempting not to appear too eager. “Your wish is my command, My Lord. I will not be late.”

With a respectful bow, Irelia hastily scurried away. They all exchanged looks and smirked at each other. Fulfilling a bright kid’s ambition felt just way too rewarding. After the trouble she’d gone through, Irelia deserved a few moments of joy.

It wouldn’t be that long before she was the person others wouldn’t dream of messing with.

Escaping before they got caught by the rest of the family, Asterios and the girls headed back to the castle. They took a detour to the barracks and paid a visit to the section given to Tina’s squad. It wasn’t any fancier than the other buildings but had a small stable connected to it in case any of the winged tigers wanted to hang around.

One of the team’s members answered the door, but he hastily departed to fetch their second-in-command. Kathy was with them in a flash, a little bit sweaty from being in the middle of personal exercises. Asterios signaled at her that she shouldn’t worry and she stopped desperately wiping herself with a towel while jogging up to them.

“Greetings, My Lord, My Ladies, Captain.” She saluted quickly. “Is there some kind of an emergency we need to handle?”

“Not this time, thank you.” Tina shook her head. “We’ll be hosting a small ceremony today and your presence is required. Please ensure that everyone is equipped with their ceremonial gear and gathered in the northern field in less than three hours.”

A thrilling spark glinted in Kathy’s eyes, making Asterios smirk gently.

“Don’t get too excited. This one is for Irelia,” he said, capturing her attention. “But, worry not. Your turn is just around the corner.”

Kathy saluted him. “Sir, yes, sir!”

He shook his head. “I take it you haven’t leaked it yet?”

A faint curl appeared at the edge of her mouth. “I wouldn’t dare!”

“Fantastic.” Asterios nodded in approval. “We’ll leave you to your preparations, then. Do you want to stay with them, Tina?”

“Yeah.” The blue-haired girl stood on her tiptoes to place an affectionate peck on his cheek. “I’ll make sure everything is perfect and let you know when we are ready. See you later.”

Gesturing at Kathy, she walked behind the woman and disappeared into the barrack.

“So, the preparation of the stage falls onto us,” Silvia noted, glancing around. “We should probably get to it too if we don’t want to be delayed by unexpected interruptions.”

No one objected and they moved off to the side. They wanted to make it feel unique rather than the same as all the other ceremonies, so everyone decided to chime in with their own bit.

Miria jumped back home to talk to her dad. She knew he had provided the base and other elements for a stage and a full avenue during many festivals in their village. It shouldn’t be hard to borrow those for a moment, even if they are stored somewhere other than in his storage next to their house.

Selene hopped to her marble mountain and hit the stalls by the twisting merchant alleys. They all knew how magnificent the fabrics and other materials were in the domain of the Spiritual Foxes. That wasn’t limited only to clothes and the dresses the girls had worn a bunch of times. Ribbons, sashes, canopies, sheets, anything you would wish for could be found in the right place. Part of the decorations they had used for Ast’s birthday had come from the vulpine seamstresses.

As for Silvia, she had an idea. According to what she said, it would most likely take her the longest out of them and she wouldn’t be able to help with the stage. But, no one minded that and they sent the princess back to her home castle where she was supposed to prepare a nice surprise for both Irelia and them. Seeing their fiery companion so secretive only fueled the flames of curiosity in their hearts and Asterios had to pacify Miria with lots of cuddles to stop the panthergirl from pestering the flaming princess constantly through their mental channels.

Time flew rather quickly as the three of them, plus Umbra, built a nice venue. Tia kept them company, offering some advice with the stage, seemingly being able to judge the best configuration of the wooden parts even if they hadn’t come from any wood she might have helped raise in the past. The Dryad’s senses and abilities kept surprising them and Asterios truly regretted they had no way of helping her manifest amongst them.

Since they didn’t have many leads to chase after right now, figuring this out took a lower place on their list of priorities, but he really hoped they would find a solution sooner rather than later. He could technically interact with the Dryad inside the weird realm, but others had no option other than doing so indirectly through her taking over his body.

As smart as it was, it didn’t let Althea comfortably enjoy the company of her old friend.

Nevertheless, that was a matter for the future. Right now, they were almost done with the stage and the surrounding decorations. The construction itself was made of artistically charred wood that greatly combined with the scarlet fabrics Selene provided. A few of them hung above the raised platform like a protective canopy and a bunch of ribbons surrounded the base.

But, that wasn’t all. A few posts were arranged in two rows right before the stage, going away right through the middle. They too were connected by the smooth, shiny material that reflected light at various angles. Then, even the ground around the spot was tidied up. The only thing lacking was the benches or chairs for an audience, but since it was a moderately private celebration, those hadn’t been brought in.

Tina notified Asterios that they would be ready soon and that the hour they had agreed upon with Irelia was almost there. Thankfully, Silvia chose that moment to return with her surprise, carrying a few chests through the portal they opened for her. Everyone’s curiosity piqued and the lids flew open in a matter of seconds. Seeing what was inside, they all shared matching grins. Miria was jittering from excitement and made her move way ahead of everyone else.

When Kathy and the others arrived alongside their captain, the Summoner girl stared at the rest of her family with amazement in her azure eyes. She had intentionally not peeked through their eyes and it was all worth it, especially with Silvia’s gifts. Irelia was going to have the day of her life at this pace.

For the celebration, Grea, Bryn, and Althea came back from their respective matters and joined everyone. The draconic lady helped Asterios prepare a worthy chalice for his blood by growing it with her magic, enhanced by Tia’s mana. A spectacular cup was brought forth, made of the finest wood they had ever seen.

Since the time was nigh, they all took their positions and waited. The guards had already been instructed what to do for the arrival of Irelia’s family. Naturally, her parents were invited to watch. It would be disrespectful to deny them that pleasure. Asterios would have to skip the step of turning into a Dragon, but doing this in his human form was of no issue. Irelia had already seen him in his full glory anyway.

And so, the footsteps of a small patrol escorting a group of people reached their ears and everyone made final fixes to their appearance and posture. A moment later, four sentries walked the Richtenstein trio in. The family’s eyes widened instantly at the sight before them and it was clear that the only thing preventing them from freezing in place from stupor was the insistent guidance of their escorts. Miria couldn’t withhold a quiet snicker but hastily schooled her expression when Selene squinted at her.

Their reactions were to be expected. A mesmerizing venue with a fancy black stage decorated in crimson and scarlet did look rather imposing and respectful. But the more respectful part had to be the two rows on the sides of the onyx walkway made by the members of the Royal Division. Ex-members, to be precise, but that was just a small detail.

The riders sat proudly on their steeds, both dressed and geared up for an official setting. All that still bore the insignias of Silvia’s lineage, but that was more than fine. Richtensteins knew of the Royal Division and having one of its teams stand ceremonial guard to an event related to their family had to be a huge honor, if only due to the unit’s fame.

But, that wasn’t all.

Atop the stage at the back of that formation stood Asterios and his women. They had dressed up for the occasion too, though perhaps not the way the family might have expected. Each of the girls now wore a military-themed uniform jacket as their top, every single one of them in a unique, characteristic color already associated with their other dresses and outfits. To match that, they had put on silky-smooth black pants.

They looked like a row of renowned generals.

As for Asterios, he had only slightly altered his usual spiritual clothes. His coat gained a slight military styling too and he replaced the rest with a formal suit. He kept his hands on the pommel of his greatsword, which stood vertically in front of him.

Quite a stately but still welcoming and respectful display.

The guards led the trio to the beginning of the wooden black path, saluted, and were on their way. Irelia wore her full armor, the one she had received from the elves as per Ast’s request, so it was hard to peer at her face through the openings in her helmet, but they could still see her young eyes consume all the details with wonder and awe. The helmet itself was similar to those from the Demon Continent, with the front more or less open, a vertical guard extending down over the nose, and the cheekbone parts protruding towards the middle too. The only thing it lacked was the feathery mohawk at the top, but it felt better without it in her case.

If not for her mother’s gentle tap on the shoulder, she might have remained charmed by the scenery, but Irelia hastily regathered her wits and poise, giving her parents a confident nod. As they stood there with smiles on their faces, she stepped onto the path and marched respectfully through the middle with her shield on her arm.

When she reached the winged tigers, the beasts all roared in unison and their riders lifted massive flagpoles at a steep angle. The fabrics attached to them bore the emblem of Dragon Valley as they hung just above Irelia’s head. She pushed through the flapping corridor and stopped in front of the stage, which ended at around the level of her waist. Hitting her metal chestplate once, she lowered herself to one knee with her fist set against the ground.

As silence descended upon the area, Asterios nodded at her parents and glanced down at her. “Irelia Richtenstein, we welcome you and your family at the site of today’s ceremonies. With the proud members of the Royal Division to bear witness, I’m going to ask you one last, final time. Are you certain you wish to further deepen the oath you have given me and step onto a much more dedicated path of servitude to my sole person?”

“I am,” Irelia replied firmly, keeping her gaze on the ground.

“Are you ready to carry out my will no matter what it might be?” he asked.

“I am,” she answered.

For a moment, it looked like Irelia wanted to continue, but stopped herself in time. Knowing the young girl well, she might have intended to say something about believing he wouldn’t demand anything outrageous of her, deciding not to break the script in the end.

“And are you aware that accepting this gift of mine that comes with the benefits of strength, power, and spirituality, binds you to me through an ancient ritual of submission that turns you into an equivalent of a spiritual servant?” Asterios continued.

“I already am a servant of My Lord,” Irelia responded. “I am aware, and I yearn to become a retainer My Liege can trust unconditionally.”

He smiled softly and moved his attention to the pair standing at the back. “And do you, the parents and legal guardians of Irelia, agree with your daughter’s vision and give your blessing to the choice of the path of life she is going to make here and now? Speak if you have anything to say.”

Both of them glanced at each other before bringing their hands to their hearts and entering a respectful bow, raising their voices in unison. “With our blessing.”

Asterios caught how Irelia’s fist clenched and noticed through the gaps in her helmet the lightly bitten bottom lip as she did her best to blink away the happy tears that threatened to disrupt her composure. His smile grew a bit and the girls also stared at her fondly.

“So be it,” he announced. “Rise and approach.”

Irelia gracefully stood up and slowly marched to the short stairs on the side of the stage. After getting on top of it, her eyes briefly darted aside toward her parents, but she hastily refocused herself on her destination. Arriving in front of Asterios, she took off her helmet and held it under her armpit. Silvia stepped forward to take it from her for the moment and she obliged.

Althea appeared at Ast’s right with the ornate chalice while Miria took his left with his ornamental dagger in her furry hands. He dismissed part of his sleeve in crimson flames and allowed the women to draw out some of his blood from his wrist, healing himself in a flash. Accepting the chalice from his mentor, he held it ceremonially towards Irelia.

“The moment you accept my blood, you form a spiritual connection with me,” he said resolutely. “The decision belongs to you.”

They looked each other in the eyes for a few long seconds before she respectfully received the cup and held it in front of her, waiting for further instructions. Asterios nodded gently with a soft smile and dipped his finger in the scarlet liquid, tracing a small sigil on her forehead. Evaporating the blood from his skin with a tiny burst of flames, he gestured at her to continue, and Irelia took a big sip of his blood, scrunching her nose only briefly. When she was done, Althea took the chalice away, and Asterios leaned forward to place a chaste peck on the symbol he had drawn earlier.

Retreating, he could see it disappear, so the connection formed properly. He could also tell that she had received the rank of a servant. Judging by how she was glancing at herself, she could notice some change in her circuits or even soul too. It wouldn’t be much since she wasn’t a True Servant, but that option wouldn’t be on the table for quite a bit still, if ever. Asterios was happy to simply offer the kind young lady his protection without requiring anything back.

“Now, you are officially one of my people,” he informed her with a pat on her pauldron. “We will watch your achievements with great interest.”

She allowed herself a warm smile too before schooling her expression and taking a step back. Giving Asterios a polite bow, she turned towards the edge of the stage and unhurriedly drew her weapon. Holding her magnificent longsword with both hands in front of her face, she concentrated on something, and soon, it burst with a natural-looking flame, tinged a tiny bit with crimson at the edges.

Raising it over her head, Irelia released a valiant shout and sent a flaming arc through the very middle of the lined-up riders. The fire crescent ruffled all the flags before disappearing into thin air and the tigers took that as a signal to let out another booming roar together, completing the event just like it had begun.

“Such an impressive ceremony.” A familiar, manly voice reached their ears alongside the clapping sounds coming from afar. “Our own little ritual can’t even hold a candle to this.”

As everyone glanced toward the source, they found four more people standing next to Irelia’s parents. One of them wasn’t that much of a surprise since it was just Kindra, but no one would have ever expected to see her parents there too. A faint smirk on James’ aged face was the perfect evidence of that.

And to top even that, a certain tall blue-haired girl in a guild uniform waved lightly their way, causing Tina to grow so excited as to rival Miria in her most cheerful hours.

It looked like the surprises had only just begun.


Chapter 30
Mobile Supervision

Asterios glanced at his trembling lover and patted Tina on the small of her back. “Just go. We are done here.”

Her face snapped to him and she thrust herself forward to hug him for a second before running off towards the edge of the stage.

“Gwen!” she shouted joyously.

Invoking some kind of a wind technique, most likely from Esil, she launched herself off the wooden platform like a cannonball and traveled through the air with a big arc, blowing everyone’s clothes quite strongly at landing. She quickly pulled her taller sister into a tight embrace and the pair spun around while letting out quiet chuckles and whispers.

Meeting his grandfather’s gaze, Asterios nodded at the man and turned to Tina’s squad. “At ease.”

The proud riders relaxed in their saddles and exchanged smiles, finally being able to speak about the impressive ceremony they had been part of. Some of them caressed their feline companions softly, and the big cats definitely earned those for their immaculate performance. It might be a little sad to have to part with them after the deal with the Lesser Dragons would go through, but maybe Asterios should speak a bit more with the winged patriarch about this.

Nevertheless, he still had things to do here and now. Walking up to Irelia, by whose side his excited mate had flown by, almost knocking her off the stage, he stopped by the young Knight’s side.

“Was that last bit from the sword or did you realize you can do it after the connection formed?” he asked curiously.

She lightly shook her head. “No, My Liege. While this artifact weapon does possess a few impressive abilities, this technique was something I’ve been learning for a while now. It’s one of the simpler forms of Flame Arc that even people without much affinity can cast, using a proper magical conduit. But, it wasn’t this strong before since my magical studies weren’t that extensive and I don’t believe I have much talent for pure magic. I wanted to show you my determination to grow into a person worthy of your knightly order.”

“I see.” Asterios handed her the helmet she’d left in Silvia’s hands earlier. “Thank you for the display, but I’m well aware of how hard-working you are. As for this slight change, you are going to notice more of them in the upcoming days. Especially with fire attribute techniques, for an obvious reason. But, I believe you should see improvement in other areas too. Train and study hard. Just don’t forget to take breaks and enjoy your time with your family and friends.”

Receiving the equipment, Irelia turned to look at her parents, who were waiting for them with proud smiles on their faces. She smiled back with a tinge of rosiness decorating her cheeks before escaping away with her gaze, unable to hold onto that slightly embarrassing attention for too much longer. Asterios chuckled and gestured to the side.

“Let’s join them. We are done here,” he said, glancing at his mates, who nodded kindly. “Just so you know, you should be able to speak with us in your mind so don’t be too shocked when someone unexpected reaches out to you, like one of the rulers you might have seen during my inauguration.”

Her eyes widened to the brim as she looked his way, making him snicker a tiny bit. He was going to warn the others to be polite and careful around the young girl at first. It might take a moment to get accustomed to telepathic connection with so many important figures. Thankfully, as long as no one bothered her or she reached out to them, it was pretty much a non-existent issue.

They walked down the few stairs and headed towards the awaiting group. While strolling forward side by side, Asterios watched Irelia exude this confident aura of an elite Knight, already with her helmet back on her head, even though she still was technically so far away from such titles. She wasn’t even an official trainee in any of the academies. 

And most likely wouldn’t ever be if she decided to join his institutions.

One thought flashed through his mind as he was pondering over those aspects and he turned his head to face his exquisite guardian properly. “I’m curious about one thing. Did the Spellsongs promise to make you new armor each time you grow out of your current one?”

Irelia was still a rather young teenager and it was obvious she had a lot of physical development ahead of her. Especially in terms of her height. She was already a fine young lady, but judging by her brother and her mother, she would grow into a tall and impressive warrior in due time. And that came with the issue of fitting into her current, very stylized heavy armor in what could be simple months even. She was at the age of growth spurts in the end.

“There is no need for that, My Liege, even though Lady Cynthia requested that I visit their workshop often to make necessary tweaks to it during regular maintenance. I’m being taught how to care for this equipment, but it’s complex and will take a while for me to learn,” she answered from within her helmet. “This set is a powerful artifact. Supposedly, it’s going to match its form to my figure at all times. I can tell that there’s something to that because when I put it on from my spatial storage or want to pull some pieces off, it feels as if it loosens around my frame for easier access, fitting my body perfectly when set properly.”

“I shouldn’t have expected anything less from them. And I’ve already witnessed how magical it is during our little delve.” Asterios rubbed his chin. “Well, I’m glad you have everything thought out. Also, this way, you can already start making your own mark on the world. As long as you don’t mind this suit becoming one of your most recognizable features.”

“Not in the slightest. It’s an honor. This armor is beautiful and the draconic themes make it so dazzling and impressive. And I do like the red and black mix. Thank you for setting up this incredible stage, My Liege.” Irelia hit herself in the chestplate with her fist.

“You are welcome.” He delicately patted her on the top of the helmet, shaking it lightly. “Now go and give your parents a hug. They look like they are dying to hold onto their treasure of a daughter.”

With one last salute, Irelia quickened her pace and reached her folks just to be swallowed in a group embrace. Asterios chuckled at the cordial sight and turned to his own family waiting for him too. But, before he could greet his grandparents and maybe try to separate the two blue-haired beauties, someone placed a hand on his shoulder from behind.

“Love, I gotta go.” Grea slipped her arm through his and pushed herself into his side. “This is super fun, but I left the others back in the workshop and they are waiting for me.”

He snorted and offered his demon lady a passionate kiss. “Don’t let them wait too long, then. But, I will be dragging you out of there to the bed if I have to.”

She nibbled on her bottom lip seductively. “I almost want to intentionally miss the time to see that happen.”

Shaking his head, he slapped her butt and stole one more peck. “Go before I change my mind.”

“Love you.” Grea gave him one more hug and disappeared in Umbra’s shadows.

Asterios glanced over his shoulder at Althea and Bryn. “You two can return too. Thank you for showing up for the ceremony. You look dashing in these uniforms.”

The Valkyrie blushed shyly while crossing her arms under her chest, which pushed the already strained material of the vest almost past its physical limits. It was fighting for its dear life to hold onto her impressive breasts and the view would send most men into a daze.

His draconic mentor simply let out a quiet chuckle. “Have fun with your grandparents. I’m going to be back soon to introduce myself to them. For now, I need to check on Rusilthea.”

Opening a gate to her lair, she disappeared into the swirling surface with a smile. Bryn gathered her courage to move closer and offered Asterios a gentle kiss before moving through her own portal. With the trio gone, he gestured at the remaining four of his mates to join him and finally reached his grandparents.

“Now, what brings you three here without any notice?” He smirked at James, Anna, and Gwen. “I have to admit, I didn’t expect this combination.”

At that time, Tina stopped assaulting her sister with hugs and grinned at her. “Yes! What are you doing here, Gwen? I thought you were busy since you didn’t show up for the event.”

She flashed the shorter sister a wry smile. “I’m really sorry, Tina… I was in the middle of my exams and had no way of doing anything… I wanted to come here for a long time already and missed such an important day…”

“You shouldn’t feel guilty about that. Not even my father would have been able to rescue you from your fate.” Silvia let out a faint chuckle.

“As for us, we’ve both been abroad too, handling different matters,” Ast’s grandmother said with a delicate sigh. “We considered dropping by for a minute or two with your familiar, but we didn’t find a chance to do even that and could only send you our gifts.”

“I received those properly and don’t hold it against either of you,” he replied with a reassuring tone. “But, that still doesn’t explain why now and how you arrived together. Coincidence?”

“Not really.” Gwen laughed, stealing glances at Silvia, just as much of a fan of the princess as before.

“We heard she didn’t get a chance to come too and waited for the trials to end,” James responded. “And since Gwen has aced most of them, with a word or two of encouragement from our family, her superiors agreed to release her onto her well-deserved mid-term break ahead of everyone else.”

“I was surprised to find the Hestizo family waiting for me at the dormitories.” She nodded gratefully at the mature pair. “I’m going to spend my break here and catch up with everyone. I’ve heard so much about this new nation. Rumors say it’s secretly led by Dragons.”

Tina snorted and giggled awkwardly. “Yeah, right. Just let me take a few steps back and I will shapeshift so that we can fly to our lair in the castle.”

Gwen didn’t seem convinced, but meeting the younger Nobelle’s gaze, Asterios felt like she knew more than she let on. Possibly, not all of it was rumors in her eyes. If she was even half as clever as Tina, he didn’t doubt she could connect the dots properly.

“We would have arrived sooner, but the other rumor is that you are planning to visit the mountain dwarves in the near future, and we decided to reach out to some of our business partners from that region to gather some useful intel,” Anna added. “That took a few weeks, unfortunately.”

“Now, I really wonder where that gossip originated from.” Asterios squinted at his mother, who hid her grin behind her fingers, acting innocent. “Anyway, let’s not stand here in the open and take a seat somewhere in the castle. Anything you need to be taken care of?”

They all shook their heads and the group was on its way. They bid farewell to the Richtenstein family, who also started their journey back to celebrate in their family circles. Irelia bowed deeply to Asterios, but before going away, she quickly ran forward to steal a happy hug from him. He completely didn’t mind her tough armor and let the young lady show her gratitude.

James wondered about the stage but the girls told him they would clean things up later. There was still enough space for their men to practice and train even while it was a free day for them. Worst case scenario, they would come back down to quickly dismantle it.

A few minutes later, they settled down in a comfortable guest room and their two headmaids ordered the servants around with treats and refreshments. Tina sat with her sister this time as the duo kept smiling at each other and chatting quietly about random things while holding hands. 

“So, how are your studies going, Gwen?” Asterios asked when she glanced his way. “Besides the fact that you are scoring high marks, of course.”

“I think I’m doing fairly well myself,” Gwen replied with a proud smirk, fixing her glasses atop her nose. “However, getting granted so many leaves does make at least a few people a bit angsty.”

“Is anyone bullying you?” Tina asked with a tense tone. “You have to swear that you aren’t hiding anything like that, Gwen. I will be really angry if I learn that you have been keeping secrets from me.”

“No, it’s not that bad. They can’t do much to me, both the instructors and other candidates. Especially now that they know who my sister’s husband is.” The younger sister snorted cutely. “But can’t I have any secrets from you, sister? Are you sure about that?”

Under the quite implicative gaze of her almost twin, Tina blushed heavily and shook her head in embarrassment. They both then chuckled together but Asterios felt like Gwen was still quite attentive to him, sneaking a glance or two, but those didn’t feel like that kind of interest.

“In any way, I’m on a good path to be done with most of the theory and local practice. I’m not sure if I can end my education with honors like my genius older sister, but I’m doing my best. I’m a bit more common when compared to someone so amazing.” She rained compliments on Tina without a break. “Then, I can finally start my internship at one of the guilds somewhere.”

“Does your institution say anything about that guild being located in the Human Kingdom?” Selene wondered out loud.

“Uh, no? I think? Why do you—”

“Selene! That’s such a great idea!” Tina gasped with delight. “You can set your internship at our guild!”

Gwen’s eyes went wide as she stared at her sister.

“That way, we could see each other more often while you can learn from one of the most respected guildmasters! And our parents are here too!” the Summoner girl continued excitedly. “Oh, as long as it doesn’t have to be under a civil guildmaster.”

“I’m all for that, Tina, but we should consider if it wouldn’t be better for her to take her internship at or closer to a guild she would like to work at in the future?” Asterios asked, trying to rein in his petite lover a little. “Our guild… does a few things differently from the typical establishments, to say it lightly.”

“That wouldn’t be an issue,” the person in question answered. “I’m not studying to become a normal civil guildmaster either but a stand-in instead.”

“Stand-in?” Miria wrinkled her nose. “What does that mean? You work as a vice-guildmaster?”

“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve never heard of this version.” Gwen chuckled softly. “You can say that I’m a mobile guildmaster who gets assigned to a guild where its primary supervisor can’t continue to fulfill their responsibilities for whatever reason, over either a long or unspecified period.”

“That kind of makes sense.” Asterios nodded to himself. “But don’t they usually get replaced rather quickly under such circumstances or have their vice step in?”

“Not always. I know you have gone through one replacement but it was done with proper procedures and early declaration so things followed accordingly with the correct protocol,” Gwen continued. “But let’s say the guildmaster tragically passes away and there are additional elements to verify regarding that before a new one can be established, or that they become incarcerated for a complex crime that requires deep investigation into the entire branch, or there simply isn’t anyone trained or experienced enough to cover their absence in case of, for example, being called to one of the nation capitals for something extremely important. That’s when I step in.”

“So it was like that.” Silvia hummed to herself. “You basically travel the world and temporarily keep an eye on the guilds you are sent to. This requires quite the prowess. Being able to quickly find your bearings in each different place is something of a talent, no matter how uniform they might seem.”

“That’s so true. I never thought you were aiming for something this hard. But, it’s to be expected from my sister, isn’t it?” Tina smiled fondly at Gwen. “And well, it would allow you to sightsee and visit many interesting places and wonders, which is nice. Except for the fact that I wouldn’t easily know where to find you if I wanted to stop by.”

Gwen laughed lightly. “Yes, that’s true, but from what I know, you guys have at least one friend who can move you all over the realm at will. I’m sure you would be able to send them to track me down or something.”

“Or we could simply see if Guildmaster Suanori wouldn’t be able to ask about your current assignment at the headquarters.” Asterios winked.

“Or that,” she agreed. “Perhaps your own status and position would be enough now to pull that kind of information out, Dragon Lord.”

He rubbed his eyes. “Please, tell me they aren’t using that unironically out there.”

The ladies laughed at that and even his grandparents joined in alongside his mother. Gwen had a slightly teasing grin on her supple lips, one that others seemed to miss amidst their delight. It was becoming clearer and clearer which one of the sisters inherited more of their mother’s character.

As long as they weren’t having a fan meltdown in front of the most famous princess in the kingdom.

“Okay, let’s leave it at that for now.” Asterios snickered too, waving at everyone to get a grip. “I’m glad to see you again, Grandpa, Grandma. I hope you are doing well back in Tyrienheim.”

James shrugged casually. “Same old. Business is rolling slowly and we try to do our best. Although, it has become a tiny bit more difficult after you stole our most talented daughter to manage your own mercantile empire in a foreign nation.”

Kindra giggled cheekily, batting her eyelashes at them.

“No, it’s not the same old.” Anna shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Now that people heard about a Hestizo not only being granted a lordship over a remote town but even starting their nation that gets the approval of multiple other rulers? We are approached by so many fools trying to weasel their way into this through connections.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Asterios grimaced. “I should have realized how much inconvenience this could bring you.”

She dismissed his concerns with a hand. “No need to worry. We are glad to have the opportunity to filter through the individuals and groups that are aiming for a spot in your new kingdom. It’s not like we haven’t benefited from this either. It brought some decent partnerships and deals.”

“And through a few of them, but not only, we have managed to dig out a few interesting tidbits.” His grandfather leaned forward with an inviting smile.

“What kind of tidbits?” Asterios raised a curious brow at the man.

“Say, is there anything you would like to hear about a certain lineage with the family name of Rubytongs?”


Chapter 31
Brief History Lesson

“Not sure yet as this is still a few places down on our list of priorities.” Asterios leaned back into the sofa. “One of our dwarf friends was willing to tell us whatever she could share about their homeland and culture.”

“It’s good to have someone local give you advice.” James nodded. “Does she belong to one of the related artificer or smith clans?”

“No. Truvi is a receptionist at our guild,” Miria replied with a cheerful smile. “But she comes from a blacksmith family and has worked under her dad in his forge. Helping adventurers has always been her dream.”

“I can relate.” Gwen chuckled quietly, fixing her glasses a little. “There’s just something so exciting about being the cornerstone of many people’s success. And you get to hear or even experience many unbelievable stories straight from them.”

“I guess it’s similar to working as a merchant or at some store.” Kindra tapped her lips thoughtfully. “Our clerks always have interesting tidbits from the customers and passersby to share.”

“Everyone has something to tell, as long as you are willing to stop for a moment and listen.” Ast’s grandfather smirked amusedly. “Now, we have collected quite some stories from various sources and hope that something will be able to aid your future endeavors. Feel free to bring up the topics that interest you.”

As Asterios considered his offer and wondered what to ask about, Silvia chimed in to help him out. “What about starting from the beginning? I’ve read up on the mountain dwarves during my time at the castle but Asterios and the others aren’t that informed, even with me sharing some things already.”

“Of course.” James clasped his hands and also sat back. “Let’s start with a little bit of history. At the very least, you will score some points with their people for knowing more than all the common travelers. It’s not a secret that mountain dwarves are slightly racist and don’t consider other folks much. I’m sure you will have your hands full earning their respect or even attention. Dear?”

Receiving a glance from her husband, Anna nodded fondly. “It’s hard to pinpoint which subrace of dwarves was the first one with so many of them present around the world, but in most of the chronicles, mountain dwarves are considered to be the progenitors. As you would expect, they believe in that rather firmly so it’s better not to question any parts of their historical supremacy if you don’t want to cause a serious offense.”

“The first dwarves are said to have emerged from the depths of the solid, rocky ground, close to those specific mountains,” the man continued. “Masters of masonry, technology, metallurgy, geology, and so on. The massive tunnels and chasms supposedly run for insane distances underneath their surface nation, where the real Dwarf Kingdom is believed to be located. They much prefer the stone world over the fresh air from above.”

“Though, not many receive the permission and honor to witness anything besides the exterior cities,” the woman added with a small sigh. “As for the reason behind the sudden migration, the records quote seeking refuge from a massive, merciless monster the dwarves had disturbed with their constant expansion under the ground. We might never be sure how accurate their portrayal of it is, but the legends say about a monumental entity wreathed in unstoppable flames that continued to hunt them for years to come.”

Asterios glanced to the sides and met the gazes of his beautiful mates. They shared the same thought, judging by the faint, unspoken understanding that passed through their connection. Wouldn’t it be possible for that entity to be some kind of an ancient True Dragon simply minding its own business inside their reclusive lair?

Well, that didn’t sound exactly like the True Dragons they knew, but no one could dismiss the possibility of the dwarves unintentionally invading the beast’s territory. That would certainly warrant a war to the very extinction of the species if such a prideful and vicious being was involved.

Were there True Dragons still hiding underground? It wasn’t unthinkable. If so, Asterios would have to investigate those known chasms and passages whenever he had some spare time, perhaps during their trip to the snowy mountains. He promised Althea’s kin safety and he needed to take his vow seriously.

“Were there any details regarding that monster? Maybe it was a Dragon? There were plenty in ancient times, no?” Tina pondered out loud, steering the conversation towards their musings.

“It wouldn’t be that uncommon of a story.” Gwen laughed. “From what I know, some of their old bedtime books talk about courageous dwarves sneaking into Dragon lairs and stealing treasure for their people.”

“Unfortunately, your guess is as good as ours.” James spread his arms in defeat. “All we know is what I portrayed. It could have been, but it also could have not. Until you confirm it with some kind of record keeper in their royal court, we can only make assumptions.”

“Maybe they will be willing to share now that Master is a king!” Miria beamed happily, her tail swaying with energy behind her back.

“Doubtful.” Asterios snorted warmly, giving her ear a few scratches. “Not even King Welrond has secured any considerable deals with them. The same goes for the other rulers. A new one won’t have much political power.”

“Especially if we introduce Asterios as the Dragon Lord.” Silvia had a faint, teasing smile on her delicate lips. “I imagine they wouldn’t be too eager to cooperate with someone who calls himself after their mortal enemy that had forced them out of their territories.”

“And suddenly the creation of Dragon Valley isn’t as beneficial as everyone thought it was.” He shook his head with a snicker. “It’s already been a miracle all those other nations were so openly friendly about this.”

“It’s all because they knew they could trust the person behind it,” the red-haired princess said, brushing her palm over Ast’s arm. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to secure a good relationship with the dwarves too.”

“Just don’t bring up the Damascu Clan at the first meeting maybe.” Selene grinned impishly.

“Okay, okay, let’s get back on track.” Asterios rolled his eyes at the scheming minx already thinking up ways to stir trouble. “We ended at the migration.”

“Right.” His grandfather took a sip of wine. “Their appearance didn’t come unnoticed. Structures were seen all over the mountain range. Especially at night. The first contact was made and the realm learned of their new neighbors, who supposedly specialized in the areas mentioned before. A few weeks later, it was more than confirmed with the quick construction of towns and crossings in the steep hills of the harsh mountains.”

“At first, the dwarves were more open to travelers since they needed to establish themselves in the new place, requiring quite a bit of resources their underground facilities weren’t able to provide at a satisfying amount.” His grandmother reached for a tasty-looking apple and took a bite out of it to further illustrate her point. “Well, as long as the visitors proved themselves worthy simply by being able to make their way up the harsh mountains. It’s not as easy as it sounds. Not only the weather was chaotic there but the area was and still most likely is filled with countless hardened predators.”

“That I can confirm,” Gwen inserted her two cents into the story. “And considering the fact that the general climate of most other regions in our realm is rather warm all year over, countless adventurers and explorers tended and still tend to underestimate arctic monsters and beasts.”

Tina squinted thoughtfully. “That being said, it’s the Winter Year next, right? So it won’t be long before we finally see some snow again. I’ve heard that Glimmervale got its name because of that particular season since it was at the cusp of a blizzard of the century during which the first settlers began their work.”

“Winter Year?” Miria’s ears flicked curiously.

“Our seasons are a bit more unbalanced.” Asterios smiled and grazed her cheek, receiving loving purrs in response. “You should have noticed that it’s been nearly a year since the start of our little adventure together and there wasn’t much change in the climate anywhere we’ve ventured to.”

“It all depends on the nation and where it’s placed so they all experience it differently, but the big change in seasons happens in about a year of time,” Kindra explained further. “The warmest season usually stays with us the longest, then the mild seasons can last up to around half a year and sometimes be connected back-to-back, while the coldest period might actually even not happen in every cycle. That’s why the one where lower temperatures and snow are expected is called the Winter Year. And its length can vary, from a month or two to a full year, so the naming is even more accurate.”

“And the one I mentioned lasted almost a whole century,” the blue-haired Summoner girl finished. “However, it’s said to have been an unknown anomaly.”

~Oh, it was. Even the elves felt its influence and their lands were blessed with a Dryad’s tree and its energy, keeping them in the state of an almost eternal spring,~ Althea joined in by speaking in their minds. ~I went out to investigate briefly and found out that it didn’t come from a natural cause. I didn’t gather much more, unfortunately.~

~I felt the cold energy even in my slumber,~ the Dryad in question added. ~It had a powerful spiritual presence. For a moment, I thought it was one of my distant cousins, an Aurai, settling down somewhere nearby and extending her blessings to the land.~

Asterios rubbed his forehead. ~We might have been in contact with so many incredible entities and didn’t know even a hint about it. I assume it wasn’t one of your cousins as she would have kept the frosty climate up around her new territory?~

~Most likely not. But she could have moved on or perished during that period,~ Tia suggested. ~All of our kind are highly sought after by True Dragons and other powerful entities. Even if there might have been none of the former around at that time, who knows what other nefarious individuals could have swooped right in? Perhaps it would have happened to me if I wasn’t deeply concealed by the arcane seal.~

~That sounds like another thing we should investigate someday,~ Tina pointed out. ~It took place in a quite close vicinity. Just, there might be some issues with finding any traces or leads. Maybe during the cold season? Now that we have Tia and Althea, they might be able to sense something.~

~Throw it onto the pile and let’s move on.~ He sent his pondering lover a mental headpat. ~We should get back to the current conversation before the time we spend chatting through the bond becomes too noticeable.~

“This place never gets a chance to rest, does it?” Kindra giggled sweetly, meeting his gaze with a glint in her clever eyes.

It was rather obvious she’d been aware that they were conversing privately and swooped right in to help them out appear even more natural. As always, she made herself easy to appreciate and Asterios was glad he was part of her family.

“Enough about Glimmervale! What about the dwarves?” Miria helped out too, bringing forth her fabled enthusiasm.

“We were getting to it, dear.” Anna smiled at her warmly. “Many good things could be said about their skills and talents, but unfortunately, not about their social and interpersonal qualities. Those dwarves were extremely competitive, which showed in every single area of their lives, and greatly lacked unity. So much so that they couldn’t decide on a representative or a leader for quite a bit. Everyone wanted to be on top and everyone thought they were the only ones worthy.”

“Those aspects are still a thing in their community.” James sighed wistfully. “Rather than help their neighbor, they would avoid involving themselves in case it affects them negatively, or they would simply take pleasure in seeing others fall behind the race to be the best. As you can imagine, such an environment is overflowing with schemes, plots, intrigues, and conspiracies. No one will openly accuse anyone, but they all know everyone is doing whatever possible to get ahead.”

“Wouldn’t that be kind of… illegal?” Selene mused.

“They make sure anything they do remains as clean to the public eye as possible,” Silvia answered this time. “It’s especially prevalent in the negotiations held with their people. They are great at finding loopholes in rules and regulations, skirting the edge of said laws, and securing the best benefits for themselves. And yes, not all of what they do is completely legitimate or ethical, but as long as they aren’t exposed with undeniable proof, they consider anything a valid choice.”

“And that is just as accurate for their domestic politics too,” Ast’s grandfather agreed. “However, they didn’t take long to realize that killing each other off behind the stage through sophisticated designs was hurting them more than benefiting them. So, the biggest and usually targeted the most clans banded together to establish something called the Clash of Forges.”

“Oh! Oh! We heard about that one!” Miria bounced on her cushion, trembling with joy. “It’s related to the Dwarf Sovereign, right?”

Kindra’s mother chuckled lightly at her enthusiasm. “Correct. Instead of fighting for the position of the leader literally, they now fight through a series of trials related to their craft. It’s just as full of conspiracy and underhanded means, but the number of lives lost has been reduced to a minimum. Albeit, some of the dwarves consider their masterpieces their own life so having it sabotaged or even destroyed can kill their soul just as cruelly.”

“The inventors and researchers do tend to be like that.” Asterios nodded firmly. “Their work can be considered their baby more than the real thing.”

~I would never direct my love and care to any baby other than the one you are so vehemently trying to put in me each time we chance on each other naked,~ Grea commented in his mind with a sultry tone, making him let out an unintended snort.

When their guests glanced at him curiously, he just waved them off. “Nothing. Please, continue.”

“Alright. The Clash of Forges, simply speaking, is a set of public trials, tests, and challenges meant to establish a hierarchy amongst the competing clans,” James picked up where he’d left. “It’s pretty much the only way to gain respect, fame, and political power in their community, save for coming up with something truly groundbreaking in one of the fields the dwarves pride themselves in. So, it’s possible to attain things ranging from the lowest nobility status to the very position of the Dwarf Sovereign through it. Just, the last one requires a bit more than simply showing up for the first time and sweeping the crowd with something new and revolutionizing.”

“It’s a climb through ranks,” Anna said, nodding. “When you reach the necessary level, you receive the honor to participate in the most important part of the Clash of Forges, the main competition that determines the next ruling family, one clan to represent their kin for the next three years, during which everyone else will be working their butts off to overcome that achievement.”

“And so it should have been if not for a certain clan hogging the spot for about two decades.” Silvia rubbed her chin. “They remain unbeatable and abuse the system that allows the same family to stay in power as long as no one else beats their masterpieces during the competition.”

“Rubytongs.” Gwen snapped her fingers. “The current rulers of Wintercrown.”

“The very same.” The older man chuckled. “They dominate the contest every single time, somehow always being able to come out on top no matter how hard the other clans try to oppose them, either through achievements or shady practices. No one can deny their brilliance since they keep presenting new creations that continue to be way ahead of the competition.”

“What is so great about their products?” Selene asked. “If you even know. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that every detail is faultlessly guarded and remains confidential.”

“And you are right about that,” his wife replied. “But, they still have to show their entries and present them before the judges and the crowd. Therefore, there are two main aspects we have been able to pinpoint through the statements, rumors, opinions, and reviews of those shows. Possibly three, but the last one isn’t as outstanding and could be just all the other dwarves trying to nitpick while feeling offended by their incompetence.”

James raised his hand with a single finger pointing up. “First, the materials. Somehow, Rubytongs came into the possession of incredibly durable and mana-compatible resources that allowed them to forge the best artifacts and equipment their kin had ever seen. No one has any idea what those metals and other minerals are because no one can identify them. They seem to form unrecognizable alloys, blends, and amalgamations. Furthermore, they are almost impossibly tough to reverse engineer. No forges—doesn’t matter how magical or mythical—can affect the finished products or their fragments.”

Anna mirrored his gesture with two fingers. “Second, the complex spiritual runic script they use in their creations. To start with, it’s not even a language that any of the other families have ever stumbled on. Many believe Rubytongs invented a completely new one, but traces of the usual techniques still linger in its core. Yet, the symbols can’t be deciphered, no matter how many experts they bring to their domain and how long they search all over the realm for a matching tongue. It might as well be a lost knowledge the clan found by luck.”

“This is already enough for them to remain in the lead. For how long exactly? No one can tell, but being unable to examine and analyze your competitor’s masterpieces is a massive hurdle not many artisans might be able to overcome, gifted or not.” Ast’s grandpa brought his hand closer to his wife’s. “Then there’s the supposed third. Techniques and know-how. They don’t keep releasing the same old equipment but always come up with something never seen before, things that no other workshops can produce. Their ideas seem kind of foreign, and retain a kind of theme, like they still come from one source. But, this whole notion can be easily dismissed as their superiority in creative thinking and talent in project design.”

“Unfortunately, this is all we were able to gather about the items.” Ast’s grandma leaned back with her husband, smiling a bit guiltily. “You can’t see those fabled creations anywhere on display as their creators keep them under thick wraps. The only opportunity to do that would be during the Clash of Forges. Fortunately, the next event isn’t that far away, so it might be possible for you to witness it all with your own eyes if you manage to weasel your way into the audience in time.”

Asterios and the girls once more exchanged glances as silence fell onto the guest chamber. And, once more they were pretty much on the same page after the brief rundown on mountain dwarves they had received from his grandparents. There were a few crucial details the old pair was unaware of that only confirmed some of their suspicions and guesses.

With the new bit of information, things were becoming rather obvious.

“You don’t need to apologize or anything.” Asterios broke the silence first. “This was all quite helpful and I’m sure it will be of great use whenever we decide to head there, most likely around the time of the next Clash as you have said.”

“Plus, I’m sure there are still other things we could learn from you during your stay,” Tina added with a gentle, appreciative smile.

“I know some things too!” Gwen offered, looking at them hopefully. “Maybe not as much, but I still have a few friends who heard a thing or two, and I personally know a mountain dwarf from those regions. A rare case of one of their own going out into the bigger world.”

“Certainly, every bit of outside help will be very helpful and advantageous.” He chuckled cordially. “Rubytongs present a great example of that.”

The trio sitting across him seemed to frown a bit as they stared at his thankful smile.

“What do you mean?” James regarded him with a trace of confusion.

“Well, with how cutthroat their people are, it was just a matter of time before someone decided to go all out with their cheating, ignoring even the most sacred of doctrines.” Asterios smirked knowingly.

“And how would they do that?” The man furrowed his brows even further.

“Simply by colluding with their mortal enemy, of course.”


Chapter 32
Bring in the Family

Seeing the confusion on the faces of his gathered guests, Asterios chuckled lightly. “I think it might be time we finally filled you in on the full story.”

That statement didn’t help the situation in the slightest as the trio kept exchanging perplexed glances. They looked from him to his mates for some answer. Unfortunately, the ladies were simply smiling back.

“What do you think, Tina?” Asterios turned to the blue-haired girl.

“I trust Gwen with my life. You should know that I will always vouch for her whenever asked. And I can guarantee she is great at keeping secrets. We’ve shared plenty of them in the past,” Tina replied, looking at her sister with a kind yet quite excited expression.

“Uh, of course? We are family.” Gwen smiled wryly.

“And so is Ast.” Her older sister nodded eagerly. “Well, the formal ties have yet to be fully finalized, but it’s just a matter of time.”

“Alright.” He accepted their response gladly. “As for the two of you, I don’t think there’s anything more to say.”

“I agree,” Kindra confirmed. “Just as Tina said, we are family. You have already shared everything with me and I was waiting for the day I would be able to discuss it with my parents. I’m sure they will be able to help us even more with all the details at their disposal.”

James, still slightly disoriented, nodded firmly. “Of course. I’m not sure what this is about, but the more information the better. Always. If there’s anything we should do to earn your full trust, just say it.”

Asterios waved his hand dismissively at the older man. “No, you’ve already done enough. There was just no good moment to take care of this. Now, with both you and Gwen here, there’s no reason to hold back. Especially when my mother and Tina’s parents are already initiated.”

The present ladies chuckled at his choice of words, which certainly felt fitting. As a side effect, it also made the other side even more intrigued and curious.

“Let’s avoid beating about the bush for no reason.” He sighed softly. “I’d rather not put this room in complete disarray so you will have to believe me with just this at the moment.”

Reaching into the core of his being, Asterios stopped concealing his true nature as he had been constantly doing since the day he had learned how to do it from Althea. There was a slight spiritual gust as his rather characteristic draconic energies were released from their confines, making everyone shiver to various degrees.

As his crimson eyes brightened slightly, traces of dark red and black swirled behind their vertical pupils. Scales climbed up his visible skin as his hands transformed fully. Some of the tough yet enchanting scales decorated his cheeks and the far ends of his temples. All of his neck and part of his chin were fully reinforced now. Naturally, he didn’t miss the impressive black horns and ominous dark scarlet wings either.

“Starting from the beginning, there is more story to my sealed memories than some of you might be aware of,” Asterios said as the trio took in his altered appearance with various expressions of thought. “It was put in there by my parents shortly after my birth and was only one of the safeguards they included in their plan to hide my true nature from the outside world. We may cover those aspects later.”

“Your true nature?” Gwen raised a fascinated brow at him, sneaking a peek at her grinning sister.

“Just as my father, I’m a True Dragon.” He nodded.

Silence filled the air for a good few seconds before a gentle snicker broke it.

“Bringing hiding in plain sight to another level,” Anna said while shaking her head. “You are tempting fate with your naming sense, young man.”

“Tell that to them, not me.” Asterios smirked as the ladies escaped with their gazes innocently. “You might not have been there when it all went down but you must have heard how I was practically placed before a fact done, allowed only to accept or reject it.”

“Is this for real?” Gwen gaped at him. “True Dragons are long gone from our realm. I would know if there was one around. I think…”

She tried to add a bit of timid hesitation to her response near the end but it felt like a rather obvious subterfuge after catching herself getting a bit too shocked.

“Oh? Did you know about the Lesser Dragon hidden by the elves?” He challenged her, seeing Gwen’s eyes widen at that revelation. “I assumed so. You are already acquainted. She’s the mature beauty in the emerald uniform from earlier. A much older and wiser being than I am, just to be clear.”

“And I can confirm Master’s draconic body is incredible!” Miria grinned at them. “It’s so big, and ferocious, and strong, and just like from the legends! No! Even better! Because Master is like two True Dragons in one!”

He snickered while pacifying his bubbly panthergirl with some scratches. “That is part of the reason why my parents put so much effort into concealing my unusual existence, orchestrating a situation where I ended up in the hands of the young Kindra Hestizo. Which, I don’t think you would have known, right?”

Sensing his gaze on her, Gwen gained a faint blush and lowered her eyes.

“I…” She took a deep breath to recompose herself and raised her face with a slightly awkward smile painting her lips. “I’m part of an organization or two that specializes in being the ones in the know. I would love to tell you more, but… I need to consult this with… someone first… Sorry…”

Tina cupped her worried sister’s cheek with an affectionate touch and turned them towards each other to join their foreheads together. “It’s alright. Don’t feel pressured to return the favor just because we are sharing something important with you right now. Take your time. And even if it doesn’t turn out well, it’s still fine.”

“You are okay knowing that I might have been lying to you?” Gwen searched Tina’s eyes hesitantly.

The long-haired almost-twin snorted cutely. “Do you think I’ve been telling you everything the way it was?”

They chuckled together until Gwen nodded appreciatively and returned her attention to Asterios. “Two Dragons? That's information that would throw my circles in chaos.”

“It’s only the beginning.” He smirked at her amusedly. “We are in the process of bringing another dozen or so here. In fact, Tina has contracted one already.”

Gwen’s eyes turned into saucers again as her head whipped to the side, seeing her timid sister scratch her cheek embarrassingly.

“But, you don’t have to worry that much about keeping that specific bit between us,” Asterios added, recapturing her attention. “The fact that we employ Lesser Dragons will be public knowledge in less than a week. I guess, as a token of goodwill, we can let you provide your circles a leak or two. I feel like it would be smart to get in their good graces.”

“That… That would certainly help me out rather significantly…” Gwen pondered out loud. “Is that definitely okay?”

Silvia was the one to reply this time. “We believe so. I agree with Asterios. It might be a gamble, but there’s often no reward without an equal risk. The value of that reward depends on how much you and your circles know.”

“Not all of it, as it appears, but our contacts are spread wide,” Gwen reassured her. “If we could secure a mutually beneficial relationship, this might prove to be huge. A national ruler as one of the collaborators feels significant.”

“Let’s leave this in your hands then and return to the main topic of this discussion.” Asterios gestured at his form with both hands. “The one important bit that seems especially relevant to our theory about Rubytongs is the fact that the seal blocking off my memories originated from that region. And, its creation was negotiated by none other than… my father.”

“Almost two decades ago…” James stroked his beard. “Which means that Rubytongs conspired with your father and have been in the position of power since.”

“Correct.” Selene nodded. “And with my Lord’s mother, one of my ancient ancestors, too. We aren’t yet sure how big of a role she played in that operation, but it’s safe to assume that she might have shared some things coming from my people with the dwarves too. Though, the main conspirator would of course be Red, the True Dragon.”

“You think the materials and techniques they use have come from him, don’t you?” Anna caught up fast, displaying the same famous cunning that her daughter often represented.

“Exactly.” Asterios released a delicate sigh. “We have recently discovered an interesting reaction between True Dragon blood and certain minerals. It’s not impossible that my father was aware of this before us. We can’t confirm this without closely examining Rubytongs’ products first, but we have a hunch.”

“And even if they aren’t using dragonized metals, their techniques and ideas might still come from the pair,” Tina added. “As Ast says, we’ll need to take a closer look before anything, but no one can deny the secret cooperation between the involved sides.”

“So, everyone else might be going against a True Dragon,” James noted. “The same as in their stories?”

Miria shook her head with as much energy as always. “No! Master’s father is definitely not there anymore! He was always on the run in the memories we’ve seen and some of those happened after this weird seal was put in place! But, uhhh… If it was put in there earlier, how come Master didn’t remember being carried to Teira?”

Selene patted her sister-mate on the head. “It might have been designed with a delayed or remote activation in mind. It’s not an uncommon thing for many formations and arrays to wait for some kind of a trigger before powering up or kicking into another phase.”

“She is right.” Asterios kept his hand in place so that two people were now showering the slightly melting feline in love. “And since he came to this realm to hide and conduct research, he most likely isn’t the same one the legends mention. If that monster, beast, or whatever it is still lives, it’s most likely staying quiet deep under the mountain. Or the dwarves are keeping any incidents under wraps.”

“So, while Rubytongs had to have only a limited period of time to receive support and guidance from Ast’s father, they seem to have stocked up on everything they could for it to last them quite long,” Silvia pointed out. “If they are using Dragon Blood, they will run out at some point, because I don’t believe Red is sneaking in regularly to refill their reserves. And someone as proud wouldn’t offer an insurmountable amount to some lesser race without turning them into his slaves.”

“Unless that’s a thing here.” Kindra hummed. “Which would be a good thing for you, wouldn’t it?”

Ast’s eyes shone with understanding. “Yes. We might be able to get in touch with him through his servants. That would certainly be a huge leap ahead. Assuming we would receive a response or any acknowledgment.”

“You could at least confirm that he is alive, no?” Anna suggested.

“We already know that thanks to my Lord’s connection with his lineage,” Selene replied. “He has a way to tell if one of his kin is dead or not, albeit without knowing their identity. Only Red’s situation is different since his visualization is completely unique and easily recognizable.”

“In any way, this is becoming bigger and bigger.” Asterios rested his chin atop his palms. “It might be the biggest lead of our pursuit so far if we aren’t completely off the mark. When is the next Clash of Forges?”

“A month or two away, I think, but I’ll need to reach out to confirm the exact date,” Gwen answered. “I can have this information for you before midnight. As long as your guildmaster can lend me their guild network for a moment.”

“We’ll take you to her in a moment. This estimation is fine too. I was hoping not to completely demolish our schedule again and it seems that my prayers have been heard.” He laughed lightly. “There’s just so much we have to do in the upcoming weeks that it’s making me dizzy.”

“Negotiating with a whole flying settlement of Lesser Dragons shouldn’t take more than a week now.” Tina smiled confidently. “As for unsealing an artificial dark realm full of cosmic horrors, it’s much harder to predict, but I believe in us, so no more than a fortnight or two tops.”

The ladies chuckled with equal faith while the others gaped at them incredulously, only Ast’s mother matching them with a smirk of her own. He waved any concerns away while rolling his eyes. The girls were starting to have way too much fun teasing others with his insane life.

“Alright, let’s move on.” Asterios slapped his hands together. “Do the two of you mind if we take Gwen to Guildmaster Suanori now and get on with the rest of our plans? We were aiming to at least get a feel of the situation around Miria’s village today. It might be wishful thinking, but solving it in the few days that are left before our next presentation for the Lesser Dragons would be perfect.”

“Not in the slightest.” His grandmother showed a fond smile. “We’ll take the rest of the day to catch up with your mother and rest our old bones a little. There’s much we have to discuss. Especially regarding how we can further help you with the newly gained knowledge.”

“As she says.” His grandfather chuckled deeply. “We can entertain ourselves on our own so go and handle your responsibilities. It was not our intention to interrupt that magnificent ceremony of yours either so apologies. There’s much to see in this charming city and I can’t wait to explore it alongside my wife.”

“What he means to say is, there are so many shops and merchants that we need to evaluate the competition thoroughly to make sure the Hestizos keep a stable claim over the local market.” Kindra giggled as the older man shot her a slight glare. “But, I agree that you don’t have to worry about us. You have your Dragon stuff, we have our merchant stuff. Just keep us updated!”

And on that note, they all stood up and left the guest chamber together. Exchanging brief, temporary farewells, they split into two groups and headed in their respective directions. The whole way out of the castle, Gwen chatted with Tina about various things while sneaking curious and surprised glances at Asterios. He politely didn’t listen in on them even though they were more than enough in the range of his senses as the pair of sisters gossiped about him.

Soon enough, they wandered into the streets and Gwen focused more on enjoying the sights. Like many others, she was fascinated with how most passersby offered Asterios polite and grateful greetings. It wasn’t long since he had taken over, yet it was clear that he had managed to gain the respect and trust of people living on this land. And, to some extent, of some adventurers and travelers too.

“So, a real Dragon, huh?” she asked at some point. “It honestly doesn’t look like it from the outside. The Summoner cover was pretty good at explaining your added features.”

“That was the goal.” He smirked reminiscently. “We’ll show you soon if it’s still hard to believe. We just need a bit of space as you can imagine.”

“What about a flight?” Gwen glanced at him curiously.

~She might not be as obsessed with Dragons as Miria, but it certainly can’t be said that Gwen isn’t fascinated with them.~ Tina giggled in his mind. ~We’ve studied them together a lot during our childhood. I mean, there are as many fictional stories portraying them as magnificent as those where they are the vilest of villains.~

“Sure. We’ll make a short trip from the edge of the town to Althea’s lair so that you can witness a Lesser Dragon too. That fine with you?” He raised a brow at her.

An eager nod was all he received in response but it was more than enough.

They reached the guild in fifteen minutes or so and introduced Gwen to their favorite receptionists. The trio exchanged a few words that seemed to revolve around their profession, and both Truvi and Ellie were surprised to chat easily with the newcomer. It just proved how seriously Gwen took her studies, already comfortable being in the field.

Suanori was back in her office and that was where they headed next. Entering after an invitation, the group filled the room. Tina stepped forward with a gentle hold on Gwen’s hand.

“Hello again. We have a small favor to ask,” she began.

“I assume it has something to do with the intern you have brought with you.” Suanori offered the younger sister a respectful nod.

“This is Gwen, my sister, and she will be looking to serve her internship soon. We were hoping there would be a place for her here. I won’t deny that it’s partially for personal reasons, so that we can spend more time together, but I also know that there is no better guildmaster to learn from in the whole Human Kingdom,” Tina continued in almost one single breath.

“I’m a stand-in,” Gwen added to provide more context. “It would be my honor to learn from someone this famous.”

“Hmmm… It’s true that we could use a hand or two around here, especially with all the matters that seem to constantly keep popping up out of nowhere.” The Guildmaster squinted softly.

“And you can trust her like you trust us,” the shorter blue-haired girl pointed out. 

“Also true.” Suanori tapped her fingers on the wooden surface in front of her. “But I have a feeling there’s something more to you, young one. Call it a hunch if you want, but after being in this position for as long as I am, you tend to notice those little signs in people.”

Gwen stiffened a bit, but before her sister could come in her defense, she responded on her own.

“I will explain, after consulting with my guardian, but it’s nothing you need to worry about, Guildmaster. I only want to help my family.” She turned her head around to look at Ast’s party. “And that’s why I’m currently the best in my year, possibly even amongst the others too.”

“I’m aware.” A corner of Suanori’s lips tugged upwards, causing Gwen’s eyes to widen a tiny bit. “I might not be a Civil Guildmaster, but that doesn’t mean I don’t keep an eye on the academy. And someone beating a few records by a slight margin is certainly rather noticeable to the acute eye.”

No one said anything else as the two women stared at each other in some kind of a contest.

Finally, the elf lady waved at Asterios. “You can leave her with me. There’s a lot of silly official paperwork and completely unnecessary interviews to conduct. I’m sure we’ll come to an understanding without much problem. The others are already waiting for you on the other side. This one isn’t marked, is she?”

“No, we haven’t offered it to Gwen yet,” Tina replied. “Maybe later, but you can explain the system to her if you find time.”

“I’ll relay things to you for the two of us, then.” Suanori nodded. “Have fun on your little quest.”

After the sisters exchanged a few loving hugs, Miria opened her gate and they used it to appear in her village. Right away, they were greeted by the smiling faces of Oria and Zoe, making it clear who it was that had been waiting for them.

And from the look of things, they had come prepared.


Chapter 33
Promising Prospects

“What is this?! I didn’t know you had armor like that, Mom!” Miria grabbed her head as she gaped at her mother, who chuckled lightly and struck a pose to present herself from the side.

The panthergirl’s reaction was warranted as it was the first time they had met with Oria wearing anything else other than casual clothes, ranging from shirts and shorts to occasional light dresses. This time, though, she lacked either, appearing before them in a full set of leather gear of midnight black shade.

Starting from the bottom, she had donned quite high reinforced boots reaching far above her ankles. Right after them, tough shin guards continued the path of protection. Contrary to her daughter in the past, she had similar thick leather reinforcements present on her impressive thighs. 

Rather complex shorts wrapped her waist tightly, offering plenty of pockets, buckles, small hooks, and belts for various utility items. Her muscular stomach was laid bare, but Oria’s chest was fully hidden behind an impressive black leather breastplate. Naturally, she made sure her arms were protected with bracers and other elements spanning as far as her shoulders went.

All in all, the dark set complimented Oria’s long black hair and fierce grin, almost turning her into a completely different woman.

As for Zoe, she had jumped into her best gear too, which had been a gift from Miria made by their elf friends, but her set was simply outshined in comparison. Which didn’t mean that the brown-gray hunter-styled apparel wasn’t impressive. It was simply something that could be expected from the canine warrior woman, what couldn’t be said about the other lady.

“There wasn’t really a good reason to bring it into the world again,” Oria replied to her daughter’s question, watching in amusement as Miria bounced around her with a gleeful expression. “But, it’s only natural that I dress properly for an adventure with my beloved daughter, isn’t it?”

The younger panthergirl practically melted from the amount of affection she had for her mom and the pair hugged each other dearly. Asterios didn’t miss the part about picking this set up once more, and Oria met his gaze with a side glance, giving him a small smirk that told him she knew he hadn’t. Understanding that she would expand on it later if she would be willing, he shelved that bit for another time.

Although…

“It looks amazing, but…” He tapped his cheek ponderingly. “Feels a bit off? Like there’s something missing?”

Oria let out a quiet laugh and nodded his way as if to commend him for his perceptiveness.

“There was one more part to this get-up, a dark gray bodysuit that went under everything and covered the wearer’s skin up to their chin, but I didn’t think it was necessary to go that far.” She winked at him. “Besides, it would have looked ridiculous at the current time of the day. I’ll rely on all of you to have my back and on your healing magics if I do gain a small scrape or two.”

“I rarely managed to even touch you during duels so I can’t see that happening ever!” Miria rubbed her cheek into her mother’s while purring noticeably. “But, wait. The suit would cover your skin and leave your face like this. Isn’t that kind of counterintuitive for night hunting?”

An amused smile decorated the older woman’s lips, and judging by the look in her eyes, Miria’s claim was quite off the mark for some reason, though he wasn’t sure which part.

“Of course it is. That’s why I had this.” Oria stepped back from Miria’s embrace and pulled something out of one of the pouches attached to the small of her back.

Hooking some kind of dark material behind her neck, she pulled it skillfully over her head and yanked it down to her very chin. In a flash, she donned a reinforced leather cap with a face mask leaving holes only for the eyes, and some thin striped openings for breathing. Over the black surface glowed a pure white depiction of a panther’s skull, which spooked Miria so much she jumped away with an adorable yelp.

Everyone chuckled at the scene but the panthergirl squeezed Ast’s arm and pouted at them. “That’s not funny! It was scary! Did any of you expect it?”

Asterios offered his embarrassed mate a peck on the cheek. “I didn’t, and I agree that it looks quite frightening. I would never want to randomly stumble on it past the sunset while having a walk through the forest.”

Oria raised a curious brow at him with a sly grin that could be interpreted in many ways.

He just hoped she wouldn’t use that idea against him anytime soon.

“Anyway, I’m glad to see that I can still fit into this without having to alter anything.” She took off the masked cap and examined her figure, striking quite a few sensible poses. “A few places have gotten quite tight, though.”

As she ran a hand over her extremely strained shorts while offering them the full view of her side, everyone’s eyes helplessly wandered onto her barely contained behind. Running that palm up, she tapped her chest piece a few times, which looked stretched to its limits and ready to burst a seam or two. As Ast’s eyes met hers, she grinned impishly, clearly enjoying his and everyone else’s attention.

“Mom!” Miria put herself between Asterios and her mother, spreading her arms to the sides as she huffed at the older feline. “You are doing this on purpose! What would Dad think?”

“Oh, I’m afraid he might not be able to think much at this very moment.” Oria snickered mysteriously. “He had quite a… reaction… after seeing me in this set once more. I think he might still be recovering from the shock.”

The allusion went right over Miria’s head, but with Oria’s sparkling gaze full of mischief still locked with his, Asterios could not be as badly mistaken even if he wanted. Clearing his throat and glancing away from her, he wrapped his arms around his slightly flustered mate from behind.

“It’s alright. She’s just teasing. And you have to admit that she’s filling the outfit rather nicely, clearly being proud about it, just as you are proud of your amazing armor and gorgeous figure. You can’t say that your mom doesn’t look pretty in it, can you?” He rubbed their cheeks together.

Miria went all red in a moment as she realized he was heavily complimenting her through a rather sophisticated means. Glancing back at her mother, she bit on her bottom lip and nodded softly.

“You do look pretty, Mom…” she admitted a tad shyly. “Like a real badass female Pantherkin warrior…”

“Of course I do. But, I still pale in front of you, dear. However, perhaps turning you into such a fine-looking hunter can be considered my greatest achievement.” Oria chuckled slyly, enjoying playing with her daughter’s cute reactions. “Enough about me. At least in this sense. We have a job to do. Which, I might or might have not already partially discussed with some Elders and our skilled friend here.”

Zoe’s tail wagged a bit faster under her praise.

“Besides talking about the weird change, we also briefly touched on the topic of an Adventurer’s Guild being set up in our village,” the long-haired woman continued. “It’s a new concept to our people so many are still somewhat confused by my explanations, and honestly, I might be too, but the initial reception isn’t negative.”

“We might need to start looking for a guildmaster, then.” Tina chuckled lightly.

“My mother thinks Mrs. Blackclaw would make a great guild leader and I agree with her,” the canine girl commented.

Miria gasped loudly. “Mom?! A guildmaster?! That’s amazing!”

Oria shook her head with a gentle smile, not denying anything yet.

“I don’t think it’s impossible,” Silvia shared her thoughts. “We might have to consult Suanori, but someone local certainly sounds like a logical choice when it comes to a land so far away and so different. We would need to add her to Ast’s connections just in case, though.”

That once more caused Miria to turn quite shy, but Asterios felt that with such an exciting prospect, she wouldn’t be this embarrassed about it for too much longer.

“That’s a thought for the future,” Selene said, saving her sister-mate from considering the matter right then. “Are we ready to head out? What is even our goal or purpose?”

“We are going to further investigate the appearance of more violent and aggressive beasts and monsters in the vicinity of the village,” Oria started explaining. “They usually don’t get too close since our hunters—especially Zoe here—take care of them either on their patrols or hunts. We’ve tried figuring it out, but without much luck at the moment, and also unwilling to send out a bigger group for an unknown amount of time to wander around and weaken our defenses and hunting strength.”

“As for the beasts, they seem to be coming from one or two general directions and slowly making their way in the direction of our village,” Zoe continued after her. “It’s like they are rabid, but somehow worse, possibly even strengthened. From time to time, an animal we don’t see often mixes into the group too. They are susceptible to wounds as usual, though slightly tougher in terms of grit and pain tolerance. Their bodies don’t seem too different on the inside either.”

“That kind of reminds me of Glimmervale’s issue.” Tina hummed thoughtfully. “There really might be a dungeon nearby or some other source of contamination that affects the fauna. But, this might also be something unique for the beastfolk realm.”

“We’ll investigate as much as we can, then.” Asterios nodded at the local duo. “Our five and your two should be an impactful enough group. As long as the village won’t be hurt too much by Zoe’s absence. Then, we can go with just the six of us.”

“It will be alright.” The person in question shook her head. “I swapped my upcoming shift with a friend. I would love to accompany you if you will have me.”

Miria leaned closer to Ast’s ear. “She really wants to show you how good she’s gotten with the glaive you gifted her, Master.”

Asterios saw how fast and expectant were the movements of the wolfgirl’s tail so he could tell.

“Alright, then. We could use your glaive.” He nodded kindly at Zoe, who answered with a sunny smile. “What about you, Mrs. Oria? I don’t see any weapons on you. Unless they are concealed.”

“No worries, I’ll—”

“Here!” Miria stepped forward and flicked her wrist. “You can use these!”

The panthergirl held her old heirloom blades with their hilts directed at her mother with an enthusiastic grin. Oria looked down at the weapons, and the teasing expression faded into a neutral one. Tentatively, she reached out with one hand, but paused with her fingers right above the handle. A ghost of nostalgia and perhaps uncertainty glinted through her distant eyes before she apprehensively wrapped her palms around those comfortable hilts.

“It’s been… quite a bit since the last time I wielded these properly…” she whispered softly.

“Right? I miss our practice duels too!” Her daughter, again oblivious to the depth of her mood behind those words, bounced around excitedly. “Now we can fight side by side and you can give me more notes!”

Oria smiled weakly at her and attempted to spin the blades in her palms. Even though she did it rather nonchalantly, years of experience made themselves apparent as the action was completed with utter perfection, putting the weapons in a reverse grip the intended way. Taking a deep breath and closing her eyes, she lowered her stance into a very feline crouch with both shortswords at the ready, her expression growing cold and fierce, and finally lifted her eyelids again.

A strong shiver ran down Ast’s spine as her perfectly steady, ferocious eyes set right on him, his senses perhaps not screaming but warning him that danger was imminent, and from the powerfully flexed muscles of the fierce panther woman in front of him, he could tell.

But, just as quickly as that feeling surfaced, it disappeared, and Oria straightened up, exhaling slowly. Her posture relaxed and she spun the blades a few times more, shooting her daughter a grateful smile. Yet, as she returned to her teasingly cheerful self, Asterios couldn’t stop thinking about the recent image he still had at the forefront of his mind.

All mothers were scary creatures.

Well, it certainly explained how Miria had been so skilled when they had first met. At least partially.

“So, where do we start?” Selene asked, glancing around the place.

“A bit further away from the village to the east,” Oria replied. “That’s the most common direction the disturbances appear from. It’s between an hour and a half on foot depending on your pace. For Miria, much quicker, but unfortunately, not all of us have been blessed with wereblood.”

“With Master, we can reach it in no time!” The panthergirl grinned shyly at her mother. “Come on, Master! Let’s fly!”

“You sure? We are in the middle of the village?” He raised a brow at her.

The older Pantherkin chuckled warmly. “There’s barely anyone who doesn’t know about Miria finding a mate in a Dragon with how much she’s boasting about it on every occasion. Though, not all take it completely seriously. At least, this shouldn’t cause too much chaos. And I know how badly she wants to prove her words to the nonbelievers.”

Asterios glanced at the other ladies and didn’t see any objections from them either. Making sure they had enough space, he gradually shifted into his True Dragon form, thwarting the desire to announce his presence with a roar that often accompanied the change. The nearby beastfolk flinched at his appearance, but as Oria guessed, they looked more dumbfounded than frightened. Especially with one of theirs jumping around him like a kid who had just gotten the best present.

Not dawdling around for too long, he invited the others onto his back and carefully lifted off, heading in the direction pointed out by Miria’s mom. A few minutes later, he received the signal to descend and found a nice spot between the lush trees to touch down. Everyone slid off his body and he turned back.

“Now, as much as I would love to say that we have some trail to follow, I’m afraid we will have to rely on luck to search for any of the weird beasts,” Oria said, putting her hands on her hips.

“Let’s split up until we stumble on something,” Tina suggested. “We can quickly regroup through the gates, shadows, and such.”

That was exactly what they did, with Zoe staying with Asterios so that he could take her with him in case someone else found something first. Initially, Oria had offered to accompany him, but Miria quickly shot her down, replacing her own spot by Zoe’s side with Ast’s as she decided to keep an eye on the mature woman.

Enhancing his senses as much as he could, Asterios allowed Zoe to lead, relying on her skill and experience from being an active hunter. And certainly, he wasn’t disappointed. She was a bit hesitant at first but didn’t take long to fall into her hunting rhythm, attentively looking for animal traces while moving through the jungle-like forest like a silent predator.

Umbra joined them, offering his assistance in looking for any familiar contaminated energies. Asterios welcomed the help and sent their shadowy friend ahead. With Umbra spending most of his time around Kori now, it would do him good to spread his wings once in a while too. Not that he was forced to interact with the Core so much. No, he was enjoying it a lot more than he had expected.

The expedition moved slowly. The girls kept in touch as they all looked around in their spots. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to track besides normal animals and beasts hanging around this part of the forest. Some ran away after stumbling on them, some didn’t take too kindly to their territorial rights being challenged.

Ast’s side was just as uneventful, at least for the next forty minutes.

~Something is heading straight for you, Master,~ Umbra warned.

~Yeah, I can tell,~ Asterios replied.

He caught up to Zoe and tapped her gently on the shoulder. “A quite sizable entity seems to be coming this way.”

She showed no hints of fear or concern, simply giving him a calm nod in response and assuming a defensive stance, ready to take action. With a flick of her wrist, the artifact glaive appeared in her grip, held freely to the side so that it could strike or parry immediately. He was once more impressed by the young Wolfkin. Even without Miria’s assistance, Zoe felt very reliable in terms of personal strength.

Summoning his greatsword behind his back, Asterios decided to let her handle the situation for now. Just in case, he activated a slotted Diamond Skin token, a much more durable version of Steel or Iron Skin he had often used on Miria back in the past. He decided against any other spells since she wasn’t used to their effects and could unnecessarily throw Zoe off.

Soon enough, the mysterious entity burst out from the nearby shrubs.

Zoe immediately shifted her stance into a more aggressive one. “It’s a Mossback! Their territory shouldn’t extend this far, but it won’t let us live now that it has seen us! Damn it!”

What emerged in front of them was a gorilla-like animal with brown skin and lush green fur. After Zoe’s comment, Asterios realized that it was not fur but grass and moss. It fascinated him to see such a curious being, but from his friend’s tone, he knew that they weren’t in a position to let themselves be distracted. This gorilla was almost twice as big as they were and it clearly packed a punch with those massive muscles.

The beast beat its chest while roaring, which sounded like someone punching the ground, and launched itself forward, its slightly glowing cream eyes locked on Asterios, possibly judging him as the bigger threat.

That, unfortunately, wasn’t the smartest choice, as Zoe didn’t waste a single moment. Lowering herself even more to appear smaller, she snuck right under the beast’s guard and sliced her blade over its thigh. Asterios expected it to cut the limb cleanly off, but even the impressive craft of Spellsongs managed only a semi-decent slash, which still caught the attention of the target.

Zoe stepped aside in a flash, dodging the upcoming fist of rage. She seemed experienced in fighting its kind as she danced around its reach without much issue. Each slam caused a strong tremor, making the nearby trees creak and birds escape into the air. The holes left behind could easily fit a whole body in a prone position.

Keeping an eye on his canine partner, Asterios had his tokens and spells at the ready. It wouldn’t take much from him to down their opponent, but recalling Miria’s words, he wanted to grant Zoe’s wish and simply observed how the wolfgirl handled the situation. A small smile snuck onto his lips. He really had a tendency to rely on strong ladies since the beginning of his days.

Receiving a bunch of minor wounds, the Mossback had enough of their game. It raised both arms over its head, suffering a few more cuts in the process, and slammed both into the grass with all it had. The force of the blow sent Zoe flying to the back even though it hadn’t touched her directly. All the earth surrounding the beast cracked and shot up with lots of dirt and dust, covering it entirely.

When the obstruction fell, the gorilla could be seen spinning around its axis while holding onto a big chunk of that earth. Zoe managed to steady herself right before it flung the block right at her. Her eyes widened and her ears flicked tensely, but she still reacted impressively fast. Yet, the bulky projectile still clipped her shoulder, evoking a pained grunt from her as she stumbled back a bit.

The Mossback charged at her right away, gaining even more confidence after landing a hit on its enemy. Zoe’s gaze flicked to Ast’s briefly, making him wonder if she was going to ask him for help, but no, her expression only grew more determined as she crouched and flexed her muscles, moving her weapon to the other hand on the healthy side.

Surprising him a bit, she rushed straight back at the beast, the two of them on an obvious collision course right from the front. He wondered what her plan was, and got ready to step in at any moment. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Zoe, but he had already seen what wanting to impress him could push a person into doing. And right now, she gave off the vibes of a certain Pantherkin girl during the early days of their cooperation.

When the two of them were getting close, Zoe dug her heels hard into the ground and groaned loudly while drawing her arm back. Using her momentum, she sent the glaive at her opponent with an impressive show of strength and accuracy. As the deadly projectile flew right towards its eyes, the Mossback quickly brought both arms up and crossed them to protect its face, causing the weapon to ricochet somewhere into the air.

The sly canine lady used that brief opportunity to close the distance and grab those arms from below, swinging back and forth before launching herself above the beast’s head, causing the very first scene of Miria’s battle prowess Asterios had ever seen to flash before his eyes, overlapping with the present. The only thing lacking were dual blades in the woman’s hands.

The Mossback noticed her there and attempted to grab her awkwardly while walking backward. Skilfully twisting herself around, Zoe positioned her body in the perfect place to catch her spinning glaive as it came back down, instantly launching it towards the ground, but with the bottom end this time.

As the artifact lodged itself in the earth at a slight angle, she barely avoided one last grasp from the Mossback and fell behind it, grasping at the grassy fur on its back. Yanking hard while using her descent, she threw it off its balance, and Asterios watched as the gorilla comically waved its muscular arms to keep itself from toppling.

Unfortunately, it was already mid-motion and could do nothing else but fall right on top of the sharp end of Zoe’s glaive, which speared right through its chest using its own massive weight. A heavy thud shook the area as the beast fell amidst its frustrated cry, which gradually grew quieter and quieter, turning into gurgling before going completely silent.

Standing above the defeated beast’s face, Zoe panted heavily while looking down. She raised her gaze and turned towards Asterios, her cheeks tinged with a delicate flush, partly from physical effort, partly from his own eyes firmly locked on her. She showed a shy smile, flicking her wrist to recall the glaive to her as her tail swished happily behind her back.

He responded with a smile of his own and started lightly applauding the wolfgirl’s display. She certainly made him proud to have someone so amazing amongst his subordinates to watch Miria’s village or even this whole realm.

“That throw and catch was impressive,” he complimented as he slowly approached.

Zoe blushed a bit more. “To be perfectly honest, that was not part of the plan. I was going to use this weapon’s ability to appear back in my hand up there, but it just so happened it fell right into my grasp.”

That was even more impressive than he had initially thought. Being able to alter her own designs on the fly and still make them look so seamless and perfect was a rare talent.

Asterios had a feeling that Zoe would make a great adventurer for their remote guild if they ever started it up.


Chapter 34
Vile Rites

As Zoe stood next to the defeated beast with a slight hint of blush from his earlier praise, Asterios started approaching the downed gorilla. He noticed she was still giving him somewhat expectant glances as he neared their position. For a moment, he wondered if there was anything else he could compliment the skilled wolfgirl on without exaggerating too much and realized he knew of a decent solution.

Reaching her spot, he gently swatted a rogue leaf off Zoe’s hair and gave the fierce canine a few ear scratches the similar way Miria liked them caressed. She closed her eyes and smiled blissfully, her tail wagging much faster. He had to hold back a chuckle at the sight of her right leg getting slight jitters whenever he finished a full rub.

“Great job,” Asterios said kindly. “You are getting used to the slight boost from our contract, aren’t you?”

“Bit by bit, yes.” Zoe nodded faintly so as not to ruin his efforts. “I know I won’t be able to catch up to Miria with what I have, especially without being a Werewolf, but I’m thankful for the opportunity to grow stronger.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” He took his hand back and turned to the corpse. “Now, is this what we’ve been told about? I don’t see anything too suspicious at the first glance but I’m not extremely familiar with the fauna of this realm.”

She followed his gaze, regathering her professional attitude in a flash, and shook her head. “Oh, no, this Mossback doesn’t seem to share the same symptoms as the other beasts and monsters headed for the village. It’s kind is generally very territorial and aggressive.”

“So, this won’t be of much help to us, huh?” Asterios strolled around the bulky body of her kill and used whatever draconic means he had to investigate it just in case.

“Unfortunately, no, it most likely won’t.” Zoe offered him a sad smile. “We might need to continue looking around. Maybe the others had better luck than us.”

“It’s alright. Don’t take it as a personal failure. We aren’t exactly tracking a specific target so it’s only natural we might wander around a bit. I’m sure that without your help, I would have stumbled on many more unnecessary encounters. Miria gets rather excited at every opportunity to show off a little.” He snickered.

A small smirk snuck onto the wolfgirl’s lips. “Don’t I know it? She’s already trouble with me, I can’t imagine what you have to deal with as her mate. But, she’s one of the best hunters I know and can get serious at the right moments. Not many can compete with her anymore, thanks to you.”

“Hopefully that doesn’t create too significant problems for you and the others.” Asterios raised a brow at her.

“Nothing I can’t deal with.” Zoe dismissed his concerns with a wave. “And I appreciate the additional opportunities to spar or compete with those who consider me an easier opponent. The knowledge that I serve you isn’t exactly public, only that I seem to favor your side as Miria’s mate.”

“As long as everyone is happy.” He shrugged lightly. “So, what’s next? Should we deal with the body?”

“No need. It will become one with the earth in less than a day. It’s a bit tough so scavengers usually don’t bother. No one likes the taste of grass and mud in their meat.” She glanced around attentively. “I think I have an idea where to head next. Please, follow me.”

Not seeing any reason to question the expert’s opinion, Asterios fell into Zoe’s steps and they continued with their search. She led them confidently, and as they made their way through the trees, she occasionally explained what she was doing to him, which he greatly appreciated. That way, Asterios had more points of reference to keep an eye on while following the real hunter here. He could step in if she missed something or his partially superior senses picked up on something.

But, even with their more than decent cooperation, it didn’t seem that they were destined to find anything meaningful. A few spots where the nearby greenery had been somewhat devastated were all they could spot. Those did count as hints according to Zoe as the damage aligned with a certain direction, meaning that it could have been caused by some of the beasts previously aiming for the village.

The most logical decision would be to try and trace them back, and that was what they decided on together. No one else had reported anything of substance either, but the mother and daughter duo was yet to respond, possibly focusing on something they had noticed. Zoe was starting to feel disappointed, but Asterios did whatever he could to keep his current partner’s mood positive.

They were hoping to learn something about this weird situation, not expecting to solve it right away. Their many previous quests and expeditions had taught them that things could go awry at any moment. Or they could suddenly become much more complicated in the span of an hour or a few.

However, it wasn’t like Asterios didn’t understand Zoe’s worry. She was supposed to aid them alongside Oria and Miria as one of the experts from the region. That could make one want to prove themselves even more than usual. Especially since she considered herself his subordinate. Being given a task, she felt the need to produce some results.

Less than ten minutes later, they heard the sounds of a scuffle. Zoe stopped and waited for Asterios to appear by her side. The pained noises arriving from ahead seemed to be coming from multiple beasts engaged in some kind of a battle. There were more than a few, for sure. All the information they had on hand revolved around occasional hoofprints she had spotted before, which could belong to grown deer or other animals with similar characteristics.

As Asterios attempted to learn more about the situation with his spiritual senses, he smiled to himself and glanced at his wolf-eared companion. “Looks like we aren’t the only ones following this path. A certain Pantherkin party has beat us to it.”

“Are they alright?” Zoe asked, preparing herself to draw out her weapon.

“They seem to be wrapping up. Let’s see if they need any assistance,” he replied and received a nod in response.

Careful but not overtly stealthy, they approached the source of the occasional noises and peered past the thick tree trunks to see a small clearing. As Asterios had noted, Miria and Oria were engaged in a bout with what looked like a group of stags. They were in the process of dealing with one while two more pranced about and two others lay dead on the forest bedding.

Normally, a family of stags, no matter how big, wouldn’t pose a threat to the experienced pair, but these weren’t the common animals Asterios could find back home. It looked like the size difference was one of the major things that stood out between their realms as the beasts in front of them were once more taller and generally bulkier.

Additionally, their skin was ashen and their beady eyes were black and bloody. Crimson antlers poked out of their heads, but rather than structured into impressive arrangements of curled and curved bone, they resembled chaotic branches with unbelievably sharp tips directed everywhere. A typical stag could cause quite an injury with its kind of blunt crown, but these were on another level.

Zoe most likely would gladly give him their name, but she was engrossed in watching her best friend and the girl’s mother dance with their opponents with deadly style, and honestly, so was he.

With the two creatures making a turn after a failed charge, the duo wordlessly jumped at the separated entity without the need to coordinate their actions vocally. And they certainly hadn’t been doing so mentally either as Oria was still out of the loop in regards to that. No, the two Pantherkin women worked together with just their close familiarity and shared experience, which was showing.

Coming at the stag from both front and back, they entered an almost perfectly mirrored spin and slashed their respective shortswords at the beast’s ankles, one front right and one back left. The weird combination caused their target to stumble immediately, and Miria, just arriving behind it, gave it a calculated shove with her hip, making the monster jerk forward right onto Oria’s thrusting blade, which struck its heart from the front.

They separated even before the beast’s body hit the ground, evading the double rush coming from its friends. The antlers missed the ladies completely but still showed what they could do against the dying buck’s sides, carving deep trenches in its body and splattering steaming blood everywhere, which then proceeded to trail down their dangerous headpieces.

Each Pantherkin picked a different target and the duo was back in the fight. Up to that point, the similarities between the two females were easy to spot, which wasn’t surprising considering the fact that Oria had tutored Miria about most of what the younger girl currently knew. But, when they split up, Ast’s sharp eyes had no issues noting the clear differences in their personal approaches, making it clear to him that the older woman hadn’t shared all of her techniques and experience with her daughter.

While Miria hopped and weaved around her stag with her usual energetic bounce, striking her prey’s weak spots to further inconvenience it or disable some of its maneuverability before going for a safe kill, letting her hunter side show up subconsciously, Oria couldn’t be any more different when it came to the minute details.

The long-haired woman used the same movement patterns to dodge and evade, but her demeanor contrasted with Miria completely. She put herself in bold places to provoke her victim’s confident attacks before barely avoiding them and slipping into greatly advantageous positions. She didn’t bother nicking at the creature’s defenses, she created one perfect opportunity to mercilessly and decisively pierce its vital organ with a single blow, with no hint of hesitation or doubt in her cold eyes as she stared her kill down in its final moments.

To some, it might simply appear as a superior way of hunting, avoiding damaging the prey while making slightly riskier decisions, but Asterios could tell that it was something else. Otherwise, this part of Oria’s style would have still made an appearance here and there in Miria’s own way of fighting. Especially with Miria inheriting wereblood from her father, thus almost making it guaranteed that she could become much stronger than her mother, utilizing these kinds of techniques with much less risk involved.

And then there was the icy, indifferent stare during the hunt.

Miria was determined and motivated during it, growing proud and satisfied after.

Oria seemed resolute and ruthless during, becoming rather apathetic and firm after. 

Then, shooting her daughter a glance, she shrugged that mood off and smiled back at the other Pantherkin’s sunny expression, her vibes returning to the fierce but still teasing and motherly.

As the two ladies walked towards each other, with Oria still watchfully observing their surroundings as if expecting an additional ambush now that things seemed to be finished, Asterios tapped Zoe on the shoulder and started his approach. As he had guessed, Oria’s ear was first to flick much sooner than her daughter’s, but she concealed any other signs of spotting them perfectly well, letting Miria turn to them and greet the duo with an infectious grin after recognizing the newcomers.

“Master! Zoe! You are late to the party!” Miria giggled cheekily. “Mom already got all the fun out of it before you got here!”

After witnessing both of them fighting side by side, he could now tell that it was true as his eyes roamed over the deceased animals. The much more decisive blows were discernible on three or even possibly four of the five stags lying there motionlessly. Two bore no other signs of battle, killed within the first strike.

“We saw.” Zoe was the first one to comment, answering Miria with an enthusiastic smile of her own. “Mom always told me that Mrs. Blackclaw was strong, but now I can finally be sure. Not that I didn’t believe it after seeing how skilled with those blades you are.”

As the younger panthergirl twirled her tail shyly, the older one soaked up the praise with mature confidence and appreciation.

“How is your search going? Are these stags related? They do look rather vicious.” Asterios stepped closer to Miria and boosted her confidence with a peck on the forehead alongside loving brushes over her soft cheeks.

“As evil as they may look, their presence here isn’t that shocking.” Oria sighed softly as she regarded the battlefield coolly. “Their grazing spot is just to the east and they have quite a taste for fresh blood, meaning anything new they hadn’t tasted in a while. They are like pests to other forest creatures with their invasive tendencies. But, that doesn’t mean much under our circumstances. We simply moved too close to their current dwelling.”

A loud smack echoed behind Ast’s back and the three of them turned to look at Zoe, whose palm was firmly planted against her forehead.

“I’m such an idiot…” the wolfgirl whined quietly.

Oria was in front of her right away, pulling her hand down with a charming smile. “Now, now. Let’s not be hurting that pretty face of yours when in front of a fine and well-mannered male, shall we? What is this about, hm?”

Zoe flushed at the attention, shooting Asterios a quick side peek, and grimaced a little. “We met a Mossback on our way here. It wasn’t showing any signs of being affected by whatever has been happening to the other creatures, but as I mentioned to Asterios earlier, they are very territorial compared to the Spike Ashorns. Meaning, something had to drive it out of its turf or else it would have died fighting. They almost always travel in packs, save for the time when most of the tribe is sent away to look for a new place to move in, or there’s no more tribe.”

“And you realized that this something could be related to our case,” Asterios noted, making her ears lower a tiny bit. “Well, we all miss things sometimes. What’s important is the fact that you made the connection right now. It’s our only lead as far as I’m aware.”

Sensing his questioning gaze on her, Oria nodded in confirmation. “It seems to be. We have nothing interesting to share yet. Miria, you are much more knowledgeable about this than me, what do you think?”

“I agree with Zoe’s observation.” Her daughter poked her head over Ast’s shoulder, still a tad rosy from his caresses. “I would have most likely assumed that their borders have simply expanded and it was on a scouting trip to check if no one was violating their territory. Amazing thinking, Zoe. She is so smart, isn’t she, Master?”

He smirked and shook his head at her suggestive gaze. “Both of you are. Your parents must be proud.”

“Oh, I assure you they are.” Oria grinned at the girls. “They are ecstatic about the direction their daughters are heading in.”

Aware that he had given the feline mother too much room to fill with her mischievous tendencies, Asterios attempted to save the ladies the embarrassment. “So, what should we do now? Regroup to discuss our findings?”

Finding his gaze on her, Zoe squirmed away from the other woman’s clutches and moved closer to him and Miria with a thankful wag of her lush tail. “That, or we could agree to meet there and investigate together if no one else has any other ideas. They can follow us through their bonds, right?”

“Of course!” Miria puffed out her chest. “We would find each other from the opposite ends of this realm!”

“Then let’s do that.” He nodded. “And these?”

“It would be a waste to dispose of them,” Oria commented. “We don’t get this kind of delicious meat often as there simply is no need for our hunters to risk injuries for food meant to appear on any common day.”

Miria bounced hastily towards each animal and shoved their carcasses into her spatial storage, grinning at them afterward. “Shall we go?”

Asterios just chuckled under his nose and gestured at her to lead while he explained things to the rest of the team. Surprisingly, Miria apologized to him honestly and put Zoe up to that task, explaining that she knew these regions better than her. From what he could tell, it wasn’t another attempt to present her best friend in a better picture but an actual act of respect, which he appreciated.

A minute later, Zoe finally accepted the responsibility, unable to fight back the verbal assault of two Pantherkin ladies who barraged her with compliments and reassurance. The Mossback territory wasn’t far but it still required about an hour of walking since they kept their pace quite regular for the others to easily catch up without causing too much commotion in the forest.

They could, of course, come via the gates, but everyone agreed it was wiser to keep an eye out for the remainder of their expedition.

About the time the estimated period came to a close, the group reformed in front of a charming ravine with a calm brook cutting through the middle, and Asterios exchanged a few kisses with all of his reunited mates. Selene, Silvia, and Tina knew that showing appreciation for their efforts was not much more than an excuse to become affectionate with them, but they loved that thoughtful way he often employed to make sure they all felt valued.

“I don’t think we deserve this as there is nothing we have brought to this investigation, but thank you nonetheless.” Tina winked at him alluringly. “This is where our trail ends?”

“This is more or less the center of the Mossback territory. There should be at least ten of them around. The traces we passed don’t appear to be fresh enough to consider them going out on a group hunt or such,” Zoe pointed out.

“I don’t feel anything special about this place,” Selene commented as she regarded the faint valley with glowing white eyes, scanning it with her spiritual senses. “If it was related to a dungeon or something like that, I would have expected to find any kind of energy in the area up to this point.”

~We are in agreement on that,~ Umbra chimed in, announcing that he was still hanging around and lending them his own wits.

“This gorge seems normal and quiet to me.” Silvia knelt down to dip her fingers in the clear stream. “Could it be in the water, like with the poisons back then?”

~The water is clean. I checked through you,~ Tia also joined in with a thoughtful tone. ~But there is something eerie about this place. Something disrupting the… natural order of this sanctuary. The energies are in disarray.~

“We must be talking about different energies, then,” the fox lady commented. “Can you tell us anything more?”

Before their Dryad friend could try to elaborate, Miria’s slightly confused voice reached their ears. “Mom?”

They glanced at the older Pantherkin and found Oria staring into the distance with a stony expression, her ears and tail frozen in place. Without responding, she slowly walked forward alongside the shallow river, her steps creating barely any noise with how delicate and careful they became. Not sure what to do, the others followed after her, trying to be quiet too.

When Oria reached the trough’s nearby bend after about five minutes, she peered past the edge, which had grown to be as tall as they were, starting from that point. Her tail flinched for the first time in a while and straightened down towards the ground.

~That’s not good,~ Miria whispered worriedly in Ast’s mind. ~Her tail only does that when she is extremely uncomfortable and nervous. I haven’t seen it act like that since over ten years ago when I seemed to have asked a very unpleasant question for some reason.~

Taking her advice seriously, he stepped up to the woman’s side and looked over too, his brow rising in surprise.

Slightly ahead, the riverbanks were littered with animal corpses. They were scattered chaotically in an area next to some hollow on the left. From the distance, he could tell that the carcasses bore marks of ferocious fighting, quite characteristic for wild beasts rather than methodical hunters and other people.

~That over there gives me really bad vibes,~ Tia said tensely.

Asterios placed a hand on Oria’s shoulder as the girls fell in line behind them. She gave him a slight nod without drawing her eyes off the scene in the front. Ready for battle at any moment, they approached the carnage zone and arrived near the sizable cavity.

From up close, it became clear that the bodies lying around varied in their time of death. They also ranged in general type, extending from weak prey animals to stronger and more dangerous predatory beasts and monsters. From their random arrangement, it didn’t seem that poisoning the stream was the goal there.

But, the worst came from inside the grove carved in the side of the trough.

“What is that?” Miria hissed through her teeth as she peered past her mother’s side.

Inside the hollow stood some kind of a wooden formation constructed out of sticks and branches tied together with ropes made of grass and other durable greenery. Its skeleton formed the shape of a medium-sized pyre with the ground inside the construction dug out to make a deep earthen bowl. The hole was filled with various pieces of raw meat coming from different animals, floating in a shallow pool of blood.

The crimson liquid was dripping onto it from above, where in the middle of the contraption, a piece of cloth was spread thinly on some hooks attached to the sticks at the sides, forming a slight funnel. A tiny stream of red and black liquids poured into it from even higher, coming from concealed glass jars inserted into the ceiling of the man-made cavern.

“Is this some kind of a sick ritual?” Tina asked with a deep frown, covering her nose with her sleeve.

“I still don’t detect any spiritual traces from it,” Selene noted.

“That’s because there’s no magic at work here, only a nefarious harassment craft,” Oria clarified with disgust and turned around, readying her blades. “Which we will have to discuss after dealing with the unfortunate disruption.”

Growls, snarls, and hisses reached them from above and around. Multiple creatures with feral, crazed eyes began showing up over the ridgeline. Slightly pinkish spittle dripped from their snouts, mouths, and maws. There was something wrong with them, and the fact that different species and types didn’t seem to be bothered by each other was the least of it.

It looked like the locals had returned to feed.


Chapter 35
Long Due Revelations

~The group was small and ordinary enough to dismiss at first,~ Umbra spoke in everyone’s minds. ~Judging by how they are slowly trickling in, this might be just one of the regular waves that come here for an obvious reason. The corpses must belong to those who try to break the order or fail to find a cycle of their own.~

“Which means we might be facing almost unlimited reinforcements if we take too long dealing with each pack,” Asterios added and glanced at Oria. “Anything we should watch out for? You seem to know something about this.”

She didn’t immediately deny his words, confirming his guess. “Their bites might be slightly infected and cause minor diseases, evoking the appropriate bodily reactions. Other than that, they are just your usual rabid beasts. I’ll be the bait, you take them down as soon as you can.”

“What? No!” Miria protested immediately. “If anything, I should be the one to do it! I’m much more durable with Master’s support and my activated bloodline!”

“This isn’t about who is the better person for it. They will be aiming for me and any other tactic will simply become too chaotic and awkward.” Her mother leveled her with a firm no-nonsense glare, briefly meeting Ast’s eyes before refocusing on the matter ahead. “I’ll explain later. Just try not to wreck the place. We need all the clues we can get if we want to figure out the culprit.”

She didn’t get to make a step as a black-and-red blur shot by her side. Miria, already fully embracing her bloodline transformation, charged at the nearby wolf with an angry growl. Oria cursed under her nose, practically snarling at her daughter’s stubbornness, and followed right after. Everyone understood that their feline friend’s actions were undisputedly rash, but they aligned pretty much perfectly with Miria’s emotional nature.

Especially with someone this close to her directly involved.

Asterios and the girls spread out right away, deciding to allow her to run wild until it became clear that the older woman was right, which felt inevitable with how serious Oria had become. Zoe stuck with him since the other three could handle themselves much better without his assistance. Even Umbra joined them for a brief moment of excitement, the dark familiar’s shadows poking out of various obstructed spots.

According to him, the number of their opponents counted up to thirteen. One was already down after being violently beheaded by the furious panthergirl. The others kept their distance, showing various levels of intelligence and cunning. While in an accidentally formed pack, they clearly weren’t used to working together in taking down their opponents. It became even more apparent when a black bear almost squashed a raccoon with a swipe of its heavy paw, gifting it with a few shallow gashes.

Fire could be problematic in their environment, so Asterios shelved that side of his draconic abilities deep down into his Hearts for now. Silvia could be seen doing the same, simply relying on her martial prowess with the crystal artifact. Thankfully, she had Tina with a living water scythe in hand next to her. The pair looked comfortable working together while the vulpine goddess floated above their heads and gathered spiritual javelins and other projectiles to accurately rain down on their enemies.

If the girls went all out, this would end in a flash. But, at the same time, the peaceful creek wouldn’t stay that peaceful anymore, and the traces Oria had mentioned could get obliterated in the process. Thankfully, the ladies knew restraint. Constantly growing stronger by Ast’s side, they spent a lot of time making sure they exerted only as much of their newfound powers and abilities as they were aiming to.

People always liked to remind themselves and others that training was crucial to becoming strong, but it also worked the other way. Without proper practice, one couldn’t control oneself enough not to accidentally hurt someone else, thus it was critical to become weak when necessary.

And with Selene’s recent boost, that was more than necessary.

Miria and Oria fought shoulder-to-shoulder as the younger Pantherkin refused to fall back. To the older Pantherkin’s credit, she didn’t scold her daughter amidst the fight or intentionally butt their heads over it. She cooperated to the best of her abilities to ensure that both of them remained safe, waiting for the moment her daughter would finally see through her dissatisfaction.

With Asterios staying in the middle of everything after gaining the high ground, he could easily tell that Oria was right. The beasts that had been explicitly engaged would lash out at their attackers while the others visibly crowded the area with the two panthergirls, having eyes only for the more mature one. The trio had to find their opponents actively while the duo fended off constant attempts on their lives.

Or rather, on Oria’s life.

Zoe served as Ast’s guardian, assuming that role on her own. She wouldn’t move far from him even when the beast she was currently challenging stepped away to dodge. It gave him all the time to observe the battlefield, think clearly, and support the others just like in the old times. He had tested his emphasized killing intent with a weaved draconic will into it, but the monsters were unaffected by fear, blind to any difference in power between them and anyone else.

Thanks to that, his spells and sigils were at the ready. Sharing a deep bond with most of the girls and figuring out the connections between Summoner techniques and his draconic side back in the past, he could assist all his mates with the same tactics he had used on Miria a lot. That now included Tina and Silvia, of course. And, with his raised capabilities, he could control multiple skills at once, currently speeding up and slowing their perception according to the movements of their enemies.

Selene sensed it and showed a reminiscent smile on her beautiful face.

For ladies like Zoe and Oria, he had his new Spellslinger and a collection of versatile spells. Protecting their skin from getting pierced was just a minor one when compared with precise physical enhancements targeting their bodies and senses. Anything too crazy could be too detrimental or destructive.

And so, they fought. The beasts were obviously losing, but slowly. Four more joined their dead brethren in the span of a few long minutes, a dwarf-sized ferocious beaver, a normal-looking jaguar, a four-winged eagle with dagger-like talons, and a wild horse. 

That one was a surprise.

The issue was obvious. The majority of the herd huddled around the two surrounded panthergirls. Even if they weren’t actively attacking the duo, they waited for their chance or simply danced around to avoid the blows from the other three, striking back when forced to. Because of that, Silvia, Selene, and Tina had to limit their arsenal or they risked getting in the way of their two companions, knowing better than to interrupt someone’s flow, even if mentally linked with one of them.

On the other hand, the created circumstances had brought forth a tiny breakthrough for the fiery princess. Just like the Summoner girl, she sprouted some scales over her hands, shoulders, neck, and cheeks. Naturally, they were beautiful amber in color, slightly iridescent when hit with sunlight. Tina looked proudly at her with her own skin covered in a more controlled manner by dark azure plates. It was clear that Silvia had been learning from her how to do that as the duo practiced together in their free time. They really had grown close.

Umbra was the most valuable member of their team up to that point, tripping and holding down the beasts when they least expected it, securing the others a certain hit. The pack was now below ten members and he could spread himself enough to incapacitate all of them with some effort, but he chose not to do that yet. 

This encounter couldn’t be counted with the deadly ones Ast’s party had experienced before. There was still something to learn from it. Especially for a certain bubbly feline who kept defending her mother like their roles were reversed. Which, in turn, made Oria’s words into reality.

It didn’t take much longer for her to recognize and admit her fault, which Asterios felt through their bond. She knew she was throwing everyone off with her persistence, making it much more dangerous than it could have been. Her desire to protect her mother as the stronger one warred with her shame from acting so childishly and inappropriately in front of everyone. And slowly, the latter was winning with each anxious peek she took at Ast’s face between her separate bouts.

Perhaps she wished he just shouted at her angrily and ordered her to stop it instead of objectively and calmly watching over her, but he simply didn’t do any of that, leaving the decision in her hands. As much as it bothered him to see her further turn ashamed and disappointed in herself. In any other situation, he might have relented, but with Oria present, he had a feeling that doing so would disappoint the girl’s mother, who was hoping to make a point to her daughter.

When another beast required Umbra’s bindings and Selene’s spear to the shoulder for Tina to comfortably take it down inches away from her dodging feline sister-mate, Miria finally snapped out of it. She grimaced at the reassuring smile the blue-haired girl directed at her and spun back to her mother’s position, the two of them smacking their backs together and slowly turning around to keep an eye on their opponents.

“I hate this so fucking much,” Miria growled, her ears lowered against her fluffy hair. “This is the worst.”

“Since when did my gentle little kitten use such foul language? Someone in your mate’s harem seems to have a bad influence on you.” Oria snickered cheekily before reaching back to stroke those adorable triangles lovingly. “This world is not nice, dear. Sometimes it forces us to act a certain way even if it conflicts with everything we feel and are. Rebelling against it at those moments can be much more dangerous for those we are trying to protect. You have to learn to quell your kind nature and emotions and let the right thing happen or one day they will end up hurting someone you care about.”

“Then why haven’t you taught me that before!” The young panthergirl snarled as they briefly separated so she could slice an armadillo-looking beast cleanly in two with her joined weapons.

“I had hoped I wouldn’t have to,” the older woman replied with a downhearted sigh. “But it’s just one of the many things I failed you in as a mother.”

“Do NOT say that!” Miria growled again, pressing her back against her mom’s angrily. “I… I’ll listen to you… But promise me you will be careful…”

“With you looking after me?” Oria chuckled affectionately. “Not a single strand of fur can fall off my tail.”

She placed a quick peck on her daughter’s cheek and dashed away, the beasts instantly locking onto her. Miria found Ast’s eyes and smiled a bit shamefully, but he just gestured at her to get back in action, knowing that would get her mind off all that self-depreciative stuff until they were done. There was just no place for it when her mother’s safety was at stake.

Oria threw herself right at the charging fox rivaling her in size. Skillfully ducking under its bite and parrying its claws with one of the blades, she drove the other one right into its heart from underneath its chest. A jackal flew at her from behind, its jaws open wide to sink its teeth in her neck and rip her head off, but before it could get close enough, a spinning scythe crossed its path and split its own head from its shoulders. The panther woman easily dodged the blunt projectile with a smile.

The rest of the battle followed a similar pattern. One or more creatures would try their luck while Oria fought them head-on without the barest flinch, not doubting her teammates for a split-second, leaving her back completely open and inviting to all attacks. She didn’t peek over her shoulder once, making Asterios feel like she was somehow used to fights like that. Her cold aura was back after the initial smile, her eyes focused and calculating.

Zoe dealt with stragglers who wandered close to her and Asterios while the ladies all kept their attention on Miria’s mother. Water scythes, spiritual javelins, and crystal spears skewered the bold animals and monsters without any discrimination. Miria too flew in herself, often bouncing off the nearby trees and receiving a boost from her beloved master to speed through a greedy beast with a powerful aerial charge.

As Oria had said, none of their enemies got close enough to threaten the hairs on her tail.

Even with more than three-fourths of their group defeated, the crazed entities didn’t seem willing to stop their pursuit of feral violence. They did start hesitating more and hanging on the sidelines for longer, but they were set on getting to the mature Pantherkin no matter what. 

It only worked in favor of Ast’s team as the situation was similar to the assault of Glimmervale, just to a much less brainwashed point. At least one heavily wounded wolf attempted to sneak away to lick its wounds when compared to the completely blinded and relentless monsters from the portal. Naturally, it didn’t make it too far as the girls didn’t want to take any chances, and it was already sick anyway.

Soon enough, they simply banded together on the remaining two enemies and the threat was no more. The area was once again littered with fresh corpses, which joined their older counterparts in marring the otherwise pretty riverbank. To make sure that the water wouldn’t get too dirty, Asterios and Selene moved all their kills away from the stream.

Miria was all over her mom the second they were relatively safe. The older woman humored her completely, letting her emotional daughter check every spot over her athletic figure. It brought up a cheeky smile onto her plump lips as the younger girl seemingly forgot her usual timidness while running her fingers through places she would normally not dare get close to, especially in public.

But, in the end, everything was fine, and the panthergirl gradually deflated, moving her downcast gaze between Oria and Asterios. The guilt and shame were clearly visible on her face but none of the ladies decided to comment on that, leaving it up to the two people Miria loved the most in her life.

He was the first one to approach her, making Miria shrink into herself and look straight down at the ground. She didn’t fight the warm embrace he wrapped her in but neither did she reciprocate it, just staying still and in the same form instead, even as he delicately kissed the top of her head.

“You understood what you did wrong, didn't you?” Asterios asked softly and she nodded weakly. “Then there’s no need for me to lecture you about it anymore.”

She trembled a little in his arms and finally rested her head against his chest, whispering an almost silent apology as her own hands reluctantly slid onto his back.

“And now, I think it would be good for us to learn why what you did could be wrong in the first place.” He moved his gaze onto Oria and Miria partially turned her head to peek at her mom too.

The mature Pantherkin ran her fingers through her lush hair with the other hand resting on her hip and sighed heavily while looking to the side. “Because it was one of the safest options for me to remain in the center of their attention since… they were after me.”

“And why is that exactly?” Selene raised an intrigued brow at her.

Oria remained silent for a while, staring off into the distance as she mulled over what she was going to say. Or she was simply getting mentally ready to reveal something she had been keeping from her beloved daughter for quite a long time. And Miria was starting to slowly realize that.

The longer she took, the harder it would be to make things right.

“You know that I was a huntress in the past. A special kind of one, traveling a lot and accepting jobs on the move,” she began and Miria nodded lightly. “I never specified what type of animal or beast I specialized in whenever you asked because I hated the feeling of having to lie to you. Those cheerful, adorable, pure eyes of yours were just too precious. But they were also the reason that allowed me to push through those difficult moments. I did take down a fair share of monsters during my time, do not be mistaken, but most of them… were of bipedal nature.”

“So, you were a paid killer,” Silvia spelled it out carefully.

“No!” Miria protested almost involuntarily, but her eyes were as confident as they were uncertain and perhaps anxious.

Oria let out a wry chuckle. “A paid killer. A contractual assassin. A mercenary executioner. Those were all names I’ve been called, and they aren’t exactly wrong. The true nature of our hunts wasn’t that different from the implied sort.”

“Our?” Zoe spoke up, stepping a little closer to Asterios, a trace of fear in her submissive posture.

“No, Zuri wasn’t part of it. She helped me out dramatically with settling down in the village, though. She might be the only one in the know besides my mate.” The Pantherkin woman offered her a reassuring smile. “I will share all the details properly with you later, finally able to get this crushing weight off my heart, but in a quick summary, I created a team of specialized hunters with a few like-minded friends of mine. The area we lived in was full of abusive bastards at the top of power. We started by taking them down anonymously. It felt good to see people’s lives become better as a result, so we continued for as long as we could.”

A shadow of a reminiscent smile decorated her tense lips.

“Then, we moved into the bigger world and did the same, seeking out purely evil and malicious alphas, chiefs, bandit and gang leaders to remove. Sometimes during our investigations, we would receive payments from the people to do something in their stead. Thanks to our rather unique style of clothing and unblemished effectiveness, we have become a kind of folklore tale, mysterious, anonymous pursuers of justice and vengeance that made known criminals constantly look over their shoulders even if no one ever confirmed our existence.” She shook her head with slight amusement. “But, everything comes to an end at some point.”

“The group disbanded due to an internal disagreement?” Tina tried to guess politely.

“No, we have never had a single argument other than the times we had to pick which bastard to track down first.” Oria snickered. “Two of our members couldn’t take it any longer and mated properly with the aim of a child. Your instincts get very stimulated by constant near-death situations. We retreated into the shadows once more and trained our successors, passing the name onto them. Making sure we were all out of the picture for good, our team chose to split up as a final safety measure, heading in completely opposite directions as far as we could. It wasn’t easy, but it was necessary. That’s what brought me to this unremarkable village in the middle of nowhere and allowed me to fall for your father.”

She turned to Miria and Asterios, taking a tentative step closer to the pair, her eyes softly resting on the panthergirl’s face. Giving him a brief glance, the cuddly panthergirl left his embrace and hugged her mother instead, surprising the woman slightly.

“I know you aren’t a killer, Mom. If you were, so would I. We both took down the bad guys willingly. I would do anything to protect Master or you.” She nuzzled her face into the crook of her mother’s neck. “But…”

“It hurts learning that you have been lied to, doesn’t it?” Oria asked and she nodded. “Trust me, it hasn’t been much easier for me. Do you know how scared I was every day about you somehow learning the truth and storming back home to question me?”

“Dad would piss himself on the spot if the two of us confronted each other that strongly,” Miria replied and they both giggled softly.

For a minute or two, they stayed together without saying much more. The others let them, naturally. It was the right thing to give the pair the time they needed.

Unfortunately, they were kind of pressed on it and Miria thankfully was aware of that. 

“Okay, what’s this about then? Why are the beasts so angry at you, Mom?” She stepped back and raised a playful brow at the older woman.

Oria pointed a finger at the eerie contraption. “That piece of material right there that the mix of blood and the other liquid drips through is mine. It’s from the full-body suit I mentioned earlier. Not from that exact one, of course, but it must have belonged to one of my past sets. While we always properly disposed of all our gear, equipment, and traces, it wasn’t that rare for bits of our armor or clothing to be ripped off in the middle of a scuffle,” the Pantherkin woman explained. “This is a very nefarious thing that is supposed to make the meat at the bottom soaked in my scent that gets associated with this blood here, which in turn is combined with an artificial sweetener that makes any creature trying out the buffet crazy about it. It’s like a drug. Even herbivores are attracted to the aroma and get addicted after a bite or two, coming here regularly long enough for the imitation to not be enough anymore. Then they start the hunt.”

“Someone placed this next to the village so that the beasts could pick up on the real owner of the fabric easily,” Miria noted, her brow furrowing in thought. “But why? It wouldn’t be too effective in getting to you. We have scouts, sentries, and hunters.”

“Because this isn’t a means of assassination but harassment, as I have said previously.” Oria shook her head. “This might not be the only thing like it in this region. The perpetrator doesn’t seem to be sure that I’m here, otherwise they would have acted more decisively. Their goal is most likely to force me out of hiding to confirm my identity. The attacks on the village were spontaneous so far, but when this or another group of beasts reached their breaking point at the same time, a small squad would cause enough havoc for me to notice this technique and push me to investigate on my own.”

“And that would be easy to spot.” Zoe nodded while stroking her chin. “They must have gotten familiar with the villagers, recognizing who is a hunter and who is not. A random female trying to figure out the issue without any help couldn’t be a clearer announcement that she’s anxious about something.”

“What are our next steps, then?” Asterios asked. “We know the source of the aggressive animal problem, and we can solve it easily by getting rid of this… thing, but is that the right move?”

Oria regarded the trap with a deep consideration. “The blood and the drug have to be manually resupplied. The perpetrator must have a route involving all the nearby locations that they are doing this to. Which means, they are going to come back at some point, most likely finely calculated with the amount of liquids in the jars to keep the tactic going without a hitch.”

“Which works in our favor,” Tina pointed out. “We can lay down an ambush for them.”

“Or we could go a step further.” The fierce panther lady tapped her lips. “I can act like I have fallen for their ploy and try to extract as much information as I can before turning on them.”

Judging by Miria’s scowl, that wouldn’t go through this easily the second time in a row.


Chapter 36
Anything for You

“Absolutely not!” Miria protested right away, crossing her arms over her chest.

Oria turned to her daughter. “Miria…”

“No! This is different! Earlier, it was clearly the best option, but you aren’t going to risk yourself as bait again so soon!” The younger Pantherkin wasn’t having it. “There are other things we can still consider or come up with!”

“I understand your worry, but you should already know that I’m not as defenseless as you imagine, even if I’m not much compared to you.” The older panther woman smiled kindly. “I appreciate and value how much you care about my well-being, but I must remind you we are both adults here. Just as you have the right to make your risky decisions, so have I. And I believe you’ve gathered a few of those under your belt without me nagging you much.”

Miria’s face scrunched lightly and her ears lowered too. Asterios could think of a few moments like that, with the decision to blindly jump into another realm being one in the eyes of the feline pair, no matter how well it had turned out. Besides that, there was no doubt the women had experienced plenty of tense situations before he had appeared in their lives.

Still smiling tenderly, Oria stepped closer and began lovingly caressing Miria’s ear. “The friends from my past might not be as important to me as you and your father are, but they still have a place in my heart. Just like you would, I want to make sure I can help them to the best of my ability. Don’t you agree with me?”

The panthergirl’s eyes drifted towards the wolfgirl standing a bit further away. “Yes…”

Zoe was Miria’s best friend from around her birthplace so it wasn’t surprising she was considered special. And the Blackclaw family clearly shared this one trait rather strongly, feeling supportive of their close ones, which could encompass both protection from harm and help in any necessary format, simply wanting to make the other person happy.

“So, you know perfectly well how I feel,” Oria continued softly. “If someone is coming after me, there’s a high chance they are also tracking down the rest of my team. Perhaps it’s already too late and they have gotten to my companions before locating me, but I still want to at least confirm that on my own, and in the worst-case scenario, take the revenge they deserve. Keep in mind that my friends have most likely built their own families just as I did, spending their days peacefully with their mates and children. I know of at least two who had if you recall my earlier story.”

The mention of families and children caused Miria to tense a bit. But, it wasn’t an awkward, anxious, or uncomfortable tension. No, as her gaze found Ast’s, he could feel the slowly rising anger sizzling deep in his cheerful lover’s heart. She was probably starting to imagine their happy family in the future being pursued by an unknown enemy.

“Therefore, I would be happy if we could gather some useful information and manage to warn my old acquaintances. It certainly won’t be easy finding them. That’s why interrogation is our best bet right now. The pursuer assigned to me might know something about the others or this group’s main base of operations,” the long-haired lady added. “They are undoubtedly smart so there has to be a leader. They also most likely won’t give in too easily to interrogation techniques and will be ready to take their own lives to ensure the secret doesn’t get out, drowning us in fake and misleading information masked as their desperate pleas for mercy. Subterfuge is still one of the best approaches we can take.”

Miria let out a defeated sigh and nodded faintly. “I can tell how much this means to you, Mom. And I can understand it too. Just… I think I know how you felt each time I snuck out to go on an adventure without telling anyone now… I’m sorry…”

Oria let out a cordial chuckle and hugged her daughter. “Better to realize that now rather than when you have to fret over your own kittens, dear. I didn’t get that opportunity.”

A heavy blush began surfacing on the younger feline’s face as she tried her best not to look straight at Asterios.

“I hate to break the moment, but I would suggest we move away before discussing the details of this operation,” Silvia joined in with a polite tone. “Just in case the perpetrator chooses to return in the next hour or so. That would ruin the entire plan, even if it’s not yet fully developed.”

“I agree.” Tina nodded decisively. “Though, should we do something with the structure? The bad guys might realize it was tempered with, right? I’m just worried about the village since we are technically here to stop the attacks.”

“We are now aware of the issue’s location. It shouldn’t be that problematic to rearrange our patrolling routes to favor the nearby area without making it too obvious to the culprit. In the end, a clever hunter should be able to figure out the general direction the sick beasts are coming from, just like we did,” Zoe chimed in with her professional wisdom. “We’ll have to lie, though, and say that we recognized the patterns but still need to investigate further to fully resolve the incident.”

“I don’t like it much, but I can see how this might be necessary,” Asterios agreed with her, making Zoe’s tail wag a little faster. “It’s good we didn’t use any too obvious means to dispatch these creatures. Let’s pick our kills up and leave only the corpses that died of natural causes. Including infighting.”

The canine huntress approved of this notion and they got to work, tidying up the riverbanks as quickly and carefully as they could. When they were done, Asterios cooperated with Selene and Tia to further remove their traces from the area. He spent one of his crystal tokens for a wind control spell while the fox lady assisted him with her spiritual energy, and their Dryad partner replicated all the natural scents, musks, and odors of an undisturbed creek, turning it back into the state it had been before their arrival.

Having a master of nature in their midst made things so much easier and more certain when dealing with the extremely sharp senses of beastfolk.

Satisfied with the results, their group was moved by Asterios and Umbra back to the edge of Miria’s village so that they didn’t leave any more tracks behind. From there, they casually strolled to her and Oria’s house in relative silence. Zoe hesitantly offered to return home too, but her best friend’s mom sniffed out her uneasiness and assured the wolfgirl that she was now part of their team and should not feel awkward being in the know, which Miria only reinforced.

They stepped inside and headed for the guest room, stumbling on Rook in the hallway.

“You are back. How did it go?” The blond-furred Tigerkin exchanged light pecks on the cheeks with his wife.

“We traced the issue back to its source,” Oria replied, a slightly strained smile painting her lips. “Rook, it’s happening.”

Understanding instantly dawned on the man’s face, which became partially serious. “I see. And… They know?”

He peered past the woman’s shoulder at the rest of the group and she nodded.

Rook escaped his mate’s embrace and glanced at his daughter sadly. “Miria…” 

Miria rushed to him, wrapping her father in her own hug. “It’s okay, Dad. I’m not angry. You and Mom didn’t want to make me feel confused and endanger me. I forgive you. Love you, Dad.”

Relief flooded his body and he ruffled lovingly through her hair. “Love you too, kittygirl. Now go and take a seat. I can tell you have lots to talk about. Yes, I will join you. With some tea and other refreshments.”

She let him go with scarlet cheeks, peeking back at the others. Zoe moved closer and intertwined their fingers, giving Miria’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

“My mom still calls me her puppy too,” the wolfgirl admitted in a whisper and both girls giggled quietly.

They led the others the rest of the way and everyone comfortably settled down. Rook came in a few minutes later as he had promised and brought a few jugs of juice, a cute teapot, and some delicate cakes. Judging by Miria’s expression, at least a few of them were her favorite.

“Well, then. Where are we at?” he asked curiously after taking a seat.

“Bad guys put some evil trap near the village to lure Mom out,” Miria began.

“We are thinking of ways to lure them into our trap instead,” Oria continued. “I could make regular trips to the area while acting like I’m investigating the source of the trouble, having recognized it as something that might point to a connection with my past. Then, we confront the culprit and verify what they know.”

“I see.” Rook scratched his chin.

“And you are not even going to try to stop her?” The slightly surprised panthergirl raised her brows at him.

He chuckled softly. “If you think I’m able to stop your mom from doing anything when she sets her mind—”

“Rook, if it’s you—” Oria interrupted him, but he cut her off too.

“I know.” The Tigerkin man raised a hand and gestured at her to wait. “I know that if I wholeheartedly begged you to consider how we would feel for a moment, you would give up for our sake. And I’m not aversed to doing that. But, when we got together, I made you a promise. You never belittled who I am and what I do, always welcomed and encouraged it further. I swore to accept who you are too, with everything it included. Otherwise, it would make me a hypocrite. You are a proud warrior and I told you I would always be there for you when you need my support. So, I’m doing exactly that. Tell me what you need and how my skills can be of use to you.”

Oria looked like she wanted to bolt straight up and launch herself at him, but she held it back enough to only shake a bit in her seat. If not for the fact that she had chosen to sit with Miria, Selene, and Zoe, while he had plopped down next to Asterios and the other girls, she would most likely be draped all over his furry arm, purring lovingly.

Asterios smiled warmly, having an inkling of an idea of how his father-in-law could have possibly stolen the heart of the fierce woman that Miria’s mother was.

“This isn’t the worst plan,” he joined in, trying to act as a mediator between the mother and the daughter. “We just have to iron it out properly so that there is no room for mistakes. Zoe mentioned speaking with the hunters and the scouts to alter their routes and I think we can leave that in her reliable hands. What we can do is ensure Oria’s safety. I know you are strong, Mother, but whoever is after you knows that well too. They wouldn’t send a nobody to figure you out.”

His intentional wording successfully brought the feline lady back to the active discussion as she glanced at him curiously and then smiled dearly after realizing how she had been addressed. Unfortunately, it had the side effect of turning Miria’s face completely crimson due to such a bold way to emphasize that they were now a real family, part of the same clan or tribe.

“Thank you, Asti. I’ll gladly leave the outlining to you and your mates.” Oria grinned impishly.

He rolled his eyes with a gentle smirk. But of course, his actual mother would rope the others into calling him that. Though, he guessed if it was them, he didn’t mind. It was a form of endearment he had previously only shared with Kindra, but his life was changing, progressing. And sometime in the future, it would involve a lot of people he held close, which included quite a lot of parents-in-law. He wasn’t going to consider them any less than the kind lady who had brought him up.

“Then, we can have Umbra take up the task of watching over you in the meantime,” Asterios suggested. “If he doesn’t mind taking a short break from socializing with Kori, I think he is the best person for the job.”

~Say no more, Master,~ Umbra replied proudly.

“And his interrogation techniques will be of great help if the perpetrator proves to be difficult to work with.” Selene showed a slightly wicked smirk, hiding it behind her slender hand.

“But, this only works if the culprit shows up before we wrap things up with the Dragons since Umbra is going to accompany us into his sealed realm, where we aren’t sure if it will be easy and quick for us to return here at any given moment,” Miria countered with a very clever remark, Asterios had to admit. “I don’t want Master to delay this matter again or we won’t get anywhere with how much we have to do. I would rather go to the dwarves so we can help him with his memories, but I respect his promise to Umbra and Abyss.”

“This is a possibility.” Tina hummed thoughtfully.

But, before she or anyone else could give their suggestions, Miria turned to her mother with a serious expression.

“That’s why, you are going to form a bond with Master before we leave this house,” the panthergirl demanded. “You will be able to talk with everyone, and Zoe, Ronye, maybe even Selene’s tribe’s Matriarch will have enough time to react and help you out. Maybe even Grea and Bryn would agree to take turns staying in our realm so that at least one of them was around just in case. Though, I know they are supposed to be taking care of their own matters while we are gone.”

Oria faced her with a slight shock, which quickly morphed into foxy amusement. “Oh? Is my timid girl no longer embarrassed about sharing her mind with her mother?”

Even though Miria’s cheeks continued to glow scarlet, from earlier teases and the current challenge, she did not back down and kept the stern look on.

“I won’t let you endanger yourself with no way of asking for help from anyone,” she said firmly. “If this is what it takes to make sure nothing bad happens to you, then I’m not going to let my emotions stand in the way, no matter how embarrassing it is. I will put up with it. For you.”

The mature panther lady bit her lip and gazed at her confident daughter. Mere seconds passed before she scooped the young girl into her arms and the two hugged each other affectionately. Loud, content purrs filled the room, coming from both happy felines, who rubbed each other’s backs with deep love.

Rook leaned into Asterios a bit more. “I can tell she takes quite a lot after her mother. If she ever locks up with you like this, let me know, I’ll try my best to help.”

Asterios smiled fondly. “Thanks, but I think I know a way or two to handle it. She resembles both of you in certain aspects.”

His father-in-law raised a somewhat confused brow at him, but he chose not to elaborate while his ladies chuckled knowingly.

When the mother and daughter duo separated, Asterios met their eyes. “I think the thing with Grea and Bryn can be arranged. Each of them can make a gate to their homes, meaning our castle and Bryn’s ARK. If they both meet here, one will be able to return to her responsibilities while the other stands guard over Mother. Then, they regroup through the portal between them and switch, letting the second person go home. Rinse and repeat.”

“Will it work like that without you around?” Zoe asked.

“It should. Especially with how deeply we are connected.” He nodded. “But, we can always test it out first. Miria, would you mind? We need someone whose home isn’t anchored in my realm for this.”

“Of course not, Master!” Miria hopped up and walked aside, raising her personal gate next to the sofa.

A moment later, Grea’s head poked out of the swirling crimson. “Heard you talking shit about my ass.”

“No, Grea, your ass is as perfect as always.” Asterios let out an amused chuckle at the way she addressed herself. “We are just checking if there are no issues with portals between the girls since you and Bryn might soon receive an important mission to fulfill.”

“Awwwwwwwwww. Love you too, hubby.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “It must be if you mentioned it three times in one sentence.”

He shook his head at her usual antics.

“Anyway, it does seem to work fine. If you have any more questions, I’ll let you fill me in later, so you can ask them whilst.” Grea winked at him. “See ya, love!”

And she disappeared back into whatever she had been doing before they rudely interrupted their demon companion.

“There goes that.” Asterios gestured at the others. “As she said, I’ll discuss this matter with both of them later. I don’t think they will be opposed to it, though. They care about Miria as much as I do, and through proxy, about her family too. You’ll get their full support.”

“I know I can always count on all my sister-mates.” Miria gazed into the eyes of all the present girls mated to him with deep appreciation. “Okay, let’s do the ritual before I second-guess myself. Is that alright, Master?”

“Naturally.” He nodded at her shy glance, getting up to bring Miria into the preparations so she could take her mind off the issue.

They made some space in the room while Zoe answered Rook’s questions about the ritual. Selene added a thing or two during their conversation, and Oria picked up on the details while the trio talked. Asterios brought out his ornamental dagger and everything else he needed. Soon, they were ready to take the next step and both of Miria’s parents were on board with the idea.

But, that only revolved around Oria, as Rook, when given the same offer by Asterios, politely rejected it, making Miria sigh in relief on the sidelines. It was clear she might not be able to withstand the two of them being able to peek around their connection together.

As the reason why, Rook gave them something quite smart, in Ast's opinion. The man certainly knew who he was as he had said earlier. He was aware that even in the case of an emergency, he would be more of a hindrance than a help as he was a dedicated craftsman. Even with his strong bloodline and general capabilities that all beastfolk possessed.

Therefore, he claimed that he would rather stay out of the loop than stay at home stressing out when Oria got herself in trouble and he knew there was nothing he could do but still was forced to listen to everyone report the situation. Or to sense and feel his mate’s distress. Or even worse, pain. Even if he would be able to tune himself out, he was certain he would not be able to stop himself from checking on the connection.

So, he wished to remain blissfully unaware and everyone commended him for his incredibly supportive approach. For a moment, the poor Tigerkin man was surrounded by all the women who showed him how much they appreciated it and how much it made them proud by hugging him. Oria being the first in line. The others simply piled up on the pair.

After that was out of the way, they went through the ritual.

Asterios followed all the steps slowly and properly. He asked multiple times if this was what Oria wished for, then proceeded further. He took care of the sigil on her forehead, Miria offered a noble chalice to catch the blood that her mother drank, and he sealed the contract with a chaste peck onto the red sigil on her forehead. With the familiar sensation inside their bond, the Pantherkin lady was accepted into the family, bearing the mark of a Servant, just like the other mothers.

For the next few minutes, Miria insisted on teaching her how to properly hide her thoughts from others, respect their privacy, hold personal conversations, and so on. It amused Oria, but she kept her teasing to herself for the moment, understanding that she was already pushing the limits of her timid daughter. She offered Asterios a grateful nod and continued to obediently listen to the lecture.

Since it looked like it would take a while, the others escorted Zoe back into the village and Asterios decided to accompany the wolfgirl as she shared a limited amount of information with the hunting lodge and their scouts. It was a good decision as she welcomed his support whenever she couldn’t find proper words to describe the situation without revealing too much.

Afterward, they took Zoe home and returned to Kraedorion too.

A small meeting with Grea and Bryn took place, where Asterios and the other girls—save for Miria—discussed the details of their plan to catch the bad people looking for the panthergirl’s mom. Of course, Umbra was present too, as he was crucial for the operation. Until they had to leave for their quest in his realm.

But, the chance of anything happening in these few more days they had before meeting up with Rhufija of the Lesser Dragons was rather minuscule.

Having planned every possibility thoroughly, they retreated for the night, and Miria rejoined them in the bed. She was still a tad embarrassed about the whole thing, so Asterios showered her in attention and loving caresses as the girls gave them a little space by skirting to the edges. Occasionally, they joined in on reassuring their precious sister-mate until they all fell asleep.

Then, somewhere around the early morning, a voice echoed through their minds.

~I think I’m being tailed,~ Oria said tensely. ~It’s hard to verify while keeping the oblivious act.~

Flipping onto her belly, Miria groaned loudly and covered her head with her pillow. “I should have waited with the ritual until we were about to leave the realm…”

The girls laughed lightly and everyone got up right away. Asterios stole the pillow, offered his regretful mate a loving peck on the cheek, and helped Miria up too.

They had a very serious matter ahead of them.


Chapter 37
Outwitted

Everyone was up and dressed in a flash. Since Umbra had been accompanying Oria from the beginning, they knew things were still relatively calm and there wasn’t any need to rush to the feline lady’s rescue immediately. However, that didn’t alleviate Miria’s anxiety, and they watched their cheerful friend stumble around with a slightly panicked gait while checking if she was properly prepared. Only Ast’s loving assistance succeeded in easing her chaotic mood a little.

In less than three minutes, they were already in Eabiarhia, entering the beastfolk realm through Miria’s gate back home. They didn’t want to alarm Oria’s pursuer in case they proved to be someone formidable or sensitive to spiritual energy, as rare as it might be in this place. As far as Ast’s group knew, the stalker could very well be one of Selene’s people gone rogue. Oria’s story had already made it clear that their realm wasn’t free of vile scum. 

Thankfully, Rook wasn’t home, so they avoided having to explain the rush to him. Miria didn’t like the feeling of lying to her father about her mom being fine while she could be in danger at the very moment, but she respected his decision from yesterday and would do whatever she had to make him comfortable. With him out in the village, she didn’t have to think about it much.

As they made their way through the cozy streets, a certain worried wolfgirl ran up to them. Zoe’s breathing was slightly labored as she struggled to finish taking care of the final belts and straps holding her leather armor together while mid-sprinting. She barely stopped in front of them, Asterios helping her catch her balance with a proffered arm, which she took with a shy smile.

“I came as quickly as I could after hearing Mrs. Blackclaw’s voice. My mom got spooked a bit but I’ll have to apologize to her later for leaving without an explanation. I didn’t want her to suspect anything. She is very sharp,” their canine friend explained.

“I’m happy to have you with us.” Miria nodded decisively. “Let’s go, Master. I hope everything goes as we planned and nothing bad happens.”

“We’ll keep your mom safe no matter what.” Asterios caressed her ear dearly.

He then intertwined his fingers with Zoe’s and the pair plunged into the shadows. A moment later, they reappeared in the middle of a forest, recognizing the area from their previous trip. They were still a decent distance away from the creek, and Oria was a few minutes of walking ahead of them. The ladies hastily joined the duo through a few crimson gates, as ready for things to go down as everyone else.

~I haven’t noticed any people in our close vicinity, but…~ Umbra began his report.

“There are two animals that seem to be keeping themselves at the edge of Oria’s keen senses,” Asterios finished for him, also noticing their presence. “Nothing else is around, which in itself is weird, like all the other creatures have been either chased away or spooked enough not to come close.”

~Can you describe them for me?~ Oria asked.

Ori had already been on the move, sent to scout things out by Tina, who shared her sight with her aerial familiar. Using a Summoner technique to enhance his vision up to that of a hawk, she ordered him to fly high enough not to risk being detected, even if they doubted that the pursuers would pay attention to some bird crossing the forest above the tree crowns. Better be safe than sorry, though.

~They… kinda look like hyenas but less ugly.~ Tina hummed to herself. ~Their bodies are lean and slim, covered in fur that’s mostly whitish with black, brown, and dusty spots in weird, irregular patterns. I think their big, flat, round ears look quite unique for canines, paired with their semi-long muzzle. Like, those ears are really almost as big as their heads.~

Zoe clicked her tongue while Miria’s expression grew grim.

“Painted Dogs. That’s what their species is named. Though, they get mad when called that, instead insisting they are Painted Wolves.” The wolfgirl shook her head. “In fact, they are kind of neither, a unique breed located somewhere between wolves and dogs. And they no longer appear in this realm as wild beasts, meaning those two are Weredog beastfolk.”

~And they are one of the best trackers,~ Oria added. ~Alone, they tend to be aggressive but cowardly. In a group or with the advantage of numbers, they are the most vicious beastfolk you could find.~

“Which means they most likely haven’t been sent here only to gather information about you,” Asterios guessed and could feel her agreeing with his thoughts. “Are we still proceeding according to the initial plan?”

~Yes,~ she answered firmly. ~With two-on-one, they will definitely feel cocky. If I act like whatever ambush they are preparing for me succeeds, it will be easier to make them stupidly spill whatever they know as they are gloating over me. I’m sorry, Miria.~

The younger panthergirl took a deep breath and released it slowly. “It’s okay, Mom. Please, be careful. But, if I sense a shred of danger from them, they are going to end up in shreds before you can blink.”

A soft chuckle echoed through their minds.

~I wouldn’t have it any other way.~ They could feel Oria’s warm smile. ~I leave my back to you, Daughter.~

And so, they continued to track the trackers while Ori watched them from above. With everyone working together to hide their party, there was no chance those two would notice Ast’s group stepping on their heels. They would have to be True Dragons or other insanely keen creatures to peer through so many layers of concealment, starting from simple spiritual barriers and ending in a manipulated environment.

Oria acted like she was trying her best to investigate the issue, hunting for tracks and clues about it. She gradually grew more accurate and began heading in the right direction, following the same path they had taken the last time. Though, she didn’t walk into any crazed animals or beasts for some reason. It was either luck or the duo had interfered somehow.

Asterios was the first one to notice a change in their behavior. Shortly before she arrived near the gentle stream, they regrouped ahead of her and started leaving marks in the terrain. Oria naturally noticed that, and after consulting with the others, she chose to follow the new traces instead.

She was brought into a tiny clearing amongst the trees, around which the pair attempted to conceal themselves. Judging by Oria’s sharp gaze, she was able to suspect their location, briefly sweeping her eyes over the trees and bushes behind which they were hiding. She also found Ast’s eyes through a myriad of flora and smiled gratefully. It seemed that the connection was already helping enhance her senses.

One of the dogs yiffed from its spot and her head snapped in that direction, her ears standing at attention. As that was happening, the other one morphed into a humanoid form with a sizable double-crossbow in their hands and shot something at her back. Oria heard the twang, and it was clear she should be able to dodge at least one of the two projectiles, but after realizing what was coming at her, she only spun around, showing a shocked expression as two sets of spinning wire wrapped themselves around her body.

With her thighs and arms tightly bound by tough metal wires with magnetic weights attached, she dropped onto her back with a soft thump. Miria’s upper lip rose threateningly, but Asterios quickly covered her mouth as gently as he could, stopping her from growling in fury at the perpetrators. Her cheeks colored a tad, but she nodded gratefully at him.

Before Oria could push herself off the ground with the strength of her back, the shooter set their foot on her chest, keeping her down with a wicked grin. The other person lazily strolled to join them, a leery sneer on their lips. Both of their expressions made them look very punchable right now to Asterios as he tightened his fists. Even after both of them turned out to be females.

If not for their hairstyles and the different patterns over their beastly appendages, they could be mistaken for the same person. Their thin and lanky builds were nearly identical, and the savannah-colored set of leather armor each of them was wearing seemed to have no differences. For now, Asterios decided to call them Long Hair and Short Hair.

Short Hair snickered fiendishly as she pressed her boot harder into Oria’s chest. “And that’s it? Oh, how the mighty Death Hound has fallen. We really had no expectations from those brats, but you? Such a disappointment.”

Long Hair laughed hoarsely, and everyone agreed that it didn’t sound attractive in the slightest, contrary to their outward looks.

“Give her some slack, L. You would be just out of shape after a decade or two of pretending to be someone you aren’t. Or playing house.” She gagged in disgust. “I think I saw another looking like her but younger. We’ll have to deal with her litter too if they are related. Again.”

“I’ll take care of it, R.” Short Hair licked her lips.

The female glanced down with an unamused expression. Leaning forward, she grabbed a fistful of Oria’s hair and pulled her up to their chests, evoking a hiss from their captive. Miria voluntarily pushed her face into Ast’s palm as her tail straightened up from tension, a slight vibration tickling his skin.

“What’s with you?” The woman frowned. “No insults? Questions? Shouting? Demands? You are making this boring.”

Oria opened one eye to stare at her oppressor with a defiant smirk. “L? R? What are you, Left Bitch and Right Bitch? Your boss must be so proud of his naming sense. I’m glad I was active before crooks fell so hard.”

The duo looked at each other and exploded in those creepy laughs of theirs almost like they couldn’t hold it back, which proved to be correct as they stopped just as abruptly, ugly snarls adorning their faces. They cocked an arm each in perfect sync and hit Oria straight in the face with their fists, sending her tumbling to the back with a yowl until she hit the nearby trunk.

Miria almost lost it on the spot, and Asterios worried her killing intent would tip those assholes off, especially with his already leaking out too, but a reassuring thought from her mother that she was all good and just pretending managed to keep them from blowing up.

For now.

“You think you are funny, puss?” Long Hair sneered while coming closer. “I’ll show you what fun means.”

As she grabbed Oria’s hair and shoved the panther lady against the tree, her companion placed a firm hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t go too far. It might have been dead or alive, but we’ll get shit on if we kill all of them, bringing back none,” she warned.

“Fine.” The other female spit to the side. “And you! Stop wriggling like a worm! The harder you struggle, the deeper the wires cut. These were designed for Weres, which you aren’t. They’ll saw right through your bones if they have to. Your friends have already proven that.”

Oria froze in place, which brought a foul grin onto her abuser’s lips. “What did you do to them?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Short Hair cackled.

“It might be entertaining to tell her. That lion was quite amusing with his stubbornness.” Long Hair snorted, and a pang of sadness flowed through Ast’s connection, quickly replaced by a strengthened resolve. “Or, we could show her. We just need a volunteer. And there’s a perfect one back in that village, isn’t there?”

Oria growled fiercely, showing her deadly fangs at the woman. Before she bit the female calling herself R, the tracker laughed again and let her drop against the tree once more.

“Look what getting a load in you can do to a proud female, Sis.” She slapped the panther lady hard. “Pathetic. I’m glad we didn’t have to witness that for long with our bitch of a mother.”

“That’s because you gutted her so early, you sicko.” Her sister smacked her up the back of her head. “We weren’t even old enough to escape having an assigned guardian. I told you we should have waited a few more years. Idiot.”

“Maybe. But without that, we could have missed our chance to get noticed by the boss, so you should be thanking me for that.” Long Hair spread her arms nonchalantly. “Anyway, enough family drama. We can reminisce about the good times later. It’s more fun to focus on making new memories.”

They both turned to look down at their prey with a sadistic glint in their eyes.

“So, that’s it? Because I’m the last one, you are going to torture me as much as you can before the fun ends for good?” Oria sneered at them. “I hate to disappoint, but I’ve never been the performer in our group.”

R cupped her cheeks with her gangly fingers. “Ends? Oh, no, we are just starting. There’s still so much fun to be had destroying your legends. Our schedule is packed.”

The feline lady snorted to the sides. “There’s no way the likes of you would be able to sniff out the others, no matter how lucky you have been with getting your hands on my suit.”

Even though her tone sounded confident, there was a trace of desperate hope in her black eyes, which wasn’t missed by the other women, just as intended.

“That’s where you are wrong, puss.” Short Hair smirked proudly. “We got that only because one of your friends seemed to have a fad for gathering mementos from the stuff that made him feel things. And from what it looks like, without the previous owners’ permission or knowledge. Or you are simply an exception as your belongings seemed to be the only personal ones amongst all that weird trash from all around the realm.”

Oria cursed under her breath, recognizing the behavior of one of her friends, which made the duo laugh again. This part wasn’t fake. She was equally frustrated at that person and disheartened to hear about her collector companion’s fate, feeling a tad nostalgic when she recalled all the trinkets she remembered seeing or even helping him collect in the past.

“But, really? A gator hiding in… a swamp? Damn, that was haaaaaaard to figure out.” Long Hair rolled her eyes sarcastically. “You at least have to give it to the lion. Going full hermit mode in the deepest caverns of the Frozen Wilds was impressive for someone of his nature.”

“She isn’t that much better.” The other Painted Dog moaned in frustration. “A silly little village in one of the most peaceful regions of the realm? Very sentimental, blegh.”

Snarling at them, Oria let out a concealed sigh of relief. Knowing that they hadn’t gotten to all of her teammates lifted her spirits by a lot, making it so much more bearable. The urge to hunt the two remaining members down to ensure their safety grew in her, alongside the urge to destroy whoever had caused them so much grief.

And she knew exactly how to quicken that process.

“Good luck going after the rest of my team.” She spit on one of the women’s pants, making it look like she had wet herself. “They were the brightest minds I’ve ever known, you mushbrains.”

“Gross.” R kicked her in the side of her face. “And we don’t need any luck. We already know where they are.”

Mock despair descended on Oria’s mature face, which the pair reveled in before the female called L leaned down to grin at her from up close.

“We only chose you before because my sister hates bad smells with passion. Joining the community of Weremoles that exists under the possibly worst-smelling natural gas deposit in the whole universe should be forbidden. Like, fuck, and they both went there? I will be surprised to learn they haven’t vomited themselves to death to this day and seriously don’t look forward to coming anywhere close to that shithole. Literally.” The woman made a sour face.

Starting to thrash in her bindings again, hard enough to draw blood, Oria growled viciously. “Bastards! Who the fuck do you work for, huh? I’ll murder your entire worthless camp! I bet your leader is some cowardly rat who hid in the depths of a communal outhouse as we were razing his chieftain’s stronghold!”

A kick to the gut made her pause as Long Hair snorted. “Patience, puss. We’ll tell you, of course. Right before you can’t take it anymore. The others had such delightful expressions when they heard it right before they croaked.”

“We have wasted enough time, then.” Oria spit out some blood to the side.

“What are you muttering under your nose, you—”

As the Painted Dog female drew her leg for another blow, something rustled to their side, and she barely managed to turn her head halfway before that something slammed into her like a charging stallion. A black blur shot through the clearing, driving the woman’s body through four thick trees until it finally stopped at the fifth one, the obliterated trunks falling to the sides while creaking loudly amidst a rain of splinters.

“What the fuck was that?!” Short Hair spun around and gaped at the destruction while taking a lowered stance.

As her eyes followed the ripped trail, they stopped at the feral figure of black-furred Pantherkin wearing leather armor accentuated with a deep red color. The crazed individual held her sister by the throat inside a half-blasted tree with both furry hands while growling in their captive’s face loud enough for the sound to echo throughout the forest. Long Hair choked heavily having her windpipe crushed, desperately clawing at her attacker with wide eyes, but to no visible effect.

“You popped out a damn Unlocked?!” the other woman shouted. “Fuck! This is going to be so shit!”

“I don’t think you have time to worry about that.”

Her head swung back again, and her eyes almost burst out of their sockets as the tight metal wire began releasing louder and louder metallic groans. Oria casually stood up while flexing her muscles until the bindings burst outward, her shallow cuts healing within a greenish aura.

“That’s impossible.” The female gaped at her in horror.

The panther lady took a step forward, and before her opponent could take one back, shadowy tendrils wrapped themselves around her limbs in many places, emerging from underneath her. Oria arrived right before her a few seconds later.

“Using your own words, the current generation is so disappointing.” Miria’s mother stared back at her with a cold gaze. “There’s nothing impossible with proper support from your companions.”

“How? These wires can cut through stone!” Short Hair shook her head in disbelief.

“What about steel?” Asterios and the girls slowly walked into the clearing, surrounding the pair. 

He smiled warmly at Oria while dismissing two of his spells from his Spellslinger, canceling the Healing Wave and Steel Skin he had cast a moment earlier. She reciprocated the smile before turning serious again.

Seeing the look in her eyes, the canine woman opened her jaws wide in a hurry. But, she didn’t get to smash them shut without Oria shoving her hand into the Dogkin’s mouth. Her sharp fangs pierced into the panther lady’s flesh, but that didn’t evoke even the slightest reaction. 

Instead, Oria yanked her arm back, tearing off a fistful of teeth on the way out. Holding a specific one between her bloodied fingers, she crushed it with an unamused hum, letting the acidic green liquid trail down her palm.

“I’m glad you villains have learned nothing new while I was gone.” She flicked her fingers a few times to clean them off, pulling out a vicious-looking needle the length of a finger from somewhere in her armor. “Miria, dear, try not to maul her to death too fast. Mommy’s skills have gotten rusty so she will need to practice a little at first.”

With a quick and extremely precise stab, she drove it into the other woman’s pelvic region, evoking a light grunt from her opponent.

“Oh. My bad. I think it was about… here.”

She pushed the needle a tiny bit deeper and the woman howled in pain to the limits of her vocal chords, forcing some of the girls to cover their ears.

Tina had a wry smile as she glanced up at Asterios. “With how incredible your and Miria’s moms are turning out to be, I really hope this doesn’t become a trend.”

He chuckled lightly and rubbed her arm.

Surely not.


Chapter 38
Not So Pleasant Get-Together

As Bryn’s energy healed Oria’s hand, she glanced to the side at her daughter. “Miria, before anything, make sure to remove her third fang from up—”

She paused mid-sentence after seeing the bloody mess that the other female’s face had become in the short moment she wasn’t paying attention to the duo. Barely any teeth remained in Long Hair’s mouth, knocked right out by Miria’s enraged fists, now decorating the ground beneath them. The panthergirl wasted no time getting serious.

“Never mind, then.” Oria smirked proudly. “Now, I believe we were about to have a chat.”

“The fuck we were.” Short Hair growled and tried to spit on her, but missed thanks to the feline lady’s impressive reaction time.

“You know, as I said, I wasn’t the best performer in our group, but I was very talented at making other people sing.” The older Pantherkin twisted the needle a tiny bit, evoking another despairing howl from the woman. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Though, I wouldn’t mind the latter.”

More pained cries followed, and Asterios decided to give his agitated mother-in-law some space. He could feel through the connection that she was eager to bring up her shelved repertoire, but at the same time, worried about how he would perceive her after witnessing such things. Even though he was certain nothing would change, save perhaps for how much more respected and skilled she would appear in his eyes, he turned his attention to his equally if not more infuriated mate.

Reaching Miria’s side, he examined the long-haired beastfolk in her grasp, witnessing a scene of pure carnage all over. The Painted Dog was still suffocating with just one of Miria’s hands wrapped around her throat while the other had gone to dance with her face and the rest of her body. 

Mainly face, though. She was hardly recognizable at this point.

His palm softly rested on Miria’s shoulder, making the panthergirl flinch lightly, but her feral growling lessened a tad when her eyes flicked toward him. Seeing his warm, reassuring smile, she gained a soft tinge of rosiness over her adorable cheeks, which remained just as cute even while splashed with bits of blood.

“I’m sorry, Master…” Miria shyly lowered her head. “I lost control for a moment…”

Asterios moved his fingers up to scratch her head. “It’s understandable. I’m amazed you were able to bear with it for so long. No one blames you for anything. Are you feeling better now?”

“Does it make me a bad girl if I say yes?” she asked a little bit anxiously.

“Not in the slightest.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “She got what she deserved. But, we’ll need her alive if Umbra is going to try and extract anything useful out of her brain.”

Noticing that the woman was on the verge of fading away permanently, Miria hastily let go of Long Hair’s throat and the female limply slid down the damaged tree’s trunk, balancing on the border of life and death. Her neck didn’t look exactly fine and Asterios had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to move around much going forward even if she survived this day.

“Besides, your approach was still rather mild compared to your mom’s.” Asterios let out a quiet chuckle, taking a peek over his shoulder.

She followed it and her eyes almost bulged out. The other female would have been on the floor too if not for Umbra’s shadows binding her limbs. Her entire figure was trembling as hints of white foam escaped her lips. They could both spot multiple tiny holes in her armor. Some were located on the side of her chest, some in the front, and a few in other seemingly inconspicuous spots, but the majority gathered over her pelvic area.

Sensing their gaze on her, Oria turned her head their way and smiled charmingly. The deep coldness in her fierce eyes and the terrifying splatters of blood on her motherly face made Miria shiver involuntarily. The disparity between her mother’s loving expression and the hidden intensity was way too eerie.

Asterios wrapped his arm around Miria’s waist and led them closer. “Did you get anything useful out of her?”

The girls stared at the Pantherkin lady with newfound awe, respect, and perhaps some traces of dread as she chuckled in amusement.

“A bit here and there. Unfortunately, it seems that I have overestimated her pain endurance and went a little too far with my interrogation, even with the help of your winged mate.” Oria grinned apologetically. “I really shouldn’t have abandoned my old training routine. But anyway, it’s pretty much confirmed they work for a whole pack of Painted Dogs from a certain location. I was able to lead her into accidentally spitting out the general direction.”

“What about the bastard pulling the strings?” Grea scrunched her nose. “Is it anyone you know?”

“Her brain went off before I managed to extract anything of substance regarding the leader,” the panther woman replied. “I admit that I’ve gone a bit too off the rails when considering my usual interrogations. You have my sincerest apologies.”

Seeing the state of the unconscious female, he could tell. And just like with Miria, he didn’t hold it against Oria either. She must have had a lot of pent-up frustrations and anger which were just waiting for a way to break out.

“It certainly was an… eye-opening experience.” Silvia smiled wryly.

“Even some True Dragons can’t hold a candle to your… savagery, Mrs. Oria.” Althea nodded respectfully. “And I meant that as a compliment, of course. This universe is difficult to survive in without a certain level of cruelty in our hearts.”

The last bit was quickly added after Oria’s gaze anxiously shifted to the side. Everyone noticed her discomfort and they were grateful for their wise companion making the first attempt at remedying the situation. Miria was about to make the second, but Asterios beat her to it, stepping closer to the feline woman and embracing her softly from the front.

“I’m both glad and proud to have such a strong and dependable mother-in-law,” he said calmly. “I might need to refer to your expertise in the future if you will allow it considering how vicious our opponents are.”

“I’m not sure if my skills are going to be effective on Dragons, but I’ll always be there to help any of you with whatever you need.” She hugged him back, releasing quiet, deep purrs. “However, you might want to consider not witnessing my expertise when I deal with males. I don’t doubt your composure, but even my old companions often opted out of such questioning.”

The ladies shared understanding looks.

Asterios allowed himself a nervous snicker. “Noted. And I’m sure your knowledge will do just fine as they still take humanoid forms now and then. Right, Althea?”

“That is mostly correct.” The Lesser Dragon of their family confirmed.

“Well, then just give me a word and I’ll be there.” Oria winked at him sweetly. “But, I think you have other things to worry about at this very moment.”

Wondering what it was about, he followed her eyes and found Miria pouting heavily while frowning hard and gritting her teeth in visible annoyance. The reason became more than obvious when he felt Oria’s hands still grazing his back and her outfit pressing into him from the front. 

Asterios quickly released the feline lady from his grasp and opened his arms for his dissatisfied mate. Miria immediately slipped into them and glued herself to him, trying to purr twice as loud as her mother had. Rubbing her rounded ears into his cheek, she shot the woman a fierce glare with one eye, evoking a warm chuckle from her parent.

Even amidst all this carnage, Miria was still fighting over such silly things.

“So, we know the general direction of our enemies.” Selene broke the silence first. “Anything else?”

“Their approximate number, possible gear, and some information about the ratio of Weres and normal beastfolk amidst their pack,” Oria answered. “For now.”

“I don’t think there’s a reason to waste more time with them,” Tina shared her thoughts. “If you don’t wish to interrogate them more, I think we should give them to Umbra.”

Miria’s mother pondered over her words briefly. “No, I agree any more would be pointless. I can take the rest of my revenge against the true masterminds. These bitches are already partially broken.”

~Which will only make my job even easier, huhuhu.~ Umbra’s sinister voice echoed in their heads. ~Give me just a minute.~

The darkness around them converged in a single point and the two Painted Dogs were pulled towards each other. Bound in one place by the shadowy appendages, they went still. As Umbra worked his magic, they started spasming and screaming in pain for exactly one minute. Then, they once again stopped moving completely and hunched forward lifelessly. The darkness extracted itself from them and formed the familiar towering silhouette of Umbra’s domineering form.

~They weren’t fully in the know, but here it is,~ he said before sharing the memories with everyone involved.

Images of a decently sizable stronghold flashed through their minds, full of Painted Dogs and some other subspecies of beastfolk. They seemed to live like bandits or a gang, terrorizing the nearby people with their acts of violence and not only. The scene switched to another region momentarily, but after realizing that it was about to show the pair’s encounters with Oria’s old allies, Umbra spared her witnessing such sights.

After a plethora of various information found purchase in their minds, they reached the most crucial bit. One of the memories showed the tracking duo in front of their supposed leader, taking on the task of figuring out the original Phantom Brigade members’ identities. As they had mentioned, they were supposed to capture their targets alive if possible, and bring them in. But, their boss had clearly underestimated their sadistic urges.

Taking a clear look at the man’s features, Oria cursed strongly and the show ended.

Miria glanced her way with a tinge of sadness and concern. “Was he a friend?”

Her mother shook her head. “Not exactly. He was one of the candidates for our successors. As you can imagine, we had quite an intense recruitment process with strict and very specific requirements. He is one of those who didn’t make it through. And it was due to his personality. He seemed way too eager to kill criminals. Almost to the point it could be said to simply take pleasure in it.”

“A tale as old as they come.” Tina sighed lightly. “There’s always someone who steps onto a dark path after failing to get what they believe is rightfully theirs by the natural order. I’ve seen students like that even at our academy.”

“Don’t even remind me.” Grea sneered, rubbing her forearms. “I personally failed one that looked at me like I was the only thing standing on her destined path, and let me tell you, it wasn’t easy not looking over my shoulder for the next year or two.”

“I wonder how this person ended up as a bandit leader of the Painted Dogs,” Bryn mused. “He didn’t look to be one of them, judging by his animal features. More like a raccoon?”

“That’s right.” Oria nodded. “But, it doesn’t matter. Nothing excuses his behavior. If he was dissatisfied with us, he could have simply started his own group like many others tried to. He made his choice.”

“What now?” Asterios asked, still caressing Miria, whose attention was on her mother too.

“These two might have gone after some of my friends already and planned to get to the rest after dealing with me, but I don’t trust him not to send more trackers for the same job,” the older Pantherkin responded. “I still worry about the pair hiding with the moles. If you are asking what I want to do, I want to make sure they are safe and warn them before it’s too late. Then, I wish to exterminate this vermin plaguing our realm.”

“Then that’s what we are going to do.” He acknowledged her desire.

“It looks like your past catches up to you no matter how fast and far you run.” Oria covered her face with her hands for a silent moment before looking back at him and his mates with strengthened resolve. “Our destination isn’t close. I know you have prior arrangements for the upcoming days. I can do the first part on my own and wait for your return with the second half. I promise I won’t do anything silly, Miria.”

The panthergirl rolled her eyes with a soft snort. “You are already being silly, Mom. We have Master. He’ll just fly us there in a flash. Come on. I’m not going anywhere until these bastards pay for what they did to you and your friends.”

The feline lady smiled tenderly and pulled her daughter into a loving hug. While the pair shared a moment, Asterios and Silvia got rid of the bodies with their joined flames, securing any gear or items that could be important later. 

Since the danger was gone, Grea and Althea bid farewell to him and returned to Kraedorion, hoping to tend to their responsibilities once more. Not without a firm smack to the crimson demon’s ass and a gentle kiss to the ladylike Lesser Dragon’s lips, of course. Tending to his beloved and their needs was Ast’s own responsibility in the end.

Bryn stayed behind this time and he shifted into his draconic form. The panther duo admired his impressive frame for a while before climbing up onto his back like the others. Zoe was a bit hesitant to join them, suggesting she stayed behind to keep an eye on the village at first, but she changed her mind before they departed. 

Deep down, as much as what she had witnessed recently bothered her, she wanted to be as strong as Miria, and even maybe as strong as Miria’s mother. There was no better opportunity to improve than by their and Ast’s side where she was certain to be safe in case she made a critical mistake or froze up at the wrong moment.

So, Asterios, Miria, Selene, Tina, Silvia, Bryn, Zoe, and Oria were on their way. They made a stop to dismantle the blood trap and clean up its surroundings before heading in the direction of the mole colony. Flying up above the line of clouds, Asterios gave his best and flew as fast as he could without unnecessarily exhausting himself, to the utmost joy of his passengers.

It took them two hours to reach their destination. Oria pointed at a rocky soil beneath them and directed their attention to the tongues of thick and heavy smoke escaping from the breaches amidst the stones. At first glance, one would never assume a community of Weremoles could be hiding underneath it as they preferred tender soil according to the experts in Ast’s current party.

The smell was already horrendous at the surface as they landed and it was hard to imagine how much more intense it would be underground. Tina borrowed a technique from Esil and surrounded each of them with an invisible bubble just like he had during their flights. In this case, though, it provided them with fresh air instead of protecting them from the wind and temperature.

“How do we contact them?” Silvia pondered out loud. “If this is truly the correct place.”

“Well, I would rather avoid breaking into their habitat through the soil as that could end up being difficult to excuse, but they should come to investigate if something extraordinary happens on the surface.” Oria tapped her lips thoughtfully, then looked up at Ast’s domineering figure and grinned. “I think I have an idea.”

A few minutes later, a powerful, loud, echoing roar shook the nearby area as Asterios released a mighty cry boosted with additional techniques from his beloved mates. For a moment, even the stinking smoke was pushed away, making a clean zone where they stood. He shifted back to his humanoid shape right after and they waited patiently for any reaction.

Just as they were starting to get bored, the pebbles around them began shuffling at a bunch of spots. They rose into small mounds before uncovering about fifteen individuals with crossbow-like contraptions in their hands, meant to launch some kind of spherical projectiles. Each of them shared similar quite forward-extending and sharp facial features with slightly squinted eyes. They were all Weres too.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked tensely. “Was the earlier quake your doing?”

Oria, Miria, Selene, and Zoe stepped forward to display their race and divert most attention to them.

“Yes, it was us, and we apologize for making you anxious, but we had no other way of getting in touch with your community without trespassing on your territory,” the panther lady explained. “We wish you no harm. I simply want to know if my friends whom you are sheltering are safe and sound.”

“We know of no Molekin befriending one of your kind, Panther,” he replied. “I would advise you to return where you came from. We do not mingle with other species.”

“My friends are not Molekin.” Oria shook her head. “I’m looking for the female Deerkin and male Bearkin you provided with safe haven long years ago.”

At her words, all the moles raised their weapons ready to attack. Asterios instinctually reached within himself to shift at a moment’s notice and protect everyone with his bulky body, but Miria stopped him with a raised hand. The other girls halted their preparations too and he decided to trust her on this.

“We know nothing of individuals you speak about,” the same man said with a bit more tension in his voice. “As I said, we don’t look kindly to any outsiders. Retreat before we assume you intend to invade our home.”

“Your reaction proves otherwise.” Oria showed a kind smile. “I’m not an enemy. Just tell Narmaya and Grigorji that I’m here and they will vouch for my credibility.”

The Molekin remained suspicious, but Asterios was able to spot the faintest shift in the leader’s facial muscles at the mention of those names. He knew something and was protecting that information.

Miria’s mother sighed heavily and reached into the neckline of her outfit. “Fine. Show them this. It’s a fang that belongs to Grigorji. He gifted it to me before we split up. I knocked it out during our first spar. No one else managed to even tilt that mountain of a guy no matter how hard they tried.”

Some quiet snorts escaped a few of the ambushers before they schooled their expressions. The leader caught the leather string with the fang after it was tossed at him and stared at it for a while. Then, without a word, he sank into the pebbles, leaving them alone with his men.

“That seems to have gone well,” Zoe commented with a faint smile.

“We aren’t in the clear yet.” Selene chuckled deviously. “Let’s hope we won’t have to hurt them to meet Mrs. Oria’s friends.”

A few seconds after she finished, a furry muscular arm burst out of the ground ahead of them, spooking Ast’s group greatly. It found purchase on the stones next to it and another one joined, doing the same. With a strong push, they hoisted a bulky male into view, pebbles flying everywhere from the sudden force. Half of a big and burly man with the features of a bear poked out of the soil as he spit a bit of gravel to the side before showing a massive smile on his heavily bearded face.

“Oria! Heavens above! I did not expect to see your exquisite fur ever again!” Grigorji said with a thick, kind of slurry accent and laughed deeply. “Just a moment!”

He grunted in effort while pulling himself up like he was struggling to fit through an invisible opening until his whole body was out in the open. It was immediately obvious this man was a bear by blood even without the small, cute, round ears atop his brown hair. He was built like a mix of a bodybuilder and a lumberjack. All his limbs were thick and beefy and even his torso was as wide and just as massive as the rest of him. He was easily a head or even two taller than Asterios.

The man leaned forward as if to rush towards them, but stopped himself and glanced back at the pit he had crawled out of. He then extended a hand into it and helped out a much smaller and leaner woman with brighter fur, leaf-shaped ears, and short horns poking out of her hair. Standing next to him, she looked really slim and small, reaching as far as his bicep with the highest point of her short antlers. Her demeanor was completely different too, closer to a refined and proper woman who cared about her appearance greatly and was effortlessly pretty.

“Gosh, Oria, you don’t look like you’ve aged a day.” Narmaya giggled quietly, shooting her old friend a delicate smile.

As the two women approached each other and entered a cordial hug, the man dug out one more person from the pebbles. It was another male, and they didn’t need to guess his identity. With his tall and muscular frame but with a much leaner and athletic build instead of powerful, it was hard to miss the features of both beastfolk who had come before him. He was only about half a head taller than Asterios and didn’t appear as burly. The couple’s son could be compared to a neat martial artist with an advantage of height.

Also, he was a Werebear just like his father.

Though, it was much harder to notice due to the mask he was wearing over his entire face. It was one of those plague doctor masks Asterios had seen a few times during his life, but styled into the snout of a mole.

“Come, Ulgier, greet your auntie. Don’t worry. As long as you keep your distance of three fingers, she won’t bite yours off, just as I told you.” Grigorji smacked his son on the back a few times.

Asterios raised a brow at his words at first, but then he remembered that even back in his hometown some people used to call a female friend of their mother an auntie in some cases if the two were close. 

“You musclehead! What are you teaching your children about me? Do you need another beating?” Oria huffed from the embrace of her friend and the two females chuckled cheerfully.

As the males moved closer, Ast’s party also approached. He felt the big man roam his eyes over their group, stopping at him to scrutinize Asterios the most, trying to figure out who he was. It was impossible to judge what the man’s son was thinking purely by his expression since it was obstructed, but his gaze seemed to orbit around the Pantherkin duo.

“So, this is the mate you have chosen,” Grigorji said while crossing his arms. “You’ve always had a thing for stronger males. I’m having trouble getting a full grasp on him. My instincts are panicking, and that’s a first.”

Oria snorted and finally stepped out of the other woman’s arms. “People change, Grig. I’ll have you know that my actual mate is the finest craftsman of our village and has never been in a real battle by choice.”

“Now, that’s a surprise.” Narmaya grinned and glanced at Miria. “But, since you are here, that seems to be the truth. You look just like your mother in her early years. It brings up so many memories.”

The panthergirl blushed timidly. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Narmaya. I’m Miria. I apologize for not using your family name but Mom didn’t talk about her past much.”

The woman gave Oria a knowing look before Miria’s mother turned her attention to their son.

“Would it be rude to ask about the mask?” She tried politely.

“Not in the slightest.” Grigorji shook his head. “Narmaya prepared a toxin that removed our sense of smell shortly after we arrived here.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry to hear that.” The panther lady brushed her fingers through her friend’s hair.

Narmaya snorted cutely. “Please. I get to live in safety and not smell nasty bear farts at night? I was considering doing that even before we separated.”

“Ah, yes. I remember you two always setting up your tent furthest down the line from the windward side.” Oria nodded sagely.

The Bearkin grumbled under his nose while looking aside, making them both laugh.

“But, we didn’t want to subject Ulgier to the same fate from a young age,” the Deerkin continued. “The moles helped us out by giving us this mask and I regularly resupply the herbs for him. That said, we should move somewhere else. It must be tough for you all to stand here atop this horrible reservoir.”

“It’s alright, Mrs. Narmaya! We’ve cleared up the air around ourselves with magic so we can even go inside!” Miria grinned at her cheerfully.

“Magic?” The female raised a brow at Oria.

“A tale for later.” Miria’s mom winked. “But, that means your son can take that thing off for as long as we are nearby. One more person won’t make a difference, right, Tina?”

“Nope!” Tina curtsied towards the women. “It’s done. I can keep this up for days with Ast’s energy supporting me.”

Everyone turned to look at the younger Bearkin and his mother gestured at him to do as told. He complied without a word of protest and unfastened the belts behind his head. Taking the mask off revealed a slightly rugged but kind of handsome man once more sharing some characteristics of both his parents.

Ulgier sneezed powerfully right after, clearing his throat as he lowered his head towards them. “Thank you. It’s been a while since the last time I was outside.”

His voice was rather neat too. Asterios deemed his features good enough to spark quite some interest amongst female students if he had attended Rosewind’s academy. Many did look kindly towards tall and strong-looking men.

“That’s true. We’ve been pretty much absorbed into the Molekin lifestyle so I can’t blame him.” Narmaya chuckled and turned to her feline friend. “So, what brings you here? I was certain we were about to spend the rest of our lives on our own. And how did you manage to find us? Not that I doubt your capabilities, of course. In the end, no one escapes the Death Hound if she sets her eyes on them.”

Oria grew slightly more serious and her eyes skipped to the younger Bearkin. “Does he…?”

The woman sighed softly. “Yes, he does. It was just a matter of time before Grig slipped and brought up one of his old conquests. Ulgier has been up to date for a while. Is Miria?”

Her mate shuffled awkwardly while avoiding eye contact, making the ladies chuckle quietly.

“Not yet. It’s very… recent.” The panther lady allowed herself a hint of a smile as she realized they had both tried to bring their children up the same way before it disappeared once more. “Roki is after the Phantom Brigade. He has already gotten to Charkes and Leonin. The three of us are the only ones left.”

“Son of a beetch!” Grigorji stomped hard on the ground while cursing with a weird articulation, making the nearby area shake slightly while his mate gasped in horror. “I knew he was a disguised hornet crazy about the honey from the very start!”

It looked like the bear man had a quite unique way of showing his anger, but considering the situation, no one felt like laughing. The problem they were facing was rather sensitive and serious.

Not every day you learned about the betrayal of someone you used to know.


Chapter 39
A Warm Greeting

“Honey?” Miria asked quietly, leaning closer to the women.

“He means power and fame in this particular scenario,” her mother clarified. “Contrary to how his impressive build might suggest, Grigorji wasn’t a born fighter. His family was loved for their incredible honey cultivation abilities. You can say he was a farm boy before bandits raided his village and murdered most residents, including his parents. He’s been on a warpath since then, until he joined our team.”

“When he gets very emotional or angry, his speech tends to subconsciously switch back to how he talked during his youth. Grig put a lot of effort into getting rid of it since he thought it made him look silly and didn’t fit a strong male such as himself,” Narmaya added and gave them a polite nod, retreating to calm down her husband.

“He’ll be back to normal in a moment.” Oria caressed Miria’s ear. “We should give them some time to process the news.”

And so, they did as she’d said. It was a bit awkward just standing there and watching as the wife and the son were attempting to soothe their husband’s and father’s rage with words and physical affection. Even more with the fifteen Molekin still observing everything from their half-burrowed positions. They hadn’t stopped keeping an eye on Ast’s group for a second. And no one blamed them for that, naturally.

“We should have culled that weed when we had the chance.” Grigorji huffed while letting himself be brought back in front of the four ladies from Ast’s side.

“You know that wasn’t our style, honey.” Narmaya kept grazing his chest with her fingers. “No one could have predicted that.”

“How?” He turned to Oria, his expression still partially enraged. “Why?”

“We don’t know anything about the latter yet, unfortunately.” She offered him a weak smile. “As for the former, he sent out a pair of Painted Dogs to smoke us out through various vile means. They found Charkes and it turns out his collection was a bit bigger than he let on. Some of it belonged to us. My lure involved a blood craze with a piece of my old suit as the catalyst. Thankfully, we figured it out before it worked.”

The Deerkin covered her mouth in shock. “He is going that far? That’s too much for petty revenge. Did anyone get hurt?”

“No, our village has strong hunters and scouts,” Zoe chimed in for the first time. “The beast attacks were getting more frequent but we had no trouble dealing with them. And we had Miria in case anything serious happened. Right?”

“Obviously!” Miria preened under the praise. “I would have come home to help our village immediately! Everyone would!”

“Nevertheless, we made the trackers fall into our trap instead and confronted them,” her mother continued. “They admitted to coming after me third, aiming for you next. We extracted as much information as we could from them and you can be sure that I didn’t hold back, even if it’s been a while since my last operation.”

“I wish I could have seen it.” The man growled lightly. “Your needles and blades always worked wonders. Especially when combined with Narmaya’s herbs and concoctions.”

“I didn’t prolong it too much so you wouldn’t get to enjoy the show anyway.” Oria smirked knowingly. “And my daughter turned the other one into mush before I could get to her, so there was that. Thankfully, we had a technique that browses the target’s memories so nothing was lost.”

The mated pair glanced at the panthergirl with an impressed glint in their eyes. Miria blushed fairly and ducked under their curious gazes. Her mom snickered silently and waved her hand.

“Why don’t you two go and get acquainted while the adults talk,” the feline lady suggested, looking between her and Ulgier. “You’ve already seen all of what we are going to mention anyway.”

“I’m an adult now too, Mom!” The panthergirl pouted while crossing her arms over her supple chest. “But I’m curious about your friends since you haven’t shared any stories with me yet so I’ll do just that.”

She smiled cheerfully at the young Bearkin man and skipped to the side so they could chat without getting in their parents’ way. He gave his family a hesitant glance and soon followed after her. Oria looked in Ast’s direction with a faint trace of worry shared through their connection, but he simply smirked back at her. He had nothing against her suggestion as Miria could always use more friends her age and from a similar background. There was no reason he would ever doubt her loyalty either so her getting friendly with others didn’t bother him as much as it would some other beastfolk.

Zoe stepped back too, falling in line with him and leaving the discussion mostly to Oria. She didn’t feel like there was a need for her to interrupt. He brought her a small confidence boost in the form of some ear scratches which she silently appreciated. Her tail was quite expressive about it, though, making the other ladies laugh sneakily.

“To think that our efforts turned out to be for naught.” Narmaya rubbed her eyes. “We were so sure this would have been enough. That even if one of us got compromised, the others would be fine. Yet, all of us somehow ended up hunted like prey.”

“We still reduced the number of casualties to a minimum, Narmaya.” Oria cupped her cheeks tenderly. “From what I know, neither Leonin nor Charkes have involved anyone in their retreat. They have no idea about our past supporters or allies. Just us. So, don’t feel regretful. Our decision saved lives.”

The big man chuckled a little. “You sound so much like Leo. It’s a surprise the two of you didn’t hit off. But well, you turned down pretty much everyone from the squad. You know, back then we were betting you would be the last in your line.”

“Grig!” His mate swatted him on the shoulder. “That’s awful! How could you guys?”

He raised his thick arms in surrender. “Hey. Don’t act like you didn’t think the same. Finding someone stronger than her would have been a miracle. My lower jaw still aches when I look at her fists. Not to mention my missing fang.”

“There is something to that.” Oria laughed cordially. “I was blinded by my ideals, limited by social rules that mean nothing in the big world. However, I don’t regret it. It’s what allowed me to find my beloved at the end of that path, who opened my eyes to the beauty of the simpler things. And made me appreciate agility way more than strength.”

Narmaya giggled with a tinge of rosiness decorating her sleek cheeks. The two exchanged knowing glances.

“Amazing!” Miria’s excited voice brought them out of their musings. “How much is that?”

Everyone turned to look at Ulgier flexing his muscular arms covered with brown fur half up his shoulder. His legs were clad in it up to the middle of his thighs too. Miria applauded him joyfully, being her usual cheerful and friendly self.

“Almost forty percent,” he replied proudly. “I’m short of making a breakthrough. I just need a little more time and practice.”

Narmaya chuckled sweetly and glanced back at Oria. “Like mother, like daughter. Looks like she inherited your taste in males. We should be careful or she might fall for our impressive boy. Though, that might actually be a good thing. A nice way to connect our families after so long.”

The panther lady snorted in amusement, shooting a quick peek Ast’s way. “I wonder who is going to fall for who.”

He chuckled too, reassuring her again that he cared not about their little flirting.

Especially since…

“That’s incredible!” Miria grinned infectiously. “I know personally how hard it is to advance in your bloodline! It took me weeks with the Elders to push up to that point!”

“Did you mean to say years?” Ulgier frowned at her.

Miria just kept grinning for a moment longer and tensed her muscles, faint growls escaping her slightly twitching lips. Her black fur crawled up and up over her limbs and body until there was no more skin visible to the world, her face gaining much more feline features and angles. Finished, she placed her furry hands on her hips and spun around while giggling adorably.

“W-What?” Ulgier took a step back and fell onto his ass.

Grigorji and Narmaya stared at her with their jaws down the farthest they could go. Their heads slowly rotated towards Oria with pure disbelief flooding their eyes, alongside a thousand questions. Oria tried not to smirk but it was extremely tough so she hid her mouth behind her fingers, involuntarily exuding an aura of pride and accomplishment.

“But that’s not all!” Miria exclaimed delightedly. “Masteeeeeeeeer! Can we do the Fire Kitty trick? Pleeeeeeeeeease?”

She leaped to Asterios so fast the others saw nothing but a black smudge crashing into his chest. He rolled his eyes and patted her charming ears.

“We are standing in the very middle of a massive gas cloud. Can we?” He raised a questioning brow at her.

She hopped off him and squirmed sheepishly, joining her hands behind her back.

“Oops.” Miria put her tongue out playfully. “Big Kitty, then? Pretty please, Master?”

He looked down into her sparkling eyes and sighed softly, giving her a small nod. She instantly rubbed their cheeks together while jumping up and down and spun around to face away, ready for the spell.

Asterios nonchalantly drew the complex sigil with his right hand and didn’t bother attaching it to his glove. He pumped it full of his mana as Miria ran forward and began her shift. The black mist grew in size as she moved, and after a few seconds, it dispersed with a building-sized panther stomping over the gravel around them, throwing the Molekin into a slight panic as they hid before she could squash them with her paws.

With his other hand, he crafted another rune, this time helping his feline mate voice her thoughts properly through the mana-sound transmission she was still practicing.

“Look at me!” She boasted as she pounced from place to place, stopping in front of the fallen Werebear. “I bet I could chomp on you whole!”

“Miria,” Asterios called after her and she trotted up to him, going through the same morphing process until she stood before him with a questioning expression, tilting her adorable face a bit. “We talked about this. It’s alright to be proud of yourself and boast a little, but there should be limits. Especially with males. Our ego can easily suffer a crushing blow, you know? You two just met each other and now look at him.”

She snuck a peek at Ulgier over her shoulder and saw the man struggling to get up on his shaky legs. He noticed and tried to smile awkwardly. Turning back to Asterios, she flushed deeply and looked down bashfully.

“I’m sorry, Master… I forgot… After he showed off, I wanted to do the same… I didn’t think it over…” she apologized sincerely and he brought her red face up, playing with her soft hair.

“He did technically have it coming for trying to hit on you, so we’ll overlook this one.” He chuckled warmly. “You don’t need to apologize. I just wanted to remind you since you asked me to let you know when you get overexcited a tad. Intimidating someone by saying you can chomp on them counts into that, I think.”

She giggled guiltily. “Definitely. But, hitting on me, Master? Do you really think so?”

Asterios sighed softly, sensing the amusement of his other mates through their bond, and ruffled through her hair.

As oblivious when it came to anyone else than him as always.

With a nod, he directed her back to her new friend and Miria quickly trotted to the Bearkin man, apologizing for going a bit too far. She also bowed politely towards the Molekin guards. In the end, it was almost impossible to be mad at the cordial and sociable panthergirl for long.

“So, where were we?” Oria said with a big smile.

“You can’t just skip past all of that!” Narmaya protested, throwing her arms into the air. “How can she fully draw out her bloodline already? And that size? Oria!”

The mature panther woman just shrugged. “The first one is her own effort and luck in finding the best possible mate for herself. The second is magic, which I promised to explain later.”

Grigorji placed his big hand on his mate’s slim shoulder. “Let’s listen to her, honey. This is just too much. I’m already sensing the headache. First things first. Is there more to your story, Oria?”

“Not much, but yes. The hunters are dead but I couldn’t be sure he won’t send or already have sent more so I wanted to warn you to stay vigilant for a while. He doesn’t seem to have received information about our hiding spots but it’s better to be cautious than caught off-guard. We know where his stronghold is so it’s just a matter of time before he goes down. You won’t have to fret for much longer. Can you promise me that?”

“Promise you?” Narmaya blinked a few times. “Wait a moment, you aren’t staying with us? Where do you think you are going?”

Oria didn’t answer, simply keeping the same soft smile on her face, which meaning was more than obvious to her old comrades.

“Hell no. You aren’t going to storm a fortress on your own, even if your daughter is a full Unlocked. With only this many random people? If it was us five back in the golden days then maybe it would have been possible, but we are down to three and out of shape,” Grigorji opposed.

“We are going with you. That’s non-negotiable. You will need as many as you can get since it’s going to be impossible to change your mind.” His wife supported him fully. “Besides, this is our fight too. You can’t deny that.”

Oria met their intense gazes for a few seconds before looking back at Asterios with an unspoken question, searching his eyes for his opinion on this.

He nodded kindly. “They are right about at least one thing. Their desire for revenge is not lesser than yours. It’s up to you, but a few more people won’t make a difference. We’ll protect them from any harm. You have my word.”

She was about to respond with words of appreciation but was interrupted by an offended shout from Grigorji.

“You are going to protect us, magician? With all those lineage-less females? I can’t even tell what most of them are save for the Spiritual Fox. Who do you think you are, boy?” The man stomped forward with heavy feet, brownish smoke starting to gather around his frame.

“Grig!” Narmaya launched herself at his burly arm, trying to slow her mate down. “Oria, make your daughter’s teacher back off! You know Grigorji never stops until—”

She paused after meeting the gaze of her old friend, stunned into a stupor. Oria’s expression was full of resigned pity. But, it wasn’t self-directed. No, it was clearly aimed at the man in Narmaya’s grasp. She looked at the furless male behind her and smiled apologetically at him.

That momentary lapse in focus resulted in Narmaya losing her grip on her mate.

“Answer me!” The man roared before dropping on all fours and shifting into a massive brown bear.

He snarled viciously and stood on his hind legs, beating his chest with powerful thuds, towering over Ast’s group. Even the Molekin slid a bit deeper into their burrows, slightly afraid of the enraged beast.

Asterios slowly swiped down his face and tapped his cheek. He had just rebuked Miria and was already going to turn into a hypocrite judging by everyone’s expectant gazes. But, no one could be perfect so he waved Oria’s apology off as unnecessary and took a step forward too.

“Who am I, you ask? Well, someone who should know better than to rise to such a simple provocation, but at the same time, someone who should be unforgivably offended by it considering his lineage,” he replied firmly, crimson-onyx mist gathering around his frame. “Today, it seems, the situation requires me to be the latter.”

The red-black dust swirled and grew, overtaking Grigorji’s particles many times. Its sheer size caused the bear man to drop back onto all fours and stare at it anxiously. And when the spiritual obstruction finally dispersed, revealing a much bigger and more majestic crimson True Dragon with hints of darkness at its edges, he jerked back, falling onto his ass just like his son had. In his case, though, the movement paired with his weight and shape tossed him onto his back as Ast’s scary-looking jaws neared him from above with a low, deep rumble rolling through the clearing.

“Still doubting my capabilities?” Asterios asked with a powerful voice.

The girls stepped forward and rounded his fierce snout. Miria was already in her fully activated form, imposing as usual. Selene brought out all eleven of her tails and rose slightly into the air, surrounding herself with orbs of spiritual energy. Tina borrowed multiple features from her familiars, turning into a winged draconic warrior woman with a huge water bow in her hands. Bryn enveloped herself in golden spiritual armor and materialized the immense projection of just as ethereal Valkyrie above her, holding a pillar-sized spear in her heavenly hand.

Everyone turned to look at Silvia with fearful but anticipatory eyes. The princess smiled delicately and spread her arms.

“I’m afraid this region would turn into one massive crater if I tried to show anything,” she said politely.

They all blanched almost completely white, clearly misinterpreting her unwillingness to display her power. But, even knowing that, she didn’t see it necessary to correct them. Information and misinformation were quite important on the battlefield and in negotiations.

Asterios roamed his glimmering draconic eyes over all the moles and stopped at the bear in front of him. Grigorji shifted back involuntarily, just as pale as the others. Ast’s intense gaze moved to the man’s son and Ulgier swallowed heavily, taking a big step to the side away from Miria. To complete the full circle, he glanced at Narmaya too, offering the woman a light nod in recognition of the attempt to stop her mate.

Then, he transformed back and the ladies toned their demonstrations down too. Walking forward, he extended a hand towards the fallen Bearkin.

“We don’t intend to steal your chance at revenge. Allow us to take care of the grunts while you focus on what matters the most, at the same time, not having to worry about scanning your surroundings all the time,” Asterios shared his thoughts. “What do you think about that?”

“S-Sounds good… Yeah…” The man laughed wryly. “We can go with your plan…”

Nodding, Asterios helped him up and left him in the hands of his beloved. Then, he turned to the ladies, receiving a few words of gratitude from Oria. He assured her that it wasn’t much and approached Zoe, who stayed a bit behind everything that had happened.

“You guys always look so cool when you get serious.” The Wolfkin’s tail kept swinging like crazy as her cheeks showed hints of pink. “I’m so glad to witness it each time, right from the first day we met when you showed Gnesh who is the boss.”

As Miria hugged her best friend excitedly, Asterios smiled at Zoe and offered her a few pats, glad she hadn’t kept herself so far away due to feeling inadequate or something like that. She’d most likely sensed it was his mates stepping forward and was content just seeing them unleash their strength.

The Roundback family, as Ast’s group had learned their actual last name, discussed their temporary leave with their Molekin hosts and there seemed to be no issue with it. Considering the fact that the moles still looked kind of frightful of Asterios, it wasn’t a surprise they didn’t want to displease him.

“We’ll just get our gear and we are good to go,” Narmaya said after they returned their attention to Oria and the others.

“What weapons did you use in the past?” Asterios asked.

“Grig favored a greataxe while I was the best with a longbow, usually covering his reckless butt,” she replied, making her mate scratch his head coyly.

With a flick of his hand, Asterios summoned a Dragon-themed double-headed greataxe and a neat, vicious longbow with a full quiver of arrows, holding them towards the pair. “You can keep these. They are made of Dragonsteel, a metal fused with my own blood, which should be one of if not the most powerful alloys in this realm. You might not even need to sharpen them ever.”

They accepted his gifts with wide eyes and he turned to look at Ulgier. “And you?”

“I’m training with a greatsword…” the younger Werebear confessed.

Therefore, Asterios presented him with just as draconic greatsword as the rest of the gear and everyone had something to fell their enemies with. In terms of protection, he was confident in Selene’s ability to shield their bodies with spiritual energy when required. At her current level, that shouldn’t be an issue with just three people.

With that out of the way, he transformed once more and invited everyone onto his back. The Roundbacks struggled a bit while climbing his scales, but managed to get up there with some assistance. Bidding temporary farewell with the Molekin, he soared into the air and followed Umbra’s directions. 

During their trip, their new traveling companions marveled over the aerial sights and chatted about their lives after the separation. Miria learned a few new stories about her mother, gaining even more respect for her than she already had, which was an achievement on its own with how much she revered Oria. Without ever forgetting about her talented father, of course.

Less than three hours later, they reached the region from the memories of the Painted Dog duo. The general appearance of the place was extremely uneven and mountainous. There was barely any grass or trees anywhere, with plenty of hills, canyons, and huge rocks wherever one looked. It appeared quite barren, but at the same time, it certainly made it easier to spot anyone approaching the stronghold.

And speaking of the stronghold, they saw it from up high, a crude log fortress built with the purpose of serving as a den for some shady rather than to defend a point from enemy attacks. The layout was chaotic and clearly meshed up together as further upgrades and changes went on. Barely anything made logical sense save for the reinforced walls, gates, and a few watchtowers.

It was pure amateur work and everyone on Ast’s back could see that.

Now, they had multiple choices there. They could easily descend upon the unsuspecting bandits from above and decimate them in minutes. Asterios could even simply breathe fire at the structure, toasting most of the defenders alive and lighting the poor construction ablaze, but they couldn’t be sure no innocents were being held somewhere in there. And, they could also approach from the front gates, dealing with enemies as they came, slowly moving deeper into the heart of the stronghold until they faced the leader.

In the end, Asterios and the girls could feel the bloodthirst emanating from the trio of former vigilantes, choosing the third strategy. That could also allow them to advance in a more controlled and systematic manner, making it easier to keep an eye on the individuals they had sworn to protect. There was no doubt at least one or two of them would get lost in their rage for a moment or two.

So, they descended to the rocky path ahead of the main gate and hopped off, Asterios turning back into a human. They had been spotted a while ago and the ramparts were full of men and women peering past the outer wall, mostly Painted Dogs. Seeing only a bunch of attackers, they snarled and yipped at the bold idiots daring to challenge them, shaking their weapons.

“Is that all these dogs amount to? Waving their arms and screeching like strangled chickens?” Miria scrunched her nose. “I guess I expected too much from a so-called bandit fortress. This is nothing like in the stories.”

Her voice echoed clearly throughout the area and the defenders grew even more animated. At one point, they seemed angry enough to judge Ast’s small group tiny enough not to warrant sitting idly atop walls and they began jumping or sliding down, charging at them without any order and formation.

“These we can take care of, right?” Asterios asked, glancing over his shoulder at Grigorji and Narmaya.

They both nodded and he summoned his Spellslinger greatsword. Deciding not to deal with the first wave with the use of his tokens and instead using his own might, he infused it with his draconic mana combined with Silvia’s energy. The blade burst into flames and they soon settled down into a familiar smooth shape with vicious tongues of fire licking at the air over its edges.

Slowly raising it above his head, he pushed more and more of their combined mana into the weapon, making it churn harder and harder, quiet popping noises coming off it as small explosions riddled its otherwise calm surface. The crimson-amber swirls made it look so mesmerizing and magical.

Then, just as the first morphed Painted Dogs drew near, he calmly shoved the blade into the rocky ground with a decisive thrust, letting go of the grip. The sword sunk halfway into the uneven stone and a two-story-high wave of fire rolled forward, completely covering their view, mercilessly rushing further and further with a loud whoosh.

Pained yips and screams of agony traveled through the air, but whatever the flaming wall touched, left nothing but ashes behind its previous existence, the fire completely erasing anything on its path. Half-melted metal gear and equipment clattered to the ground as the only sign of someone being out there in the first place.

The ruthless wave of unstoppable flames smashed into the defenses and lit up the defenders atop them, dispersing into nothingness right after. The wooden structure wasn’t affected by the fire, remaining slightly scorched on the surface, nothing more.

Asterios retrieved his greatsword and held it on the side, glancing back at the others. Ulgier gaped at him with stars filling his honey-colored eyes, holding his own weapon with way too much slack. Realizing he was staring, he hastily fixed his grip and showed readiness to follow, a resolute and eager expression taking over his face.

“Let’s go, then. Our villains won’t kindly off themselves, will they?” Asterios smirked and rested his still-fiery sword on his shoulder, starting to march forward.


Chapter 40
Stronghold Crashers

“Won’t we be an easy target for archers now that they know rushing at us won’t work?” Narmaya asked as the party started moving forward.

Moments after she finished, the more perceptive members of their current team heard a wave of twangs in the distance. A cloud of arrows rose from behind the battlements, heading into the sky at a high arc. Everyone glanced at the incoming projectiles, the Roundback family tensing up a little.

Asterios glanced back at them. “Do these Painted Dogs possess any special abilities? Like Spiritual Foxes, for example?”

“No?” The deer lady met his eyes uncertainly.

“Then, I’m afraid there won’t be much they will be able to do to us in this situation,” he added, moving his gaze onto Selene.

His vulpine mate was already slowly bringing her hand up as her bushy tails swayed enchantingly. A soft smile curled her lips as she noted his gaze on her, giving her posture a bit more elegance. A few seconds later, the arrows descended onto their position like a massive swarm of bugs, darkening the sky.

And just before they hit the mark, they stopped in mid-air, sinking into an invisible dome-shaped cushion shortly above everyone’s heads. The projectiles that missed it pierced the ground around them, creating a visible circle in the safe middle. Asterios smirked softly at the awed expressions of their new friends while the girls chuckled quietly.

As for Selene, she twirled her palm, and the arrows spun around, facing outwards. With a snap of her fingers, they rushed back into the air like they were once more shot out of a bow, leaving faint blue trails behind them. They reached the battlements much quicker this time and began swerving around. A few faraway shouts and yelps of pain reached their ears as the hand-guided shots found their targets with pinpoint accuracy, taking out their previous owners.

“With us around, it will be like a walk in the park!” Miria grinned at the family, proud of her sister-mate’s skillful display.

“Indeed, something like this won’t classify as anything more than a warm-up before we delve into Umbra’s realm,” Silvia added, running her slender fingers through her fiery hair. “This isn’t a battle. It’s a massacre.”

“That sounds a bit cold, but she isn’t exactly wrong,” Asterios said, looking Oria’s way, who responded with a grateful nod. “Let us not prolong this unnecessarily, lest we get used to things moving forward rather easily just as we are about to tackle a much more difficult challenge on an incomparable power scale.”

~That’s a good mindset, Master,~ Umbra agreed with him in their minds. ~I will do whatever I can to dissuade most of my kin from messing with you, but even my current might won’t guarantee that no one will be insistent on a contest of strength regardless. And our grunts can’t be compared to this realm’s grunts.~

“We’ll pave the way for you so that you can focus on the masterminds,” Tina suggested with a warm smile, nocking a swirling water arrow onto her signature bow. “There’s simply no need for you to worry about trash.”

Taking a deep breath, she assumed a focused expression and the huge javelin of chaotic water condensed into a thin rod. She drew her hand back, aimed straight ahead, and released the spiritual projectile. The fierce spike whistled through the air before piercing right through the middle of the reinforced wooden gates like a hot knife through butter. 

Grigorji was about to ask what was the point in doing that when a whirling sphere of spiritually enhanced liquid exploded from the obstructed point of impact and ground the entrance to dust as it expanded to cover its entirety. In a blink, the path was open, leaving the defenders behind it utterly flabbergasted.

Since Ast’s group hadn’t stopped walking forward, save for the moment they had returned the arrows to their senders, they reached the now non-existent gate soon after. Sharing a nod of understanding, they formed a protective square around Oria and her friends, gesturing at them to lead the way. The girls were ready to bring the fortress down.

“Won’t they just start running away after not just one but three scary displays of such strength?” Ulgier asked hesitantly.

“Right. I guess we shouldn’t expect much from local bandits,” Asterios acknowledged his observation. “Bryn?”

“With pleasure, Master.” The winged lady bowed respectfully and spread her magnificent wings to take off into the air.

Reaching the required altitude, she called for the ethereal image of Valkyrie above her and gathered her mana in the divine figure’s palm. The Painted Dogs gaped at the golden goddess preparing to smite them with a gigantic spear of light, unable to think of anything else they could do than simply run. 

With a silent, stony expression, the majestic figure launched the lance of judgment at the very center of the fortress, and it found purchase deep in the rocky ground with a powerful tremor. It was so massive it still poked past the highest walls and towers. And that was ideal as next came a thin yellow blanket that spread from the weapon’s butt, covering the entire structure with a see-through dome ending just in front of the first line of defense.

The bandits were now locked inside for as long as the spear pulsed with power. Judging by the unbothered expression on Bryn’s face, that wouldn’t stop anytime soon.

When the Painted Dogs seemed to realize that escape was no longer possible, their demeanor changed in a flash. The males and females behind the gates gained almost feral expressions, growling and snarling at the bold invaders, much different from their earlier quite concerned state with their ears and tails anxiously set down.

And one brave soul taking a step forward later, the whole camp chose to embrace chaos.

As Ast’s group had established earlier, their opponents didn’t have any meaningful abilities stronger than their innate wild senses and strengths, so the fights were anything but even. The gear in bandits’ hands and on bandits’ bodies was rather shabby too, with an occasional flash of quality and freshness, most likely coming from a raid or something similar.

Miria paired up with her mother and Zoe, forming a three-woman squad that worked in almost perfect harmony as they picked and dispatched their targets. No one could survive the trio of ladies circling them and methodically landing well-aimed hits on all their vital spots. While the feline duo distracted their enemies with close-combat pressure, the canine hunter struck from behind them, making great use of her gifted polearm.

Seeing the mother-daughter pair wreak havoc on the battlefield, the Roundback family felt emboldened. The father-son duo shared a quick glance before charging into a pack of dogs on their own, evoking a soft huff and an eye roll from the sole female of their team as the antlered woman drew her bow to support them.

It was clear that Grigorji and Ulgier had fought together a lot in the past as their coordination was visibly better than Miria’s and Oria’s, who had begun tackling real battles as a pair just recently, no matter how much the panther ladies practiced and trained before. 

The great weapon wielders stomped over the rocky terrain while angrily swinging their blades, cutting through whole bodies in each other’s paths. Physical power was clearly their forte and they used it well. One could spot similarities in their movements even though they used slightly different equipment.

But, the cherry on the top was the mother and wife. Narmaya silently floated throughout the turmoil and stuck single arrows in the heads of those bandits who ended up on the male pair’s backs respectively. Beastfolk fell before they even recognized the opportunity to strike from a blindspot, not given a chance to assess the situation. Otherwise, the deer lady stayed in the shadows, impressively concealing herself with every bit of obstruction and obstacle she could find.

Naturally, the rest of Ast’s crew didn’t just stand idly. While Bryn remained in the air and relayed the enemy movements from above with pinpoint accuracy, the others had a much easier job intercepting any attacks the Roundback family would come to notice shortly before they reached them. It was obvious those wouldn’t be an issue for that trio, but why ruin their fun? It certainly looked like the men were enjoying their bonding time as they fought shoulder-to-shoulder.

So, Asterios paired up with Selene while Tina made a duo with Silvia. He dismissed the flames from his sword and invited his fox-eared mate for a sensual dance of life and death, he with his artifact greatsword and she with her great katana, their minds linked deeply and thoroughly. Selene used the opportunity to further point out Ast’s mistakes in handling such a weapon as they dissected their opponents with relative ease.

He was getting better and better with a greatsword for someone used mostly to simple shortswords and daggers, but a bigger weapon suited him more due to his overwhelming strength. Thanks to his past experiences, he didn’t completely forgo finesse like the bears next to them, instead deciding to embrace Selene’s graceful teachings with his inner might.

His dazzling mate’s moves were a great distraction for many Painted Dogs, allowing Asterios to swoop in and slice through them at a quick rate. She spun around and twirled, letting her enchanting tails ripple through the air alluringly while he dealt with those whose minds were strong enough to resist the distracting display. Often ending with their backs pressed together, the couple paved the way further into the fortress for their companions to follow.

Silvia and Tina could fully let go of their reservations now that they had been brought together into one team. The polite princess still didn’t employ the help of her flaming avatar as it felt like quite an overkill, but with the Summoner girl’s affinity, she didn’t need to worry about setting the entire place ablaze. Her fire was constantly supported and held back by Tina’s water, loads of steam crawling over the battlefield wherever the pair moved.

Soft smiles on their faces, they confused their enemies with their relatively similar figures. Both fighting with shapeless spiritual constructs, they often switched the forms of their weapons to copy each other’s preferences. That way, the enemy had no idea if the scythe coming their way would be made of fire or water as the crystal staff following it could turn out to use either shape too. 

The mist their deadly dance dispersed continued to gather, turning both ladies into blurry shadows moving in great accord. It simply wasn’t possible to predict who was the one attacking. The weapon-swapping confused the bandits greatly, completely preventing them from connecting the swing and pierce patterns with either female assaulting them pretty much freely. Some even started believing it was just one person messing with them, that was how much the two ladies could match their techniques.

Slowly but surely, they all made their way deeper into the fortress. Whoever managed to slip past them and reach the edge of the barrier, was swiftly dealt with by the winged beauty watching over the entire place. Umbra checked the buildings and underground passages alongside their cellars to find any potential captives or other people who might have been brought here unwillingly.

So far, it seemed that the Painted Dogs took no prisoners.

The resistance lessened the closer they got to the central structure resembling a small wooden castle. It felt a bit unusual as they all had expected it to grow even stronger and fiercer, but the bandits didn’t seem as devoted to their current boss to blindly defend his supposed location with their lives on the line. More and more individuals broke off to sneak away or even surrender onto the floor with whimpers and pathetic begging.

For now, those who had given up were knocked out and put aside for further questioning. Perhaps it was a delusional wish, but Asterios hoped some of them could still be redeemed as long as they hadn’t committed too grave sins out of their own volition. Pack mentality was a thing, especially in this particular realm. He wouldn’t beat himself down over those who had moved to attack him, but if it wasn’t necessary, he chose not to strike down the prisoners of war.

At least until Umbra took a small peek into their minds to investigate if those individuals were even capable of turning over a new leaf in the first place.

If not, well, he was certain Oria and her old teammates would be more than willing to finish the job once and for all.

So, standing in front of the final reinforced set of massive wooden doors, blocked by a line of anxious Painted Dogs keeping their weapons aimed at the invaders, Asterios took a step forward and roamed his gaze over the sentries, his sharp greatsword ominously resting atop his shoulder.

“You’ve seen what happened to the main gate,” he began firmly. “There is no point in you standing in our way. Throw your weapons away or end up ground to dust alongside this one. It’s your choice. Is following some cowardly raccoon who hadn’t poked his snout out of his hideout for the entirety of the battle such a point in your honor?”

While the bandit forces weren’t exactly exclusively made of Painted Dogs, their kin was the overwhelming majority. Some other subraces could be spotted here and there occasionally, usually from various wild and vicious lineages, but it was easy to guess that this band had formed around one specific demographic. 

Yet somehow, a different species was their boss now.

The five men looked at each other before one sighed deeply and did as he was told. “I told you guys that prick would be the end of us, but no, traditions must be upheld. A fucking fat overgrown squirrel leading a pack of wolves, hilarious.”

Another followed. “He took down Buck in a fair duel, you’ve all seen it. I too liked the old boss better, but you can’t escape progress.”

“And look where that progress got us? To our deaths.” The third groaned as he fell onto his butt. “I wish we had skewered that slimy bastard the very first day he joined.”

Miria tilted her head at them. “If you hated your new boss so much, why haven’t you challenged him like he had your previous one?”

The fourth guy snorted and shook his head. “You think no one has tried, girl? They all went down the same way as he did, dropping dead after a few minutes of dancing around. Their wounds weren’t even that deep.”

“And there were no signs of poison or other shit,” added the last one. “The pack wouldn’t rise against the rightful alpha without any evidence and those who would be caught attempting to stir up a coup from the sidelines would be branded as cowardly traitors not willing to bet their life in a fair fight and executed.”

“What weapons did he use?” Oria asked, her expression revealing that she might already be anticipating the answer.

“Dunno.” The third male shrugged. “Some kind of weird knuckle gear with small blades extending from the outer sides.”

Grigorji cursed and spat to the side. “I knew it was a mistake teaching them anything if we were going to let them go.”

His mate massaged his thick shoulder reassuringly. “It was the best way to confirm their potential. We all agreed to have them try to master one of our techniques so don’t feel like you are the only one responsible for this. We all share this guilt.”

“We couldn’t have predicted the path they would take after parting ways with us,” the panther lady added with a soft tone too. “From what I’ve heard, others have turned out rather well, even if quite rash and attention-seeking.”

“You taught him?” The first dog looked up at the big bear.

“Aye. The technique was my idea, the design of the weapons a… deceased friend’s, and the toxin my mate’s,” Grigorji answered, visibly forcing down his anger.

“Toxin?” The fifth man frowned.

“Under normal circumstances, it’s not,” Narmaya replied instead. “It’s a harmless and pretty much undetectable water mixture stored inside the knuckles. The blades are just a distraction, the blunt studs at the front are pressed inside on impact and release the concoction in mist form, which then gets into the wounds of the target or absorbed through their skin. Then, the attacker hits his weapons together to create invisible sonic waves that activate the assimilated drug particle and quickly lead to heart failure, firstly displaying signs of exhaustion.”

“Son of a bitch!” He growled, hitting the gate with his clenched fist. “I knew he was suspicious from the beginning!”

Silence fell onto the five and the first one swiped down his face. “Alright. Make it quick if you can.”

“You aren’t going to plead for your life?” Silvia raised a surprised brow at him.

“There’s always a bigger fish,” the Painted Dog answered. “We all live in the same pond, constantly hoping that we never catch its attention while skirting on the sidelines, only delaying the inevitable. It’s eat or be eaten.”

“It might be coming from the wrong character, but your resolve is admirable,” she stated with a small nod. “We’ll pass our judgment onto you after dealing with your leader.”

With the unplanned conversation wrapped up, Selene pressed her palm against the reinforced gate and released a burst of spiritual energy without a single noise of effort. Both heavy wings were blown to smithereens, sending a violent burst of splinters inside. The bandits could only gape at the destruction, realizing even further how small their chances of doing anything had really been.

A few more defenders crossed their path as they walked through the dimly-lit corridors but the majority of them didn’t put up much of a fight against an armed and visibly uninjured group. One person was kind enough to point them to the meeting hall where the leader usually resided. Finding it was of no issue, and soon, they all strolled into a spacious room with a makeshift throne made of bones and furs which stood on a raised platform in front of a conference table.

And sitting in it was a rather short guy with dark gray hair and raccoon features poking out from it and behind his back. A few scars decorated his face, making it appear fiercer, which combined with his imposing pose and heavy glare was supposed to instill uncertainty and fearful respect into the visitors. Supposed to because Asterios could easily see that it was just a front and most if not all of the man’s muscles were tense like a bowstring, seemingly ready to spring into action at any given moment. That action most likely being a quick escape.

“So, leaving the simple task of tracking down a few specific people to the brainless dogs was the wrong move, who would have guessed?” The small male snickered amusingly, but to the keen ear, it came out quite forced. “I should have dealt with you myself from the beginning like with the younger ones.”

“Spare us these theatrics and just tell us why before we rip you apart piece by piece,” Narmaya hissed through clenched teeth, her ears flicking violently.

“Oh? Did the old timers get so old they can’t even analyze their target properly anymore?” Roki snorted to the side. “It’s simple, really. Retired? People like you never truly retire. You would have picked your mantle back up if you were given a good enough reason, and that would have interfered with my plans. You never chose to nip the problem right in the bud and it was your greatest flaw. I’m free of such inhibitions.”

“Right.” Grigorji sneered. “Any last words?”

“No, I don’t think so. Unless you are planning to remain silent for all eternity too.” The raccoon man stood up as the old-timers looked at him confusedly. “So gullible. I rigged this whole place up with explosives. The good kind. Only I know how to trigger them. One wrong move and we are all going to disappear. Not the best ending, but at least it completes my main objective of taking you all down for good now that you have so kindly gathered in front of me. And since you would definitely have brought the gang back up for this, I guess those bitches were at least partially useful in their silly pursuit of pain.”

~Umbra?~ Asterios called in his mind.

~I can sense them,~ Tia replied in his familiar’s place. ~Everything else was made of stone and wood from the nearby area. The volatile materials hidden in the walls and the floor have a strong artificial scent to them. I can guide your friend to all of them but it will require time.~

~There’s no need,~ Oria joined in with an unconcerned tone.

“So what is your demand?” The panther lady growled. “We let you go freely so that you can flee like the rat that you are?”

“Wrong again.” Roki chuckled, shaking his head. “You would never stop chasing after me and I couldn’t be certain someone hadn’t survived the blast if I decided to detonate the hall shortly after stepping out of it.”

He arrived in front of them and spread his arms with a slimy smile.

“No. You’ve come here to take me down, so let’s follow the proper procedures, shall we? You are welcome to try, just like the other idiots who thought they could replace me. Best me and my life is in your hands, as per tradition. With so many of you and so few of me, it’s a quite advantageous position, don’t you think? Someone gotta have a chance to land a hit after I tire down from the successive duels. Or has the legendary Phantom Brigade finally discarded their restrictive honor?” The man grinned provocatively.

“A thief and murderer speaking about honor?” Ulgier spat at his feet. “You deserve no such. We’ll chop—”

“I’ll go first,” Oria interrupted the younger bear, surprising everyone.

~Mom!~ Miria’s concerned tone echoed through their connection. ~There is no way he isn’t up to something! He knows you guys! You taught him his technique! He can’t be so stupid as to use it against you!~

~My kittygirl has grown up so smart.~ A delicate chuckle answered her. ~That much is clear, my dear. Though, he doesn’t know who is the master of it. We always kept our faces hidden and scents masked even when dealing with potential candidates, thus he had to figure out our identities on his own. He learned from a manual we wrote together, using unique handwriting. As you can imagine, it wasn’t complete.~

~Still…~ Her daughter was reluctant to give up.

~Miria, will you allow your mother to be a little selfish today?~ Oria asked tenderly. ~I’ll be honest with you, I just want to beat him up for everything he has done to my friends. And he has given us the perfect opportunity. Besides, I now have your almighty mate watching over me, don’t I? There’s nothing to worry about.~

Asterios had to give it to the older Pantherkin, she knew what she was doing. One mention of him and Miria’s reluctance faded quite a bit. It was a clear manipulation and the other girls knew it, but the cheerful panthergirl who pretty much revered him bought her mother’s confidence in his abilities almost blindly, glad that the other woman could see his greatness.

As the quick mental conversation passed, Oria took a step forward, sending him a soft smile of gratitude with a trace of apology. He smirked back at her, letting her know that he knew but didn’t mind much. As she had said, he would watch over her, ensuring that nothing bad ever happened to his mother-in-law as she enacted righteous justice on the malicious renegade.

And he too was curious what was the sketchy guy’s plan in his current situation.


Chapter 41
The Shorter They Are, the Quicker They Fall

Grigorji and Narmaya looked at their old friend with some concern as Oria walked forward to meet the slimy raccoon. They most likely shared the same worries as Miria, anxious about Roki preparing some other traps besides the explosives ahead of time. In the end, even if he hadn’t ended up as one of their proteges, he was initially a candidate they saw something in.

And he had clearly proved his worth, just in a completely inappropriate way.

The confident panther lady simply directed a serious nod their way and stopped in front of her upcoming opponent. “Any silly rules we have to worry about in this challenge?”

“Who do you take me for? Do you think I would change the ancient traditions just to make it easier for myself to stay at the top? I’m fairly sure it was you specifically who told us that if we want to be taken seriously, we need to show others we can’t be trifled with.” The man chuckled and gestured at her to follow him to the side.

As the pair strolled to a more open part of the chamber, the others surrounded them with a loose circle. It was more of a subconscious action that worked fairly well as an intimidation tactic and a way to prevent the bastard’s escape when he would inevitably lose to the experienced Pantherkin warrior.

~What rules are they talking about?~ Asterios asked Miria as it didn’t look like the duo was going to elaborate.

~It’s a duel to the death or a fatal wound that prevents one of the challengers from continuing with the fight. It’s also possible to surrender but usually viewed as cowardly and shameful so most people choose death, acknowledging that they have been bested by someone better,~ she explained briefly. ~However, I don’t get the best vibes from him…~

~She’ll be fine. And if he does try anything weird, we’ll intervene. If one person breaks the rules, we aren’t going to watch idly,~ he reassured her with some loving pats. ~For now, let’s just give your mom some support and believe in her.~

Miria nodded softly while releasing quiet purrs and threw her fist into the air. “Mop the floor with him, Mom! I bet even Dad could bend his short ass in half!”

Her lively cheering evoked a bunch of snickers and chuckles as Oria winked back at her with a faint smirk. It wasn’t as well-received by the target of the insults as Roki’s eye visibly twitched in irritation. Perhaps his height wasn’t exactly the best part to point out.

The pair got ready to settle their debts with Oria bringing out Miria’s previous blades and Roki donning silvery knuckles with small blades extending from the outer edges and four studs poking out of the front of each weapon. The description given to them by the guards was spot on.

Narmaya nocked an arrow and aimed at the ceiling, the duo inside the ring tensing at the sound her bow released under strain. Waiting a few seconds, she released it and the quick projectile struck the wood with a soft thunk.

“Let’s get this show—ugh!” Roki began but didn’t get to finish his sentence as Oria’s boot struck his face with no warning, coming at him from the side as she launched a spinning kick.

The short guy was thrown aside with enough force to make him tumble on the ground a few times and hit Grigorji. The bear man grabbed him by the collar and threw him back into the middle of the arena, where Oria twirled her blades nonchalantly, looking down at her opponent.

“Bitch…” Roki cursed while hastily getting up.

“Your enemy won’t wait for you to strike, did you already forget that?” She scoffed at him. “You would have already been dead if I wished so.”

“I didn’t even feel that one.” He spat to the side, lowering his posture.

Well, perhaps because Oria had clearly held back, but he could believe whatever he wanted.

This time, it was him who started the next engagement. Light on his feet, Roki was a fighter relying mostly on his agility and speed. His smaller frame allowed him to make bolder and more difficult maneuvers as he zipped around Oria and tried to slice her tendons and vulnerable points with his tiny blades.

But, even if he was impressively fast in terms of beastfolk standards, she wasn’t a completely typical individual either, even if he had the advantage of bloodline on his side as Oria could not enjoy the benefits of Wereblood. Still, besides her immense experience and rigorous training, she had one more ace in her sleeve.

Her fresh connection with Asterios and the girls.

She might not be a core member of his entourage, bearing a simple position without an intimately deepened bond, but he still shared with her whatever he could. Little by little, she was able to perceive faint growth in her old skills, senses, and capabilities. She wasn’t as knowledgeable about Dragons as Miria was, but she didn’t have much trouble figuring out that Ast’s goodwill was enhancing her.

Therefore, even when faced with an opponent focusing on the practical utilization of lightning-fast movements, she managed to parry and block all of the rushing slashes. The small blades whizzed around, missing her armor and skin by a hair’s breadth. She danced over the arena and twirled around, keeping her younger enemy on constant move.

If it came to endurance and stamina, she wouldn’t be the one to lose. Especially with Ast’s passive assistance.

Could that be considered cheating? No, not really. Certainly not when the other side was frantically trying to make use of other external means to end the duel with his victory. Oria didn’t miss the fact that Roki was trying to achieve something. He knew his attacks couldn’t reach her properly, and even if they had, those wounds would be way too shallow in most cases.

So, the others calmly watched as the pair jumped around while trying to slice each other into pieces. To Ulgier’s and Zoe’s eyes, they looked fairly well-matched in terms of their strength. None could land a serious hit on the other as Oria skilfully blocked all the attempts while Roki dodged all her counters, slithering between them like the snake he was. She still managed to punt him a few times or score a decent kick, kindly presenting the lowlife with more and more bruises.

As for Asterios and his crew, they had access to more advanced cues than only the visual and auditory ones. Their bond shared thoughts, emotions, moods, and much more. Oria wasn’t yet as proficient in controlling that connection as her daughter or even Zoe so she had a hard time fooling them. She either had always been brimming with unshakable confidence or was so much better than her opponent that she didn’t even need to consider Roki a threat.

For the next five minutes, the audience was given a show of a few close calls and nothing more. Yet, neither of the fighters grew agitated or anxious. They both just kept trying and trying, both doing their own thing, slowly spending their energy reserves over time. It was a fairly mild duel, free of any exciting moments that would force the spectators to hold their breaths or shout in worry for their favored contender.

Which, in this case, was pretty much only Oria.

After another close exchange, the duo remained near, circling each other. The panther lady paused briefly and brought her fist up to her face, swiping it gently above her lip. Glancing down at it, she noticed a red trace of blood on her gloved hand and frowned, while the others spotted more of the crimson liquid trickling from her nose. Her body shivered lightly and her arm dropped a little.

With a growing grin, the Raccoonkin dashed forward quicker than before, his fur climbing further up his limbs. Oria’s sharp instincts reacted in time, but her swing felt weaker and less accurate. However, as Oria’s old friends gasped at the sudden change in the flow of battle, she realized that his aim was not to stab or cut her as he evaded the awkward counterblow. With a surprising show of flexibility, he dove between her legs and came up behind her, both of his blades pressed to her throat as he crossed his arms at the nape of her neck.

“Took you long enough.” He sneered. “I was starting to think there was something seriously wrong with your constitution.”

“Mom!” Miria shouted from a distance and the man spun them around to face her.

“Don’t move or you know what comes next,” Roki warned with a proud smirk. “Make way. It’s time I finally snuck out of this dull party. If you wish to see your good friend someday in the future, you better not try anything funny or come after me.”

“How?” Grigorji growled. “I did not see you connect any hits.”

The renegade rolled his eyes. “You old-timers and your obsession with living in the past. Did you really think I would face you with the same technique you fed me line by line? Idiots. No, this is the upgraded version. Sound-activated poison discharged by pressing the top of the studs into the opponent’s body? So old-school. An odorless gas released on demand throughout swings right from those same studs and pushed forward by correct movements? Now, that’s smart.”

“The bandits said there was no evidence of any toxins.” Narmaya squinted at him, her grip tightening around her bow.

“Those small fries? Why would I waste my trump card on those morons? It’s not like they would recognize the basic technique like you could.” He shrugged, accidentally pressing the tips of his weapons harder against Oria’s skin, drawing some blood as a result. “Oops. That’s your fault. No matter, though. This won’t be the last scar this pretty face receives. Now step aside if you don’t want to witness more.”

“You will not get far alive!” Miria snarled, assuming a rather aggressive stance.

“Duh. Why do you think I’m taking her with me? For a daughter of the legendary Death Hound, you seriously lack her smarts.” The man snorted. “Let’s not waste my time any furth—”

His words were cut off by his own grunt of pain. Looking down, he found one of the silver blades lodged deep in his chest, clearly going all the way through. It pierced into him from underneath Oria’s armpit, silently skewering him when he least expected it. Blinking in disbelief, he took a wobbly step back and fell to his knees.

“W-What?” Roki glanced between the blade and the cold panther lady looking down at him. “You should be paralyzed from the waist up…”

“Save for your thirst for blood, this was one of your few glaring flaws,” she stated indifferently. “You always failed to consider that you might not be the only one faking it. We knew it would one day lead to your very avoidable death. Unfortunately, today falls more into the unavoidable category.”

“Tch.” He clicked his tongue, spitting some blood on the side. “Looks like I won’t be making it out alive, unfortunately. But hey, at least I’ll see you all in hell!”

The man cackled as he brought his hands to the front and held them apart at the same level. Taking his thumbs off the inner edge of the knuckles, he revealed another set of round studs hidden beneath his grip. With a manic laugh, he struck them together, creating a loud, keening noise that pulsed with an extremely high note for quite a while, forcing most of them to cover their ears to shield them from the unbearable sound.

A few seconds later, it was reduced to a faint buzz and Roki’s laughter gradually faded too, replaced by troubled coughing that brought more blood into his mouth. He stared at his hands and their surroundings in visible confusion. Tilting his head, he attempted to hit the metal knuckles together a few more times but the result remained unchanged.

“Why is it not working?” he asked no one in particular. “How the fuck did you disarm all of them without tearing down the walls?”

“We had plenty of options to choose from,” Oria replied just as small tongues of shadows wiggled beneath him, making it obvious that she had never been in any real danger, even if he hadn’t noticed anything. “But, we didn’t have to do much. In the end, we don’t wield spiritual energy like the gifted line of multi-tailed Foxkin, nor do we have the magic of the outsiders, so you had to trigger the trap the conventional way. I didn’t see any pressure plates, strings, ropes, lines, or other functional elements. So, it was obvious you would utilize the only way to remotely blow this place up that you know of—sound.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Asterios and he smiled warmly, showing the backside of his glove. A single sigil glowed brightly over its black surface, the one surrounding the area they were currently inside with the Alcove of Serenity. For those uneducated in its inner workings, they understood that it silenced all the noise, but if someone studied its characteristics properly, they would learn that to achieve such a feat, it mitigated most of the shockwaves traveling through the air that carried all the sound around. Therefore, the explosives existing past the edge of the silent zone were simply unreachable by Roki’s trigger, courtesy of the clever Oria and her quick thinking.

“Magic is seriously scary…” Ulgier shivered as he looked at the mystical appearance of Ast’s spell.

“Fuck…” Roki cursed. “Fuck all of you! You always think you are so great, huh? So much better than everyone else, ha? The truth is, you are nothing! Just a bunch of wannabe heroes who need to rely on others to achieve anything!”

“You are just projecting now…” Tina sighed softly.

Before he could snap at her, Umbra’s tendrils wrapped themselves around his body and swallowed him whole. He flopped onto the ground inside a cocoon of darkness as Oria’s blade was pushed out of his body. Miria walked closer to pick it up, wipe it off, and hold it out towards her mother.

“You aren’t going to… interrogate him?” the panthergirl asked timidly.

Oria ruffled her hair with a cordial smile. “I think I simply want to put all of this behind me. Besides, I’ve gotten my fill with those two bitches who wanted to hurt my sweet kittygirl. Your ominous friend can do a much better job than me anyway.”

Miria giggled quietly. “I don’t think anyone can compare to him when it comes to that area.”

“Are the others alright with this?” Selene turned to the Roundback family. “It all ended in a quite… boring and disappointing fashion.”

Narmaya chuckled lightly. “We didn’t expect much from him, to be perfectly honest. Maybe if it was just the three of us, but with all of you present, it was closer to a formality. As Oria said, we should just wrap it up and put all of it behind us.”

“Alright. Let’s start with this fortress, then. After Bryn gets a quick look at you.” Asterios joined the two feline ladies and rested his hands on Oria’s and Miria’s shoulders. “We’ll help you all the way so just take it slow and let us know what you want to do and how you feel about it.”

The younger Pantherkin reciprocated his compassion with an adorable peck on his cheek while the more mature woman used a motherly hug to respond to his familial affection, not wanting to kick a fuss with her daughter again for messing with the panthergirls mate. Though, judging by the tiny smirk on her lips, she really wanted to. And Asterios wouldn’t mind that if it helped get her mind off the darker stuff.

Soon enough, Umbra finished going through the short guy’s mind and left a twitching, half-conscious body of his on the wooden floor for them to deal with however they pleased. Oria relinquished her chance to end things to the Roundback family and it was Narmaya who inadvertently sliced Roki’s throat with a look of disgust on her usually serene face.

Then, they sat down together to go through some of his memories and find out as much as they could about his downfall since their parting and everything else connected to the fortress they were currently in. 

It turned out that, just as they had originally thought, Roki wasn’t exactly a stable candidate for their successor. He had always had problems with others being better than him, being able to do something he couldn’t. His past was riddled with devious plans and attempts to overcome those hurdles, often undermining the individuals who wronged him.

Even his desire to join the Phantom Brigade came from the need to learn how they worked and how to best them. It had always been his scheme to remove them from the picture after figuring them out, remaining the only one who could carry on their legacy, but under his name. Their rejection was like a slap to the face for him which further intensified his tendencies.

Roki spent some time trying to start up his own squad like the old members had said some of their candidates would, but he was completely out of depth and his personality didn’t work well in a team. He was usually the reason people quit or even lost their lives, either intentionally or not.

That continued until his hatred for Oria’s team simmered long enough and turned him to the villainous side. He bested the leader of the Painted Dogs with Grigorji’s technique and held onto his position for a few years, slowly thinking up a plan on how to get back at the Phantom Brigade. The first step was to deal with the successors, which he had, unfortunately. The younger generation was taken off guard by his deceit and fell for fake kindness, not noticing the altered version of his weapons.

Asterios and the others had to pause for a moment so that their new friends could slowly process the loss. Even if they hadn’t been that close, knowing that either side could lose their lives at any moment in this occupation, those young people still were kind of like their adopted children.

Afterward, they moved on to another tough part. When they arrived at the time where Roki had ordered Lina and Rina, the two female tracker Painted Dogs, to sniff out the original members of the Phantom Brigade, Umbra brought up their memories too to show Oria and the others how their friends ended up and where they should go if they wished to pay them proper respects, perhaps preparing appropriate resting places.

Somehow pushing through the gritty details, they reached the current day. Their next steps were already decided. Thanks to Roki being somewhat paranoid, he knew everyone’s history pretty much inside-out. That allowed them to identify the real bandits amidst those who had surrendered. At the same time, they knew almost everything about this pack’s operations up from his takeover, including the list of goods stored in the warehouses.

First, they burned Roki’s body. From his memories, they knew he didn’t have anyone they could inform about his passing so his relatives could have a grave to visit. Then, they rounded up the remaining bandits. Those who still seemed redeemable were advised to seek a better path by Asterios and Umbra, who employed a bit of intimidation to make their point clear. The unredeemable individuals were swiftly beheaded by Grigorji and the rest of his old squad.

Miria wanted to join and lessen her mother’s burden, but Oria insisted on her staying out of it. This was her responsibility and she didn’t want to dirty the panthergirl’s hands even more. It wasn’t anything new to the mature lady as they had to make plenty of hard decisions in the past, like what to do with those who had given up but were not guaranteed not to hurt others in the future. Asterios knew Miria’s resolve was strong enough for her not to be bogged down by guilty thoughts about such matters, but he took Oria’s side while watching with his mate in his arms.

The third step consisted of gathering all the goods hidden in the fortress. With Umbra’s help, it didn’t take long. Asterios took out a spare spatial ring he had been given by his elf allies and shoved everything inside so it didn’t mix up with their personal items.

After that, came the last part. With everyone out of the fortress, save for the deceased, Asterios soared into the sky in his True Dragon form. Oria, Narmaya, and Grigorji sat together on his back to witness the closure to this sorrowful chapter of their eventful lives. 

Receiving permission from them, he rained fire onto the wooden stronghold. He held nothing back as his draconic breath poured onto the walls, battlements, buildings, and pathways. The intense heat burned everything to ashes, leaving nothing but black ash atop the scorched, glowing red rock making up the ground beneath the artificial structure.

For a moment there, the memory of his father lighting up Teira flashed before his eyes but he quickly shook it off.

This was different. It was no settlement, but a den of banditry. It was empty, its only inhabitants being dead bodies. And those belonged to evil people, not innocent bystanders who had nothing to do with the action he was taking.

When he was done, they flew down, and the girls immediately gathered around him, missing nothing. The trio of his passengers looked a tad confused as the women suddenly swarmed him and doted on the man, but wisely chose not to interfere. Asterios simply accepted their affection while continuously reassuring them that it had been just a stray thought and that he was feeling okay.

As the final embers died down, it was time to return. Instead of flying back to the moles, they made use of Ast’s and Umbra’s abilities to move through the shadows in a few seconds, surprising their new friends greatly. Before they could even consider bidding farewell so that the family could rest a bit amongst themselves, they received an invitation that would be rude to decline.

The Weremoles showed up once more, poking their frames out of the gravel, and allowed them to come in after the family’s polite request and explanation. At first, Ast’s group was confused about how entering and exiting their hidden community worked, but they were shown that with proper positioning they simply sank through the tiny stones and fell through an invisible hole.

Ending up inside neat stone tunnels, they could see small stairs leading up into some crafty contraption they had come in through, which upheld the gravel and prevented it from raining down into the passages too. It fascinated Miria and the girls how the concealed foxholes worked. A foreign enemy would never figure out that the moles weren’t able to hop out of the ground at any random point.

Thanks to Esil and Tina, no one needed the herbal masks to endure the smell. Ulgier was especially grateful.

Carefully moving through the small tunnels, which already felt expanded most likely to accommodate their quite burly guest, they found their way to the section given to the Roundback family. Narmaya trotted to bring some drinks and snacks to the living room as everyone settled down and breathed a sigh of relief.

For the first few minutes, no one said a thing. It was hard to find the right words to start a conversation after so much had happened in a short time. Especially from the family’s point of view. Oria had a moment to process the attempt to capture her and the loss of her old companions, contrary to them, who had been on the move since the moment Asterios approached them.

And it was the mature panther lady who spoke up first. “I think we should talk about the future.”

“I agree.” Narmaya placed her teacup down and joined her hands atop her thighs. “What do you have in mind?”

“After some consideration, I came to the conclusion that Roki was right about one thing,” Oria replied composedly.

A quiet growl escaped Grigorji’s lips but his mate gently rubbed his forearm, signaling at the feline woman to continue.

“There’s no such thing as retirement for people like us,” Oria finished her thought. “We have grown complacent thinking that we can just escape to the edge of the world and not bother with everything that led to that moment. I believe it was a mistake to split up and cut contact, as much as repressing our skills and abilities to appear as common folk was. If we hadn’t done that, it’s possible Charkes and Leonin would still be with us.”

Somber silence descended onto the round chamber once more, the others clearly having come to similar conclusions.

“That is why I would like to offer a suggestion,” the feline lady continued even more firmly, recapturing everyone’s attention. “Not to be rude to your generous hosts, but you should move back to the surface, preferably to our village.”

Miria gasped at her mother’s proposal, excitement already building up in her sunny eyes.

“Is there any other reason for this suggestion besides wanting to stay together, Oria?” Narmaya asked, raising her brow a little bit.

Oria smiled back at her. “You know me so well. I would love to have the two—no, the three of you back with us for old times’ sake. But, it’s just the first step that’s necessary for what I have in mind. You see, my amazing son-in-law is looking to form a branch of something called an Adventurer’s Guild in our realm.”

Miria gasped even louder, slamming her palms into the table hard enough to shake the silverware as she stood up.

“Go on.” Narmaya mirrored her friend’s smile, holding the woman’s gaze with deep interest.

“I can explain the details at a later date, but in short, it’s a voluntary organization that takes requests from the people and fulfills them for monetary and honorary gains, often revolving around taking down wild beasts, bandits, or collecting necessary resources,” Oria shared. “As I’ve been recommended for the position of a chief in such a lounge, I would need the support of other equally skilled and like-minded people. Especially if we wished to open the ranks of our adventurers to others. They will require proper training and education.”

“Since it’s a branch as you have called it, am I right to assume that we will receive some kind of support from the root?” Grigorji stroked his chin ponderingly.

“Of course. We will have to closely cooperate with our friends from another realm, but I’m in touch with one of the leaders who is acquainted with my daughter’s mate. She will provide us with all the information and equipment we will need, and in the future also people, whenever a way to transport them between our realms without Asterios becomes commercialized in his kingdom,” Oria listed. “So, are you interested in making our world a better place in a bit more open way this time?”

“Did I hear something about travel between realms and someone’s kingdom?” Ulgier swallowed thickly as his wide eyes wandered to Asterios.

Narmaya and Grigorji shared a long look before they refocused on Oria, completely ignoring their distressed son for the moment.

“No offense to our hosts, as you said, but I would do anything to escape this stinking hole, even if I can’t smell it anymore,” the woman answered with a ladylike chuckle. “If not for my son, at the very least.”

“I was getting sore from hunching forward so much already.” The man laughed deeply. “And after today, I can say with complete certainty that I miss swinging this big slab of metal around while visiting plenty of beautiful places.”

“Great.” Oria smacked her palms together. “I’m sure we can figure something out about your issue with the help of this winged beauty here, so let’s discuss our first soon-to-be-official quest. The actual owners of all the belongings in my son-in-law’s magical storage would definitely appreciate having them back. Someone will need to deliver those, am I right?”

Miria squealed from joy and launched herself at her mother, hopping onto her lap. She bounced up and down while talking so fast it came out as complete gibberish, purring and nuzzling her face into her mom’s long hair while the mature lady could only chuckle at her enthusiasm. Everyone else stared at them with wide, warm smiles, including Grigorji and Narmaya, who also shared their own excited expressions.

It looked like the beastfolk guild was on a very good track to start operating much sooner than Asterios had expected.


Chapter 42
Temporary Accommodations

Five minutes later, Miria was finally capable of calming down as Asterios worked with Oria to drag the overjoyed panthergirl back to her seat. It might have been a challenge for someone else, but for him, it was just another day. A few accurate scratches and ruffles here and there and the bubbly feline melted in his arms, nuzzling her face into his neck while purring lovingly. A wide smile still decorated her rosy face, connected to the recent announcement.

Afterward, they briefly talked about their plans going forward just as Miria’s mom had suggested. The Roundback family was eager to move, but they wanted a moment to collect their things and properly thank their hosts for the immense kindness shown to someone this far from their kin. Since Ast’s party was curious about how the moles lived, everyone agreed to stay together and then proceed with the move whenever their new friends were done with their preparations.

Asterios lent Narmaya one of his spare storage rings so that countless bags, sacks, and suitcases didn’t bog down the trio. The explanation and presentation of how it worked shocked the family greatly, making them praise the magical invention for how convenient it was. He and the girls considered leaving the ring in their hands as a token of goodwill. In the end, if things didn’t change too much, the Roundbacks would be closely working with them in this realm’s branch.

So, with the discussion wrapped up, everyone split into three groups. Asterios, Miria, and Zoe went with Ulgier, following the Bearkin as he showed them around on the way to his quarters. Oria and Selene went with Narmaya, while Tina, Silvia, and Bryn decided to accompany Grigorji so he didn’t feel left out and so that they could all be in touch to coordinate.

Slowly but surely, they all experienced the unique lifestyle of the Molekin. Their tunnels and chambers were rather simple, but no one could call them crude. Everything was thoroughly planned ahead. The passages, their connections, and the placement of specific facilities made it extremely easy to navigate through and even predict those still unvisited due to the visible patterns in everything.

The people were kind and helpful after it had become clear that Ast’s party had only good intentions. Even though they lived quite frugally, the females still offered them plenty of treats or even trinkets as gifts to remember the visit. Males showed a great deal of support too, sharing various stories amidst laughs and trying to tempt the guests to have a drink with them. 

And from what Grigorji had said, there would be no end if one let their guard down around the seemingly small creatures that should technically not be able to drink much.

About two hours later, everyone gathered near the passages leading out of the colony, the ones hiding multiple concealed exits in their ceiling. The leader of the moles stood before the Roundback family with a happy yet somewhat regretful smile. It looked like he and his people had grown close to the much bigger bears and one graceful deer lady.

“Oh, don’t you show such an expression, old friend.” Grigorji chuckled deeply and patted the smaller man on the shoulder. “We’ll still visit from time to time. If I’m not mistaken, our new occupation might lead us all over the realm depending on the day.”

“You are right.” His generous host sighed softly. “Honestly, I never thought I would ever find your company so enjoyable. I believe our entire community shares this feeling. We’ve always kept to ourselves as they say, but perhaps it’s not that bad to connect with others sometimes. Maybe it will be us who pay you three a visit. Who knows?”

Narmaya nodded gently. “We’ll do everything we can to ensure that your temporary stay is as generous and satisfactory as what you have shown us over those long years. Save maybe for the general atmosphere of the region.”

“That wouldn’t surprise me.” The short man laughed openly at her poking fun at the gassy environment, then glanced at Asterios. “If you ever need help with underground excavation and construction, you know where to find us. I assure you that we can go much fancier than this, which simply doesn’t happen due to our slightly lazy nature. But, working for someone else is completely different from working for yourself. We would be glad to help.”

Miria positively vibrated in place as the girls and ladies exchanged soft smiles.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Asterios inclined his head respectfully. “I’m sure the village where we are moving to could use the assistance of experts if our plans for its expansion come to see the light. And perhaps, even my own realm might be interested in your services. We are building quite an inclusive city and even in my world some races and creatures prefer the company of cold earth from all sides.”

A visible spark was brought into the leader’s eyes and he bowed deeply at the mention of interrealm travel. “We shall await further contact then.”

The Roundback family exchanged some more words of gratitude with the man and everyone was helped through the holes in the gravel. It was such an interesting experience for Ast’s party. He made a mental note to discuss such solutions with the Committee members, especially his military aides. It wasn’t that rare for humans to imitate the smart craft of animals, so taking a page from the beastfolk book might be one step further.

As the Molekin leader gazed upon Asterios with visible eagerness, the latter smirked to himself and slowly turned into a majestic True Dragon. The rumors must have reached the man and he wished to witness the event with his own eyes. Ast’s party had been planning to move through Umbra’s shadows, but it wasn’t a problem to give the friendly moles a bit of a show before leaving.

With everyone gathered together on his back, the ladies and the guys waved goodbye to the guards and the leader. A few strong flaps of Ast’s sizable wings later, they soared into the air and headed in the direction of Miria’s village. Oria chatted casually with her old friends during their impromptu trip, clearly happy about reconnecting with them after so long. Which, in turn, made her daughter feel unbelievably warm and fuzzy about it. She couldn’t stop thanking Asterios for making this possible.

Soon enough, they arrived above the charming log cabins and buildings. Finding a spacious spot close to the house belonging to the feline ladies, Asterios landed as carefully as he could, trying not to spook anyone strolling around or scrape against their homes. His passengers slid down onto the ground and he joined them in his humanoid form. The Roundback family was looking around the pleasant village with quite an approving glint in their eyes.

“Now, the only issue left is accommodations,” Oria said and captured everyone’s attention. “If you wish to own your own cozy home, I’m sure it won’t be a problem to convince the people to construct another one in a nice spot. My mate will surely be happy to lead the project and others shall come under him in a flash. In the meantime, though, we might need to house you ourselves if you don’t mind. There should be enough space to fit all of us.”

“You can use my bed too!” Miria offered as she clung onto Ast’s arm. “I sleep with Master most of the time anyway!”

The older Pantherkin directed an amused glance her way which made the younger feline’s cheeks bloom scarlet after she realized how she’d made it sound.

Asterios chuckled lightly and caressed her rounded ears. “I also think that would be fine. And if it turns out you still won’t have enough rooms to provide a comfortable resting place, our castle has more chambers than we can count. We’ll gladly lend you a few.”

While Narmaya’s family exchanged slightly consternated gazes, Oria smirked at him warmly. “We’ll make do, but thank you for the offer. It will be just a few days anyway. As long as you keep Miria in your bed, there won’t be any problems.”

The person in question flushed even harder and hid her face in Ast’s chest while her sister-mates snickered amongst themselves.

She’d brought that onto herself on her own.

“I see you are back already. Everything went well?” Rook’s voice interrupted their little fun and everyone turned to the blond man standing at the entrance to his house.

His fierce wife reached his side with a few big strides and wrapped her arms around him, pulling the surprised Tigerkin into a passionate kiss. He remained stunned only for a moment before embracing her back and allowing the show of affection to continue properly with both sides participating. Oria snuck a peek over her shoulder at the other female and her lips curled into a proud smile as Narmaya smirked delicately with an approving nod.

After what felt like an eternity, Miria’s mother finally stepped back and gestured at the new arrivals standing in front of their porch. “Dear, this is Narmaya and Grigorji, my old companions that I have mentioned once or twice. And this handsome youth is their son, Ulgier. They are going to stay with us until we find them a new home. Are you okay with that?”

Rook met each of their gazes with a respectful expression before returning it to his grinning mate. “How could I not be okay with anything you wish for? And I assume by we, you mean me, right?”

“As smart as always.” She placed a peck on his slightly rosy cheek. “Unless you are too busy?”

He shook his head. “I’ll get the guys after we welcome our new friends and neighbors with proper hospitality. They should be ready to start tomorrow. We’ll need all hands on deck if we want to build a house worthy of such impressive individuals.”

“I’ll help,” Zoe offered. “And I’m sure some of my hunter friends will be willing to make good use of their breaks too. As long as we introduce the two or three new skilled fighters to the lounge, of course.”

Everyone could tell what their canine friend was playing at. Certainly, their hunting lounge would benefit greatly from the two Bearkin joining its ranks. And how to better achieve that if not by making them feel indebted to the community? She continued to prove both her smarts and skills every day.

Asterios didn’t mind it even as she shyly sought his gaze to evaluate his reaction. He didn’t think them being part of the hunters and the guild he intended to start here would create a conflict, which had to be what the wolfgirl worried about. He nodded at her reassuringly, receiving a joyful smile in response.

When Oria led Rook down to exchange greetings with everyone, Grigorji was the first one to approach him and take his hand into his rather sizable palm.

“So, you are the male who impressed our unattainable warrior princess with his craft, huh?” The bear man shook his arm so much that Rook’s entire figure jumped up and down. “You really must be something else, friend, because her old self would have never even looked in the direction of someone this scrawny, hahaha!”

“He might not be the strongest male I know, but Rook’s techniques are second to none.” Oria giggled quietly alongside Narmaya, making Miria’s poor father even redder as the insinuation flew right over the other guy’s head, turning Grigorji even more excited and amazed.

“You’ll need to show me some of those, then.” The Werebear slapped his other hand on Rook’s shoulder with a toothy smile.

Narmaya barely stopped herself from bursting out laughing with her dainty hand over her lips and met Oria’s eyes. “Yeah, you could definitely benefit from some coaching in that regard.”

As the two mothers snickered together, Asterios and the girls did their best to appear like they had no idea about the true topic of the conversation, effectively avoiding each other’s gazes with slightly reddish cheeks too. Standing next to one’s parents flirting and joking about their bedroom experiences was never easy.

“Alright, let’s stop acting like kids right at the doorstep and get inside.” Oria wrapped their fun up and gestured at her husband to guide the guests inside.

Rook gladly invited their new friends in while she trotted up to Asterios and pulled him into a motherly hug, which he welcomed wholeheartedly. “Thank you for everything. We are immensely grateful for your help. I’m really glad Miria was able to find such a dependable mate. It makes me happy to see my precious daughter in your capable hands. Our family will be forever indebted to you and your women. If there’s any way we can be of use to you, let us know whenever. I’ll ask you to come fetch me tomorrow so that I can talk with your guildmaster friend about what I need to do going forward. Once more, thank you so much.”

She retreated a bit and put his cheeks in her soft palms. Smiling at him warmly, she tilted his head down and placed a chaste peck on his forehead. One more quick hug later, she stepped back, directed a loving glance at her beloved daughter, and headed into their home too, her black tail dancing in pure joy way too similar to how Miria’s tail behaved when her emotions were getting the better of her.

Miria’s fingers slipped between his and she too left a tiny peck on the cheek. “It’s been years since I’ve seen Mom so happy. I would like to thank you from the bottom of my heart too, Master. I’m so grateful to be one of your mates.”

Wrapping his arm around her waist and bringing her close, Asterios offered her a cordial kiss in response. “Paraphrasing your father, anything for you. For saving my life and introducing me to the big world, I’ll give that world to you in return.”

The girls cooed at them and joined their little gathering, forming a group hug.

“And, as Professor Grea would say, I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out the best way to properly show our gratitude to you, isn’t that right Miria?” Tina smirked mischievously.

“I think she’s starting to rub off on you,” Silvia commented with her own tiny smile.

“Well, someone has to fill the hole her absence leaves behind.” The petite Summoner girl shrugged casually, making everyone chuckle. “Gosh, I feel so dirty talking like this. How can she do it all the time?”

“Geniuses and their quirks.” Asterios placed his hand on top of her azure hair and patted it affectionately. “You all should know something about it.”

She blushed timidly but nodded appreciatively nonetheless.

“It’s time for us too,” he stated. “Suanori could use an update on things.”

Their gazes moved onto Zoe and Miria quickly escaped Ast’s arms to trot up to her best friend. “Thank you for sticking with us, Zoe. I can always count on you, no matter what. I couldn’t wish for a better best friend, really.”

“It’s nothing.” The Wolfkin chuckled awkwardly. “Go do your thing. I can’t wait to join your guild and become an adventurer. Just watch out. I’ll climb the ranks and overcome you in a flash.”

“Technically, you would already achieve that just by joining. She counts as Master’s familiar, just like myself and Selene,” Bryn said while tapping her cheek.

Miria gasped in shock. “That’s not fair!”

Everyone snickered, including her. 

Asterios placed a hand on Miria’s shoulder. “If we establish a connection with beastfolk, you might be able to comfortably switch into being a real adventurer in the future. One of the best, no doubt.”

“No, I would still choose to remain under you, Master.” She twirled her tail shyly. “Anyway, we gotta go. We’ll keep in touch, Zoe. Never stop dreaming big. As you can see, dreams do come true. You just need to give them some time.”

The wolfgirl blushed too, sneaking a peek at Asterios. “Alright. I’ll see you later. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”

Bowing politely, she hurried away. Since they didn’t need to transfer anyone with them this time, they all returned through the gates, arriving back in their castle. It was late afternoon after all the rather chaotic events of the day so they chose to meet with the guildmaster before it got too late. Grea was still lost in her research while Althea’s lesson with Rusi continued due to the powerful thirst for knowledge the young Lesser Dragon had displayed. Not wanting to interrupt either of them, they departed in the same group.

As always, walking through the streets and admiring the fine work of all the craftsmen was a sight to behold. Things were coming to reality at an astonishing rate, but that shouldn’t be so surprising with so many experts hanging around Glimmervale. Everyone wanted to add their grain of sand to the construction of this magnificent proverbial castle. Asterios was somewhat anxious about how it all would look in the upcoming months or even weeks.

Reaching the guild without a problem, they met up with Suanori and gave their detailed report regarding the task they had been given. The guildmaster listened intently to their story, positively commenting on some of their clever decisions and strategies. As promised, the quests would be properly graded and awarded, though it would take a day or two. No one was in any kind of rush anyway.

Then, they brought up Oria’s inquiry and the prospects that the panther lady’s cooperation was going to bring to the table. Now that she was part of Ast’s connection, Suanori promised to further discuss things with Miria’s mother and explain everything properly. She still was willing to meet with Oria the next day to handle some formalities and chat in person. There was a lot to do if they wished to make their wish a reality.

But, if they succeeded on both the Kraedorion and Eabiarhia fronts, the desired rank-up to EX-rank for Asterios and S-rank for some of his companions would be so much easier, even without a stable and lasting form of dimensional travel for the adventurers. Which, having in mind Grea’s genius and Abyss’ knowledge was only a matter of time.

Perhaps their trip to the mountain dwarves would yield some interesting results in that regard. Or, the joint cooperation between all the races, including demons, the masters of magic itself. Something had to come out of a mix between the best artificers and the best magicians, right?

With the guild’s matters handled, Ast’s group retreated onto the walls overseeing the city, gazing upon its growing beauty side by side.

“What now, Master?” Miria asked while rubbing her cheek against his.

“Now? Now, I think it would be best to get in touch with Rhufija.” Asterios hummed. “With how eventful our days recently are, we better take care of this matter before anything else pops up. I’m sure the Nest Mother had enough time to learn about things from Rusilthea. Let’s invite her to hang out for the evening, shall we?”


Chapter 43
Schemes Not Found

“I agree with you, my Lord.” Selene chuckled softly behind her slender hand. “We better keep our sights on the objective ahead of us or we might end up getting sidetracked again. No offense to your mother and her serious troubles, Miria.”

The panthergirl snorted cutely. “It’s alright, Selene. This was supposed to be a quick and fun quest to slay some monsters, not an entire pursuit of some vile bandits who dared to bother Mom. Things always get out of hand wherever Master goes, don’t they?”

“Hey, and what is that supposed to mean?” Asterios raised a brow at his playful mate, evoking a few laughs from the girls.

“You can’t really deny it, Ast.” Tina smiled softly while grazing his hand. “While you might not be the cause of all those troubles, you certainly have a knack for finding your way into them and offering your help to the involved.”

“Sometimes it feels like that trouble keeps finding you instead,” Silvia added, clearly referring to their first meeting and the follow-up afterward.

“Maybe it’s all because you are such a charismatic True Dragon, Master,” Bryn suggested thoughtfully. “You attract the attention of the entire universe.”

“I’ll have to stop you before your theories cause Miria to start putting me in a position equal to a god’s.” Asterios raised his hand in surrender.

The bubbly feline grinned at him innocently. “You mean you aren’t a Dragon Go—mmmmwwhhhmmmm!”

He sealed her lips with a kiss before she managed to finish her sentence, pacifying the sly girl with enough affection to make her purr once more. After backing up, he let Miria rest her forehead on his chest.

“Let’s consult the expert in Dragon things and see if there’s any truth to Bryn’s speculations,” he said, glancing at his lovers to receive their opinions, which definitely aligned with his intentions. “Rusi should remember to take proper breaks no matter how excited she is to learn from her wise mentor. And we could use their help in reassuring the Nest Mother.”

“Should we fetch Grea?” Selene pondered out loud.

They all exchanged glances before Asterios shrugged. “Nah. Let’s keep this meeting professional, at least initially.”

The girls snickered in agreement, and just to make sure, they took a peek at what their sultry researcher was up to. Easily noticing that the demon lady was deeply focused on her work, they didn’t see a reason to interrupt. She would most likely not mind being left in peace anyway. The only thing she would feel betrayed being left out of was another orgy.

That would be extremely difficult to earn Grea’s forgiveness for certain.

Therefore, the six of them consulted their bond to find the current location of the emerald-scaled lady, finding Althea in her new home. Rusilthea was with her, of course. They were having a pleasant lesson in the wooden bower and everyone could sense the deep joy and respect coming off the younger Dragon. It didn’t seem that Rusi was a difficult student, contrary to her image from the other realm.

Without further ado, they left the town and went deeper into the woods before Asterios transformed and invited the ladies onto his back, knowing they enjoyed riding him a lot. He couldn’t blame them. While it wasn’t perfectly comparable, Althea had taken him on a brief trip atop her serpentine body too and he found it just as fascinating as his mates had whenever he offered them the same.

Perhaps one day he would get to ride a True Dragon too, though finding a friendly one felt like a fantasy.

The draconic transport arrived at its destination a few minutes later, letting its passengers down shortly before the target area. Everyone slowly approached the studious pair, not wishing to disrupt their focus too much. They were content waiting for their friends to finish, especially since Althea had sensed their presence in her close vicinity.

Judging by the bits they overheard, the current lesson touched on the topic of one’s affinity and how the perception of it affected its strength and potential. For Lesser Dragons, their confidence and belief played a big role in their development. Althea insisted that it had been confirmed that mentors who act cold and strict with their disciples produced worse results than the more supporting and respectful ones. The environment one grew up in mattered greatly.

Rusilthea didn’t lack confidence in herself. At least that was how it looked from the outside. Asterios wasn’t going to believe that too strongly, however. Those who struggled a lot with their self-worth often tended to hide behind a mask of artificial gallantry or toughness. Not that he accused Rusi of being mentally fragile or weak. She certainly had her own insecurities and doubts like everyone else, though. Including him.

The moment they spent listening to the lecture was entertaining. Asterios and Tina shared a look, reminded of their time at the academy. The pair shared the thirst for knowledge and pure enjoyment of absorbing new knowledge they could later make use of on their own. She was once more glad he had insisted on her finishing the school instead of dropping out, though at the same time sad his opportunity to do that was stolen from him. But, she couldn’t change the past, only affect the future.

And with their plans for the upcoming academies, there was hope for a great one.

“With this, I think we should wrap our already long session up,” Althea said, gently closing the notebook Rusilthea kept open to take notes during the lecture. “We have guests who require our attention.”

At that, the younger Dragon glanced their way and blushed faintly. “Oh. I’m sorry I didn’t notice. That was rude of me.”

Asterios regarded his draconic mate with a curious gaze. “Are manners part of your curriculum too?”

As Althea chuckled quietly, Rusi embarrassingly ducked her head. “I believe it’s only proper to address my benefactor with the respect he deserves. I’m learning much more than I ever expected from Lady Althea. My gratitude can’t be expressed with words.”

“You don’t need to be so stiff with us,” Tina said kindly. “It’s not that it doesn’t suit you, but it certainly feels off after our previous interactions.”

Her contracted familiar laughed lightly. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind. I’m still thankful, though.”

“Well, if you are looking for a way to express that gratitude, you might want to consider helping us out with convincing Rhufija to our case today,” Asterios offered. “We plan to take the final step a bit earlier than intended.”

“I’ll do everything I can to show my support.” Rusi hastily stood up. “I’m not sure if there’s anything else I can do besides everything that has already happened, but let me join you and be there at least. To be honest, I would love to bring my mother here so I can learn from her and Lady Althea at the same time. It sounds so exciting and unique.”

“That’s what we are going to do.” He nodded in agreement. “Are you with us too, Althea?”

“Naturally.” The Dragon lady gracefully moved to his side. “Even if I believe this will be just a mere formality. We made sure of that.”

“Good. Time to see if you are right. I’ll hide in your shadow once more, at least until we need to open a breach,” Asterios replied.

Rusi opened a gate to her home while he did as he’d said. The girls offered to wait for them here and the draconic pair stepped through it on their own. After moving through the passage, they searched for Rusi’s mother and headed for the impressive tower belonging to the Nest Mother.

It seemed that their arrival in the Lesser Dragon community hadn’t gone unnoticed as one of the leader’s mates was already waiting to let them in. Just like the last time, it was Hevial, the blond-haired man. He didn’t look too happy seeing them, but there was not much he could do about orders from above.

Soon after, the trio found their way back to the same meeting chamber they had been welcomed in on the day of their initial meeting. Rhufija and her mates were present, the Nest Mother inviting them to join her by the coffee table, to which the ladies obliged.

“If I’m not mistaken, there’s still a little bit of time before our agreed-upon date,” she began with a calm tone. “What brings you three to my doorstep, then? Ah, apologies, I meant you four.”

“Is that how we’ve been found out?” Althea asked curiously.

“Don’t take this personally. I felt like our defenses were inadequate after your crafty intrusion. I still can’t confirm if it’s him who is with you, but there’s something different about your mana according to our new arrays and I would be confident to bet on the reason for that,” Rhufija answered. “It’s alright to come out. No one else should notice.”

Asterios did as instructed and materialized himself behind his mate, placing his palms atop Althea’s shoulders as she rested the back of her head on his front. “I’m glad to be of help in spotting holes in your security, Nest Mother. As for why we are here, we are simply ready to progress with the thing we discussed. Are you?”

The woman held his gaze for a moment before nodding. “I spoke a lot with both of our mutual acquaintances. There was hardly anything negative they had to share about you and your rule. But, the fact that they didn’t try to hide those opinions behind walls of positivity only shows their honesty. I’m good to go at this very moment.”

He wondered briefly what kind of complaints related to him the ladies could have, but it was difficult to figure out on his own. However, he was glad to hear they weren’t solely singing his praises. It would be good to later ask them about everything so he could work on his flaws more, getting rid of things they were dissatisfied with if possible.

“Perfect. Glimmervale is the most beautiful at the hour of the setting sun. Let me get the door for you.” Asterios smiled warmly.

“I still think this is a bad idea,” Mortiz protested, which wasn’t too shocking. “It’s too risky.”

“We’ve already gone through this multiple times.” Rhufija sighed deeply. “Our entire lives are risky. I’m going alone. You three have the responsibility of looking after the settlement. We can’t ignore this opportunity.”

It was clear the trio wanted to further express their disapproval, but Rhufija had the final say in their relationship and she wasn’t afraid of enforcing it.

“I would offer to leave one or two of my mates in your hands as a token of goodwill and a kind of guarantee, but I’m afraid you wouldn’t be able to feel that way with them present, nor any degree of safe with the level they are currently at.” Asterios showed an apologetic smile. “We’ll be quick. Maybe grab you a souvenir or something. Try not to stress too much over this.”

Turning away from the three males, he took a deep breath and began his thing. The sealed tower was the best place to take care of the passage. Asterios had a much better grasp on the technique now, confident that he didn’t create too many unintended traces while tearing into the realm’s fabric, but he didn’t want to bring any unnecessary attention to this peaceful community.

A few seconds later, he cut through the air with his black claw and gestured at the ominous crevice with his scaly hand. “Hop in. Twenty-minute adventure. We’ll be in and out in a blink.”

Rusilthea and Phatru confidently walked into the crimson breach, proving to their Nest Mother that there was nothing to fear. Rhufija hesitated for a moment before she followed after them with some tension visible in her elegant frame. As she disappeared, Asterios offered the men one last nod of silent promise and went in too.

He emerged in Althea’s lair in a flash, finding the Nest Mother staring at him with wide eyes.

“I can’t believe I have just experienced a True Dragon’s legendary travel technique,” she admitted as Asterios sealed the tear. “Where are we? Is this your domain? Your sanctuary?”

“It’s my home,” Althea interjected. “Or, to be precise, a truthful recreation of how it looked before it was lost. Asterios made it for me for the sole reason of making me even more comfortable after I joined him as his True Mate and left the country I have been nursing for centuries. I hope this shows his compassion properly.”

“This is underground, isn’t it?” Rhufija looked up.

“You have sharp senses.” Tia’s giggle echoed around them as Asterios conveyed her message through spiritual energy. “That is correct. This is a protected space similar to your tower. A tier or two more advanced, though.”

“Who is it?” The Nest Mother frowned as she tried to find the person speaking.

“Tia. The Arch Dryad you spoke to the last time, of course. This place exists thanks to her,” Asterios explained. “Besides being Althea’s lair, this place is also where she teaches her disciples in peace. It’s safe to try things out here without holding back too much.”

“Ah, right.” Her eyes were wide as she processed the information, looking towards the draconic pair. “You really weren’t exaggerating about her power…”

“Shall we move outside so you can see the city your people will be able to live in if they accept our proposal?” he offered. “I would suggest we fly there, but our subjects aren’t yet used to this kind of draconic creatures casually hanging out around the realm. There’s one they tolerate and you will see why in a moment.”

“I think I have an idea that might help.” Tina stepped closer to him and started describing her plan in whispers.

After she was done, Asterios grinned at her and placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. “I love seeing you come up with new uses of your abilities. Aces are so amazing to watch.”

She rolled her eyes but the timid smile couldn’t leave her pouty lips. Urged to go on, he chuckled and turned into a True Dragon again. Tina drew two sigils in the air which were mirrored by her gloves and borrowed powers from Esil and Hydran. An orb of water locked inside a bubble of air gathered between them and she directed it towards Asterios.

The bubble stretched as she mentally instructed it what to do with visible effort. In just a minute, it wasn’t an orb anymore but a thin blanket attached to Ast’s whole underside, from the furthest edge of his draconic chin to the very tip of his long tail. A bluish surface covered him from below. The girls quickly realized what they had just done and shared excited smiles.

“Come on. We have things to see.” Asterios winked at Rhufija, lowering his side for her and the others.

With everyone on his back, he spread his wings and flew into the tunnel leading out of the lair. Coming out at the other end, he gained altitude at a gentle pace. However, he didn’t move as high as he usually would. While Rhufija’s keen gaze would have no issue peering into the town from a distance that made him look like a tiny shape in the endless sky, he didn’t need to do that anymore.

The liquid camouflage allowed Asterios to fly unnoticed much lower over Glimmervale as long as he retained a correct angle. All the ladies could comfortably watch people go about their lives from above, equally fascinated by the new activity. The Nest Mother’s eyes snapped from one person to another, jumping over buildings and structures, taking in the might of the quickly developing capital.

“What is that?” Her voice cracked faintly as she pointed at the back of the main square.

When that lifted its massive head and opened one eye to stare right back at her, seemingly aware of their presence, she shivered in her seat, retreating behind the edge of Ast’s bulky body.

“That’s Venuz.” Miria giggled. “He’s a Dracodon from a different realm. Master summoned him here to protect the town from bad guys. He is very strong and looks scary, but is actually a very nice guy. Master learned a lot from him and their duels are a sight to behold!”

“I can confirm that King Venuzathor is a wise man,” Rusi said. “He knows a lot about our weaknesses and shares his knowledge on how to eliminate them willingly. I’m pretty sure he killed at least three True Dragons and over ten Lesser Dragons who challenged him.”

“Who would be stupid enough to do that?” Rhufija looked stupefied.

“You know lizards and their ego. As for our kin, they supposedly take him for one of them and decide there’s no other choice than to fight, unwilling to listen to his explanation. I kind of can understand that, but still, not everything is a devious ploy to lower our guard, right?” The younger lady laughed awkwardly.

“That’s news even to me, but I think you can see how your subjects should be safe with a formidable guardian like him overseeing their education and service, even if there currently aren’t any True and Lesser Dragons other than us here.” Asterios snickered. “It should be exciting to live in such a place, no?”

The Nest Mother stayed silent for a while as he flew over the town, left alone with her thoughts as she peered at the bustling ground beneath them.

“They truly look happy and comfortable under your rule,” she whispered. “I feel bad for being confident that I would be able to spot them acting after being threatened. This kind of unity amongst so many different species is hardly possible to fake. I think this is enough.”

“We could always talk with some people if you would like?” Silvia suggested.

“It’s alright. I’m willing to follow my gut feeling and trust you.” Rhufija showed a delicate smile. “I apologize for our rudeness and hope that this is the beginning of a fruitful relationship and cooperation. It might be the first one in the history of our respective kinds. At least the publicly known one. I certainly don’t intend to keep it a secret, spreading the tale as far and wide as I can. Do you mind bringing me back to my realm so that I can start the preparations for your second event earlier than we assumed?”

“It will be our pleasure.” Phatru bowed respectfully.

“A word of warning to the two of you, though.” The Nest Mother nodded back at her and Althea. “It seems that the mystery of your unusual offer has already reached the ears of some nearby mentors. You should expect additional eyes and ears on you during your presentation. They might not be happy about you monopolizing so many younglings with great potential. I can remind everyone to be civil about it, but I can’t be too forceful with them for the sake of our nest. I hope you can understand my position.”

“We do.” Althea took her hand into hers and squeezed it tenderly. “And we won’t ask you to go out of your way for us. We will fail or succeed with our own efforts. If the universe wishes for us not to achieve our goals this early, we will simply learn from the experience and use it for our future attempts in other places. The world is a vast and populated place. We can’t fit into every society we lay our eyes upon.”

“Smartass.” Phatru snickered. “I’ll need to seriously rein you in before you turn all those youthful minds into old gloomy sages. My daughter won’t be your prey, you hear me?”

The two friends laughed together, clearly not worried about facing the other mentors. Believing in them, neither did Asterios. He brought them back to Althea’s lair, where they escorted Rhufija home. She bid farewell to them in her tower and pressed her mates to work on the upcoming gathering, mindlessly answering the bombardment of questions they directed her way after her arrival. She was committed to making this work for her community.

And so, time flew by thankfully without any other incidents requiring Ast’s family’s undivided attention. Oria and Suanori held their meeting and made initial agreements on plenty of things. While the elf guildmaster handled things on this side, the panther lady was tasked with distributing the stolen goods after she paid a visit to her fallen comrades and spent some time taking care of them and herself. 

All those things should take enough time to allow Asterios and the girls to resolve the issue of Umbra’s realm if they jumped straight to it at the very moment.

But, before they could do that, only one more thing stood in their way. The recruitment of their Lesser Dragon forces and the official formation of their Dragon Guard unit. It was pretty much connected so it was treated as a single matter. 

When the day of judgment came, they were as ready as they could be. This time, all ladies joined Asterios in Phasmantia even as he was the only one in hiding. Their group received quite some curious and confused glances as Rhufija led them to the open theater. This certainly wasn’t a completely coincidental decision. Everyone’s presence was part of Althea’s grand plan.

As they reached their destination, Asterios, Phatru, and Althea scanned the gathered audience. The number of young and eager Lesser Dragons remained around the same as the last time. But, the presence of the more mature individuals was much more noticeable. Mentors and other experienced adults lingered at the back of the auditorium, inquisitively examining the new arrivals. 

The question was, how much trouble were they willing to create for them?

While the amphitheater was buzzing with the noise of chatter amongst the young prospects, it all died down the moment Althea and Phatru walked onto the raised stage, Ast’s mates following them closely and forming a line next to the pulpit. Having everyone’s attention, the emerald-haired lady roamed her gaze over the spectators and smiled warmly.

“We welcome everyone once more. I can see many familiar faces in the audience, not to mention some fresh ones, including those at the very back.” She raised her head to acknowledge the presence of those mentors. “My friend’s daughter told me that she’s been approached by a few individuals over the course of the previous week. I remember their names and looks and won’t forget their honest curiosity and drive for knowledge, alongside the lack of manners and violent tendencies of select others, of course. Whatever the end result of this meeting turns out to be, you can be certain that we’ll reach out to you with an appropriate accord.”

Asterios spotted the select individuals growing slightly uncomfortable amidst the crowd and ingrained their identities into his memories too.

“Nevertheless, some of you have now an idea of what it feels like to work with us in another realm safe from persecution,” she continued. “Today, we will explain in detail what the circumstances allowing such a paradise to exist are, and what role my mate and our gracious host plays in it. To some, it might appear as shocking or perhaps even unbelievable, but even your respected Nest Mother has confirmed the legitimacy of our claims, following the concerns voiced by this community after our first presentation. But, before we get to that, please allow me to introduce today’s guests.”

At her gesture, the girls stepped forward and proudly faced the audience without flinching.

“The ladies standing before you are all females I can gladly call my sister-mates,” Althea announced. “Meet Miria, a skilled hunter belonging to a Pantherkin lineage from Eabiarhia. Selene, the strongest member of the Spiritual Foxes tribe from the same realm. Tina, a genius human Summoner not afraid to face her opponent up close from Kraedorion. Silvia, the fiery princess of the Human Kingdom from the same realm. Grea, the brilliant demon researcher specializing in Summoning and Sealing Magic from the same realm once again. Bryn, a proud Valkyrie healer-warrior valiantly fighting against the end of her world alongside her sisters from Heven.”

Althea gave the listeners a moment to process all the information as the ladies presented their unique features to support her claim.

“How are all six of them connected to what we are about to discuss? As you have guessed, they all come from different worlds visited by our powerful mate, who kindly aided all of us with our bigger or lesser problems without any prejudice or expectations. He is the persona that made all of this possible and who encouraged us to seek the fulfillment of our dreams and destiny. Mine is to create a path for you that isn’t so restricting and uncertain. There are many variables that might affect your experience with the old way, ranging from the threat of merciless predators to the danger of falling under a malevolent mentor. I don’t wish anyone to experience either of that.” She firmly met the eyes of plenty of younglings as she spoke.

Some mentors showed signs of getting slightly ruffled by her words but none of them had the gall to interrupt.

Yet.

“So, through the seven of us, he offers you a chance to avoid all of it—”

“Hold on.” Someone did actually disrupt the speech, however, it appeared to be the purple-haired female they were already acquainted with, Keruvia, as she stood up. “Since you are clearly intending to play on our emotions by getting this personally involved in the matter, I think we have the right to witness the details from the other side of the picture, the other perspective, don’t we? If you truly are honest and sincere about this, you won’t mind waiting a few more minutes for the individual who can provide it to arrive here, will you? Or is your intention not as genuine as you imply?”

Althea stared cooly at the woman without a change in her expression. The haughty smirk on the girl’s lips made it clear about her intentions. She was aiming to fight this battle no matter the response. And for some reason, she was confident that it would be worth the effort in the end.

Somehow, Asterios didn’t have a good feeling about it.


Chapter 44
Not So Nice to See you

“Did no one teach you manners, Keruvia?” Phatru crossed her arms as she answered the clear provocation from the younger Lesser Dragon. “When you want to ask something, you raise your hand and wait to be addressed. Or at least precede your query with a question if you may interrupt.”

“Althea told us not to hold back, didn’t she?” Keruvia scoffed to the side.

“Yeah. The last time. When we were presenting the idea to you, and even then, people somehow managed not to cut us off in the middle of it.” The older woman squinted at her. “And it’s Lady Althea or Mentor Althea for you.”

The two females clashed with their gazes fiercely enough that Asterios could feel the sparks flying between them. Phatru, playing the more direct and emotional side, didn’t mince her words. It had been established during the previous meeting too. And it didn’t look like the pair’s personalities aligned too well.

“It’s alright. You know how impulsive and uncouth younglings can be. We’ve been like that once too. She just doesn’t know better yet.” Althea smiled softly at Phatru before also moving her eyes onto the troublemaker. “In the end, the time one needs to mature fully varies greatly per person.”

Keruvia almost recoiled from the witty concealed insult, which made the ladies on the stage chuckle and giggle quietly.

The emerald-haired beauty might be the polite and wise one in this duo with Rusi’s mother, but that didn’t mean she had no way of fighting back without sounding like a sage at the same time. Characters like the one before them were pretty much immune to crude epithets and phrases, but clever word usage that made them look not only stupid but even childish was their bane most of the time.

Unfortunately for Keruvia, Althea had a lot of experience handling brats like her while remaining perfectly respectful.

“You are right.” Phatru nodded and smiled back at her. “We shouldn’t judge people by the mistakes of their youth, should we? Otherwise, scarcely anyone here would be considered to have a clean past.”

Plenty of young Dragons and even some of the mentors standing at the top of the theater looked around awkwardly. It was true that nobody enjoyed talking about their early days. Everyone had at least one or two memories they wished they would permanently forget.

Now, thrown completely out of her depths, Keruvia had only one path forward. At least according to the fairy-sheltered youngling.

“Stop turning it around to direct all the attention on me!” She snapped. “This is about you and the mockery you two are making of our traditions! All while claiming that you rightfully left your mentor! You are just dissatisfied that things didn’t go your way, which made you come up with this scheme! If you think slandering one of the more respected mentors is going to end well then you are full of yourself!”

Phatru was ready to chew the woman out, but Althea’s nonchalantly raised palm stopped her. Taking a deep breath to calm herself down, she nodded appreciatively and left the unruly female in her friend’s capable hands. She’d always been the more rash one in their group of friends. People who didn’t want to even see their wrongs riled her up so much. Even right now small sparks began flickering over her skin and scales.

“I understand that the changes we are suggesting might be controversial and hard to accept for someone who lived their entire life accustomed to the ancient system, and I fully respect your views and opinions on them, but you have all come here today because you are interested in hearing more about our initiative and perhaps in seeing how it turns out, isn’t that right?” Althea roamed her gaze over the audience. “You knew what you were getting into. If you disapprove of it, you are free to show your opposition by leaving the attendance instead of rudely interrupting this discussion that many of the attendees were looking forward to. In the end, we will fail to meet our objective if not enough candidates sign up for our program, no? So, make your dissatisfaction shown not by confronting us, but by convincing them.”

A few murmurs of approval echoed throughout the auditorium as the mentioned listeners agreed with her. More and more people began turning around and casting annoyed glances at the purple-scaled girl. Her friends were starting to look rather uncomfortable with so much attention on them. Even a few of the present mentors had to give it to Althea. Her logic was fairly indisputable.

Seeing that Keruvia had nothing immediate to reply with, Ast’s teacher ignored the female and returned her focus to the proper audience of their show.

But, just as she opened her mouth to continue where she’d left off, the intrusive woman was at it once again.

“Aren’t you the rude one now showing a complete disregard for a respected guest?” Keruvia asked.

“The meeting has already started. I would argue the ones showing up late are being rude instead,” Althea replied calmly.

“It’s not his fault that the gathering was pushed forward a day or two earlier than the timeframe you have given us,” the female countered.

“Life is like a river, sometimes it might be straight and simple, sometimes it might have plenty of turns and become complex,” the astute lecturer answered. “I dare to say that failure to give oneself a healthy amount of spare time while aiming to arrive right at the very hour that something is going to take place is a sign of lacking self-discipline and forethought. Qualities that are quite important for a respectable mentor.”

“You are just scared he will expose you in front of the nest, aren’t you? That’s why you are fighting it back so much. I bet you’ve pulled some strings behind the scenes and convinced the Nest Mother to alter the schedule, though I have no idea what you had to offer for it to happen.” Keruvia snorted.

“This bitch…” Phatru growled under her nose.

However, she wasn’t the only one miffed by the statement. The rather high-position person-in-question frowned too. It wasn’t often someone accused Rhufija of accepting bribes to make important nest-related decisions that could affect the entire community. Or any decisions for that part.

She made a mental note to remember that remark, right now deciding to leave the handling of this situation to the honored guests, curious to see how they were going to solve it without antagonizing her subjects too much and lowering their chances of a positive outcome.

The Nest Mother only hoped the hasty and imprudent youngling wouldn’t dare to personally attack any of the seven ladies.

That would not end well for anyone.

By this point, Althea had clearly figured out who Keruvia had been talking about the entire time, and so had the rest of Ast’s family, including him.

Was she scared? Not so much. Uncomfortable? Perhaps a little. But she was certainly discontented in having to once again interact with the person she wished to have nothing to do with.

Yet, it seemed that fate worked in mysterious ways and she would not be able to avoid that interaction.

The only thing she could do at the moment was ensure that she did everything possible to make a lasting impression on the man. That would hopefully keep him away for the rest of eternity. She now had a loving mate, precious family, knowledge-hungry disciples, and so much more. She didn’t need to be bothered by the past alongside all that.

“And how long do you suggest we should wait for that respected guest?” Althea raised a brow at the girl. “Hours? Days? I can come and go all the time with the help of my powerful mate, but what does the gathered think about delaying this event for an indefinite period of time?”

Her experience in speaking to the audience showed easily as numerous individuals grunted begrudgingly, definitely not happy about making changes in their schedules. Even if those schedules weren’t that packed, judging by how this Lesser Dragon community lived, limited by the safe borders of their hidden recluse.

“Not any minute longer.” A new voice boomed throughout the area, coming slightly from the distance.

Everyone raised their heads and directed their eyes towards its source. It wasn’t difficult to spot the two serpentine figures slithering through the air as they quickly approached the field hall, one bigger and one smaller. The larger Dragon’s scales were of muddy brown color while the less impressive one’s body was green, yet much more shiny and mesmerizing. 

The shade was slightly different from Althea’s scales, where hers could be considered a royal emerald and the newcomer’s appeared somewhat colder. It was like a fresh and healthy leaf compared with a fine pine needle. Both had their own beauty and charm.

And that similarity turned out not to be the only one between the two ladies as a new female appeared before everyone when the two individuals landed at the far edge of the stage, quickly coming out of their transformations.

After sharing a few memories between him and Althea, Asterios could tell that the young girl—for a Lesser Dragon, at least—who had just made an appearance resembled his mentor from the early years. The signs were minuscule, but they piled up. Even with her long hair currently tied up into a ponytail, her clothes showing much more skin over her legs, stomach, and bust, her cloak loosely covering her exposed shoulders, her attractive face gently examining everything with a calm and concealed interest, she definitely resembled the past emerald lady, who didn’t miss any of that.

Next to her was a man and the owner of the voice they had just heard. He was half a head taller than his companion, his perfectly straight hair reaching his chest as it cascaded over his shoulders. His visage displayed a noble expression, however not the kind and valiant type, but rather one making him seem as if he was looking down on everything and everyone. He wore a brown-caramel mix of fine, intricate robes tightened around his waist with a precious sash, and a traveling cloak just as exquisite hanging off his back.

At that moment, Asterios decided that his opinion of the man hadn’t changed and he disliked him just as much as he had before. Centuries might have passed, but he felt like the person he was seeing didn’t change in the slightest. It would be pointless to expect the slimy bastard to show any remorse for his actions, not to mention making an apology, even in private.

“Jellal.” Althea turned her head to meet the man’s eyes.

“Disciple Althea.” He stared back at her.

Giving his female companion one more glance and a nod of acknowledgment, she refocused on her past mentor. “It seems your travels have caused you to fall out of the loop a little bit, old friend, so let me inform you that I’m no longer a disciple. In fact, I’ve become something akin to a mentor to many people, though I’m afraid that might be something beyond the limits of your comprehension.”

The male named Jellal frowned, creasing his sizable forehead. “Are you insulting my intelligence right now?”

“Have I ever directed any insults your way?” she queried smoothly. “I’m only stating a fact after taking into consideration the years we spent journeying together. People may choose different approaches to life, and I simply don’t think ours are similar enough to share the details of this worldview.”

He glared at her but didn’t bite back, slightly surprised by the difficulty of this verbal bout.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but the last thing I remember is you not finishing your mentorship, escaping into the wide world without a word after judging that you don’t require any further lessons,” Jellal said. “As far as I’m concerned, you are hardly even a disciple, seldom anything more, especially as far away as a teacher of new generations. What are you trying to achieve by poisoning the minds of the young with your twisted ideas?”

“And who are you to declare that?” Althea tilted her head, causing the audience to share a few looks as she confronted the popular figure of authority. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the last thing I remember is you retracting your gesture of handing me your scale as a sign of a finished learning journey after I rejected your advances. Let me just remind you that it’s not necessary to receive one to become a full-fledged adult. I have been one since that very day.”

As Jellal readied himself to counter, his companion took a tentative step forward.

“Please, excuse my discourtesy, but I can’t remain quiet as my mentor’s goals and objectives are being warped due to an emotional response following a slight miscommunication between the intentions of two individuals joined by a mutual partnership,” the young lady stated calmly, keeping her serene gaze on her teacher’s ex-disciple.

The teacher himself allowed a faint curl of a smirk to adorn the cusp of his lips, directing a hardly noticeable smug glance at Althea, perhaps assuming she wouldn't have expected her own eloquence to be used against her.

Yet, she barely paid him any attention, turning to the new speaker. Sizing the girl up once more, she smiled gently and inclined her head.

“I’m glad to see that proper manners are still a thing amongst the current generation, especially the one following in his footsteps,” Althea complimented her, directing a quick peek at the purple-scaled female who was still up in the audience. “However I’m worried about the impartiality of your declaration. Quoting a certain wise listener here, I wonder if you have witnessed the details from the other side of the picture.”

Some light chuckles rolled over the spectators, making Keruvia lower herself back onto her seat to disappear. She was still perfectly visible to the group on the stage, but the nearby attendees blocked her visage from being seen by the others seated in rows around her pack of friends.

Nevertheless, the rude girl had fallen to the second plan for now, with a much nicer one taking the lead.

~She is…~ Asterios began through their connection after peering into the young Lesser Dragon.

~I know,~ Althea mentally confirmed. ~Perhaps thanks to our union, I can feel it even clearer now.~

“So, you have accepted,” she added out loud, bringing a delicate flush onto the shorter lady’s cheeks. “Perhaps it is true that everyone has a type.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Jellal joined in once more.

“Nothing much. Pay it no mind, friend. Congratulations on finding a suitable mate. I always believed good things come to those who wait. Even if some need to be a bit more patient than others,” Althea said with a warm tone, increasing the crease on the man’s forehead with another witty remark.

The girls shared a good laugh with Asterios, keeping it private through their bond. It was getting hilarious how much fire their amazing sister-mate was dishing out to anyone who dared to challenge her. Even Phatru looked impressed. Asterios made sure to never try and outtalk his beloved mentor in front of a crowd. It was a recipe for disaster.

“What brings you here, then? Besides the invitation from one of our precious spectators, of course. We were not aware you two shared such a connection allowing either person to reach out to the other no matter the distance,” she continued, bringing the focus of the conversation back onto the arrogant male.

It was a well-played move, shutting down his companion before she got to throw another wrench into their plans. Knowing how respectful and polite the female was, Althea was sure she would wait to be addressed instead of interrupting the flow of the conversation again. She simply had no choice now that the older person—her mentor—had been questioned directly.

Of course, unless Jellal decided to be smart about it and redirected the attempt back to his disciple, but…

“What else if not the news of your sudden reappearance and a rather ridiculous campaign?” The man scoffed delicately.

As she had expected, he wouldn’t willingly defer to someone under him when spoken right to.

“I was lucky to be making camp near one of the bigger settlements when I heard the news shared by the local mentors and disciples,” he went on, spreading his arms. “Some of the claims we stumbled on made me quite concerned. As an experienced mentor with a past connection to the core of this matter, I couldn’t just sit idly and so I departed immediately, sacrificing the time that should belong to my disciple. But, she has benevolently agreed that this was necessary.”

“How generous of the two of you…” Phatru whispered under her breath, loud enough for the nearby conversation members to hear her.

“And what claims, pray tell, caused you such anxiety to force you to rush straight here at the drop of a hat?” Althea inquired, stroking her chin ponderingly.

“Oh, plenty of them, dear.” Jellal chuckled humorlessly. “But I’m sure everyone here is already well acquainted with your ideas behind replacing our respected mentorship system with unfocused and world-restricting methods that require the potential candidates to bind themselves to some strangers just so that they can travel into your powerful mate’s realm, where he can watch over their development from up close. Certainly doesn’t sound any close to a thinly veiled indoctrination, does it?”

To his credit, some participants did nod to his words. It wasn’t surprising. No matter how they would have presented this idea to the people, the fearful Lesser Dragons were bound to worry about the potential dangers of such solutions. 

Thankfully, it wasn’t a majority, and the theater was full of individuals who were honestly intrigued by and interested in trying something new after listening to Althea’s and Phatru’s sales pitch.

“And regarding that mate of yours.” The brown-haired man roamed his gaze over her and the six ladies patiently watching everything unfold without showing too much discontent. “He is brought so often, yet the details about him are so scarce. He is supposedly someone great, holding incredible respect, authority, and power in that other realm, yet we’ve supposedly seen no material proof of any of that. I look over this stage, and I see no male amongst you, as the message I have received pointed out, unless it was incorrect.”

Riding the wave of his short moment, Jellal slowly spun around to emphasize his point to the gathered.

“So why, pray tell, is he not with us right now?” Jellal asked, raising a brow at the ladies. “If he is so strong and capable, how come he couldn’t show up to either of your presentations? Who really is he? If he actually is.”

Althea sighed lightly and straightened up with pride. “Well, if you are so curious that you are unable to wait until we finish our introduction, then it’s all because he is—”

“A True Dragon!” A panicked shout came from somewhere far above them, silencing the auditorium so much you could hear a pin drop.

Then, in the span of a fraction of a second, all hell broke loose.


Chapter 45
A Word, Please

“Silence!” The Nest Mother wasted no time and her enhanced voice boomed over the area, instantly freezing everyone in the close vicinity, and from what it felt like, also almost the entire settlement. “Screaming and running around like headless chickens won’t change a damn thing! Remember the procedures and shut the hell up!”

It was honestly shocking to see the serene lady so loud and overbearing, but in the face of such a mortal threat, her shelved bloodline could finally find a reasonable output. Her words achieved the intended effect of forcefully calming down the terrified crowd. It seemed like they had trained for this exact situation many times, perhaps even already experiencing it once or twice in the past.

For a moment, Asterios thought he had somehow been discovered by a mana-sensitive member of this large community. Still, no one had directed any attention onto Althea during the startled rush to run away to seemingly nowhere and everywhere. The owner of the earlier shout descending to the ground in front of Rhufija further convinced him otherwise. The border scout morphed in a flash and saluted anxiously, terror visible on his face even amidst the attempt to remain professional and respectful.

“Report,” the woman in charge requested curtly.

“One mature blue Dragon spotted south of the nest. They seem to be looking around the area as if searching for something. For now, their distance remains in safe range and they aren’t heading straight for the floating formation. We can’t predict their path going further,” the man summarized hastily, a plea for advice adorning his expression as he waited for his superior’s response.

“You!” Rhufija growled as she spun around and caught Jellal’s collar in her tightened fist. “Which passage did the two of you use?!”

The brown-scaled male frowned down at her action. “We’ve entered the realm through the safe entryway hidden at the bottom of the Rainbow Ravine. There were no signs of it being compromised. I think it’s presumptuous to think that—”

“Did you properly move through the Misty Maze Marsh all the way from start to finish?” She cut him off with another snarl.

“As I said, there were no signs of us being followed, and we were in a rush due to the change of the schedule for this event, so we flew past the Creaking Canyon,” he replied irately.

“So this is now my fault, huh?!” The Nest Mother shook him angrily, a faint ripping noise cut through the thick silence hanging in the air as everyone watched the interrogation. “Fool! Would it have killed you to miss a single meeting and request an official rehearsal from our guests?! Gods, you mentors can’t see shit out of the infinite depths of your own asses!”

Rhufija looked like she was about to tear him a new one, but before she could get physical, her three mates dropped to her sides, one of the men tenderly placing a hand on her shoulder. She snarled at him on instinct, but he did not back off, and seeing who it was, her anger subsided a bit. The Nest Mother shoved Jellal away and turned to the audience.

“Just stay out of sight and don’t do anything stupid. If you want, hide in your homes, under a table, inside the wardrobe, whatever. The wards will keep us concealed and protected,” she announced, meeting the gaze of every attendee.

“But what if that Dragon can see through the illusions?” someone asked.

“Then we are doomed,” she replied gloomily. “The Dragon seems to be alone. I’ll stay behind and slow them down while everyone flies away.”

“And so will we,” Mortiz added, the other two nodding along.

It looked like the scout wished to make an equal show of bravery, but the man hesitated deeply about declaring his participation in a possibly sacrificial last stand. He clearly didn’t wish to turn into a huge liar, coward, and deserter in case it proved to be beyond his mental capabilities.

Thankfully, it didn’t seem like his superior or her advisors held it against him as the female leader regarded him with an understanding gaze before facing her nest again.

“If worse comes to worst, remember to split up and head in all directions at once. Don’t stop until you reach another nest.” Rhufija chanced a reassuring smile. “For now, we can only observe and pray. There are no other options.”

Asterios took a long look at everyone here through his current omnidirectional sense, including Rhufija herself, and sighed softly.

~Master…~ Miria’s concerned voice instantly echoed in his head. ~I… I don’t like that plan much…~

~It has the highest chances of success, I’m afraid,~ he answered with a gentle smirk. ~I’ll let you know right away if it doesn’t. Try to help the Nest Mother calm her people down for me in the meantime. Even if it fails, it’s alright. We can always try another place.~

He sent her a few affectionate headpats and all his mates a ghostly kiss on the cheek before releasing his darkness from within the confines of Althea’s shadow. Noticing an ominous shapeless mass spreading from beneath the woman’s feet, the audience’s attention switched to it right away. Perplexed by the sudden change in atmosphere, the Nest Mother turned around, her eyes going wide.

The swirling dark smoke increased in volume as it switched colors to red and black, quickly forming an impressive, ferocious frame. In the span of a few slow seconds, it finished its role and unhurriedly dispersed while falling onto the polished floor of the stage. A sizable, scary, but certainly also at least partially majestic True Dragon stood before the gathering.

Asterios roamed his crimson gaze over the Lesser Dragons, who had frozen on the spot like deer in front of the tip of an arrow, with their eyes bulging out to their limits. Stopping at Rhufija, he offered the woman a curt nod of respect, making sure to lower his head enough to make it clear that the gesture wasn’t accidental. Spreading his wings wide, he pushed himself into the air and headed north right away. Flying out, he could hear one of Rhufija’s mates mention to her that it was the wrong way, but he didn’t catch the reply coming from his own mates.

Twisting his draconic body around the beautiful hanging rock formations, Asterios reached the edge of the settlement as quickly as he could. Passing through the enchantments, he shot upwards until he reached the very top of the nest. Then, he finally turned south, began moving at a slow, calculated pace, and expanded his senses far, but not to his limits. It wouldn’t be a good idea to show everything he was capable of before measuring the strength of his opponent.

Not that his goal was to fight, but he wasn’t stupid enough not to consider the development of their upcoming meeting heading that way. Naturally, he could most likely get a jump on the Dragon with all his mates included—or at least those capable of efficient battle in mid-air—and possibly get rid of the problem in decent time, but that wouldn’t necessarily be the best option for this encounter.

First of all, they had no idea if this individual was alone. If Jellal had missed one True Dragon on his tail, he could have as well missed two more. Second, even if Asterios and the girls made quick work of the assailant, it was still a True Dragon, meaning the person might be in possession of a dedicated—most likely through nefarious means—entourage or mates, who would definitely feel their friend’s demise and even guess the invader’s last position.

And that would only bring even more attention to this region, further increasing the danger for the Lesser Dragons under Rhufija.

No, duking it out so close to the nest was not preferred.

Therefore, Asterios had put himself through all the steps to ensure that the other True Dragon would not think about checking this direction by flying straight from it while revealing his presence. He was going to be the second Dragon who had followed Jellal’s party. And if he played his cards right, perhaps he would be able to dissuade his peer from scouring this area. Maybe even scare the bastard away.

But, it all depended on how aggressive this male or female was. The blue lineage supposedly wasn’t as eager to shed blood as the crimson one. He could use that to his advantage. As long as the individual he was about to face didn’t turn out to be incomparably stronger.

If so, then Asterios would simply try to convince them that there was nothing here.

And if nothing truly worked… Well, there always was Plan D.

Decapitation, in this case.

He would deal with the consequences of that later. Right now, the safety of the nest was in his hands. Asterios would think that so many Lesser Dragons had a more than decent chance to easily overpower one single True Dragon, but Althea had made it clear to him in the past that not all of her people were born to fight.

Plus, there was this trick of forcing one’s will on them through simple eye contact and proper use of the Aura of Authority. That was the biggest reason why Rhufija’s community had so hastily jumped to an escape plan instead of forming a battle tactic, with the Nest Mother volunteering to hold the threat back for as long as she could.

The dark azure shape moving horizontally way ahead of Asterios finally noticed the aura he was continuously leaking into the air, acting as if he was prodding his surroundings with his senses, searching for hints, clues, and traces of something. He could tell that his appearance surprised the other Dragon, but the man didn’t immediately back off.

And yes, he was able to sense that detail with the male in range of his spiritual perception.

Gradually closing the distance without looking too concerned, Asterios prepared himself mentally for the—hopefully—conversation. The girls’ anticipation and anxiety were easily noticed somewhere at the back of his mind as they peered through his eyes, rightfully worried.

If things went south, this would technically be his first actual confrontation with another True Dragon without external help.

Clearly not sure what to make of his appearance, the other Dragon hovered in the air and waited for Ast’s arrival. Reaching the man’s spot, Asterios finally dragged his focus away from his surroundings and faced the guy blocking his path directly. From up close, the Dragon looked much fiercer, but size-wise, he was still slightly bigger. According to Althea, this person could range from fifty to about one hundred fifty years of age. Ast’s growth and development was somewhat of an anomaly thanks to his troubles with seals and multiple sources.

As the blue Dragon examined him closely, Asterios simply stared back with unbothered confidence. His mother always said that was the most important part of a performance, even if you were doing something you hadn’t done ever before or out of your usual scope.

“What are you?” The male spoke first with a tinge of confusion in his voice.

“And why is that of any interest to you?” Asterios replied with a light rumble rolling through his throat. “Haven’t ever seen your reflection on the surface of a lake?”

“It isn’t.” His conversation partner shook his head. “You just feel… weird. I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”

Then, the guy’s gaze roamed onto Ast’s chest, and immediately recognizing the look in his eyes, Asterios raised the volume of his growls, letting out as much killing intent as he could muster, making the other Dragon flinch and flap away a bit.

“Don’t you think it’s rude to peer into someone without their permission?” Asterios showed his fangs, deciding on his approach after seeing the man’s reaction. “If you are looking for a fight, then I’ll gladly give it to you. I’m rather vexed by one small rat managing to somehow stay ahead of me. Now that I think of it, could you be the reason why?”

“I’ve committed a blunder.” The blue-scaled Dragon lowered his head. “It was not my intention to provoke you. Under normal circumstances, I would be happy to accept this challenge, but I’ve been tracking down most likely the same rat over the last two days. I’m afraid battling me in my current state would not be satisfying to someone of your great lineage.”

Fluid like water, changing like wind, just like Althea had implied the common members of his shade were. Even as those words left the man’s mouth, Asterios could feel him getting ready to strike, gathering his energy, tensing his muscles. This Dragon did not seek battle, but contrary to his words, he was ready to pounce. Albeit, also at least a tiny bit nervous after getting hit with a full blast of Ast’s spiritual energy.

“Hmph. I guess it would be a waste of time. I don’t have the patience to clear another lair of vengeful bastards.” Asterios snorted to the side, then squinted at his opponent. “You are sure you aren’t hiding this rat from me, are you?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” The azure Dragon shook his head once more. “I was following what felt like a pair of worms before they suddenly disappeared in this area, hoping to stumble on a nest. Conquering one would definitely raise my status amongst my brothers. None of them can boast of anything as great. Our father is going to present a selection of potential mates to a son of his choosing. None of us can best him in combat so this was my idea of gaining his favor. Wouldn’t it be too much to ask for a share of spoils if we locate the hole these worms have burrowed themselves in?”

Asterios made a show of deeply considering his words before scoffing, some crimson flames escaping his snout. “You haven’t captured any mates yet? You are seriously weak for someone over a hundred.”

The man’s cyan eyes widened slightly, his vertical pupils shrinking as more mana began coating his scales. Asterios guessed that his opponent was reinforcing his circuits in an attempt to shield himself from further scrutiny, surprised that so accurate information had been discovered this easily. It certainly felt much harder to prod the guy’s physique and mana without more visible attempts.

Still, true to Althea’s words, he was not trying to hide his strength.

“No, sir.” He let out an awkward chuckle, becoming somewhat more respectful and careful. “There aren’t many candidates in our lair and I haven’t been lucky to stumble on worthy ones during my journey either. Meeting such an impressive junior, I would be honored to receive some tips from someone with as many as…”

The crafty Dragon chose to appeal to Ast’s pride while pushing forward a leading question. But it was one Asterios was more than happy to use as an opportunity to convince his enemy that he had taken the bait, showing his desire to be worshiped.

“Seven.” Asterios preened while the other man nodded with noticeable, most likely fake, amazement. “My advice would be don’t go over four or five. It’s a hassle to deal with more. And I think I can live with not having a nest all to myself once in a while. Watching you struggle to take it over could be entertaining. I could offer some tips regarding that too if you made it worth it.”

“That would be wonderful.” The male bowed, the hint of a smirk curling his draconic lips at their very cusp.

“Did you find anything out there, then?” Asterios asked, glancing around.

“Unfortunately not. I was just going to head in the direction you came from,” he answered.

“Nothing there either. I made sure of that.” An irritated growl escaped Ast’s snout.

“I could tell. The reach of your aura is truly magnificent.” The man continued stroking Ast’s ego, even though his words might not have been utterly artificial.

“You go that way then and I’ll follow the trail you made and see if you haven’t missed anything.” Asterios snickered. “I’ll wait for you a bit if I find them, but don’t make me wait too long or I’ll leave you in the dust.”

“What if I find them?” His partner laughed hesitantly.

“Fat chance. If they really are in that direction, I’ll find myself there before you even notice. My instincts have never failed me.” Asterios kept his overconfident persona up. “But, if your beginner’s luck truly shines upon you, make as much use of it as you can knowing that I’m already on my way.”

“Understood. I’m heading out, then. Good hunting.” The blue-scaled Dragon hastily flew away, not waiting for a response.

“I have no bad hunts.” Asterios scoffed, knowing he would still catch it.

Waiting for a moment, he made a show of giving his companion a head start before doing exactly what he had said he would, spreading his senses around once more. It took about fifteen minutes for the male to disappear from the region, aiming to try his luck somewhere away from Asterios for now, most likely following the line of Jellal’s journey before the pair made a turn for the nest.

With this, Asterios achieved as much certainty as he could that this True Dragon wouldn’t come back to check this area again. After not locating the duo where he had gone, he should be rushing in the opposite direction, realizing that Ast’s capabilities might not have been just empty boasting. Worst case scenario, Rhufija’s nest gained some valuable time to think about what they were going to do.

Technically, there was no safer place than the one your enemy had already passed, but the final decision belonged to the Nest Mother.

Confirming that he was alone through Umbra’s report of the surroundings, Asterios flew back to the nest the exact same way he had left it. His initial appearance had scared quite a few of its residents so it wasn’t necessary to take a new path and frighten more. Even considering the fact that the news about him had definitely already spread throughout the settlement.

Skillfully flying around the pretty rocks and waterfalls, he returned to the amphitheater, finding most of the gathering still in place. The numbers certainly dwindled a tiny bit, but he had expected to find the auditorium completely empty save for his mates and Rhufija perhaps.

It looked like the ladies had done a great job on their side of things.

Trying his best not to look too vicious and tyrannical, Asterios graciously descended to the ground, the crimson-onyx mist surrounding him on the way down. As he touched upon the solid slab of stone, it dispersed to the sides and revealed his humanoid form. Walking out of the smoke, he met Rhufija’s gaze and nodded kindly.

“The crisis has been averted,” he said, receiving a faint smile in response, and moved his eyes onto a certain individual. “Now, I heard someone here doubts my existence?”


Chapter 46
A Window Into the Past

“First things first…” The Nest Mother interrupted the staredown.

“Ugh!” Jellal grunted as all the air escaped his lungs from getting slugged right in the stomach by the feisty female.

His companion gasped in shock but visibly hesitated about coming to her mentor’s and mate’s help, her gaze flicking to the figure of Asterios anxiously. While there might be something between the two, it didn’t seem to run deep enough for the girl to jump to his defense no matter the circumstances, something Asterios noted would have happened immediately if Miria was in her position.

But honestly, he shouldn’t really be comparing the two, no offense to the young Lesser Dragon. His energetic mate simply had no inhibitions when it came to him. And he knew it was the same the other way too. Especially now that his draconic temperament was no longer being suppressed but instead reinforced him and his emotions.

Which might not always be for the best, but there always were some downsides to the immense positives that required some mental or physical struggle.

“What was that for?” The man groaned while straightening up after the blow, continuously massaging his abdomen.

“For almost killing us all!” Rhufija snarled at him. “And it’s not yet definite. The Dragon could be back.”

“Hopefully, things will work out as intended and he won’t check this direction after I dissuaded him from it,” Asterios joined in. “We’ll stay behind for a while to make sure. I guess you are stuck with me for a bit longer, unfortunately.”

He directed the last remark towards the crowd while roaming his gaze over the remaining attendees to gauge their mood. While whittled down, the audience was still relatively full. Quite a few mentors had fled, but it appeared that the younger generations were simply too curious to see what this all was about. Or too scared to run off. Perhaps some of them trusted their Nest Mother, and seeing the leader not freak out over his presence, they had decided to take this gamble.

“Oh, how magnanimous of you.” Jellal let out a strained chuckle. “Chasing away the sudden aggressor just so you can have us all to yourself. And with such a convenient ploy, appearing right at the most crucial moment. Love for theatrics, I guess? And they blame it all on me.”

Asterios raised a brow at the man. “Because it is your fault? At least partially? That Dragon was literally tailing the two of you the entire way. Maybe unknowingly, but you still led him here. I agree that it was rather convenient that I showed up just then, but I have been here for quite a while. Perhaps I should thank you for setting up this stage for me, but I won’t, because I had no intentions of taking part in this play in the first place.”

The brown-haired mentor scoffed. “On whose word? Yours? Don’t make me laugh. We aren’t going to trust what a cursed lizard says, are we now? Especially when it’s painfully clear you two planned all of this for some reason. Did you think that we would fall to our knees and worship you like a hero for this? A savior? Messiah? Got bored of conquering the nests the old-fashioned way? No wonder Althea’s principles got twisted under an owner like this.”

A frown creasing Ast’s forehead at the insult to his wise mate, he opened his mouth to respond, only to be beaten to it by someone else.

“I heard it all too!” Miria said angrily, stepping off the stage. “Everyone messes up sometimes, even the smart people like Master. Is it really that hard to apologize for your mistakes instead of shifting the blame onto the others?”

“A slave’s statements have no credibility,” he replied coldly, glaring her up and down with disgust. “You are all just pawns in his claws, dancing to whatever tune your master chooses.”

“I’m not a slave!” She growled audibly, her fur puffing up. “I’m Master’s mate!”

“A lesser thing like you?” Jellal snorted. “You can not prove that. Don’t even try to fool me, child.”

“I can!” The panthergirl used her spiritual energy to store the right sleeve bracer inside her soul and thrust her hand up, turning its back to him.

Faintly at first, crimson light shone through the black hair covering her fingers and revealed the characteristic band of a mate. Moving in a single file, the other ladies stopped behind her and mirrored the motion from up on the stage. In a few seconds, all seven of them held their palms above their heads and displayed the glowing rings proudly, including Althea.

A quiet murmur passed through the crowd as the man gaped at the sight, started by the more knowledgeable prospective disciples. Asterios heard them question the mentors above about the legitimacy of this and those more experienced individuals hesitantly confirmed it, noticeably surprised. The message quickly reached the very ends of the auditorium.

“I would be grateful if you refrained from slandering those I hold dear,” Asterios warned the man. “They dedicated themselves to me on their own. I might not be hostile to your kind, but that doesn’t mean much in front of your kind.”

“This is impossible…” Jellal muttered.

“Miria is right,” Althea joined in, coming closer again. “We should start with your apology and admission of fault. Then we can move on to the previous matter, which has now been brought to light rather unexpectedly ahead of time. Unfortunately, you’ve never been good at humility and self-reflection. It’s always been someone else to blame.”

“You…” He squinted at her fiercely, making Miria growl again while showing her sharp canines. “I knew something was wrong with you. It seems the lucky star has been shining on me that day you deserted without me noticing. I truly dodged an arrow back then.”

Then, he turned to the spectators and swung his arm at them.

“Are you going to believe a group of complete strangers and one dishonored disciple? I’m sure you’ve already heard the story. You’ll be playing right into their hands! You should all be making a run for it before they get tired of this charade!” The man found the Nest Mother’s gaze. “And you, Rhufija, why aren’t you doing anything about this? There’s a True Dragon in your home with wicked intentions!”

~He seems to be trying to reduce the number of witnesses,~ Silvia commented mentally.

~Bastard,~ Tina added. ~His type will do anything to save their image. I’ve seen professors like him, thinking of themselves as infallible.~

“You will address me by the proper title, Mentor.” Rhufija clenched her fists. “And I have already confirmed their intentions myself. I’ve been to their realm, seen their kingdom, and returned unharmed and uninfluenced. Right now, the only one I should be doing something about is you. I’m already barely holding back from mauling you to death so don’t test my patience.”

There was some more quiet chatter after the fresh revelation as the attendees discussed between themselves what that meant. Some believed their guardian had been compromised too, while others defended the woman valiantly, disagreeing that she and her mates would ever side themselves with a True Dragon after everything they had experienced.

“It’s back!” A scout shouted from above and everyone froze once again, instantly forgetting about the squabble.

Asterios readied himself to act while watching for the spotter’s next words. He couldn’t reach out with his senses under the risk of the other Dragon noticing he was right here. His aura was already known to the other guy, in the end.

But, Umbra shared no such limitations.

“He is flying very fast in the direction he had initially come from,” Asterios repeated the Lord of Shadows’ observations. “Didn’t even spare a glance our way. It looks like he dropped searching the dead trail on his own and is now convinced that I was right when I said that his prey chose a different path. This still doesn’t guarantee that he won’t return once more after not finding anything, but I’ll keep my eyes on his position, maybe even follow him to his lair to see what we are dealing with.”

With his last words, Umbra did exactly that and attached himself to the Dragon’s shadow, sneakily spying on their quarry. They soon left the range of Ast’s close senses.

“He is… right,” the recon confirmed, slightly stunned and impressed. “That Dragon did seem to be in a rush.”

“Now that the uninvited guest is gone, let us get back to the heart of the matter,” Althea said, capturing everyone’s attention. “You mentioned a story, one everyone knows, or has learned just recently through various means and sources.”

She eyed a certain purple-scaled individual, who seemed a tad fidgety. Now that her influential associate wasn’t the most significant person in the gathering, Keruvia might be starting to have second thoughts about the side she had picked. It certainly didn’t help when Asterios looked at her too while following his wise mate’s gaze, causing the girl to shiver slightly. Meanwhile, Rusi was grinning from ear to ear as she stood on the side.

“I’m afraid the public does not know all the details,” the emerald-scaled Dragon lady continued. “And I’m sure all the mentors will agree with me that we should always base our opinions and conclusions on the full material. Or at least the most detailed and up-to-date version, revising them appropriately so that we don’t teach the young incorrectly. So, let’s fill in the gaps, shall we?”

Jellal turned to face her with a somewhat arrogant look, but perhaps that was just how his muscles rested. “I have already shared my side of the story with the world long ago. You can surely try to share yours. But, considering our soured relationship, it’s rather obvious they will differ and paint the other in a worse light. Without an outside witness, neither of the sides can be treated as objective. It unfortunately boils down to your word versus mine and in which the majority believes.”

“Well, let’s make ourselves some outside witnesses then.” She showed a delicate smirk.

“What?” He blinked at her in confusion.

“One of my mate’s familiars is an expert of the mind. Why don’t we each share our respective points of view with everyone here and let them judge whose verbal version is closer to the original?” Althea suggested. “I bet the disciples are dying to take a dive into the precious memories of not just one but two mentors. It’s not an opportunity one comes across often.”

“You are dreaming if you think I’m going to let any of you into my head.” Jellal scoffed with disgust. “You’ll simply alter my memories to match yours, or possibly worse, brainwash me on the spot. You are finally showing your true colors, aren’t you?”

“Is the big baby scared of showing the truth? Oh, boohoo.” Grea mocked him while making a sad pout. “Fortunately, for the Dragons who have a bit of a chicken in their bloodline, we have this.”

She ostentatiously waved her palm and brought out an ornamental table out of her spatial ring. It was a relatively small piece of furniture with its surface covered in magical runes and inscriptions. In the very center, some kind of a mysterious orb poked halfway out of the wood. A sizable rectangular pane of crystal was lodged vertically in it, currently looking slightly cloudy and blurry but still relatively see-through.

“What is that?” Someone from the front rows curiously leaned forward.

“I’m glad you asked!” The crimson-skinned demon winked at the inquisitive person. “For those who can be a bit too paranoid about sharing their mind with another, we came up with this little artifact alongside some of our friends. You just stand in front of it firmly, smack your palms onto the bright and totally-not-obvious handprints, arch your back while pushing your hips out, and show everyone exactly the thing you wish to, just like this.”

Following each step of her own presentation as it went, Grea connected herself with the device and the thick pane darkened. Soon after, it swirled a little and displayed some kind of an image. After stabilizing, it turned out to be a view straight out of her eyes, but not of the current events. Instead, everyone could see the demon researcher tinker with some of her research in the safety of her underground lab Asterios and the girls instantly recognized.

“Its use is extremely intuitive, and you can share not just the image or sound but even your inner monologue,” she added and made the array emit her voice, which rambled about some steps she was taking during that memory. “See? Super easy and super effective. You can quickly jump from one moment to another.”

The view flickered between memories, showing a few scenes the demon woman had in mind. Thankfully, she kept all of them fairly filtered, avoiding things Asterios and his group could consider confidential. 

At least until…

“Since I’m already connected and y’all seem so into it, why don’t I show you how amazing our draconic mate truly is?” She grinned, starting to switch between various views. “He might be a True Dragon by birth, sure, but you should really see how much of a nice guy he is. How much of a softie he is. How much of a hero he is, even if he denies it. How much of a lover—”

The display cut off as Asterios hoisted the unruly lady up by the collar, separating her hands from the circuits just as she jumped to the very first frame of something rather inappropriate. Only for a split-second, but the sight of his bare-chested upper self hovering over her perspective with a familiar ceiling behind his back made that more than clear.

Thankfully, he had sensed the change in the flow of her thoughts early.

Bringing Grea level with his face, he glared at her slightly, without much heat in his eyes, only strong enough to make his point just as clear. She smiled at him sheepishly while dangling by the scruff of her neck. Mouthing a silent apology as her red cheeks darkened under his scornful look, she landed back on the ground and cleared her throat.

“Anyway, we have more than one so our defendants can go both at once, letting us compare the past events as they play out,” Grea finished her presentation. “Is this satisfactory for Sir Chicken and Madam Hot Chick he had raised?”

Her mockery brought out some chuckles and snickers from the spectators.

Jellal rolled his eyes. “Don’t make me laugh. This is no different—”

“I have nothing to hide,” Althea cut him off, approaching the artifact desk. “Both the mistakes and the achievements I collected throughout my life have made me who I am. No one is perfect, but no one has to be. We constantly learn how to live with ourselves and make an effort to be better with each experience we receive from the world, be it good or bad.”

Following Grea’s set of instructions, save for the bits that were intentionally so unnecessarily seductive, she linked her mind with the device and began the show.

One by one, Althea shared her memories with the crowd. She started from the day she’d been picked up by her soon-to-be mentor. Some scenes of their lessons followed as she showed not only his bad sides but also the ones she considered good in the academic sense. It definitely wasn’t her goal to focus only on the moments that didn’t do him any favor.

Everyone watched and listened to the duo’s travels. At least to the little tidbits. Asterios could spot a few signs of the man’s additional interest, but perhaps that was because he had already seen some of this with the girls as Althea had chosen to kindly share more of her past with them one night, so this wasn’t his first time analyzing the images. Nevertheless, the memories didn’t make Jellal that much of a bad guy.

Yet.

The display then shifted to an extremely pretty location. A pair of Lesser Dragons slithered through a valley full of rainbows, beautiful and low-hanging mist, trees with leaves of various almost fictional colors, and steaming waterfalls. A settlement, most likely a nest, was hidden behind the biggest one. They flew right in before following a masterfully chiseled path to a cavern overlooking the colony.

Jellal and Althea shared a meal there, chatted a bit about their journey, held some brief lessons, and went for a walk. They strolled through what looked like a small market where he brought her to a few stalls, perusing the goods thoughtfully. At each one, she was offered something after a moment. A robe here, an intricate bangle there, a hairpin then, some kind of an oriental tool too. She politely declined the gifts until they landed on a fair bookmark.

Another swirl of the display and they were back to the spot looking over the settlement.

“I have to say, it’s been a much bigger pleasure to share this journey with you than I had initially expected,” Jellal said with her by his side, hands joined behind his back. “The number of times you’ve made me proud and astonished was fairly high. You are such a unique young creature, unmatched in this universe, be it in smarts, beauty, or character. I don’t think there’s another like you anywhere the sapient life reaches.”

“Your praise honors me, sir.” She bowed respectfully.

“Oh, no, you honor me, dear.” He chuckled, turning to her. “I’ve never met someone like you. And that’s why, I can confidently say that you are going to be such a fine Dragon. So fine, in fact, that I’m wondering just about one thing.”

As she looked at him again, he had a brown scale in his fingers, playing with it softly. Asterios and all the Lesser Dragons recognized it and its significance right away. So had Althea from the past and it must have shown on her face because Jellal smiled lightly to himself.

“We constantly learn how to live with ourselves and make an effort to be better with each experience we receive from the world, be it good or bad,” he quoted her, or perhaps she had quoted him just a moment earlier in the current time. “What would you say about continuing to do just that by my side as a proud member of our kin? Imagine what a pair of exceptional individuals such as us could discover and achieve together. I see no greater felicity than your company throughout the rest of my life. Do you?”

Seeing him turn his face her way and raise a brow, the past Althea pondered over her mentor’s words. She didn’t take long to understand the real intention behind the question, and just as quickly came up with a polite answer, ducking her head gently.

“Your high opinion brings me joy, sir. The time we spent together will always remain in my memories as precious moments, no matter what. I’ll gladly study the world by your side as a full-fledged adult for a while longer, but my wish is to witness the realms at my own leisure pace, unafraid of holding anyone back. I would like to take my time to contemplate some truths in seclusion, unable to guess how long that might take. Therefore, I’m grateful for such a generous offer, but I’m unfit to properly match it as of right now,” she replied.

He stared at her for a few more seconds before closing his palm around the scale. “I see. That’s completely understandable. Everyone needs time. And time we shall have plenty, shan’t we?”

“Yes, sir.” Althea gave him a gentle smile in response.

The conversation wrapped up there as the man looked into the distance thoughtfully for quite a moment before they moved on. From the glances she was giving her mentor throughout the next hours, she was expecting to receive his scale, but that didn’t happen. Instead, they left the next day and resumed their journey, but Jellal was noticeably colder and somewhat stricter here and there. 

Althea’s thoughts about her not being fully ready for the final step yet were shown, and that final push stretched quite a bit. When nothing seemed to change, she confronted him and was told that it wasn’t yet time. Finally, she seemed to catch on, ceasing convincing herself that she was still the problem, and reluctantly left.

Shortly after, the memories cut off. Not before showing a few scenes of people reacting to her presence in some nearby settlements for the following days, weeks, and months, of course.

“Alright. Your turn.” Grea fancily gestured at Jellal.

“I have no reason to take part in these illusions of yours.” The man fixed his robes, something Asterios recognized as an anxious tick from the recollection they watched. “It’s obvious this artifact will show a mirrored version of the events with another viewing. Who knows what else it might do?”

The attendees whined in disappointment, looking very forward to the continuation of the show and drama.

Rhufija sighed and marched to the table, silencing everyone purely with her presence. She followed the steps too and shuffled through a few of her memories that were fine to show to the public. Afterward, she gestured at her mates and they followed suit. Then, they gathered close, exchanged a few words, and nodded.

“None of us noticed any unusual interference from the artifact,” the Nest Mother announced. “It seems to be doing exactly what it’s described to be doing. Let’s get this over with and clear everything up. We don’t have eternity for this meeting.”

“It might have worked for you, but nothing says it won’t react differently to my—Visenna? What are you…?” His forehead creased heavily as his female companion stepped past him.

The green-haired girl apprehensively approached the table, tentatively reaching out towards its surface with her fingers. A thoughtful expression on her face, she lightly tapped, then faintly grazed the arrays as if they were going to zap her. Taking a glance at Rhufija, then Althea, she hesitantly connected with the circuits.

Then, everyone watched a similar but different set of memories. She too was picked up from the pool of disciples and shared lots of experiences with Jellal that appeared to be as positive as Althea’s. The scenes varied, of course, but the meaning was the same. It was a good time.

But, while those parts were fairly distinctive to the lady named Visenna, the scenes that followed couldn’t be called so.

An eerily familiar memory played from an arrival at an extremely recognizable nest. It was the same one they had seen Althea arrive in with her mentor just minutes ago. From that point, it did feel like a mirror copy of that day, but the little comments and thoughts from the other female made them fairly authentic.

Nevertheless, she visited the very same high spot, went through the very same stalls, accepting the gifts gladly—out of which some she wore right at the moment, making Asterios realize just where he had seen the robe she had on—and ended up back up at the overlook too. A word-for-word monologue took place, with the only divergent elements being her responses, leading to a separate finale, with the scale changing hands. A memory of a pleasant diner followed, joined by some flashes of happy journeys afterward as the duo traveled as a pair, but riddled with slightly less effort from the mentor’s side regarding a few aspects, including the social one.

When Visenna took her hand back, glancing Althea’s way once more with an unreadable expression, the auditorium was completely silent.

At least until Grea threw her arms into the air.

“Fucking really?” the demon woman cried out in disbelief. “The exact same fucking script, man? You couldn’t even have bothered to fucking alter it a little? I don’t think there’s another like you anywhere the sapient life reaches. Bleh. I’ve never met someone like you. Ugh. Fuck, I put more effort into switching things up while ripping off homework back in my school years. Not cool, dude, not cool.”

While she shook her head, Althea directed a rueful smile at the lady, who tried to smile back a bit, something imperceptible passing between the two.

“What was it about showing one’s true colors, huh?” Rusilthea snorted under her nose.

“It’s just as I told you.” Jellal turned his face aside somewhat haughtily. “An almost perfect copy. If it was me—”

“Oh, yeah?” Phatru interrupted him, setting her fists against her hips. “So that was all fake, wasn’t it? A manufactured illusion? Well, if that’s true, then the owner of those memories will obviously confirm that, no? Lady Visenna, would you mind?”

Before the female Lesser Dragon could respond, he waved his hand dismissively. “We’ve been strongly sidetracked from the main topic of the gathering, first by the unexpected True Dragon appearance, now by this. We should have been focusing on Althea’s suitability to mentor anyone, not mine and my mate’s private lives.”

“My qualifications to teach are questioned, is that right?” Althea hummed ponderingly, her lips assuming a more jovial curve as she kept eye contact with his companion. “I think I have just the idea of how to prove which one of us is better suited to be a mentor.”


Chapter 47
The Craving for the Unfamiliar

“What are you scheming this time?” Jellal asked as he squinted at Althea, warily watching his companion.

“Nothing too complicated, so don’t worry, you will be able to follow without any problems,” she replied with a hint of a smirk, evoking a few giggles from the girls in Ast’s connection. “But it all depends on one important variable. Tell me, young one, do you think you would be able to be impartial and objective in your judgment no matter the result?”

Visenna kept her gaze on the older Dragon lady’s gentle face while carefully considering the question. Then, she glanced at the Nest Mother, the gathered, her mate, and finally threw one more look at the memory artifact next to her. The man was just about to say something, most likely telling her not to get roped into their devious ploy, but she beat him to it.

“Yes, Lady Althea, in pursuit of knowledge and wisdom, it would not be beneficial to me to take sides and let my emotions and opinions cloud my assessment,” she stated firmly. “But, it all depends on the nature of your request. I can’t guarantee I’m qualified to produce a verdict for your query. Compared to many mentors gathered here, and yourself, I am still inexperienced.”

“Fret not, and ease on the Lady part. If you don’t consider me a mentor, simply treat me as equal.” Althea let out a delicate chuckle. “As for the nature of my request, it’s merely to witness my way of teaching and compare it with what you know. And for that, I think you are more than qualified.”

“Preposterous!” Jellal huffed. “Visenna is no longer a disciple. You can’t just steal her like that.”

“I think you are misunderstanding,” Asterios joined in, quickly gathering all the attention on himself as everyone was curious and anxious about what he would do next. “She isn’t trying to turn Visenna into a disciple again, but offering her a chance to observe how we teach others, isn’t that right?”

“It is.” His emerald-haired mate nodded. “You doubt my capabilities and would most likely not trust the ruling of a stranger, convinced that they have been compromised. Therefore, she is the perfect candidate to take this role, already intimately acquainted with your methods to the bone.”

“Keep in mind that it would be us taking the risk here,” he added after her, gesturing at the mated pair. “If she were to ignore her academic morality and choose to support you regardless of her experience, we would certainly lose. No offense, but that’s a much more likely scenario, isn’t it?”

Once again, Visenna managed to cut in before Jella said his piece. “Your words ring true. That would be a common assumption, and you would be starting from a losing position. Regardless, I can swear on my Heart to remain fair if you wish me to. I would never choose to disgrace myself when nurturing the knowledge of the next generations is involved. That said, your side should remember that it means I won’t be swayed by your approach either.”

Asterios and Althea exchanged glances, confident about their approach, especially with the studious female in front of them. Neither had any doubts that they were going to win. The only question was if Jellal would be willing to make this bet, depending on how much trust he could put on his mate and how loyal he expected her—

“Of course, you won’t. Everyone can see that they are just a sham, out to get me and my name smeared,” the person in question finally said. “I taught you way better than that dropout. And much longer too.”

Or maybe it wasn’t that big of a question in front of the man’s giant ego and superiority complex. Asterios briefly wondered if Althea’s ex-mentor really was so hard-headed or if she was just having such an effect on him. Perhaps he had never gotten over her dumping him and got defensive near her, losing sight of reality. There was only so much trouble his fame and renown would let him cause before people started questioning his authority.

“How would we even conduct this challenge, though?” Visenna tilted her head at the pair she was speaking with.

“Now, that brings us directly to the heart of the matter, and I think it’s time for me to start introducing myself, explaining things, and answering questions.” Asterios smirked softly, turning to the audience. “Firstly, I would like to thank you for staying behind even in the face of a rather terrifying unknown, listening to the request of my beloved mates to learn the whole story. It’s obvious that I’m a True Dragon from the earlier display, so that must have required a lot of courage. My mentor and current lover has stressed plenty of times how frightening just my presence might be for everyone, thus the reason why I have been hiding until now.”

He could see that plenty of spectators still seemed anxious and uncertain when he finally paid attention to them. Wherever his fierce eyes landed, people shifted, glanced aside, or actually moved out of the way. They might have been simply trying to avoid getting compelled by his gaze, aware of that particular ability the more powerful True Dragons possessed. So, he stopped peering so much at the younglings, trying to appear harmless and friendly.

“Secondly, before I begin, I have to note that no matter what I say, do, or provide, it won’t have any impact if you agree with the notion that this is all my grand scheme to take control of this nest. And unfortunately, there’s not much I can do to prove that it’s completely off the mark. Therefore, if you think you won’t be able to get rid of your doubts, simply leave. I’m not going to chase after anyone. Go back to your homes, families, maybe even move out of the nest for a while if you are that distressed, and come back later to see if everything is alright. Please, decide now as I would like to present my case to those truly willing to listen,” Asterios added, giving the gathered time to ponder.

Jellal wanted to interrupt, but Miria was already after him, growling at the man from the side as all of the currently not busy ladies glared at him. A few individuals stood up and left, but the majority that had stayed after the initial revelation remained.

“Good. Since you have already heard about our project during the previous meeting, I’m not going to repeat the same things Althea told you. You know we are looking for disciples to receive teachings under her and Phatru while gaining experience in my realm. It’s a fresh concept, but one we believe is going to produce great results,” he continued. “But, there’s one major problem, which is me. Or rather, my race and origins. You’ll have to pardon me if I don’t get some nuances existing between our kind but I have not been raised inside a nest, growing up on my own as an orphan. It wasn’t until Althea began mentoring me on our respective people that I could understand some parts of the enmity.”

“How come?” someone asked, evoking shocked reactions from their vicinity as others wondered how that guy dared to speak up in front of a True Dragon unasked.

“Beats me.” Asterios shrugged. “You would have to ask my parents why they dropped me off at some random spot shortly after birth with my Heart sealed. Maybe I wasn’t what they expected but couldn’t bring themselves to simply murder me.”

“Why do you have a Lesser Dragon as a True Mate?” Another spectator pushed past their fear.

“Well, because I think I fell for her? Why else do you bond with someone this deeply? After seeing past the differences between our people and my bloodline, she showed genuine interest in me. I guess that kindness and courage appeared quite attractive.” He directed a cordial smile at the Dragon lady, spotting the faintest trace of a blush on her smooth cheeks.

“If what you said is true, how did you manage to become so strong to easily scare away another True Dragon who isn’t part of your lineage?” A curious girl raised her hand as the crowd slowly realized they could get bolder, the mentors above watching everything with stressed expressions.

“It’s all thanks to them.” Asterios pointed behind his back. “When you have someone you care about to protect, you never stop striving to become more powerful for their sake. Plus, they keep supporting me with their everything too. I am a True Dragon in the end, and my people benefit from bonding with others greatly, even though the majority if not all abuse that connection. It just seems that it’s way better when the entourage actually consists of voluntary members.”

Some murmurs passed throughout the auditorium as the present mentors began discussing something related to this declaration. It might not have been the entire truth, but he couldn’t really drop such a huge revelation like him inheriting the power from both Red and Black out of nowhere. At that, he was certain everyone would run. That was if they didn’t think he was joking.

“But, we are losing ourselves here a little,” Althea commented from the side. “I’m sure Rusilthea and Phatru will gladly share the whole story of my amazing mate with you at a later date. Let’s focus on the mentorship.”

“Right. Of course.” He nodded appreciatively. “So, my identity is a great wall that worries people, I get that, but it’s something I can’t change, unfortunately. I am who I am. However, while I can’t reassure you with my own words and maybe even memories, I’m hoping being vouched for by your peers will help, starting with your wise Nest Mother.”

Rhufija directed a respectful bow his way, and albeit reluctantly, her mates followed.

“She was wary and careful in the beginning too, putting your safety in the first place, and I was even courageously confronted by one of her mates, but in the end, she listened to my request and decided to be the only person taking the risk of traveling with me to my city,” Asterios shared. “She saw enough there to grant us permission for the proposal we have brought to your nest. I’m very grateful for that.”

“It’s my pleasure. I can’t say I have ever believed I would be able to meet and casually converse with a True Dragon, but I’m honored to have been proven wrong,” she responded.

“Then we have Rusilthea.” He turned to the stormy girl. “She spent almost the entire last week scouting our place and experiencing the first taste of our mentorship program. From what I heard, many of you approached her with questions and she generously shared her thoughts on everything. It must have been exhausting.”

“It was.” Rusi sighed heavily. “But it was worth it. I can’t wait to get back there. Being able to freely fly wherever I want without having to worry about True Dragons is like a dream. I’ve never felt so free, even with the contract.”

“And that brings us to the final reassurance I can offer you,” Asterios said right after her. “To make sure you can always come back here whenever you want instead of being forced to go through me, we are basing this mentorship on a Summoning Contract supervised by one of my beloved mates.”

Gesturing at Tina, he invited the blue-haired girl closer and she smiled charmingly at the gathering.

“As he says, you will be connected to me and my subordinates, not him, greatly in part on your own set of rules, and some of ours. The pact will provide additional protection and a way to use the interdimensional gates. You won’t have to interact with Asterios almost ever if you don’t wish to. This is also to allow us to come to your aid in case you would find yourself in trouble in our world. Out there, you will be considered the apex predator and might scare a person or two.” She chuckled daintily.

That was something that had already been mentioned before to some extent, and it still caused part of the audience to perk up. Asterios did hope that it would be one of the major selling points. The young ones definitely let themselves be at least slightly moved by the prospect, but the old ones remained somewhat vigilant.

For their success, Ast’s group might need only the prospective disciples to be on their side, but for the future, it would be great to gain the trust of other mentors too, who would then spread the story into other realms.

“And here’s that. If you have any questions for me, my mates, the Nest Mother, or the others, we can take care of them right now.” He put his fists on his hips. “With Lady Rhufija’s blessing, we will accept only a small number of volunteers for the first batch. You’ll get to learn all the little details before making the final decision, of course.”

“How did you travel to our realm? Your mate emphasized that it was easy for you to transport yourself and others. Unless she is under a pact with you too?” one of the male mentors began.

“I would gladly show you, but even if I have more than decent control over this technique, it still would have been a bad idea to play with it while the other Dragon might still be somewhere near,” Asterios answered. “In simple words, I’m one of the individuals capable of tearing through the fabric of dimensions and slipping through those breaches. I’ve been told it’s not that common even amongst my kin.”

The man’s eyes widened to the brim and the lounge of mentors got chatty again. Judging by the glances they directed at him, his threat level had just gone up by quite a bit after this admission.

“Can you… turn back?” Another female spoke through the buzz, a bit uncertainly.

“Excuse me?” He raised a confused brow at her.

“Your true form,” she clarified. “Just to see it from up close.”

Her close neighbors shot her looks of disbelief and a number of people began calling her crazy. But, Asterios and his group were going to focus on those more favorable towards their offer, so he decided to grant the lady’s wish, hoping to win over similar individuals. He went through his transformation slowly and stood in front of the spectators in all of his glory once more, giving Jellal a lazy glance and a strong huff just for the sake of it.

“Think about this,” he addressed them again, unhurriedly swinging his fierce head around. “Sure, if you want, you might just avoid me. But, on the other hand, I’ll often keep myself around to be approached too, maybe even brought in for some of the lessons on True Dragons. There is no better example than a living one, is there? In the future, you will be known as adults or even mentors with actual real-life experience related to my kind. That’s going to be worth a bit, won’t it? I’m not going to keep much of it a secret as it would be counterproductive. You have to learn how to deal with True Dragons, in the end.”

“And one more thing,” Althea joined in, resting her palm on his muscular, scale-covered leg. “We aren’t going to hold a monopoly on this perfect world forever. It’s not our intention. After its inhabitants get a bit more used to the presence of Lesser Dragons, we’ll open it to everyone, including mentors. You’ll be able to begin your journey in the capital of our friendly nation and depart on a great adventure over the neighboring lands with your disciples.”

The conversation in the upper back rows died down immediately as the addressed demographic processed her words. One by one, many mentors started convincing themselves that the whole initiative might not be that bad of an idea. Just one more push and the vast majority would be in their pocket.

And that was when Phatru re-entered the game. “Plus, if things suddenly go to shit here, we’ll have a verified and inspected realm to escape to, the entire nest if necessary. To me, that sounds like a connection worth making. A safe haven far away from the claws of the greedy lizards with its own powerful guardian. To you?”

Her observation caused Rhufija to nod along. “I agree. Especially in our current situation. Our discovery has always been uncertain, but currently, the chance is far greater. Personally, I hope we will be able to achieve a mutually beneficial relationship throughout this partnership. Their home realm might be our safest escape route. Any other operation is not without risk of losing someone along the way. And I do not want that.”

“We will see what kind of information I can gather from spying on that Dragon, but I’m not sure I’m at the level where I can handle an entire lair with my mates,” Asterios pondered out loud. “Even if you didn’t help us with our recruitment, I would offer your people a sanctuary in our lands, at least for a time being. In the end, Rusilthea and Phatru call many of your proteges friends. And friends of my friends are my friends too.”

He noticed some movement ahead, and glancing down, he spotted a familiar woman. The girl who had asked him to shift was anxiously approaching him, clearly tense and doubtful. Yet, she was pushing through her instinctual fear so he remained as still as possible. The others watched her with rapt attention, waiting to see if anything happened the moment she reached him. He wasn’t sure what they were expecting him to do. Eat her? Stomp on her? Swat her away while insulting her race?

Maybe the audience still didn’t fully believe he truly had no evil intentions towards them. She was the final test. And when her smooth palm tentatively rested atop his crimson scales, nothing happened. She almost flinched back, but realizing that she was fine, she grew bolder, her eyes wide as her fingers roamed over Ast’s scaly chest.

Suddenly, something broke in the spectators and multiple people charged forward like a wave. In a flash, Asterios was surrounded by a group of young Lesser Dragons all itching to catch a feel of him. Even a few mentors were trying to hide themselves in the commotion, just as fascinated as the others.

Perhaps True Dragons were objects of pure terror for Lesser Dragons, but on the other hand, that aspect and the general stance of those winged lizards towards the flying snakes created this… empty void of real-life experience. There was no doubt that everyone was curious about the unapproachable after centuries of fear. When faced with a chance to satisfy this curiosity safely, they would not think twice. Just like with an explosion in sales for a famous product that previously was restricted only to a select few.

Letting the fascinated younglings examine him from all around, even allowing some to climb onto his back or study his fierce snout, Asterios turned to look at Jellal.

“Well, I believe we will be able to find our disciples. Are you going to be able to find it in yourself to take this bet and permit your mate to observe our teachings from up close or are you afraid?” he asked with an intense draconic glare.

“Under one condition.” The man tried not to show how scared he was.

“We are listening,” Althea said, putting herself between Asterios and him, right under her shifted mate’s chin, directing her past mentor an equally cold glare.

The contrast between their undivided attention and the joyful bunch of children having the field day of their life over Ast’s mighty frame was rather overwhelming.

“I’m going to watch too,” Jellal demanded.

The duo’s eyes met, one looking up, the other down. 

After a few seconds of consideration, the emerald-haired lady shrugged. “Sure. As long as you don’t interfere directly with the classes.”

“Great.” He managed a slightly victorious smirk. “But, since it’s a bet, what are the stakes?”

At that, Asterios and Althea once more looked at each other. They weren’t really aiming for any, but since he had so kindly asked, they couldn’t just pass on this opportunity, could they?

“What do you have in mind?” Asterios asked.

“Since it’s about teaching qualifications, the loser will admit that the winner is a true example of a respected mentor and step down, publicly admitting that they were in the wrong and the other side was right,” Jellal suggested.

And he had provided them with just what they needed.

But, it still could be better.

“We agree.” Asterios nodded. “As long as we add to it that the loser will truthfully admit their wrongdoings towards the winner, clearing up all the misunderstandings and misinformation hanging in the air. I’m sure both of you have something to clarify, don’t you?”

“Deal.” The man accepted confidently. “Don’t you dare go back on your word, Dragon.”

Asterios was itching to ask him what would he do, but he held himself back. That wouldn’t help the image he was trying to create. Even if this guy was playing on his nerves the longer he was in their general vicinity.

Unfortunately, he would have to bear with it for the foreseeable future.

But, the payout would definitely be worth it.

For Althea’s sake.


Chapter 48
Linking Bloodlines

Before anything, Asterios decided to give the curious Lesser Dragons surrounding him some more time to satisfy their sudden need to investigate and examine the rare specimen before them. He could move on to the next part immediately, but being friendly and approachable might be a bit more beneficial. Especially since the mentors, while also fairly interested, remained somewhat cautious with their actions and questions.

And questions there were plenty. When the initial veil of anxiety and discomfort had fallen to an acceptable level, many young candidates talked over each other in their attempts to receive an answer to their query. Some inquiries had clearly been on their minds for a long time. Those individuals might have hoped to find out about those curiosities after becoming actual disciples.

Now, they would be getting an even better deal, with lots of additional knowledge and experience. As long as they were chosen for this first batch of recruits. Althea’s innovative program was currently limited to six spots as that was the number of people in Tina’s old Royal Division squad. There would be more in the future, but it was unwise to rush things.

So, that was exactly what Asterios was going to start with.

“Alright, everyone. That’s going to be it for fun and questions for now,” he said calmly, urging the bolder males and females to climb off his back. “I believe we can follow through with our offer. The crowd has thinned out a little bit, which is certainly good for you as the competition lessens. Yet, keep in mind that only a select few will be lucky enough to get in today. I say lucky because I’m sure most if not all of you are eager and talented enough to make it quite hard for us to decide on the six candidates we have to pick.”

“Only six?” One of the men tilted his head.

“Six is still more than one,” Phatru pointed out. “Look at it the other way, you have five more chances to be selected than usual when a mentor arrives in a nest. Therefore, be on your best behavior and listen closely to what Althea and Asterios have to say.”

At first, a combined whine of disappointment traveled through the gathering, but the audience quickly switched moods to a keen, perhaps hungry attitude.

“How are you going to choose the disciples?” One of the girls waved her hand to stand out from the crowd now that almost no one remained in their seats and had rushed down to the stage and its close vicinity. “Are we going to answer questions? Take a test? Be examined spiritually for those with the best potential? As a True Dragon, you can peer much deeper into our being than others, right?”

Asterios chuckled, changing back to his humanoid form for an easier time communicating with others. “Honestly, we’ll kind of leave it up to chance. And that’s because we are going to utilize Summoning Magic as mentioned earlier. With a few original tweaks, we will to reach out to you, and one person will hear a call. If everything goes as intended, we hope that the person you are going to connect with will share a decent affinity with you, both in terms of spirituality and character.”

“In the end, we want to make sure that everyone is comfortable with this arrangement, both you and your hosts,” Althea added. “How much time you are going to spend with those partners of yours will depend mostly on you and some of your obligations, but we hope to foster good relationships between the people of both realms. Having a friend you can share things with throughout the learning process and even your entire life is a highly advantageous and incredible thing. That’s true especially when either person comes from a different background with their unique perspective and beliefs, and has their own duties to focus on.”

“We’ll need an anchor or something if we want to attempt a summoning this targeted,” Grea pointed out, stroking her chin thoughtfully.

“That’s a very good point.” Asterios nodded. “But, before that. Tina, would you mind getting your guys ready?”

The azure-haired Summoner lady trotted up to him with a smile. “No problem. If I leave now, I should have enough time to prepare them for the ceremony while being able to keep most of the details to myself, leaving the fun part as a surprise.”

He smiled back seeing the mischievous twinkle in her blue eyes and leaned forward to join their lips in a delicate kiss. “Got it. Watch out for Kathy, she knows more than the others.”

She reached out for one more peck before stepping aside and opening a crimson gate next to her. The young Dragons whispered in awe amongst themselves as she disappeared in the interdimensional passage pretty much effortlessly.

“Now, let’s figure out how to best lock in on our eager friends here.” Asterios roamed his gaze over the gathered before turning to the rest of his mates and the ladies accompanying them.

“Maybe we can make a deal similar to the one my ancestors struck with Esil’s tribe?” Silvia offered. “Perhaps I should have brought it up before Tina left.”

“Oh, that sounds fun!” Miria clapped joyfully. “Do you think it will work with Lady Rhufija as the Nest Mother with the others considered her subordinates or something like that? She is the guardian of this place and people living here.”

“As long as the lady is willing to try.” He raised a brow at the Nest Mother.

“I’m interested to see how that would work,” Rhufija replied.

Nodding, Asterios navigated his bond with Tina to reach out to Esil without bothering his beloved unnecessarily. ~Esil? Do you have a moment to talk?~

~Yes, I do,~ the winged patriarch answered right away. ~What is the matter that requires you to speak with me directly?~

~Just a question. Do you think a similar arrangement to what you have with humans can be achieved with Lesser Dragons in your place and me in King Welrond’s?~ Asterios asked.

~It should be.~ Esil hummed ponderingly. ~As long as the community you are targeting considers the person you have in mind as an anchor a definite leader, there should be no issues in the process, even if they don’t share blood, race, or anything.~

~Great. So, what do you suggest we do? I know only a few things about this kind of situation and the academy’s information was rather scarce on such a rare, almost legendary contract.~ Asterios scratched his head. ~As far as I know, there can be an anchor or a spell?~

~Unfortunately, I’m only familiar with one approach, and that is designing a unique Summoning Array, infusing it with the blood of the promisor and the promisee,~ the wise lion responded. ~It should be enough, in my opinion. I haven’t seen it fail once in our case and the summoning seemed accurate.~

~Thank you. We’ll figure it out somehow. Have a good day.~ Asterios withdrew from the connection and returned to the amphitheater.

“Already on it!” Grea stated from somewhere below and he found the raunchy researcher scribbling something on multiple sheets of paper on the ground, seemingly starting somewhere in the middle of their conversation.

“Just keep it… suitable.” He sighed softly, receiving an impish snicker in response.

“We can combine both, can we not, my Lord?” Selene offered. “Just to make the connection stronger.”

“We would need a meaningful anchor, then,” Althea joined in, glancing at Rhufija. “Something personal, preferably.”

“I think I have a fitting idea,” the Nest Mother showed a trace of a smile.

Extending her arm forward, she exposed some of her skin, which soon disappeared under the cover of tough scarlet scales. Then, she leveraged one with her sharp nail and tore it off. Examining it briefly, she passed it to Althea, who nodded approvingly and gave it to Asterios.

Sharing a glance, Rhufija’s mates copied her actions. They reasoned that it would be better if they were included too in case this kind of contract exerted some kind of pressure on their beloved during the actual summoning. Asterios allowed this, of course, not wanting to antagonize the trio who was still slightly wary of him.

“Hmmm…” Miria tapped her cheek while looking at the colorful plates in Ast’s hands. “May I see them for a moment, Master?”

“Sure.” He shrugged and transferred them to her palms.

Smiling appreciatively, she turned around and sat on the ground, starting to tinker with them somewhat. A few Lesser Dragons moved closer to observe what the cat-eared girl was doing but he didn’t peek, knowing that it would make Miria even happier to present whatever it was to him on her own.

“Well, both the circle and the anchors are being worked on, it looks like.” Asterios chuckled. “Where are we going to draw the array this time?”

“Instead of drawing, I thought about carving it in the middle of this space.” Rhufija gestured at the flat half-circle between the main stage and the first rows of the audience. “Am I right to assume that you are willing to let people watch this ritual and the concurrent summonings?”

“I don’t see why not.” He spread his arms.

“Then that’s what we are going to do.” She nodded resolutely. “This amphitheater will gain an additional role. From now on, this is where we will gather when new disciples are going to be chosen for your program to study abroad. It should be a fascinating spectacle to see who receives the call and how they follow through it.”

“Making a show out of it. I like that.” Grea laughed, standing up. “How’s this? Not too hot for your tastes?”

She practically pushed the finished design into Ast’s face. He looked it over thoroughly alongside his mates and smirked softly.

“Oh, it’s definitely hot. I’m getting excited just looking at it.” Asterios wound his fingers through her black hair and lightly pulled the genius woman into a rough kiss. “You are amazing for coming up with this entire thing on the spot.”

“Eh, it was nothing.” Grea nibbled on her bottom lip. “But you know where to find me if you want to thank me properly.”

“Will do.” He winked at her. “Time to put this on the ground, then.”

“Allow me, my Lord.” Selene held out her hand.

He handed her the sketch and she got to work right away. Calling upon a few more tails, the fox lady materialized a spiritual spear and began carving the lines and symbols in the polished stone. Bit by bit, the extremely complex circuit came to completion. It was truly a work of art and even those not associated with Summoning Magic could tell.

First of all, Grea had picked an octagram as a base instead of the usual circle, perhaps wanting it to be unique. It wasn’t unheard of to use other shapes, circles simply showed the most success and efficiency in the hands of novices and somewhat advanced Summoners.

But, she, Asterios, and Tina weren’t amateurs.

Inside the rare shape, she borrowed some of the elven patterns to fill it up, drawing winding and wriggling paths resembling vines and nature. They parted for the most crucial part, which was an unusual depiction spanning over the entire width and length of the octagonal form. Its lines and angles were all straight and sharp in a geometrical fashion.

As for what this depiction depicted, after some time staring, Bryn pointed out that it was a True Dragon from either above or below, similar to Dragon Valley’s emblem. There were five pivotal sigils inside tiny circles at the top, drawing the head; four additional symbols lined up in a wide trapezoid below that made up the wingspan; and five more on a column extending south that resembled a rhomboid certainly meant to represent the end of a fancy tail.

Some other filler shapes, paths, and sigils littered the design here and there, but everything created an amazing union, not obstructing the core of the entire thing. That was why Asterios was so impressed, and so were the ladies.

“I’m done too!” Miria exclaimed as she shot up. “It took me a moment because I couldn’t decide on the material for the string but I ended up with my fur if it’s alright with you, Master.”

Moving closer, the panthergirl brought her furry hands up to showcase her work, a slightly nervous smile painting her lips. It turned out she had made a necklace out of the four scales, putting tiny holes in them and threading a thin black cord through those, which everyone now knew was made from her own fur.

“What did you…?” Rhufija’s eyes widened to the brim as she took a step back.

Miria’s rounded ears lowered onto her hair. “Oh… I’m so stupid, I should have asked—”

“I don’t think she is offended or angry,” Asterios cut her off before she dove too deep into a self-deprecating mood.

“No…” The Nest Mother shook her head. “Just… How did you…?”

“Ummm… I covered one of my claws with mana since that’s what I have lots of practice with and focused really hard to make the sharp aura thin and long… Then I simply made the holes and strung some of my fur together to make a durable thread…” Miria explained with an uncertain tone.

“Simply…?” Rhufija was still as stunned as before.

Seeing the confused state the panthergirl was in, Asterios let out a quiet chuckle. “Miria, do you remember the first scale we ever stumbled on?”

“Of course, Master. It was your father’s. The statue attacked us right after.” She nodded vigorously. “Why?”

“And do you remember what it took to even scratch it?” The edge of his mouth curled up in a faint smirk as realization dawned on his adorable mate.

“Ohhhhhhhhhh…” A heavy blush tinged her cheeks as her ears proudly stood up again.

“Yeah. And you simply sat down and made some holes in them.” Asterios plopped a hand on top of her head and lovingly ruffled through her hair, caressing her cute ears too. “It’s just proof of how far you have come. Rhufija was a bit unsettled because you just showed us that you can literally claw through her and others almost effortlessly. How would you feel in her place?”

“Ehehehe~” Miria giggled bashfully, an infectious grin taking over her sweet, reddening face. “Sorry and thank you!”

Placing a quick peck on her ear, he drew back and let the cuddly panthergirl put the necklace on him. Since both the array and the anchors were ready, they moved to the next part. Everyone stepped aside, leaving the stage to him and the Nest Mother. Asterios invited Rhufija into the center of the formation and they faced each other calmly.

“From what a wise friend told me, we need to mix our blood and infuse the circuit with it while agreeing on the terms of this deal. I’ll take care of the technicalities linked to the actual magic, guiding this ritual from start to finish,” he explained.

“So be it.” She nodded formally and pulled out a fierce knife from behind her thigh, slashing her palm open without hesitation and extending it forward alongside the dagger.

Asterios smiled wryly. “We’ll need to be fast, then.”

Taking the blade, he made a cut on the back of his hand first, showing its almost instant disappearance due to his insane regeneration, which surprised Rhufija greatly again.

“I’ll do my best to suppress it but I’m still rather new to this entire thing,” he shared honestly.

Making a much deeper cut on the inside, he willed it to stay open, or at least heal much slower. Tia assisted him, offering her decades of experience. Together, they managed to force the wound to stay almost untouched. But, he could feel his control over her powers waning with each second so he thrust his bleeding palm to meet the Nest Mother’s hand.

“I wish to offer you an accord,” Asterios started as their mixed blood dripped onto the formation and lit it up in crimson. “I shall provide a safe and fair living space inside my nation and my realm for your pupils to live in, prosper, learn, and gain experience. All I ask for in return is their equally fair service arm-in-arm with the partners that will choose them, including but not limited to public appearances in draconic form, assistance in defending the nation from threats of an appropriate level, and help with general duties that do not belittle their status and personal worth.”

“I’m willing to accept the contract,” Rhufija picked up after him. “As long as you swear to treat my people right at all times and protect them from the danger they otherwise would not be capable of handling. Life and death is a natural cycle and I shall not blame you for the passing of each individual depending on the circumstances and decisions that led to the unfortunate event. Take care of them as if they were your own children and I shall put my trust in you and your entourage.”

“I accept.” He nodded solemnly, tightening his grip around her hand.

“And so do I.” She mirrored the motion.

A small spiritual blast burst out of their location, taking the audience by surprise, but it soon faded away, leaving only the faintly glowing magical circle as evidence of the ritual. Asterios felt something settle deep within him, and he noticed that each scale on his necklace bore a mystical symbol. Rhufija seemed to sense something too, and found a mark on her dagger that he had returned before the declarations.

“Now all that’s left is to confirm if things worked out properly.” Grea put her fist on her hips excitedly. “Are we going in right away?”

Asterios cleaned his hand while Bryn offered her healing to the Nest Mother, rolling his eyes at the wording of his playful demon mate. “We might as well since everyone is gathered here. All depends on Tina.”

~Ready whenever,~ the Summoner girl replied. ~We are waiting for your return so that they can get an introduction from both of us.~

“I’m leaving this side to you then, Nest Mother.” He respectfully bowed towards their gracious host. “We will begin in about half an hour. In case you have any questions, Phatru and Rusilthea shall assist you and get in touch with us if necessary.”

“We will be waiting for your calls.” She offered an equally polite nod. “Everyone, get back in your seats. This is going to be a prestigious event that requires your decorous cooperation. Besides, we have a lot to talk about before our new allies reach out to us.”

Leaving Rhufija to her own matters, Asterios turned to Visenna and Jellal. “Are you both coming with us? Or is one of you staying for now?”

“Someone has to keep an eye on things on this side, don’t you think?” Jellal sniffed lightly. “I’ll stay for now and make sure you haven’t just tricked everyone into slavery.”

Staring at the man incredulously, he offered the young lady a comforting smile. If he could tell that her mate was stepping back to make her the sacrificial lamb in case this was truly a deception, someone as clever as her would definitely figure it out too. She sighed softly and shook her head more to herself than anyone else.

Making sure to control his technique to the best of his abilities, Asterios carved a passage into Kraedorion, capturing the audience’s attention for a brief moment, no matter how much effort into handling it the Nest Mother put in. Althea offered Visenna a hand and the pair walked through it, followed by him and the girls.

Appearing inside Althea’s lair, Asterios found Tina’s subordinates standing in a line while proudly saluting to their hearts, with Kathy positioned in front of everyone as the vice-captain of the squad, soon-to-be captain. They all wore neat dark crimson military uniforms that appeared more or less unisex, consisting of long and durable pants, long-sleeved jackets with shoulder straps, the left one attached to a short cape covering that side and the back. All buttons and details were black with obvious draconic themes. And to finish that image, they all wore ornamental caps.

“I see that Tina has already brought out your new outfits.” He smiled at them. “Are you ready to become official members of the Dragon Guard?”


Chapter 49
The Birth of a New Legend

“Yes, My Lord!” Kathy shouted back, answering in the name of her entire party.

“Good. At ease, we don’t need to be so stiff about it in private.” Asterios nodded approvingly as the six became less tense and threw curious glances at him and the others.

“And who is this if I may ask?” the vice-captain added.

“Meet Visenna. She’s an observer. You don’t need to concern yourselves with her too much as her role is related only partially to what you are going to experience,” Tina introduced the new lady. “Right now, we should focus on the important matters associated with your future. Ast?”

He walked to stand by her side as they both faced the combatants. The rest of the ladies took their new friend with them as they made space for the upcoming ceremony, taking a spot that would allow them to witness everything from up close without interrupting the proceedings. The young Lesser Dragon didn’t mind being guided around, currently fascinated by the artificial lair, directing her curious eyes literally everywhere.

“Right. I believe you’ve already talked plenty with your direct superior so I’ll keep it short,” Asterios began. “To this day, you couldn’t really be considered true members of our elite unit even after wholeheartedly offering your service by coming under our wing with the blessing of King Welrond. And no part of that was your fault or any issue on your side. We simply weren’t ready to offer you the respect and benefits that you deserve. But, we are now ready to finalize this deal. And judging by your attire, I take it that you have made your final decision too.”

“It will be our honor and pleasure to serve you and your family, My Lord!” Kathy responded firmly and loudly. “We have already received so much and can’t imagine what else we might be deserving of!”

“Trust me, a lot.” He chuckled. “But one step at a time. What’s the situation with the tigers?”

“I talked with King Welrond and Esil,” Tina chimed in. “As of today, their summoning contracts have been kindly and willingly revoked. We decided that the new squad that’s going to be created in place of my old team is going to take over those proud beasts, which will allow both sides to visit each other if only they desire.”

“That’s smart,” Silvia complimented her. “I’m glad you were able to find a mutually-satisfying solution. I’m sure Father is going to use this as an opportunity to keep the Royal Division close to us, showing everyone that our kingdoms are in a good relationship.”

“Yeah. And this allows us to continue without worrying about any unforeseen complications from two lineage contracts,” Asterios noted.

“Two?” One of the guys from Kathy’s squad raised a brow at them.

“Yes, two. Because we have just designed a Summoning Ritual similar to that of Silvia’s family,” Asterios continued. “If you have any doubts, voice them now, because, in a moment, you are going to follow through and summon your new partners for months or years to come.”

The six people exchanged glances of excitement and wonder. After Kathy recollected herself first, she rebuked her companions and brought them back in line, all of them standing taller, awaiting his next words.

“I’ll take your silence as permission to move on.” He nodded respectfully and waved his arm. “Decide on the order, because in just a second, you are going to step into a magical circle alongside your ex-captain, now becoming your commander and supervisor. Through Tina, you will call for… certain elegant and powerful entities, who are looking forward to meeting you. They are going to be not only your trusted steeds but also actual work and life partners, hopefully becoming close friends as their side of the contract offers them this nation and this realm as a new home to live in and learn. Treat them like you would treat your current friends from the unit.”

As he was speaking, a fiery trail slithered through the air and burned the grass in a perfect rendition of Grea’s design. The men appeared slightly confused while Kathy grew only more enthusiastic and positively nervous. She’d already heard this much straight from him, but the chances she had guessed who or what it would be were relatively low. That didn’t stop her from looking forward to it.

Letting them discuss the order, Asterios turned alongside Tina to face the array. She smiled at him affectionately, and he reciprocated the gesture while pulling off the scaly necklace. Giving her a moment to gather her hair, he tied it around her slender neck, brushing it gently with his thumb and evoking a delicate blush on her noble cheeks.

Then, he looked at their upcoming peacekeepers and elite sentries. “Who’s first?”

“I am, My Lord.” Kathy saluted lively and sauntered up to them.

“Take a spot in the middle and remember to keep your mind open. Try not to pry too much into the connection as we are hoping that it will find a good fit for you on its own. The rest is in your and Tina’s hands.” He patted the woman on the shoulder.

Nodding respectfully, she followed his orders. Tina sent Asterios one last glance and recomposed herself. He took a few steps back and watched her raise her palm over the circuits from outside, and Hydran made a slight cut in her finger.

~We are ready,~ she communicated to Rusi.

~Same here. Any specific instructions for us?~ her draconic familiar replied.

~No. Actually, maybe there are…~ Tina changed her mind and Asterios could hear the sly tone in her voice, the ladies giggling playfully after sharing a few more thoughts.

As soon as three drops of blood fell onto the burned marks, they lit up with a strong crimson glow. Slight spiritual winds tickled everyone around, warming up the air and causing the nearby grass and trees to sway gently. Then, surprisingly, Kathy opened her mouth and spoke words no one had instructed her to.

“In the name of Lord Asterios Hestizo, I kindly call for thee, a friend and companion, to serve my master together with the respect he deserves as we offer you this peaceful utopia to make your new home, either temporary or permanent,” she recited, shocking even Tina. “If you may have me.”

Soon after she finished, a new pulse of mana shot outwards and an azure gate began forming slightly above the octagonal circle. Everyone waited with bated breaths to see the creature that would emerge… only to gasp in utter astonishment as a long, shiny Lesser Dragon flew out of it, reflecting the artificial sun with its dark honey scales. It snaked through the air under the ceiling before slowly descending towards the circle, the transformational mist surrounding its long body on its way down. Touching onto the grass, it morphed into a humanoid female with long hair of the same color and a warm, cordial smile.

“I answer your call, friend.” The new girl curtsied politely. “In the name of my esteemed Nest Mother Rhufija, I volunteer for your companion. Let’s get along well, shall we?”

Kathy’s jaw hung loose from utter disbelief, just as the jaws of all her colleagues. Meanwhile, Tina had an impish smirk on her lips, clearly having that bit schemed, at least regarding the actual entrance, not the words the pair had used.

Coming out of her stupor at the other woman’s tilted head, Kathy started a proper conversation with the newcomer. They introduced each other, talked briefly about their circumstances, trying their best not to get lost in the fascinating discussion about everything from both realms, and quickly came to an agreement, adding a few smaller clauses to their contract that could be considered valid only between them. It looked like the ladies were already finding a common tongue and becoming best friends.

With the contract formalized, the duo moved aside and plopped down on the grass, instantly lost in their own little world, chatting away. Now more eager than ever, the others followed the same steps, for Ast’s lack of amusement, quoting their new captain almost religiously, turning her words into some kind of a ritual phrase. 

Each member succeeded at summoning a companion without fail. Colorful Dragons emerged from the portals in a similar fashion as the first one. Four out of the remaining five turned out to be males, creating same-gender pairs with their new partners. That counted two women and four men in total. Asterios wondered if, with their mental insistence on matching good friends, they hadn’t influenced it too much, creating duos of what could be called best buddies.

But, in the end, everyone was happy.

“Alright, guys and girls. You will have plenty of time to get to know each other and have fun in a moment.” Asterios clapped his palms together a few times to get their attention after the rituals were over. “There’s one more thing you need before becoming true members of the Dragon Guard. One thing that you will require for tomorrow.”

“And what’s that?” One of the human guys peeked past his new ally.

Snapping his fingers, Asterios brought out six massive chests out of his spatial storage.

“What do you mean what?” He grinned at them as the pairs approached the boxes. “You don’t think we will let you go into battle in just those amazing but rather thin uniforms, do you?”

Lifting the lid of one of the ornate containers, he stunned his peacekeepers into complete silence, hearing some chuckles and giggles behind him as the girls witnessed their reactions.

“Suit up, ladies and gentlemen.” Asterios smirked at all twelve individuals. “Commander Tina has an important rehearsal for you to master.”

※ ※ ※

The cleared-up main square of Glimmervale was full of an almost deafening chatter as words and sentences bounced off the surrounding buildings. No one was sure why the gathering had been called, but it didn’t seem like anything too serious considering the relatively long time people had been given to reach the raised stage, currently taken over by the Committee as their ruler’s advisors prepared the scene for something. Alongside them, a band of traveling minstrels was set up, led by a familiar face of a unique demon lady that frequented the inns and pubs, sharing stories about their lord’s adventures.

Suddenly, a shadow fell onto the plaza from the otherwise completely clear sky. Those who raised their gazes to investigate it began pointing above their heads, and soon all the eyes were on the mysterious phenomenon too. The thing they saw resembled the shape of a True Dragon and was made of pure crimson flames, making the residents smile and most of the travelers and adventurers anxious to the bone.

The fiery silhouette plummeted towards the crowd, and after making a few flashy spins around its axis, crashed into the stage from above, sending a wave of comfortable heat into the audience as the fire dispersed. Kids laughed and screamed in joy while several outsiders shouted in fear and panic. Those in the know only snickered at the first-timers.

From the scorching explosion, their Lord and Guardian emerged with a friendly smile.

“Greetings, people of Glimmervale,” Asterios said, dusting off some ashes from his shoulder. “Thank you for gathering here so quickly even in these early hours. I promise it won’t be long. I have just one, maybe two small announcements to make. Will you be so kind as to listen to them?”

An echoing response of affirmation reached his ears, widening his cordial grin.

“Thank you. While there is no good or bad news, let’s start with the less fortunate one in comparison to the other.” He started pacing over the stage while keeping eye contact with the gathered. “In a day or two, I’ll need to take upon myself an extremely important journey abroad. I can’t predict how long it will take since the circumstances surrounding it are very… mystical. Nevertheless, it’s something crucial to me and my family as it involves one of our closest friends, who is in need of assistance. Therefore, I just wanted to let you know that myself, Miria, Selene, Tina, Silvia, and my mentor Althea won’t be available to help you personally with your issues for a while.”

Some people let out downcast and melancholic sighs while others nodded in understanding. In general, it was rare for someone to be truly negative with their reaction, most of the gathered simply displayed their disappointment for nothing more than theatrics and making others laugh.

“But!” Asterios raised a finger to regain their attention. “You know how seriously we take the comfort and safety of everyone living or temporarily residing in our beautiful, ever-growing city. And that’s why, there’s someone I would like to introduce to you. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, please warmly welcome… the Dragon Guard!”

As he bowed forward with arms spread like a professional presenter, seven elongated shapes surged out from behind the line of buildings in the direction of the stage. The band began playing a lively, adventurous tune. People gasped in shock and wonder as seven Lesser Dragons of different colors and shades slithered through the air in a tight formation, led by one with gleaming, silver scales. Each had a rider in shiny armor, a mix of red and black from what everyone could see from this far.

Making a few circles over the city, fluidly switching positions and arrangement, they then descended to the very roofs of the central buildings and floated towards the stage from the front. Three stopped on its sides each, and the leading Dragon slowed down in the middle. Then, it let its rider hop off, revealing the person to be Tina, and hovered next to the little lady while peering at the silent crowd.

Their polite Lady was dressed in her usual blazer and skirt, but right now, they were dark crimson and dark gray respectively, almost bordering on black. Over them, she wore beautiful, seemingly ornamental armor consisting of black greaves resembling draconic legs that covered her limbs up to the line of the skirt; a fierce chestplate of the same shade that bore Dragon Valley’s sigil in the center; matching bracers and arm protection that mirrored draconic arms up to her shoulders, where fancy tassels sat atop, alongside pauldrons shaped in sideways-facing heads of a True Dragon from its upper jaw, holding onto a black cape resting over her back, also with a flying Dragon painted on it; and finally, a masterful helmet also in the fashion of a draconic head, its eyes matching her eyes as the snout ended shortly above the bottom part of her face, leaving her lips and chin uncovered.

“Attention!” she shouted, and all the other riders wearing similar getups, with the difference in their militaristic uniforms being fully crimson alongside their full pants, jumped off their Dragons too. “Greet the citizens!”

Every legendary beast became surrounded in their own color of mist, and soon, in their place, stood humanoid individuals of elven beauty wearing slightly more loose robes albeit of the same red and black palette. They had no visible armor as they paired up with their riders and lined up at the front of the stage, saluting to their hearts.

“Dragon Guard pays respects to the people of Glimmervale!” they exclaimed in perfect sync.

“Assume positions!” Tina gave them new orders and they marched to make two rows, one at each of her and Ast’s sides. “At ease!”

Relaxing their muscles a bit, the two groups remained still and respectful. Their commander smiled proudly and nodded at their master. Asterios nodded back and stepped forward, gesturing at the new protectors as he addressed the crowd. He was glad the Lesser Dragons loved acting in front of people as much as they did. They had been worried a little if this much theatrics wouldn’t be too much, but their new guests were more than happy to show off.

“I’ll let you all familiarize yourselves with these twelve in the upcoming days, but this squad, under the lead of Captain Kathy, is going to watch over all of us from now on. I hope they will be able to fit in and have as much fun hanging around with us as they are going to assist everyone and watch over this magnificent settlement,” he continued. “What do you think?”

Unfortunately, the silence prevailed. The people stared at him, completely stunned. He had never experienced such a quiet moment in this plaza. Arguably, it was even quieter than during Venuzathor’s summoning. It made him chuckle nervously.

“Ah, right, I guess this is slightly surprising. They are real, though. Actual, living Lesser Dragons. As far as I know, there are no more of them in this realm than the individuals we house, and that’s because these six have been brought here by us. Summoners, remember?” Asterios stopped next to Tina and rested a hand atop her armored shoulder, to which she nodded affirmatively. “So, yeah. The name Dragon Valley might not necessarily come only from my infatuation with those glorious creatures. Who would have figured, right? There will be more of them in the future, and who knows, maybe someday I’ll become one too?”

That finally made the crowd chuckle and laugh, breaking out of the mighty daze. Men slapped each other on the back as they snorted, women giggled and rolled their eyes at their silly overseer. They already knew him well enough to recognize his jesting as inserting pretty much anything Dragon-themed into every matter was a running joke amongst the population. Some even believed he was an actual Dragon, stealing princesses left and right to lock them up in his castle, Princess Silvia being just the beginning.

Such fanfiction was rather quickly spreading throughout the city’s libraries and Asterios had a hunch about who might be behind it, choosing not to confront the perpetrator and their supporters yet.

“Until then!” Asterios shouted over the boisterous crowd. “You will have to do with these friendly guys and girls! Please, be kind to them and don’t overwhelm them too much with your questions or gifts, at least in the beginning. This is still a new world to them so they need a moment to acclimate. Now, I’ll give them a chance to properly introduce themselves and jump back to my other responsibilities. Thank you for your incredible support! Bye!”

With a warm wave, he plunged into his own shadow, and all hell broke loose in a flash. Tina, alongside the Committee, tried to get a grasp on the situation as quickly as possible, but they still struggled with the overly excited residents and outsiders. Reveals like this one didn’t happen often.

Some would argue that they didn’t happen ever.

Atop one of the rooftops at the edge of the plaza, seven individuals stood together, watching the proceedings from an elevated position, safe from the eyes of the people below. A deep shadow pooled behind them and Asterios emerged from it, facing Miria, Selene, Silvia, Bryn, Grea, Althea, and their temporary eyewitness, Visenna. 

Nodding politely towards the lady, he matched the grins on his lovers’ faces. “The introduction behind us, it’s time to gather things and head into Umbra’s realm. We’ve been putting it off for far too long, don’t you think?”


Chapter 50
A Trip Into the Dark

“Some of the delays were out of your control, unfortunately,” Abyss commented as she revealed herself right next to Asterios. “And I must admit, observing how your group resolved them was inspiring. To some extent also… reminiscing. I haven’t observed mundane entities this closely since the day of the sealing.”

“Mundane, huh?” Grea snorted, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I meant no offense by that term.” The mysterious lady made a respectful bow.

“Just fucking with you.” The demon woman snickered while waving her hand dismissively. “I bet we are all lesser beings in front of an entity as powerful as you. I mean, who can really compare to someone capable of creating life?”

“I’m fairly certain that the majority of us here, save maybe for one person, are more than well-equipped to handle such matters,” Silvia commented thoughtfully.

Grea’s cheeks flushed as she met Ast’s gaze, who simply chuckled quietly. It was quite entertaining seeing others tease the mischievous researcher in Tina’s stead. But, that wasn’t the goal of this conversation.

“Leaving the matters of creating life for a later date, where are we with our upcoming expedition?” he asked.

“First, we still need to bring Phatru here,” Althea began. “I already showed Visenna around so she can freely supervise the initial stages of introduction that our new disciples will be going through. My dear friend will have no issues handling that on her own, contrary to her unnecessary lack of confidence in herself. This should give our new pupils enough time to familiarize themselves with the realm, learning the ins and outs of the scholarship program. After our return, the two of us shall give our best to teach them everything we know.”

Visenna nodded politely. “I’m grateful for being shown around this thoroughly. Also for the honor of staying in your lair during my time here. It’s truly a beautiful place, for which I will care as if it was my own. However, I have a question…”

“Yes?” The older Dragon lady raised a curious brow at her.

“I understand that I’m here mostly to observe, but if the opportunity arises, may I also take part in some segments of the program?” the younger girl inquired.

Althea let out a warm chuckle. “Naturally. Feel free to chime in and provide your input into the initial lessons. Your role doesn’t forbid you from interacting with Phatru and the others. If you find a question or a remark connected to the discussed topic, it’s even encouraged to share your thoughts. As long as you are certain that interaction won’t affect your judgment at a later date.”

“I swore to remain impartial and I shall strive to keep my promise.” Visenna curtsied with elegance. “Thank you for this chance to witness something unique.”

“Should we bring your mate here while we are at it?” Asterios suggested. “It might take a moment before we are able to do so again.”

He was fairly sure he caught the faintest trace of a grimace on her serene face for the briefest of moments but chose not to acknowledge it for the sake of the troubled girl. Their situation wasn’t an easy one, that much was obvious.

“Honestly, I don’t think Jellal will be convinced after just one day. We should let him be the one to find the perfect time to join me here. If that day happens to be during your absence, there’s nothing we can do about it but let him wait. As long as he can get in touch with you through someone in that nest,” she pondered out loud.

“I agree! It’s not like the universe revolves around him!” Miria huffed in annoyance.

Asterios smirked at her and nodded at Visenna. “Alright. I’m sure he will find someone to get in contact with us through. Rusi or the disciples aren’t going to spend every minute in this realm. Only Phatru will be stuck here for a little bit. And you.”

“Let’s fetch her and begin our preparations then,” Althea said.

Without further ado, they moved to the Dragon lady’s underground lair. To not use Ast’s tearing ability unnecessarily, they waited for Tina to join them again. Rusi opened her gate and Asterios went in alone since it was supposed to be a quick adventure in and out.

Since the portal opened in Rusilthea’s home, he stumbled on the girl’s mother right away. Phatru was ready for departure, having packed all she needed. Asterios lent her a spatial ring so that she could store everything comfortably and they went to bid their farewell to the Nest Mother.

It looked like the news had already spread as many heads turned after them, especially among the younger generations. Rhufija confirmed it when they met her. The summoning was a mesmerizing spectacle that had made the disciple candidates even more curious and excited. 

In the last twenty-four hours, the ritual and the mentorship program were hot topics amongst the population, especially since the summoned had actually returned briefly to give their statements on how things looked on the other side, as requested by her. Their joy was heavily contagious and it was difficult to get them to calm down. Some couldn’t stop boasting about the neat clothes they had received, calling them the elite disciple uniforms. A mentor or two even started considering introducing some characteristic clothing to make themselves and their disciples more recognizable.

Therefore, wanting or not, Asterios and Althea were already changing the Lesser Dragon society with their innovative approach. Some could argue that pointless things like uniforms or such didn’t truly matter, but the smarter and wiser individuals were able to understand the weight of small, slow steps. Bit by bit, more of their methods, decisions, rules, and manners would gain attention, one day leading to the assimilation of their final goal, to make the mentorship system a better academic structure.

The only question was, how much the mentors were hung up on their old ways. Or how many Jellals wandered around the realms.

Asterios hoped not too many.

Stopping for a few minutes to answer some questions from overjoyed younglings, and politely declining to turn to a True Dragon in the middle of the settlement, Asterios and Phatru escaped to a quieter section of the floating rock village. He made sure with Umbra that there were no sensitive hostiles around and prepared to cut through the fabric of Phasmantia.

Which reminded him of the previous issue.

~I remember sensing your return at night but we were too tired to address it. Since you haven’t brought it up either, I assume your findings aren’t too negative,~ he said through the bond.

~They didn’t require immediate attention,~ Umbra confirmed. ~I managed to follow that male to its final destination after it gave up searching for you. I might have also damaged the environment in front of us a little to further convince him that a battle between Dragons took place there. Nevertheless, he returned home and I located his lair.~

~Thank you. We can always count on your assistance.~ Asterios smiled appreciatively.

~The feeling is mutual, Master.~ The Lord of Shadows chuckled deeply. ~Nevertheless, he didn’t share a thing about the matter with the others, which is logical since he would not wish to bring up his failure. I counted about ten True Dragons in that cavern system, so the nest isn’t too big. I searched the place for any entities in need of help but found none who weren’t beyond saving by now. It looks like this particular group wasn’t too lucky in their hunts for slaves for quite a while.~

~That’s good. And partially unfortunate for the victims, but we can’t save every single being.~ Asterios hummed thoughtfully. ~Still, this is going to be a problem going forward as even if he won’t share his findings, the Dragon has now noticed the path our new friends sometimes take. We might have to do something about it someday. For now, warn Rhufija to spread the news. Share the location with her if you can. The mentors should inform the others past this region.~

~As you wish, Master.~ Umbra transferred himself away to do his bidding.

Another thing to save for a later time.

Plus, handling an entire nest certainly wouldn’t be easy.

Taking one more glance at Phatru, he opened a passage to Althea’s lair and they returned to Kraedorion together. The studious quartet escaped aside to talk things out and help the newcomer settle down as Rusi’s mom would be sharing the cottage with Visenna since neither of the two minded.

In the end, Asterios knew they were used to much more crowded arrangements, thanks to his beloved mentor’s stories.

Meanwhile, the rest of the group started their supply run. A grand journey awaited them so everything had to be as perfect as it could be.

Their first stop happened to be Endymion’s small shop, which had found some growth in the recent weeks and months. The old man’s services were more often requested by adventurers and travelers after word had spread out that he was Ast’s personal enchanter. Endymion didn’t mind as he set his own pace and let the pressure of publicity wash off him. No one could force him to do much with the lord’s protection anyway so the experienced enchanter was the one who dictated the terms.

Stocking up on many useful sigils, they visited their good elf friends. While talking about random things, the father and daughter duo completed maintenance on everyone’s gear. Since Asterios had shared what he could about their destination, with Abyss chiming in as its creator, they enchanted the equipment with some protective runes and arrays that should be helpful in battles against shadowy entities.

No one expected them to just stroll through the dark world straight to their objective without any violent interruptions. That wasn’t how Umbra’s home worked, unfortunately, even if he was fairly high-ranked out there. Such detail might actually work against them.

Their next stop was Grea’s workshop. She brought in her father and they took a look through their own repertoire too. Asterios didn’t say anything and silently accepted their goodwill, knowing that his lascivious lover must feel like she had to do something to compensate for her absence. He wanted to remind her how important and useful everything they did was, but held back, giving Grea the closure she needed not to feel guilty.

They spent about an hour introducing a few spells and gadgets to him, which had been created with the help of the Spellsongs. He and the girls accepted every single thing, thanking the family for all their efforts. Most trinkets revolved around various sealing tricks and traps and could truly come in handy if they needed to incapacitate someone without harming them, meaning to gather intel or something. Umbra’s powers might not be as effective on the denizens of the Nethernight Realms as on the outsiders.

After that, the ladies went to handle their own matters either in Kraedorion or in their personal realms before the hour of their departure arrived. Asterios spent the time on meditation, listening to Tia’s lectures on how to better harness her energy in case he needed to use it for people other than himself. Bryn wasn’t going so they had to rely more on his sigils, spells, and techniques.

Thankfully, with their draconic bonds deeply connected with Summoning Magic, this was still a viable option. Althea knew a thing or two in regards to recovery too. They would need to watch themselves more, but they would be fine if they worked together as they always did. Umbra and Abyss would certainly help as much as they could.

Soon, it was time to wrap things up and go. If they dragged it out too much, they felt like another thing was going to stop them. Their luck recently wasn’t the best when it came to unexpected encounters.

So, Asterios walked out of Althea’s cozy cottage and glanced around.

A fairly high number of people had gathered in the underground oasis. He spotted his mother, Tina’s parents and sister, Guildmaster Suanori with her retinue consisting of Ellie, Truvi, and Venera, who had been brought up to speed by her superiors, the Committee, Viona hastily scribbling something in her notepad, Radir with Imadil and Cynthia by his side, Phatru with Rusilthea and Visenna, and even the young Irelia in her full armor.

Besides an audience, there was a stage.

A stone formation had been brought up from below, creating a flat square with a smooth surface. On top of it, someone had drawn complex circuits and supplied them with embedded crystals at the very edges. The entire thing was as wide as a small house’s foundations.

“What is that?” Asterios asked as he approached everyone.

“An additional safety measure,” Grea replied, trotting up to him with Bryn. “You are going to cut into a rather stormy world that has been sealed for a long time. Just in case something gets too eager to squeeze through without your explicit permission, we are going to lock the close vicinity of the breach up and keep the array going until you are back.”

~A wise notion,~ Umbra complimented her.

“Our combined talents should be enough to stop any being of darkness from slipping into your homeworld, Master,” Bryn added resolutely. “You can count on us. We will protect this place in your name.”

He walked closer to embrace both women with a loving hug. “I know I can always count on you no matter where or when. You don’t need to go above and beyond to prove that to me. Nevertheless, thank you. Don’t burden yourselves too much, please.”

“As long as you promise to watch out for yourself.” Grea looked into his eyes sternly.

Asterios traced one palm onto her crimson cheek while wrapping his other arm around the demon lady’s waist and pressed her into himself just as he forced their lips to meet. Grea moaned into his mouth as he came roughly onto her, his hand firmly grabbing her ass as they made out, body against body. She pulled back with labored breaths, resting her face against his neck.

“I’ll miss your strong hands…” she whispered.

“Not for long.” He kissed her hair. “You’ll feel them against your skin in no time.”

When Grea loosened her grip on him, Asterios turned to Bryn and offered the Valkyrie a much gentler kiss, allowing her to shower him with love at her own pace. He didn’t stop from running his fingers through her sensitive feathers, though. They both enjoyed that way too much not to.

“I’ll have a worthy gift for you when you return, Master,” she announced after they parted.

“I don’t know if I’m scared or if I’m looking forward to it.” He shook his head with a warm smile.

As they stepped aside, Asterios glanced at Tina.

“I know what you are going to say and it’s all good.” She beat him to it with a cordial smirk. “Kathy knows what to do. They can handle things without me even if they are just starting. I’m not staying behind. With Professor gone, someone else needs to keep the daily level of inappropriate jokes up to its usual standard.”

“That’s my girl!” Grea snickered and ruffled through her hair. “Remember to suck him good for both of us!”

The blue-haired lady rolled her eyes as her cheeks colored. “That might be a little bit too much, Professor…”

Looking past them, he found his mother approaching and walked up to meet her and Tina’s family.

“Be sure not to skip on your meals, young man!” Kindra scolded him with a playful smile. “Wandering through an unknown, hostile realm does not stop you from needing to eat healthy!”

He chuckled and pulled her into a hug. “You know they wouldn’t let me forget. Especially Miria. I’m fairly sure she made enough sandwiches to last us a year. All perfectly preserved with Grea’s bit of magic.”

“Good, good. A wife who happily feeds her husband is a treasure. Remember to treat her like it, Dragon.” She winked cordially and let him face the Nobelle trio.

“Keep an eye on my sis, okay?” Gwen raised a brow at him. “She can be quite stubborn when it comes to anything related to you.”

“I can hear you!” Tina shouted somewhere from behind.

“You have my word.” He nodded at her and her parents. “But, at the same time, she is now a strong girl. Always has been, to be honest. You don’t have to worry.”

The person in question arrived at their spot and Asterios let Tina chat a little with her family before their departure. He moved to exchange a few words with the Committee about the progressing development of the city and Suanori chimed in with the girls, bringing up the topic of their new branch and Guildmaster Oria being on good tracks to become a thing really soon. Venera still seemed a bit taken aback by everything, but no one could blame her. All the details had been dropped on her in the span of a few hours most likely.

Approaching Irelia, he reciprocated her official salute. “Keep training hard so that I can see how much you grew after we are back. And don’t let the boys walk over you. Some of them are simply jealous or feel threatened. Show them who’s the boss.”

“I’ll become the best Knight there ever was, My Lord!” The young girl hit her chestplate. “Thank you for everything and good luck on your expedition!”

Imadil and Cynthia were engaged in a lively discussion with Dragon Valley’s official bard so he didn’t interrupt them. Viona seemed to be in her own world as she noted down pieces of a grand story that would certainly take the realm by storm one day. He turned to face his group, ready to move on with the schedule.

“You good, Master? We’ve all bid farewell to our friends and families already too, in case it takes a while.” Miria grinned at him as her tail danced happily behind her back.

“Yep.” He nodded, coming closer to caress her cute ears. “It’s time to break in.”

“I hope there isn’t any temporal fuckery going about that cursed realm, making you guys feel like a day has passed but it’s a year for us here.” Grea sniffed, approaching them from the side and glaring at Abyss.

“I’m not so powerful as to affect time itself,” the dark-skinned woman replied with her usual tone. “It’s not only the most difficult of the Three Pillars of Existence but also the most dangerous one. There is barely anyone who is insane enough to risk interfering with time itself. Few even dare to study it.”

“What are the other two?” Selene asked, intrigued.

“Space and Reality,” Abyss answered. “With Space being the second hardest and Reality being the easiest of the three, which doesn’t mean it’s easy. It’s often called Matter too since it revolves around transforming one thing into another. As for Space, it’s rare, but you witness it through your mate’s draconic ability. And a tiny bit in Summoning Magic.”

“Anyway, good to hear that.” Grea nodded to herself. “I’ll try not to go insane after not being able to reach you mentally for a month if that does happen.”

“You will always be able to sense your True Mate so let that reassure your worrying heart.” Althea rested a hand on her shoulder. “No matter the distance and restrictions.”

“Thanks.” The crimson-skinned woman sighed softly. “You should go before I second-guess myself. I really don’t want to be a bitch about this.”

Asterios stole one more peck from her. “I love you too.”

Everyone gathered around the raised platform, with only Ast’s current party standing on top of it. He took a deep breath and went through all the necessary steps, letting his energy and will lead the technique. It took a moment to lock onto his desired destination, but after sensing the connection, Asterios stabbed his finger into an invisible canvas and slowly dragged it down.

Immediately, everyone could tell how much more pressure this realm exuded on him. The progress was painfully sluggish and tedious. As the breach grew in size, deep darkness seeped from it, seemingly absorbing the light from its surroundings. The Asgeirs and Spellsongs activated their array, supported by Bryn. After about three minutes, the crevice could fit a common humanoid entity. Only shadows swirled over its jagged surface.

“Here goes nothing.” Asterios exchanged looks with his companions and glanced over his shoulder. “Be well, friends!”

Holding hands, they charged into the unstable window.

Everyone felt like their bodies and souls were being dragged in a million directions at once. They could hear each other’s grunts and groans from everywhere as they traversed through a swirl of dark shades. Something tried to hold them back, but it couldn’t succeed, bested by the draconic energies supporting the spatial corridor.

After what felt like hours, Asterios and the others fell out of the breach on the other side, stumbling and crashing onto the ground. Everyone focused on quickly regathering their bearings, with him instantly activating a rejuvenating spell.

“I’m truly back…” Abyss’ whisper reached their ears and they looked up.

For the first time, they could note a trace of emotions in the mocha-skinned woman’s visage. Her face briefly relaxed in wonder before returning to its stony expression soon after. But, they didn’t pay much attention to it for too long.

They now stood on top of pure black grass that emitted smoke of the same shade as it tilted under the nonexistent force of the wind. Above them spanned an equally dark sky filled with purplish dots. Those glowing points bathed the entire place in the slightest violet tint, allowing their eyes to differentiate between the parts of this world.

Thankfully, not everything was just black.

There existed elements resembling earth, rock, and floral formations but all in various shades of dark gray. They often seemed almost abstract, releasing some kind of particles or smoke. Nearly everything felt slightly foggy and hazy. But, it was material as far as they could tell. Ignoring the spooky composition, it was a realm like many others, simply inhabited by strong shadowy beings.

Out of which one began gathering itself right behind them.

Asterios and the girls jerked around as the darkness pooled into one place and grew exponentially. The swirling blob soon towered over them multiple times, reaching the height of a two-story house. Then, it burst, enveloping them in a chilly smoke, which after it faded, revealed the massive shape of a raven with purplish, fuming eyes.

“Welcome to the Nethernight Realm,” Umbra said with a jovial tone. “I hope you brought snacks because we have a lot to see.”

END OF VOLUME X


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.

This one came out a little late due to some issues with the cover and a few other matters that heavily overlapped, resulting in a mighty delay. But, I never stopped writing even as I worked on resolving them all so the next volume is greatly underway at the moment of me writing this part, about two-thirds done more or less. So, there’s a decent chance that it will be up for grabs much sooner.

Now, regarding the book itself, I guess Ast and the crew had some delays too, hah. That’s just how it is when one’s past finally catches up to them. We finally learned the reason why Miria is such a good fighter amongst her hunter peers and dove into her family backstory. Will we get more of such arcs? Possibly. There have been hints of our other beloved characters not being fully aware of their origins (winks at a certain shy Summoner girl).

At the same time, Asterios finally mastered his new ability and already started causing quite some mess in other realms. That was to be expected. One step through the dimensional breach and he ends up in front of an actual True Dragon. I wonder what will come out of their interaction and the whole deal with the Lesser Dragon nest.

Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this little distraction that our characters experienced before diving into the long-awaited Nethernight Realm. They can finally fulfill their promise.

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, that much is obvious. We have just jumped into the troubled dimension. Our beloved characters will be looking for a way to help their companion and mysterious friend while dealing with the issues introduced by this locked realm. It certainly won’t be easy and we’ll see what kind of limitations they are going to experience during their journey.

From what it looks like, most of the upcoming book will cover that exploration so there’s a lot you can look forward too. It won’t be just wandering around but we will also meet many new possible allies and enemies, not to mention see our ladies grow and thrive under the pressure of the dark world. And perhaps Asterios will find a piece or two to the puzzle that is his mind and very existence.

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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