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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 10, so if you are coming here straight after reading it, feel free to skip it without losing anything. For summary of Volumes 1-10, 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 10!

For Volume 1-10 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books!

Taking a well-deserved rest, Asterios and the ladies oversaw the development of their small city. The settlement expanded, and so did the protective walls and barriers surrounding it. With Althea’s help, the change wasn’t that difficult, even if it looked like something from within a dream to the bystanders.

Structural growth wasn’t the only thing happening in Glimmervale. The noble duo introduced a new nobility system that allowed people to compete in specific fields without unnecessary misconduct. Everyone would need to start from scratch, but the path to getting recognized was much easier and clearer than in other governing systems.

The dungeon near the town wasn’t staying idle either. With the help of Miria and Umbra, it turned into a very flexible experience. Miria led the charge by diving alongside the adventurers herself, showing everyone the ropes, and having lots of fun by showing off. The new rooms, chambers, and encounters could serve both the newcomers and the local knights, who sought to train themselves.

After wrapping things up, Asterios and his crew sat down together for another summoning attempt. His mentor and mate, Althea, wished to call upon an old friend and connect them to a settlement of Lesser Dragons. They succeeded in bringing forth Phatru, and after a bit of convincing, discussed the plan with their new ally.

Instead of contracting Tina, she offered a bond with her daughter, willing to help them set up a meeting on the other side to negotiate with the Nestmother. That would allow them to work together with the whole village. Asterios summoned the young woman with her mother’s help, and after Tina duked it out with her, she agreed to join the initiative, becoming Tina’s companion.

With their next steps specified, they traveled to Phasmantia, and Asterios hid himself in Althea’s shadow as they explored the floating isles. A moment later, they met with Nestmother Rhufija in her secure tower. A slight conflict arose from her side as her protective mates doubted Ast’s good intentions. But, after a bit of explaining, the lady agreed to give them a chance.

Still, they had to wait a few days for her to fully ponder over her choice, during which Asterios practiced his realm-tearing ability. His first attempt at a real transfer landed him in a weird, frozen realm instead of his targeted world. He ran into giant monsters assaulting tiny seal-like folks and offered them a hand. Thankful for his assistance, the Sealies showed him their settlement.

From their talk with the old and wise leader, they heard about a potential True Dragon sighting and flew to check it out. Ast’s party found a bubbling hot spring at the foot of the mountain, and an icy keep inside of it. Unfortunately, the owner wasn’t home, and their kids seemed to have starved to death during their absence. Save for one, who escaped through the walls. They took a dip in the lake, and Selene advanced once more, gaining another beautiful tail.

During his second attempt at realm traveling, Asterios landed in a swamp. Met with a talking frog, he escorted the amphibian home. A whole family met him, teaching him about the way. With the enlightenment gained from the mysterious beings, he finally succeeded at moving into Miria’s realm at will.

To celebrate his success, they invited Miria’s family and a few other friends into Kraedorion. The girls took their companions aside while their mothers moved into the city to chat. Asterios met up with Miria’s father for an emotional bonding moment.

Later, they discussed expanding into Eabiarhia through an Adventurer’s Guild, which excited Miria greatly. Things had to be well-thought-out by Guildmaster Suanori, but everyone was excited about the prospect. While waiting, Asterios organized an official knighting ceremony for the young Irelia, who was worth all their respect and love for being so honest and righteous.

The Nobelle family showed up alongside Ast’s grandpa during the ceremony, and Tina reunited with her parents and sister, as they wanted to settle down nearby. Gwen was offered an internship at their guild, under Sunaori’s watchful eye, while her parents were taken property hunting by Kindra.

His mother’s father shared what he knew about the Rubytong clan amongst the dwarves living in the isolated mountain. From the information, Asterios deduced that the clan might have had some connections with a True Dragon, and it would be worth checking that out. So, they decided to prepare for the upcoming festivities where the families competed for leadership.

Back in Miria’s home realm, they met up with Oria, her mother, and investigated a recent change in the behavior of local beasts. They stumbled on a vile blood ritual in the middle of the forest, and Oria recognized it as a lure specifically for her. Ast’s party fought the crazed monsters, and she had to finally come clean about her past, revealing what she had been hiding from Miria about her old days.

Afterwards, they came up with a plan to lure the aggressors instead, acting as if they had fallen for their trap. They caught two beastfolk females, who revealed their mission after a bit of good old torture. A protégé from Oria’s past was on a warpath, going after her vigilante group. Miria’s mom wished to save her comrades, and so Ast’s party journeyed forth to find them.

First, they located a Bearkin man hiding with his Deerkin wife under a Molekin settlement covered in easily combustible gases. Managing to convince the little folk that they were not enemies, Ast’s party met with the family and their single son. Miria might have flexed a little too much during the meeting, hurting the young man’s ego a tad.

Spending a moment just catching up, the group agreed to storm the hiding spot of their enemy together. Asterios took the family onto his back and flew everyone to the bandit fortress. He took care of the first blow, protecting Oria’s old comrades from harm until they burst into the hideout. Then, everyone fought the bandits on their own terms. When the criminals surrendered, the path to the inner halls stood open.

Cornered, the bandit leader and ex-vigilante Roki, requested a duel with Oria, threatening to blow up the entire place if she refused. Miria was reluctant, but allowed her mother to fight him. Not without some issues, the Pantherkin lady bested the weak male, and Umbra saved the day by disarming the explosives. The threat had been neutralized. Returning to the Molekin settlement, they chatted about the future, and Oria invited her friends to her village, where she would be willing to become the guildmaster.

By that point, Nestmother Rhufija came to a final decision. They spoke with the Lesser Dragon lady once more, and she set up a gathering in the amphitheater for them. All young and old minds from the nest arrived to listen to Althea’s and Phatru’s introductory talk. Things were developing fairly well, at least until Althea’s old mentor showed up with his new apprentice.

A bit of a back and forth ensued, but the argument was broken by a report about True Dragons being spotted near the settlement, possibly following Jellal on the way there. Asterios had to reveal himself and flew to confront the blue-scaled individual. He managed to outsmart the male, learning that a True Dragon nest wasn’t that far from their position. Returning to the auditorium, he joined the discussion.

Things grew heated with accusations, so Grea brought out a memory-reading artifact. Althea showed her past and invited her mentor to do the same. When he refused, his young apprentice stepped forward, showing his true nature through her own memories. Before things escalated even further, Althea came up with a plan to end this feud once and for all, offering Visenna to watch how they did things in the other realm before she decided who the liar was. Confident about himself, Jellal agreed easily.

Then, Asterios answered some questions from the younglings and explained his initiative further. It was met with some interest, and Phatru’s daughter Rusilthea became the star of its first wave. Asterios and Tina formed a summoning contract with Nestmother Rhufija, connecting the settlement to Glimmervale in a similar way that Esil’s winged tigers served the Human Kingdom.

Back home, accompanied by Visenna, the Summoner duo called forth the first batch of Lesser Dragons, linking them with the members of their Dragon Guard. Afterwards, Asterios introduced the forces to the population and mentioned his trip abroad, leaving the nation in the hands of his trusted aides, the Committee, and a few of his mates who would remain on site.

Finished with preparations, Ast’s group gathered in Althea’s lair, and they set up precautions before he tore open the fabric of dimensions. Bidding final farewells, Asterios, Miria, Selene, Tina, Silvia, and Tia ventured forth into the dark realm, accompanied by Umbra and Abyss.

And so, their next adventure began…


Chapter 1
Might Makes Right

In the pure darkness of the Nethernight realm, only the purple stars illuminated the landscape of the cursed world. The stars, and the fierce crimson breach hovering over the black grass, bathing the creepy smoking stalks in a reddish radiance. In such an ominous place, the tear looked more like an entrance to some hellish dimension. Its scarlet glow could be spotted from far away, that was for certain.

Fortunately, or not, the breach began emitting a cracking noise, and Asterios watched alongside his companions as the passage he had created was quickly slipping out of his grasp. No matter how hard he focused on keeping the connection up, some immense force aimed to get rid of it, to squeeze the wound he had carved in the flesh of this realm shut. They could only stare at the opening becoming narrower by the second and finally snapping out of existence.

The source of the crimson light was no more.

“Looks like we will have to be quick whenever we decide to finish our expedition and return,” Asterios commented thoughtfully.

“Are you sure we are not locked in here, Master?” Miria asked with a bit of worry as she glanced around.

He carefully retraced the earlier steps of the realm-tearing process and pierced the invisible sheet with his enhanced claw. Confirming that it had pushed through, he hastily withdrew it instead of dragging it down, not wanting to emit too much spiritual energy near a spot they knew nothing about. Someone or something could take notice, and that wasn’t the best start to their adventure.

“It’s much harder to do from the inside, but it’s not impossible,” Asterios replied, caressing her ears lovingly.

“And it will only get easier as we take down the barrier cutting this world off from the grand universe,” Selene pointed out. “Nevertheless, it’s good to hear that we do have an emergency way out in case things turn out to be a tad too difficult to see through completely. No offense, Abyss, but I’m going to prioritize my Lord’s safety over all else. Others most likely will too.”

The ladies nodded in agreement without a moment of hesitation.

Their mysterious companion, who seemed to be perfectly visible even in front of all that darkness and black shades, turned to them slowly.

“I would not demand of you to sacrifice your own lives in assistance to my personal matters. If this journey proves to be too much for your current selves, do not waver, take the first chance to avoid unnecessary risks and lethal dangers,” Abyss announced calmly. “We can always try another time, which won’t happen if the most crucial person for this operation does not exist anymore. Asterios is the key to this realm. We can’t lose that key.”

“Well said.” Silvia showed a faint smile. “The door won’t go anywhere. As long as we have a way to unlock it, our chances are unlimited.”

“Experience is an important element of growth,” Althea pointed out in a truly mentorly manner. “Even if we are forced to take a step back, we should not view it as a failure but an opportunity to review our actions, consider newly gained knowledge, and make preparations for the future.”

“Besides, we have this world’s creator with us, don't we?” Tina rested her fists against her hips. “Now that Abyss is inside, this should be a piece of cake, no?”

“Is that right?” Asterios raised a curious brow at the emotionless lady. “Can you handle the issue from here, or point us towards the source of it?”

Spending a few long seconds staring seemingly into nothing, Abyss let out a delicate sigh. “I’m afraid not.”

“Why?” Miria tilted her head.

“Whatever magic or technique my nemesis employed, it didn’t only envelop this realm with an impenetrable shell. He used the core of this dimension as the energy source for this curse, that much I can tell,” Abyss explained. “There are things I can sense and influence, but I lost control over this realm almost completely. That doesn’t include its inhabitants, however. May you find yourselves in a pinch, I might be able to assist you. Just keep in mind that I would rather not poison this fruit of my labor if I don’t necessarily have to.”

“Observe, not interfere, we remember.” The panthergirl sniffed. “Doesn’t sound that helpful.”

“Don’t blame her too much,” Asterios requested softly. “We are burdened by this seal quite a lot too. Don’t know if you noticed, but we are cut off from the others back in our realms.”

“Oh.” Miria froze briefly. “Oh no.”

“It did feel like it was way too quiet,” Tina commented. “Professor would have definitely come up with some dirty joke about us penetrating the veil or something.”

Selene chuckled daintily. “You are starting to think like her.”

“Oh gods…” The Summoner girl shivered as her cheeks flushed a bit.

“It’s alright. To some extent.” Asterios reassured his distressed feline mate with an affectionate hug. “We can still sense everyone through our bonds and connections. It simply looks like we won’t be able to chat casually. They surely can still feel our presence too. Just think of this as a short vacation trip to take a break from Grea’s constant teasing.”

“I pity Bryn. She’ll have to suffer through the unimaginable while being the sole recipient of Grea’s uncouth jokes.” Selene smirked impishly.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Silvia disagreed. “They seemed to have grown a little closer since the beginning. I’m sure our crimson-skinned friend won’t go too far. She knows how much Ast tries to make Bryn comfortable around everyone. Undermining that would get her a heavy scolding from him. As crude as she sometimes is, that’s not something she would wish for.”

“You forget the possibility that she might actually enjoy it.” Tina giggled, causing the fiery princess to roll her eyes amusingly.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she added, meeting the blue-haired girl’s gaze.

“No matter what, we won’t find out until we go back.” Asterios ran his fingers through his hair. “Let’s focus on what we can influence. This core, do we have to find a way to reach the heart of this world somewhere underneath us to dispel this seal?”

“I don’t think so.” Abyss shook her head. “Fiddling with the energy source of a star, which is what I used to mold this small realm into what it currently is, would be close to a death wish. It’s already been processed by me, so any alterations could destabilize it, resulting in an unimaginable implosion.”

“Then how did he use it to power his spell?” Selene hummed while stroking her chin.

“During the time he spent here alongside me, he must have prepared some kind of a ritual site that connected with the core,” the mocha-skinned lady continued. “I’m not sure if it’s limited to one central location or if it’s a scattered array with numerous spiritual spots that will need to be deactivated from the first to the last one. But, given enough time, I should be able to gather more information by comparing my memories of this place from before the sealing with its current state.”

“That’s okay. In the end, we do have a guide with us who might know a thing or two about the current affairs of this world,” Asterios said, turning around to face Umbra. “I have to say, though, I didn’t think you would take the form of a massive raven even in here.”

A deep rumble traveled through the air as the Lord of Shadows chuckled mirthfully. “I take many shapes, out of which most are not so pleasant to the eye, with the goal behind that being intimidation, obviously, but I felt like something you are already used to would be a good choice. Besides, I took a liking to those avian creatures from your realm, Master. But, if you think that doesn’t match your expectations, then…”

The swirly shadows making up Umbra’s current form stirred frantically. His body compressed and began molding itself into something much smaller. The texture remained more or less the same, a deep black smoke-like substance with misty tendrils of the same color wafting off its surface. Now, though, it wasn’t shaped to look like a bird.

After a short moment of transformation, in front of everyone stood a roughly humanoid creature, judging by the general build, a male. The dark, featureless form had only two sharp purplish spots for eyes, grimly releasing fumes of the same color. Its height reached about a head higher than Asterios was tall, forcing his group to look up at the towering figure.

But those elements were not the most unique ones.

Umbra’s new body wore what looked like a butler outfit with a tailcoat. Save for the bottom half. Anything under his belt was gone, but everything above was meticulously detailed, juggling gray and violet shades for the core and auxiliary parts respectively. The outfit was complete with even a top hat, and after the wearer snapped his fingers, also a silvery monocle on a fancy chainlet and a stylish cane of the same spiritual material.

The only thing lacking to complete the image was a slightly curled-up mustache, but that might look more comical than serious on an almost empty and featureless face.

“Is this form better, Master?” Umbra asked, resting both hands atop the head of his cane.

Asterios whistled in awe. “If you showed up like this back at home, you would capture as much attention as Abyss’ appearance. I don’t think anyone would dare to doubt your capabilities when faced with such a menacing visage. Not that your bird avatar isn’t great or anything.”

“I would rather remain less conspicuous in your and other realms,” the Duke of Umbra said. “The more people underestimate me or think of me as just some small and insignificant familiar, the worse for them. Here, however, we are inside my domain. While I might or might not be the most powerful entity in this cursed space, my name and spiritual signature do carry some meaning, respect, and fear. It’s in our best interest to display myself as much as we can in hopes of avoiding unnecessary conflicts that can simply be resolved with my rank or power.”

“That’s a valuable approach,” Silvia agreed. “People who can do both are fairly rare. It often boils down to them focusing either on showing off or hiding away. It’s a matter of ego most of the time. With great power comes a strong desire to remind everyone of it.”

“What you speak of is true.” He tipped his hat at her politely. “And it’s fairly common in this cutthroat world. Yet, many of us have been humbled by a certain entity that invaded our space some time ago.”

“Kaguya,” Asterios whispered.

“Precisely.” Umbra nodded. “Many confident beings fell under her might. Or her and her mate’s might since she wasn’t left alone in our home. At least a few beings should have learned their lesson, including myself. Did that change how the entire realm functions? Definitely not. But power levels and ranks became much more pronounced.”

“Huh. So there were some benefits from her sudden appearance,” Miria mused.

“At least for us,” Selene added. “We can use this to our advantage. If I understood it correctly, we are going to flaunt our power to discourage weaker creatures from messing with us, right?”

“I think so.” Asterios nodded. “I just hope it won’t lure in stronger ones.”

“Those would find a reason for a challenge no matter if we were weak or strong,” Umbra shared. “For the petty reason of existing near them, our lives would be deemed forfeit. With a clear difference in strength, we would be deemed an appropriate opponent to battle. There’s nothing much we can do if we stumble on one of those types. We can only minimize the number of encounters by getting rid of the other group right from the get-go.”

“Therefore, we should get ready.” Selene grinned, capturing everyone’s attention.

She twirled around as a bluish aura surrounded her. Tail after tail appeared behind her back until she brought out all eleven. The spiritual energy she manifested slowly settled over her clothes and fur, forming the familiar cascading cyan plates that were partially see-through. Until she donned the translucent helmet, she kept spinning, finishing her showy display with a delicate bow, showcasing the protection surrounding even her tails.

Right away, all the other ladies took a page out of her book, sharing a quick glance and smile.

Miria changed next, drawing on her bloodline. Her transformation was getting quicker and quicker the more she used it, and in the span of one long growl, she was covered in soft but extremely durable fur, gaining some feline features here and there. She couldn’t emanate a powerful spiritual presence like her beastfolk sister-mate, but the bloodlust that wafted from the feral panthergirl could frighten an S-rank adventurer within a glimpse.

Tina didn’t rely on much more protection than what Hydran offered her by enveloping her body with a water membrane, but there was one more option she could use now. Closing her eyes and deepening her connection with Asterios, she drew on his lineage to strengthen herself, using the small kernels of draconic energy he had infused her with over time as they grew closer together. As a result, her legs, arms, shoulders, neck, and partially also cheeks were adorned with beautiful azure scales. Additionally, she gained a rather fierce tail and mesmerizing vertical pupils. A slight coil of deadly water circled her figure like a floating shawl.

Silvia couldn’t be left behind, of course. But, instead of setting herself ablaze straight from the start, the fiery princess mirrored Selene’s approach. Similar plates of condensed spiritual energy decorated her coat and armor. However, while hers were see-through too, they were also on fire. Gentle but threatening flames sizzled from underneath them and from between her skin and equipment, not to mention her hair, which was made of literal fire now. The amber tiara adorned it neatly by hovering right above her head. Asterios could also appreciate the coiling Lesser Dragons wrapped around her forearms, reminiscent of their many bouts and duels.

Watching all that happen, Althea gladly joined in. Everyone watched as the Dragon lady covered her body in emerald scales with much more detail and control than what Tina had displayed. Asterios had already witnessed some of it during their rather intimate moment, but it still inspired him each time. The pretty plates formed enchanting lines and sections cupping his mentor’s jaw, cheeks, and up to her forehead, where they protected it down to the bridge of her nose. Naturally, she didn’t lack the tail, a much longer appendage compared to Tina’s recreation. Even a less experienced person could easily spot the difference between a real Dragon in a humanoid form and a human imitating one through their mate.

Then, all the faces turned to one person.

Asterios.

He chuckled and shook his head. There would most likely not be a bigger flex than him strutting around as a True Dragon, but hopefully, just a half would be enough for now. He recalled all the lessons from Althea and drew on both of his Hearts. As his skin was covered in red and black scales in the same fashion as hers had been, he also sprouted vicious vertical horns and a thick tail. The amount of raw power he released into the surroundings caused the magnificent plates to shimmer as he was surrounded by a layer of spiritually charged air. Not to mention the faint tongues of crimson and onyx mist floating up from his clothes.

There was no way the natives of this realm wouldn’t know his might.

“This will be good training for all of you,” Althea said with a smile, roaming her green eyes over the entire group. “You haven’t had the chance to stay in your transformations for longer periods of time. Here, we will need to remain alert without a moment lost.”

“I’m already in great control of mine!” Miria proudly puffed out her chest. “I’ve had lots of time to practice at home! There are barely any situations where I lose control of my shift! Well, maybe save for sleeping. I seem to relax too much and pop out of it by accident, ehehe~”

Asterios chuckled and brushed his fingers over her furry cheek, enjoying how she purred lovingly back at him. “We’ll take turns to keep watch overnight so it won’t be that much of a problem. I don’t think we’ll find many cities with friendly inns here, so get ready to camp out the entire time we are on this quest. Right, Umbra?”

“While that might be correct, there still exist communities gathered around one spot. With just a little bit of a show, it should be possible to tame them, showing them who’s the boss, which should result in us securing a relatively safe place to rest,” Umbra replied with a noticeable smirk in his tone. “The most commonly accepted and respected currency here is might, in the end. Your opponents will feel blessed just by not being consumed after experiencing a total defeat.”

“Talking with one’s fists? I already like this place.” Selene cracked her knuckles, her tails shivering with anticipation.

Snickering, Asterios reached within himself to check up on one more person. ~How are you feeling, Tia? Does this realm or its barrier affect you in any way? I don’t think there’s any flora here, and you are a Dryad, even if one merged with someone’s source.~

~I have to admit that this world creeps me out a tiny bit, but I do not experience any specific difficulties,~ Tia replied with a quiet giggle. ~That’s definitely thanks to you, though. If I had arrived here on my own, I can tell I would feel rather sick from being unable to sense any plant life. But my powers don’t seem to be affected much. Just don’t expect me to create healthy trees and vines out of nothing. This world clearly functions within its own set of rules.~

~As long as we have your healing, everything is fine,~ he reassured her. ~And since this world doesn’t follow the usual rules, we should be on the lookout for a solution to your situation. In the end, it takes either a miracle or something bypassing common logic to bring a spiritual entity back to the world of material beings.~

~Oh, you don’t need to!~ she cooed charmingly. ~But, I guess I’ve seen enough to know that you will anyway, so thank you. Thank you for thinking about me, even though I’m happy to stay with you like this.~

~You are welcome.~ Asterios smiled cordially. ~Now, let’s think of our next step. We shouldn’t linger in one spot for too long.~


Chapter 2
You Shall Know Despair

“So, do either of you have any idea where we have landed?” Asterios asked, glancing at Umbra and Abyss standing side by side. “Since I was focusing on just getting in here, I had no concept of the specific place we would show up at.”

The mocha-skinned lady lightly shook her head. “Do not consider me a viable guide. Too much has changed since my last gaze upon these lands. I might be able to recognize some of the more unique landmarks and regions, but this plain does not bring up any meaningful memories.”

“If I’m not mistaken, we aren’t that far from the closest village of Darklings.” Umbra hummed thoughtfully. “This is not a place where I would hang around normally, but I recall witnessing a challenge somewhere near here. While the shadowy grass isn’t that peculiar, it doesn’t appear this close to the rocks in any other area that I know of.”

“Darklings?” Miria’s eyes shone with curiosity at the unheard before term. “What are those?”

“How should I put it…” The Lord of Shadows stroked his smooth chin. “They are like dark-skinned Goblins about twice taller and much more clever. I wouldn’t call them monsters, but to you, all of us here might be considered to be. What I mean to convey is that they aren’t as mindless and do follow their own societal rules. Which, naturally, doesn’t make them any less violent and aggressive like most creatures in this world.”

“And is that by design?” Althea raised a scholarly brow at their gracious host.

“Not in the slightest,” Abyss replied calmly. “While some of the entities I have breathed life into might have shared slightly more forceful tendencies, I did not intend to fill this realm with only battle-seeking maniacs. Over the decades that I have watched this world over, many evolved, combined, died out, changed, but there seemed to exist a frail balance between predators and prey that shifted towards either side from time to time.”

“And, obviously, you didn’t interfere,” Tina pointed out.

“That’s correct.” The mysterious lady nodded. “And even without my influence, the creatures calling this place their home seemed to grow within a set natural order. That applied to the last day I gazed upon my creation, studying a territorial battle between two titans. I wasn’t here after that, so I can’t speak about anything from that point onwards.”

“Then, it all went downhill afterward,” Silvia commented. “The forced magical isolation must have somehow affected this world and its inhabitants. Possibly it was also due to your absence. Even if you haven’t directly influenced this place and these creatures, their creator simply existing in close proximity might have made a difference. Cut that connection off, and the dimension is thrown into chaos.”

A thoughtful expression showed up on Abyss’ usually still face. “I admit I did not consider that prospect. But, you speak wisely.”

“It’s like a mother with her child,” Selene added. “In our community, it’s believed that the family shares a spiritual connection. Even if the parents are withdrawn or intend for their offspring to develop on its own without their aid, the baby can still feel their presence in its heart. We have observed differences in such regard within cases of orphaned children, even if they have found themselves under the care of close relatives or any other guardians.”

“It should start getting better now that Abyss is back, no?” Tina wondered out loud.

“Perhaps not immediately, but I think so too,” Asterios agreed with her. “We might have to do something with the curse, spell, barrier, seal, or whatever first, though. If it blocks her deeper link with the core of the realm, the spiritual relationship might still be subdued. After that, who knows?”

“I would be glad if things returned onto their proper path without me having to help steer them there, but I shall do so nonetheless if the moment or situation requires it,” Abyss said. “I can acknowledge that my life’s work is already poisoned by that person’s malicious intent and schemes. Yet, if you manage to solve this issue without that happening, I shall be eternally grateful to you.”

“And so will I, alongside most likely the majority of the realm.” Umbra’s chuckle echoed throughout the plain. “Regardless of the way the end result is achieved. I care not if the Creator gets involved, only that this sickening imprisonment finally ends for good. Especially if it truly is the reason behind many of us losing our minds to insanity.”

“Well, some of that could be your own fault.” Althea shrugged delicately.

“Oh, I’m well aware, and I don’t deny that.” He spun his cane in amusement. “Some guys are just destined to become assholes in a century or a dozen. Yet, I dare claim that when the majority develops like that, there’s something truly wrong out there. And our Goddess has declared that we weren’t all meant to be bloodthirsty monstrosities.”

“Should we check the village, then?” Miria inquired, her tail dancing excitedly behind her back. “Or what else are we going to do around here?”

They all thought about it for a moment until Asterios nodded in agreement. “I say we go meet these Darklings. Worst-case scenario, we have to pacify them with some words or actions. Best case scenario, they know something about the ailment causing this world to suffer. Because you don’t have any ideas on where to go first, right, Umbra?”

“I’m still browsing through my memories in search of any notable points of interest. But, believe me, this realm bears many unusual anomalies and weird areas. It’s not that easy to figure out which ones might have been caused by some kind of external energy. We would waste a lot of time going around in circles. I think we have better chances of finding a lead from the inhabitants of such regions,” Umbra replied.

“Sounds good.” Selene took a look at their surroundings. “A few legends or stories might have been passed down by the previous generations if some of your people are capable of forming functioning societies. I don’t think Abyss’ friend would be capable of stealthily preparing such a massive technique. Especially if his main element is light.”

“Yeah. I doubt he would have been willing to dabble in darkness if he hated it so much to go as far as to undermine Abyss’ efforts from the inside. He was going for the long game, slowly gaining her trust,” Silvia added. “I also vote for a parlay with the locals. Maybe there are a few established governments around. I’m sure the leaders would be thrilled to welcome the Dragon Emperor in their domains.”

Asterios rolled his eyes as the ladies chuckled mirthfully. But, they weren’t exactly wrong. Since in this place power equaled respect, he might as well introduce himself as such. If some of the species living here were aware of True Dragons, it might make things a little bit easier.

And if they weren’t, well, there was always the first time, right?

Casting one last gaze at their landing spot, they made a few final checks to prepare for the upcoming trip and readied themselves to go ahead. Umbra led the party from the front as the only person familiar with the way. Unfortunately, they couldn’t just transfer themselves there for multiple reasons, as the Lord of Shadows explained during the walk.

First of all, he hadn’t yet been there directly, only passing nearby. Second, his shadow movement worked slightly differently in this world than it did in other realms. Here, he wouldn’t become practically invulnerable, hiding in the darkness. Since that darkness made up almost everything around, he could only shift into a formless shape and move more fluidly and at faster speeds. He could be seen as a blur on the endless night sky. Third, someone could take notice.

Therefore, they chose a more conventional method of transport. For now, Ast’s group simply strolled through the silent, spooky plains. Later, they planned on flying on his back, but the village was supposedly not that far away from where they had entered Umbra’s realm, so they could take their time sightseeing such a unique world.

Various small creatures slinked through the dark, smoking grass and ominous bushes. Thanks to the power the ladies and Asterios emanated, hardly anything considered them easy prey. Umbra’s presence definitely helped too. He looked fairly plain, but visual looks could be very deceiving. This was his home, his turf. And, sure, there might exist beings equal or greater than him in different corners of the shadowy dimension, but some risks were necessary as they had agreed earlier.

Soon enough, the misty stalks thinned out before completely disappearing at one specific point. Their edge drew a straight line that separated the plains from what looked like a perfectly flat stone surface. Naturally, it might not be stone in this world, but the general idea was the same. A smooth, rock-like mineral spanned far and wide. It was almost pretty but mostly eerie. Miria joked that someone must have spent ages polishing this barren land.

As they stepped onto the new terrain, their shoes echoed pleasantly, no matter if they were made of harder or more flexible stuff. Tina chuckled and started hopping around to create an almost musical beat. The others quickly joined, with Silvia leading the impromptu orchestra alongside the blue-haired girl. They seemed to possess the most accurate sense of rhythm, saving the echoing melody from being accidentally ruined by slightly less graceful individuals like the overly excited Miria.

Then, with no prior sign, the sound simply ceased. The girls took a few more steps while confusedly exchanging glances, but the echo was gone. Their jumps didn’t create any more noise. Selene examined the ground for some kind of change, but the transition was seamless, with no noticeable changes in the smooth dark surface.

“Bummer.” The panthergirl sighed softly. “That was so much fu—“

Suddenly, they all stumbled as their feet sank into the ground, with only Abyss and Umbra saved from the unexpected turn of events since they both technically hovered through the air. The duo floated higher to look at what was happening while everyone else became wary of any upcoming attacks.

Yet, even after a few seconds had passed, nothing seemed to jump at them.

The only thing that happened was the appearance of a swirly pattern on the previously clean surface. It spun counter-clockwise and was made up of two colors, a slightly brighter than black and a deep, dark gray. The trap extended far enough to prevent anyone from reaching out past its edge. Judging by how much Asterios and the others struggled to pull their legs out, it was intended.

“Guys… I don’t think I can go on…” Miria let out an anxious chuckle. “I don’t think… I should be here…. With how weak I am compared to someone like Selene or Silvia… I’m just a burden to Master…”

Asterios frowned at her, confused at where that abrupt bout of self-depreciation had come from.

“Same here, honestly…” Selene followed with a tired sigh and a dejected shake of her head. “I should have stayed behind too… Master is fully capable of protecting himself, and he even has Althea by his side… Meanwhile, I only introduce unnecessary risks to this journey… I might not be cursed anymore, although we can’t be so sure with these external circuits, but having the descendant of that murderous battle maniac by your side isn’t the best idea… Someone could recognize me… Maybe I should actually split from Master even outside, just in case… He might be too kind to say it, but I’m sure he hates being associated with someone like me…”

“Curses!” Umbra’s voice boomed from above. “It’s a Pit of Despair! My shadows won’t be able to pull you out!”

They all slowly sank deeper and deeper into the malicious pool, already buried up to their knees. Ast’s eyes met Tina’s, who was looking his way with an apologetic smile, a few stray tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Ast… I just wanted to say sorry… Sorry for being such an obsessed stalker… You must feel so uncomfortable by how I forced myself into your life, so if you would like—“

“Stop!” He interrupted her, intent on not listening to any more of this depressing talk coming from his beloved mates. “This is… This is wrong…”

A strained groan escaped his throat as he grabbed his head. Similar dark thoughts began worming their way into his mind. Was he even worthy of such immense affection from so many incredible ladies? What if his draconic urges won one day, like when he had been young, and he would hurt those he cared about? Perhaps it would have been better if he removed himself from their lives. Perhaps he should just lie down and simply end this, making sure everyone was safe from his violent lineage.

“No!” Asterios pierced his thigh with the sharp claws of his dragonified hands, drawing a bit of blood. “You will not harm them while I still draw breath!”

The vicious energies coursing through his circuits answered his enraged declaration as a reverberating half-roar half-warcry surged out of his lips. A powerful current of mana caused everyone’s clothes to flutter and even created faint ripples in the evil whirlpool. The louder he shouted, the more his aura pushed outwards. The longer he continued, the more his crimson scales darkened.

Reaching crescendo, Asterios shoved his hands into the swirling surface, curling his fingers into fists, tightening his grip on the mysterious entity or phenomenon affecting them, not sure if he could even be considered holding onto it. Regardless, he growled in fury at the black-gray pool, letting his Onyx bloodline fight back while the Crimson one supported it from the sidelines. In a matter of seconds, his scales were almost completely black, an ominous dark mist seeping off him.

Then, the dangerous pond began bubbling like boiling water while the rotations of the interchanging colors slowed down. Soon enough, they halted completely. The central point where all the segments connected unhurriedly moved closer to Asterios, shifting towards the spot he was grasping at. Not without fighting back, it seemed, as Ast’s growls grew louder the closer the conjunction got.

When it arrived above his wrists, he slammed his hands together. A shuddering buzzing noise exploded outwards, tickling everyone’s insides rather uncomfortably. The entire pool quivered and trembled, spikes of its viscous substance shooting vertically into the sky. Everyone briefly lost their balance, looking around in distress, their thoughts noticeably less clouded.

The whirlpool began spinning again, though in the opposite direction. As it swirled faster and faster, its diameter shrank. Bit by bit, it crawled back from its edges, revealing a sloping sinkhole beneath its treacherous surface. Ast’s figure descended lower and lower alongside the level of the lethal pond. After a few long seconds, the last bits of it gathered between his palms, reduced to a tiny orb with a flattened protrusion at the height of its center of mass.

Asterios panted heavily as he fell to one knee, the high from the released spiritual pressure coming off him. He stared at the weird floating object hovering above his black-scaled palm. A few pained groans dragged his focus away from it, and he hastily scanned over all the ladies.

“Is everyone alright?” he asked, noticing from the corner of his eye as the gray ball fizzled out of existence.

Tina was the first one to rise from the ground and directed a wry smile at him. Wasting no time, Asterios ran up to her and wrapped the short girl in a genuine hug. After a moment, he cupped her cheeks and joined their lips in a delicate kiss. She sighed contentedly, hugging him back with her fingers grasping at the material of his coat.

When they separated, she looked deep into his caring, troubled eyes. “I’m okay… It’s already passed…”

“I know.” He placed an additional peck on her forehead. “Just making sure you understand how much I appreciate you. Regardless of how we have come to be.”

A rosy blush tinged Tina’s cheeks as she nodded bashfully. With another soft smile, she stepped away so they could check up on the others. Asterios found Miria and Selene, walking up to them next. Before they could say anything, he pulled them both into his embrace. They had heard everything he said to Tina, so all three of them just basked in each other’s presence.

“Do I still have to say it out loud?” He chuckled quietly.

“No, Master.” Miria purred into his cheek. “I understand that you would have offered me a chance to stay behind if you thought this trip might be too much for me. Can’t help those silly thoughts, though.”

“None of us could,” Althea said from the side. “Dare I say, it’s been a long time since I last doubted my capabilities to share knowledge and experience with others.”

“What even was that Pit of Despair?” Silvia asked. “Was that a monster?”

“No, albeit it does possess a limited consciousness.” Umbra descended to them alongside Abyss. “The easiest comparison you can quickly grasp is that of a fly trap. The Pit of Despair is a natural phenomenon that forms in areas often treaded. It locks its victims in place just like quicksand while bringing out their deepest fears and insecurities to dampen their will to continue living.”

“Thankfully, it looks like you managed to overcome its influence without me having to aid you,” Abyss added, some kind of violet mist slowly fading away from between her fingers.

“Ah, right, it’s all thanks to Master.” Miria giggled proudly, then did a double-take after glancing at Asterios. “Woah, Master! I didn’t know you could go all black!”

He snorted while spreading his arms to show more of his dark scales. “Neither did I, but it seems that my Onyx side was somehow brought forth by the struggle in the pit. Perhaps it’s due to the shared affinity or something. It’s a bit weird that I can switch colors like a chameleon.”

“Makes sense when you are technically the inheritor of both bloodlines.” Selene nodded approvingly. “I too thought the black one was going to show only as darker accents like we have seen it do previously.”

“Well, all is well that ends well, and you fit the theme much more like this, Master.” Umbra snickered lightly. “I would be overjoyed if this quest helped you master your other half.”

“We’ll see about that.” Asterios smiled warmly.

“What happened to the Pit?” Tina glanced around. “Did you evaporate it or something?”

~It’s here, next to me,~ Tia chimed in.

“Oh, gods. Are you alright?” Asterios’ eyes widened.

~There are no reasons for concern. It appears to be harmless, subdued even. I don’t think it can do anything untowardly to me and my Tree,~ she replied.

He touched his chest and closed his eyes, trying to spiritually peer into himself. Noticing a dark swirling spot, Asterios tried to get a hold of it. His right palm prickled, and he brought it forward, facing up.

~Ah. It’s gone now,~ the Dryad noted.

“That checks out. It’s right in Ast’s hand.” Tina giggled.

“That’s so neat!” Miria jumped in place. “Can you do anything with it, Master?”

“From what my instincts tell me, I can throw it out or set it down, and it will grow into its previous size once more. It seems to be linked with my dark side,” he explained.

“Feels like a fairly useful trap for your enemies if it can mask itself like before,” Althea noted. “Worthy spoils of war, I would say.”

Asterios made it disappear again, transferring it back to Tia’s side of things inside his soul. “I’ll keep it in mind during our future encounters. Now, should we rest a bit before continuing?”

“The village is just ahead. I think we should be able to find some respite there. Its inhabitants should be rather grateful for getting rid of a concealed threat located right at their doorstep,” Umbra said, and they all agreed to his suggestion.

Climbing out of the smooth pit, they gazed at the unexpected trap once more and set a new pace forward. During the brief trek, Asterios exchanged a few words with all of the girls, even those who hadn’t had the chance to voice out their insecurities while affected by the mental pressure. Naturally, in turn, they then ganged up on him, as Tia betrayed his secrets and shared what she had seen go through Ast’s head since she was safe from the unusual ailment.

The discussion devolved into an argument whose insecurities and worries were the most unfounded, with all of the ladies submitting votes for each other, which Asterios realized was their unique way of cheering the people they cared about up. So, he didn’t interrupt and instead even chimed in now and then.

In less than fifteen minutes, they spotted the first signs of civilization. The eerily smooth stone continued onwards, but suddenly, perfectly square buildings jutted out of it, just as even and polished. The openings for doors, windows, or anything else followed the same rectangular trend. For a few seconds, Asterios wondered if their inhabitants would be quite geometrical too.

But his unvoiced question was answered right away as an impressive number of creatures sprinted past the edge of their dwelling. As Umbra had said, the entities were rather short, barely reaching up to a common human’s chest, and their skin was dark gray, bordering on black, slightly sagging over their entire forms. Their general beauty resembled that of a humanoid rat that emitted wisps of smoke from its frame, and whose beady eyes swirled with a trillion stars. They wore simple cloth pieces and sets, clearly not meant to be armor.

“The Goddess! The Goddess has returned!” The first runner shouted repeatedly, and the rest chanted almost religiously with squeaky voices.

Selene snickered while raising a teasing brow at Abyss. “Looks like someone does remember their creator.”

But, she stepped back with placatingly raised hands when the small folks began literally jumping down to their knees and pressing their faces to the very ground right before her. In a flash, most likely the entire settlement was prostrating itself before her, save for the initial speaker, who instead remained standing while bowing so far forward their forehead almost grazed the floor.

“Oh, Goddess of Conquest and Retribution, we have long awaited your return!” the male Darkling announced. “Please, accept this humble declaration of fealty from your loyal subjects and bless us with your divine protection!”

“Bless us! Bless us!” the choir chanted.

To say that Selene looked stricken would be an understatement. The fox lady blinked in a complete stupor while everyone else chuckled quietly amongst themselves.

This was going to be interesting.


Chapter 3
A Horror Story

Before anyone could say anything about the scene playing out before them, the assumed leader of the community spoke again, pressing his forehead harder into the dark ground with each articulated word.

“Oh, Divine Patron, we beg you, do not find this preposterous, but we humbly request your generous assistance once more!” the male announced. “Find it in your benevolent heart to save us as in the ancient past! We modestly beseech you!”

“We beseech you! We beseech you!” The choir of rat people continued their chants.

Selene was slowly coming off her daze and directed a confused glance at Asterios, which conveyed her complete lack of understanding of the situation and denied any previous involvement with these creatures. He, naturally, understood that and would never doubt his incredible mate. 

But, there was one thing they both were aware of that could be the reason behind the weird behavior of these Darklings. Selene’s eyes widened in realization as she turned back to the awaiting crowd.

“First of all, raise your heads. You are mistaken. I am not your Goddess. This is my first time appearing in this realm,” the fox lady explained softly. “You have confused me with another.”

The gathered did glance up from the ground with some puzzlement twisting their snouts, but it didn’t seem like they were inclined to believe her words over what their eyes could see. They exchanged looks between themselves until the man in charge gesticulated at his subjects to return to their respectful formation.

“But, how could that be, Goddess?” The leader hesitantly straightened up and looked her all over. “Your blessed whiteness is unmistakable amongst the cursed darkness surrounding this world. There is only one indisputable beacon of light in this eternal night. And these magnificent tails are unforgettable, even for those who have only heard tales of their glory. Although I can see their number has grown even more during your absence, thus we offer our most sincere congratulations!”

“Congratulations! Congratulations!” The others repeated his last word.

“Okay. Stop with the chanting, if you would.” Selene rubbed her eyes. “And I can’t accept these congratulatory wishes because the person you are referencing wasn’t me. We might share the same lineage, but I’m much younger.”

The Darklings finally looked up from the ground properly, and their beady eyes blinked silently for a few seconds, processing the given information.

“Ohhhhhhhhh…” Everyone hummed in understanding, their heads bobbing up and down at each other.

“Yes, so you shouldn’t—”

“The Goddess’ daughter has graced our helpless village with her divine presence!” The man spread his arms and roared into the sky. “Praise be the Sacred Scion!”

“Praise be! Praise be!” His followers copied the motions.

“I’m not—” The object of their worship groaned heavily while swiping both palms down her face. “You know what, I give up. Sure, praise be the Sacred Scion, Divine Daughter, or whatever you want to call it. I politely asked you to stop this mass yelling. Will you heed my request?”

Noticing her light glare, the chief froze for a moment and started waving at the others immediately after. All the Darklings shut their mouths and remained perfectly still. Only the faint chuckles coming from the girls behind Selene could be heard in the area.

“Great. Thank you.” The fox lady clasped her hands together. “Now, since I haven’t talked with my mother in ages, I would like you to explain why you are calling her your Goddess of Conquest and Retribution. And what do you mean by asking me to assist you again.”

“But of course, Your Holiness!” The male bowed once more. “The original Goddess appeared during our darkest hour, challenging the behemoths ruling these lands with nothing but cruelty and live sacrifices. Without expecting even a word of gratitude, she got rid of all our enemies, bringing peace to these lands, and departed to lend her strength to other oppressed communities.”

Asterios snorted and met the eyes of his mates.

Yeah, that for sure was what had happened and how it had played out.

“Afterward, we have enjoyed the tranquility for many good years, at least until the Horror chose one of our holy grounds as its lair, preventing us from making our pilgrimage to the only nearby site of the Goddess’ ancient influence,” the representative continued. “Our brave warriors attempted to take back what is ours, but it only angered the indescribable spirit, causing it to pester us actively since then. Many of our people lose their lives to its whims, regardless of whether they approach the lair or simply hang out around the village. That is why we are in need of your benevolence once more.”

The group almost chanted again, but they visibly held themselves back at the very last moment. It was such a comedic sight watching Darklings’ cheeks puff out as they shut their lips to prevent any noise from coming out.

“I see.” Selene nodded to herself. “Before making any decisions, we would need to hear more about this Horror. We are here for our own reasons, and we can’t be thrown too far off our goal.”

“Naturally!” The male snapped his bony fingers, and all the other Darklings sprinted back into the settlement in one wave. “Let us not continue this conversation in the middle of nowhere, though! We are obliged to display our utmost hospitality to you and your traveling companions, Goddess!”

“I thought we established that I’m not your Goddess.” She frowned lightly.

“What is the daughter of the Goddess if not a Goddess herself?” He tilted his head, pulling on his long whiskers.

“You can’t argue with that logic.” Asterios shrugged.

“Alright. Lead the way… What’s your name?” the fox lady inquired.

“You may call me Darek, Your Eminence. It’s a name passed on to every chief leading this community,” the guy in charge finally introduced himself. “The names of common members might be fairly hard to pronounce to the beings from other planes of existence, so you don’t need to bother yourself with remembering any other individual addressing forms.”

“And I’m Selene, so you don’t need to bring out your entire dictionary when talking to me,” she added. “That male over there is my mate, so show him equal respect you show me, and the females standing around him are my sister-mates.”

“Everyone shall be informed immediately.” Darek bowed deeply. “Now, please give me the honor of escorting you inside.”

Receiving a nod of approval, he spun around and began the march towards the blocky village. Asterios and the others joined up with Selene, and they moved as one group. Out of respect, their guide kept his distance from them no matter what. If they sped up, he sped up too. If they slowed down, he matched their pace. All without turning even once.

“Looks like we found ourselves in the middle of another unexpected development.” Tina let out a faint giggle. “Do you think this will be to any extent related to what we are looking for?”

“It’s hard to guess at this moment,” Althea replied. “This might just be a simple territorial dispute, completely separate from our pursuit.”

“Or it can give us a hint after we check these sacred grounds, which Kaguya’s presence has influenced,” Silvia added. “Even if we don’t find anything that could aid us with the curse, there’s a chance we could learn more about her.”

“And that might help with Master’s memories!” Miria beamed at them. “I mean, we can at least hope, no? Just maybe we will get lucky.”

“This journey will take a long time if we chase after every trace of her,” Asterios pointed out. “I’m eager to discover more about either of my parents and their past, but we need to remember not to lose sight of our original objective. It should be possible to still travel around this realm after we unlock it.”

“I won’t mind it if you decide to take a detour now and then,” Abyss chimed in. “Besides, as your mates have said, it might be worth checking those places of power and worship. The intrusion caused by your parents could have caused some anomalies in the spell with how powerful they are portrayed. This definitely wasn’t a variable he had planned for.”

“So, we should let Selene duke it out with the most powerful entities in here and see if she can shake the foundation of this world!” Miria’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Or, we could let Master join in just like her mate had a few times and have them both wreck this place so hard it bursts open!”

Asterios snickered and caressed her round ears. “Let’s try a few other things before we choose violence for the answer. If nothing else works, we will consider your idea. Kaguya was sent here to get stronger. I bet Selene could beat her progress plenty of times over. We just might not have as many years to spend here doing nothing but fighting.”

Any further discussion died down as they finally entered deeper into the unique settlement. Everything in sight was flat and smooth, including roads, buildings, and even some decorations and adornments. The square houses felt fairly eerie compared to what Ast’s group was usually used to. They seemed made of a single piece of massive block, missing any lines suggesting connected parts.

But the most surprising detail was the presence of the completely out-of-place statues. They didn’t match the rectangular theme. And well, they couldn’t if they were meant to depict what they did, which was without a shadow of a doubt Kaguya in different poses, ranging from more static to fully mobile. They varied in size and placement, with some standing atop the flat surfaces of a bunch of roofs.

These creatures truly worshiped Kaguya as their Goddess to the tiniest detail.

As for the residents, the news must have spread like wildfire because almost all the Darklings they passed showed them lots of respect, some even falling to their knees in adoration. The short entities dropped whatever they had been doing to bask in the glory of the Goddess returned.

In the form of their original patron’s descendant, of course.

Darek led them toward a tower. That was the most accurate description of the building ahead of them. It consisted of about seven square blocks stacked atop each other, every further one smaller than its predecessor. After a moment of thought, Selene suggested that those might be meant to symbolize the number of Kaguya’s tails these creatures could have witnessed in the past, and everyone agreed with her assessment.

They entered the towering structure and witnessed even more square and rectangular elements within its confines. Pretty much everything followed the trend, from furniture to the glowing purple crystals serving as light sources. At this point, it felt like an obsession, but cults usually weren’t the sanest communities. And this village certainly qualified as one.

Brought deeper and higher into the mansion, they were seated around a long table in a chamber with walls covered in sculptures of scenes describing Kaguya’s conquests in this world. She easily felled titans and behemoths straight up from nightmares, according to those records. Umbra chuckled in everyone’s minds, laughing at how exaggerated the art was.

“I would serve you complimentary dishes, but I unfortunately am not aware of your dietary customs, so apologies for showing you to an empty table,” Darek said with an apologetic bow. “Our chefs didn’t want to offend Goddess Selene and her entourage.”

“What do your people even eat in this realm? Are you able to cultivate anything atop this completely flat rock?” Tina pondered out loud.

“For the most part, we hunt,” he answered. “There are a few known habitats of weaker beasts around us, so meat is our main nourishment. We are aware of some edible plants capable of making this bedrock their garden field, but those are hard to come by, their seeds being available in extremely hostile lands. We mostly scavenge for what we can find, sometimes picking up kills from stronger predators skulking around. In the past, we fed on the victims of the titans existing in this region.”

“That Horror must be scaring away plenty of game, right?” Selene asked.

“It is as you say, My Lady.” The man sighed wistfully. “These lands were a bit richer in living entities before its arrival. Many fall victim to its dark enticement.”

“Is there a reason why everything here is so blocky? Or why only this building has anything resembling a roof?” Miria tilted her head cutely.

“There is.” He gave her a contented smile. “Every single horizontal surface has to be ready for the second descent of the Goddess, making it easier for her to step down to the very ground during the prophesied day. Until then, they also serve as pedestals for her flattering depictions, which naturally include the roofs of our houses. It’s the highest honor to host a figure above one’s home, be it made with own efforts or the efforts of our talented craftsmen.”

~Crazy. The entire village is just a stepping stone for her,~ Tia commented in their minds.

“But now, we have found another purpose for them,” Darek added while glancing at Selene.

~Oh, ancestors…~ The fox lady in question shuddered in realization.

The others chuckled at her misfortune. Especially Asterios. He knew what it meant to have statues raised in one’s name. It was finally someone else’s turn to experience that awkwardness.

“Anyway, worry not, we have brought our own provisions!” Miria changed the topic to save her sister-mate.

With a few quick flicks of her furry fingers, she brought forth a few simple dishes and drinks she had prepared ahead of time. The table was covered with plates containing some tasty sandwiches, cold meat varieties, and even a number of desserts. As she had said, the girls had made sure to stock up on a lot of things in case Umbra’s realm proved to be completely devoid of things they could eat or drink. With how much was stuffed in their spatial storages, they had long months before they had to start worrying.

She offered the meatier options to their host and invited the entire party to snack on while they talked. Asterios was the first one to resume the conversation.

“Tell us more about this Horror. Oh, and does it ring any bells, Umbra?” He glanced at the humanoid form of their shadowy butler-duke.

“I’m afraid that’s too vague of a detail to go by. Many entities I know could earn themselves such a title. I’m also not that well-versed in the creatures from this region to guess which one could have potentially evolved and moved its lair,” the Lord of Shadows answered.

“Allow me to share what we know, then.” Darek tore himself away from the gifted dish with a lot of effort, still eyeing the filet with visible hunger in his black eyes. “Unfortunately, we aren’t in possession of many visual testimonies. Anyone who gets close to the Horror’s territory, willingly or not, is usually a lost cause and never returns. Those who do, come back mentally broken, spewing mindless combinations of words without meaning. We haven’t found a way to heal them.”

“That sounds terrifying,” Silvia noted.

“The only testaments we have secured aren’t consistent.” The man’s forehead furrowed in vexation. “Some say it’s an ethereal avian giant. Others swear they saw a massive reptile with a world-spanning tongue. There are also people who pledge their lives over the belief that it’s one of the titans destroyed by our Goddess.”

“Talk about erratic.” Althea stroked her chin. “Not knowing what you are dealing with raises the risk exponentially. Perhaps it’s some kind of a shapeshifter that aims to keep its enemies unaware for easier preying.”

“We have no idea.” The Darkling leader shook his head. “These are all the hints we can provide you. I know that it’s not much to go on with. And it might be shameless to beg for help first thing after witnessing the grand arrival of the Sacred Scion, but if this continues, it won’t take long before we are picked out one by one. Our females are too frightened to have children, unwilling to raise their offspring just so it becomes food to some vile beast. We are simply powerless against it.”

Selene glanced Ast’s way, and he nodded kindly. “Very well. We will investigate this monstrosity. If you promise to aid us with our own survey.”

At her declaration, Darek slammed his forehead into the table with a mighty thud, causing the plates to jump slightly.

“We will do anything you command us to do, Goddess, regardless of whether you shall involve yourself with our problems or not. Many of our elders owe a life debt to you, and so do all of their descendants, and their descendants, and their descendants. Our ears exist to listen to your orders,” he announced.

Asterios doubted that last statement, but he had enough tact not to comment on it. These creatures were extremely religious. Disrespecting their faith and devotion was the last thing anyone should do.

Save maybe for the Goddess herself.

“You already know I’m not the same person who aided you initially,” the fox lady reminded him. “You don’t owe me anything yet.”

“A debt to a mother is a debt to the daughter,” the chief insisted. “We will be indebted for generations to your generations too.”

She sighed delicately, deciding that it just wasn’t worth it to argue with fanatics. Selene didn’t wish to abuse their obligations as Asterios definitely wouldn’t do so in her place, but she had no choice. His knowing and understanding smile brought one of gentle resignation to her lips, and she ducked her head at him lovingly.

This was a complex situation, and they would unravel it together, supporting each other whenever necessary.

“Where can we find it?” She turned to the rodent man.

“I’ll call for a guide imme—”

“No,” Selene cut him off. “We won’t risk innocent lives knowing how the surviving victims turn out. Just point us in the correct way.”

“Praise be your compassion, Great Goddess Selene.” The man smacked his forehead into the table again. “In relation to this tower, our desecrated holy grounds are located to the left after you exit through the main entrance. It takes us about six hours on foot to reach the destination, making it a twelve-hour pilgrimage both ways.”

~Twelve tails?~ Tina raised a brow at the vulpine lady.

~Coincidence.~ Selene smirked. ~Even Kaguya wasn’t aware of anything above eleven, according to the legends and doctrines she left behind.~

~It just shows who the true Moon Goddess is.~ Asterios chuckled at her, causing her noble cheeks to color.

“We’ll depart immediately,” she announced firmly. “In the meantime, gather any artifacts, relics, memorabilia, or anything you consider connected to the Goddess. I wish to study them.”

“It shall be done.” Darek stood up and bowed to his waist, sprinting away on his short legs the very next second.

With their group finally left alone in the room, Selene allowed herself a deep, tired sigh. “This is much harder than being a High Priestess, possibly even the Matriarch…”

“At least you do have some experience managing people below you.” Asterios cheered her up with some cordial tail brushes, bringing a blissful hum onto her supple lips.

“Come on, Master, before she turns into a puddle from your magnificent fingers, and we won’t get anything done.” Miria giggled while looking at her beastfolk friend with a wide grin.

“Just a few seconds longer…” the recipient of those fingers whispered dreamily and rested her head on Ast’s shoulder.

“See? You need to be more aware of the power your pets wield against our animal features.” The panthergirl pouted, evoking some chuckles from the others. “Now get up, Selene. You can ask Master to spoil you after successfully getting rid of that monster and bringing him valuable information from its dwelling.”

Exhaling deeply, the fox lady snuck a fluffy peck on his cheek and stood up, staring longingly at his fingers for a moment longer. Making up her mind, she turned around and sauntered towards the doorway, visibly powering up with spiritual energy. Asterios quickly cleaned up the table, and he followed after her with his other companions.

They were in for a great show presented to them by an exquisite Moon Goddess of Eleven Tails.


Chapter 4
A Hazy Confrontation

Leaving the room, Ast’s party headed for the exit. They took note of the landmarks, and Umbra assured them that it would be easy for him to navigate in this realm. Right after they went outside, he guided them in the direction they had been given.

Since the distance was much greater this time, they decided to fly there. There was also a chance that they would be able to spot the threat from the air before it discovered them. Going against an unknown in such a rough realm was nowhere close to delving into a new dungeon back in Kraedorion or even any other world they had access to. Any advantages needed to be utilized.

Save for Abyss. That one was being saved for the worst-case scenario. An unexpected joker card.

But, not to spook the residents of this eerie village, Asterios brought everyone away from the line of the first buildings. Then, he began to shift as usual. However, there was some difference, judging by the surprised gasps and noises of amazement he heard during the transformation. And surely, after fully coming back to his senses, he could see the reason why.

Instead of dark red, his draconic body was now pure, gleaming black with a dark gray underbelly and wing membranes. The rest was pretty much the same in terms of shape and details. He didn’t grow taller or wider, just changed his scales. Considering the fact that he had already done it to his humanoid form after the recent battle, it honestly had to be expected.

“That’s so awesome!” Miria naturally couldn’t hold back her enthusiasm. “You can change colors at will now, Master?”

“Well, at least between red and black, that’s for sure.” Selene chuckled lightly. “Or can he touch on the spectrum between those to some extent?”

She directed her question at Althea, who was examining Ast’s new form in wonder.

“I’ve never heard of True Dragons that can do such a thing.” The wise lady gently shook her head, still staring at his impressive form. “But, I don’t think any of them were in the possession of two conflicting Dragon’s Hearts. Which aren’t that much in conflict in Asterios’ case.”

“When you think about it logically, he is a descendant of two major lineages, so he should be able to choose between them when he is transforming, no?” Tina stroked her chin thoughtfully. “He can control both of them, and they seem equal, even if the other one hasn’t come into existence naturally.”

“Honestly, who knows?” A delicate smile snuck onto Althea’s lips. “We’ll have to see and learn. I do agree with your assessment, though. Asterios embraced both bloodlines and figured out a way to make them work together. Seeing sporadic black scales on his red frame would suggest that the other one is superior in this relationship, which we know isn’t the case.”

“I haven’t really needed the black one before,” Asterios commented, capturing their attention. “Not to the same extent as the red one, at least. I always considered it my original bloodline. Even when using shadow travel or other techniques, it’s never been drawn out to the fullest completely on its own. Whenever I brought out my full power, I drew on both Hearts, which kind of balanced this. But, during the bout with the Pit, the black side surged forward while the red one let it take control. “

“I wonder if you’ll be able to easily pick one or the other when we return home.” Silvia brushed his mighty leg curiously. “This environment clearly favors your Onyx lineage.”

“We’ll have to check, but right now, this doesn’t matter much,” he replied, shrugging his muscular shoulders. “I don’t think the inhabitants of this dimension care what color the True Dragon invading their home is. And if they do, this change is a good one. The stories mention a red claw and fire supporting Kaguya, right? I should be able to avoid drawing in too much unnecessary ire from those who remember these events.”

“That’s correct.” Umbra nodded at him. “Some old timers who are still around, their successors, or their offspring, might still care. You will be safer like this, I guarantee. Not from everything and everyone, but it’s always something. You might even pass as some shadow monster while flying. Now that I think of it, I might be of help with that.”

As he finished, their friend-turned-butler exploded into dark mist and floated towards Asterios. Everyone watched as the thick black smoke spread itself over his shiny scales, covering them with a less reflective layer but still retaining some resemblance to the draconic pattern. It seeped both down towards the ground and up into the air above, causing him to look even scarier than before.

“All is ready. We can go,” the mist announced with an echoing snicker.

The ladies climbed onto Ast’s back and took their favorite spots. Umbra’s presence didn’t change much besides the looks, so they settled down fairly quickly, including even Abyss, who hovered atop her mysterious cloud atop Ast’s back. Almost all of them wondered how that would work during the flight, but no one wished to question her, simply waiting for their internal inquiry to answer itself in just a moment.

And that moment came right away as Asterios spread his wings and took off. At the same time, the layer of Umbra accompanying his movements created deep smoking trails and marks in their wake. The dark mist spread like smoke, rolling off Ast’s scales according to the pressure of the wind created by his flight. It must have looked truly menacing from below, however maybe not for the locals. If he attempted something like this back at home, several emergencies would have been sounded, and the guilds would be in panic.

Right here and right now, it was simply a camouflage to fit in with the environment. Judging by the calm and uneventful travel, it seemed to work. Umbra and Abyss informed everyone about the entities they sensed along the way, but none of those approached the party, even if they were able to traverse the sky too. A good number of creatures hid away, not daring to even show themselves to the potential predator passing over their territory.

Soon enough, they spotted their destination. It was hard to miss it. While most of the terrain resembled an extremely dark rock, it was still weirdly flat and even. Which couldn’t be said about the area they were closing onto.

The ground was littered with numerous craters and holes of different sizes and shapes. Besides those, plenty of other scars marred the tough surface, some resembling claws or other monstrous natural weapons, while others seemed to come from extremely sharp blades. The latter most likely belonged to Kaguya’s spiritual techniques, as the marks resembled those Asterios and the others had seen sometimes whenever Selene brought out a stronger move.

In simple words, they arrived at an ancient battlefield. 

It was old enough for the Darklings to create visible paths throughout its entirety with their clawed feet. From the air, it looked like an abstract painting, with multiple lines winding around particular sections, which the pilgrims might believe had been carved out by their Goddess. The battle that had taken place here must have been an impressive one to leave the land deformed with hollows the size of small towns and cities.

Nevertheless, at first glance, Asterios and his passengers didn’t see any threats lurking around. The area was disfigured but barren of any life or whatever existed in this realm. Not even bones or any other remains of Kaguya’s enemies littered these Holy Grounds. No one was sure if her opponents simply hadn’t left any or if everything had been scavenged by the survivors. Perhaps some of the artifacts Selene had demanded came from those.

They made a few circles over the region just to make sure, but neither Ast’s group nor Abyss sensed any dangers. Armed with their earlier experience with the sneaky Pit, they were going to approach all future expeditions with much more wariness. This world was not only dangerous but also traitorous and misleading.

So, after scanning the area attentively for a while, they were left with only one option.

In the center of the battlefield, more or less, one of the biggest craters was located, its size comparable to that of Teira, Ast’s home village. For some reason, it was shrouded in dense fog, which filled the hole almost up to its very edges. The obstruction was still see-through enough to peer to the very bottom, and everyone focused on that, searching for enemies hidden in that suspicious mist.

But, they found nothing.

Nothing besides a weird bit of terrain that didn’t match the surroundings. Something bright white poked out of the almost black rock in the shape of a roughly excavated circle, perhaps created by the blow that had caused this cavity. It was hard to describe it in more detail with all that fog in the way, but it felt like a completely different mineral or material down there. 

Judging by the paths leading to that very point and around the bright patch, it was also the most popular pilgrimage spot. At least before the Horror had made it its new home. Fortunately or not, the host wasn’t in, maybe departed on another hunt or something. No one spotted anything resembling a giant lizard or a scary bird of prey.

“Are we going in?” Miria asked while glancing over the edge of Ast’s bulky frame. “There seems to be nothing there. Or are we going to wait in the air until the monster returns?”

“Who knows how long that might take?” Althea hummed to herself.

“Let me just check one more thing,” Asterios replied.

He focused more mana in his eyes and peered into the fog with his draconic vision. For a moment, he roamed his gaze through it thoroughly before turning back to his passengers.

“It looks natural. This is no spell or magic, at least. That doesn’t mean it isn’t a trap either. Let’s be careful about this,” he added.

“I’ll stay on the lookout,” Abyss suggested. “If anything approaches or gets triggered by your movements, I’ll warn you immediately.”

“Thanks.” Asterios nodded at her appreciatively. “I’m going to drop us off near the edge.”

As she separated from them, hovering slightly away and staying in that place effortlessly, he dove toward the ground. Approaching the target carefully, he managed to land without any problems. The girls jumped off right away, assuming a defensive formation around their beloved, waiting for Asterios to turn back. Taking one more glance around, he did exactly that, reappearing next to them in his humanoid form, all draconic features still present.

“It looks even creepier from up close,” Tina pointed out, rubbing her arms reassuringly. “But, we can also see the bottom much better.”

“Not well enough to judge what that thing down there is. From this angle, it could be a door, a gate, or just a piece of white bedrock that exists naturally deep beneath the thick layer of dark stone,” Silvia commented.

“These fanatics seem to have been paying a lot of attention to it, so it might be of some importance,” Selene added. “If they haven’t mistaken nothing for a gift from their benevolent Goddess. Or, that’s where the fog comes from, and they assumed it was her doing. We should have asked for more details about this place. It’s hard to tell if this mist is part of the site or if it’s caused by the Horror.”

“From what my eyes tell me, that bit poking out of the rock does give off magical vibes,” Asterios joined in, squinting at the distant bottom. “This fog in itself isn’t magical, but it partially obstructs my vision, so I can’t tell much about the school of that magic. If it comes from the monster, then it has at least one ability to prevent me from prying into its secrets.”

“Good thing it’s not here, then.” Miria grinned. “What now?”

“I could go ahead and scout it for you,” Umbra offered.

“Are you sure?” Asterios turned to him. “If it once again proves to be something that impairs your shadow movement, you’ll be in trouble.”

“I trust you to save me then.” The Lord of Shadows chuckled deeply. “I’ll be right back.”

Without waiting for a reply, he morphed into a pool of darkness and slithered down the ledge.

“He might be feeling bad about not being able to help us out back then,” Miria said with a slightly saddened expression.

“Normally, I would disagree, since Umbra rarely gets swayed by such emotions, but today, I’m inclined to support that notion.” Selene ruffled through the panthergirl’s hair. “This is partially his domain, and the first encounter we stumble on renders him almost powerless. That has to feel troublesome for him.”

“We were just unlucky,” Asterios said. “I hope he won’t dwell on it too much. There will be plenty of situations where he will save our butts, that’s for certain.”

As they were speaking, Umbra reached the bottom, moving in circles around the white section.

~It seems safe down here,~ he conveyed. ~And this part is definitely not something commonly found in our realm. If ever, to be honest. It feels manmade, out of something like white marble or other similar mineral, with golden grooves carved all over it.~

Asterios turned to Selene, who nodded at him.

“That could be her doing, though the records say she preferred silver markings over gold. Maybe it’s another of their hideouts?” She pondered out loud.

“Only one way to confirm that,” he responded and exchanged glances with everyone else. “Let’s go. And keep close. I’ve read enough about ominous fogs that suddenly thicken and split the group up.”

Tina chuckled quietly. “Most likely not as much as Professor did. Though I bet hers were full of rather obscene monsters.”

Rolling his eyes as the others snickered, he led the charge, making sure not to move too fast. Everyone stayed within arm’s reach of each other, actively searching for unexpected attacks and tracks. Thankfully, the mist didn’t become opaque after they covered half of the distance, but it surely was harder to see than on the outside.

Asterios could swear something moved on the side at about two-thirds of the way, but no one else saw anything. He kept a close eye on that direction alongside two of his trusty mates while the rest of the team kept their focus on other parts of the hollow. Nothing jumped at them to the very end, so he assumed it must have just been a weird angle or something.

But then, he took one more peek over his shoulder, right where Selene was facing, and did a quick double-take. A darker shape was slowly moving their way as if the fog itself condensed to create it.

“Girls, there actually is something with us here,” he stated calmly. “And it looks like a bear.”

“What?” Miria furrowed her brows in the corner of his eye, her attention focused somewhere else. “It’s definitely a big wolf. Are you sure you are seeing it properly through this smoke, Master?”

“I hate to break it to you, but it looks like a human,” Tina chimed in with an anxious tone.

“Agreed.” Silvia nodded. “A tall and fairly shapely woman in a long dress.”

“Uhhhh… No?” The Summoner girl raised her brows at the princess. “That’s definitely a guy. Around my age, I would say.”

“The hell?” Asterios looked at each of them, stopping at Althea, who hadn’t said anything yet. “Does yours differ too?”

“Yes…” she replied with an uncertain tone. “But this can’t be…”

“Okay. Everyone, point where you see whatever you see,” he requested.

In complete unison, every person raised their arm and pointed a finger ahead.

But everyone’s ahead was in a completely different direction.

“Umbra?” Asterios called out to their shadowy companion.

“I can’t see anything.” The already reformed butler shook his head.

“Maybe this truly is another vault, and this might be another trial—”

“Wait. Is that…” Miria interrupted him with a tone full of disbelief, followed by a gasp of shock. “A Bloodfang?! Here?!”

“Roz?” Tina frowned deeply. “What are you even doing in this place?”

“Mom?” Silvia’s voice cracked a little. “How are you… alive?”

Seeing the shocked and dumbfounded faces of his mates, Asterios turned back to the creature he had initially spotted. And surely, the previously obscure shape had turned into an uncannily familiar Agate Bear bearing marks from blades, arrows, and Fire Magic. It stood on all fours while eyeing him furiously.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Asterios sighed deeply. “Does this place not know any other tricks?”

“Master?” Umbra appeared next to him.

“This is another mental attack. I don’t know what its purpose is, as nothing seems to be feeding on us like the last time. We all see different things—”

“Master, watch out!” Miria’s shout reached his ears, and he turned around.

The panthergirl stared at him with wide eyes, but he just looked back at her in confusion. A second later, something slammed into him from the front, throwing Asterios backward. He rolled on the ground and landed in a crouch. Glancing down at his chest, he saw three horizontal cuts in his spiritual attire, the corresponding bloody marks already closing beneath the clothes on their own.

“—but it looks like we don’t need to see all those things for them to be able to hurt us,” Asterios finished his sentence, altering it a little. “That kind of sucks, if I were to be honest.”

“If this is a direct mental assault, I should be able to take care of it in a moment,” Umbra said hastily. “Give me just a second, Master.”

The humanoid shadow dispersed and seeped into Ast’s frame. He sensed an additional effort to shield his mind and welcomed it, deciding not to obstruct Umbra’s work.

“Take your time,” Asterios whispered to himself, knowing his loyal familiar would hear it. “As for us out here, I think we need to even out the chances a little bit.”

“How?” Selene asked, looking extremely uncertain as her gaze was locked on the figure only she could perceive.

“It’s time to become one,” he replied. “Just like we practiced. Deepen that connection and become open to everyone. I know we mostly trained with me as the central point, but I believe this won’t be the slightest issue for you ladies.”

Even before he finished, the Bloodfang popped into his vision right ahead. It was no surprise that Miria succeeded first with all the experience she had gotten in their early days. The panthergirl smiled at him proudly before spotting the Agate Bear, turning much more serious and somewhat angry.

One by one, more images joined the battlefield. One of them was Roz, his and Tina’s colleague from the academy days, obviously from her mind. Another turned out to be an almost perfect copy of Selene, save for two differences, one being the much more chaotic blue pathways covering her entire skin, and the other being her crazy expression with completely manic eyes.

As for Silvia and Althea, their guests were even more surprising.

A woman Asterios had seen in a few paintings all over Welrond’s castle, which shared a lot of features with the princess, stood there menacingly. There was no doubt this was the man’s queen, her mother, in other words. A disgusted sneer painted the lady’s soft lips as she glared at her daughter.

His mentor faced another familiar figure, but this time a much more recent one. Jellal, in all his glory, continued to look down on his old disciple. He seemed disappointed but also somewhat repulsed by what he was seeing. The usual haughtiness was present in his entire body, even more pronounced than in reality.

“It’s only the second time, but I’m already getting tired of this,” Asterios said.

Reaching deep into himself, he drew on the black source while trying to recreate the moment from the Pit of Despair. With a gradually louder growl, waves of spiritual energy burst outwards. The fog shook and trembled, but it didn’t disperse or get pushed aside, no matter how much he bombarded it with his aura. This one just didn’t want to submit.

If it could even do so in the first place.

Stopping, Asterios faced the bear. “I guess it’s up to the old-fashioned way to fix this problem.”

Taking hold of his greatsword, he charged straight at his opponent.

“Sorry, buddy, but I’m not the same helpless guy as before,” he said as he swung at the Agate Bear.

The blow connected, and the monster roared in pain, but surprisingly, the cut seemed shallow, and its flesh felt unexpectedly tough. Its shoulder was barely scraped, even with Asterios not holding back. 

Glancing down, he noticed that his hands were shaking for some reason. It was much harder to control them properly. Another glance, this time around, revealed that others experienced similar troubles with their own apparitions. Miria bounced around the Bloodfang, but her legs kept shaking a little, and her blades didn’t have much effect on the beast. And in terms of the humanoid opponents the other girls faced, none of the ladies looked like they were going to attack.

“Something is wrong,” Asterios noted. “But it’s not clear what in this case.”

~I identified our opponent already, Master. I can cut its influence off right away,~ Umbra relayed mentally. ~Hiding its presence is its strong point, but I easily traced it back through the invisible psychic tendrils it has latched onto your minds. This monstrosity brings out its prey’s biggest traumas, fears, or regrets and throws those against them. The weaker individuals fall right then and there, but the stronger ones challenge their past, not knowing that it’s all a ruse and they can’t defeat their horrors, thus the name. The damage they suffer is real, as this fog is the predator’s body and can cause physical injuries matched with what the victims see. It’s currently split between the phantoms it’s controlling.~

“So it’s like that.” Asterios snorted.

~Should I take care of it, Master?~ his familiar asked.

“This gives me an idea, so wait a little. Thanks for the save, by the way.” He turned to the girls. “Ladies! What do you say about switching things up a little now that we can all see our respective opponents? It looks like we are at a disadvantage trying to face our horrors.”

His mates all looked at him, then between themselves, realization flashing over their faces, and some relief in the case of a few individuals.

“Let me at him, Master!” Miria was the first one to respond with an eager grin, her legs immediately calming down. “There’s a thing or two I didn’t get to discuss with that bastard back then.”

She happily hopped past him and moved towards the bear.

“I’ll handle the dog, then.” Selene crossed his path while aiming for the Bloodfang and cracking her knuckles. “I heard it caused you two quite a bit of grief in the past.”

“Anyone wants to teach a vulgar kid some manners?” Tina asked around.

“Allow me.” Althea curtsied at her politely.

“Great. I’ll return the favor then.” The blue-haired girl smiled appreciatively, finding the humanoid Lesser Dragon on the side.

“Well, that leaves me with only one option.” Asterios directed his gaze at the mature woman.

“Sorry about that.” Silvia came to him and ducked her head in apology.

“It’s alright.” He gently patted her hair. “I always knew I would one day have to fight someone’s mother for their daughter’s hand. I’ll take this chance to introduce myself properly. You go and handle the Mad Selene. I don’t envy you. She looks pissed.”

The princess chuckled daintily and showed a warm smile. Grasping Ast’s collar, she joined their lips in a delicate kiss. Throwing a look full of gratitude his way, she sauntered away. He followed her with his gaze for a moment before giving all of his attention to the mother-in-law he had never expected to meet.

Life was just full of surprises.


Chapter 5
Facing Each Other’s Horrors

Miria stopped in front of the sizable bear and cocked her hip. The wounded beast ignored her, however, and slowly bounded after its main target, which was Asterios. Being blatantly ignored like that didn’t make her happy, and her cute snout twisted into a pout. She slashed her sharpened blades over its side, finally getting its attention as they sliced through its round body.

“Yep. I can see you just fine.” The panthergirl smirked at the monster’s surprised look. “I’m your opponent today, big guy. You are getting nowhere without taking me down first.”

Throwing one more glance at Asterios, the bear turned to her, its feral muzzle dripping with saliva as it growled at her in annoyance.

“Hmmm. I’m not really sure how I should feel about you.” Miria twirled one of her blades as she walked around the creature. “On one hand, you hurt Master a lot by killing his precious friend, and that’s simply inexcusable. On the other hand, if not for you, I wouldn’t get to come in, behead your fat butt, and meet the love of my life.”

She scratched her head with the other hand.

“So, I’m torn somewhere between being really furious and unbelievably grateful. Should I thank you and kick your ass? Kick your ass and thank you? This is making me very confused.” A tired sigh escaped her lips. “I guess I’ll go with the latter. It’s impossible to forgive such a grave sin.”

As if understanding that the time for talking was over, the beast rushed at her with a roar, aiming to run Miria over.

“Woah, there!” The nimble feline easily spun to the side. “Someone is eager, huh? Since it would be boring to just do things the same way, I’ll make this a bit more entertaining.”

Black mist enveloped Miria’s body as she fell onto all fours. Soon enough, she stepped out of it in her panther form. The bear was still bigger and heavier than her, but she almost matched its height, growling threateningly at the round prey in front of her. Her fangs and claws just itched to sink into its flesh and tear the monster apart for what it had done in the past.

They lunged at each other at the same time, but while certainly powerful, the wild animal couldn’t match her in grace and agility. She dodged its paws by twisting her frame and bit into one of its thick arms with a growl full of rage. Enhanced by her beloved master’s draconic energies, she wasn’t any weaker than the bear. In fact, she had no trouble separating its limb from its body, causing her opponent to roar in agony.

Looking it straight into the eyes with the arm between her jaws, she smirked proudly and spat it aside. The monster took an unstable step back on its remaining limbs, not so sure about itself anymore. Miria only grew even more confident seeing how her attacks had an actual effect on it, contrary to what she had witnessed during the attempts on the Bloodfang.

Not waiting for the bear to recover, the panthergirl launched herself at it. The monster tried to bash her with its side but missed completely and almost toppled. She raked her enhanced claws over its belly as she slid beneath it. On her way out, she chomped on one of its knees and twisted her head, snapping the joint in half. Another desperate roar, another limb destroyed.

She was pretty much toying with the creature at this point, tormenting it for its past sins as she had said. Left with one arm at the front and one leg at the back, on opposite sides, it couldn’t do much to even turn after her. Meanwhile, the panthergirl sliced its tendons, causing it to sit its rear on the ground. As it howled in pain, she suddenly appeared before it and sank her fangs into its throat, tearing it open. The sound that came out continued as a gurgled mess until she bit into the bear’s neck and snapped it too, finishing the job.

Unhurriedly, the sizable carcass began dispersing back into the fog. With completely zero respect for her opponent, Miria kicked her back legs behind her while dragging them over the ground until all of it disappeared.

Satisfied with her work, she turned her attention to the others.

※ ※ ※

Selene faced the snarling lupine without the slightest worry. Now that she wasn’t looking at a twisted version of herself, one that came from the days she truly believed to be troubled by a powerful curse, which might have inevitably led to her being consumed by said curse, she had no problems releasing her full power.

And yes, that old worry might have been tackled down by her incredible mate long ago, but she had to admit that it wasn’t completely gone, just altered. It might be shameful to acknowledge, and she knew everyone would know that at this moment, due to how intimately they were sharing their thoughts, but she still had some concerns over these so-called spiritual circuits.

In the end, Kaguya had been researching those, hadn’t she? That might have happened way after she gave birth to her descendants, but who could know if she wasn’t obsessed with them even before meeting Red? What if she did something to herself or her children, and it fell onto Selene to become directly affected by those actions? What if the more these patterns grew, the closer she got to losing control to that heartless vixen? What if she were simply a surrogate, developing these circuits just so her scheming ancestor could swoop in and retrieve them from her cold, dead body?

Selene knew her thoughts bordered on paranoia, but she couldn’t help it. Especially when she stood in front of a version of herself that had lost to the curse, reminded of her old fears once again. She was thankful that others were the solution to this encounter. And for her precious family to reassure her that everything was alright with her, even as they were busy facing their own opponents. Asterios particularly.

“So, you had enough audacity to pull a fast one on my cute sister-mate and her soon-to-be beloved at that time,” she said, squinting at the red wolf. “You are the reason she still doubts herself to this very day. Maybe I’m not the right person to say this, but I’m certainly a good one to make you pay for that.”

Her bushy tails spread around, creating a mystical fan behind her as a cyan aura wafted off Selene’s entire figure. Sensing the change, the monster lowered its posture, growling at her frighteningly. Droplets of blood started gathering above it, quickly forming elongated shapes.

“I recall you requiring actual blood to do that.” The fox lady raised a brow at the beast. “I guess this makes it even more clear that you aren’t the real thing, as much as you try to mimic our past foes.”

The crimson lances spun faster and faster before all four of them shot toward her. They reached a velocity high enough to create an intense whistle as they whizzed through the air, bearing down on their target with pinpoint accuracy, nothing stopping them from reaching their destinations.

But nothing needed to interrupt them.

All swirling javelins struck Selene without fail. All of them pinged off the blue spiritual plates covering her front, deflected into the ground or air around her, the only thing they caused being some faint particles floating up from the points of impact. The owner of that armor didn’t even blink during the whole process.

“Are you done?” The fox lady dusted her shoulder off a bunch of sparkling fragments. “Then, it’s my turn now.”

Stepping forward with her gaze becoming cold, she thrust her hand out.

“This is for hurting Miria,” she announced. “Physically.”

In a flash, two spiritual lances appeared on the wolf’s sides and speared into it immediately, nailing its back section to the rocky terrain. An anguished whine was drawn out of the poor Bloodfang.

“And this.” Selene rotated her palm. “Emotionally.”

Another set of javelins pierced its midsection, making it cough up blood amidst its distressed howls.

“Also.” The fox lady spread her fingers apart. “Mentally.”

A third pair skewered the beast in the same crossing pattern at its front, raising the number of thick, sharp spears driven through its frame up to six. The monster could barely stand, though it technically didn’t even have to, as it was supported by those ferocious pillars.

“And finally, this is for all the pain you caused to my cherished mate,” she continued, closing her palm into a fist with an angry frown. “It’s nowhere near enough, but I’ll have to be satisfied with just this much. Begone.”

The half-dozen spiritual lances twitched and suddenly started rotating in opposite directions in each pair. They moved so fast that the excruciating howl leaving the Bloodfang’s muzzle was cut off after its initial note, its body bursting out from the unstoppable force stretching and pulling it in all directions. Three separate sections flopped onto the stone with a lot of blood and guts before everything began disappearing into the fog.

“And stay down.” Selene turned around, swiping her long hair aside as she walked in the opposite direction.

※ ※ ※

To say that Tina was amused at having to confront this particular Dragon again this early would be an understatement. Like many of Ast’s mates, she had truly wished she could have intervened during the man’s despicable excuses and vile attempts at painting himself as the victim. But, they had all decided it would be only right to leave those matters in the hands of the directly involved, plus Asterios.

Today, however, she didn’t need to hold onto such unnecessary inhibitions.

“Are you even capable of speech, or are you just a silent facsimile?” She tilted her head curiously.

“Complete lack of manners. As should be expected from a youngling in cahoots with that ungrateful wench.” The man sneered. “I offered her the world, taught her everything I know, and how was I thanked for it? By getting spat on in the face.”

“Whoa, mister. Your delusions are impressively advanced.” She snorted lightly. “But this might just be how Althea has viewed this situation after you two separated. I can see her becoming a bit doubtful about her choice as it certainly wasn’t an easy one.”

“The biggest mistake of her life, you mean.” Fake Jellal snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “She could have turned into a magnificent mentor with my support, but what had she ended up with? A completely ruined reputation right from the start. And it’s all because of her silly pride.”

“Now, that’s not how you are supposed to talk about a fine lady such as her,” Tina berated him, waving her finger at the snobbish male. “Maybe I could sign you up for some lessons from Ast. He knows exactly what he is doing right by capturing the hearts of so many amazing girls.”

“More like it’s him who should be learning from me if he even considered that ungrateful female as anything deserving to be someone’s mate.” The mentor scoffed.

The playful expression disappeared from Tina’s face at once, replaced by a frosty look that could turn a man’s blood into ice, no matter how hot it was.

“I take that back. You are incorrigible.” She glared at him fiercely. 

“There are no irredeemable students, only bad mentors,” he answered arrogantly. “Save for that one. She has been a lost cause since the start. No wonder no one was picking her up.”

“You know, almost all my friends and colleagues considered me something akin to a teacher’s pet due to how dedicated I was to learning and how respectful I was to the professors.” A vicious-looking scythe made of water started forming in Tina’s grasp, her blue eyes glimmering with power. “But, none of them had the slightest idea just how curious I was about what seemed to be so appealing in being a delinquent that so many people were interested in taking such a path.” 

The blue-haired Summoner girl spun her weapon and leaned forward.

“I’ll thank you ahead of time for offering to satiate that curiosity, Teacher.” She smiled, but that smile didn’t reach her eyes. 

Before Jellal could respond, she charged straight at him, launching herself forward with jets of azure liquid released beneath her feet. Still, he was able to block her first strike, putting his scaled arm in the path of the swing. The blow pushed him away, a slight graze decorating his cheek from the deflected attack.

“How dare you!” He snarled at her. “I’ll show—”

Tina ignored his words and continued slashing at the man with a stony expression. They danced around the others as she chased after him, swinging wildly but gracefully, each attempt perfectly aimed where she intended it to. Bit by bit, Jellal’s protective layer was being shaved off, most likely nowhere close to the defensive capabilities of real Dragon scales.

Or, Tina was just this strong when wielding Ast’s energies, which were becoming more and more comfortable in her human body the longer she drew on them.

Seeing how much he was on the losing end, Jellal created more distance between them after another attack and quickly shifted into a full Lesser Dragon.

But that was a huge mistake.

With an emphasis on huge.

The fierce short lady appeared at the tip of its tail and sank her scythe in its flesh, slicing through the scales with ease. She then roared while letting go of it and smacked her hands together. Multiple pillars of water surged out of the rock around them, topped with massive hands that caught onto the long shape of Althea’s mentor from top to bottom. She drew on so much of Ast’s energy that draconic wings sprouted from her back, joining the tail and horns, matching the color of her blue scales.

With the serpent completely restrained, she grabbed her scythe once more, gave her new appendages a quick glance, noting that she now didn’t need to borrow Esil’s wings for what she was going to do, and raised them in preparation for a takeoff.

However, instead of flying into the sky, Tina launched herself forward with a powerful flap and entered a spinning motion, rotating vertically. With a fierce battle cry, she sawed through the middle of the entire Lesser Dragon’s body, cutting it open from the tip of its tail to the top of its head.

By the time she was done, Jellal was reduced to a twitching, torn-in-half noodle. Moments later, his frame slowly turned into mist and joined with the fog around her. Tina spent a little longer burning that sight into her memory, knowing that she would most likely not get a chance to repeat this under more realistic circumstances, no matter how much the man deserved it.

※ ※ ※

Althea stared at the human boy with curiosity. She naturally knew of the youthful man, but she was still relatively fresh amongst Ast’s family, and they had yet to share plenty of details about their pasts. The obvious part was the fact that this particular individual had plagued Tina enough to haunt her thoughts fairly extensively.

Perhaps it was due to the abuse he had subjected her beloved crush to, the Dragon lady’s instincts were suggesting. Or, back in that period of time, he had possessed more power and influence than she had, making her worried about her and Asterios’ future. Whichever it was, it didn’t matter right now. Althea would deal with it for her new sister-mate gladly.

“What are you staring at, idiot?” Roz spat on the ground between them. “Do you want me to sic my wolf after you? Or would you prefer if I made your entire family disappear after telling on you to my father?”

She was beginning to see why the blue-haired girl found him so annoying. It was somewhat pitiful too.

“I wonder, is this a trial for me after declaring myself a proper mentor?” Althea mused. “I’ll have you know that I have pacified my own deal of brats over the time I coached the elven royal family.”

“Yeah? So what?” He sneered at her. “I bet they don’t amount to much, just like you. Don’t try to start anything here, lady. I know people. People who will be happy to offer you some company.”

“I see. So this is how she perceives you.” The Dragon lady furrowed her brows in slight disgust. “Or are you actually this shameless and full of complete disregard for another’s dignity and equity?”

“Fuck you!” Roz showed her his middle finger. “I’m getting bored with this. You are in my way.”

“A total lack of patience and an attention span of a goldfish too.” She chuckled quietly. “You must have been the teachers’ favorite.”

“And your favorite must be my fist in your face!” the young man shouted as he took an offensive stance.

From what Althea knew, he was supposed to be a Summoner like Tina and Asterios, fighting through his familiars. But, it didn’t look like the copy was capable of the same feats, or whatever that had been bringing this mirror image into reality was capable of reproducing more opponents per one target.

Nevertheless, the boy wasn’t stripped of all his techniques. Instead of calling for support from some creature, he tightened his fist, and yellow sparks began skipping all over it, easily discernible as particles of electricity. The confident smirk on his face announced that he believed it would be enough to defeat her.

Well, maybe it would have worked on Tina, back when the girl wasn’t enhanced by her draconic mate so much, but right now, this much zapping current amounted pretty much to nothing.

The young man didn’t seem aware of that.

Althea remained motionless as the blond-haired youth ran straight at her. It was nowhere close to fast, making it clear that his form was a pure mimic of a human of matching age. From what she had gathered thanks to the mental connection she and the ladies shared with Asterios, Tina would have still found challenging him fairly difficult due to some unique quirks of the monster orchestrating everything.

But, she wasn’t Tina.

Therefore, Roz arrived in front of her without a single obstacle slowing him down, smirking haughtily as his fist smashed into her cheek, erupting in little lightning bolts that shot in every direction for a few long seconds.

Then, they all faded, and his smile gradually dropped.

The punch he had thrown was on the mark, but it completely failed to yield any meaningful result. Althea still stared at him pitifully, even with his knuckles pressed into her cheek, which surprisingly didn’t look even faintly bruised, her skin remaining unblemished. And he hadn’t even struck the emerald scales. Yet, to him, it felt like he had hit a steel wall.

A gentle chuckle escaped the Dragon lady’s lips as she raised a hand to show him.

“Perhaps you would have known if you paid a little bit more attention in class, but lightning always chooses the shortest and most efficient path to the ground, ignoring everything else,” she schooled him, displaying a straight vine reaching from the edge of her cheek to the very terrain beneath their feet. “And, as I believe the most popular saying amongst the currently youngest generations goes, you punch like a little girl.”

The boy’s eyes widened in disbelief before clouding in fury. Unfortunately, he didn’t get to snap back at his offender as Althea’s tail smacked his butt with enough force to make him yelp in pain, landing him right over her bent knee.

“Now, I heard that many realms in the current age have adopted a more hands-off approach in fear of offending parents from noble households,” she said with a growing smile. “But, unfortunately for you, I’m a very old-fashioned teacher. So, make sure to tense your muscles.”

Raising her hand, she let it fall soon after, and a fleshly slap echoed throughout the hollow, alongside a gasp of pain and shock. Althea continued spanking the unruly youth for good minutes, believing that he hadn’t received enough from his parents, if ever. It was up to the teacher, who took second place after one’s guardians, to correct that mistake.

And she was more than willing to dish out some wisdom.

After she was done, Roz lay on the ground while whimpering and holding onto his behind, a scene Althea made sure to convey to Asterios and Tina. Then, she took care of the cleanup, a single vine wrapping itself around the man’s neck to his complete obliviousness, slicing his throat quickly and efficiently, silencing those pathetic whines for good.

What kind of a male couldn’t handle a few light taps on his backside?

Even children were tougher than that.

※ ※ ※

“Hello.” Silvia curtsied in front of the scary-looking Selene. “What happened to your external circuits? They look a bit off.”

“Circuits?” The copy tilted its head way too much than any normal person would. “You mean my curse marks? I just embraced them, that’s what happened. Best decision of my life, I have to tell you. I’ve never felt so powerful. And free. Free to beat you up into a pulp.”

“Now, we both know that’s a lie.” The princess’ lips curled up a little in a gentle smile. “Some mundane patterns could never make you feel more powerful than Asterios does. After all, your mating rituals often lead to new fonts of spiritual strength violently surging out of your depths. Pardon the unintended, inappropriate analogy.”

As the crazy fox lady gaped at her incredulously, Silvia’s cheeks gained a slightly rosy tint. She wondered if a certain red-skinned individual wasn’t rubbing off on her too. Or maybe it was just her who was like this from the start, trying to hide her lascivious nature behind the veil of royalty.

In the end, they had done so many inappropriate acts with Asterios already, and she not only didn’t mind them, but possibly even enjoyed herself.

“You are dreaming if you think any male could dream of making me like this.” The Mad Vixen interrupted her thoughts while spreading her arms to showcase more of the glowing marks almost completely covering her skin. “There’s only one person capable of helping me ascend. Only one person I’m destined to offer my body and life to.”

“Kaguya,” the flame-haired girl muttered under her breath.

Fake Selene snarled at her. “Show some respect when addressing the Great Ancestor!”

“I apologize, but I can’t show any respect to a woman who willingly murders an entire village just to abandon her child amidst smoke and fire.” Silvia met her furious glare with a stern expression. “Everyone’s circumstances are different, but I believe there are other steps that can be taken when an individual doesn’t feel ready to become a parent.”

“Preposterous!” The copy’s tail puffed out as she growled in rage. “You do not question the undecipherable plans of the one and only rightful matriarch of the Spiritual Fox tribe! Your mere human brain can’t comprehend her divine intentions!”

“That just means she is terrible at conveying her thoughts,” the princess countered. “I would suggest hiring a tutor. There are plenty of talented people who live off showing others how not to be misunderstood and how to correctly address the masses without making it sound like you are leading a cult.”

“Enough!” the fox woman boomed. “I will not stand for this slander any longer!”

“Feel free to take a seat, then.” Silvia displayed the tiniest smirk as Selene’s rage jumped up a level. “But, if you find that difficult, allow me to sit you down.”

They lunged at each other pretty much at the same time. The vulpine lady’s ethereal katana clashed against a staff of amber crystal, which materialized itself in the human girl’s hands in a blink. Both women launched powerful blows at each other, but they weren’t equally matched.

And, unfortunately, it wasn’t the clone that held the advantage.

“Is this how powerful Kaguya made you?” Silvia taunted. “It must feel terrible being reduced to just a single tail. I think I could have bested you even before meeting Asterios and receiving his invaluable support.”

“Courting death!” Selene screamed, and multiple orbs of swirling mana appeared around them.

Before they struck the fiery princess, she hit the ground with her staff, and a circular inferno rose from the stone surface. The spheres were consumed by the intense flames, and the facsimile shouted in pain, some of the hungry tongues attaching themselves to its clothes.

“Since I can’t bring myself to watch my fellow sister-in-love tormented by pain caused by yours truly, I promise to make it quick.” Silvia briefly closed her eyes and focused on the tip of her weapon. “I deeply apologize for this, real Selene. I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me.”

As her charming eyes fluttered open once more, a thin, about a finger-long, sharpened pillar of fire shot out of the top of her staff. It emanated a low whooshing noise as it appeared almost perfectly still, its color ranging from a bright yellow shade to a deep red, bordering almost on purple at the tip. With one quick swing, the princess beheaded the mimic effortlessly, using it like a blade, which seared the wounds on both ends shut.

As Selene’s head fell to the ground with a soft thud and began dispersing in thick fog, Silvia offered it one last apologetic bow.

※ ※ ※

“I have to say, this is a situation I have gone over repeatedly in my mind, but never thought to actually find myself in. Meeting you face to face, not having to fight you, Your Majesty.” Asterios let out an awkward chuckle. “I’m grateful for this opportunity, though.”

The black-haired and green-eyed lady in her prime kept looking at him sternly, an expression that somehow didn’t fit the soft and gentle angles of her face. He had seen the queen in several paintings, and also heard detailed descriptions from Silvia, who had received them from her father, of course, and this simply wasn’t how the beautiful and young at that time lady was presented.

She scowled at him. “Is my daughter such a coward that she can’t face me herself and has to hide behind the shoulder of a man?”

“From what I’ve seen myself, that’s definitely a negative, My Lady.” He smiled warmly. “But, at the same time, I feel like this is an extremely complex and difficult situation. Everyone has their own doubts and anxieties. Those don’t make us lesser than others. She is a strong woman with a kind heart. Something I believe she has inherited from you, Madam.”

The lady scoffed. “She did? Then how could someone so compassionate murder their own mother in cold blood?”

“Ah. I see how it is now.” Asterios cocked his head back in understanding. “I knew she harbored those hurtful feelings deep in her heart, but I had no idea they went as deep as to turn into something this traumatic. It looks like I will need to spend more time reassuring my beloved princess that she is in no way at fault here.”

“Your beloved princess?” She frowned at him strongly. “Forgetting the fact that a slaughterer like her would never be deserving of such a thing as love, what makes you think I would ever approve of your relationship with my daughter? A nameless orphan from gods know where?”

“Oh, don’t be like that, Mother.” He spread his arms cordially. “Father seems to have already grown fond of me enough to burden me with the management of one of his precious towns. And, in the grand scheme of things, who would be more worthy of your approval if not the Dragon Emperor?”

For a moment there, the woman blinked at him blankly, and it even looked like she might be inclined to agree with him, but another sneer twisted her pretty lips right after as she took a step back, sliding her hands into the opposite sleeves.

“Your deceptions won’t work on me, peasant. Do not come any closer or you will regret this.” Silvia’s mother assumed a threatening expression.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Asterios shook his head. “Today might be my only chance to do this for real.”

Needless to say, he didn’t stop. He walked up to the woman with his arms still open and wrapped her in a tight but loving hug. At the same time, he felt a prickle of pain as something pierced into his stomach, noticing the hidden dagger she had drawn out, currently fully sheathed in his flesh.

“I just wanted to thank you for bringing such an incredible lady into this world.” He ignored it, whispering into her ear. “I know it must have been extremely painful, but if I understand my own mother well enough, then I’m certain it must also have felt like your greatest achievement and joy right before you paid the ultimate price fate has decided for you, which you definitely accepted without a single complaint.”

She struggled a tiny bit in his embrace but remained silent regardless.

“I promise to look after Silvia until the final moments of my existence,” Asterios continued quietly. “I shall treasure her greatly, just as I treasure all my amazing mates. She will never lack anything, be it material or not. You can rest easy knowing that your daughter will always feel loved, appreciated, and supported, no matter what. I swear I’ll protect her and your husband like I’m one of your dependable children. You have my word.”

He drew his head back to meet the queen’s eyes, finding her somewhat confused. Unfortunately, her face soon began changing once more, and she started opening her mouth. However, before she could finish the motion, something snapped, and she glanced down, unable to release the slightest noise, finding Ast’s palm firmly wrapped around her neck, tighter than it normally should be.

“Sorry.” He smiled sadly. “I couldn’t let you ruin the moment with some fabricated insults.”

The woman slowly turned into a mist, evaporating from his arms in a rather melancholic way, the wound in his stomach quickly closing up. Following the strands of fog with his gaze, Asterios turned around and watched multiple other trails flow into one spot, where all the parts gathered together, his mates doing the same as him. It quickly coalesced into one shape, one being.

Meeting the gazes of all the ladies, he walked towards it just like they did.

It was time to end this charade.


Chapter 6
Hole in One

Slowly approaching the middle, Asterios regrouped with the ladies. While they were walking, the dense fog dispersed almost completely, drawn into a single point ahead. The leftover mist coalesced together in a swirling motion until it began assuming a vaguely humanoid shape. A few seconds after they stopped before it, the now opaque smoke formed its smooth figure, lying on its back on the ground while supporting itself on one elbow, the other hand holding onto its side.

“How in damnation were you able to not only know but even perceive each other’s horrors?” A heavy disembodied voice resounded around them.

Asterios quickly realized that the entity was still in their heads, speaking to them mentally, most likely incapable of any other form of communication.

“There are no strangers in this company,” Selene replied proudly.

“Those were supposed to be your darkest thoughts and secrets,” the monster continued. “It’s not something you would ever share with anyone. Even you might not have been completely aware of them.”

“Unfortunately for you, we are one in more than a single meaning of that expression,” Silvia added. “We share everything, even things we ourselves miss or wish not to be real, repressing them deeply.”

“Long story short, we are most likely the worst opponent you might have confronted,” Asterios said, taking a step closer to the defeated fog creature. “Save maybe for Umbra and his creator, but you weren’t even able to affect him and she would have simply removed you from existence if only she wished.”

The monster laughed at him. “You might have somehow bested me, but you are dreaming if you think you can kill me.”

“Why wouldn’t we be able to?” Miria tilted her head at the figure. “You are right here at our mercy.”

“Stupid.” The Horror sneered at her, even though it technically didn’t have a facial expression. “Have you understood nothing from this battle? You might have hurt my body, but I’m formless. I’ll simply reassemble. And as long as even a single particle of me survives, I will recover back to full with enough time. Good luck trying to hack and slash at me with your puny mortal weapons.”

“I’m beginning to think the inhabitants of this realm might be having a bit of an obsession with their supposedly infinite lifespans.” Tina smirked softly while glancing at Asterios.

He could feel the slight hint of embarrassment coming off the entity currently enveloping his mind.

“So, all we need to do is to collect every last piece of you in one place, isn’t that right?” Althea pondered out loud.

“And what?” The monster cackled. “Whatever you hit me with, be it magical or physical, will just ruin all that effort. Though, it might be entertaining to watch you struggle.”

The girls all exchanged glances amongst themselves and Asterios, sly smiles painting their faces as their thoughts were completely unified.

“Who said we were going to hit you?” Selene asked with an impish grin as she stepped forward and raised her palm. “Thank you for conveniently gathering yourself for us.”

A spiritual breeze picked up around her, starting to spin throughout the entire crater. Cerulean winds created a visible cyclone as it gradually shrunk towards the middle with each rotation. When it reached the center, it pulled the monster’s fog into itself, sucking in every single particle of the thick mist.

“What?” The entity’s shocked and confused voice still echoed through their heads. “Is your goal to make me dizzy? Wait. Why can’t I pass through this wind?”

She let out a delicate chuckle. “I would be extremely disappointed in myself if I wouldn’t be able to restrain such an easy target.”

Asterios showed up by her side while pulling something out of one of the pouches at his belt. He brought up a fairly sizable empty vial and uncorked it. Their eyes met and their grins only intensified. Holding it at an angle, he positioned the glass container near her fingers as she twirled them elegantly.

The already tiny cyclone floated closer and its bottom end slid into the opening. It pooled inside the flask, drawing in all the fog alongside its powerful rotations. Everyone watched as the last bits of the thick smoke flowed into the vial, sealed with a cork by Asterios once more. He then passed it onto Selene, who drew a few glowing sigils over the neck of the bottle with her fingertip. The creature’s new prison shook a few times as it attempted to escape, but the struggles ceased after a few fruitless tries.

“Another souvenir obtained.” The fox lady chuckled in amusement. “At this pace, we will run out of space to store all the things we collect on this journey, even with your rather spacious inner world, my Lord.”

Abyss descended from the sky, capturing everyone’s attention.

“Did we get it all?” Asterios asked her, knowing she would most likely have the highest chance of noticing.

“According to my observations, yes you did,” the dark-skinned woman answered. “A clever solution.”

“I always wanted a Djinn in a bottle!” Miria bounced to Ast’s side with sparkling eyes. “They were in so many stories.”

He held the bottle out to her. “It’s all yours.”

“Really?” She looked at him with pure adoration, receiving the most valuable gift. “Thank you so much, Master! I promise to try my best not to rub it!”

The girls laughed lightly as the overjoyed panthergirl hopped around Asterios and drowned him in fluffy kisses. Showering him enough in her love and gratitude, she moved aside to admire her new trinket from up close, shaking the vial a few times and observing the mesmerizing fog swirl inside. Asterios could swear he saw a despairing face spin in it but she seemed not to notice.

“Is everyone alright?” he then asked, turning to examine his precious companions.

The ladies nodded appreciatively. As they did, he walked up to Silvia, who met his eyes knowingly.

“I want to say that it’s not as big of a deal as you think, but I have a feeling that it’s not going to work,” the princess said with a faint curl at the corner of her soft lips.

“Nope.” Asterios shook his head and gently wrapped her up in a loving hug from the front. “But I’m not going to demand you talk about it right now. I’ll just say once more what many people must have already told you. It’s not your fault.”

“Bold coming from someone who felt and most likely still feels somewhat guilty for what happened to Teira.” She let out a quiet chuckle and reciprocated the embrace, pulling herself more into him. “But, thank you. For this and for what you said to her. Words can’t describe how happy I am to hear that. Even if she wasn’t real.”

They stayed in each other’s arms for a while, and as they separated, Asterios spotted a few stray tears on Silvia’s cheeks. He affectionately wiped them off and offered a loving peck to his beloved princess. She smiled charmingly and stepped back. His gaze then wandered over all the other women, pausing a little longer on Selene, who nodded slightly with her cheeks gaining a bit more rosiness, getting the message conveyed through his eyes easily.

“Well, then.” He put his hands on his hips. “The threat has been neutralized. I’m not so happy it was an actual threat again after we have already gone through something fairly similar. The monsters here seem to make nothing out of our mental defenses, to the point that we can’t even figure out we are being affected by their abilities.”

“I believe this might be my fault, Master,” Umbra chimed in as his humanoid form rose from the ground next to Asterios.

“How so?” Tina looked at him curiously.

“We’ve spent a lot of time deeply connected back in the other realms,” the Lord of Shadows began. “It’s fair to say that I can be considered something rather unique outside of this world. With how deeply we have bonded, my spiritual signature has been identified by your mind as a close ally. Unfortunately, in here, there are a number of entities who share this aspect closely enough for it to be mistakenly confused.”

“You might be right, Little Shadow.” Abyss tipped her galaxy hat at them. “I would have come to the same assumption after considering my time spent wandering the universe.”

“Does this mean that we will be at a huge disadvantage against the inhabitants of these lands?” Selene stroked her chin.

“No. This only applies to the entities possessing the same affinities as mine, meaning shadow and mind,” Umbra corrected her. “However, from now on, even those won’t be able to take us by such a surprise. I’ve been made aware of this little hole in our defenses and patched it up immediately. I’ll remain on active lookout for further incidents like these and you will recognize them right away with my help until your minds catch up and it’s no longer needed.”

“We’ll always appreciate your assistance, no matter what,” Asterios reassured him. “Thanks for bringing this to our attention. It’s good to have an expert on the topic amongst us.”

“I’m far from the most knowledgeable person here.” The Duke turned to Abyss.

“Don’t discredit yourself so heavily,” the eerie lady said. “So much has changed since my last visit that you might truly be the more experienced person between the two of us. I was not aware of creatures like this Horror. It might have not been able to do anything against me, but that doesn’t change the fact that it was a new discovery for my collection of wisdom.”

“What she says.” Miria came back to join in on the conversation, still holding the vial in her hand, the fog swirling with a fresh shake. “You were the one to identify this monster, weren’t you? It’s only because Master was sure we could handle it that he didn’t just request you to take it down, not because he doesn’t trust in your capabilities.”

“If that’s what you truly believe, then I’m grateful to hear it.” The shadowy butler made a polite bow towards them. “I’ll do my best to serve to the utmost of my abilities.”

Tina giggled faintly. “It kind of hits differently when you are dressed like that.”

They all chuckled, including the person in question. Save maybe for Abyss, who seemed only to snicker whenever she was playing tricks on their perception.

“With the fog gone, we should be able to investigate the white bit without much trouble,” Althea pointed out and they turned to look at the distinctive patch a few steps away from them.

“What could it be?” Silvia approached it alongside Asterios. “It looks like part of a bigger magical formation engraved in… a piece of marble wall? Or something similar?”

“These symbols and markings are completely alien to me.” He hummed thoughtfully. “Tina?”

“Sorry, same here.” The blue-haired girl shook her head. “Wish we actually had Professor with us now. Maybe she would have been able to recognize these. As big of a pervert she is, she is still an unrivaled genius.”

“Aren’t you too?” Asterios raised an amused brow at her, making Tina blush heavily. “A genius, I mean.”

He grunted softly as she punched him in the side without much force, a cute smile painting her lips alongside the scarlet flush consuming her cheeks.

“Once again, I have to agree with one of your statements.” Abyss leaned over the curious fragment, her torso bent so low it was perfectly perpendicular to her legs, making everyone blink in bewilderment. “Your crimson-skinned friend would have most likely recognized the purpose of these characters. In the end, this is part of a bigger seal. A seal of a design that I’m closely familiar with, as much as I wished I wasn’t.”

“This is his?” Miria peered at the markings.

“Undoubtedly,” the floating lady confirmed.

“Is this the goal of our journey then?” Selene asked.

“It is not.” Abyss straightened up in one fluid motion. “We are looking at a barrier sealing off access to something hidden behind it. My guess would be a facility of sorts, buried deep beneath the surface so that no one would accidentally stumble on it.”

“Someone did, though.” Althea showed a delicate smirk.

“After Kaguya blasted the earth here open with one of her insane techniques,” Asterios commented. “It was pure luck.”

“Maybe it wasn’t.” Umbra’s creator floated around the white wall below them. “This thing is emanating a powerful spiritual presence, capable of penetrating all this stone. The titans your mother fought here might have been lured to this place by this leaking mana. Same as the Horror, most likely. It did pick this exact crater as its lair, with plenty of others scattered around. This region definitely possesses a long history of conflict.”

“That sounds plausible.” He nodded. “I wonder if the Darklings started worshiping this place because of this energy too. Nevertheless, it’s a fact that this is at least connected with what we are looking for. If whatever is blocking off this realm isn’t down there, he must have used whatever else is to either prepare for that act or conduct his research in hiding.”

“Then, we should check it out.” Silvia carefully poked the white marble, her finger getting lightly zapped by the formation. “How are we going to get past this seal, though?”

“Allow me.” Abyss rested a hand on her shoulder, and the princess made some room for their mysterious ally. “This is not something that belongs here. Therefore, I don’t need to hold back when dealing with it.”

Not exactly knowing what it meant for the goddess of this realm not to hold back, Ast’s party hastily scampered away, expecting something utterly crazy to happen right in front of their eyes.

And truly, they were right.

Abyss unhurriedly spread her arms to the sides, raising them slightly up. Closing her eyes, she focused deeply. Then, everyone suddenly caught their heads as an intense ringing noise assaulted their ears. It was hard to keep their eyes open, but they were very determined to witness this rare chance to watch a being unspeakably stronger than them pull out an insane move.

Gritting their teeth, they observed glowing purple glyphs flow out from beneath the woman’s attire, trailing through the air in neat rows like living snakes. Seven ominous strings gathered in a single point before her, coiling together into something resembling a creepy yarn. The spiritual ball grew in size until it reached the diameter of an average humanoid head. It then flattened and angled itself horizontally, blinding everyone with a bright violet flash.

When Asterios and the others regained their sight, a menacing black book with deep purple pages floated in its place. Those pages turned on their own as dark violet liquid dripped from between them. It evaporated before reaching the ground, similar to the weird substance raining from the cloud Abyss was attached to. Truly scary vibes were released into the area, making the spectators shiver, including Umbra.

Then, she placed her hands on the book, stopping it from flipping. An intense gust of spiritual wind burst outwards, but the very second it hit Asterios and the others, it changed directions, pulling them back, surprising everyone greatly. The winds rushed into a single point, where something extremely tiny began forming and growing.

A small, completely black marble hung over the book. It sucked in everything with so much force that pieces of bigger rock easily flew right at it just to suddenly disappear, looking strangely bent and twisted as if they were trying to squeeze through an impossibly tight hole. Some of the ladies felt themselves losing their footing, and Umbra hastily tied everyone down with his shadows, preventing them from flying off into the sinister spell.

The marble achieved the size of a fist and floated off the book. It descended towards the white section at a languid pace, each second making the anticipation even more intense. Asterios and the girls practically held their breaths as it came in contact with the golden formation.

With another flash, an insurmountable amount of mana exploded from the mineral. This time, however, they weren’t blinded as that invasive light itself was bent and sucked into the pure black orb. Golden radiance assaulted the sphere, but it stood no chance against its authority. Still, it held back for quite a while before ultimately snapping and fading away.

The moment that happened, the ravenous marble sank into the surface of the wall and consumed it too. A creepily twisted spiral formed around it, dragging the alabaster stone into its starved belly. More and more white rock flowed into it like a liquid, widening the excavated hole exponentially. The external barricade protecting the contents of this vault proved to be thicker than they expected, as the orb disappeared from their sight and continued downwards for twenty more seconds, lessening the pull on everyone as a result.

A moment later, its oppressive presence and vicious ringing disappeared, making it much easier to breathe. Abyss took her hands back, placed one under the onyx tome, and snapped it shut with a wave of spiritual energy. She held it in the front, her other arm wound behind her back, and glanced at the sweaty and panting group.

“The path is cleared. We should expect more traps and barriers as our entrance can’t be considered as authorized,” the powerful lady announced. “You needn’t worry, however. I shall keep assisting you throughout this exploration. It might not sound like me, but I’m quite inclined to take more actions should the opportunity present itself.”

Without waiting for their reply, she floated atop her cloud over the breach she had created and descended the carved tunnel like a magical elevator shaft.

Selene chuckled wryly, resting her head against Ast’s shoulder. “If I ever start sounding conceited about the power I wield, please smack me up the back of my head as strongly as you can.”

He snickered quietly. “Same here, my dear. Same here.”


Chapter 7
The Invisible Hazard

After the initial shock from what they had witnessed retreated, Asterios and the girls grouped up and walked closer to the hole in the white marble. The golden paths adorning it had faded a lot, turning much darker. They didn’t glow and glimmer anymore, most likely due to the circuit being damaged by whatever technique Abyss had brought out of her book or whatever that insane artifact was.

The descent she had created was perfectly smooth, like someone had just dropped a superheated metal ball through a cube of butter. It went straight down without any deviations. It was hard to spot the end, but not because of the darkness that should be shrouding such a far destination. Instead, the tunnel was so bright and white that it was impossible to tell how far it extended and if the bottom differed in any way from its rather consistent color palette.

“It’s time to go in, isn’t it?” Tina peeked past the opening’s edge. “This looks rather narrow. Are we going to take turns or…?”

“Perhaps Umbra can bring us down with his Shadow Movement?” Selene suggested, glancing at the misty butler. “Since we didn’t hear any screaming, it seems safe for now.”

“I don’t think we need to be worried about anything happening to Abyss.” Miria showed a wry smile.

“I never specified it would be her screaming, have I?” The fox lady smirked, and the others chuckled in agreement.

“Well, then. Hop in and we shall go.” Umbra spread his arms invitingly.

While he meant that as a gesture to present his readiness, he clearly wasn’t ready for an excited panthergirl to slam into him with a big grin, wrapping her furry arms around his shadowy figure in a cheerful hug. Selene quickly caught on and embraced them both. The others didn’t waste any time either, and soon, all the girls surrounded him from every side, making it just a little awkward for their misty friend.

Asterios shook his head and joined too. Soon after, liquid darkness surrounded them, and everything went dark even more than before. A slightly unusual sensation accompanied their transfer into the shadows that swallowed them, but soon enough, they could feel themselves moving, and this time it didn’t happen through that scary space where some unknown forces tugged their bodies in all directions.

However, only a few seconds after they started to move, the ride turned quite bumpy. That was something new, and no one knew what exactly to think about it. Asterios could feel Umbra’s confusion and slight distraught through their connection, but they didn’t seem to be in any danger yet, still descending through the circular passage.

Yet, something was not right.

The further they went, the stronger those disruptions became, to the point that everyone began wondering about the shaking. Even the shadows surrounding them rippled under visible strain, something none of them had ever witnessed before, and Asterios had conducted a plethora of tests after gaining the ability to move himself without Umbra’s assistance. The first few jumps had been a tad unstable, yet nothing like this.

And they were being carried by an expert.

“Prepare yourselves. I can’t maintain the hold on us for much longer. It will break moments before we land. I’ll do my best to cushion the fall, but I can’t guarantee a pleasant arrival,” their coachman announced.

A few seconds later, his predictions came true, and the bag of darkness burst. Everyone’s eyes were immediately assaulted with pure whiteness surrounding them from all sides, with just a tiny change in depth that had to be them leaving the tight tunnel. Asterios instantly reached out for Silvia as she was the most vulnerable out of all his mates and hugged the fiery princess into his chest while his wings popped up and spread wide.

With a lot of grunts and groans, their entire group smashed into the ground. 

Miria reduced the force of impact with her impeccable feline agility and rolled aside. Selene sent a wave of spiritual energy to cushion the fall and landed in a strained crouch. Tina got herself sucked into a massive water bubble made by Hydran and bounced away while suspended in the bluish liquid, releasing muffled noises. Althea displayed her draconic physique by dropping onto the floor onto her fist and one knee, cracking it lightly.

As for Asterios, he touched the white marble slowly and saved Silvia from the worst of it. The speed at which they had been traveling wasn’t as dangerous as they had expected, so he was only slightly sore, already quickly recovering thanks to his heightened regeneration. He placed the princess down safely and received an appreciative peck in return, both of them smiling warmly at each other.

“As Professor would have said, damn that sucked.” Tina took a few wobbly steps and shook herself to get rid of the remaining water, her clothes and body already drying up. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” Umbra’s eyes narrowed in deep thought. “The moment we slipped in, something began interfering with my technique. To be honest, it felt like—”

“There are no shadows here,” Asterios noted while looking around.

The ladies did the same, and besides spotting Abyss floating near the spot where they had crashed, they also examined the unnerving room they were currently in. Its walls, floor, and ceiling were made of the same perfectly smooth and spotless white mineral, decorated only by glowing gold formations.

But, even with those lines emitting gentle yellow light, there was just no way this chamber would be illuminated so much that it basically hurt looking at it without squinting one’s eyes. As Asterios had said, there was no speck of a shadow anywhere, making the space feel extremely bizarre. Even the angles where the surfaces met were perfectly bright as if there was an immense source of light in the very center of the room that reached into the furthest nook and cranny with the same intensity as anything right by its position.

“It looks like he has prepared properly,” Abyss commented with her hand supporting her chin. “As you have noticed, this is a place where shadows can’t exist as they are one of my main elements. You won’t be able to use any abilities related to it for as long as this facility has power coursing through its circuits. I’m not surprised. He did seem like someone who would pull all stops, even if the possibility of something happening was near zero.”

“We won’t be able to breeze through this as easily, then.” Miria sighed wistfully. “Are you two going to be alright here, though?”

“Besides being fairly suppressed, I don’t experience any other discomforts,” Umbra replied. “My repertoire remains limited, however.”

“You just can’t catch a break, can you?” Asterios looked at his familiar with some pity. “Don’t feel too down. We should have expected rather fierce countermeasures in the first place. That guy clearly doesn’t want Abyss to regain what she lost.”

“But, I bet he didn’t expect us to be involved,” Althea added. “While the two of you might have had some issues shutting this place down, whatever it even is, our group isn’t affected by these means in any other way than our eyesight being at risk of irritation due to all these whites.”

“That’s why we should make this quick.” He nodded to himself. “This place gives off really weird vibes.”

“Allow me to make it a little bit less troublesome for you,” Abyss said, and everyone turned to the mocha-skinned lady.

She waved her fingers, and numerous strings of darkness flowed from between them, trailing through the air towards Asterios and the girls. The misty tendrils reached their heads and wound themselves in tight circles over their eyes. At first, all they could see was black, but then, the magical blindfolds turned see-through, and they were able to gaze upon everything just like they normally would, save for a delicate tint to their vision.

Nevertheless, the strain was gone, and it was much easier to look at things.

“Cool.” Tina waved her hands in front of her face. “And they even look nice.”

A smile tugged at her soft lips as she glanced at Asterios. Everyone now wore those smooth black bands, and as they looked at each other, they shared a chuckle. It was a fairly unique thing, one that could become a recognizable element of their group if they decided to wear it out more often. You didn’t meet many blindfolded adventurers in big parties like this.

“What do we even have to do here?” Miria tilted her head, scanning her surroundings with more attention now that her eyes didn’t hurt. “This room is completely empty.”

“Who knows where we fell,” Selene replied. “There are two exits, so this might just be a transitional piece.”

“As for what to do, we should probably look for any information we can find on this person and their master plan,” Silvia commented. “Before we learn what is the purpose of this hidden shelter, there is not much else we can come up with.”

“Which way, then?” The panthergirl’s head swiveled between the two passages. “Or should we split up?”

“That’s a bad idea.” Asterios walked up to her and scratched behind her ear. “Let’s just pick at random since everything seems so seamless. We’ll turn around if we stumble on a dead end.”

Everyone agreed, and they let Miria make the decision. She took a minute while trying to spot any differences between her choices, but ultimately gave up and simply tossed a coin. Entering a loose formation, they headed in. Asterios led the charge while Althea closed the rear.

The hallways they walked through were extremely stale and bland. Everything was white and smooth, also impossibly illuminated like earlier. Long rectangular corridors with nothing in them save for the golden lines continuing to pulse regularly. Selene tried to interact with them, but they seemed to be protected by a layer of spiritual energy she couldn’t affect. Unless Abyss whipped out another reality-tearing technique, there was nothing she could do.

Soon enough, they found themselves in another empty room. This time, it had three exits total. Once more, Ast’s party was at a crossroads.

“The mana in the air is becoming thicker.” Selene hummed thoughtfully. “If I’m not mistaken, it accumulates the most in that direction.”

“That’s our best bet.” Tina shrugged. “Unless anyone else has other ideas?”

Met with a cacophony of shaking heads, her suggestion won the contest by default. Another lengthy walk followed, making Miria wonder out loud if perhaps making the intruders wander around until they died of boredom wasn’t the intended design behind this facility. Even Abyss joked that she wouldn’t put it past her nemesis to do that.

Thankfully or not, they stumbled on another empty chamber, this time a much longer one with just one exit. But, just as they were going to enter it, and Selene continued to walk ahead as the second person in the formation, Asterios held out an arm to stop her, his irises glimmering with specks of dark scarlet energy.

“Master?” Miria peeked past her sister-mate’s shoulder.

“There’s something here. Something we can’t see. I can barely discern the fuzzy air thanks to my draconic sight,” he explained. “At the start, it looks like a narrow path? But, it’s hard to tell after the first bend.”

After a moment of thinking, he pulled out one of the spare needles for his Poison Fang, which remained hidden underneath the sleeve of his crimson coat even though he mostly studied the greatsword now. Stepping forward, he pointed it at seemingly nothing, but pushing his hand out far enough caused the tip to glow red, orange, and then white. The ladies watched as half of the thin metal rod disappeared before he paused.

Although it hadn’t simply disintegrated. It had melted at an insane speed, dripping onto the perfect floor and staining it with liquid steel.

“This is concerning.” Althea frowned.

“You don’t say?” Tina chuckled wryly. “Imagine what it can do with flesh if something made out of metal is gone just like that.”

“Typical.” Abyss’ face didn’t show any reaction, and her tone remained unchanged, but everyone could notice the jaded edge in her voice. “He fills our heads with a fake sense of safety and monotony just to put an insidious contraption like this at one point of the journey. I expected nothing less from a deceiver.”

“That’s certainly a good sign, though.” Silvia peered into the room too. “He has something requiring protection out there. We are heading in the right direction. After we figure out how to bypass this proverbial and literal wall, we should be rewarded with something worthy.”

“Assuming we aren’t heading in the opposite direction and this is not a trap that’s placed right at the entrance to this underground complex,” Asterios commented.

“Let’s not be negative!” Miria bounced in front of him with a reassuring smile. “We’ll definitely find something good on the other side! I can feel it!”

He chuckled lightly. “Well, if that’s how you put it, then we better get to work.”

“Will we have enough equipment to sacrifice like this?” She turned around and wrinkled her nose.

“While that might be an effective idea, I agree that it would be highly inefficient,” Selene said. “I can try prodding at the air with my spiritual constructs.”

Shaping up an ethereal shortsword, she did as she had said. However, as she was extending her hand towards the same spot Asterios had poked at before, he caught her arm and held it back. The fox lady frowned at him, but he simply brought up another needle and set it next to her hand. As it moved past her knuckles, it melted, making Selene’s eyes widen in shock.

“That’s even more treacherous.” Umbra loomed over them. “This barrier doesn’t seem to interact with anything other than pure physical matter. Maybe I would be able to move to the other side unhindered.”

“I would advise you against trying that,” Abyss offered. “It might not have any visible effects, but that spiritual blade can’t feel. Something much worse than physical pain might be awaiting those who attempt to bypass this blockade with mana.”

“I’m starting to dislike that person as much as you do, honestly.” Tina huffed in annoyance.

“The first option, then?” Miria pulled up a throwing knife.

“There might be another possibility.” Silvia extended a hand towards her. “May I?”

Curious, the panthergirl handed the small blade over and stepped aside. The red-haired lady seemed to hover her gaze over the room with great focus before moving forward. Everyone watched Asterios with anticipation, waiting for him to stop her in time. But, he didn’t make a move as Silvia prodded the air with the knife at the points where nothing came in contact with it. Her examination stopped just short of reaching the edge of the safe zone on both sides, the tip getting slightly singed.

“Looks like Abyss was right.” She turned around and smiled gently. “This trap must interfere with mana in some way because there are no invisible walls above the golden circuits that appear on the floor.”

Everyone’s eyes dropped to the ground, and they noticed her standing on top of one of the glowing lines. The path continued further, just like many more on the walls and ceiling. Knowing this much already, it didn’t take them long to spot the exact copy of the pattern above their heads, mirroring the one below their feet.

“Good catch.” Asterios reciprocated her smile. “Combining Miria’s method with your observation will make it much easier. Even if I shared my sight with you, it all becomes greatly fuzzy inside these invisible walls, making it difficult to discern the beginning and the end. I was hesitant to rely only on that.”

“Let’s designate a person to cover every side and move in a single file,” Tina expanded on their ideas. “I’ll take the left.”

And so, Miria volunteered for the right, Asterios for the front, and Althea received the back just in case. Each of them was equipped with a great number of daggers, knives, and metal elements, holding onto them firmly. When the group was ready, they exchanged nods and very slowly wandered into the invisible labyrinth.

The ladies who weren’t securing the sides focused on watching the lines on both the ceiling and the floor, directing Asterios and the others through this maze. At first, they were all tense and fairly anxious, but after two successful turns with just the tips of their metal feelers melted off, they became more confident.

From the sidelines, it must have looked comical. A party of eight was walking in random directions all over a seemingly empty chamber while putting their backs together and poking the air in front of them with tiny weapons. Some might think it was a lost bet, a challenge, or perhaps a weird little game. But the truth was much more sinister.

After about half an hour of a tedious crawl, Asterios arrived at the foot of the exit. Staying vigilant and expecting more tricks, he first verified that it was safe to end their little dance. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like any more flesh-melting walls awaited them, and they were free to go. The struggle was no more.

“Phew. That was so stressful.” Miria wiped off her forehead. “I feel like I was sweating in places I never thought I could.”

“Hopefully, our new friends have a bath or two. We should save Master the burden of smelling a wet kitty for days to come.” Selene smirked at her.

“Hey!” The kitty in question gasped in shock, then started sniffing herself all over. “I don’t stink, do I?”

“You are alright.” Snickering, Asterios pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Certainly not any worse than a wet fox.”

A few giggles echoed through the chamber, and Miria showed Selene her tongue.

As the tension disappeared from their bodies, Ast’s group continued their little exploration. The passage they strolled into took multiple turns before opening up again. Once more, the place they found was different from the previous ones. It was still a pure white room with golden pathways, but slightly altered.

For one, it was more like a massive hall that could be compared to the size of a spacious warehouse. The walls were far and the ceiling was high. The circuits themselves changed their style slightly, all heading for the middle of the chamber, gathering at one point on the floor and the ceiling, drawing something akin to the silhouette of a sun with short sunrays extending away from it.

But, the most notable difference was the perfectly round sphere hovering between those two shapes, big enough to fill almost the whole diameter of that distance. It was golden just like the circuits and buzzed with spiritual power, pulsing with the same rhythm. It hung there menacingly, its purpose unknown but suspected.

They might have just found the core of this weird facility.


Chapter 8
Decisions

“Do you see any more of those invisible barriers, my Lord?” Selene asked as they peered into the spacious room.

Asterios shook his head. “There are none as far as I’m aware. That thing emits powerful energy, though that in itself blurs the air in my vision.”

“It must be dangerous, then.” Miria watched the floating orb anxiously. “Maybe we should really think about these circuits? Perhaps disrupting them will cut off its power or something.”

“Do we have any idea about what it is?” Tina tilted her head. “A spiritual energy core like in Bryn’s realm? Save for the part where it comes from a Dragon?”

“Its function is similar, yet it’s not the same,” Abyss answered, capturing their attention. “This isn’t a spiritual reactor that produces mana on its own, nor is it a core like those you find in dungeons.”

“What is it, then?” Althea wondered out loud. “Some sort of a mana-infused device or activator?”

“The simplest explanation would be a cluster of spiritual energy condensed so tightly that it attains a physical form,” the mysterious lady shared. “It’s a bundle of finite energy that came from him. It’s considerable enough to sustain whatever this place’s role is for another millennium or two, judging loosely.”

“Great. Let’s just wait a little longer, and your realm will open on its own.” Tina chuckled lightly, and others smirked at her little quip. “Well, for you it might actually be possible, but I don’t think we are going to last that long. In any way, that means he has to be planning on coming back to resupply this cluster, right?”

“I would assume so.” Abyss nodded. “He wouldn’t let things just return to normal like this. And he wouldn’t count on me forgetting about my creation. He had to know that I would be keeping an eye on it till the end of my time.”

“Or all of this was just a ruse to bid him more time.” Althea rubbed her chin, attracting all the eyes. “He doesn’t have to come back and charge this orb again if he expects to have dealt with you before the energy is completely spent.”

A brief silence fell upon them as everyone gave that thought a moment to ruminate.

“That… might not be incorrect,” the scholarly woman of considerable power agreed. “While I prided myself on my academic approach, that didn’t mean I was significantly weaker than him, who was focusing almost completely on his personal growth. And that last part was clearly noticeable. It would be a struggle to best me on the day we met, but now…”

“He might have gotten stronger,” Asterios finished for her. “Enough to feel confident about taking you down for real if he truly hated your element as much as you implied he did. In the end, from his perspective, would it be sufficient to just inconvenience the one you despise? I think Althea might be right here. This was just a single step meant to throw you off a little.”

“But wouldn’t Abyss grow in this time too?” Miria pondered out loud while tapping her lips.

“If he were seriously focusing on strength and power, he might have expected to outgrow her, who tends to wander around and examine things. No offense.” Tina inclined her head towards Abyss. “A concentrated approach is almost always better at reaching the end goal than spreading yourself horizontally.”

“None taken. Your words are wise and right.” The person in question responded with the same, nodding respectfully. “I certainly wasted a few decades at the very least shortly after all of that had gone down.”

“Aren’t you in danger, then?” Silvia glanced at her.

“At this exact minute, I might as well be.” Abyss looked at the bright orb. “But I dare to presume he didn’t calculate me taking this realm back under my wing into his schemes. And, one more fairly unexpected variable I have randomly stumbled on.”

“Which is?” Asterios asked as she directed her hypnotizing eyes at him.

“A chance to study a True Dragon’s development from up close. One of a kind amongst the whole universe too, most likely.” The most deceptive and tiniest hint of a curl at the edge of her lips flashed in front of him before it was instantly gone. “I have learned much by stalking you, as your rather wordy mate would describe it, weaving lots of that knowledge into my personal advancement in many areas. And I hope to continue that for the foreseeable future.”

“Well, all in all, it’s not like he is going to come back anytime soon, so we still have time to worry about that,” Selene commented. “We should focus on the issue in front of us, then start plotting on how to face the powerful enemy who might come after our just as amazing friend. Though I wonder if insignificant ants such as ourselves would even matter in the grand scheme of things.”

“Do not belittle yourselves that much,” the god-like woman rebuked her. “I think you are still unaware of the potential you wield. Perhaps after you conquer that peaceful realm of the one you call your master, you shall all finally open your eyes to it. Nevertheless, there are ways to weaken him. Just like he has weakened me. We are not invincible.”

Asterios could only rub his eyes at that. He just hoped her speech wouldn’t give the girls any weird ideas. They had already put him on a quite serious pedestal as a ruler of his own territory. Alongside them, of course.

But, considering the smiles and sparkling eyes aimed his way, his hopes were rather weak.

“So, what are our options?” He tried to steer their brilliant minds towards something slightly more productive. “I assume we can’t just smash it into pieces and be done with it?”

“A sturdy Dragon like you might have a chance to survive the tremendous blast of released spiritual energy that would turn the area the size of about five Glimmervales into a steaming crater, but I’m uncertain about your mates.” Abyss studied him as if she really was giving his jesting a serious thought.

“Let’s… not do that.” Tina giggled meekly.

“Agreed.” Silvia supported that notion.

“All the other choices require a closer study of this energy cluster,” the dark-skinned goddess informed them. “It’s nowhere near fragile, but any actions should be deeply considered before being taken. I would advise your shadowy friend to keep his distance just in case. I should be able to deal with the intense radiation this sphere releases, but it might do him harm from prolonged exposure.”

“You heard the specialist, Umbra.” Asterios turned to his precious familiar. “I apologize, but I’ll need you to stay away this time. I can tell this makes even Abyss a bit tense.”

“As you wish.” The dark butler bowed politely. “I’ll remain close to the entrance and await further orders. Albeit, I would like to request permission to act in the happenstance of an emergency according to my own judgment.”

“Of course!” Miria beamed at him. “Master would never prevent you from helping out, right?”

They all nodded in unison and faced the orb. Throwing one more glance around to check for any traps hidden in plain sight, Asterios carefully approached the center of the chamber. The glowing lines headed straight for the circular depiction around it, so perhaps that tidbit was of some importance.

If they could somehow sever the invisible connection between the circuits and this packed clump of mana—

A stunning wave of energy surged out of the middle, stopping everyone in place and interrupting Ast’s thoughts. They stood their ground, ready and waiting. 

Ten seconds passed, and nothing happened.

Thirty seconds passed, and there was no follow-up.

A full minute passed, and the floating ball was still casually hanging out in the air.

Exchanging looks with the ladies, Asterios made another step—

The pressure exploded once more, this time in the form of a continuous assault instead of a single blast. Their shoes squeaked against the floor as all of them save for Abyss were pushed back, with Tina losing her footing and falling onto her butt, cushioned by her always-present familiar. However, the attack continued, and it was accompanied by a shrieking noise that sounded awfully like a muffled and jumbled screaming of thousands of people.

Just as suddenly as it began, it all stopped, leaving Asterios and the ladies slightly reeling and wincing. The sphere lost a bit of its glow, gradually turning darker and darker at a slow pace.

“Did we force it to turn off due to potential endangerment?” Selene asked as she straightened her posture.

“No, it’s not possible to just disable and enable an active mana cluster. It must be—”

Unfortunately, Abyss didn’t get to finish her sentence as the collection of spiritual energy flashed with renewed intensity, and power surged out of it. A few pained gasps and yelps broke out of the girls’ lips as they hastily covered their eyes, the blindfolds not being enough to filter out the invasive light. But, even their flesh wasn’t enough as the violent rays penetrated through it with ease, turning their limbs into a diagram of blood vessels and bone.

Additionally, a quiet sizzling noise filled the room.

Asterios acted on pure instinct, Abyss’ earlier words still ringing in his head. He threw himself in front of everyone and initiated his shift. He had never felt himself change so quickly, and if any of them were capable of witnessing it at that moment, they would have surely been amazed.

Yet, the circumstances didn’t allow for that, and he appeared before them in his full, towering glory. With one swipe of his tail, well-coordinated with his front legs, Asterios gathered everyone underneath him while dropping onto his side and directing his back towards the fierce glow. Blocking it out almost completely, he also shaded his beloved mates and one important friend with his wing from above.

As a bigger shade fell upon them, the girls soon recollected themselves and uncovered their eyes to see what was going on. To their utter disappointment, the attack hadn’t ended, it was just Asterios protecting them from the worst of it. The quieter now screeching noise could still be heard behind his bulky frame.

“Ast!” Silvia was the first one to call out to him, running up to his snout and gently grazing it with her palm. “Are you okay?”

His draconic lips twisted ferociously as a low growl escaped his maw. “Just fine… Stay here and don’t peek out…”

They could all tell he was in pain, and it wasn’t anything to scoff at.

“Master!” Miria arrived at Silvia’s side with a worried expression. “I can hear the sizzling! And there’s smoke rising from your frame!”

“It’s all good…” He tried to chuckle amidst the suffering. “I’m regenerating as quickly as it’s damaging my scales and flesh…”

The ladies were already racking their brains on how to save him from this agony. Tina did what she could in the meantime, drawing out everything she had to splash his heated body with a stream of cold water all over. It certainly helped a tiny bit, but the liquid evaporated in a blink, not able to survive the impossible onslaught.

They spoke to him more, but he had a hard time registering their words, perhaps the pain making them appear distant. In the next second, it all disappeared as he was unexpectedly cut off.

※ ※ ※

Asterios opened his eyes with a start, finding himself gazing into an all-natural wooden ceiling sloping towards the center. For a moment there, he wondered if everything had been a dream, but seeing the face of a familiar Dryad slide into his vision from above dispelled that notion. Tia’s smile was way too sad for that to be true as she played with his hair.

“What happened?” He rubbed his forehead. “Don’t tell me, we all died?”

A light giggle escaped her lips. “No, silly. I’m sorry for doing this without asking first, but I pulled your consciousness into your Ancestral Plane to sever the connection between your mind and body. As we speak, you are still lying out there and shielding your precious family from harm. I just saved you unnecessary suffering. I hope you can forgive me for separating you from your beloved.”

Sighing softly, he unhurriedly sat up next to her, finding them both on the floor in front of Tia’s charming throne as she had been supporting his head on her lap while resting her back against it.

“There’s nothing to forgive.” Asterios gratefully lowered his head. “But, I’m sure we both are aware that I can’t just stay here forever while others are in danger.”

“Of course.” Tia nodded in agreement. “However, it should be easier to think of a solution to our troubles without your mind being bogged down by the agony of having your scales and tissue burned, regenerated, and burned again in a loop.”

“You are right. Thank you.” He smiled warmly. “I don’t know what to do besides running away for now. Perhaps that’s our best option. Maybe we missed something on our way here.”

“I wouldn’t be so hasty in giving up yet.” She smiled back delicately. “There is a chance that I might help you out a little if we work together.”

“You are already helping me a lot, Tia,” Asterios honestly admitted. “If not for you, I wouldn’t be able to hold out for this long. Sure, this heat would most likely not bring me to a critical state in hours or maybe days thanks to my draconic heritages, but no Dragon fixes its wounds at such an inconceivable speed.”

“That’s all you. Mostly.” The charming Dryad giggled again. “You are making use of the boons that having me inside you offer to this lucky host of mine. My coaching and advice certainly aided this, including our brief lessons and practice sessions, but I’m not actively managing this process. If you got critically wounded and were left on the verge of death? Possibly.”

He studied her serene yet somewhat playful face for a while, quite sure she was just permanently emanating that cheerfully mischievous aura all the time. It was close to speaking with a wise, experienced lady and an upbeat, humorous girl at the same time. With most of his companions, he could more or less understand which side they leaned on more, but Tia’s case was a tough nut to crack and place.

Taking a deep breath, Asterios stretched his arms over his head. “Alright. I’ll listen to your valuable wisdom. How can we overcome this difficulty we have found ourselves in?”

She let out a tinkling laugh. “Wisdom? It’s nothing as grand as that, I assure you. If you are seeking wisdom, you should speak with Althea. No, this energy that’s being a little mean to you simply falls under one of the domains I’m experienced in.”

That piqued his curiosity. “How so?”

“Simply speaking, it’s sunlight.” Tia held her hand between them with her palm up and created an illusion of a miniature sun with bright yellow pollen. “I was wondering about the details behind our enemy’s affinity and how it conflicts with Abyss’ darkness. She told us that it was light, but there are many kinds of light, just as there are many kinds of darkness, namely shadows, pure void, and so on.”

She made the image spin and emit faint waves outside in a pulsing manner.

“This condensed cluster of his mana answered that question the moment you stepped into the chamber,” the beautiful Dryad continued. “Your real body is currently getting scorched by an actual artificial sun. Although you must have noticed that it wasn’t created with a benign method.”

“The screams.” Asterios squeezed his knee.

“Correct.” She sighed wistfully. “I do not know the details, but I can tell that a great sacrifice has been made for it to become what it is today. I dare not speculate, and I would advise you not to either. We don’t have a need for these dark thoughts. You can’t change the past.”

As she dismissed the pollen and reached out to caress his cheek cordially, he met her glowing green eyes. “But I can still change the future.”

“I’m glad we are of the same mind.” Tia grinned at him joyfully. “We have people whom we want to protect and whose well-being we want to secure. Shall we make sure their futures have a chance to live on?”

“I’m listening.” Asterios gave her all his attention.

“It’s nothing that complex. You don’t need to become so serious.” She chuckled quietly, taking her palm away and placing it atop his hand over his knee. “All we need to do is to use your body as a siphon and absorb all the sunlight into your third source. Their affinities align well, so the spiritual energy should flow in freely in a similar way to how your Dragon’s Heart took in the power of that red-scaled female who had lost her life at your hands.”

“But since I have completely zero experience with such a thing, that’s where you come in,” he added after her.

“Handsome and smart. It’s a mystery how more ladies don’t turn their heads after you.” The teasing girl winked at him impishly, making Ast’s cheeks warm up a tiny bit. “As I’m deeply rooted in that green source of yours, I can serve as a funnel, a kind of guide for the natural forces. You handle the intake, I handle the distribution so it doesn’t damage your circuits and the source itself.”

“Sounds good.” Asterios nodded eagerly. “As long as you think that we are able to absorb all of it without making it worse for everyone else outside, I’m in. What do we need to do?”

“First off, this will require a deeper connection between our essences, energies, souls, or existences, whatever you would like to call it. Thankfully, in this spiritual realm of yours, we can take physical form, for lack of a better word, which makes it much easier to achieve. We’ve already made use of that a few times in the past.” Her gaze roamed over his face.

“Ah. I see.” He recalled those times Tia had helped him out in a troublesome situation or two. “Like the kiss we shared in the dungeon.”

“Yes, but no.” She giggled, making him slightly confused. “This will need to reach deeper.”

“Deeper, as in how?” Asterios frowned a tad.

“Well, I already have myself rather deep within you, so it’s just a matter of you putting yourself fairly deep within me.” The sensual Dryad softly nibbled on her bottom lip.

The true meaning of her words did not escape Asterios for long.

“Oh. You mean like that.” He paused briefly.

She noticed his hesitation. “Do you find the prospect of embracing this body of mine displeasing?”

“No! Definitely not. It’s just…” A groan escaped Ast’s throat as he rubbed his face with both hands. “I just hoped to have found a way to give you back a real body before the possibility of taking any further steps in our sudden bond that has been pretty much forced on you by the circumstances, while we get to know each other better in the meantime. You deserve this much at the very least.”

“That’s so sweet of you.” Tia scooted closer and pulled his palms away to grace him with a hearty smile. “You don’t need to concern yourself this much with the concept of reality, however. This here feels real enough. I’m glad, though. I was worried my appearance might have been the problem.”

“Gods, no. Wander a little bit closer to the hotter lands of Kraedorion and you’ll find plenty of females with skin tones similar to yours. The mesmerizing patterns adorning your body are just a fascinating bonus.” Asterios laughed openly. “I already know how real you feel in touch. And how the others feel about it.”

“Looks like our secret conversations have been discovered.” She giggled playfully and stood up.

He watched her saunter towards the wooden throne next to them with a truly passionate step, the vines and leaves covering her modesty gradually retreating. As she reached the majestic seat, she turned around to face him in all her light brown splendor. With a knowing smile, she sat down like the dignified ruler of this space that she was and crossed her legs over.

“So, what will it be?” Tia rested her head against her fist. “Are you finally going to conquer this Dryad of yours fully or not, Dragon Emperor?”

And just like that, Asterios was placed in front of an incredibly important decision.


Chapter 9
In the Blaze of It ❤

Perhaps to some, the choice set before Asterios was a simple one, but in his eyes, it wasn’t so, and Tia quickly noticed that fact in his eyes. The challenging smirk adorning her pouty lips retreated a little as she faintly tilted her head to the side.

“What still burdens you, My Master?” she asked warmly. “If it isn’t my body, then what bothers your heart so much that you are unable to set it free?”

Meeting her gaze briefly, Asterios sighed heavily and switched to a cross-legged position in front of the towering throne.

“It’s just… I’m not sure I feel right moving onto this while the others are still out there,” he admitted honestly.

“They are safe, are they not?” Tia raised an inquiring brow at him.

“It seems so, but who knows what can happen and change while we are taking our sweet time here,” Asterios replied. “It’s… worrying. Not being able to watch over them.”

A beautiful smile curled the corners of the Dryad’s mouth up. “Your kindness and selflessness always bring warmth to my core. Though I’m glad you aren’t completely altruistic. It would be troubling if you neglected your own desires too much.”

He could only chuckle wryly at that, taking a peek at her enticing figure displayed fully above him, the angle giving Asterios a mesmerizing view of Tia’s firm, plump breasts. And a little hint of her tightly guarded secrets hidden behind her closed legs.

It certainly made him feel a certain way, even in this mysterious space of his inner soul.

“Nonetheless, they most likely won’t even notice you gone for longer than a mere moment,” she continued.

A small frown creased Ast’s forehead. “How so?”

“You might be thinking about the time you spent here previously, which to you seemed shorter, while to the outside world it appeared longer, but those visits were more accidental,” the wise lady answered. “Recall the more recent entries, or those during your training. It can actually be the opposite. We are inside your soul as spiritual projections of our minds, unhindered by the physical limitations of our brains. It’s only because of the pace you are used to that time passes here as in the outside world. Sometimes slower, if you are unconscious, perhaps.”

“So, what you mean to say is…” He glanced up at her with clear intrigue.

“You won’t be able to spend years or even days inside your soul while time in the real world freezes, but how long a moment is depends on one’s perception,” Tia added. “It’s inadvisable to try and stretch one’s sense of such measurement in either way, but for a tree-related entity like me, I could slow it down considerably without it affecting my psyche, as it’s used to a rather leisurely passage of time.”

“I didn’t know it was something possible to consciously control,” Asterios responded in slight surprise. “Why has it not come up during our lessons?”

A somewhat reserved, apologetic expression snuck onto his charming teacher’s visage. “Spending too much time in such a state can be detrimental to one’s mental health. I knew you would insist on using this method to keep me company for much longer than usual after I explained it to you, so I remained silent about it. I’m sorry for deceiving you.”

“No. You are right.” He shook his head. “It’s not my right as your protege to decide when I’m ready to learn certain things.”

“We’ll cover this topic soon.” She smiled softly. “For now, I’ve made your mates aware that we are actively working on a solution to our troubles from the safe confines of your inner world and that you are in no pain or danger here.”

“More secrets.” Asterios smirked, at which Tia giggled adorably.

Taking a deep breath, he exhaled slowly to relax his psyche, since he technically wasn’t in a physical body, and allowed his worries to recede deeper into his mind for now. When their eyes met once more, she noticed the change right away, and a bigger grin adorned her pretty face.

Gracefully rising from her throne, the feminine ruler of nature took a few steps to approach him, swaying her entrancing hips with a tempting lilt. His gaze naturally followed the movement, purposely led to the immaculate glade between the smooth Dryad’s appetizing thighs, topped with a glistening dew at its apex. She leaned over him alluringly, one hand extended in a helping gesture, the other gently drawing a few of her dark brown vine dreads over her ear.

“You shouldn’t sit on the ground like this…” Tia informed him with a kind tone and helped Asterios to his feet, a dainty kiss greeting him up there. “When your place is here…”

Experiencing a light push, Ast’s heels bumped into something, soon followed by his calves. His knees bent under the pressure, and his butt landed on something hard, Tia continuing to lovingly nibble on his lips while cheekily flicking her small tongue between them. The delectable taste of foresty freshness was already filling his mouth, lungs, and the rest of his immaterial body.

When she finally drew back, he found himself seated on her throne with the stunning Dryad draped over him, one knee resting on the seat between his thighs and her tender chest pressing into him, an eager glint filling her bright green eyes.

“Took you long enough, but you are finally claiming what you have subjugated.” She nibbled on her bottom lip while affectionately stroking one of the armrests with her palm, not missing their eye contact for a fraction of a second. “Before I fully submit myself to your rule, allow me to worship your scepter of conquest, My Lord.”

Her attention flicking down, Tia subconsciously licked her lips. Her hands grazed over Ast’s still-clothed chest as they journeyed south towards his belt. She stepped off the seat and knelt before him, her slender fingers skillfully unsheathing his scepter from its securely guarded confines. As it sprang into the open, she wasted no time wrapping her mouth around its crown.

A pleased groan escaped Ast’s lips as the same minty freshness spread over his tip, forcing a delightful shudder out of him. As Tia’s seemingly chilly saliva dripped down his length, he felt greatly invigorated. Her flexible tongue swirled all around him as she started gently sliding up and down his cock. It didn’t take long before the bewitching Dryad reached the very surface of his stomach, that tongue extending far enough to tickle his orbs. She looked up at him proudly, seemingly lacking any trace of a gag reflex.

Ast’s member twitched in pleasure as it glided through the narrow and constricting passage of Tia’s incredible throat, starting with an affectionate kiss to its tip and ending at her small nose pressed hard into his belly repeatedly. She didn’t move fast, but she didn’t have to. The languid technique was enough to bring Ast’s hands onto her hair, stroking it appreciatively as she descended on his dick again and again, truly worshiping him as she’d said she would.

He wasn’t sure if she was just that impressive or if his usual endurance was altered in this spiritual realm, but Asterios could already feel himself building up a mighty finish. Being the perceptive Dryad that she was, Tia didn’t miss any of the signs, speeding up a tiny bit. As her fingers caressed his royal treasures, she nailed herself on his cock fast and hard, just to sluggishly drag her mouth back up until it popped his glans out, applying intense suction along the way.

“Damn…” Asterios groaned openly as he admired the effects of her hard work. “Here comes the reward for your dutiful service…”

And he almost burst right there as Tia let out an impish giggle while still gobbling up his entire dick, sending a wave of stimulating vibrations through his length. Taking hold of her with both palms, he grunted blissfully and pushed down. His lovely partner left herself in his strong hands fully and received the strong thrust gladly, taking him as deep as she could.

With a burst of white delicacy, the warm cream rushed down her throat in intense waves. But Tia didn’t relent, gulping it all down greedily, her pretty eyelashes fluttering in joy as the delicious taste filled her mouth and belly. A pleasant hum accompanied the meal she was receiving, showing just how much the forest lady appreciated the generous gift.

Letting out a satisfied sigh, Asterios helped Tia pull back, appreciatively stroking her delicate cheeks as he unsheathed himself from her impressive throat. She released him with a flick of her tongue and a tender peck, quickly catching a remaining drop of cum leaking from his tip onto her finger, putting it into her mouth right away.

“I express my utmost gratitude for this exquisite offering, Your Majesty.” She licked her lips elatedly.

Asterios chuckled and beckoned her in with a finger. A massive smile answered him, and Tia hastily climbed up onto his lap as his clothes gradually dematerialized with a rolling black flame. As she sat over his thighs, her legs on their sides and his member poking her enchanting tummy, he let her fingers wander all over his front while Tia relished his form from slightly above.

“Elves are cute, but they tend to lack… definition in some areas,” she admitted, giggling sweetly as she played with his fairly healthy physique. “I never thought I would have a chance to touch a True Dragon, though.”

“What you are touching right now is no different from a human,” he replied with a raised brow.

“Oh, trust me, there is a difference.” Tia grinned, presenting him with her lips so he could take them.

And so he did, all the while his palm journeyed lower and his fingers quested into the sealed folds of a rather damp slit.

“You are so wet I barely tickled you and it’s trickling down my wrist like a river.” He nipped at her lip.

A shaky moan was the response to one of those digits effortlessly sliding into her precious place.

“It’s your first time with a Dryad, or any nymph for that matter, isn’t it?” she asked while rolling her hips more into his touch.

“Yes?” Asterios didn’t hide his curiosity and slight confusion.

“Then you are in for a flood of surprises.” Tia snickered sweetly, that little laugh broken by another amorous moan as a second finger entered her.

Smiling at him bewitchingly, she guided his other hand to her taut breast, giving herself a moderate squeeze. He distributed some more physical affection to the tender hill and the sensitive dark brown peak at its top, rolling it between his fingers from time to time. Tia enjoyed all the caresses, often sneaking glances at Ast’s face to judge if she wasn’t having all the fun on her own.

During one of those, she found him gazing down her charming stomach, onto his glistening hand, and an excited gleam lit up her eyes.

“You wish to sample me?” she stated more than asked, bringing his chin up for a quick kiss. “All you need is to order me, My King.”

With a lighthearted chuckle, Tia stood up, her hands on Ast’s shoulders as he watched her sly expression. Her fair chest gliding before his very eyes, she angled herself just so deliciously while escaping the tender caresses of his fingers. 

Grinning foxily, she turned around and set her feet on the armrests, widening her stance a tad, and as a result, putting her bubbly butt right in Ast’s face. Then, running her palms down her smooth legs, Tia leaned forward, and forward, and forward, until her upside-down smile greeted Asterios from between her knees. It was a tough choice to gaze either upon its proud curl or the artfully pronounced swell of the gorgeous mound pushed forth straight at his lips, shining trails flowing thickly from the tightly sealed slit.

The clever Dryad observed him intently, clearly satisfied with her performance. Her glowing eyes urged Asterios to accept the kind gesture and explore her fragrant secrets to his heart’s content. Mesmerized by the truly marvelous display, he reached out and delicately opened up the wet folds, revealing a beautiful light caramel pussy drowning in dewy nectar. Streaks of the thick syrup escaped when he did so, stretching down from the source, staining both his waist and her soft thighs.

Not wanting to make Tia wait too long, Asterios sent her an appreciative smile and smoothly ran his hands up her springy bottom. Giving it a playful squeeze, he ran his tongue from bottom to top, which in this inverted case was the top and bottom of Tia’s sparkling pussy.

“Ohhhhhh…” The sultry Dryad bit on her lip as her brown cheeks darkened. “Oh!”

A little yelp of surprise escaped her as Asterios dove straight into her awaiting passage. And how could he not when Tia’s love nectar tasted so heavenly? He had thought her saliva was something else, but he was hugely mistaken. If kissing the nature lady was like making out with a refreshing pine, eating her out could be compared to downing the healthy mix of the most revitalizing herbs mixed and chilled in the clearest ice long enough to gently prickle one’s tongue.

“Ohhhh, my…” Tia let out a trembling breath, squeezing her knees harder to stop them from shaking. “Oh! Ohhhh! You truly are a skilled lover, Master.”

As much as Asterios enjoyed himself with the presented offering, he certainly didn’t forget about the one who had brought it up so kindly. His tongue lapped over Tia’s dewy petals and prodded her silky channel. She was visibly and audibly pleased by his attention, but became even more vocal about it when he brushed his lips around her timid nub and decided to sneak a finger into her slick snatch.

“Ohhh, yessss…” She tried to giggle adorably but had to cut it short because of a blissful moan.

Doing his best to return the favor he had received earlier, Asterios glanced down at the flushed visage of the upside-down woman. Amidst her carnal whines, Tia was sneaking peeks at his manhood, which stood tall and proud short of the tip of her head. The longing in her gaze was apparent, so he decided to give her something to satiate that need.

Tia turned her attention to him when his elbows wrapped around her legs and his hands found their way onto her delicate cheeks. Doing so, he pushed his lips hard into her dripping flower, kissing it fiercely and releasing a lot of wet noises as the proof of her arousal dripped down his chin in abundance. Ast’s thumb grazed her mouth, and she understood immediately, inviting it inside and suckling on it with a satisfied hum.

And so, she watched him ravage her delicious slit with his tongue, quickly heading towards the peak of the accumulated pleasure. It was just too stimulating, and just like Asterios, Tia wasn’t exactly in the body she had inhabited for the past centuries, finding herself much more sensitive and needy of intimate affection than she’d remembered.

Fighting to free her lips for a brief moment, she pecked his thumb instead, sensing herself approaching the limit. “I need to warn you… Ohhhh… My Master… Our climaxes can be—OHHHHHH!”

She didn’t get the final word out before he nibbled on her clit. A loud cry of ecstasy echoed throughout the hollowed tree as Tia’s pussy constricted strongly around Ast’s fingers, pushing them out with a generous gush of thick liquid. Shudders took over her gorgeous frame as a fierce stream of dewy freshness struck his lips, chin, and then the entire front, coming in orgasmic waves. It splashed not just all over him but even her charming face and long legs, creating numerous trails down her smooth skin.

“Explosive…” Tia added as it subsided, breathing heavily while Asterios held her up.

She quivered once more as he gently licked her puffy folds off and parted with her glimmering pussy with a loving kiss. Straightening her back with some help, Tia glanced over her shoulder at all the mess she’d created and smiled apologetically. Asterios just smirked at her, completely not minding her feeling as good as to show it so clearly.

“I think it’s time we got to work, don’t you think?” he teased while ostentatiously roaming his eyes over her curves.

Tia chewed on her bottom lip and spun around, descending back into Ast’s lap, his cock brushing against her dripping slit. They looked each other in the eyes as her arms wound around his neck and his hands slid down her booty, holding onto it firmly.

“I can’t believe I’m the first one.” She snickered cutely, raising herself on her knees to position her folds atop his crown.

“First?” Asterios tilted his head.

“To be taken on the throne.” Tia graced him with a dainty peck and sank down.

“Ahhhh…” He let out a heavy groan as her snug insides welcomed him like he was made to fill them up.

For a moment, he understood what she meant, already imagining what was going to happen the moment Grea learned of this fact. But all the unnecessary thoughts fled his mind as they were replaced by all kinds of ecstasy. What felt divine on his tongue seemed out of this world bathing his cock. The chilly breeze permeated through his flesh and caressed his deepest regions like the most attentive lover.

“Gods, Tia…” Asterios sighed deeply into her pretty neck.

“We aren’t so sought after only because of our powers.” She giggled impishly while bouncing up and down on his lap. “You are lucky I’m not in my real body. Even your draconic stamina would be put to the test. Though in the battle of attrition, I would have inevitably been overcome.”

Lewd noises filled the air as they made love, staining themselves with more and more glistening honey. It was already flowing down the throne’s edge, escaping onto the ground. Asterios was finding it difficult not to be swept up in all the pleasure.

“Don’t hold back, please,” Tia whispered into his ear with a quiet whine. “I need your essence to jumpstart the process anyway.”

He groaned as the back of his head tapped against the backrest, glancing at the smiling Dryad with a faint crease on his forehead. “What is this…?”

“This?” His amazing lover slowed down, assuming an innocent expression. “This is just what it means to embrace one of us with your heart filled with love instead of malice.”

Asterios didn’t buy that even for a moment as her snug channel welcomed him easily with open arms, just to hold onto him as it would never let him go until he almost plopped out of its affectionate confines, creating a similar motion to what he had experienced in Tia’s throat earlier. This time, though, her pussy also massaged him all the way in both directions, making use of motions he wouldn’t assume were possible.

“Will you grant your loyal servant the honor of embracing your warm seed?” She slammed her hips down, resuming the earlier tempo, and peering into his eyes cheekily.

“With… pleasure!” Asterios sank his fingers into her behind and thrust up.

“Ohhhhhhhhh!” Tia got bumped up as a loud smack traveled through the chamber.

She hugged him dearly as hot cream surged into her depths marvelously, tickling her sensitive passage on its way further in. A prolonged moan escaped her lips as Asterios rode his high and filled her up, driven into her fragrant snatch up to the root.

At the same moment, the dark lines running all over her body began glowing, her dreads floating up on their own. Tia kissed him deeply while rolling her hips back and forth. It became somehow brighter inside the tree, and as he glanced up, he found motes of golden light descending upon them.

“Don’t stop…” The gorgeous Dryad whimpered. “We need loooooooots of it, Master~ This is just the beginning~”

Not spent even slightly thanks to her refreshing nectar and his own lineages, Asterios spun them around and pushed Tia onto the throne. Her soft thighs spread over the armrests as her back slumped over the backrest. He speared into her right away, evoking an alluring cry from her dainty lips before they became sealed with his own.

“Ohhhh! Ohhhh! Ohhhh! Mmmmmhhhmmm!” Tia moaned into his mouth without restraint, getting plowed into the natural chair.

Nothing but the wet smacking of their rough lovemaking filled the air, save for the mysterious motes of light. The tree chamber was starting to glow so much that it was difficult to look around, but thankfully, they had eyes mostly for each other. What didn’t stop either of them from fulfilling the purpose of this coupling, which surprisingly wasn’t just to make their partner experience an incredible delight.

“Yes! Ohhh! Yes! Ohhh! Ohhh! Like that! Slow and powerful!” Tia swung her hips to meet Ast’s, her teeth gently tugging at his lips.

He thrust into her as she desired, taking hold of her waist. His cock pounded into her slick channel with might, and unhurriedly drew back, letting her incredible pussy suck on it hard, milking his seed to the very last drop while already aching for the next dose. The rhythmic thumping was becoming like second nature to him.

“Now! I’m going to link with you!” The moaning Dryad locked her legs behind his back and attacked his tongue.

Asterios let it go once more, pinning her to the throne as his cum flooded her cordial canal. She met his groan of bliss with her own moan of pleasure. This time, he didn’t just experience her chilly flesh and nectar. A stream of hot and vicious energy came alongside it, surprisingly well-balanced by the mystical combination.

Everything shook, and multiple branches shot out of the walls at various heights. They grew and developed, but it was hard to examine the details due to the intense light from the tiny orbs. It felt like the whole thing was growing, but that couldn’t be.

Shoving that wonder aside for now, Asterios met Tia’s expectant eyes glowing with renewed ferocity and twirled her around. She whimpered seductively as her soft breasts smacked against the backrest. Tia knelt with her back arched and ass pushed out, one hand already spreading her firm cheeks to display her gushing slit. He propped one of her knees on the armrest and nailed her right back.

“Ohhhhhhhhhh!” His gorgeous lover almost mewled as she shook.

Asterios drilled her flooding snatch with the same unhurried strokes, ramming into Tia’s behind at a languid pace, letting the cheeky Dryad enjoy every second of the pounding and allowing her to synchronize with him for the redirection of the energy. She looked back over her shoulder with a wide smile, finding him kissing her back lovingly.

“Ohhhh! Ohhhhh! Do you like taking me like this, Your Majesty?” Tia teased him with a grin, making a show of further submission to his forceful care.

A light growl rumbled out of Ast’s chest. “I would love to have you in any position, my charming little flower.”

She bit into her lip at the sweet name, and in that very second, they were both surprised by numerous beautiful tulips sprouting from the ground around them, not even noticing when the grass had covered it like a peaceful rug. They were fully aware that it wasn’t the doing of either of them. For a coincidence, it was shockingly well-timed.

“I’m going to come again! Oh! Oh! Oh! Like before!” Tia warned him, grabbing the top of the backrest firmly.

Asterios chuckled and snuck a finger south, pressing it into her hidden nub. Tia jolted and almost screamed in elation, shivers already surging out of her core. Before they fully took her over though, he released another copious load between her tight folds. Her own climax removed him mid-orgasm, and a few serpents of white cream painted Tia’s cute back as a ferocious stream of cold foggy nectar struck the seat. She came strongly as he continued to rub her clit to the very last second.

“Not… Haaaah… Enough… Haaaah… One… Haaaaah… More…” Tia wove a few words in between breathing with some difficulties, both from the mind-numbing bliss and the effort she was putting into the absorption.

Wishing for their final round to resemble as lovely a coupling as they could have in the current situation, Asterios tenderly turned her around while getting on his knees. She once more joined her ankles behind his back as their waists connected from the front. He gently rested her back against the backrest and leaned forward, upholding her butt from below.

Their faces were close enough for their foreheads to press together as they lovingly gazed into each other’s eyes. They both sighed softly as Asterios slid delicately into Tia’s comfy insides and Tia accepted his filling member up to the root. He was the first one to bring his lips closer, and she met him with a lazy kiss.

The violent energy of the artificial sun ravaged through them, but they paid it no mind, setting it purely on each other and the bond they had unexpectedly formed back in Althea’s original lair. Their figures glowed just as brightly as their surroundings as he unhurriedly rolled his hips back and forth. Slow and steady. Even slower than before.

It got so quiet they could hear the brushing of their skin and the hot breathing leaving their interlocking lips. The pleasure gradually grew, bit by bit, building up for both of them like they were truly one. One stroke after another, it was approaching the edge. But thanks to the pace, Asterios and Tia hung over it for a few long thrusts, experiencing immense bliss as they finally tipped over it together.

There were no grand explosions this time. They both inhaled sharply and simply came. Ast’s seed flooded her depths, wave after wave. Tia’s wet mound bathed his member in some more of her shiny nectar, trickling out of the sealed place of their connection. Just like that, they kissed each other throughout their entire peak.

With their attention returning to a more natural, unfocused state, they noticed that the bright light was no more. However, the grass, the flowers, and the new branches inside the Dryad’s divine tree remained. At the same time, it felt… different.

Exchanging an intrigued glance, they shared an amused chuckle and snuggled together.

A tiny bit of gentle affection before they went to investigate the changes wouldn’t hurt.


Chapter 10
The Emperor’s New Groove

As much as Asterios enjoyed peacefully lying atop the slightly ticklish grass with the exquisite Dryad embracing him from the side, one leg draped over his waist and one hand grazing his chest, he knew they couldn’t laze around too much. Thankfully, Tia was an understanding woman, aware of that fact too, and didn’t keep him restrained for long. She was the first to sit up with a satisfied sigh and a fluffy peck to his chin.

Gazing down upon Ast’s figure with a charming smile, she offered him a hand, and he happily took it, joining her by wrapping one arm around the supple lady’s waist. Tia giggled softly and stole his lips for a deeper kiss, her front rubbing against his as their tongues danced together. Ast’s fingers found their way to her smooth cheek, brushing it lovingly as they shared affection.

Parting ways, they gazed into each other’s eyes before looking around the altered scenery.

“I must say, your new rug does fit the wood rather nicely,” Asterios commented.

She glanced straight down, then directly at him with a raised brow. The action brought a small laugh out of him, the meaning behind it not escaping his mind. She chuckled sweetly alongside Asterios and nodded, switching her attention to their surroundings.

“The throne stands out so much with all of the floor covered in these mesmerizing green stalks,” she replied, playing with the grass daintily. “I’m not sure what to think about the branches, though. They feel a little… surreal. Not that any of this is real, to be precise.”

“It feels real enough.” He squeezed her waist cordially. “What happened, though? Is this your doing?”

“Yes and no.” The seductive Dryad mulled over it. “I didn’t intend to change anything, but it’s clear that my actions in the middle of the ritual have resulted in visible alterations.”

“What did you do?” Asterios glanced at her curiously.

“I intended to transfer all the energy into your third source, but it began filling up extremely fast,” she began. “Whoever conjured this powerful cluster was of immense spiritual capacity. Though, considering the observations you and your companions made, it is possible that more than one being made up its energy. Nevertheless, it was too much at once. So, I had to improvise.”

“You didn’t hurt yourself in the process, did you?” he asked, a slight frown creasing his forehead.

Tia smiled at him warmly. “No, I didn’t. Quite the opposite. It seems that I only made myself better. And it happened because I decided to use myself and this projection of my Tree to dilute and process this incoming energy even further. Some of it was inadvertently lost, for which I sincerely apologize.”

“It’s alright. I’m glad you received your share.” Asterios smirked at her apologetic expression. “As long as all of this new grass doesn’t bother you.”

“I love it.” She let out a musical giggle. “And it’s made the previously hard floor much fluffier, so I can think of a few uses it has just become much more comfortable for.”

He rolled his eyes at her cheeky grin. “Anyway, the job is done, right? The sphere has been fully absorbed? The others are safe?”

Looking into the distance absent-mindedly, Tia confirmed with a nod. “Everyone is alright. You should be able to rejoin them whenever you wish to and continue your quest.”

Finishing, she found his gaze once more and awaited his next words. Asterios stared back at her briefly before getting up and patting the vibrant stalks off his butt.

“Let’s make a quick round to check if everything is fine on this side too.” He extended a hand down to her.

With a beaming smile that radiated pure warmth and joy, she shot up to her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck, making him chuckle while grazing her gorgeous back. A minute or two more wouldn’t hurt. Tia might be connected to him as deeply as his other mates, but she definitely could get lonely here from time to time. She didn’t deserve to be dismissed so fast after fulfilling her role.

Still completely naked, unbothered by each other’s enticing forms, and knowing the chances of anyone else seeing them were near zero, they strolled through the inside of the Tree side by side. Literally. There was no gap between them as Tia continued to drape herself over his arm giddily.

Their relationship was fairly close up to this point, but she’d clearly been starved for some actual skin contact. And he couldn’t really blame her for it.

Tia brought Asterios to the throne and sat him down atop it again. After taking a good look at her lord, she knelt before him with a wide smile. He could feel her gratitude now that he had fully taken the Dryad as his own like the True Dragons she’d talked about always intended to. It became obvious to him that she couldn’t be apprehended by another now, her powers and body safe from harm, dedicated only to him.

Well, they already had been due to her current whereabouts, but with the goal of one day returning the Dryad her due freedom, it was a step that brought Tia peace of mind.

Additionally, they hadn’t spoken about it yet, but she had imprinted herself even stronger in his third source, which had grown exponentially. Asterios didn’t know what it truly meant yet, but one thing was clear, she was a larger part of it instead of taking a ride alongside its energy. They would need to explore this matter more, which could perhaps allow the Dryad to interact with it in more ways, definitely helping him out further with his development.

Accepting Tia’s playful pledge, Asterios took his gorgeous retainer to take a peek outside before they split up once more.

And the moment they stood at the entrance to the gigantic trunk, they froze in shock. The changes weren’t limited only to the inside of the Tree. A similar but much more lush blanket of beautiful grass extended almost as far as they could see, presumably in all directions. It moved mysteriously as if caressed by a gentle wind, but nothing affected the air inside this mystical space right now.

Moving further out, they admired the new sight with awe. Glancing back, they were sure the Tree had grown in height and width, which might not have been as obvious from the interiors. Asterios and Tia became aware of one extremely significant detail too.

It cast a shadow.

How? Well, there was a breach in the thick layer of dark clouds, like on the day it had emerged in this space for the very first time. And just like on that day, a massive ray of light shone upon it at a sharp angle. The difference was, it seemed to stay on instead of dispersing after a while.

“The land in between isn’t so empty anymore, I guess.” Asterios chuckled, peering far into the distance. “Your new lawn reaches almost to the noticeable borders of the volcano realms.”

“It’s almost as if it’s trying to connect them,” Tia responded softly. “Like it’s trying to create a bridge between the two opposing fronts.”

He snorted. “Honestly, if anything can unite these bloodlines, it’s definitely nature itself. I’m glad I have the literal embodiment of it with me.”

Her brown cheeks darkened as she looked at him with an adoring smile. “I won’t disappoint you.”

She pressed a kiss to his cheek.

“But now, you should return to your women. I’ll investigate this change further and let you know my findings. Thank you.” Tia ducked her head.

Asterios lifted her chin up. “No, thank you for everything. Without you, this would have been a much bigger struggle.”

“I bet the girls would have come to your aid shortly after me.” She winked at him knowingly.

“I don’t doubt that.” He snickered. “But that doesn’t invalidate your input. Take a moment to rest up, and I’ll see you later.”

“Rest? After you have filled me with so much energy?” Tia giggled impishly. “Good luck with your investigation, Master. Let me know if you need my help with anything.”

Nodding, Asterios stepped into her embrace for the last time and focused on waking up while hugging the dazzling beauty dearly.

※ ※ ※

“It’s alright. Everything is fine.” Silvia’s calming voice cut through the loud shrieking noise, currently muffled by the frame of the towering Black Dragon shielding them from the worst of it. “You’ll carve holes in the floor at this pace.”

Nothing the noble lady said fully reached the distressed panthergirl. Miria walked back and forth in the shade of her unconscious master, feeling very powerless and anxious. Finally, the redhead stepped into her path and pulled the beastfolk girl into her.

“You know Tia took Ast to safety. Selene is continuing to put up barriers, so even if he could feel anything, it wouldn’t be much. Tina is constantly pouring water on his body, cooling it down,” she said cordially. “You aren’t powerless. As you can see, I’m not doing anything either. You know we are all better and worse at certain aspects. Asterios always leaves things to us when he knows we can easily handle them. Now it’s your turn. Let him and the others take care of this.”

Wrinkling her fully transformed nose, Miria nodded faintly. “I know… I’m sorry… I’m just really bad at staying put…”

“No, you are just very emotional and caring, much more than we are.” Silvia smiled amiably. “And that’s part of the reason why Ast fell for you. Trust in him like he does in you. Like we do. Sure, we might be able to do something if we cooperate, but you heard Tia, she has a solution, one that doesn’t involve us stepping into this weird light.”

“You are right… I’m just being silly…” The panthergirl chuckled wryly. “How long do you think—”

“The aura is changing,” Althea interrupted her, and both girls turned to look at the Dragon lady.

They found her gazing upwards and followed her eyes. As she had said, the bits of light that were piercing the cover Asterios had made with his wing and body in a few spots were fading slightly.

“It is,” Selene confirmed, taking a more relaxed pose with her hands still extended forward to continue creating layers of protective spiritual energy. “My barriers are starting to hold on longer and longer.”

“Look!” Tina ceased her water treatment and pointed to the edge of Ast’s draconic frame.

Over there, an unusual effect could be spotted. It was like the light itself bent around his body and continued creeping inwards, achieving a mist-like consistency. It spread further and further on the inner side of Ast’s figure, lighting the shadows up. The glow traveled through the pattern of his scales and didn’t seem to hurt him.

“Drop your barriers!” Tina added, a small smile curling her lips up. “They are doing it!”

Selene was hesitant to follow her request, but after a few seconds of thinking, she withdrew her mana, letting her arms fall to her sides. The crawl of the affected light sped up significantly, and almost in a blink, it wrapped itself all around Ast’s frame, all over his black scales.

Asterios shone with a golden radiance while the glow past him gradually lessened. Bit by bit, it was getting darker and darker, the intensity of the cluster fading away alongside the troubling noise. That sound was still present and still loud, but it felt less sharp with each passing second, like the chorus making it up was losing its members.

In about thirty seconds or so, the chamber returned to its initial brightness, but the ladies didn’t want to risk peeking out of safety yet. Anything could happen, both good and bad. One look to the back revealed that Umbra and Abyss were now able to peer into the room without being hurt or uncomfortable.

Then, it started becoming darker than it had ever been. In the span of a few minutes, all the surfaces surrounding them began turning gray. However, they could all tell that it was just due to the light’s scarce intensity. The tiles beneath Asterios were still pretty white.

Another moment passed, and suddenly, everything was enveloped in silence. With a flicker, it turned black, evoking a gasp from the girls. The only source of illumination was Asterios and his charged scales. It was incomparable to the strong cluster, lighting up only the nearby ground and ceiling, barely tickling the walls.

But that was not where it ended.

Everyone stumbled due to a mighty tremor. Looking around frantically, they watched the chamber shake. A more powerful jolt sent a vicious crack through the very middle of the floor and most likely walls and ceiling, judging by how both sides of the crevice instantly misaligned, one ending up higher than the other. Thankfully, Ast’s body didn’t rest on the breach, but his tail hung off one side.

As the earthquake subsided, Miria chanced a peek past Asterios. “It’s gone.”

“What?” Tina frowned and walked out alongside the others. “It really is.”

Where earlier levitated the condensed energy, now remained nothing but an empty space.

“How?” Silvia asked ponderingly. “Did he absorb all of it?”

“Precisely.” A new voice echoed through the air, making them jump.

“Master!” Miria was the first one to respond, running back to the slowly rising Asterios. “I was so worried!”

She smashed into his snout before he could lift it, evoking a deep chuckle out of him. “I’m sorry. But it’s alright. I’ve never been in mortal danger, and I’m glad to see you doing fine too.”

“No, don’t apologize, I understand.” The panthergirl shook her head while rubbing her face into his scales. “I’m glad you didn’t have to suffer for too long. Thank Tia for me, please.”

He knew she knew she could do it on her own, but Asterios passed the message nevertheless. Then, he began changing, quickly turning smaller while covered by black mist. In a flash, he was hugging Miria back in his humanoid form.

Save for one detail.

“You are still shiny!” She giggled adorably.

“Oh.” He looked himself over and found his skin emitting a gentle golden glow. “I guess I’m your torch for the foreseeable future.”

The other girls laughed softly as they approached the duo, and he exchanged some hugs with them too. Abyss and Umbra appeared next to their spot, making him turn to the shadowy pair.

“Did getting rid of that cluster help you?” Asterios directed his question at the mocha-skinned lady. “Do you feel the control over the realm returning to you?”

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.” Abyss gazed into the space where the sphere had been.

“Can’t blame a guy for hoping.” He shrugged lightly.

“But your clever actions did have an effect on something greater,” she continued. “This facility is clearly part of something bigger. I would be surprised if he left the fate of the seal in the hands of just one power source. This might not have even been the main one, just some auxiliary energy cluster meant to hide the real thing.”

“What now, then?” Tina wondered out loud. “I don’t see anything useful here, even if I can barely see anything.”

Silvia created a wide flaming ring under the ceiling and received quiet thanks from the short Summoner lady. Her technique emphasized the massive crack splitting the chamber into two. Right after, the ground shuddered once more, making the halves slide further up and down before ceasing to tremble.

“First, I suggest we leave,” Selene insisted, her tone tense. “My barriers are powerful, but even they might not last forever underneath an avalanche of rock and stone.”

“Maybe we’ll still manage to check a few more—” Miria didn’t manage to finish as another rumble interrupted her.

“Allow me.” Umbra floated up to them, spreading his body wide.

No one argued, and they quickly huddled up together. As promised before the recent events, they let their shadowy friend act according to his judgment, which was highly likely to match their own. The darkness swallowed them right away, and they felt themselves moving at quick speeds. Umbra dashed towards the exit the way they had come in, the defenses completely turned off. The underground facility jolted again, this time much stronger.

As he arrived at the vertical tunnel Abyss had carved, something snapped, and numerous cracks littered the pristine surfaces. Everything crumbled moments before he dove into the circular passage, dust and particles chasing him vehemently. He shot out of the hole with a burst of sharp pieces, avoiding them easily. The surrounding area quaked, and in a blink, a sizable rectangular part of the ground collapsed downwards by about the average height of the chambers below, creating a tiny valley.

When things calmed down, Umbra released Ast’s party, and Abyss floated up to them on her purplish cloud.

“Awww… It’s ruined now…” Miria pouted sadly.

“What is? The Darklings’ sacred grounds or our chances of finding any hints?” Tina joked, looking just as disappointed.

The bottom of the funnel they had entered through was demolished, including the whole area. But, on the other hand, they could see more bits of white poking out of the dark rock everywhere, the tremors chipping away the layer of stone covering it.

While the Darklings would have certainly been overjoyed to explore the facility, maybe this was a better alternative.

“All of that for nothing.” Selene sighed.

“Hey, at least Asterios got something out of it. Even if it’s the ability to illuminate his path a foot or two ahead,” Silvia replied, evoking some light laughs from them.

~It will pass soon,~ Tia chimed in. ~His gains are much bigger than that, I can assure you.~

“You sound livelier too,” Tina pointed out.

A sweet giggle answered her. ~I’ll fill you all in later.~

“This expedition wasn’t for naught,” Abyss said, capturing their attention. “I have studied the cluster as much as I could during the assault. Its spiritual signature is much clearer to me now. I don’t doubt there are more of those things scattered all over the realm. I’ll be able to pinpoint them much easier now.”

“But you can’t do it all from here, can you?” the fox lady asked, and she shook her head. “Then we still need to somehow find ourselves in their vicinity. There’s no way another one is close unless there are hundreds of thousands of them.”

“Even he wouldn’t be able to create more than a handful of these spheres,” the mysterious woman informed them. “Ignoring the sacrifices necessary to be made, each condensed bundle requires a tiny part of his own power. And he isn’t the type to part with it easily.”

“We are back to square one, then.” Miria propped her fists on her sides and looked around intensely. “How are we going to figure out the location of the other facilities?”

“Places of conflict,” Althea joined the conversation, thoughtfully brushing her chin. “Even if we exclude Kaguya, this region was always full of activity. The Titans lived here before she killed them. The Horror made it its home before we restrained it. All sorts of beings were drawn to the power of this buried cluster.”

Everyone processed her words for a moment and found themselves quickly agreeing with the wisdom coming from Ast’s respected mentor.

“That shouldn’t be too hard, then,” Umbra said. “I have at least a few spots in mind that can count as eternal battlefields for no reason other than territorial disputes. Not all of them might be what we are looking for, but it’s a start.”

“And we can ask our new friends!” Miria clapped joyfully. “Maybe they will know something, or the artifacts they mentioned will carry hints!”

“You are right.” Asterios ruffled through her hair. “Hopefully, they won’t kick us out for desecrating their holy grounds.”

“Look at it the other way, my Lord.” Selene smirked and leaned forward to grab a piece of chipped-off white mineral. “They can now make some killer jewelry.”

He shook his head and started shifting again to let the ladies ride his back on the way home.


Chapter 11
Sacred Collection

With everyone in their seats, Asterios took off. They circled the area a few times to look at the changes brought forth by the collapse of the underground facility. Seeing an almost perfect rectangular indent with straight edges, the middle part slightly more uneven, felt quite eerie. That weird place had been so much bigger than they had thought.

Hopefully, they hadn’t missed too much down there. But, there wasn’t much they could have done. As Abyss explained, the structural integrity must have been upheld by the power from the cluster, and that was one of the functions behind the golden paths adorning every surface. They couldn’t stop the feeling that it was designed so that any intruders would be buried alive if they managed to mess with the power source.

Finishing one last lap over the rubble, Asterios turned towards the direction of the Darkling village. It was time to report to their friends. Even if not all the news was positive. At least the area was safe once more, and it should remain safe for much longer now that there was no enticing aura spreading through the air and ground.

Flying in silence, Miria was the first one to break it. “So, how did you stop that orb of bad energy from burning you to a crisp, Master? Tia helped you, right?”

A soft giggle echoed in their heads as the person in question listened in on the conversation.

Asterios chuckled deeply. “It’s a little complicated, but to keep it short, Tia offered to use her Tree and herself as a funnel for the natural energy making up that artificial sun. We had to unite our minds and bodies, even if only spiritually, to support the process. It might have all happened in my Ancestral Plane, but it was no less real than anything around us.”

“I knew something was different since you returned,” Althea said with a gentle smile. “You seemed much more… radiant.”

The girls laughed at her little joke, Ast’s onyx scales still emitting hints of a golden glow as it slowly faded away.

“Congratulations,” she added, grazing those scales delicately. “I’m happy for both of you.”

After a few seconds of pause, a gasp sounded through the air, coming from a certain giddy panthergirl as she caught on at last. “You two mated?! Yay! I thought Tia would need to wait until we got her a new body! That’s so nice!”

“You must have been in a hurry.” Tina smirked cheekily. “You usually aren’t so quick.”

Another round of laughter passed between the ladies at her little tease.

~If you are that curious, we took our sweet time and Asterios made tender love to almost every single part of me,~ Tia came to his defense. ~And we might have taken some more time without you even noticing due to the difference in perception, but I didn’t want to burden our kindhearted Master with too much guilt.~

“Guilt?” Selene’s elegant forehead creased with a frown. “Ah. Were you worried about us, my Lord? But we were protected and safe thanks to you.”

Silvia rested a hand on her shoulder. “We were, but he was aware that we weren’t exactly comfortable in the situation we found ourselves in. I’m sure you would have found it hard to focus on your own pleasure while your loved ones were in an uncertain scenario. I’m impressed with his adaptability.”

“I might have had some trouble getting in the mood under such circumstances,” Miria admitted shyly.

“Thankfully, Dryads can be very enticing, and Tia is more than just a fine specimen,” the Dragon lady teased with a reminiscing smirk. “You are now fully connected, right? I can’t wait to witness the results of this union.”

~I’m a little sad you couldn’t have been there with us, but I’ll wait patiently for the day we share a night with our charming mate.~ Tia giggled sweetly. ~As for the effects of our deepened bond and my completed Oath, you should be able to start experiencing them soon. It should come with many boons and physical enhancements. Though after our recent meeting, I don’t think our skilled lover requires any more of those.~

Asterios could feel himself blush even in that fierce and ominous form of his.

“I need details!” Miria hopped up and down atop his back. “How does it feel to do it inside Master’s soul? How does your body feel? Is it coarse like bark? Where did you even do it?”

As the inquisitive feline bombarded their new sister-mate with questions, he decided to turn his attention to the road ahead. It would be much less embarrassing to leave all the answers to Tia. It still sometimes baffled him how interested the ladies were in hearing about the intimate bits every time, save for Grea’s involvement, of course, but he could admit that making love inside one’s soul had something romantic to it now that he thought about it calmly.

Nevertheless, as his passengers chatted about spicy details, sharing a few giggles and intrigued chuckles along the way, Asterios brought them all back to the settlement, keeping his senses primed for any potential ambushes and surprises. Naturally, Umbra was watching over them from hiding too, and while not visible, it was clear Abyss didn’t lag too far behind.

The peculiar village hadn’t changed during their absence. Everything was just as square as before. He headed straight for the main tower and descended next to the entrance. With everyone off his back, he shifted again, the faint radiance almost completely gone from his skin. The girls smiled at him, taking a glance at the last bits of the glow, seemingly already disappointed that it would soon come to an end.

Before they got to enter the building, Darek jogged out of the entrance and spread his little arms. “Welcome back! Seeing that everyone is unharmed, I assume you have succeeded? Or do you require more preparation after scouting out the Sacred Grounds?”

“The Horror is no more,” Selene answered. “But our expedition wasn’t completely without issues. There’s much to cover. Did you prepare the artifacts?”

The chief nodded vigorously. “But of course! We gathered everything we could find! Please, follow me, and I shall guide you to the showroom, Your Eminence!”

“Very well.” She stepped after the leader, and the rest of the group stuck close.

Ascending a few floors, they soon entered an almost empty level. It was clear from the marks in the dust that everything currently visible there had been hastily assembled during the time it took Asterios and the crew to deal with the Horror. Pedestals, stands, bases, pulpits, and small stages littered the ground. A plethora of different trinkets rested atop them.

“Feast your eyes on our magnificent collection!” Darek swung his arm in the direction of the displays. “Ask about any single item and it will be my honor to explain its origins!”

In just a moment, the ladies were all around the room, admiring those exhibits. Miria led the charge, of course, practically bouncing from place to place and letting out multiple gasps of amazement and awe. Asterios, Selene, and Abyss stayed behind to talk with their short friend.

“First, let me share our experiences from your holy land of prayer,” the fox lady began. “As I said, the Horror is defeated, and your people should be safe to visit the area once more. Especially since we eliminated a hidden source of power that lured strong predators into that spot.”

“Praise be! We are eternally grateful for this blessing!” The man dropped to his knees and bowed to the floor.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Selene cut him off. “In the process of investigating the details, we found underground ruins. They collapsed shortly after that, so the region is much different now. I would advise against trying to excavate it, but you should be fine digging out pieces of crushed foundation, the same that poked out of the surface in the crater you guys pilgrimage to.”

“We dare not mess with the divine!” He shook his head with a lot of force. “If our Goddess says these are not for us to taint with our presence, then we shall respect that wisdom! We are overjoyed to have our Sacred Grounds back and will make the best use of them! It was almost impossible to mine the divine block, but if Your Prominence believes in our capabilities, we’ll use all of it to construct glorious depictions worthy of the immortal!”

The immortal sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Do whatever you want. We won’t be staying long. One night to rest at best. Our journey takes us further into the realm as we chase after the light. If you know anything about it, or any other sites your Goddess might have visited, or places of heavy conflict between mighty creatures, speak now.”

“I’m afraid we are a very small and local community, and there is not much we can share.” The Darkling elder whimpered in disappointment at himself. “Ah! But maybe the remnants of the Titans will help! They must have come from such harsh environments with how strong they were!”

Jumping to his feet, the man rushed to one of the low platforms, and the trio went after him. Darek hoisted up what looked like a scary helmet at first glance. But, a closer look revealed it to actually be a hollowed-out hellish skull with long curled horns extending to the sides.

“This has come from a Titan?” Abyss questioned him, voicing everyone’s thoughts.

“Oh, yes! It might look like this now, but this is a legitimate Beast Titan’s skull, which shrank after its demise! You can even see the crushed hole in the form of a fist in its backside!” He rotated the fossilized bone eagerly, showing them the tiny mark the size of a finger. “We also have three of its left ribs, an elbow joint, right pinky, and its withered genitals, barely torn out of the claws of the scavengers! Maybe those would guide you to your next destination?”

“I certainly hope not,” Asterios whispered with a stifled chuckle. “Can we even do anything with the mentioned bits?”

“It would be close to impossible to get a spiritual reading on something so ancient.” Selene gestured at Darek to lay the skull down. “I don’t know what kind of divine abilities you expect from me, but I can’t divine from fossils. Maybe if I had some kind of a connection with them, but no.”

“My deepest apologies.” The male bowed deeply. “Ah, but maybe this will work!”

Already forgetting about the artifact, he was fully focused on another piece. This time, they stopped next to an exhibit that had caught Althea’s eye. The wise mentor stood next to what seemed like a piece of dark bedrock someone had carefully dug out in a circle, a splash of something faded but still a tad reddish adorning its surface.

“Is there something special about this one?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her.

“It’s extremely faint after who knows how many years, but I can still smell a True Dragon’s influence from the stain.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “It’s too weak to belong to one, though, so my assumption is that it’s—”

“Her Holy Majesty’s blood!” their guide announced with lots of fanfare. “The legends say it has rained crimson during those prolonged skirmishes, and the only rain we get in this region is Black Death!”

His eyes widening slightly in surprise, Asterios moved a little closer and hesitantly reached out. The man noticed and eyed him in trepidation, but the fox lady glared at Darek strongly, daring him to say or do anything that would interrupt her mate’s moment. Ast’s palm rested on the rough surface of the old stone, and he brushed his fingers over the smear possibly created with his mother’s own blood.

Did it make him sad? Angry? Anxious? Worried?

He wasn’t sure. There was some kind of a connection, just like Althea had said, even his still fairly developing senses could tell, but that was pretty much all. Yet, deep in his heart, he knew that if someone said this was Kindra’s blood, a little downpour of scarlet would be an understatement. An ocean of crimson would cover the continent. 

And not in flames.

~Master?~ Tia’s concerned voice echoed in his mind.

Asterios shook this dangerous mood off. ~Just got a bit lost in my emotions. And yeah, I can sense it too. It’s worth a try, at least.~

They focused solely on each other, tuning out the surroundings and any unnecessary stimuli. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. From inside him, Tia reached out with her energy. After their recent moment together, she could manipulate both her and his spiritual energy with more influence, and so could he in return. As their thoughts and intentions synchronized, a new mix formed.

Abyss noticed the change first, her gaze darting to the stone and Ast’s hand resting against it. Althea was next, followed by the girls who stood around the exhibit. They stared at Asterios with curious and intrigued eyes. They gazed at the light green aura seeping out of his chest, slowly coiling around his extended arm.

The spiritual mist seeped through his attire, to their slight disappointment, but it hadn’t disappeared completely. A second later, they spotted it between the tiny ridges separating his black scales, creating a fierce web that overtook the faint golden traces still giving its final smolders. That energy with the color of vivid nature reached the stone, spreading all over its surface.

Selene started to realize what was happening, inhaling sharply. The dark blemish on the excavated bedrock began brightening up in front of their eyes. In just a moment, it attained a deep crimson shade, soon turning into a very familiar scarlet hue. 

Alongside the color change came also the alteration of its state.

No one said a word as the ancient bloodstain turned unbelievably fresh, surprisingly not dripping down the exhibit’s surface. Instead, it started coiling around Ast’s fingers as if enchanted, and he pulled back his hand. The small amount of rejuvenated red liquid gathered into a floating orb above his palm, and he finally opened his eyes to gaze upon it.

Althea, just as stunned as everyone else, didn’t stand idle, though. She was by his side right away, offering an uncorked vial for him to store the blood. Asterios thanked her with an appreciative nod and guided the crimson liquid into the container. When it was fully gone from his grasp, he exhaled heavily.

“I can’t believe you can do things like that.” He shook his head, staring at his fingers in awe, which still tingled with the mighty power of nature.

~Alone, I might not have been able to, but with a True Dragon by my side, there are few things you could call impossible,~ Tia boasted with a cheeky tone. ~But the fact that you share a connection with this blood helped a lot. I wasn’t sure it would work with something this old.~

“Just to be clear, I can’t suddenly bring the dead back to life, right?” Asterios chuckled wryly.

~Don’t even try thinking about it, unless you are talking about Necromancy. Life energy can’t be used to go against the natural order. Plus, you still aren’t as compatible with this kind of affinity as you would need to be. Leave more serious matters of healing and  recovery to your talented mates,~ she advised him

“Don’t worry. I’ll rely on the more experienced and knowledgeable individuals.” He smiled softly.

“What was that, my Lord?” Seeing that their conversation was coming to an end, Selene stepped closer.

“A little test.” Asterios winked at her. “It looks like Tia’s life and nature energies have grown stronger after mixing with draconic ones. It might have looked like we rewound time, but I used my own blood, spiritual energy, and essence to revitalize this ancient smear. It might come in handy in the future. We have the blood of the real Kaguya at hand now.”

A loud thud reached their ears as the Darkling leader smacked his forehead into the ground. “The divine blood of the holiest Goddess! A true miracle that shall bless her devout followers with abundance! Praise be!”

Already somewhat used to his antics, the others just ignored them for the most part.

“What’s all this commotion?” Miria asked, returning with Tina and Silvia in tow.

“Just the usual.” The fox lady smirked and gestured with her gaze at the prostrating Darek. “Did you find anything interesting amongst the artifacts?”

“Yep!” The panthergirl beamed at her and Asterios. “Umbra spotted this one! Look!”

She brought forth half of a palm-sized disc of white marble, adorned with golden trails on one side. Right away, they all could tell that it was the same mineral as in the hidden facility. It was damaged, and its function was unclear with the left side shattered, but it emitted faintly visible particles of light.

Asterios accepted the artifact, and the moment it touched his skin, all the remaining golden glow decorating his onyx scales rushed to his hand, seeping into the broken disc. The gold ridges present on its surface shone brighter before fading again, the motes of light increasing in amount.

“Woah! That was pretty!” Miria clapped her hands joyfully. “Do you know what it did, Master?”

“No idea…” He shook his head.

“Seems like whatever it is, it absorbed the remnants of the fake sun’s spiritual energy, isn’t that right?” Umbra asked, looming over them.

“That appears to be correct,” Abyss confirmed. “This might prove to be a valuable find.”

“As long as we can take it,” Tina chimed in. “Would that be okay?”

“Every item in this chamber exists to serve the Great Goddess!” Darek answered from the floor.

“That sounds like a yes.” Selene smiled awkwardly. “Should we look a little more?”

“I believe we have examined all the worthwhile showcases,” Umbra replied. “That is, as long as you don’t wish to learn about their history.”

“I think we are satisfied with these.” Asterios raised his hands to stop him, bringing a few relieved expressions onto the faces of his mates. “It would be wise to find a place to take a break after everything that happened. It’s hard to judge how long has passed since we arrived in this realm.”

“We have already prepared your quarters ages ago!” Their host jumped to his feet. “After me, please! I’ll show you the way!”

With how fast the short man escaped from the impromptu museum, they had no choice but to follow, snickering between themselves and poking some jabs at Selene. They were given an entire floor of the tower, a few levels above. The room was fully supplied with black stone furniture and contained a massive bed with sheets made of what looked like dark mist, rolling off the mattress. The view from the square windows spanned over the entire village and certainly could be considered magnificent.

Darek tried to ask about their meals and other needs, but the ladies politely declined and freed the dedicated guy from further service. They had everything they needed in their spatial storages. Their supplies ran so deep they could construct a fully-equipped house if only they wanted, complete with a sizable bathtub and working kitchen appliances. The room had some of those, but they all appeared to be quite… ominous.

Miria hopped onto the bed, testing the fluffiness of the menacing fog making up the bedding. “What’s our next step, Master? Are these artifacts going to lead us somewhere?”

“We would need more time to analyze them first,” he replied, sitting next to her and scratching under her chin. “Unless others have better ideas, that might be it.”

Umbra hovered slowly to the empty window, facing the outside. “It’s been ages since I’ve last been there, but it might finally be time to return to my own territory.”

“Really?” The panthergirl’s head snapped towards him. “Awesome! I can’t wait to see your home and whatever creatures we might find there!”

The Lord of Shadows shivered, actually shivered, as she giggled to herself happily.

Asterios had a feeling that their next trip was going to be an interesting one.


Chapter 12
Out of the Frying Pan Into the Fire

As they had previously realized, it was difficult to follow the passage of time in Umbra’s ominous realm. Therefore, the ladies worried that their internal clocks would soon fall into chaos. It certainly wouldn’t matter for at least a week or two, but it was inevitable, no matter how strong mentally and physically they were.

Outside the empty windows of their granted suite, the sky was as black and brooding as during their first hour in this world. A few of them had been hoping for some kind of change that would make it easier to process fleeting day and night cycles, but it was now clear that something like that didn’t even exist in the dimension of eternal darkness.

The purplish dots resembling stars did cast the faintest glow onto the ground, so there was that at least. On the other hand, that gleam never subsided. No matter if they slept six hours or twelve, that tiniest shine wouldn’t change. Therefore, they needed to figure out a solution for their prolonged stay in their friend’s homeworld.

Their interdimensional host was the first one to suggest a seemingly viable option. Having someone as powerful as Silvia, it wouldn’t be too hard for the gorgeous mistress of flames to create a miniature sun just for them. Supported by Asterios, she might even be able to uphold the technique while sleeping.

While a seemingly viable option, it would affect those around them, which wasn’t the best outcome, both making it more dangerous for Ast’s group and more troublesome for everyone else.

Thankfully, Tia came up with a less noticeable option.

She offered to become their clock. Residing inside Ast’s source, partially inside his soul, she was capable of extremely precise measurement of passing time. If they agreed upon the starting point, she could inform them accurately when minutes and hours passed, matching the system they were used to from their respective realms. She would watch over their mental health by keeping them on a schedule, and as long as they abided by it, their journey would be much lighter on their minds.

Of course, that didn’t solve the lighting issues, but Umbra came up with an offer that matched the Dryad’s suggestion well. Since he didn’t require something like sleep, always watching over them, he could envelop them in an even deeper darkness for the moments of their rest. The difference might not be huge, but it would be noticeable, allowing Asterios and the girls to still perceive the change.

There was no need to look deeper as everyone agreed to try the combination out, starting at that very moment. They were at least partially tired mentally after not one but two challenges of the mind right out of the bat. Asterios could see his mates trying their best not to show signs of any weakness, and while it made him proud of how much the girls cared for him and his goals, he didn’t want to see his beloved push themselves to their limits without any urgency.

So, after wrapping up their conversation on the topic, they set up their first night with Tia and huddled up on the shadowy bed. Miria ended up the closest to Asterios, snuggled tightly to his chest, and showered his sweet mate in comforting affection, knowing that she would be one of the people affected by their recent trials the most. Tina and Silvia formed a spoon in front of them so that they could both face their man with warm smiles. That left his back to Selene and Althea, who mirrored the other pair.

Without further ado, Umbra turned the lights off, and they let themselves drift off.

In their assumed morning, the Lord of Darkness removed the nightly curtain, and Tia roused the group awake. After many hugs, snuggles, and good morning kisses stolen from Asterios, they all sat up and confirmed that the plan seemed to work, everyone feeling fairly refreshed. Moving on to breakfast, they discussed their next step while briefly examining the artifact gained the previous day.

Nothing came up during that attempt, thus Umbra’s plan remained in focus. It made the girls really excited, and their friend quite awkward, which they seemed to miss in their eagerness to see what the territory of the Duke of Umbra looked like. Asterios stared at his loyal familiar with a pitiful smile, knowing firsthand how much of a force of nature the ladies were when they set their minds on something.

Finished with their morning routines, the group sought Darek to bid farewell to the community. The little guy was sad that they were leaving so fast, but didn’t try to hold them back, mentioning something about divine responsibilities and all that, making Selene roll her eyes. He expressed his hope for the artifact his people had provided to aid them on their journey and wished for another opportunity to meet. Assured that it would definitely happen, he focused on taming the crowd of Darklings who wanted to express their gratitude for the help.

Finally escaping the range of the village, still seeing quite a lot of its community waving at them past its borders, they turned to Asterios.

“Time to fly again?” Tina smirked softly, a hopeful glint in her charming eyes.

“We have some distance to cover,” Umbra replied first. “It will be faster for me to transfer everyone. And safer since we have to pass through at least two other territories. That is, if no one has anything against it.”

“How long is it going to take?” Silvia asked.

He consulted with Tia and hummed quietly. “About ten hours. But, we can take breaks.”

“I believe this will serve as a good test and training,” Althea chimed in. “Since we are in a place where darkness is a dominant theme, we should get used to it as much as we can.”

Everyone agreed and gathered together. Selene suggested a bet, and before Asterios had even a chance to say anything, the girls were burning with intense competitive spirit. He could only chuckle in amusement as they ignored him and discussed between themselves what kind of reward they would be getting. Which, obviously, involved his person.

Happy with what they decided on, the ladies signaled their readiness, and Umbra swallowed them into his shadows, save for Abyss, who would have no issues keeping up with him. It took about six hours for the first person to quit their self-imposed social isolation. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Miria but Tina who gave up ahead of everyone else. She looked fairly disturbed, so Asterios wasted no time in praising his amazing girlfriend for being so incredibly brave and strong-willed.

One by one, the others joined them and began taking their minds off the deep black emptiness surrounding them by talking to each other. It became much more bearable with the presence of another person by their side, though not completely effortless. Only Asterios seemed to be doing fairly well, but that was to be expected with one of his lineages being related to this element.

By the eighth hour, they had to stop for a short break. Miria won the bet by default when all the other women surrendered. She would have most likely continued until their very destination, but the panthergirl was literally shaking and shivering as she fought off all her fears, discomfort, mental pressure, and worst of it, the crippling loneliness of not being able to connect with her beloved master.

Therefore, Asterios broke her out of her trance, announcing her as a winner, and spending some time pampering his unbelievably determined mate. He knew Miria still viewed herself as the weakest in their group, no matter what, and this was one of her methods to catch up with them, by pushing herself way past her boundaries and comfort zone. Out of sheer respect and love, Asterios didn’t try to dissuade her from such attempts, as much as he wished he would, unable to watch the girl he cared for deeply hurt herself so much.

Taking a bit more than thirty minutes to recover, they continued with their journey, this time working on the oppressive feeling together while Umbra intentionally made it more intense for them. As much as they needed to work on their resistance individually, they knew they were a tightly-knit team and their true strength lay in their powerful spiritual and emotional connection.

This time, even Asterios struggled a little as they combated the Lord of Darkness’ influence.

Thankfully, the second part of the trip was much shorter, and they soon were relieved of the challenge. Taking deep breaths and examining each other in case anyone needed any support, they looked around the area they had found themselves in. Abyss descended next to them in a blink, curiously staring at something.

That something turned out to be a weird crystal… lake.

They stood on solid ground, albeit a little springy. Black earth spanned underneath their feet while they were surrounded by what resembled trunks of dead trees but made of the same dark stone. The only space free of them was the sizable, almost perfect oval resting on the ground at the same level as the tender surface. It was hard to distinguish, but the purplish dots from the sky reflected on it clearly.

“Is this it?” Miria frowned lightly. “I expected something… less empty.”

“I have a feeling there’s more to this place than meets the eye,” Silvia said and took a peek at Abyss, who remained quiet and detached.

“You are right.” Umbra chuckled. “This is just an entrance. What you see before you is the blood of the previous lord of this region. The creature’s main trait was the ability to invert almost everything. It even tried to invert its death, but instead of resurrecting itself, it turned its blood into an everlasting fluid. Some argue that it’s still alive, just waiting for the perfect opportunity to recover from this splotch of reflective liquid.”

“How is it an entrance, then?” Asterios furrowed his brows at the eerie mirror.

“Let’s just say that I was pissed at having to look at it forever from that point on and tried whatever I could to remove it from my new land. As you can see, I failed in the end. However, I discovered something interesting during my attempts. After me, please.” His familiar seeped into the gleaming surface, sending faint ripples through it.

Exchanging a few glances, Ast’s group moved closer to the perfectly flat edge. Althea risked dipping her shoe in it to check if it truly wasn’t solid and evoked a similar reaction from the pool. Shrugging, she offered the ladies the closest to her a hand each, and they all formed a chain. Counting down in their connected minds, they jumped right in.

The transfer was instantaneous, though it involved a few quite disorienting spins. They were spat out on the other side, quickly realizing they were in the air, already approaching the faraway ground. Selene reacted first and created thin barriers underneath everyone’s feet, using the spiritual discs to slow them down and then fully stop them in the air. The footholds merged together and formed a single platform.

Now that their focus wasn’t on surviving the fall, Ast’s group fully took in the sight before them.

It was immediately clear that they had dropped into an enclosed space, even if it was impressively deep and much wider than the stain would have suggested. The main difference from the other place was the color palette. While the straight cliffs surrounding them and the uneven, natural-looking ground were white, they were still far off from the marble structure of the underground facility. The shades here were much less pristine and much more worn out by the passage of time and whatever weather conditions existed in the realm. It was more of a light gray than white, actually.

The gate they had traveled through remained slightly above their heads, the mirror surface positioned in the ceiling, now also light instead of dark. In all that bright space, there was one distinct landmark bearing black colors. It resembled a tall and thin mountain, or maybe a sharp spire, with a flat top, leaning slightly to the side. It released thick fumes into its surroundings, which descended to the ground at a languid pace and covered it in a small layer of dark fog.

“Where are we?” Tina voiced the question that everyone pondered.

“It turns out that this creature loved consuming entire plots of land that it had stumbled on. That’s why the ground seems like a mishmash of different natural styles. After its death, this place didn’t disappear but became a static pocket dimension under my control, attached to the blood. I used it as my lair for the most part. It still seems connected with the realm and the lands outside of this oval box,” Umbra explained. “Save for the spire, everything you can see here is here thanks to the courtesy of the previous lord.”

“Did you make the spire?” Silvia inquired, noticing the slight resemblance between their darknesses.

“Well…” The Lord of Shadows turned his glowing eyes aside awkwardly.

“I don’t feel anything like wind here, but damn, that black grass around it is going wild.” Miria giggled, switching everyone’s attention to the mentioned detail.

Ast’s brows rose as his eyes landed on the dark shapes wriggling in every direction in perfect sync. “That’s no grass…”

Those without sharper vision focused on his senses through their bond, and they all saw what he had seen. The moving things were actually living, or at least existing entities shaped like someone threw a blanket on a person and cut holes in the sides for their arms. Those black figures kept bowing and shaking their bodies almost in a trance, every single one facing the mountainous tower.

“Are they… chanting?” Althea noted.

Surely, after focusing more on their hearing, the group could recognize the intonation and even some words. The entities sang praises to the Lord of Shadows and expressed their gratitude for his existence. They seemed to relish in the dark fumes surrounding them, their form shivering with each new wave descending upon them.

Asterios and the ladies turned to Umbra, who kept glancing away. But, he couldn’t escape their gazes forever and released a tired sigh.

“These are Shades.” He mimicked the notion of rubbing his eyes. “Don’t ask how and why, but these guys just migrated here one day. They chose me as their… god, and no matter what I did, they wouldn’t leave or change their minds. After a few decades, I gave up and decided to ignore the problem. They are extremely territorial and take care of any intruders who stumble inside the pocket dimension, so I just let them be.”

“Ah. I remember you mentioning something like that during our aquatic travels with Svertaniel.” Asterios cocked his head back in realization.

“From the doorstep of one cult to the doorstep of another.” Miria snickered sweetly. “Do all of us get one?”

They all laughed at the possibility.

The sounds of their joy sent ripples through the Shades, and the chanting stopped. All the figures froze, and so did Ast’s team. Expecting the entire population under Umbra to turn hostile in a flash, they readied themselves to defend, not necessarily wanting to hurt his followers.

Then, the Shades shot up into the air as one mass, the bottom ends of their figures rippling like flags in the wind. They weren’t fast, but the hundreds of dark shapes soon surrounded them in every direction and axis, staring at them with a single, vaguely triangular bright white spot near the top of their forms, which had to be their assumed eye.

“The Lord has returned!” one of the Shades threw its arms into the air.

The rest of the crowd mirrored the motion, and they chanted the phrase repeatedly.

“Alright, alright, that’s enough.” Umbra waved his hand at them, silencing the gathering instantly. “As you can see, we have guests today. They are very important to me, so show them proper respect. And don’t antagonize them. They can end you whenever they wish to.”

The Shades nodded with their entire bodies, which looked fairly comical.

“So, who is the leader?” Asterios asked.

“We are all one,” a different being answered with the exact same voice. “We exist to serve the Duke of Umbra and share the same respected rank of a devotee.”

“When one falls in battle, another takes their place,” a third speaker joined in, also a perfect copy. “The Tower of Shadows gives us strength and replenishes our sect for as long as the Duke’s darkness spreads its tendrils into this and many other worlds.”

“What exactly is the tower?” Silvia glanced at the worshiped entity.

“You can think of it as my nest, my birthplace, which somehow ended up inside the giant, most likely on one of its wandering journeys,” he responded. “I have no idea how they managed to link themselves to my lifeforce, though. It should be impossible.”

“There is nothing impossible for the most devout believers,” Abyss shared a bit of her wisdom. “The enemy you have slain might have played a role in it too, as I assume these creatures weren’t so interested in you before.”

“On the day of the great prophecy, we left our home in search of our dark master,” the Shades said in unison. “It is our duty to serve.”

“You must have done something to the blood,” Asterios offered his thoughts. “Because I bet that this thing wasn’t the only one you bested.”

“Definitely not. It wasn’t even the strongest at that time.” Umbra shook his head. “But none of that matters now. I can’t get rid of them. I can only hope that the demon from your realm doesn’t start another cult, as I can barely tolerate this one. I still regret coming back.”

It looked like no matter how harsh he was on his followers, they didn’t care.

Talk about total fanaticism.

“You have returned just in time, Great Duke,” one Shade stated.

“What?” The Lord of Shadows glared at it.

A powerful ripple shook the entire pocket space enough for Ast’s group to stumble a little, pieces of the ceiling coming down.

“The unworthy has been waiting for your return to take your throne,” another Shade said. “It is time for the wretched offender to learn its place.”

Everyone looked up towards the liquid mirror. One by one, massive dark blue tentacles slid into the restricted area. They were thick and full of ugly suction cups from the bottom side, which were used to glue the writhing limbs to the ceiling. Soon, the rest of the monster emerged from the gate, revealing itself as something akin to an octopus whose bulbous head was replaced by a gigantic maw straight out of a horror story.

“I knew it was a mistake…” Umbra sighed.

The monstrosity roared and let go, hurtling towards the ground. With another powerful quake, it smashed into the hard surface, its full size finally comparable to something. It was almost as big as the spire, capable of wrapping itself around the tall and thin mountain without a problem.

Asterios and his mates readied themselves to intercept the new enemy, but their shadowy friend raised a hand to stop them.

“I’ll handle this,” the Duke announced. “It’s the host’s obligation to clean up their house before the visit. And it’s been a while since another fool challenged my authority.”

Without waiting for a response, Umbra dropped down too. As he fell, the black fog seeping out of the spire changed directions. Along with the smoke on the ground, it flowed up and into his figure, which took the shape of a quickly growing sphere. Before he crashed just like his opponent had, he reached almost equal size to the scary octopus.

The tiny planet of black haze exploded upwards like a water drop and formed an old but very familiar shape. Rivaling the height of the octopus, Umbra rose into a tall pillar of darkness with two purplish slits for his eyes. An oppressive spiritual pressure filled the entire area, the light seemingly sucked straight out of the air as the space around them dimmed.

Once again, the Duke of Umbra stood in front of them in his full glory, holding back nothing. Even though Asterios and his mates had grown since that fateful day of their first meeting, they still shivered slightly from the memory, reliving that powerful moment. Those who hadn’t been there back then could base their impressions only on the current display, which was still quite impactful.

It looked like they were finally going to see what it meant for their usually kind and considerate friend to go all out.


Chapter 13
Clash of the Titans

Selene swung her arm and brought the platform carrying everyone further away from the two colossi facing each other. She was ready to take more steps to assure their safety as she had no doubts that the battle they were about to witness would be intense. Asterios shared a glance with her and nodded appreciatively, conveying through their bond that the others would be on watch too.

The challengers wasted no time on pleasantries. A bone-grinding shriek left the scary maw of the tentacle monster, the air visibly shaking from the powerful waves. Ast’s party caught their heads as the invasive noise assaulted not just their ears but even their internal organs. Even Ast’s boosted roar couldn’t currently achieve such intensity.

It was starting to feel like a fight between gods.

Umbra wasn’t impressed by the sonic attack, his shadowy form rippling under its assault. He was aware of the discomfort the others suffered, though, so he gathered a lot of black mist on his right side and materialized a limb resembling an arm. Within a blink, a massive fist struck the wailing beast, and a blast of darkness caused another tremor, this time affecting the ground.

His opponent was blown back and went silent as its writhing body smashed into the boundary of the pocket dimension. Before the ominous dust settled, four tentacles shot out of the created hole and began pulling the monster back into the open. Then, one more limb joined, which soared straight at Umbra.

The Lord of Darkness scoffed and altered his figure. Ordering the black fog that made up his form to scatter, he created an empty spot just where his opponent was going to damage him. As the tentacle stabbed right through it, he forced the gap to close, trapping the ugly appendage inside him. It clearly surprised the monstrosity as its movements halted.

Without further ado, Umbra formed another arm on the other side and grabbed the tentacle firmly. Yanking it towards himself, he pulled the beast out of the crater and began spinning. The hellish octopus screeched as it was dragged in circles, hitting the ground, the earth and stone spikes, and the uneven spots in the terrain.

But that didn’t last long.

More tentacles surged forward even amidst all that chaos, and they wrapped themselves around Umbra’s pillar-like stature. One by one, the number grew high enough that it actually affected the speed with which Ast’s companion was able to spin around. Until finally, it could bite back.

Literally.

Using all those sticky limbs, it suddenly brought itself face to face with Umbra, and its vile maw opened wide. It was obvious that the monster was intending to take a bite out of him. Thankfully, before the sharp teeth closed around the top of his incorporeal body, a massive amount of spikes launched outwards, turning Umbra into a shadowy porcupine for a brief moment.

A horrifying wail pierced the air just as the needles pierced into the octopus’ inner flesh. However, while that certainly halted its plans, it didn’t completely deter the attacker. Closing its circular maw, it wound its limbs around the dangerous barbs, choosing to squeeze its prey to death. Asterios heard a snort by his side as Miria expressed her amusement at the feeble attempt. The proud grin adorning her adorable face didn’t last long, though.

“Why isn’t he turning into smoke and simply moving away?” she asked with some confusion and concern.

“Those suction cups seem to have a special trait,” Abyss answered as calmly as always. “I’m afraid your friend is unable to completely turn immaterial and float away. The ability to do so is being sealed off, either by touch or thanks to the toxins leaking out of the suckers.”

“That might be dangerous…” Tina whispered to herself.

“It’s not like there is much we can do to help,” Silvia added. “We are like ants compared to them right now. Even Ast’s draconic form wouldn’t serve a better purpose than a distraction. Which will work only once with the ability to adapt so quickly in the possession of that ugly thing.”

“We’ll save that for a critical moment,” Asterios joined in. “For now, I think he can handle himself. Umbra isn’t a weakling. And he has the advantage of home turf. Let’s watch how he tears this usurper to shreds.”

A deep chuckle echoed in their minds, announcing that their friend had enough leeway to listen in on their conversation. They smirked amongst themselves and returned their attention to the battle on the other end of the enclosed space. Umbra had almost disappeared underneath the monster’s mass, surrounded by a cocoon of slimy limbs.

Then, another screech forced everyone to cover their ears.

The octopus jumped back as if struck, and it became obvious that it had been. One of the tentacles fell to the ground, separated near the base. Umbra was rotating in place, multiple long and sharp edges extending from his body. If his opponent hadn’t reacted so quickly, over half of its appendages would have been lost.

And from how it looked, the beast lacked instant regeneration.

“Pathetic,” Umbra boomed. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

The blades reformed into limbs, and they shot forward. Shadowy tendrils latched onto the wounded monster, slithering around its injured tentacles. Coiling around them firmly, they began pulling. A painful howl filled the area as he began tearing his enemy into shreds, dark blue blood spilling everywhere around them.

No more than one-third of the wriggly legs were removed before their owner compressed its body and escaped Umbra’s reach. The damage was done, though. Its figure looked worse for wear now. However, if it had eyes, defiance and resolve would most likely be shining in them, judging by its still confrontational posture.

The constant wailing and shrieking were getting tiresome for the spectators, but the beast was intent on using its sonic abilities at every opportunity. They affected Umbra too, albeit not much. He had some minor trouble getting a hold of his darkness while tickled by the soundwaves tinged with spiritual energy.

Then, out of the sudden, the octopus launched itself into the air, rotated upside down, and plunged into the ground. With the emphasis on plunged. The solid rock didn’t stop it from disappearing into its depths like into any normal liquid. This move surprised everyone as they didn’t suspect the beast to be capable of something like that.

Their surprise didn’t last long as Althea pointed above them. “Look out!”

All the heads snapped in that direction, and they found their missing assailant. The giant monstrosity hurtled itself at them from up in the air, most likely transferring itself to the ceiling with that last trick. Its maw was opened wide enough to form a flat circle with rings of unbelievably sharp fangs positioned like hundreds of spears.

And it was coming right at them.

Asterios and Althea shifted instantly, grabbing as many of the girls into their claws as they could. Selene was left for the last, upholding a powerful barrier around them that prevented their early demise. A strong draft had tried to drag them towards the monster as it sucked them in during its descent. With everyone collected, the two Dragons bolted aside, escaping the range of the attack and landing on top of the tall spire.

Unfortunately, while they came out unscathed from it, the Shades weren’t so lucky. A dozen or so of the mysterious beings ended up consumed by the beast. The rest had fled in time, rushing to the towering structure serving as the object of their worship. They hid behind it, observing the battlefield.

But the damage was already done. The Shades that had fallen prey to the octopus seemed to revitalize it. The cuts it had received earlier closed up. Its torn limbs were beginning to regenerate slowly. It was back in the fight after a quick snack. Asterios could imagine the havoc this entity could wreak if it appeared in his or Miria’s homeworld. The Nethernight Realm was a scary place.

It didn’t lack equally scary protectors, though.

Umbra wasn’t fazed by his opponent getting a little bit refreshed. He was more furious about it harming his followers. Sure, he might have been rather dismissive of the annoyingly devoted Shades, but in the end, he hadn’t kicked them out of his territory, letting them stay and continue their silly, harmless antics.

No one but him could ever lay a hand on them.

An impressive spiritual pressure reached Ast’s group as killing intent surged out of their friend. It was another familiar feeling some of them had experienced in the past. This time though, they weren’t pushed to their knees or even pressed into the ground. While the heavy weight still dragged them down, Asterios was capable of fighting it.

Letting out a rumbling growl, he contested the force with his draconic aura, which refused to bow to anyone anymore. Leaning into it and allowing those primal instincts to take over, he shielded his mates with his wing, including the still-transformed Althea, and pushed back against the demand. They shuddered slightly as his energy penetrated their flesh, filling them with warmth and innate respect.

Naturally, the invader didn’t experience any support and received the full brunt of Umbra’s ire. Missing its landing completely, it smashed into the ground, unable to correct its path after failing to capture Asterios and the others. Before it recollected itself, something unusual happened.

The purplish slits representing Umbra’s eyes disappeared as he seemingly closed them to focus. Asterios felt a slight pull, but it didn’t require much fighting against. He felt like it wasn’t exactly aimed at them and simply tickled their senses as it spread through the pressure his familiar was still exuding on the area.

That couldn’t be said about the Shades.

Most if not all of the creatures came out of hiding, floating into the air again. They raised their arms into the sky and hummed together. Their delicate forms rippled and undulated as if in a trance. Multiple threads of dark energy seeped out of them and rushed towards Umbra. The strands connected into one before attaching themselves to the Lord of Shadows.

It looked like the octopus wasn’t the only one capable of using the Shades for its benefit. Umbra’s method was much less homicidal, though.

His form grew enough to tower slightly over the invading beast. As he opened his eyes, purplish streaks ran down from them, forming sharp, ominous paths descending to the very edges of his shadowy frame, looking like he had been struck by violet lightning tens if not hundreds of times. The lines glimmered with power, making him appear even more dangerous than before.

Holding a hand out at the front, he gathered lots of black mist, streaked with the purplish circuits. It took the shape of a massive greatsword. The main difference between the usual weapon and his creation was the fact that it lacked the hilt, instead extending from Umbra’s limb like a part of his body.

With one test swing to the side, the Lord of Shadows lunged forward, sliding over the ground in its mountainous shape. The beast tried to stand its ground, but the two clashed with enough force to send it skidding back. Two more tentacles were lost in a wild slash that launched an arc of dark violet energy after the blow, boring a massive gash in the opposite end of the cavern.

Umbra swung and stabbed while making use of his ethereal form. As long as the octopus wasn’t actively holding onto him, he could phase in and out of the material plane, making perfect use of his shadowy composition. More and more wounds appeared on the octopus’ body, blue blood splattering everything around their bout.

During one of their fierce exchanges, the monster extended itself far too much, lacking half of its limbs already, and allowed Umbra to pierce right into its core, his sword sinking deep into the flesh. The girls cheered at his victorious strike, ready to witness the finishing move. But Asterios frowned, his draconic gaze watching as the invader’s energy gathered instead of waning.

Thankfully, his shadowy friend was a perceptive one and sensed it from up close too. Pulling back, Umbra positioned his giant blade between himself and the enemy. Shortly after, the beast, making nothing of its injury, tilted its maw forward, releasing a booming roar. A dark blue glow exploded from its insides, and a thick beam of a similar shade struck Umbra’s makeshift weapon, splitting into a bunch of smaller rays as it fractured around the sword.

The attack was dangerous, and everyone could tell, the girls releasing gasps of surprise. They understood that the monster wouldn’t fall simply from being critically injured. Its regenerative capabilities were through the roof right now. It had to be completely wiped out of existence to be defeated, as it lacked any vital organs.

Asterios felt a little tug at his mind and smiled softly. He responded with a mental nod, opening up the connection more. Power flowed out of him, escaping his onyx core, rushing towards the requester. Even his mates sensed it, glancing up at his draconic form curiously.

A whirlpool of darkness swallowed Umbra, leaving only his sword arm outside to continue deflecting the energy attack. It didn’t look like the octopus was going to run out of it anytime soon, but whatever was happening to the Lord of Shadows didn’t take longer than a few seconds at most. The obstruction faded and revealed his new form.

Umbra’s general shape was different now, switching from a hulking pillar into something vaguely humanoid with a sleek and lean frame. Its features felt kind of demonic with all the sharp and ominous edges and protrusions, or perhaps draconic as he sported a long tail and scale-themed armor all over, streaked with the familiar purplish paths. He lacked wings, but his head did resemble that of a Dragon to some extent.

A Shadow Dragon Knight.

Standing proudly, he brought his weapon to the side, taking aim. The beam struck his armored chest, but it split against its angled front in the same way, posing no threat to the enhanced Duke. The sword separated from his arm, its hilt in his hand. He then threw it at the monster with all he had.

As the blade sank into the beast’s body once more, the blue ray was pushed aside, skidding over the wall and ceiling. Umbra took a deep breath, or at least acted like he was, and launched his own attack at his opponent. A pillar of swirling darkness hugged by a purple coil of energy shot out of his jaws. Shortly after his stylized snout, it exploded in size, covering his entire figure and more.

The violent burst charged ahead and met with the repositioned attack of the octopus, which unfortunately posed no chance against a much more powerful blow. The blue ray was pushed back and swallowed moments before the merciless darkness devoured its owner too. The shriek of panic cut off right after the beginning, the entire place turning silent. The only noise filling the air was the whooshing of Umbra’s shadowy breath attack.

Half a minute later, he canceled the technique. It should have been enough to be sure. The violent pillar dissipated and revealed a slick, deep trench in its wake, nothing left behind, not even a trace of the giant octopus monster. It was gone. Just like a fairly sizable chunk of Umbra’s floor and some of the opposite wall.

But that was a small price to pay for salvation.

Asterios sensed the withdrawal from his source before the others watched Umbra return to his previous state. Their friend assumed a fairly shapeless form before becoming the butler they were starting to get familiar with. A moment later, they were reunited at the top of the spire, the Shades repeatedly bowing and worshiping their god and savior. Umbra could only sigh to himself as he arrived before the party, Asterios and Althea changing back too.

“Amazing!” Miria clapped her hands. “You got that bastard good! What was that at the end? You looked so fierce! Almost like Master!”

“I didn’t want to drag it out after that beam attack, so I requested a little bit of help from Master,” Umbra admitted. “Our fight might have caused a lot of collateral damage from that point onwards. So, I strengthened myself with Master’s energy and launched a counterattack.”

“A good decision.” Asterios nodded. “I have no doubt you could have beaten that monster on your own, but I appreciate you thinking of the others. And I admit that form looked quite badass. Did the Shades have anything to do with it?”

“You noticed?” His familiar chuckled. “Partially, yes. I first gathered energy from them. After the octopus went after the Shades, I realized that it was blind, relying on its spiritual senses. That’s why it showed up above your group. It found a large cluster of it to consume.”

“So, by absorbing energy from the Shades, you made them less noticeable while also making yourself literally glow with power,” Silvia pointed out. “Smart.”

“Exactly,” he confirmed. “Apologies for taking so long. My opponent was a troublesome one. It had no mind to assault, acting purely on instinct to keep consuming everything on its path. We should be safe for now.”

“I agree,” Abyss chimed in. “I don’t sense much else in the close vicinity of this pocket space. But, I do sense something rather peculiar.”

“What is it?” Selene asked, glancing around.

The mocha-skinned lady pointed below them. “Traces of mana we have gotten closely acquainted with not that long ago.”

They gasped at the revelation, turning to Umbra.

“This was originally part of the world outside, right? Before the titan fell and its blood assimilated this plot of land into the bits it consumed in the past?” Asterios raised a brow at his familiar.

“It’s as you say, Master.” Umbra looked back at him.

“And this rocky spire-like tower, it’s always been here?” Althea asked.

“Since my birth, pretty much.” He rubbed his featureless chin. “Why does it matter?”

“Well, I think we are starting to form a theory.” Tina giggled. “You know how those underground facilities attracted the attention of various beings? There’s a chance that one lies right beneath your birthplace.”

Umbra’s head cocked back in understanding. “Ah. You are suspecting that its energy and influence were the aspects that brought forth my existence. That is an interesting theory.”

“And a quite probable one,” Abyss commented. “There might have been a breach, a leak, that served as a spark. You are a fairly strong entity compared to most in this realm, even from back when I was overseeing it actively. Perhaps you have fed on this power, making it yours after converting it from the light affinity.”

“How would I have done that, though?” he wondered out loud.

“The tower.” Asterios snapped his fingers. “All this dark mist seeping out of it has to be the converted energy.”

“So, that means there’s another facility below it, right?” Miria scratched her head.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Selene grinned. “As long as Umbra doesn’t mind us potentially ruining his power source.”

The person in question shook his head. “The effect it has on me currently is minuscule. I would need to absorb its fumes for centuries more to raise my strength. Whatever happens to this place, I won’t blame any of you. Besides, I am now connected to a much more potent source, if not three.”

Asterios snickered, catching his grateful glance. “Very well. Let’s try not to ruin Umbra’s birthplace. Completely.”

The ladies chuckled in agreement. Considering what had happened after their last visit beneath the ground, it might be a difficult thing to ask.


Chapter 14
The Troubles of Draconic Pride

“How are we going to get there, then?” Miria tilted her head while looking all over the black floor, which contrasted greatly with all the white around them. “Can Abyss make another tunnel for us to descend into, or would that count as ruining Umbra’s home?”

“If that’s what will be necessary, I don’t think I’ll mind a little hole in this structure,” the Duke responded thoughtfully. “I’ve seen the spire get damaged a few times, and it didn’t seem like a problem. I do share some connection with it, but even its complete destruction shouldn’t affect me too much.”

“Save for the pain of losing your birthplace,” Althea added. “Perhaps you don’t share too many great memories with it, but it’s always sad knowing that your home is gone forever.”

“Even if we have your permission, Little Shadow, I would rather not employ the help of that technique in this place,” Abyss said, capturing everyone’s attention. “For mana to make it to the surface in such an amount that allows it to spark a new existence and continuously help it grow, we have to be dealing with a considerable leak, and thus a breach of containment.”

“I see.” Asterios nodded to himself. “It might be risky to further damage the structure, isn’t that right?”

“Correct,” she confirmed. “Considering the story behind this pocket space, I dare assume that the titan’s ability hadn’t encompassed the entirety of the underground facility. It might be unstable compared to the one we visited earlier.”

“And if an emptied spiritual cluster can cause so much chaos, just imagine what a fully functioning one can do if it goes out of control,” Silvia pointed out.

“An unrivaled explosion of mana.” Tina shuddered. “But, hey. If it blows up, at least it will be inside the titan’s blood, sparing everything outside.”

“I hate to tell you, but we are and will be inside if that happens.” Selene smirked teasingly.

“Let’s make it quick, then,” Asterios said. “I don’t like putting you all in unnecessary danger. Technically, if it blows up, the problem fixes itself as one of the clusters gets removed from the connection. But, I don’t think we are willing to simply wait it out like with the previous one.”

“Without interfering, that might take us just as long.” The Summoner girl giggled softly. “It will be fine. We have you, Abyss, and Umbra with us. If the three of you can’t keep us safe, no one can.”

He smiled warmly and met her charming eyes. Unable to resist the sweet affection flowing into him through their bond, he brushed her cheek lovingly with his thumb and placed a chaste kiss on Tina’s plump lips.

“As if you girls can’t keep yourselves safe with how strong and smart you are,” Asterios replied.

She flushed a little at the compliment and reciprocated the kiss with a cute peck of her own. Drawing back, they turned to the others. Miria was pouting at them, clearly jealous of the moment they had shared, while Selene wore her usual mischievous grin. Silvia looked simply happy to see them happy, with Althea by her side, Ast’s mentor directing an approving look his way.

“A tunnel straight down is out of the question, then.” He cleared his throat. “Any other ideas? Does this tower have any entrances, Umbra? Or is this just a natural landmark created by your genesis?”

“I’ve never been inside if that’s what you are asking, Master,” the shadowy butler answered. “I can tell that it’s not completely solid in there, but something always prevented me from slipping in through any possible cracks. I gave up after a few decades, concluding that maybe because I was born out of it, it can resist my abilities.”

“That’s unfortunate.” Miria frowned while rubbing her chin.

She then proceeded to offer her own suggestion, but Asterios didn’t fully register the conversation that started with it. Something else demanded his attention. He felt warmth tickling his skin somewhere at the level of his waist. Taking a peek there, he spotted a faint golden glow escaping from one of the pouches attached to his belt. It didn’t take him long to connect that light to the item currently stored in that small container.

Reaching into the pouch, he pulled out the broken artifact that had caught Umbra’s eye back in the Darkling settlement. The palm-sized disc shattered in half was the source of the shine. Squinting his eyes, Asterios observed it in confusion. Not only did the golden paths shimmer with some energy, but the yellowish mana extended past the token’s edge. It currently wasn’t much, but it looked like the radiance artificially shaped up a tiny section of the lost material.

“Ast?” Tina noticed him spacing out and brought the others closer so that they could observe too.

“Sorry, just trying to figure this one out.” He offered her a wry smile. “It lit up again.”

“It must be reacting to the facility,” Abyss commented. “Whatever it is, there is no doubt that it’s part of the whole. And it seems like the excessive energy you absorbed has reconstructed some of its form.”

“Then we need to feed it more,” Selene pointed out. “Maybe it’s like a compass. And the stronger it gets, the bigger its range. It would certainly help, even with you being able to sense traces of that man’s spirituality.”

“Sounds interesting, but it doesn’t help us much when we are already standing atop the facility with no way forward.” The scarlet-haired princess let out a delicate sigh. “Maybe if it was complete, it would point us towards an entrance or something.”

Asterios rotated the artifact in his fingers. It still pulled on him even while in his hand. Deciding to trust that draw, he cleared his mind and let the spiritual energy guide him. He felt a hand on his shoulder and smiled, sensing Tia coming to his aid. She said nothing, offering her silent support as the person most experienced with this particular affinity.

Before he even noticed, he was on one knee, brushing a layer of black dust away from the surface of the dark ground. His fingertips grazed over a more regular scratch, and soon, he uncovered a flat indent matching the pattern on the badge, if that was whole, of course. Without giving himself enough time to doubt his actions, he slotted the token into the niche, and it flashed brightly.

The tower rumbled, throwing everyone off-balance. Asterios got ready to run before it came crashing down, but the tremors lessened as he was going to warn his mates. With a thud of heavy stone, something switched around him, and Miria yelped in surprise as the floor disappeared from under her feet, managing to catch onto Selene in time. Smooth spiraling stairs coiled around the middle of the spire.

“The leaking mana must have influenced this tower more than we thought,” Althea said.

“Do you think it goes into the ground?” the panthergirl asked.

“Hopefully.” Asterios picked the artifact up. “Otherwise, we are simply up for a tour of Umbra’s house.”

“I’ve never had guests inside,” the Lord of Shadows admitted. “My deepest apologies if it’s dusty in there.”

The girls laughed openly and assured him that he didn’t need to worry. They formed pairs and got ready to delve into the mysterious structure. With one last glance at the Shades floating a distance away from them, they let Umbra’s devoted followers continue raining praises and prayers at him, now even more so as their idol was exploring his sanctum.

Expecting complete darkness inside, Ast’s team found lines of purple running through the walls, similar to what they had seen on Umbra’s form during the fight. They illuminated the stairs fairly evenly, allowing for a safe descent. But the deeper they went, the fainter the glow became. Even the light from Silvia’s flaming figure seemed limited. At the same time, they didn’t stumble on anything of importance, no side rooms or chambers, just a narrow path down and down.

When the violet gleam was barely visible, they started experiencing something spooky. Images and scenes began appearing around their vision. Judging by how everyone glanced at each other in slight confusion, they had to be seeing them together. They might have walked into a massive illusion.

But, the notion that it was a malevolent trap was quickly dismissed.

The things they saw belonged to their shadowy friend. Memories of countless battles, challenges, bouts, wars, and running away floated around them as they kept walking. The pictures seemed to appear chronologically, starting with the young Umbra growing his might. It certainly hadn’t been easy, but he owed his current capabilities to all those experiences.

Gasps of shock, terror, and also joy filled the staircase as Asterios and the ladies witnessed the past. Umbra said nothing, seemingly unbothered by them following the events of his long life. He reminisced along with them, sometimes even clearing things up when one of them asked about some detail they had spotted.

They lost their sense of time during the viewing, not sure how long they had been descending through this almost unchanging scenery. Finally, the stairs ended, leading them into a spacious cavern still gently illuminated by purplish pulses. But the important thing was on the other side of the natural chamber.

An actual gate stood before them. Embedded in the characteristic white marble with carved golden paths, it was circular. Unfortunately, or fortunately, it wasn’t powered. The circuits weren’t functioning properly. They did shimmer here and there occasionally, but small sparks shot out of them during those times.

Abyss had been right. The facility clearly had suffered great harm during the move brought forth by the titan.

“So… That was your story, huh?” Tina glanced up at their butler companion. “So much fighting. I don’t know if I would be able to survive in such a hostile environment for so long.”

“As an outsider, it might have been difficult. But if you were born here, your chances would be significantly bigger,” Umbra replied. “I have to agree that it was rather monotonous, save for a few cases where I slipped out of the seal to respond to a temporary summoning attempt. At least until I met all of you. Everything changed on that day.”

“And I’m glad we’ve met,” Asterios shared honestly. “You are a great familiar and even greater friend, Umbra. I can’t wait to finally return all those favors by fully freeing you from this curse.”

“We all can’t,” Silvia added, evoking a wave of confirmations from the girls.

“Thank you.” The Duke bowed respectfully. “Let’s see how this broken facility can help with that.”

They approached the dysfunctional gate. It was slightly crooked, tilted out of its proper resting place. According to the marks, it was supposed to slide to the side and back, rolling in its carved rails. The forceful transfer had damaged the structure and locked the thick wheel of white marble in place. Asterios and Althea tried moving it, but it resisted their efforts without even budging.

“I don’t think it will be a good idea to try and destroy it,” Tina offered thoughtfully. “Even if not enhanced by these pathways, this thing should still be fairly durable. Anything else we can do?”

“The gap is wide enough for me to slip in,” Umbra suggested. “I should be able to carry you all inside in my shadows. If the power is out, we shouldn’t be interrupted like the last time.”

“I certainly hope not.” Miria giggled awkwardly. “Suddenly popping out in that tiny crack sounds like a horrible way to die.”

Asterios pulled her into a hug and kissed her rounded ear dearly. “We’ll be fine. I’ll go first to check if it works.”

“Master!” She directed her wide eyes at his face.

“No objections.” He bopped her on the nose. “Just let me do it.”

“Fine…” Miria sighed quietly, nuzzling into his body.

“Thank gods Asterios isn’t afraid of tight openings.” Tina smiled wolfishly. “It would have made our lives so much more troublesome.”

Everyone turned to her as silence descended onto the cavern. The jesting expression gradually faded off the Summoner girl’s face as she stared back at them, trying to figure out the sudden change of atmosphere. In just about a few seconds, she caught on, and in a blink, turned so red she could rival Ast’s scales in his crimson form.

“Grea would be so proud of you, shortie.” Selene snorted while patting her on the back, evoking a wave of chuckles from their sister-mates.

Tina mumbled something under her breath, actively avoiding Ast’s gaze. Asterios ruffled through her soft blue hair as he passed by, smirking to himself lightly. She was in a lot of trouble if these kinds of jokes were starting to come to her subconsciously now. Not that he minded, of course. It certainly was nice to relieve some of the tension from time to time.

Umbra joined him in front of the damaged gate, and they shared a nod. Plunging into the shadows, they slipped through the narrow gap, appearing on the other side. Nothing disrupted Umbra’s technique this time, and he released Asterios from his care without an issue. They stood together at the beginning of a hallway. It was in a much worse state than the ones in the other location.

“Looks like we might not be here alone,” his familiar warned.

“Agreed.” He nodded, also spotting claw marks and paw prints belonging to various possible creatures. “No surprise there, though. At the other spot, they could only get as close as to the outer shell, but it already attracted so many strong monsters. The good thing is, I don’t think any titans would fit in here.”

Umbra chuckled deeply. “Let’s hope so. Wait a moment, Master. I’ll bring everyone in.”

A moment later, the girls emerged from the shadows too, and Abyss manifested herself next to them. She examined their surroundings with great focus while the ladies checked on each other first. Tina was slowly losing the heat plaguing her face, offering Asterios a shy smile.

“Can’t believe we are going through an actual entrance for once,” Miria said mirthfully. “I thought we would need to break into every one of these hidden structures.”

“Be on guard,” Asterios warned her and the others. “Traps might not be our only worry today. If they even work in the first place.”

She was going to ask what he meant by that, but stopped herself after noticing the evidence of previous visits alongside the organic scent in the air. “Got it, Master. I’m ready to tear your enemies to pieces.”

The transformed panthergirl flashed her sharp fangs and deadly claws. He had no doubts she would do just that, not needing her amazing weapons to fulfill the promise. Everyone else was ready to carry their own weight too. Silvia’s flaming figure wasn’t thwarted anymore, so she provided more light for them.

Donning their weapons, they turned to Asterios.

“Can the artifact lead us to the cluster?” Althea asked.

“In case it can’t, I’m able to follow the spiritual traces now,” Abyss informed them.

“We’ll rely on that, then.” He nodded appreciatively. “I’m not sure how much we can trust this plate, even if it hasn’t given us a reason not to yet.”

So, she took the lead while they assumed one of their basic formations. The facility felt even more eerie than the previous one. Some circuits flashed to life now and then, spooking a person or two. It was hard to tell if they were under an attack, if a trap was triggered, or if it was just a damaged array sending out golden sparks. And no one wanted to fully ignore this characteristic sound and glow in case it proved to be a deadly notion.

They walked past numerous intersections and open spaces. The thick paths decorating all the surfaces hinted at similar protection as before, just disabled. It was both good and bad news. Good because they didn’t have to worry about stepping into an invisible wall of disintegration, and bad because they had to worry about monsters and creatures that had made it through.

“Is it me, or is the air getting quite humid?” Silvia asked at one point.

“I agree.” Miria sniffed a few times in different directions. “I picked up the change too. And it also smells like… fish? How would fish even get here?”

No one knew the answer to that, but they certainly were curious, especially after taking the next turn and coming face to face with a… school of fish floating in the air inside the square chamber.

“Surely, they aren’t swimming in invisible acidic water, right?” Selene joked.

There were about two or three dozen of them. Different shapes and kinds, ranging from long and slimy eels to bulky and full-of-teeth sharks. They were all various shades of black and dark gray. The only other color was yellow, visible in their beady eyes. Regardless of the species they resembled, the monsters lived in relative harmony. Their life purpose was unknown, though.

“Hydran says there’s no liquids around,” Tina stated. “These are all just weird fish flying around like it’s nothing.”

“And I guess we have to go through here?” Asterios glanced at Abyss.

“Correct.” She nodded. “Will that be a problem for you?”

“I don’t know about others, but retreating from a battle with a bunch of sardines would considerably wound my draconic pride,” Althea stated with a delicate chuckle. “I can’t even imagine how a True Dragon would feel in that situation.”

A light growl escaped Ast’s throat, and all the fish froze. 

“I know what you are doing.” He squinted at the sly woman. “Thankfully, I’m better than that. You’ll need to think of tougher tests.”

“Who said it was a test?” She raised a brow at him and glanced aside.

Following her gaze, Asterios saw all the monsters turning to them and sighed. These pathetic pests were trying to challenge him? Good thing he didn’t consider them worth his attention, or he might have had a hard time stepping away from such disrespect. The deeper he delved into his draconic lineages, the harder it was to keep some urges in check, but his control was still something he prided himself—

“The one with the least kills is as useless as tits on a boar!” Miria shouted and lunged forward with a gleeful cackle.

Ah, shit.

Now, that was a problem.


Chapter 15
Fair or Not So Much

Before Asterios could react, the girls were already on it. Multiple silhouettes zipped past him like the wind, going right after a now seemingly small number of monsters. At first, they had appeared fairly numerous, but with a group of bloodthirsty and respect-craving ladies after their throats, the numerical advantage would quickly dwindle. And so would the chances of not coming last.

Honestly, this wasn’t even a fair fight. Most of his mates could wipe the entire room out with a single well-placed move. Only the presence of each other stopped them from doing so. And while some of the girls tried using more powerful techniques, they were hastily blocked by a sabotaging strike or two suddenly flying into their path from out of sight.

This became more of a fight between them than with those fishy beasts.

Not wanting to waste any more time, Asterios jumped into the chaos too, holding his artifact greatsword firmly. As he had thought, he could burn everything to a crisp with his Dragon Breath, even shield his mates from the heat and flames, but that felt like cheating. If they played by the rules, so would he.

And he did feel a tiny bit curious about how they would all fare while disrupting each other’s flow. It was such a rare occurrence, not really possible after their initial few weeks or months together. Now, they always focused on as perfect teamwork as they could achieve. The connection they shared was such a huge boon for that.

But, in this particular scenario, it was a vulnerability.

Miria finished gutting a massive shark, her third prey already, and launched herself at the nearby seahorse with a predatory grin. Pushing herself off the ground, she dodged a stab from a swordfish and tilted her body into a horizontal position while spinning really fast. Her foot touched the ground, and she aimed a dual strike at her opponent, utilizing all the centrifugal force she had gathered… when she slipped.

With a surprised yelp, she missed her target completely, her blades sinking deep into the inactive marble floor, tremors shooting up her furry arms from the impact. Glancing over her shoulder, she realized that she had never stepped on the ground, instead landing on top of the flat side of Ast’s greatsword, which he had pulled from underneath her right away. Smirking at her victoriously, he pierced her prey with his black-clawed hand and tore it to shreds.

“That’s so mean!” Miria pouted at him angrily, but he only laughed.

“You have to expect the unexpected.” Asterios winked at her. “Now I’m at four.”

She gasped and jumped to her feet, pushing her face into his. “I’m going to beat you so hard!”

“Try your best.” He smiled and pecked her feline muzzle before disappearing with a flap of his wings.

Silvia was at her fifth kill now, choosing to rely on a ranged strategy. Too many people already wove between the enemies, disrupting the flow of the fight. She launched miniaturized discs of flames with simple swats of her hand, floating near the edge of the arena. Each one struck its target and caused a controlled explosion that enveloped it completely, burning it to cinders. It was a nice practice for her.

But then, one of her attacks was intercepted. An arc of water collided with her projectile, detonating it ahead of time. Another one then struck the bass she was aiming for. Silvia’s eyes snapped to the perpetrator of this heinous act and found Tina smiling at her in challenge.

Both girls squinted at each other for a second and jumped into action.

Dropping onto the ground, the fiery princess smashed her fists into the pavement. Amber magical circles appeared under three fish of her choosing. A moment later, a violent inferno shot upwards, bathing them in the swirling flames of hell.

However, only one had any effect.

Tina created miniature tornadoes above the circuits while borrowing power from Esil. The fire was pushed outwards, missing the monsters that paused to evaluate their scary situation. Two of them were hit by lances of merciless water, punching massive holes in their bodies. The third one, unfortunately, burnt to a crisp, as she had miscalculated the final tornado.

Rising from the floor, Silvia glared at her noble friend as much as she could with most of her features not present on her flaming visage. The Summoner girl understood the meaning, though. A bow of flames mirroring her bow of water appeared in the princess’ hands. They pulled the spiritual strings at the same time, shaping an arrow each.

Taking aim, they began raining death on the battlefield, shooting each other’s projectiles out of the air in the process.

Selene shook her head while witnessing the competition between her sister-mates. Such petty squabbles. Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about anyone bothering her, able to focus fully on securing the first place, and perhaps demanding a reward from their beloved master. 

She was already thinking of things she could request, like more tail fluffing while he kissed her ears, for example. It was a done fact, pretty much. Her barriers not only prevented the others from messing with her but even protected her designated targets, catching them in multi-layered spiritual bubbles. All she had to do was cross the distance and mutilate her opponents with the gorgeous blade the elves had created for her. She loved using it so much.

Snorting to herself at the sight of Miria tripping over tree roots brought forth by Althea, Selene rolled her eyes, which then locked on the prize. It was as easy as stealing candy from—

“Ahn~”

A blissful moan escaped her throat, and she froze in place, her hand clamping over her mouth. Her gaze flicking over her shoulder as she shuddered in pleasure at the sudden, delicate grazing she had experienced over her lower back, she found Asterios with his fingers sunk in the cloudy base of her tails, looking at her with a raised brow.

“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” He threaded his fingers through the delicate fur, bringing more quivers to her core. “You should try keeping your thoughts a bit more private next time, my love.”

“Nhhhnnnn~”

She couldn’t do anything else besides uttering those shameless noises as he caressed her tails just so skillfully, cursing herself in her mind for underestimating her clever lord. Thinking about it now, it was obvious he would find a loophole in her plan, and judging by the shadowy mist licking at his boots, he had snuck into her safe zone through her shadow.

“Now, would you be so kind as to…” He grinned roguishly, an impish glint in his currently black eyes as his face moved closer to her hair.

“Ohhhhh~!” Selene shuddered and almost dropped her sword as his lips closed around her soft ear.

All the barriers she had raised around the fish popped like soap bubbles when he stroked her tails while nibbling on her ear. It was an abominable tactic, but one she wished to never end. Maybe it would even be worth it to lose the contest if he stayed right there behind her and continued to—

But no, the delightful sensation faded as quickly as it appeared, her eyes catching him already making short work of the prey she had amassed. Throwing one more playful smile her way, Asterios rejoined the chaos of the battlefield, leaving Selene quite hot and bothered. 

She huffed at herself for falling for such an easy ploy. But, she couldn’t help it. No matter how many times, she would gladly make the same mistake over and over, losing herself in Ast’s kind and affectionate touch. His tenderness was to die for.

And so, the rivalry continued, the girls switching their sparring partners from time to time while Asterios messed with them all whenever he spotted a weakness to abuse. When they realized that Althea had been left to her own devices for much longer than any of them, they ganged up on the poor Lesser Dragon and prevented the wise lady from getting any kills. Tia laughed repeatedly as her best friend let out frustrated noises with all her attempts thwarted, sometimes before they even fully formed in her mind, courtesy of one gossiping Dryad.

Soon enough, the last eel fell under Miria’s combined staff-blades, and peace finally descended onto the room. Chunks of various flesh-like matter and substances riddled the floor, walls, and even the ceiling. Most of it was of dark shade while the blood, if it existed within the monsters, was pure black. Spots of charred, wet, and wind-grazed damage could be discerned over all the surfaces. Thankfully, the general structure of the room hadn’t been affected.

“That was… horrible…” Miria took a deep breath to relax her body. “I’m so grateful we aren’t actually like that…”

“Are you sure we aren’t?” Selene smirked.

“I have to agree with Miria.” Tina sighed softly. “Just imagine if we were so competitive every day and with everything. Like Asterios.”

“That sounds like an interesting experiment,” Silvia added, the corner of her gorgeous lips curling up a tiny bit.

Asterios groaned, swiping down his face. “Please, no. It’s already chaotic enough with one overly jealous woman around.”

The ladies chuckled together, agreeing that Grea was quite a lot to handle at times.

“Our princess isn’t wrong, though,” Althea joined in, moving to stand by Ast’s side. “It would be good practice for you. This family is blessed with understanding females who are willing to cooperate almost all the time, but you’ll need to know how to handle more… lively individuals for when you finally conquer a True Dragon.”

He rubbed his eyes. “I’m not planning to.”

“Did you plan any of this?” She gestured at the girls looking at them with charming smiles.

Asterios could only groan again, evoking more sweet laughs from them.

~Well, it’s not like you have much of a choice in this regard,~ Tia chipped in with her musical voice. ~The moment Grea catches a whiff of this idea from any of your minds, she won’t let it go.~

“Oh, that’s so true.” Tina giggled amusedly. “We better start coming up with ways to get a leg up on her. Professor is a master of acting all seductive and sulky. We can’t waste this advantage, or she will hog Asterios all for herself during that period.”

“She can certainly try!” Miria puffed out her chest. “Master can never resist my cuteness! Unless she figures out how to grow adorable ears and a tail like mine, she has no chance!”

“I guess we are going to exclude you from our joint consultation then.” Selene snorted. “No need to assist the strongest enemy.”

“Hey!” The panthergirl pouted.

“Alright, you can scheme all you want after we are back home.” Asterios clasped his hands to catch their attention. “Let’s focus on our main objective for now.”

“Does that mean you agree to it?” Silvia tilted her flaming head at him.

“It’s inevitable.” He spread his arms with a faint shrug. “Besides, I can’t deny that it’s going to be… an experience. It also sounds like a lot of fun for you.”

“Yay! You are the best, Master!” Miria jumped at him and peppered his face with fluffy kisses.

“Might also help Bryn become a bit bolder,” Tina pointed out. “See? There are always some benefits.”

Rolling his eyes, he reached out and messed with her hair a little, ignoring the whimpers of protest.

“So, who won?” Umbra asked curiously.

“Ah! Right!” The panthergirl jumped in place.

“Allow me to announce the results, then,” Abyss said nonchalantly. “Althea, four. Selene and Tina, seven each. Silvia, eight. Miria, ten. And Asterios, thirteen. Congratulations.”

“No way!” Miria whined. “You were just going around stealing our kills, Master!”

“Shouldn’t have fought amongst yourselves so much.” He laughed. “Maybe this will teach you not to challenge a Dragon.”

Asterios directed a little growl her way, causing Miria’s fur to stand up all at once. She knew it was a playful growl and giggled timidly, thankfully hiding the blush on her cheeks underneath her fluffy black coat. Her tail swayed enchantingly as she nibbled on her lip.

“Then, if Asterios won, is he going to get a reward from each of us?” Tina queried, making it clear that they had all expected one from him.

~I have a better idea.~ Tia’s impish voice echoed in their heads again. ~Why not have him think of a single punishment for each of you instead? In the end, you all lost.~

The girls exchanged glances, and those who were able to, sported a fair blush over their charming cheeks. Asterios just shook his head, wondering how exactly they perceived a punishment.

“I’ll think about it,” he promised. “Now, are we ready to continue?”

Everyone nodded in confirmation, and they slowly gathered themselves to leave. Abyss took the lead once more as they headed for the core of the facility. According to her, it was not that far away. They still had to travel much further than the last time, but they had dropped into the middle of the underground base back then, while they had started right at the entrance today.

A few insignificant critters and weak shadow creatures tried to ambush them, but they were of no issue to the group. If there were more powerful monsters lurking around, they had to claim their lairs in different parts of the structure. Or they were located closer to the cluster.

“We are nearing the main hall,” Abyss announced after some time.

“Be careful,” Asterios reminded the group.

Everyone on high alert, they peeked into the massive chamber. Just like the last time, a bright sphere floated in the middle of the room. It thrummed with power but at much longer intervals. It was definitely not as bright as the other one. It dimmed greatly before lighting up again, repeating this cycle infinitely.

“Really? No big monsters around it?” Miria frowned suspiciously. “I would assume this is the coziest spot with all that mana.”

Althea pointed at the floor ahead of them. “Some tried. It looks like this orb can use the same defensive technique that took us by surprise the last time.”

Outlines and silhouettes of different monsters were burned into the ground and the walls, deformed from the angle of the attack. Whatever had attempted to come closer had been disintegrated.

“At least we know what to expect,” Tina commented. “It looks much weaker, though.”

“I have a theory,” Abyss stated. “It’s extremely possible that Umbra slowly siphoned its spiritual energy through the spire. It would take a long time, but he had lots of it. Keep in mind that while weakened, this is still a highly dangerous cluster.”

“Talk about being born under a lucky star,” Selene teased. “What do we do now? I assume we aren’t going to use the same… strategy.”

~Even if we wanted to, it’s too early,~ Tia said. ~Ast’s natural source is still assimilating the energy I directed into it.~

“Can we direct it all to you this time? Would it help you in any way?” Asterios wondered out loud.

~I’m linked with your source, so not really,~ she replied thoughtfully. ~But the two of us are not the only ones who can benefit from this. It won’t be easy and painless, but we can force this cluster to assimilate with a person of your choosing.~

“Now, that’s interesting.” He rubbed his chin. “If we went with affinity, then Althea would be next in line. But, instead of picking, I think I’m going to leave the choice to you, girls. Any volunteers?”

The ladies turned to the only other Dragon in the room, and Althea smiled warmly. “Personally, I think Miria deserves a little treat.”

“Me?” The panthergirl gaped at her with wide eyes while the others nodded.

“As the first mate, it’s your privilege.” Selene patted her on the shoulder. “Plus, you always strive to get stronger for Master’s sake, no?”

“But I have no affinity with this energy.” Miria looked down. “Wouldn’t it be a waste?”

~It’s always going to be a waste, no matter who we pick. There should be more of these too, so it’s more about the order. Only a small portion of the cluster’s power will be transferred to anyone other than Asterios or Althea, but it’s still significant in the grand scope of things,~ their Dryad friend explained.

Asterios walked up to her and lifted Miria’s chin. “Just tell me one thing. Do you want it?”

She searched his eyes for a moment before nodding lightly. “Yes. I want to catch up to you as much as I can, Master.”

“Then that’s all that’s important.” He nuzzled his cheek against hers. “What do we have to do?”

~It’s time for you to try to bring someone over.~ Tia giggled joyfully. ~Move as close to the cluster as you can without triggering it, and I’ll guide you the rest of the way.~

The pair separated from the group, which waited at the entrance to the chamber, and slowly approached the sphere. At the first warning pulse, they stopped. Following instructions, they sat down while facing each other and held hands. What took place next could be described as a set of breathing exercises and practice in controlling the flow of spiritual energy between them. It was very similar to what Asterios had used to awaken Selene’s circuits in the past.

Miria struggled with it a bit more due to her more physical nature, but being the quick and dedicated learner that she was, the panthergirl managed to catch on in fifteen minutes or so. Amidst the exercises, they linked their minds and deepened their bond, soon tuning out everything else around them.

※ ※ ※

“You can open your eyes now.” Tia’s voice reached their ears from the side.

They followed her guidance, and their eyelashes fluttered open. Miria immediately gasped in wonder, her gaze snapping from one place to another. Asterios noted that they had woken up inside Tia’s tree, a short distance from the throne. It was as full of life and grass as he remembered it from his last visit.

“What’s this place?” the panthergirl asked, jumping to her feet.

“Welcome to your beloved Master’s Ancestral Plane.” The Dryad grinned proudly. “Specifically, my home in these spiritual lands. If you go that way, you’ll be able to witness all the volcanoes you’ve been hearing about so much. But, for today, we have to focus on this place.”

“It’s okay. Your home is super pretty anyway.” Miria grinned happily, her gaze stopping at the throne. “So this is where you conducted your… uhhh… ritual?”

“Correct.” Tia let out a tinkling laugh.

“And since I’m here… I’m going to partake in it too?” The feline girl shot a shy but expectant glance at Asterios.

“That would be interesting to watch, but not completely necessary.” The caramel-skinned lady caressed her fur affectionately.

“Why not?” Miria turned to her questioningly.

“Because I simply had no other choice, while you don’t need to rely on your spiritual projection to experience the blissful intimacy of your beloved mate,” Tia replied with a smirk.

“Oh. I’m sorry,” the panthergirl apologized, realizing that she was the lucky one to still have a real body.

“Don’t be. We shouldn’t worry about things out of our reach right now. And I’m not saying you can’t use my sanctuary to make love, but for someone a little inexperienced with spiritual transfers like this, it will be easier when we do it without you losing your mind to the overwhelming pleasure Asterios can shower you with.” The other lady giggled sensually.

Miria’s tail flicked to the sides faster in embarrassment. And since they both appeared in this space in their default forms, the cute blush was perfectly visible on her gorgeous cheeks.

“Alright. Let’s get to work.” Tia hopped away. “Get those clothes off, please.”

“What? Why?” Miria frowned. “I thought we weren’t…”

“You aren’t. But that doesn’t mean I can’t get a nice view out of this, does it?” Their mischievous friend roamed her gaze over their figures hungrily while the panthergirl blinked at her blankly. “Just messing with you a little. It will be easier like that, trust me. And if you haven’t noticed, I’m already fully naked.”

She hadn’t, only now realizing that nothing was hiding Tia’s womanly charms, both upper and lower, from their sight. Asterios smiled wryly and ruffled through Miria’s hair reassuringly. At least he wasn’t alone against the Dryad’s teasing this time.


Chapter 16
Shatter, Recombine, Improve

“What are you waiting for?” Tia asked as she settled atop her throne, crossing her legs rather seductively. “Don’t tell me you are getting embarrassed?”

Miria pulled closer to Asterios, hiding her rosy face in the crook of his neck.

“You’ve already partaken in each other’s bodies so many times.” The cheeky Dryad rolled her eyes with a tiny smirk. “Or is it my presence that discourages you? Should I leave until you get comfortable?”

“No.” The panthergirl shook her head, taking a peek at the exquisite lady of dark caramel skin. “You are right. And you have seen all of us do it many times through Master’s eyes. Besides, you are now his mate too… I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to join in with us here…”

Asterios cupped Miria’s flushed cheeks and lifted her chin, placing a loving kiss on her soft lips. “For now, let’s focus on you. I’ll give you a hand if you do the same for me. Alright?”

She smiled adorably and dipped her head. Her furry fingers moved to his face to caress his cheeks too, then slid down his neck, starting to tug at Ast’s crimson coat. Slowly and gently, they helped each other out of their tops. Miria’s face heated up along the way, but she kept the charming smile up, bravely not hiding her chest behind her arms. She admired his physique as much as he admired hers.

A moment later, they stood before each other in their birthday suits, Ast’s hands resting on Miria’s sides while hers affectionately grazing his chest as their gazes connected deeply. They got a bit lost in the leisurely closeness and intimacy, exchanging a few pecks, until a contented sigh broke them out of their world, making them look to the side.

“You two make such a perfect couple.” Tia rested her chin atop her palm as she grinned at them fondly. “No wonder you are the first female Master fell for.”

“I think it’s the other way…” Miria murmured, getting even redder.

“What are the next steps?” Asterios asked, brushing his fingers over her skin, trying to guide the process forward so as not to embarrass his timid mate further.

Their generous host snapped her fingers, and part of the ticklish grass around them fell with an audible snip. They glanced at the ground and watched a gentle spiritual current carry the green blades away, revealing a complex magical formation under their feet.

“Sit while facing the same direction, but close enough to reach with an extended arm,” Tia instructed them.

The duo followed her guidance, and figuring out the proper circumstances, ended up sitting in a cross-legged position with Asterios behind Miria, as close as his legs allowed him. He scratched her back a bit, making the feline girl giggle sweetly and throw him a cute pout over her shoulder, the tip of her tail starting to tickle his nose strongly enough to make him sneeze.

Their wise friend approached them from the side and assumed a slightly more serious expression. “Miria.”

“Ummm… Yes?” The panthergirl’s expression grew tense too as she gazed upon the beautiful tree girl.

“I’m going to assist you two as much as I can, but this will very likely hurt like nothing you have ever experienced before,” Tia said with a calm but stern tone. “You don’t have to worry about the consequences of failure, success, or even going too far, but I have to ask before we begin, are you sure you want this? I understand your desire to grow stronger, and there might be more opportunities for you to gain power in the future without being so painful. There is no shame in walking away now.”

A resolute frown descended on the usually cheerful panthergirl’s face. “I want this. For Master, I can bear anything. Unless something goes wrong and I risk injuring myself gravely or losing my life, allow me to endure anything. If it comes to that though, stop me even if it’s at the cost of all the strength I currently possess. I would rather become powerless than let Master blame himself for everything and have his heart break. I would sacrifice my everything to stay by his side and support him with just my weakened presence.”

“Miria…” Asterios looked at her proudly straightened back, her black tail resting trustfully in his hand

He knew how much she yearned for equal power to stand next to him like the proper warrior that she was. Her statement was so much stronger with that knowledge, making his chest tighten.

An adoring smile appeared on Tia’s lips. “I’ve heard your oath. I swear on my very nature that I will uphold this promise. Now, Asterios, are you willing to permit this ritual?”

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Denying Miria this opportunity after listening to her words would be the greatest offense I could show her. I’m proud to be her mate. Therefore, I’m willing to support her fully in this endeavor. Know that my love for you will not change in the slightest, regardless of the result. You could be at the level of the most basic human, and I would look at you no differently ever. I will not deny your faith and devotion.”

“Master…” She gazed at him over her shoulder, her eyes glistening at their edges.

“I’ve heard you both.” Tia held her palm over her heart. “I will give my everything to support your bond. You are unaware of how deeply being part of this incredible family touches upon my soul. I’m honored to call myself your sister-mate, Miria. And I’m elated to be one of your bonded females, Asterios. Let me show you just how grateful I am through this ceremony.”

The elegant Dryad walked closer and knelt by Ast’s side. Joining her hands together, she whispered a few unrecognizable words, and her fingertips began to glow almost orange. Bringing her pointer finger to Miria’s smooth back, she paused briefly, meeting the panthergirl’s curious black eyes.

“This will sting. And leave a mark that might become permanent. Are you completely certain?” she asked coolly.

“Do it.” Miria nodded seriously. “I know that no matter how unsightly it might end up looking, Master will never let it stand in the way of his feelings for me. I said I would bear anything and I meant it.”

Extending her left hand to Asterios, Tia nodded back with respect. He took it carefully as she turned to him.

“Just follow the flow and let me guide your energies for a moment,” she explained. “I’m going to start. Prepare yourselves.”

Miria gritted her teeth and latched onto her knees. As Asterios opened himself to Tia, bringing forth all three of his sources, the Dryad’s own lifeforce connected with all of the spiritual cores. He could tell that it was a challenge even for her, an ancient Arch Dryad with lots of knowledge, experience, and strength of the soul. Trying to harness the power of two True Dragons was no joke.

The combined mana ravaged Tia’s ethereal body as it flowed through their connected limbs. She kept healing herself constantly, at the same time directing all that energy to her finger. Achieving a satisfactory and stable connection, she finally pressed her fingertip against Miria’s skin.

Immediately, a pained wail escaped the panthergirl’s lips before she clamped her mouth shut with a vicious growl. It shook Asterios briefly, but he recomposed himself a fraction of a second later. This was what Miria wanted, and he wasn’t going to ruin it with his overprotective anxiety and concern. 

She was a strong woman. One of the strongest he knew.

She was also his mate. The True Mate of a powerful True Dragon.

Just like he had absorbed the cluster’s energy earlier while letting it burn his very flesh to protect his friends and family, she was taking in lots of his spiritual power while Tia’s fingers burned her skin.

Literally.

A faint trail of smoke wafted from the point of contact as the Dryad traced complex patterns over Miria’s gorgeous back. It was a long and arduous process for both of the ladies. Asterios could only focus as much as he could and watched the sophisticated tattoo appear on his lover’s smooth skin. And as Miria had said, seeing it expand bit by bit, leaving a black path in its wake, he just thought how much more beautiful she was becoming, all for his sake.

After what felt like an hour, the dark circuit was almost complete. Looking at it as a whole, Asterios couldn’t help but experience an eerie feeling of familiarity. Then, just about the time Tia was going to wrap it up, he understood, and his eyes widened to the brim.

This was almost exactly the same pattern he had once inscribed on Miria’s back during their early days, making her fur go into flames as she wielded his energy. The difference was in the depiction in the middle and the general characteristics of the style with which the lines were made. Back then, they had seemed connected to a fiery entity that could be a Phoenix, but right now, they had assumed a clearly draconic theme.

It took him back, seeing this kind of thing again.

Especially since he didn’t exactly need much of its help to turn Miria into a flaming goddess anymore.

Tia’s finger traced back to the start of the reminiscent formation, and she slowly brought it away. The draconic circuit now fully completed on Miria’s glistening and sweat-riddled skin emitted faint fumes as her growling lessened in strength and volume, switching to heavy, labored breaths. His Dryad lover shuddered, and Asterios quickly wrapped his arm around the forest lady to bring her against his shoulder, rubbing her waist comfortingly.

“I’m alright.” She smiled gratefully. “You should direct your affection at this brave mate of yours. I shall rest briefly, my dear master.”

He received a thankful peck on the cheek, and she pushed him forward. Crawling around the panting panthergirl, Asterios sat in front of Miria, who kept herself upright with her hands on her knees, her claws digging deep into the spiritual depiction of her flesh. Gently uncrossing her legs, he pulled her closer until their waists came together and her arms wound around his neck affectionately, her chin resting atop his shoulder.

“I did it… Master…” Miria muttered between her rough breaths.

“Yes, you did. I witnessed all of it. You are so amazing.” He comforted her in his embrace, caressing her lovely ears with his entire heart.

“How bad… is it?” she asked tentatively.

“So bad I can barely hold myself back from making love to you right here, right now,” he answered honestly.

Miria understood the meaning of his words instantly, her own heart filling with so much joy and fondness too, also becoming very aware of how close and intimate their lower parts were during this tender hug.

“You know you can always do anything you want to me, Master, ehehe~” She tried to hide her growing excitement behind a little tease.

“I do know, but you are still hurting, so I’ll just stay with you like this until the pain goes away,” he replied, making the inside of her chest flutter softly.

They remained stationary for a few minutes before Miria pulled back and brought her lips to Ast’s, kissing him passionately while releasing cute purrs. They chased each other’s tongues for a moment and chuckled after parting. 

Sighing daintily, she glanced over her back. Seeing the effort with which the panthergirl tried to examine her skin, Tia giggled and shared her sight since they were part of Ast’s bond.

Miria’s brows rose in surprise. “Oh, wow. Isn’t this like…” 

“It is.” Asterios nodded.

“Why is my hair not on fire, then?” She tilted her head.

“Because what Asterios instinctually used back during your first adventures is very close to what I engraved on your soul,” their Dryad friend explained.

“Soul?” He frowned.

“Yes.” Tia nodded, moving closer to brush her palm over the pattern. “You made a temporary circuit with the intention to share that fiery energy during that battle. Right now, we are inside your soul, your Ancestral Plane, and the two of us are also spiritual projections of our own existences. This hurt so much because I was operating directly on your very being, Miria. This is not a mere tattoo or some other etching. It’s much more serious than that.”

“Awesome…” Miria whispered in awe. “You gave me external circuits?”

“I guess you can think of it like that.” The elegant lady giggled. “But, it’s not completely correct. This is vastly different from what your vulpine sister-mate possesses, even if its function is somewhat similar. I’m afraid your source wouldn’t be able to bear the strain of these pathways covering your entire figure like hers is.”

“I wouldn’t ever expect myself to come anywhere close to how remarkable Selene is in that regard.” The panthergirl showed a warm smile that held no jealousy or sadness.

“You are a wondrous thing yourself, Miria. I’m sure our kind master will agree.” Tia stood up with noble grace. “Now, if you have recovered in his affectionate embrace, shall we move on to the next step?”

“Next step?” Miria’s forehead creased in confusion. “This wasn’t all?”

The Dryad giggled amusedly. “Oh, no. We haven’t even used the cluster’s energy yet, or the magical circle I have prepared for you. This little thing on your back is simply… a small gift from me. The real thing is only about to begin.”

Blinking a few times in a stupor, Miria supported herself on Ast’s shoulders and also rose with an unsteady step. She turned to face Tia and bowed deeply, forcing Asterios to avert his eyes as his face came in direct line with an unbelievably arousing view.

“I have no words for how grateful I am, Tia. I’ve never been good with those. Thank you so much. I swear to use this gift as well as I can and master it quickly to not disappoint you,” Miria promised.

Tia brought her up with a charming smile and embraced her adorable sister-mate, pressing their foreheads together. “Do not bow before me, sister. This is something from one female caring for a male to another who holds him in her heart too. We grow stronger supporting each other, and so does he. Since I can’t assist him in the real world, I’m passing that responsibility onto your shoulders. It’s more selfish than you might think.”

“Okay.” The shy panthergirl grinned. “I’ll work hard for both of us. Everyone will. As Master’s first mate, I’ll make sure of it.”

“I would expect nothing less from a proud beastfolk.” The gorgeous Dryad nodded. “Alright. Let’s get back to whatever we have been doing before our beloved Dragon reaches the limit of how much he can hold himself back.”

Miria took a peek over her shoulder at Asterios, who still sat on the grass behind them, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. She shook her bubbly rump at him with a timid giggle, causing him to groan while tearing his gaze off the two beauties embracing each other. They quickly separated, not wanting to further provoke the insatiable beast locked deep within Ast’s chest. As much as either of them would have enjoyed submitting to it.

“This time, we all have to hold onto each other,” Tia said, guiding Miria to sit next to Asterios with her. “And the real pain will start now. You will feel like bursting from inside, Miria. Don’t try to contain it. Relax as much as you can and work on assimilating as much of the energy as you can, even if it’s going to feel like it’s stretching your insides above and beyond.”

The feline girl shot Asterios a fleeting glance, making him blush a tiny bit as he caught its meaning.

Their Dryad companion chuckled openly, clearly picking her words intentionally. “Okay. You are comfortable enough. Work alongside me, Master. You have already experienced this, but having three sources made it less distressing. We will scoop everything she can’t take hold of and either sprinkle it over our own sources or release it into the air. Don’t be greedy. This is about Miria.”

“I won’t.” He made a solemn face. “Her well-being is my priority.”

“I warned everyone outside.” Tia closed her eyes. “It’s time.”

They joined her and deepened the connection the three of them shared, opening themselves consciously to each other. For a few minutes, they meditated on it, synchronizing their minds and bodies, getting to know each other intimately. Trying not to distract themselves with the flashing memories appearing here and there, they became one.

A mighty pulse shook them and everything in their vicinity as the familiar energy of the fake sun started flowing into them. It wasn’t the same as the last time, and Asterios had a hunch that the cluster hadn’t been triggered. Tia was simply guiding its power while it remained dormant. Not knowing if that would last forever, he gave it his all.

With a surge of spiritual energy coming into her from both sides as she held hands with Tia and Asterios, Miria let out a deafening cry. It almost forced him out of their joint concentration, never before hearing his beloved mate in so much agony. But his jaw clenched to its limits as he focused on not crushing the gentle palms of his girls, staying true to Miria’s wishes and unfathomable dedication.

As for Miria, she had thought she was ready for the pain, but Tia’s warnings were literal. As potent mana crashed into her source like an unstoppable tsunami, filling it up in a blink, she felt herself ready to explode. Her entire circuits buzzed with the overload of power, making it feel like they were burning, electrocuting, and freezing her flesh from inside all at once. Only her caring Master and her newest sister-mate stood between her complete annihilation, and she understood it well.

So, she fought viciously for them. For him.

More screams and howls filled the air alongside intense spiritual storms. The formation Tia had prepared in the grass shone with a green glow, actively rejuvenating and soothing Miria’s soul. Meanwhile, the panthergirl’s body shone with strong golden light from her very core, turning her almost transparent and bathing the wooden chamber in blinding light.

Asterios did what he could to help Miria direct the robust mana, but this was somewhat different than doing it to himself. He couldn’t take her place fully. She had to be the one to assimilate it. It was up to her to make use of this opportunity and turn it into a valuable benefit. As much as he knew her inside out, there were things that only she could comprehend.

And that thing was the power of her Werebeast lineage.

Miria, a little panicked at the moment, scared that she would end up wasting so much of the received energy and her companions’ goodwill, took note of it. She had been convinced that there wasn’t anything else to explore in that regard. The Elders had taught her everything, and she cultivated her bloodline to its purest form, achieving the full transformation.

That was supposed to be the apex.

But it wasn’t.

It was her limit.

Not the end of the path.

And so, she was going to break it.

First, she did something so bold that she would have never expected herself to dare to. Miria grasped at her master’s mixed draconic energies and… provoked them. She issued a challenge. And they responded immediately.

Even Asterios was surprised at the sudden surge that came out of him in a helix, assaulting the root of Miria’s spiritual lineage. She felt like the very base of her existence was crumbling, threatening to leave her with nothing, but she didn’t relent. Using the ferocious mana, she obliterated the foundation of her animalistic power, going up stage after stage until she reached the apex of full Werepanther peak, but didn’t let the fragments dissipate.

Extending her will towards Tia, she respectfully requested the Dryad’s source to assist her next. It didn’t hesitate, flooding her with the indomitable power of life and nature. She directed it to recombine the scattered pieces. What previously could be imagined as a fairly thin and long tree with separate crowns at various heights, including the top, now took the form of a short but thick trunk with a ginormous crest of branches and leaves at the very peak.

Miria led all of the cluster’s energy into that peak, forcing it to grow and expand, not forgetting to reinforce the base of the tree too as it reformed and solidified. Tia’s energy worked to its limits to piece everything together properly, leaving no cracks behind. Whatever mana Miria couldn’t infuse into the crown, the trunk, or the roots without making herself burst, she sent to her core, to her very source, feeling her mana reserves, capacity, and quality increase as it expanded.

Painfully, of course.

So much that it was pure torture.

But that didn’t matter.

It was nothing compared to her feelings or the prospect of torment Asterios would suffer seeing her crippled.

So, she battled, brawled, clashed, and struggled, feeling him support her through the entirety of the process, believing in her unconditionally.

It felt like hours passed with her diverting the cluster between her source and her improved lineage tree. Her mind was starting to get clouded, affectionately caressed and kept on track by Asterios and Tia, who didn’t stop their efforts for even a second. Miria wasn’t sure how long she would be able to keep going. She didn’t want to waste any more energy than she already had through her poor ability to manage such a fleeting thing.

Thankfully, she noticed the flow slowing down gradually until it fully dissipated. Almost missing that moment completely, she didn’t withdraw Ast’s fierce energies in time, and they rebounded, clashing with Tia’s mana as the sun’s power disappeared and disrupted the harmony they had achieved. With a pained shout, Miria was launched backward, her furry palms slipping from the grasp of her gentle allies.

“Miria!” Ast’s eyes shot open, and he jumped to his feet, his heart sinking at the thought of injuring her at the very end of her awe-inspiring effort.

Before he could lunge after his mate’s prone, unmoving form, an arm blocked his way, and he let out a vicious growl at the brave but stupid offender.

Tia didn’t even flinch under his murderous gaze, showing an expression full of compassion, understanding, but also firmness. 

“Don’t,” she addressed him softly.

His emotions partially soothed, he turned his attention to Miria, and so did the Dryad lady. The panthergirl’s frame twitched and shivered irregularly, quiet groans and whimpers reaching their ears as she curled into herself. Her body still glowed brightly, but the light gradually faded. It took everything for Asterios not to ignore Tia’s request.

But then, Miria brought herself up little by little, having a hard time not collapsing back onto the grass. She sat on her thighs and slumped forward, her fingers rolling into fists. Asterios and Tia waited with bated breath for her to meet their eyes and smile victoriously, gracing them with that cheerful grin so iconic for the adorable panther.

Instead, fur crawled up Miria’s skin in a blink, transforming her fully into the form she had taken outside of the Ancestral Plane, save for the lack of clothes. Yet, there was a difference. It felt like her muscles became more pronounced underneath that silky smooth black fur. They frowned as Miria’s frame, even while on her knees, seemed bigger than before.

As they examined their friend more, she threw her arms to the side, pushed out her bare chest, and roared into the air. The pressure of the thunderous shockwave drove them both back, but Asterios caught Tia and held them steady, fighting against the outburst. The roar continued for a few seconds before it ceased.

Miria rose to her feet with an aggressive posture, looking ready to pounce. She glared at them as her feline muzzle scrunched from the threatening growls escaping it. Her fierce irises swirled with a combination of black, red, and a smattering of gold, right behind her more vicious vertical pupils, now even more visible than before. And she truly was taller, at least a head more than Asterios.

“Go.” Tia nodded at her delicately. “Before your unconscious body finds an outlet for all this vigor on its own.”

Without a single word, the Werepanther girl blinked out of existence.

Sighing lightly, Tia turned to Asterios.

“You should follow her,” she said with a sly smile. “You don’t want to miss the show, do you?”

Before she could react, her lips were already joined with his, breaking the foxy giggle midway. Ast’s strong arms pulled her close, one palm resting on her tender behind, grabbing a handful of it, and the other securing a fistful of her dreaded hair. He explored her mouth hungrily as she shuddered in his powerful embrace, the initial surprise replaced by thoughts of him.

Drawing back and making her chase after him briefly, he caressed her cheek firmly. “We will speak later.”

And he blinked out of the Ancestral Plane too.

Tia stumbled, her fingers moving to her lips. She sauntered towards her throne absentmindedly, her steps a little unsteady. Falling into the wooden seat, she took a calming breath, her dainty palm moving to the center of her chest.

“Don’t act like a young maiden now… He even already mated you…” She felt her heart thumping furiously under her hand. “Focus. There’s still much to do. They can grow so much before they finish this journey. Make them stronger. For him.”

The old and wise Arch Dryad squeezed her thighs together, her teeth delicately sinking into her bottom lip as she grazed it longingly, peering into the outside world through his eyes.


Chapter 17
Bigger Doesn’t Always Mean Better

“How long has it already been?” Tina asked curiously.

“About half an hour or so,” Selene replied.

“Forty-seven minutes and thirty-one seconds as of now,” Abyss added nonchalantly.

“Right…” The Summoner girl giggled quietly. “It’s been longer than the last time, if I’m not mistaken. I thought it would be the other way now that the cluster didn’t attack us.”

The ladies and Umbra stood together a short distance from the meditating duo and watched as wisps of golden energy coiled around their bodies, coming from the artificial sun a little further into the massive chamber. Thankfully, it hadn’t tried burning them to a crisp with its energy, so things were much easier. Still, Asterios and Miria were taking their sweet time absorbing it, even if the girls didn’t intend to rush them or complain, of course.

“Look. It’s flickering more and more. I think they are going to finish soon,” Silvia pointed out.

Her observation was accurate as the floating sphere dimmed considerably in front of their eyes, the tongues of spiritual fumes thinning out. Then, it compressed into itself and disappeared with an echoing pop, breaking the connection with the pair. Everyone got ready for the massive earthquake that was supposed to follow, but nothing happened. The princess called for a few flaming orbs to illuminate the dark hall.

“How come the framework of this place isn’t crumbling?” she wondered out loud.

“That might be because the facility is already heavily damaged.” Althea hummed to herself. “With its foundation broken and cut in half, this might already be a defective state. We passed a few tunnels with collapsed ceilings. The big tremor might have already happened when the land was swallowed by the Titan.”

“It’s a very probable explanation,” Abyss supported the theory. “Most circuits were disabled, including the majority of patterns in this chamber. However, with the disappearance of the energy cluster, this place is going to become even weaker. We shouldn’t remain here for too long. Luckily, your friends are back.”

Everyone’s gaze moved onto the duo, and a second later, they gasped in surprise as a powerful spiritual wave exploded from the pair. Shielding their eyes, they saw black mist envelop Miria’s figure in a similar way to how it always did when she was about to assume her beast form. That made them confused since the panthergirl already was in her most powerful state, her skin completely covered by fur and her face shaped into that of a cute but deadly feline.

Their confusion only grew as the spiritual obstruction expanded in volume and size. They watched as it reached the very ceiling, which wasn’t that low, before bursting outwards with another shockwave, this time followed by a deafening roar that forced the ladies to cover their ears. As soon as it passed them and smashed into the walls, they all froze, the resonating battlecry still filling the area.

What stood before them was Miria, but also not. Their friend had grown not just taller but also bulkier, her muscles more pronounced and well-defined. The greatest change was the general size, though. Miria’s new form rivaled that of another bipedal entity they had fought in the past, a Voidtaur. If not even Asterios himself in his draconic shape. 

Additionally, it looked like her hair had been absorbed into her silky smooth fur, her feline head now no longer sporting long dark strands that cupped her cheeks. Yet, it still bore the distinct features of the ferocious yet adorable panthergirl. The last thing wasn’t exactly a change but more of a disappearance. Miria’s clothes had evaporated during her transformation, making their athletic friend appear completely nude. Naturally, most of her secrets were hidden away by the black fur, but the distinct shape of her perky chest and the dark tips topping the moderate peaks were unmistakable.

As they all gaped at Miria while completely stunned, the panthergirl gazed back at them with a mix of black, red, and gold swirling behind her vertical pupils, glowing with power. Her ear twitched, a soft grunt tickling it, and she glanced down. Asterios was coming to after her, and looked up briefly, before directing his attention to the front again and swiping down his face.

He immediately made a double take, and their eyes met, his wide to the brim. Asterios definitely hadn’t expected to wake up between Miria’s legs. And quite literally at that, as she had grown so much he could comfortably stand underneath her without a problem. However, his head would then end up just short of brushing against the apex of her femininity, fully visible from his current angle. Judging by how she stood still while staring at him, clearly blushing heavily under all that fur, she knew exactly what kind of sight greeted him from down there.

Getting up carefully so as not to accidentally tickle her sensitive parts, Asterios was preparing to tease his huge mate a tiny bit, but a strong quake almost caused him to fall again, interrupting him before he even opened his mouth. The sound of something scraping against stone reached everyone’s ears, and they turned towards the entrance to the room, jumping closer to the duo and hastily assuming a defensive formation.

In just a moment, the head of one ugly eel popped out of the passage’s opening, barely fitting in it. The rest of the monster followed it as the shadowy beast rushed into the chamber, releasing furious shrieks. Its yellowish eyes locked onto the group, and it hissed like a snake.

“Seems like this place wasn’t full of only weak monsters.” Selene chuckled wryly. “It looks rather angry. Do you think it enjoyed basking in the glow of the fake sun?”

“No doubt.” Silvia nodded, floating a little bit higher in her flaming form. “Let’s take it down quickly before we—”

“I’ll handle it,” Miria cut her off with a ravenous grin. “There’s so much energy coursing through my body, it feels like every bit of me is tingling. And I really want to test my new strength.”

“Then go and have fun.” Asterios ruffled the fur on her leg, peeking up at his eager mate.

She, in turn, patted him on the head as if he were a small doll and giggled to herself at making him stumble. Crouching down, she lunged forward and got on all fours. The mist swirled around her again, and in a blink, she turned into a panther, retaining her impressive size, charging straight at the eel.

Selene raised a brow at Asterios, but he shrugged dismissively. “Wasn’t me. Looks like she can now do this on her own. I’m honestly curious what she’ll show us.”

And so, everyone’s attention was back on the upcoming fight. The serpentine monster slithered through the air like its relatives earlier and lunged at the feline before it, its jaws splitting wide. Miria avoided the bite and sank her own fangs into its tough black hide. The monstrosity hissed in agony and flailed around.

The panthergirl tried to jump away before it coiled itself around her, but she bumped into the ceiling, cursing herself internally. Her new size was awesome, but inside a limited space, it was going to be troublesome. Even she knew that much. The tightening grip of the eel’s elongated form starting to squeeze her was proof enough.

Wasting no time, Miria morphed back into her new humanoid form and growled viciously as she made use of her hands and feet to loosen the bindings holding her down. With a surprising show of strength, she achieved that feat easily and began pounding her fist into the monster’s head while choking it with her other hand. They rolled around as they brawled, growls and hisses coming out of the violent tumble.

Finally getting the upper hand on the slimy bastard, Miria pinned it down under her knees and clawed at its long body, dodging the small lunges and bites aimed at her muzzle. She paused briefly when something moved at the edge of her vision, and she found two girls, Tina and Silvia, ahead of her. Instantly realizing that she had ended up in the middle of her friends, Miria became painfully aware of the direction in which her butt was pushed out. Taking a peek down her nude front and between her muscular thighs, she found it facing her beloved mate out of everyone else.

“Master…” An embarrassed whine left her lips. “Don’t... look…”

Asterios smiled apologetically but couldn’t listen to her request. In the end, he wanted to be ready to take action if she needed his help, and Miria understood it well. As much as she appreciated this, it still didn’t change how shameful of a display she was putting on in front of him and her sister-mates.

The cause of all that tried to yank itself free, and she snarled at the daring eel. Channeling all her embarrassment into her strength, she rolled to the side and smacked its skull against the pavement, hearing it crack alongside the floor. Roaring fiercely, she threw its body away from them. It smashed into the wall with a powerful thud and tremor, creating a deep indent in the white stone. Yet, the dazed beast struggled back into the air with wobbly movements.

“Why is its hide so tough? Even my sharpened claws can barely scratch it!” Miria complained while getting on her feet. “I would like to see how you deal with this!”

She swung her arms to the sides and tensed her posture, growling loudly. Suddenly, her fists went up in flames, pure crimson fire licking the air above them. And it was only her hands, the rest of her arms remaining untouched by the vicious heat that had clearly come from Asterios. Roaring in a challenge, she swiped her claws in front, sending ten merciless blades of inferno at her opponent.

“Impossible…” Althea whispered, covering her mouth in disbelief. “She didn’t…”

That caught Ast’s attention, and he frowned at his mentor. “What’s the matter?”

“The mark…” the Dragon lady pointed at Miria’s back.

Surely, through the thick hairs trying to hide it, the same patterns that Tia had drawn on Miria’s back while inside his Ancestral Plane were glowing with a golden radiance. The light made itself visible during her erratic movements, the panthergirl currently chasing after the evasive monster while riddling its flesh with deep, instantly cauterized cuts. She juggled between melee strikes and ranged swipes, even throwing in an actual Fireball she tossed at the eel after gathering enough energy between her hands.

“Is there something wrong with it?” He began feeling a little concerned seeing Althea’s overwhelmed expression.

“Not with this particular one, but…” She swallowed thickly. “It’s another of the reasons why Dryads are so sought after by True Dragons. Insane regeneration is just one of them. The more experienced and older individuals are often masters of not just life energy but also soul. In the end, they switch between a spiritual and physical state while living inside their Trees.”

“That much I understand.” Asterios nodded, still focusing on Miria’s fight as much as he could, listening alongside others to the green-haired lady explain things.

“Not many True Dragons remember this now, but in the ancient past, there were some Arch Dryads in their peerage who were forced to come up with ways to strengthen their masters even further. They designed an inscription applied directly to one’s very core, their source. Such a thing, when used on a member of a True Dragon’s retinue, was said to be capable of turning someone with completely no potential into a real genius. Similar to draconic bonds and contracts, it further linked master with servant, directly synchronizing their sources, allowing the recipient to freely use every bit of draconic energy as if they had a perfect affinity with them and without the need for direct permission,” Althea summed up.

“That sounds way too nice for True Dragons,” Tina commented suspiciously.

“You are right, of course.” The Lesser Dragon chuckled wryly. “It was a double-edged sword, further sacrificing the recipient’s very own existence to their master. The owner could flood the slave with as much energy as they wanted to with such unlimited access, turning the poor individual into a walking bomb. I’m sure you can imagine the scale of havoc an exploding source can wreak.”

Asterios shivered, recalling Grea’s warnings and jokes about such things.

“Or the Dragon could literally descend into the person’s body and use it as their own from a safe distance,” she continued a bit uncomfortably. “For a short duration. No matter how high one’s affinity is, it’s impossible for them to handle a True Dragon’s very existence. But, such a strategy is used exactly for that, to quickly use the strongest moves before the soul and body burn away. A sacrificial pawn, just like the other one.”

“Then Miria…” Selene gazed at her beloved friend worriedly.

“Is safe,” Althea quickly reassured her and the rest of the party. “Her inscription has no drawbacks. No True Dragon would ever apply it like that as the recipient is freely able to use all their power against them, as long as they manage to fight back the draconic influence from the bond, of course.”

“I thought the girls already could draw on my energies freely,” Asterios commented.

“Yes, but that’s just you allowing them to do so, and it’s completely different too.” His mentor waved her finger at him. “They are drawing on your mana to strengthen themselves and fuel their techniques, things they already know and are experienced in. Miria’s senses grow sharper. Selene’s spirituality becomes stronger. Tina’s spells achieve a new level. Silvia’s control over flames rises. And so on. It’s also a separate matter from them gaining your draconic features through exploring the bond and love you share.”

“This is all so sophisticated. True Dragons are too complex.” The Summoner Girl sighed. “But does this mean we can all get that inscription?”

“I don’t know.” Althea shook her head. “You’ll have to ask its creator. Everything I told you, I have learned from her anyway.”

A girlish giggle echoed in their minds, making it clear that the perpetrator had been listening in closely.

“I was going to do that later anyway,” Asterios admitted. “Let’s refocus on the matters at hand right now.”

As he said that, Miria appeared before them, using her shoulder to shield him from a desperate attempt at spitting weird acidic darkness at the group to give itself some breathing room as it was getting its ass whooped by the enhanced panthergirl. The eel was on its last legs, which it technically didn’t have at all, its form full of injuries.

“Ugh, I’ve made myself way too big for this place. And do I really have to fight that thing completely naked?” She grunted, her rather large behind hovering over everyone’s faces.

“Allow me to assist,” Umbra joined in.

A cloud of shadow flowed towards her and hugged her muscular figure. A dark toga materialized in its place, clipped at her left shoulder, and tightened around her waist. It hugged her body tightly while fully displaying her shoulders and legs.

“I guess I should have asked earlier.” Miria snickered. “Too bad I can’t use my blades. I would have finished it ages ago.”

“Try this,” Selene shouted from the side.

Glancing in her direction, Miria saw something already flying towards her. It was rather small compared to her current size, so she prepared to catch the weird black razor, slightly confused, when the spinning object suddenly expanded. Her eyes widened as it elongated while revolving through the air, and she grabbed the pommel of a perfectly-scaled sword with a slightly curved tip.

“Wait…” Her brows rose in surprise. “Isn’t this the artifact weapon Master used after the undead dungeon?”

She grinned to herself, feeling it resonate with her much more than in the past. The flames covering her fists sizzled out of existence as she took a battle stance with the sword by her side. The violet edge lit up before fire swallowed it whole, quickly condensed into an extension of it. Compared to Ast’s red and amber combination, this one was pure crimson, relying only on his energy. It didn’t look perfectly stable with multiple tongues licking the air as the surface shimmered, but for someone with no prior experience, it was still astounding.

Wasting no more time, Miria dashed after the wounded serpent, leaving a half-melted trench in her wake as the tip of the sword grazed the floor. The monster looked utterly frightened by this point and wanted to run where it had come from, but an arc of ferocious energy interrupted its escape. The blood-hungry panthergirl was next to it in a blink, swinging the glowing blade with pure glee. Her opponent dodged here and there, but she slashed it into pieces, creating deep marks in the walls.

With one last effort, reduced to one-third of its previous length, the pitiful monster spat in her general direction and slithered toward the darkness of the nearby passage. More offended than hurt, Miria gripped the weapon strongly, fanning the flames greatly. She cleaved horizontally from side to side, and a massive wave of fire surged forward, covering the entire width of the chamber. It evaporated her enemy in a flash before digging into the white blocks further than they could see, splitting them in half.

Silence descended upon the vast hall as she made sure that it wasn’t simply playing dead somewhere out of her sight. Confirming her kill, Miria turned towards the group and beamed at everyone. Two insanely powerful leaps later, she landed in front of them and started hopping up and down gleefully.

“Did you see that, Master?! I was able to copy your move! And I’m so much stronger! This is incredible!” she gushed at him excitedly.

“Yes, I can see.” Asterios chuckled warmly. “That and much more thanks to your energetic delight.”

Noticing where his eyes were directed, Miria stopped immediately and squeezed the flapping fabric that was Umbra closer to her tummy, no doubt blushing furiously for flashing them her privates. Black mist swirled around her figure a moment later, and she shrank down, reappearing before him in her usual size, shape, and even wearing her full gear once more.

“I will need to think of something for when I shift into that new form.” She looked aside bashfully. “My current clothes can’t stretch that much.”

“Oh, you are back to normal?” He examined her curiously, roaming his gaze over the same Miria with whom he had sat down in front of the cluster earlier. “I thought we would need to get used to your new appearance.”

“No, no, no!” She waved her arms between them. “The urge to transform was just so strong that it affected even my spiritual form in Tia’s home! I much prefer being the shorter one, Master! Or are you bored of my lean body already?”

Asterios stepped into her personal space and embraced the uncertain feline affectionately.

“You know that’s not going to happen ever,” he insisted, smooching her rounded ears with a myriad of kisses while his palms explored her exquisite fur and athletic physique beneath it. “Whichever form you assume, the slim and deadly one or the buff and strong one, I will always appreciate this gorgeous body of yours.”

“Ehehe~” Miria purred into his cheek lovingly. “I don’t think I can easily expand my muscles without growing in size, so you might be stuck with this form of—”

The ground shook, interrupting her. Everyone’s attention snapped to the exit, where massive cracks began forming, running outwards the fissure dug out by the panthergirl’s blow. Things were getting more and more shaky by the second.

“Uhhh… I don’t want to interrupt, but I think we should take this outside…” Tina chuckled quietly.

“I’m going to be the first one at the gate this time!” Miria announced and jumped out of Ast’s arms.

After two steps, she dove into a patch of shadows as if she were jumping into a pool and disappeared.

“That little…” Asterios snorted and plunged into the ground too.

The remaining ladies exchanged glances before turning to Umbra, who snickered in amusement and transferred them through his own ability, chasing after the pair who had gotten the head start.

Miria was going to be quite sassy for a while, wasn’t she?


Chapter 18
Perilous Gamble

Three dark smudges flew through the trembling corridors of a crumbling facility. Each shadow zoomed and zipped from corner to corner, trying its best to take the lead or retain it. While the roughest, slightly unstable one had been the first to take such a position, it soon yielded to the more experienced challengers. It wasn’t left in the dust, but it definitely struggled a little as the trio’s formation continuously changed. 

Unbeknownst to them, the winner had already been decided, standing at the end of their path since the very moment they crossed the starting line.

Due to the impending collapse of the once pristine and thrumming with power tunnels, numerous residents trampled over each other and even fought directly to escape their cruel fate. Various monsters touched by the darkness, shadows, void, and other aspects ran a deadly marathon. Their actual numbers surprised the trio of contestants, but ultimately, they didn’t care.

Only their competition mattered.

In just a few minutes, the finish line appeared in their spiritual sight since they could not use their eyes in their current state. They pushed themselves to their limits for the final straight and slipped through the gap like the wind. Each shadow then coalesced over the ground and revealed its identity.

The first one represented more than just one person as a group of beautiful girls and ladies emerged from the pooling darkness, victorious smiles adorning their gorgeous faces. The second one turned out to be a white-haired man who cracked his neck two times and sighed dejectedly at his performance. And lastly, a winded beastfolk female literally popped out of the floor with more speed than expected and squeaked in shock before landing on all fours, her breathing fairly labored.

“Master made it look so easy… Haaaaah…” She stood up with some trouble, accepting the man’s shoulder as her support. “It felt like I was going to break out of it so many times on the way here…”

Asterios chuckled and gently rejuvenated Miria’s exhaustion with one of his spells fueled by his potent natural energy. “Yet you didn’t. For your first time, it was truly impressive. Recall how long it took me to become comfortable with it. Right, Umbra?”

The entity behind the success of the all-female group of passengers tipped its fancy hat. “Indeed. It’s a result worthy of all the praise.”

She beamed at them proudly but quickly looked into her mate’s eyes. “It’s all thanks to you, Master. And Tia, naturally. Honestly, it feels like cheating, but I already promised myself to try and not feel bad for it. In the end, my goal is to keep getting stronger so that I don’t lag behind everyone. With Selene getting her eleventh tail, Silvia achieving her flaming avatar, and Tina contracting a real Lesser Dragon, my simple Physical Strengthening was starting to look weak.”

“If Professor Grea heard you talk like this, she would spank your butt.” Tina smirked lightly. “She’s well aware that her offensive prowess leaves much to be desired. Besides, your main strength came from your compatibility with Ast’s techniques. Which has now soared right through the roof.”

“She is right.” Asterios patted Miria’s fluffy hair, now back on top of her head. “Maybe it’s you who should actually be the master in this relationship, with me being your familiar, considering how quickly you grow.”

The girls chuckled at that idea while Miria’s tail adorably swished from side to side as she squirmed timidly.

“So, what was all that?” Selene asked what most of them, if not everyone, had been wondering for a while now.

~I’ll explain everything in a second.~ Tia’s mischievous giggle echoed through their minds. ~But first, I would advise you to get out of this spire. You weren’t the only ones rushing for the exit.~

At her words, they became acutely aware of the sounds and noises from behind the broken gate, which were rapidly gaining on their location. While there was no doubt that the door would have held the stampede in its prime, that couldn’t be so certain in the current age.

“Ah, shit…” Asterios groaned quietly.

Not waiting to see who would win the second challenge, the gate or the monsters, they made a run for it right away. It was quite fun and entertaining sprinting up the spiraling stairs while catching a few glimpses of Umbra’s past. They didn’t want to miss those by diving into the shadows again, and since the situation wasn’t as critical as minutes ago, they could tackle it at a more leisurely pace.

Arriving at the top and gathering at the flat platform, they felt a deep shudder at the base of the tower, followed by ominous rumbling. Asterios shifted into his fully draconic form, and everyone hopped onto his back, launching into the air atop their black-scaled True Dragon. A few flaps of mighty wings later, they watched Umbra’s house from above.

A flood of monstrosities burst out of the opening like a water fountain with somewhat thicker and more irregular droplets. Many beings peaked at certain heights and began falling as the stream of creatures continued to flow. Noticing the weird phenomenon, the Shades dropped whatever they had been doing, mostly praying, and floated into the air to surround their monument of worship.

“Intruders!” one screamed.

“Heretics!” another shouted.

“Kill enemies of the Lord!” someone else ordered.

With a unanimous battle cry that sounded more like a symphony of screeches, the billowing entities descended onto the monsters. Asterios couldn’t hold in his snicker as their forces resembled pieces of dark cloth trying to entangle someone. Although these pieces of cloth had limbs that they could seemingly mold into dangerous shapes.

The Holy War began.

“Are we going to… help them?” Miria asked curiously. “It’s kind of our fault, isn’t it?”

“No need,” Umbra dismissed her concern without much care. “They can handle themselves. Since they keep staying here regardless of my opinion on that, they can at least clean up once in a while.”

“Fair.” Asterios nodded his fierce head. “Let’s find a safe spot to land and have a chat while watching how they fare.”

He brought them to a relatively faraway patch of ground, and everyone slid off his back, landing on the disturbingly white rock. Thinking of it now, if everything were like this in the pocket dimension, they would have had a hard time locating the facility underground. The two colors were basically indistinguishable. It was much easier next to the Darkling village.

“How long are you going to keep glowing, Ast?” Silvia asked with a trace of a smirk at the edge of her noble lips.

Asterios had only just returned to his original form and took a look at himself. Surely, the golden radiance emanated from his body just like when he had absorbed the cluster during the first attempt. His gaze moving onto his feline mate, he saw no hint of such light.

“Curious. I thought it would be Miria who was going to be like this after our ritual,” he shared his thoughts with everyone.

~We have redirected lots of energy into her, but it sticks closely to you thanks to your third source,~ Tia said. ~She shares your affinities now, but that doesn’t mean copies of your Dragon’s Hearts or standard sources are inside her. You are still the key to everything.~

Nodding lightly, Asterios pulled out the damaged badge and held it tightly in his hand. As expected, the radiance transferred into it with some invisible and undetectable force, taking all the remnant mana away. Once more, the light coalesced over the broken-off edge and reconstructed the ancient token.

“How many more do we need to make it full?” Miria peeked at it over his shoulder.

“If the sections are more or less of the same size, that feels like three or four?” Althea squinted at the sharp yellow lines.

“I wonder if that’s the number of all remaining facilities.” Umbra stroked the outline of his chin.

“I don’t think so.” Asterios shook his head. “If they shared equal bits of its shape, that would mean there are still twice as many out there. Remember that we got this thing half broken, or from a different perspective, half whole. The real question is what is it for?”

“Seems capable of opening entrances related to that person’s energy,” Abyss joined in with her neutral tone. “A key or an identification plaque. There’s no way he would have dropped it during one of his visits when he was carrying out his devious plan and not noticed, right?”

The girls shared a glance, then all looked at Asterios.

“Never say never.” Tina shrugged, and they all chuckled.

“It would be funny if his grand scheme was foiled due to a tiny act of negligence.” Miria grinned. “Did it get any new functions?”

“None that I can sense,” Umbra replied thoughtfully. “But its current ones should have been enhanced.”

“Alright.” Asterios pocketed the artifact away. “Let’s discuss everything that happened before we decide on our next steps.”

The girls brought out a picnic mat and some snacks, setting everything down atop a decent outcrop to keep an eye on the spire. They poured each other something to drink and dove into the various dishes, fruits, and processed food collected just for this trip. Miria was unbelievably giddy and all smiles, sitting next to Asterios and feeding him anything he laid his eyes on. But the others didn’t blame her. She had all the reasons to be happy.

~I shall start then, since I can feel your anticipation.~ Tia broke the comfortable silence. ~Althea has aptly summed things up back in the facility. At first, I only intended to help Asterios and Miria enhance her potential as much as possible with the cluster’s energy, but standing before the two of them, I came to the conclusion that I’m unnecessarily holding back, my instincts still not fully adjusted to the existence of such a kind and loving True Dragon.~

“That’s when you decided to bring up the inscription,” the Dragon lady pointed out.

~Yes. Looking deep into my heart, I felt comfortable enough to share my secrets. Even if someone does take notice of them during your journeys, there’s nothing they can do to steal them since I’m technically no longer alive. They can’t use you to find and capture me. The only known method is to seize my Tree, which is gone, and I don’t think my current one is willing to get seized, even if it wouldn’t work in the first place,~ the Dryad reasoned. ~I’ll answer the question regarding potential candidates for the inscription’s application. Miria was the best prospect. I don’t mean any offense by it, but the value of your potential was fairly low on your own.~

“I’m not offended since I know it’s the truth.” Miria smiled sadly. “Or was, actually.”

~With that in mind, you were the perfect vessel for this ritual. To make it easier to visualize, think of the adventurer ranks of Ast’s world. The gap between F-rank and S-rank is larger than between B-rank and S-rank. And the bigger the gap, the stronger the effect since there’s more space to fill up with carefully shaped potential.~ Tia hummed to herself. ~I’m currently analyzing if and which of you are suitable for this too. I’m afraid Selene is out of the question due to the nature of her advancements, which are strictly related to the cultivation of oneself. It could hurt her more than help. Silvia is in a similar situation, albeit her methods are a tad different. Althea is out due to being a Lesser Dragon. The gap thing. Tina and perhaps Grea could work, but this might interfere with their summoning capabilities.~

“That sounds so tough to figure out,” the fiery princess commented. “And extremely situational.”

“True, but mostly because those who used this technique didn’t care about anything other than their personal benefits. Their pawns would end up dead or crippled anyway,” Althea said with a disgusted sneer.

“I’m such a lucky girl.” Miria giggled and pecked Ast’s cheek sweetly.

“Since we more or less understand how this soul inscription works, what can you tell us about the rest of the things that happened to Miria?” Selene wondered out loud.

~You are better off asking the person in question in regards to that.~ The Dryad giggled. ~It didn’t feel like you only worked on your source, isn’t that right?~

“Yep!” The merry panthergirl bobbed her head up and down. “I really didn’t want the opportunity you and Master gave me to go to waste. Slowly reinforcing my source felt good, but… that would just make me a little stronger where I was already good. So I started looking around until I peered into my bloodline. Then I just knew it was the key. The Elders assured me that I was already one of the strongest beastfolk amidst the tribes. But compared to species like Selene’s, it was still nothing.”

“And so you used my violent Hearts to destroy its structure.” Asterios cocked his head back in understanding.

“You did WHAT?!” Selene shot to her feet, and everyone winced at her sudden shout.

Miria blinked numbly at her. “Uhhh… I heard you mention many times how important the foundation is and how it impacts one’s entire path… Since mine was just so-so, I figured I would… make it a little better?”

“By shattering your very bloodline?! You can’t abolish your foundation on a whim, stupid girl! You could have permanently crippled yourself and your entire lineage going forward!” the fox lady bellowed, leaning forward. “Think of your descendants! Your children!”

The scolded girl shivered with every sentence, curling into herself and Asterios. She continued looking remorsefully at her sister-mate’s furious face, her feline ears laid flat atop her hair. Ast’s arm wound around her waist and squeezed her side reassuringly.

Finished with her sudden outburst, Selene took note of Miria’s body language, and her expression softened, shifting slightly into a more guilty look.

“I… I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to shout at you…” The vulpine beauty glanced aside shamefully.

“I know…” Miria whispered, causing her fox friend to turn back. “And I know that I could have hurt myself really bad…”

“You did? Then why?” Selene’s brows pinched together.

“I was weak. I thought it was worth the risk. I had Master’s and Tia’s support. And Master said… that he would love me even if I ended up powerless…” the panthergirl admitted. “I made up my mind. If something happened, I wouldn’t blame anyone. I would be happy just to be Master’s supportive mate, taking care of all our children while everyone accompanied him on his journeys. But now, I understand I have been foolish. I didn’t think of the consequences hard enough. I didn’t know I could hurt… our kittens… Did I make a huge mistake, Selene?”

As Miria’s lashes fluttered to clear her eyes from the tears rolling down her cheeks and her lip trembled, Selene’s heart stung deeply. She almost choked on her breath and hastily walked over the picnic mat, falling onto her knees next to the panthergirl. Miria flinched but then froze when she was tightly hugged from the front and a shaky voice whispered into her ear.

“I shouldn’t have said that… You weren’t aware… None of this would have been your fault… I should have noticed how much attention you were paying to my carefree words… I should have noticed how desperate you were… As your friend, I should have been the one to teach you about everything…” The fox lady ran her fingers through Miria’s hair. “You are such a courageous panther… Few would even attempt something so outrageously dangerous, and fewer would pull it off… It wasn’t a mistake… You made a miracle, Miria…”

Slowly brushing her hand over Selene’s back, Miria smiled wryly. “I should have thought how others would feel, not just Master…”

Selene drew her face back, now also stained with a few tears. “Silly girl. We all know how big of a part he takes in your heart. None of us can dare to compete.”

As she wiped the trails off her furry sister-mate’s cheeks, the other girls scooted closer and warmly patted both of them over their shoulders and backs. They had stood aside earlier to give the beastfolk pair a moment to talk it out, knowing how much these two cared for each other, which resulted in it showing very emotionally. But, they still had to display their support as a family.

“How did you do it, then?” Selene asked after they both calmed down a little, Ast’s fingers helping out a lot by caressing their ears.

“Well, as Master said, I made his draconic energies destroy the… tree?” Miria scrunched her nose. “Then, I used Tia’s life energy to keep the fragments in place and reconnected them in a different way while supplying them with the power of the cluster.”

“This girl…” The vulpine lady looked into the sky and chuckled in disbelief. “You have no idea about the feat you have achieved. If Ronye or Lerisse heard about it, they would have fainted on the spot and then called you Esteemed Master after waking up.”

“You would have loved to see that.” The feline girl giggled impishly, and everyone laughed.

“What then?” Tina inquired, invested in the tale more than she would have expected.

“I rebuild this pattern while willing for the part at the top to be as vast as possible,” Miria continued. “I lost the ability to control the stages between, meaning that I can only be either in the one where my fur reaches up to my elbows and knees or the one where I’m like this. But, from this form, there’s so much more I can do now, including becoming bigger without Master’s spells and shifting into my animal form while so. I still need to explore every option, instinctively understanding only a few.”

“That’s already a massive improvement,” Silvia said. “Combined with what Tia’s inscription allows you to do, your power and capabilities increased multiple-fold. We are so happy for you.”

“Thanks.” The panthergirl grinned at everyone cheerfully as they all nodded in agreement.

“Your group continues to amaze me,” Abyss announced, capturing their attention. “You keep doing things that defy many rules and norms, not to mention customs and traditions. I’m starting to think you might be the best thing that could have happened to my Little Shadow and this realm.”

“Undoubtedly,” Umbra agreed. “I can’t wait to see what the future holds in store for Master and his peerage.”

“Right now, the future holds the location of the remaining clusters and the key to all of this,” Asterios responded. “And it looks like your shadowy friends are just wrapping their work up.”

It was as he had said. Barely any monster remained alive as the floating Shades patrolled the vicinity of the spire. Soon, the situation would be resolved. Thankfully, Umbra’s home didn’t suffer any additional damage from the cave-in, most likely due to the underground passages having already been cut in half on arrival.

“Where are we going to go next?” Tina glanced at him.

“Don’t know yet.” He shrugged. “But I know we will figure something out.”

“Why not try feeding the token more natural energy?” Althea suggested. “Maybe if you loop it through Miria, it’s going to provoke some kind of a reaction?”

“See? I can always rely on your smarts, ladies.” Asterios grinned while getting up, leaving Miria in Selene’s arms. “Let’s see if two clusters are enough to make this thing cooperate.”

They slowly packed up and headed for the surface.


Chapter 19
Beacon of Misfortune

Selene created a spiritual platform for everyone to hop onto, so Asterios didn’t have to shift. Miria grumbled under her nose a little at the lost opportunity, but since that also meant she could stay in his arms and keep getting pampered, she didn’t raise much of a fuss. They floated towards the black mirror-like surface on the ceiling while taking one last glance at the lands below.

The Shades had finished dealing with the monsters and moved to clean things up. Those shadowy guys worked quite effectively and devotedly, which wasn’t that surprising with their earlier displays. Umbra’s little personal dimension would soon be back to usual. Save for the slight change to the spire.

Before Ast’s party snuck out, Umbra joined them, having split up from everyone to exchange a few words with his worshippers. Since the Shades didn’t care for the remains of his enemies, they were going to simply get rid of everything, but the Duke instructed them to retain any parts that could turn out to be valuable. With so many materials, at least a few should prove to be useful in the future or even inside this dark world.

Leaving the restricted area, Asterios and the girls made sure that there was no more danger in their close vicinity, expecting another Titan or wave of monsters after their recent encounters. Thankfully, nothing jumped at them, and they could gather a distance away from the secret entrance. They found a cozy spot to land, stepping onto the ground.

“What’s the plan, then?” Tina asked. “Are you going to examine the broken sigil more, or are we going to try activating it or something right away?”

“Both, more or less,” Asterios answered. “I have already tried figuring it out before without it bringing any meaningful results. But maybe it’s different now that it has absorbed more energy. As long as Umbra doesn’t mind us messing with it next to his home, I’ll get to it.”

“There should be no problems.” His familiar nodded with clear permission. “The entrance isn’t that easy to pierce, and even if something manages to slip through, the Shades could use some more practice if I’m going to rely on them one day.”

“Oh, are you now going to raise a cultist army?” Selene teased with a foxy grin.

Umbra shook his head. “Nothing as grand. Let’s just say that I’m beginning to think slightly ahead now that the chances of our realm becoming open are slowly rising. I gotta discipline them a bit or they might even follow me into whichever world I’ll go to, creating unnecessary chaos for its inhabitants.”

“That could be problematic,” Silvia agreed, stroking her chin. “In the end, we haven’t even established enough worship for our Dragon Emperor for another deity to make an appearance.”

The person in question sighed tiredly while the ladies chuckled in amusement.

“Don’t worry.” The Lord of Shadows laughed too. “I’ll be sure to teach them the hierarchy correctly. They’ll know their place.”

Asterios glared at his treacherous companion, who was only making it worse instead of helping him out. Perhaps it was time for him to remind the sly summon who was the master in their relationship.

“We can deal with all that much later.” Miria was the one who actually changed the direction of the conversation back onto its rightful path, offering her beloved mate a loving smile. “What do you need me for, Master? Or are you first going to check the badge alone?”

“Give me a second.” He smiled back and ruffled through her soft fur.

She finally peeled off his side and skipped away to give him some space. Bringing the damaged piece out, Asterios took a good look at it once more. With his Draconic Sight, he had previously been able to spot some traces of energy past the recovered ethereal edges, but right now, it was possible to see the full schematic. Three more segments could fit into the empty section.

Simply roaming his eyes over it didn’t yield any further discoveries. So, the next part was to try and interact with it without a locked gate and a slot to push the token into.

Closing his eyes, he focused on his third source and felt Tia guide him with a gentle hand. She helped him draw nature mana from within, bringing forth the sunny aspect that had not yet been fully assimilated, adding this specific flavor to his energy. He could feel her sharing some of her own too, and while he initially rejected it politely, she mentally explained that it was an excess anyway.

As their power flowed into the palm-sized disc, it flashed brightly, shocking everyone. The violent shine quickly faded, turning into a spectral image of a curved surface hovering horizontally over the artifact, looking like a mesh of hexagons onto which someone dropped an iron ball in the very middle, creating a dent. It was golden, of course.

The shimmering image put everyone in awe. No one had any idea what it could be, but it was certainly pretty regal. Thinking that it maybe was some shielding spell, Selene tried to tap it, but her fingers went through the illusion without any resistance, disturbing it only briefly.

“This has to be some kind of information. Or a hint,” Althea mused. “Does it look familiar, Abyss?”

“Not in the slightest, I’m afraid.” The mocha-skinned woman squinted. “It could be anything, but I don’t think it has any offensive or defensive value.”

“I have a feeling like it’s missing something.” Miria hummed.

“No way. It’s not like one-fifth of the thing is gone.” Selene smirked, making the panthergirl roll her eyes.

“A bit less now, actually,” Tina pointed out. “Look. When Ast is infusing it with his mana, one more segment lights up.”

“You are right.” Asterios brought the object higher to let everyone see it better. “Oh. Now, this is interesting.”

“What is it, Master?” The panthergirl tilted her head, uncertain about what he had figured out.

“When you look at this golden net from below, there are some weird smudges on the sky,” he explained, moving the illusion around. “Can’t think of any use for this, though.”

“Maybe we need to find all the pieces before this thing fully activates,” Althea suggested. “Or at least two more so that the missing area is fully covered by the golden energy.”

“Possibly. But let’s try something else first.” Asterios lowered the object and walked up to Miria. “We’ll go with the loop theory first. Since you now share my affinities, you should be able to do this easily enough. Want to help me out a bit?”

“Always!” Miria beamed at him. “Just tell me what to do, Master.”

Placing a quick peck on his lips, she stood before him eagerly, her eyes glimmering with excitement.

“Hold onto it. I’ll transfer more mana into the badge, which should push the existing one towards you. Absorb it, guide it through your circuits, and return it when I give you the signal. If we coordinate our efforts properly, we should be able to push the mana at the same time and create something akin to a whirlpool,” he instructed his adorable mate.

With a resolute nod, she grabbed the disc with her furry fingers and closed her eyes to focus. A few deep breaths later, she was ready.

Asterios joined Miria a moment later and began. He forced another batch of natural power into the token, and she noticed the movement in a blink, pulling energy from the middle. The mesh flickered out of existence, but the token continued to glow. A few seconds later, Miria transferred the gathered power back, and Asterios repeated his actions. The girls gasped and covered their eyes, assaulted by another bright flash.

“Woah. It seems to be working.” Tina watched through her fingers. “Only one gap left.”

“Can’t we fill it with another person?” Selene thought out loud. “Althea?”

“I lack the fresh touch of the cluster’s mana, but it might be worth a try,” the Dragon lady hesitantly agreed. “Just in case, take a step back. It’s not exactly wise to join a rushing stream of energy in the middle of it.”

With a spiritual barrier raised to protect the others, she nodded appreciatively at the foxgirl and stepped towards the focused duo. Observing the flow intently, Althea chose the best possible moment to join in, touching the token too. But the moment she did so, something jerked, and a small shockwave burst out of the badge, pushing the trio away.

She wanted to apologize, Asterios wanted to assure her that it was alright, and Miria wished to complain that she was finally getting the hang of it, but words died right on their lips as they dazedly locked on the white-gold disc, which should have fallen to the ground. Instead, it hovered in the air while spinning slowly.

Then, without a warning, a massive pillar of light the width of an ancient tree shot into the sky, bathing the surroundings in a bright glow rivaling that of a real sun. The nearby area had most likely never been this illuminated before, and it looked quite weird for it not to be shrouded in almost complete darkness. But that wasn’t what was important at the moment. The mighty column continued its journey until it suddenly separated into three equal beams.

Each column rushed in a different direction, creating golden arcs across the pure darkness. They shot way ahead, hiding behind the horizon. Power buzzed around the weird object as the group observed the mesmerizing phenomenon. Not seeing any further changes, Asterios extended his arm and caught the badge in his palm. As he had expected, without feeling any heat, the light wasn’t meant to hurt, and it broke off the moment he fully covered the token.

“What was that?” Miria gaped at him with sparkling eyes.

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the pillar split into three when we need exactly just as many pieces to complete this… artifact,” Abyss commented.

“Did it show us where to get the rest of them?” Silvia watched the beams dissipate.

“Very likely.” The eerie lady nodded. “I have noted the locations so we don’t need to activate it again. I would advise against doing so for a bit.”

“Why?” The panthergirl tilted her head. “It’s like a guiding light, no?”

“Because it’s flashy,” Tina said. “The exact reason why we left Bryn behind. Not to worry anyone, but we were in the very center of this massive column. I think we should run.”

“Precisely,” Asterios agreed, turning to Abyss. “How far is the nearest place shown by the light?”

“With the usual pace? A few days to a week,” she replied. “Two of them are fairly near each other, but one is far away, completely on its own.”

“It would be better to start with the separate one, Master,” Umbra shared his thoughts. “We will then be close to the third if the second invokes some unexpected change in the badge.”

“As you say.” Asterios hid the token away. “Time to pack up, ladies. We’ll fly for a while, then find a spot to rest before going all in the next day. Get—”

“Master?” Miria interrupted him with a wry smile. “We might have a problem…”

He frowned at her, but soon after, his ears registered the problem too. It looked like Miria’s senses had advanced a lot if she could once more register things before him. That brought him back to the old days.

Nevertheless, he couldn’t let himself be distracted and shifted into a True Dragon right away. “Get on. They are coming.”

No questions asked, the girls were on his back momentarily, getting launched into the air in a flash. As Asterios flapped his strong wings and fueled himself with his draconic energies, they peered past his sides, and their eyes widened. A sea of creatures encroached on their position from all directions, from the smallest monsters to the massive Titans. Everyone wanted either a piece of what had caused the incident or a piece of those who had dared to bring light to the sacred darkness.

And unfortunately, Ast’s figure was spotted even though he himself was black on the black surface.

“Hold on!” he shouted, raising his efforts to the maximum.

They had never flown so fast before, everything becoming one huge smudge. But, even so, the ocean of death they were passing above was almost unending. So many furious entities wanted to get them that it wasn’t even funny. And amongst them, at least a bunch would be fairly strong.

“Some of the flying ones are gaining on us!” Althea shouted and conveyed the message mentally too.

~I’m taking over, Master,~ Umbra announced.

Asterios didn’t fight him, and his onyx Heart responded to the shadows that wrapped him and the ladies up, combining his efforts with his familiar. They dropped to the ground like a magic missile and plunged into the darkness, zipping between their enemies faster than before. Barely anyone caught a glimpse of them before they were long gone from that spot.

~Fight is inevitable,~ the Duke added. ~I’m bringing us to a more advantageous position. It’s not far.~

~I shall provide you with shelter if you manage to find a fitting place to hide in,~ Abyss offered in their minds. ~You should have no issues with that in the location Little Shadow is heading towards.~

And so they rushed through the shadows while Umbra and Asterios dodged and weaved their combined bodies. From time to time, they sent a spike or two into some poor creature, skewering it on their way ahead. One less enemy, and possibly a bonus chance that some other monsters would stop to devour their temporary ally before continuing the pursuit.

Soon enough, they arrived at their destination, gaining just a bit of distance between the edge of the bizarre ocean of pursuers. Clouds of dark dust floated into the air as the evil army charged at them from the front. At their backs were numerous scary mountains of different sizes as far as they could see. The terrain would definitely slow their opponents down. But it was also an opportunity.

“I’ll hold them back!” Asterios stated, taking an offensive stance in his draconic form. “Find us a cave or something!”

“I’m staying with you, Master!” Miria jumped off his back and activated her newly gained powers.

A black panther almost equal his size appeared next to him, then it suddenly lit up in crimson flames, which replaced its fur. Growling ferociously, it cracked its neck in preparation.

“Same here.” Selene mirrored her actions.

A white fox took Ast’s other side, just a bit smaller than him, its eleven tails dancing wildly behind its back as they gathered and condensed spiritual energy

“It’s been a while since I faced off against this many,” Althea said.

Next to Miria, an emerald Lesser Dragon appeared, hovering above the ground while its long body slithered as if in constant movement.

“I guess the duty falls onto us, then,” Silvia commented, rising into the air above everyone in her flaming form.

Tina joined her, borrowing the mystical flying ability of Lesser Dragons from her newest summon to simply float. “We really need to find a way to gain those big transformations. I feel like we are getting left behind.”

The princess let out a quiet chuckle. “You now understand how it was for Miria, then. Come on. Let’s leave the fun to them this time.”

“Sure. Their numbers make my skin crawl. I prefer this over that unwinnable battle.” The Summoner girl shuddered. “Take care, guys!”

Both of them disappeared into the mountain ranges, joined by Umbra. Finding a good hideout was a crucial job.

“Ready!” Asterios shouted as the ground quaked under the trampling steps of thousands of limbs. “Attack!”

He reached into himself and released a booming roar that echoed into the distance. The first line of pursuers paused, faltering in their desire for bloodshed. That gave him enough time to spool lots of onyx draconic energy and breathe ominous black flames tinged with whitish tongues right at the army.

At that exact moment, three other streams joined him on the sides. His clever mates had timed their actions perfectly, and their enemies were assaulted by fire of different shades.

Miria used his crimson mana to spew red draconic flames.

Selene invoked her rare blue spiritual flames with a ghostly appearance.

Althea called for her emerald breath, a force of nature on its own.

The first line of attackers was cooked alive.

Taking advantage of the brief shock, Asterios flapped his wings and dove into the chaos. Spinning around his axis, he swung his claws and sent arcs of dark energy to the sides, slicing through multiple monsters. Gathering the same over the edges of his wings, he continued ahead, cutting through their ranks at a great speed.

Something flashed above his head, and a red comet struck the ground before him, causing a massive explosion of deadly flames. Naturally, they licked his scales harmlessly. When they passed his head, he found the fiery feline in the center of the melted crater, grinning at him proudly.

There had been no comet, it seems.

Miria took off into a sprint, a wall of crimson flames rising behind her trail. She separated their enemies and closed them in shapes made of fire. Nothing could stop her heated claws as she slashed through anything in her path. Each bigger jump she made resulted in another explosion that burned everything to cinders.

Althea took care of her blocked-off targets, flying high above the battlefield.

Selene remained in the back, and the question of what she had been up to was answered a moment later. Massive orbs of swirling energy arced over her allies, lazily heading for the further ranks. But that didn’t make them any easier to dodge. Not with what happened on impact.

Every spot where the spheres landed burst with enough power to shake the ground. Domes ten times the size popped into sight, practically evaporating the poor monsters caught in their range. Cyan cupolas of death illuminated the battleground from the back, leaving deep pits wherever they landed.

But the bigger entities were finally starting to catch up.

~We found something!~ Tina informed the defense squad.

Receiving the location, Asterios retreated. “One last blow!”

His companions did the same, already aware of his plan. Gathering at their initial spot, they moved close to each other. Althea wound her body around Ast’s draconic frame, her snout poking forward underneath his. Miria and Selene leaned into his sides, bringing their muzzles as close as possible from left and right.

They all inhaled deeply.

At the mental command, they all released their breath attacks at once. This time, though, all streams were directed into the same path and fused into a thick pillar of black, red, blue, and green, the mixed shades flashing white now and then. The merciless inferno the size of their combined frames shot forward and annihilated anything on its path for hundreds of meters. With immense effort, Asterios dragged it from side to side, guiding their joint attack towards as many enemies as possible.

When they finally drew back, nothing but freshly melted stone appeared before their eyes. They could see the unending sea of dark entities past the edges of the glowing lake, but it would at least slow them down a tad. Before anything caught them from their flanks, they flew away, Asterios picking the flaming kitty into his claws while the other two soaring through the sky along with him.

Weaving between numerous peaks, he found the correct one and dove towards its base. Spotting the hidden opening, he slipped into the dark alcove, which was illuminated by Miria’s fiery fur right away. As they landed on the ground, darkness sealed the entrance, Abyss directing it with her mocha-skinned hand. Silvia and Tina stood next to her.

“That was awesome!” Miria cheered, shifting back into her humanoid form and jumping up and down before Ast’s snout.

Selene chuckled, coming out of her transformation too. “You are still on fire.”

“Oh! Sorry!” The panthergirl giggled timidly, noticing that she truly still had flaming fur, and the fire winked out of existence in a blink. “But you can’t tell me the last attack we did wasn’t epic!”

“There aren’t many places we could use that in, but I agree.” Althea smiled softly as she and Asterios joined them. “Now you can see how dangerous True Dragons can be.”

“It was a joint effort, though,” Asterios chimed in, shaking his head.

“True, but that doesn’t mean you can’t achieve something like that on your own in the future,” she countered. “Especially with two Dragon’s Hearts.”

“We’ll see.” He laughed openly, changing back. “Until then, I guess we’ll use Umbra’s realm as testing grounds if he doesn’t mind. Or Abyss.”

“Survival of the fittest, Master,” the Duke reminded him, and the world’s creator nodded. “It was their mistake to come after us.”

“You should take a break now,” Abyss suggested. “I’ll keep you protected from any prying senses. There’s a lot of ground to cover tomorrow.”

“Hopefully, this stampede passes until then.” Silvia sighed lightly, already out of her own transformation. “Since I was the one who found this place, I call dibs on sleeping in Ast’s arms tonight.”

“What? No!” Miria stomped the floor with a pout. “I showed off so much earlier! I deserve to be patted as I doze off!”

Snorting to the side at their clearly playful argument, Asterios walked up to the charming princess and pulled Silvia into his arms, peppering her delicate lips with a myriad of affectionate kisses as she embraced him back.

“I’m sure we can find a satisfactory compromise, can’t we?” He grinned at her, and she showed the faintest hint of a smirk as the corner of her mouth curled up.

But of course, that had to be planned. The clever lady knew Miria would most likely receive the most affection after what she’d gone through. Now, though, they would be able to share.

Women were sly creatures. Especially the future queens.


Chapter 20
Anchor Down

Waiting a few more minutes in silence to see if nothing would truly find them, the group began setting up their resting space. They could feel the slight rumbling outside as the constant stream of creatures passed through the mountains, still trying to catch up to them. With Abyss covering their butts, there should be no more issues for the time being.

“So, anyone knows what happened?” Tina asked after they were done bringing out all the necessary furniture, consisting of a table, a few chairs, and of course, a massive bed.

“With the broken disc?” Selene glanced at her. “All I saw was a massive flash after Althea touched it. Did filling the last missing part cause that?”

“I don’t think so.” The draconic lady shook her head, taking a sip of cold, fruity tea. “The reaction took place before I could fully join the equation and become part of the loop. But, at the same time, something did happen, as we all have seen.”

“You didn’t get to circulate the energy with us, but we felt your presence,” Miria said thoughtfully. “The mana in the token swirled faster, and that might have activated something perhaps.”

“That’s right. And I have a feeling that we would have achieved the same result if the two of us simply pushed harder, so don’t blame yourself for what happened,” Asterios added, meeting his mentor’s gentle gaze.

“I won’t,” Althea promised. “We didn’t get to study that weird net, but at least we might have found out the location of the other nearby clusters. Unless this thing points to something else entirely.”

“We’ll see for ourselves soon. Unless anyone has any other ideas we could explore before departing on a week-long journey?” He dragged his eyes over his mates, but no one stepped forward. “Alright. Let’s rest up properly. This realm isn’t easy on the mind.”

“Apologies.” Umbra bowed kindly, but everyone waved him off, not blaming either of the dark beings for anything.

Asterios chatted with Miria for an hour or two as she gushed about the changes from what she had done in the facility. They investigated, examined, and explored her body and mind thoroughly to understand everything as best as they could. The tattoo she now carried on her back intrigued everyone, so she stayed furless most of the time, soaking in their curiosity and awe with pride.

But the most fascinating thing was obviously Miria’s new ability to utilize all of Ast’s affinities. They tested a few things out, including her enhanced regeneration. It made Asterios a tad uncomfortable to see his beloved mate cut herself deeper and deeper, but he said nothing, knowing that the ladies had gone through pretty much the same feelings when he was the one doing it. Thankfully, since Bryn was absent, Miria agreed not to cut off her fingers or even limbs.

However, Tia insisted that the panthergirl wouldn’t be effective enough in such a situation since she lacked the direct support of a Dryad, only commanding the energies of life and nature. So, she wouldn’t heal up to the same level as Asterios, but she would still be able to continue fighting even with a sword to the chest if it missed her heart. For a frontline fighter, that was perfect, especially since she didn’t need to bother her Master for aid every single time.

After finishing their brief tests, they decided to call it a night. Slipping into the bed first, Asterios waited to see what was going to happen. As expected, Miria and Silvia approached him together and snuggled to his sides as he lay on his back. It looked like they were content with sleeping on top of him as their legs and arms rested over his frame, and their faces nuzzled his chest. He caressed both girls affectionately, running his palms over their smooth skin while kissing their soft hair. 

The panthergirl had the advantage of possessing a tail, which was the only thing the princess could be jealous of, as she couldn’t experience having it fluffed and stroked. But Asterios made sure she felt lots of his love too through his tender touch. As for the other girls, they gladly piled up next to them, choosing to embrace each other, and they all soon dozed off in the comfort of their little family.

In the morning, Tia woke them up with mischievous whispers and impish imagery that made a great number of girls sport a fair blush as they found Ast’s eyes. He admonished the frivolous Dryad while greeting his mates with lots of tender kisses. They ate breakfast in bed while laughing and talking, simply basking in each other’s presence, unbothered by their lack of attire. It wasn’t like anyone could see or spy on them anyway.

Finished with their preparations and feeling ready to tackle the next part of their grand quest, they grouped up behind Asterios as he faced Umbra and Abyss.

“The monster marathon seems to be finished,” the mysterious goddess informed them. “It should be safe to continue.”

“What’s the plan?” Asterios asked.

“I will be transporting you as fast as I can while she shall erase our presence when necessary,” Umbra explained. “Since this will take a moment, depending on all the variables along the way, we’ll be stopping to rest regularly. It’s more for your minds rather than our exhaustion.”

“We’ll leave ourselves in your capable hands.” Althea smiled at the Lord of Shadows.

He peeked out of the cave to scout their surroundings, and confirming that they were safe, the long journey began. For most of the time, Umbra slithered over the ground, avoiding unnecessary conflict and risks while Asterios and the girls sat tight inside his shadows. It was quite draining even if they weren’t the ones exerting themselves. Asterios and Miria took it the best out of them.

Fortunately, they figured out a way to make it easier to pass the time. Broadening their shared bond, they formed a stable connection between their minds, becoming one. It allowed them to enter a kind of trance while they conversed mentally and explored their heads. It allowed them to even experience actual sunlight and blue skies again as their imagination worked wonders. It was like they were living inside their memories for a while.

Something like that couldn’t be upheld forever without straining their minds to a similar extent as just bearing with the eerie form of transport would, so the group interlaced the periods of either, effectively training their psyche. That would prove to be useful in a place like this. Umbra was now more vigilant about any potential mental attacks, but it never hurt getting better themselves.

The first half of the trip wrapped up without any larger issues. They had almost been spotted a few times while moving through an extremely complex labyrinth of vile canyons, but otherwise had an easy time. Stopping from time to time so they could recover their strength, they were happy with their progress.

During the last few days of the journey, they experienced a change in scenery more pronounced than any minor differences they had spotted before. The ground resembled something akin to dark glittering crystal with a perfectly refined surface. It wasn’t completely flat and still assumed irregular angles like any other region. The edges were simply smooth, making everything appear as if someone had laid a thin blanket atop the entire region.

Additionally, instead of trees, flora, or rocky formations, the uncanny place was full of floating vertical pillars of the same crystal. Bigger, smaller, they all had the same shape of an elongated octahedron. Purplish streaks of energy zapped the air and ground in their vicinity, resembling lightning strikes. No monsters were in sight, but that didn’t mean no entities lurked around, hiding their presence.

~This is as close as we can get,~ Umbra said at one moment. ~Prepare to step out. And watch your footing.~

They had camped over this region a few times, but always in some kind of an alcove, wrapped up in Abyss’ energy, so it would technically be the first time they were coming in contact with the weird crystalized land. Their coachman stopped, and they emerged from the shadows. The second his darkness disappeared, Miria yelped and almost slipped, catching herself on Ast’s side.

“It’s so slippery!” She giggled awkwardly. “Why is it like this? I can’t put any weight on my feet! I’m not that clumsy! Or am I?”

Asterios snickered, fighting against the slickness too, albeit with much better results. “You are one of the most graceful ladies I know. Plus, you are a gorgeous feline, so no, I don’t think you are the problem here.”

Looking at the other women, that proved to be correct. Everyone struggled to a certain extent.

“It’s because you aren’t actually touching the ground,” Umbra explained, making a few of the girls frown.

Tina crouched down, almost falling flat on her face, but managed to lie on her belly. She immediately noticed that her body truly didn’t touch the crystal surface. Glancing at everyone’s feet, she further confirmed that they hovered a hair’s breadth above the ground. Sharing her perspective with her companions, she flopped onto her back and pushed herself towards Asterios, gliding over to him like she was on ice.

He laughed at her silly expression as she glanced up at him from below and carefully helped her up, taking the fine lady into his arms. “How can this be?”

“The static energy infused with mana forms a layer over everything,” Abyss shared thoughtfully. “That’s why everything looks so glazed. It’s not by my design. What happened here?”

“A failed spell,” the Duke answered. “The caster was gravely injured during the preparation, and it went out of control. Also, this is still the very edge of the blast. We are nowhere near the epicenter yet. Where I’m afraid the golden beam is leading us to.”

“It shouldn’t surprise us anymore that the facilities are in the middle of post-cataclysm zones,” Selene commented. “They are like magnets for conflict and war.”

“Will we be able to dig through this?” Althea tried tapping the surface stronger and stronger, but didn’t even reach it. “We might have a bit of a problem searching for the underground vault.”

Umbra snickered. “Don’t worry. We won’t have to. While it certainly will be problematic, it’s not for the reasons you think of. You’ll understand when we get there. Should I help you move?”

“No need. This might actually be fun. As long as nothing ambushes us.” Asterios completed his half-draconic transformation and flapped his wings.

Propelling himself forward, he slid over the mystical crystal with a chuckle, swinging his legs to control the momentum and direction. He had to fight for both, but it was very entertaining. Besides, it could double as an eccentric practice method.

Miria clapped her hands joyfully and maxed her bloodline without growing. Crouching down, she managed to somehow leap forward, over a much smaller distance than she had expected, but it still sent her sliding as she landed just like her beloved master. She almost crashed into him, but he jumped over her, both of them laughing merrily. The others soon joined them through their own means, and the whole party glided forward while bumping into each other.

They were having a small race when Umbra’s shadows suddenly stopped them in their tracks and gathered them together. Surprised, they glanced at their friendly butler.

“We are here,” he announced. “You wouldn’t want to suddenly drop into the bottomless pit, would you?”

A bit confused, they peered ahead, and after a few seconds, they finally noticed the almost seamless transition between the crystal ground and the lack thereof. Asterios carefully flapped his wings to bring himself closer and peeked past the smooth edge. A gigantic chasm stood before him, reaching further ahead and to the sides than he could see. It was completely dark, glittering just like its walls.

“This is the very middle of the explosion. As you can see, it was quite powerful.” Umbra let out an echoing chuckle.

“What’s even capable of so much destruction?” Silvia pondered out loud. “Does this hole ever end?”

“Legends say no, but maybe no one simply dared to seek the bottom,” he replied.

“Isn’t this pointless?” Miria groaned. “There’s no way the facility exists after the spell was set off. Just look at the size of this thing. Looks like we wasted our time.”

“I wouldn’t say so,” Abyss joined in. “I can feel the traces of the cluster’s spiritual signature in our vicinity. He might have wrapped it up in enough protection that it was pushed to the very bottom while experiencing the blast or such. I think the badge wouldn’t direct us to inactive power sites, or else it would have shown the ones we already visited.”

“Sounds logical,” Asterios agreed. “How are we going to descend?”

“Jump,” the Duke responded mirthfully.

He blinked at his familiar, then stared into the glittering abyss. Selene shrugged and did as he’d suggested. Everyone got ready to join the fox lady before she plunged too far ahead, but they paused after witnessing the perplexing sight.

“Wha—” The fox-eared goddess waved her limbs chaotically.

After dropping below the ground level, Selene’s descent suddenly stopped. Her body began rotating in random directions as she floated up with velocity matching her fall. She was launched slightly into the air before sinking below the invisible surface once more. Everyone’s eyes followed her bouncing up and down repeatedly in the middle of nothing while Umbra kept snickering behind them.

When she lost all the momentum and found her bearings, her body hovered in the air vertically, her head being the only part poking over the edge of the chasm. They noticed that depending on how far to the sides their white-haired friend extended her arms, the depth at which she hung changed, either lifting or bringing her down. Utterly flabbergasted, she stared at the group on the shore.

“What is this sorcery?” Selene inquired, leaning to the back and being raised equal to the ground level as she lay in empty air.

“This is the source of the static-infused mana.” Umbra finally decided to fill them in. “It flows right from here and spreads over the crystal, creating that thin layer of invisible pressure. You are basically swimming in it right now as it tries to push you away.”

Miria suddenly dove into the hole and started paddling at a steep angle, moving lower and lower. At least until she stopped and was brought back to Selene in a flash. Breaking through the surface, she took a deep breath, then looked in the party’s direction and turned deep red.

“Oh. Oops. I think I have subconsciously held my breath.” She giggled shyly.

Trying to hide her embarrassment, she started swimming in circles around her sister-mate.

“I can’t believe I’m still getting surprised.” Silvia shook her head with a tiny hint of a smile.

“Right?” Tina chuckled next to her.

“Well, I guess it’s time we go diving in an invisible lake.” Asterios laughed. “Am I right to assume that the higher the mass, the easier it will be to descend?”

“Naturally.” Umbra nodded.

“Do you require assistance?” Abyss asked calmly.

“I’ll hold you onto that for now. I have an idea.” Asterios grinned while looking at the cheerfully panthergirl.

Sensing his gaze, she looked back at him and perceived his intentions as their eyes met. Also grinning gleefully, Miria hastily swam to him and hoisted herself back onto the ground, standing in front of Asterios while brimming with excitement. He chuckled and offered his cute mate a kiss. She was always so eager to be useful.

“We need to tie ourselves together with something durable,” he said to the others.

Althea pulled out a tiny sack from her spatial storage, unraveled the cord around it, and picked up a few greenish seeds. Hiding away the rest, she whispered to those gathered above her palm, and a trail of emerald mana wafted toward them. A moment later, they began to grow and expand, joining together. Waiting for Selene to meet them ashore, she then signaled her readiness, and Asterios nodded at her.

Tough but gentle vines wrapped themselves around everyone’s waists, including her own. She tested their strength by pulling forcefully, utilizing her draconic strength, but they held.

“Thank you.” Asterios shared a smile with his mentor. “Miria? Your turn.”

“Yay!” The panthergirl pecked his cheek and stepped aside.

The party watched her shift and grow until she once again turned into a feline beast rivaling Ast’s draconic size. Althea made sure the vines didn’t squeeze her too much, adjusting the diameter of the loop. The sizable panther let out soft growls and looked ready to pounce.

“I don’t think this will be enough,” Selene pointed out. “Wouldn’t your True Dragon body be heavier, my Lord?”

“I’m sure I’ll be getting a lot of smack for saying this, but she has the potential to be the heaviest of us all.” He smirked at her. “Let’s go.”

Miria roared and launched herself forward. Mid-leap, Asterios snapped his fingers, and a string of whitish energy traveled over the panther’s entire body. In a blink, her fur was replaced with an extremely smooth silvery surface, turning the feline girl into a living statue of reflective metal.

In the next moment, she dropped into the chasm like a boulder into a lake, yanking everyone after her.

“Youuuuuuuuuuu caaaaaaaaaaan’t saaaaaaaaay thaaaaaaaaat abouuuuuuuuuuuut aaaaaaa laaaaaaaaaaadyyyyyyyyy!” Tina screamed as they plunged into the darkness at breakneck speed.

They all just laughed while swinging wildly, trying not to hit each other.

Soon enough, they descended so far they couldn’t find the top anymore, and everything merged into one giant nothingness around them. They felt like they were falling through a glittering, starry sky. Asterios pulled himself closer to the silvery figure of Miria and hugged his metallic familiar, using his wings to direct them further to the center of the immense crater.

For a few minutes, they were alone in that eerie darkness, but at a certain depth, some creepy shapes started showing up. It wasn’t unthinkable for creatures to live down here, just like fish and other animals lived in the depths of an ocean. However, the disfigured horrors zipping past them turned out to be rather aggressive.

Umbra took it upon himself to protect the party and chased all the instigators away, smacking them with his shadows or outright killing off the bolder assailants. His menacing form swirled around the group, merging with the artificial night, ambushing the so-called predators whenever they least expected it. No one was able to get close to Asterios and the girls.

“Look there!” Silvia shouted after a few more minutes of falling.

Amidst the pure black background, the stark white and gold structure glowed like a torch. Everyone spotted the hidden complex floating a distance from and below them, not so hidden anymore. But, at their current rate of descent, they would pass it way before Asterios could bring them closer.

The others realized that too.

“We will help!” Selene announced.

She started pushing herself aside with celestial platforms. Tina strained her new flying ability to do the same. Silvia used flames to propel herself. Althea decided to focus on keeping the vines stable and watch carefully in case she needed to regenerate them.

Unfortunately, they didn’t make it in time, and the bright complex zipped upwards right before them.

“A little more!” Asterios ordered. “Then get ready to inverse!”

They combined their efforts until he judged them far enough to slip underneath the structure, then canceled his spell on Miria. The silvery panther returned to its natural state and immediately shifted back into their furry-eared friend. Instantly, the pressure struck them hard, and they began ascending even faster than they had been falling.

“Wohohohoho!” Miria cheered, hugging Asterios tightly. “This is so much fun!”

He chuckled but kept himself focused. Making sure he positioned everyone beneath the white chambers, he prepared to shift. Moments before they crashed into the outer walls of the complex, he turned into a True Dragon and flapped his wings, temporarily fighting against the current that pulled them upwards.

The ladies gasped and yelped at the violent tug, but their velocity dropped just enough to let them land on the structure without hurting themselves. Asterios carefully dropped between them, making sure not to step onto any of his precious lovers. Assuring that they were safe, he changed back and joined the ladies in sitting upside down below the hideout.

“Whew. That was real something.” Tina snickered, lying on her back with a pretty smile.

“Again!” Miria squealed excitedly. “Let’s do it one more time!”

“No way.” Silvia let out a charming laugh, shaking her head. “I have had enough falling for a lifetime.”

“You better get used to it.” Althea smirked. “With a True Dragon for a mate, you will spend more time above than on the ground at some point.”

“I take my words back, my Lord. Your plan was commendable. From start to finish.” Selene crawled to him, ending with her head in his lap as he played with her soft ears. “What exactly did Miria turn into?”

“One of the heaviest non-magical metals, platinum,” he replied, enjoying watching her relaxed expression. “It worked better than expected. Maybe we can see for ourselves if this chasm truly is never-ending when we have some free time on our hands.”

“I’m down!” Miria raised her hand eagerly. “Literally!”

They all chuckled and rested a moment before gathering up to find a way into the next facility.


Chapter 21
The Prelude to Dusk

“This is starting to get really disorienting.” Tina groaned as she sat up, or rather down, considering their current position.

They were literally on the ceiling, pushed into the bottom of the white structure from below by eerie spiritual pressure.

“Then we should wrap our business here quickly and leave this place,” Selene replied, coming closer to her to help the Summoner girl up.

“How come this building hasn’t dropped to the bottom of the hole?” Miria tilted her head cutely at Asterios. “I couldn’t have been heavier than this whole thing... Right?”

A few chuckles answered her as the ladies smiled mirthfully. She pouted at them, pinching her sides a tiny bit. Asterios shook his head and crouched to place his hands over hers and lead them over her smooth stomach.

“You are perfect, and you know it.” He placed a fluffy kiss on top of her nose. “And no, you certainly don’t and haven’t weighed more than this facility. Something else must be happening here that keeps it anchored at this specific position.”

“It might be the cluster,” Abyss chimed in. “From what I can see, while the walls and formations survived the blast, they didn’t escape its might unscathed. There is damage here and there, some of the sealed energy leaking through the cracks, interfering with the characteristics of this chasm.”

“That would explain why the building is not going up or down,” Althea said thoughtfully. “Not enough of the cluster’s mana must have been present in the first minutes after the incident, causing the facility to drop. Then, it coated the structure with a layer that reacted to the surrounding force, slowing down the descent until it completely ceased.”

“Well, thanks to that, we don’t have to dive any further,” Silvia commented. “Now, how are we going to get inside? It looks like the complex is in the right position, which would mean the entrance is somewhere on the side. It might be risky to peek past the edge, but at least we have the rope.”

“You said that the defenses are damaged, yes?” Asterios turned to Abyss.

“I did,” she confirmed.

“Do you think we are able to penetrate them in their weakened state?” he asked.

“And if we do that close to the cluster chamber, that would save us a lot of time,” Althea added, receiving approving nods in response.

“Under current circumstances, you might still have some issues destroying these walls,” the mocha-skinned lady answered. “You could manage it if you went all out, but that might attract unwanted attention and possibly disturb the spiritual state of things, affecting the anchoring.”

“Bummer.” Miria clicked her tongue. “I’m still too weak.”

“You have grown greatly, do not disregard that,” the all-powerful goddess reassured her with the usual neutral tone. “Besides, there is no need for you to waste your energy on this. Like with the first one, I shall lend you a hand. This is a piece of external influence, and I don’t mind affecting it.”

“Great.” Asterios got up with Miria, stumbling a little from the weird upside-down feeling. “Do you think we can dig straight into the cluster’s resting place, or will that trigger something? That way, we could make it a quick in-and-out without having to explore the entire labyrinth.”

“The cluster itself should be the final safety measure, as you have all seen before, so that sounds like a viable option,” she replied. “Follow me, then. I’ll be able to find the correct place without an issue.”

“Just watch your step, everyone.” Tina chuckled wryly. “I don’t want to have to repeat this entire sequence.”

The opinions on that were fairly split, but no one dared to ruin the plan just for a bit more fun. Grouping up, they walked carefully behind the floating lady. Seeing her nonchalantly glide through the air, the same as usual, made them realize that it didn’t matter at what angle and position she was. Abyss didn’t have to care about things like gravity or other external forces and could hover upside down whenever she wished to.

For a while, the image of her doing that under normal circumstances filled their heads, and they couldn’t stop sending each other silly smiles. That notion certainly fit the bizarre woman and her tendencies.

Since they had landed at the edge of the structure, Ast’s group had a bit of distance to cover. It didn’t seem like the cluster was put anywhere near the outer areas, which was logical. At first, they simply walked ahead over the surfaces of rooms and corridors, but soon it became obvious that this facility didn’t have just a single level, similar to the previous ones.

From that point, progressing forward became a bit more troublesome. Thanks to the vine they were linked with, they managed to slowly bring themselves to different floors, using the upwards draft and the rope to swing one person into the correct position and then join them one by one. The spaces separating the levels were big enough for a person to walk between, so at least that wasn’t an issue.

This facility felt different than the other ones from the outside. During their first infiltration, Abyss had to penetrate through quite a thick obstruction, but there was nothing like that here. The walls definitely weren’t thin, but the sizes were incomparable. Either every structure was partially unique, or the protective shell had been blown into pieces by the unimaginable blast.

Nevertheless, that didn’t matter much besides the fact that it made their job easier.

After about twenty minutes of moving through the tangle of white chambers and passageways, Abyss finally stopped. They arrived beneath a massive room, which had to be where the cluster had been placed. There were no other similar sites anywhere around, and they had taken a few peeks past what had to be the middle of the hidden complex.

“To not disrupt the connections too much, I will create a hole wide enough to fit a person,” the mysterious woman announced. “That should be more than you need to slip inside.”

“Can you do it as close to the fake sun as possible so that the path to escape is decently near if something goes wrong?” Tina queried.

“I can try,” Abyss replied. “My judgment should be fairly accurate, but I’m still operating from the outside, so there might be discrepancies in my detection capabilities. You will need to be ready for the orb to attack instantly if I miss.”

Waiting a moment for everyone to prepare themselves, she did what they should have expected she would. The girls did their best not to laugh at the amusing sight of the serious and collected person in front of them suddenly rotating their body by ninety degrees just to arrive face-to-face with the floor. She then extended her finger and began tracing an empty circle.

Ast’s party observed her intently, curious about the technique their powerful ally would be showing them. It didn’t look like the all-consuming sphere again. Finishing the shape, Abyss placed her palm in its middle, and the ring around it flashed purple. Her fingers phased through the white stone and curled in as if grabbing something. She didn’t push further than her wrist.

Then, she rested her free hand outside of the circle and twisted her immaterial one. With an audible scraping, the wheel turned. Bracing herself, Abyss yanked her phased arm back and pulled a long column out of the spot she’d cut into, judging by what was going on. The chunk of marble or similar mineral was three times as long as she was tall and about half as wide. Casually letting it pop out of the hole, she let go of it, and the big stick spun a few times in the air before getting sent towards the opening of the chasm.

Everyone waited with bated breath, but no attack came from the opening she had created. Things were quiet and steady. To further confirm that, Abyss bent herself forward and stuck her upper body into the cavity, surprising them a little. It looked even more comical from the outside, but they bravely held back.

When their dark-skinned friend retreated and rotated into the correct position, she gestured at the hole. “There seem to be no complications. The cluster is not responding, and I saw no creatures in the hall. You should be safe to move inside. I’ll remain here for obvious reasons.”

“Yeah, there’s no need for you to be anywhere close to that light,” Asterios agreed and looked at his lovers. “Same for all of you. I can handle it from here and come back to you in a flash. No pun intended.”

Miria giggled adorably but stepped closer to him with a worried expression. “Are you sure, Master? Do you need my help with it again?”

“I’m sure it’s still too early for you.” He kissed her forehead. “This is not something you can interact with so often. I promise I’ll be alright. I’m your True Dragon mate, am I not?”

~Allow Althea to join you,~ Tia spoke to him in his mind. ~It shouldn’t cause any problems for her, and the energy might prove to be at least slightly beneficial. Plus, I would like to meet my old friend while in my own body, even if not made of true matter.~

~I’ll gladly fulfill your wish,~ Asterios replied warmly. ~I want to practice bringing people into the Ancestral Plane as much as possible, so I welcome your help with it. Do you think it will take me long to be able to move everyone at once?~

~Unfortunately, yes. It’s not a simple feat. And not something True Dragons really do willingly, so there is not much known about the process. I’m glad I can influence it from the inside and assist you with it. Maybe Althea will be able to provide us with some insight after experiencing it once besides what she has already taught you about entering here,~ his Dryad partner answered.

Nodding to himself, he turned to his beautiful mentor. “I changed my mind. If Althea is willing, I would like her to accompany me. She does share some affinity with this energy, and I would like to see if bringing a Lesser Dragon into myself has any effect.”

“That’s a great idea, Master!” Miria beamed at him. “We’ll make sure nothing disturbs you, then!”

“Very well.” Althea walked up to them and gently patted the panthergirl’s ears. “I admit such an opportunity makes me at least a little excited.”

The ladies took positions around the circular opening and watched the duo wiggle out of the vine so they could jump inside one after another.

“Woah!” Asterios waved his arms in confusion and quickly recollected himself.

He should have expected that the conditions inside would be pretty much untouched by the pressure surrounding the facility. So, he hastily flipped himself over before the sudden change caused him to crash into the surface he’d passed through just a second ago. With Althea following shortly after him, he caught her in mid-air before she too experienced the confusing switch. 

Although that meant he now held her upside down around the waist.

“Are you enjoying the view?” A ladylike chuckle reached him from below his waist.

Asterios couldn’t help but grow a little warm at his mentor’s teasing remark. In the end, their clothes now once more followed the correct rules of gravity, and thus Althea’s cape and lower dress hung down her overturned figure, which graced him with the intimately close view of a plump behind and a rather seductive piece of dark green underwear protecting the lady’s decency.

Clearing his throat, he helped her stand upright and received an amused grin, spotting a fair deal of rosiness over his beloved teacher’s delicate face.

“You could have taken your time, you know?” Althea said with a tiny smirk.

He rolled his eyes but smiled nonetheless. “Since when were you such a temptress?”

“Even I like to be a little playful towards my mate when no one is looking.” She pressed her lips to his. “Thank you for the save. You can treat that tiny peek as your reward for being such a gentleman amongst True Dragons.”

Shaking his head, he reciprocated the kiss, and they turned to look at the glowing sphere. It had a comparable spiritual presence to the first one they had encountered. The spacious chamber looked intact, and there were no signs of monsters making it inside. Exchanging one more glance, the pair moved as close to it as possible and assumed a meditative position, repeating the same steps for the third time.

※ ※ ※

Asterios and Althea opened their eyes at the same time, finding themselves in the same places but with a different background. Happy about their success, they smiled at each other and started standing up.

“Althea!” An adorable voice reached them from the side.

A brown blur smashed into the Dragon lady as the mischievous Dryad came in like an arrow. She let out a delicate laugh and allowed herself to be embraced, stroking her old friend’s back in return. But then, something made Althea pause, sensing Tia’s palms longingly caressing her skin too.

“Why am I naked?” she asked with a raised brow, withdrawing a bit to better see the frivolous tree girl.

The obvious perpetrator giggled impishly, especially since Asterios still wore his usual clothes.

“Why, do you ask? Have you any idea how much I missed admiring your gorgeous figure in person?” Tia replied, tracing her fingers over the contours of Althea’s sides as she took her sweet time to marvel over everything in between. “And, really? A quick glimpse at your panties is considered a reward? Maybe if you didn’t stubbornly wear any, it could have been called one, but sister, you are letting our mate down way too much.”

They both looked at Asterios, who stood with his hands on his sides as their exquisite bodies pressed firmly together.

“See how unamused he is out there?” The lascivious Dryad pouted. “Instead, he would have already been in the middle of mating with one of us if you hadn’t failed to arouse him.”

Well, depending on how one looked at it, Ast’s expression could be interpreted as either amused or unamused.

Sighing softly, Althea extracted herself from Tia’s affectionate clutches. “You are being too much. I’m happy to see you in person again, but we didn’t come here to fool around.”

“Of course!” Tia batted her eyelashes at them and still hugged Althea’s arm to her side, putting both of their figures on intentional display. “I’ll prepare a group ritual in a blink—”

“You are not going to trick us into a threesome.” The Dragon lady rubbed her forehead.

“Why not?” Her captivating friend whined needily. “Don’t you want to experience the feeling of having him embrace us together? We’ve always shared a connection. Yet, none of us expected to ever share the same mate. This is such a stroke of good luck.”

“Okay,” Asterios joined in before his mentor replied, snapping his fingers to bring her clothes back. “I’m slowly starting to understand Tia’s language. It might sound like all she wants is to indulge in the pleasure of the flesh, but that seems to be her way of suggesting things that might be of help. Isn’t that right?”

Tia’s caramel cheeks darkened visibly. “Maybe I’m simply just as insatiable as your demon girl…”

He walked up to her and caressed her lower back until his hand rested on her dainty backside. “So, what do you have for us this time?”

“You are way too observant for a male…” She grumbled under her breath, making both Asterios and Althea smirk faintly. “I was wondering which would be better, using this cluster on you or her.”

“The answer is obvious,” the draconic lady stated. “We should do everything we can to strengthen our mate.”

“Sure, it might have been obvious before, but now it’s different,” the foresty woman countered, becoming a bit more serious. “As I said, we share the same mate. You are now connected not just to a True Dragon but also indirectly to an Arch Dryad. Our bond is stronger and deeper than it ever was as friends of heart. Our affinities further align. I feel like there’s another path that’s been opened to us now, one that we haven’t previously considered, one where we intimately work together to achieve greater results for our beloved master.”

That got his mentor thinking for a while, and Asterios wrapped his arms around both women. “Honestly, I’m still kind of out of depth here, but why not take a quick look at this place first? It’s Althea’s first time here, right? We can always come back after a brief tour to pick up where we left off, or even continue anywhere else since it’s not like anyone is going to interrupt us.”

Tia showed an eager smile and turned to her sister-mate. “Well, what do you say?”

Althea chuckled gently and met her eyes. “He speaks wisely. Almost. It would have been perfect without that noticeable hint of desire near the end.”

“He offered to take care of your heart and then your pussy, and you are still complaining?!” The giggly girl looked positively offended. “That’s it. I can tolerate only so much. You are getting no dick today.”

She scoffed cutely while pushing her adorable nose into the air and wrapping herself around Ast’s arm, starting to guide him towards the exit. Asterios let her lead him while taking a glance over his shoulder, where Althea shook her head behind them with a disbelieving smile.

The duo stepped outside, and she joined them a moment later. “So, this is what a True Dragon’s Ancestral Plane looks like… It feels incomparable to those scenes I witnessed through your memories…”

“Small correction. A double-hearted and one-sourced True Dragon’s Ancestral Plane. I don’t think they can usually boast with two sides to it and a giant tree between everything.” He snickered.

“Still, it’s as impressive as in the bits from our legends and stories,” Althea shared. “May we take a look from the air?”

Asterios left Tia with a peck on the cheek and stepped aside to transform. He ended up turning into an Onyx Dragon, and both ladies hopped onto his back. Rising into the air, he made slow circles over the central land so that they could easily peer into every region.

“So many volcanoes,” his Lesser Dragon lover commented in slight awe. “Just one look makes it obvious that you are the descendant of one of the progenitors. Or two in this case.”

“Really?” He glanced back at them with his fierce head.

“The humongous mountain over there belongs to your father and is considered your origin.” She pointed at the crimson colossus. “Every True Dragon can peer into their lineage starting from that point onwards. It’s impossible to go backward though, that’s why it’s in the very center and everything extends from it. All the other volcanoes are his descendants. Yours is not only directly connected but even placed in the first line of succession, which simply means he deliberately brought you to this world.”

“That means if I had children who inherited the lineage, they would see my volcano in the center?” Asterios asked, trying to understand properly.

“According to our stories, yes.” Althea nodded. “Some theorize that it’s because every True Dragon is capable of developing its own bloodline, becoming kind of like an independent progenitor. In any way, I’m aware that you have correctly guessed most of the inner workings of this before, so there’s no need to go over everything again. You can see however that your black volcano is much farther from the middle of that area, almost at the edge, but still directly connected to it.”

“Which means you haven’t been conceived intentionally through blood, flesh, and of course semen, but you still possess the qualities necessary for succession of the bloodline,” Tia added with a suggestive giggle. “This is actually a blessing in disguise, as it allows you to claim pretty much any Onyx Dragon without having to worry about blood relations. Not that such things would stop these bastards. It’s not exactly rare for sons to challenge their fathers and take their mothers from them just to humiliate and crush them under their heel.”

“Stealing your mother from your father sounds so great.” Asterios huffed with incredulity.

“Different mindsets. Don’t try to think too deeply about it.” His mentor stroked his scales affectionately. “Anyway, do you think you could take us to one of your volcanoes or would that be too much to ask?”

He let out a deep chuckle. “Your Lesser Dragon instincts are showing, my love. I will show you everything you want.”

“Can you really blame her?” Tia laughed lightly. “This place is brimming with so much draconic authority that the first thought one has is to submit unconditionally. It’s only thanks to the fact that you care for us so strongly that we aren’t affected more by it. Though sometimes I feel a slight urge to listen to its demands.”

“Of course, you do.” Asterios puffed out a deep breath, aware of the way the Dryad’s supple hips were moving back and forth atop him.

Diving towards the ground, he decided to bring them to the black one since it ended up being closer. Plus, he interacted with it much less in general. Flying through the opening from above, he slowed down their descent with his wings as the dark lava receded and revealed an ominous platform with a fierce throne. As the ladies slid off him, he transformed back.

“To think that a thing of such beauty belongs to the most vicious race in the universe,” Althea whispered in wonder. “The commanding presence it emanates is no joke. I’m glad I can feel the slightest relationship with it.”

“I guess I can’t exactly feel the same way because I’m its owner,” Asterios thought out loud, coming closer to brush against the onyx stone. “I wonder if anything will happen when you sit down on it instead of me.”

“I can’t,” she immediately replied, making him glance back at the pair.

“Why?” He frowned lightly.

“I simply… can’t,” Althea repeated, staring intensely at the monument of his power. “It’s like my very existence rejects the idea. When I think about it, my body doesn’t follow. Instead, it wants to do something like this.”

Both she and Tia slowly approached him and rested their palms on his chest, peering deep into his eyes. Observing his precious mates closely, he let them push him back without much force or intent, like they never intended for it to be more than a faint suggestion, and properly sat down on the throne.

The women he respected and loved kissed his cheeks at the same time and lowered themselves to one knee before him. Their faces were directed up to meet his gaze falling upon them from above. As they all stared at each other in such a position, it suddenly felt right. But, at the same time, it seemed wrong, and Asterios knew it was his human principles speaking up.

Yet, the three of them shared something.

A connection.

Between him, them, and something else.

He didn’t need to consult their bond to know that they were aware of it too.

Opening himself fully to the bubbling sensation, he straightened his back.

“Tia, can what we have previously done be conducted only inside your Tree?” Asterios asked with an authoritative tone.

The Dryad before him lowered her head dutifully. “No, My Lord. Any place will do with enough preparation.”

A pang of worry surfaced in his heart at acting so commanding, but his sharp eyes caught on the shadow of a smile on his mate’s exquisite lips before her gorgeous visage faced the ground.

She wasn’t disappointed. Quite the opposite.

Turning to his other lover, he met his wise mentor’s anticipating gaze. “Althea, are you willing to work alongside your sister for the sake of growing my might?”

She followed suit. “It will be my pleasure to assist your growth, My Lord.”

This time, he caught the tiniest hint of a shiver from the female Lesser Dragon, but recalling what Althea’s true desire was, he allowed himself to smile proudly at such a reaction.

“Very well. I am delighted by your unwavering devotion. You bring honor to my family and our name,” Asterios announced with dignity. “Now, rise, my beloved. We have a lot to arrange if we are to properly utilize this opportunity.”

He didn’t need to say anything more as the understanding passed between them naturally, and the ladies immediately got to work. Making a quick cut on his wrist with a transformed claw, he extended it to the side and let his blood drip onto the floor. Althea and Tia dipped their fingers in it and began drawing a complex but familiar array together while Asterios watched their every move, falling deep in thought and focusing on that connection.

Splitting the energy from the spiritual cluster between the two of them?

Yes, he could definitely do that.

But why, when he could simply take it all for himself and therefore make his whole peerage stronger, as he was the one they drew their power from?

In the end, light existed to be consumed by darkness.

And he was sitting atop a primordial source of it, just waiting to be unleashed.

His smile grew more fierce as he witnessed his plan gradually unfolding at the hands of his capable mates.

There would be nothing left behind when they were done.


Chapter 22
The First Advent of True Darkness

In a few minutes, a layer of bloody formations and arrays covered the area around the throne, creating one big circle. Right at the front lay the most complex cluster, extending slightly forward from Ast’s sitting position. The two women were just finishing the sections inside which they sat, already positioned in the correct places to start the ritual. After the last stroke was finished, they both turned to Asterios and he nodded at them approvingly.

“You have done well,” he said calmly and stood up, unhurriedly approaching them. “Do you understand your roles and tasks?”

Althea and Tia remained on their knees until he gestured at them to rise. They followed his order quickly, peering deep into his black eyes.

“Yes, My Lord,” the ladies answered as one.

“I shall use my vessel to funnel the sun’s energy into this place just like it was done before,” the Dryad added. “My task is to control its flow and prevent any of it from escaping your grasp.”

“I shall absorb that energy and store it within myself to ensure that she can continue her technique uninterrupted and without having to worry about overflowing her soul,” the Lesser Dragon explained too. “My task is then to transfer all this spiritual power right to you, My Lord, and aid you in its absorption.”

“Very well.” Asterios nodded regally. “I shall trust in you. This is going to leave me exposed to external influence, serving as a trial of your loyalty. After I assimilate enough of this mana, I’m going to start the real ritual and consume every bit of it, using the two of you as an extension of my will and might. It will undoubtedly cause you pain—”

“We will bear everything for your sake, My Lord,” the ladies once more spoke in unison, interrupting him before he was fully done.

A vicious smirk appeared on his face. They dared to cut him off. Through their intense gazes, he could infer that they felt not the faintest shred of remorse. Just as the females he’d chosen should.

Stepping closer, Asterios gently slid his palms over their cheeks. “And I will for you. Now, let us begin the ceremony. As soon as I show you my gratitude and acknowledgment.”

They watched him with anticipation, and he slowly brought Althea’s lips to his, joining them in a passionate kiss. The Dragon lady savored his affection and answered with equal devotion, allowing his tongue to chase after hers like a tender but assertive lover. A whole minute passed before he slowly withdrew, continuing to caress her cheek with his thumb.

Without wasting any time, Asterios turned to Tia, and the beautiful Dryad offered him her lips right away. She showed a more proactive side, trying to impress his inner Dragon with her courage and confidence. It made him sneer respectfully as they fought much rougher than he had with Althea. It ended with numerous wounds over their scratched mouths, which healed up in an instant.

Taking a deep breath, he looked at both of them. “I’m proud to call myself your mate.”

Charming smiles adorned their elegant faces, and the duo skipped their heads courteously. In the next moment, Althea’s clothes dematerialized once more, and Tia’s modest vines retreated from her skin. As they stood naked in front of him, Asterios removed his garments too. They exchanged one last glance and went to work.

The women sat down inside their parts of the formation, positioned with their backs set against each other before the throne. Asterios returned to sit on the ominous slab of condensed darkness. They all closed their eyes and synchronized their thoughts.

With a quiet thrum, the crimson pathways lit up. Tia slowly began siphoning the natural mana, her figure starting to glow with a golden radiance. Bit by bit, she gathered more and more of it before Althea reached out and established a bridge between them. She too shone gently as the energy flooded into her core. Noticing that it was much less chaotic, she strived to further purify it before handing it to her beloved mate.

Soon after the ladies filled up with the remnant power of the fake sun, Asterios accepted the flow from his wise mentor, directing it briefly into his third source. Establishing a stable and controlled connection, he warned his companions that the real thing was going to start. Spreading his aura, he threw it at the onyx throne beneath his body.

He had already communed with it in the past, shortly after learning about their true purpose. The lineages had explored his potential and deemed him worthy. Both the crimson and the onyx bloodlines had stopped limiting his growth and stood open before him, even convinced to work together and make him the strongest.

But, this would be the first time Asterios was going to give something back, enhancing either of the bloodlines instead of simply drawing upon them. And he had chosen his onyx ancestry first because while its might was comparable to that of his crimson inheritance, it clearly lacked the blood-related connection. It wasn’t until his visit to the Nethernight realm that it stepped more forward from its withdrawn position, while it should have always been equal to its counterpart.

So, accepting its guidance on what to do, he plunged into his onyx Dragon’s Heart, letting it fill him up. The throne responded immediately, and the blood used for the formation changed from red to black, starting to move. Slowly at first, the patterns slithered over the floor and the dark slab until they all moved onto Ast’s skin. With the last of them present, he switched the destination of the golden energy from his third source to his dark Heart.

A groan escaped his lips as spiritual shadows surged out of his very existence and latched onto his mates, evoking stifled screams of pain from both of them. They didn’t let those cries distract him for long and tensed considerably, further muffling them out. It hurt, but it was nothing in the face of growth. And both of them knew well that what they were experiencing could not hold a candle to what their feline sister-mate had forced herself through.

With his power locked on the ladies, Asterios sent it through the stream of spiritual energy Tia was funneling into herself, launching the darkness outside. It rushed eagerly toward the source of the bright mana, ravenously consuming everything on its path. The desire to devour the last of it stimulated its very purpose.

In their deep focus and commendable effort, Asterios, Althea, and Tia couldn’t see or feel the intense tremors that took over the dark volcano. Its onyx lava bubbled at the edges of the throne chamber, exploding higher and higher. It seemed eager to erupt, switching from its usually dormant mood into one full of emotion.

But those weren’t the only changes…

※ ※ ※

“Who wants to bet how much quicker Althea will finish absorbing the cluster than I did?” Miria asked with a cheeky grin while sitting upside down and swaying from side to side.

“With her and Tia in one place, it might actually take Asterios much longer to wrap up all the rituals.” Tina chuckled at her, a tinge of rosiness decorating her soft cheeks.

“They should take as much time as they need,” Silvia chimed in as the calm voice of reason. “We shouldn’t rush them, no matter if they are working hard or working hard.”

Selene hid her ladylike smile behind her slender hand. “Even our sweet princess is starting to get corrupted, oh no~”

The girls laughed in amusement while the fiery lady let out a delicate snort. They knew very well she’d never been pure. Not with how much she relished the physical love their man showered her with. And the places they had shared such moments couldn’t ever be called proper. Just thinking about the mirror made her feel tingly inside.

As Silvia was going to respond to her sister-mate’s tease, the facility experienced a light shiver. Their heads snapped towards the opening just as the first specks of golden light escaped through it. In a flash, literally, a pillar of blinding radiance shot outside, partially striking a section of the white structure while the rest of it continued racing towards the bottom of the chasm, slipping through the gaps between the corridors and chambers.

“Uh oh.” Tina showed a worried smile. “I think we should have covered that hole after Asterios and Althea jumped in.”

As if on cue, numerous unrecognizable noises reached their ears from every angle.

“The entities living in the crater are not happy with this invasion of their darkness,” Umbra reported. “Brace for an assault.”

Everyone got ready for battle in a blink, entering their transformations and bringing forth their usual techniques. It was too late for regrets, all they could do was protect Asterios and Althea as the pair conducted whatever it was that the duo or trio conducted in his Ancestral Plane. 

At least he most likely wasn’t aware of their situation, so he wouldn’t feel guilty about spending time with his current partners.

“I can’t turn too big here, so I will guard the hole!” Miria announced, her humanoid figure exploding in crimson flames.

Selene tried placing a barrier atop it, but the flow of spiritual energy was too immense and interfered with her techniques. Instead, she brought forth her great katana and focused on supporting her feline friend. They smiled at each other fiercely and condensed their mana for the upcoming action.

The first monster reared its ugly head from the side, quickly beheaded by Tina’s scythe. It was long and sharp like that of some sea bird. Soon after, more of them squeezed into the view, and Silvia released two scorching streams of amber shade from her hands, incinerating everything hiding between the facility’s components.

For a while, the situation was completely under their control. Miria and Selene rarely had to step forward and kill something themselves. Then, the number and variety of enraged beasts increased as those from further away joined the fray. Everyone was engaged in their own battle as dark entities fell in droves. 

Their individual strength was a joke compared to Ast’s mates, but the quantity of enemy forces and the limited fighting space were beginning to become troublesome. Due to being located somewhere in the middle of the complex, the ladies had to keep an eye on multiple gaps and narrow passages between the chambers, through which a sneaky beast could easily slip into their formation.

“I’m starting to get bored having to fight off a limitless swarm every time we make some progress,” Miria complained with a vicious growl at her current opponent. “And I sure do love fighting.”

“You knew what you were getting into when you volunteered for this expedition.” Selene snickered and sent a cyan arc of spiritual energy to clear the path in front of them. “We are not here to have fun but to help our dear friend.”

“Don’t worry, Miria.” Tina showed up next to them while floating through the air. “We’ll have lots of fun adventures in the Rubytongs’ lands.”

She was gone in the next moment, shooting out crackling lightning from her palms.

“I’m sorry that you find my homeworld dull.” Umbra chuckled deeply, helping out wherever he needed to. “I agree that diversity isn’t the strongest of its tourism points.”

“I didn’t mean it like that!” The panthergirl let out an apologetic whine, evoking some more laughs from her companions.

Then, the facility lurched, throwing them all off balance. Thankfully, they hadn’t cut off the vine yet, knowing that without Althea, they would need something else to replace it, so no one fell into the gaps in the floor. They exchanged confused glances as the structure continued trembling and their eyes locked on the hole.

“Are they don—” Silvia’s question was interrupted by an even stronger wobble, but that wasn’t what surprised them the most.

The radiance suddenly disappeared as if snuffed out. They had noticed it growing somewhat weaker, but it should have taken a while longer for their friends to finish up. But the light was gone, and in its place, the deepest, darkest black shadow seeped into the outside world, even stronger than anything in the realm. A second later, it surged through the hole with tremendous power.

Like an eruption of thick smoke, it dropped onto everyone, giving the girls enough time only to cover their eyes. But they quickly realized that this darkness didn’t hurt them. Instead, as it licked at their frames, it felt kind of… tender. Like the touch of an affectionate lover.

For everyone else, though, it was death incarnate. The light-and-joy-devouring power latched onto every creature and consumed them completely, their screeches and shrieks of agony filling the air. It seemed to swallow everything on its path, and even the facility’s golden circuits disappeared from their grooves as it passed over them. The dark power gobbled up the entire sacred sanctuary.

Then, cracks began showing up on its surface. Bigger and longer fissures spread around like a web of destruction, leaking more of the ominous shadow from within. Expecting what was coming next, Selene pulled everyone closer and raised a multi-layered barrier around them just in time with a massive explosion that blew the cluster’s vault to oblivion.

A chorus of yelps escaped the ladies as they were sent hurtling into the chasm. Before they stopped due to the pressure pushing them upwards, they witnessed the source of the earlier explosion, their eyes widening in shock and awe.

In the place of the main chamber was now the figure of a True Dragon, which they inherently knew was Asterios. But, while his body was black as they might have expected, it was not covered in scales. Instead, his frame was made of the same seeping darkness that had attacked the light and the monsters, currently flowing back into him. That darkness behaved like violent fire, creating an image of a winged onyx flaming beast. Similar to Umbra’s, Ast’s eyes were misty spots too, but of a pure white shade instead.

As he absorbed the darkness from between the crumbs and pieces of the destroyed facility, his frame grew over what they had remembered. Releasing a resonant roar, Asterios spread his misty wings and dove towards them. His impressive jaws chomped on the remaining monsters as the ladies began soaring to the entrance of the endless ravine. 

Finishing a lap around their position, he flapped his smoking wings and rushed after them. Selene was still so taken aback she forgot to deactivate her barriers, realizing her mistake the moment he opened his terrifying jaws and bit into the teal sphere, his fangs piercing through all layers with completely no resistance. Yet, they didn’t break as his hold on them was unexpectedly gentle.

Miria cheered while Tina and Silvia laughed softly. Selene was the only one too stunned to let out any noises, simply staring at the outside of the barrier while pushed into its back wall with all the other girls as they rushed to the opening. They flew at quite a speed and passed the edge in no time. Asterios then stopped in the air and turned around so they faced the ground and the bottomless pit. Slowly descending to the surface, he placed them down as delicately as he could.

Recalling her technique, the fox lady helped the others get up. They watched together as their beloved master stepped back and loomed over them in his new Shadowflame form. For a moment, no one moved as they awaited his greeting or any other words. But when those didn’t come and he just kept gazing at them, Miria finally spotted a small issue.

“What happened to Althea?” She gasped, and her brows pinched with worry.

“Look there.” Tina pointed at Ast’s chest.

They focused on it and noticed that the darkness over that area seemed a bit less ominous and foreboding. Then, everyone noticed why. It was slightly see-through, and they could spot the figure of their draconic sister-mate curled into herself in a fetal position, held affectionately inside the oval bubble by the shadowy tendrils. Miria cooed adorably, feeling the same as the other women.

For some reason, they couldn’t shake off the impression that it meant to symbolize his heart.

She was his heart.

That was how much he cared for her.

And for all of them.

Because they knew that if any of them were in their sister-mate’s place at that time, it would be them cautiously upheld by the dark threads.

As they admired such romantic subconscious development, the shadowy flames flickered and began dissipating. Ast’s draconic frame lowered until he lay on the ground, resting his head underneath his wing, bringing it closer to his heart. With the final traces of the overbearing darkness fading away, they revealed both him and his mentor prone on the slippery crystal floor.

The ladies ran up to them and found both unconscious. Miria and Selene peeled Asterios off Althea as he was resting over her protectively, while Tina and Silvia took the Dragon lady into their arms. As the duo slowly roused from their deep sleep, Umbra and Abyss emerged beside the group, watching the scene from the sidelines.

“Take it slow, my Lord.” Selene grazed Ast’s cheek lovingly. “We are all safe and sound.”

He grunted in affirmation and unhurriedly sat up. Althea managed to do the same at a similar time, and their eyes met. They both smiled softly, and a light chuckle escaped their lips.

“That was a little bit intense, wasn’t it?” he said amusedly.

“I hope my deference hasn’t made you uncomfortable,” she replied with a tiny smirk. “I feel like I should assure you that it wasn’t by compulsion.”

“I know.” Asterios nodded softly. “I could tell. Thank you nevertheless.”

“What happened?” Tina glanced between the two.

Althea met her gaze with a graceful smile. “I think we’ve just made our dear mate quite a bit stronger.”

The ladies shared excited grins before turning back to the pair.

“That was one impressive display,” Silvia commented. “It got slightly scary near the end, but I’m glad you are both okay.”

He reached out to squeeze her hand affectionately. “Sorry about that. The truth is, the three of us were still in the middle of the ritual until the Shadowflame dispersed. You could say that you were standing before my draconic subconsciousness. I’m happy it seems aligned with my consciousness and didn’t give you too much trouble.”

“No wonder it felt so regal and imposing,” Selene noted with a pleased smile. “I did have a slight urge to kneel, but when do we not in front of you?”

A few laughs escaped the women, and he shook his head.

“Master’s aura certainly underwent a noticeable change,” Umbra said, moving closer. “Even now, the darkness seems to be seeping out of his core.”

They all turned to Asterios and noticed the shadowy tendrils wafting off his frame, giving him a menacing look.

“By the way, why did you two disappear and arrive so late?” Tina inquired curiously.

The Duke chuckled openly. “I was afraid that Master’s darkness would try to clash against mine, and it honestly emanated rather dangerous vibes at that moment.”

“Similar reason,” Abyss added after him. “There was no need to disrupt his spiritual progression as things seemed under your control.”

“Thank you both.” Asterios lowered his head to the shadowy pair. “We managed to finalize the ceremony properly with your consideration. As Althea said, I managed to get a bit more in tune with my black lineage. And, while doing that, we might have discovered a way to strengthen both of them with this guy’s energy. I might actually want to seek out all of these clusters after we are done here.”

“Can’t ignore a good freebie.” Althea smiled at him slyly. “I’ll help you absorb them whenever you need my assistance.”

“Speaking of which, what happened to Tia?” Miria tilted her head at them.

“She’s resting. Her role in everything was substantial. Both she and Althea went quite far for me, and it wasn’t exactly painless. I’ll need to repay them somehow,” he answered thoughtfully.

“After everything is finished, I’m pretty sure the three of us will be able to find a solution that shall satisfy all sides.” His mentor peered deep into his eyes, hers brimming with love and something much more intense.

Asterios cleared his throat and got up. “Anyway, apologies for the scare. Thankfully, no one got hurt, so it seems. Are we ready to move on?”

“The way you destroyed that facility was quite frightening, I have to admit.” Tina giggled timidly. “Does this mean we will have no problems with them going forward?”

“I can’t promise that, but I will be exploring this side of me more, so we shall see.” He winked at her. “But, before we decide to chase after more clusters, we should check one thing.”

“Which is?” Miria hopped in place giddily.

Ruffling through her hair, Asterios brought forth the damaged disc. “Let’s see if there’s any change after I have absorbed more light.”

As he held the broken token, one more segment fixed itself with a golden shape. Something was telling him that it was more important than just showing them the facilities.


Chapter 23
The Golden Shell

“Aren’t we worried that it might shoot out those columns of light again and bring another avalanche of enemies onto our heads?” Tina asked while taking a glance at the magic badge.

“We know it does that when the gaps are filled, so Asterios can leave one empty,” Silvia pointed out.

“We assume to know,” Althea corrected her kindly. “I’m not completely sure I properly completed the circuit that time. The explosion of mana happened when I tried to join the rotation created by him and Miria. It could have been the interference I caused instead that brought forth such a reaction.”

“Well, we are going to confirm that soon, aren’t we?” Selene looked between the other ladies. “At least we are in a place where the monsters are going to be greatly inconvenienced while we can make use of our talents to stay in the air.”

“There’s no need to take chances,” Asterios joined in, and the girls turned to him. “Since we aren’t going after the last two clusters that this token needs, we can simply obstruct the outgoing light ahead of time.”

“Master is so right!” Miria giggled cheerfully. “How are we going to do that? Should we look for a cave or get back to the mountains?”

He shook his head, and his gaze wandered to their butler friend. “Umbra?”

“At your command, Master.” His familiar bowed respectfully.

Making a pattern with his fingers through the air, the shadowy Duke raised thick shadows around them. The opaque barrier rose into the air until it locked them all inside a sealed dome of complete darkness. Yet, they all could see perfectly well inside. Before anyone asked why, they understood.

Ast’s draconic sight had already been like a perfected version of Darkvision, but now that he had grown his black Heart, he was almost, if not already, one with the true darkness. It didn’t inconvenience him. Rather than that, it obeyed him. And through him, the women were saved from the mischief of all the natural and unnatural shadows.

“That’s cool.” Tina smiled with wonder-filled eyes. “Doesn’t that mean you could have created a bubble like this too?”

“Perhaps, but Umbra is much more experienced in it,” Asterios replied with a nod towards their friend. “And I will need to focus on this thing, so it’s better to leave it in someone else’s capable hands.”

“I’m always glad to be of assistance.” The Duke let out an appreciative chuckle. “Perhaps one day there will come a time when you will be helping me out, Master. Or teaching me the proper way to use certain techniques. I don’t claim to be all-knowing in the matters of darkness and shadows, no matter how many centuries I have had to practice and explore them.”

“I would do that with extreme pleasure.” Asterios grinned. “But, I feel like you are going to get much more from your friendship with Kori. I bet our dungeon friend must be missing you greatly during this journey.”

The ladies agreed with him, and Umbra didn’t deny getting close to the Dungeon Core. He didn’t need to, since their budding relationship was fairly noticeable.

“Okay. Let’s see if we got any closer to solving our issue or if we were chasing a wild goose for days, wasting our time.” Rotating the artifact, Asterios focused on his natural energy.

Just like before, while he held onto the broken disc, an additional segment recovered with golden ethereal light. Also, the same as before, the mysterious grid of hexes hovered above the badge in an arc. He examined it alongside the women, but they spotted no changes to the weird mesh, no matter how they looked at it.

Miria then offered to join him, and Asterios attempted the joint circulation once more. Everyone prepared themselves for a violent flash as the final piece of the artifact filled up, but all that happened was a faint shimmer within the displayed illusion. They blinked confusedly at the lackluster reaction.

“That’s it?” Tina frowned deeply. “Maybe Althea was right.”

“Wait.” Silvia grabbed Ast’s wrist as he was tilting the image around with Miria.

The pair halted their movements and let her take a closer look at whatever she had noticed. Kneeling in front of them, the princess peered into the mesh from below, her pretty amber eyes scanning the hexagons attentively. The others followed her lead, curious about her discovery.

“Don’t these dots look like… constellations?” Selene asked thoughtfully.

“I had the same feeling,” the scarlet-haired girl admitted. “But these definitely don’t belong to our world.”

Even Umbra and Abyss took a peek as the duo raised the token above their heads.

“I recognize these patterns…” The Duke whispered to himself.

A moment later, the dome that hid them away retreated into the ground. Moving closer, Umbra took hold of Ast’s and Miria’s wrists and started messing with the angles of the illusory projection, clearly aiming it toward the dark sky. After a good while, he stopped abruptly.

“Don’t move for a second, please,” he requested politely. “Creator, do these align somewhat?”

Abyss’ deep eyes peered into the spot he pointed out with such an intensity that the others were worried she might pierce holes in the very magic upholding this mesh.

“That seems to be correct.” She nodded slowly. “However, now that I look at it, the position of this particular group of stars doesn’t align with my memories. Not by much, but for someone who spent ages sculpting and observing this world, tiny details like these tend to end up engraved in one’s mind.”

Walking out of the golden umbrella of hexagonal shapes, she then turned her head to the sky and watched every corner of its surface with unparalleled focus.

“Something is not right,” Abyss stated. “I can’t rule out the possibility that the realm became misaligned over time, but I have this weird feeling that it’s a much deeper issue.”

“Nevertheless, I think this is a star map, Master,” Umbra said while she continued to ponder. “And from the hints it offers, I’m almost certain I know where it’s leading. We’ve been there already, even. This particular constellation should be located above the Darkling habitat, more or less.”

“Which would be where this damaged disc comes from,” Miria noted. “If those creatures didn’t bring it from somewhere far away, of course. Coincidence?”

“It might be.” Asterios hummed to himself. “But it also might not be. I say we check it out. What do you think?”

“We go wherever you go.” Althea smiled at him elegantly.

Receiving similar affirmations from the rest of his mates, he turned the projection off and hid the gate key away. Umbra offered to transfer them to their destination, but Asterios wanted to test a few things related to his recent advancement. That got the attention of literally everyone, and they gave him some space to prepare.

First, he assumed the form of a black True Dragon. Second, he further drew on his onyx Heart and spread the dark energy through his majestic body. Tongues of black smoke wafted from between his scales until he became fully swallowed by them, ending up with the same misty appearance as he had shown right after consuming the last cluster.

Moving around a little, Asterios got the hang of it rather quickly. The main advantage of this half-corporeal and half-not constitution was its incredible mobility. He moved from place to place like a cloud of menacing mist, at an impressive pace too. It allowed him to sink into the very ground as long as it was shrouded in darkness, utilizing a similar transfer to Umbra’s Shadow Step.

The only question was whether he could carry others this way.

So, Selene volunteered to check that out. And while she could still mount him as usual, whenever Asterios dove into a shadow, she would be left behind. But, they didn’t quit right away, and he came up with a different tactic. Trying to recall the feeling of having Althea within his frame, he suddenly chomped on the fox lady’s figure, swallowing her whole. The girls gasped in shock, even if they inherently knew she wasn’t hurt.

Right after, the space over Ast’s draconic chest changed a bit, and they found their sister-mate inside that partially transparent shadow cocoon. She snuggled with the darkness embracing her, and waved her hand at them with a happy smile.

Easy to guess, Miria didn’t last a second more and begged Asterios to eat her too.

And just like that, they all ended up in his belly, squeezed together behind the translucent pane. Umbra found a way to attach himself to Asterios, partially merging with his shadowy body. Abyss abstained from such actions, naturally, as she was capable of crossing the distance in a blink, most likely. Perhaps she would be willing to share that technique with Asterios, he hoped.

With his passengers ready as much as they could get and excited as much as he could handle, he took flight. But, instead of simply moving physically at high speeds, he tried to weave the shadow affinity into the process, imitating Umbra’s techniques. His form shrank into a dark stain, and he zipped over the terrain.

Gaining a bit of practice, he managed to include long-distance jumps through the shadows too, increasing their pace considerably. If they continued traveling like that, they would arrive at their destination in days instead of a week or so. But, since it was still relatively new to him, the girls convinced Asterios to take breaks instead of going for a full marathon.

During those moments, Umbra took over once more while he rested alongside his mates, sharing experiences and insights with them. Thanks to that, he became faster each time it was his turn, and they reached the Darkling village two days quicker than it had taken them to cover the same distance.

Stopping away from it so as not to bother their overzealous friends unnecessarily, they gathered around Asterios and Miria, who activated the disc once more. The map showed up properly, and the group worked together to align the purplish dots in the sky with the golden ones visible on the hexagonal mesh. It took a few minutes and some snappy arguments about who saw the pattern better, but they got it almost perfectly in the end.

“Looks like this is it,” Silvia said while rubbing her chin gently. “What did we gain from this puzzle?”

“I expected a big flash or a revelation of a super hidden and mysterious facility, but this is kinda disappointing,” Miria commented with a small sigh.

“It’s a map, in the end,” Selene pointed out.

“But also a key, considering its shape fit the hole at Umbra’s peak,” Althea added. “We need to look closer.”

“I have deciphered the directions,” Abyss stated nonchalantly, turning heads right away. “The outer edges of the two marked constellations point to a specific spot.”

“That means this map doesn’t lead to an underground hideout like the ones we have been visiting, but instead leads into the sky?” Asterios summed up. “I don’t see anything above us.”

“That doesn’t mean there’s nothing there,” his mentor reminded him wisely. “Rhufija’s nest was hidden behind illusory and deterring arrays.”

“We should investigate,” Silvia suggested. “Maybe we have been looking the wrong way this entire time?”

“That would make me feel so bad.” The panthergirl groaned in frustration.

“Can you guide us to where this map goes without having it open?” Asterios asked the dark-skinned lady.

“Of course.” Abyss nodded.

“Let’s fly, then.” He nodded back with gratitude.

Pocketing the token, Asterios shifted again, this time without turning into literal darkness. Helping the ladies up, he took off into the air. As he sped up at a sharp angle, Abyss accompanied them on the side effortlessly. It almost looked like the enigmatic woman was attached to their orbit somehow, moving exactly as fast as they were, but they could tell she was simply matching their pace.

If that wasn’t an incredible flex, then they didn’t know what was.

The village below them grew smaller and smaller as they gained altitude. The further they went, the stronger the pressure around them became. Asterios knew that it could start being rather dangerous at a certain distance, at least in Kraedorion, as his studies did include general knowledge about higher layers of the sky and the space behind it. It wasn’t impossible to reach with magic and artifacts, but they currently held none of those specialized items.

Even so, he was ready to protect his beloved with his might, bringing them as far as they could go. He didn’t know if Umbra’s realm followed the same principles, but it had to have its edge at some point. And in case they wouldn’t be able to continue, Abyss surely shouldn’t have such limitations, already having mentioned before how she traveled the space between worlds.

For now, he had his energies at the ready and continued to shield the girls as they ascended. The village was now a small dot the size of one’s nail, almost disappearing in the dark terrain. It couldn’t go much farther, could it? Or did it span over days worth of travel, perhaps?

“Stop—”

DUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN.

Asterios heard Abyss call to them, but before he had a chance to react, he slammed into an invisible barrier at full speed. The ladies yelped in shock and surprise as the loud noise of a metal gong echoed around them. Pretty much all of them flew off Ast’s back and smacked into the concealed obstruction, which was now slightly more noticeable as a golden pulse traveled outwards from the point of impact in a circle similar to that made by a rock thrown into a silent lake. Thankfully, Selene created a wide platform for them to land, including Asterios.

“What happened?” Miria shook her head with a wince. “Did we hit something?”

The mocha-skinned woman descended next to them. “My apologies. I can’t believe I miscalculated the position of the barrier. It shouldn’t be this close to the surface. At least that’s how I remember it from the outside. Perhaps this is another unusual change that took place during my absence.”

“Is the seal shrinking?” Selene wondered out loud, bringing their foothold higher.

She held her arms out and stopped when her hands touched something that she couldn’t see.

“Even you weren’t able to spot it?” Silvia asked Asterios.

“Now that I’m putting more effort into it, there is a slight shimmer ahead, but nothing emitting enough spiritual energy to equal a powerful realm-spanning seal that requires the support of numerous condensed clusters,” he replied confusedly. “Maybe that person is just this good at hiding his work.”

“No. This thing gives off a completely different aura,” Abyss said with a tense note. “Step back.”

Spotting the evil-looking tome making an appearance, Selene hastily moved them quite a bit away, not willing to risk it. Asterios took the position in front of everyone while she readied to bring up any additional protection they could need. Something told them that their friendly goddess wasn’t going to hold back for the sake of the realm this time.

And surely, they were suddenly hit with such a powerful spiritual pressure that Selene’s platform flickered briefly before she stabilized it, the others flinching from the mighty assault. Their entire bodies prickled like in an icy cold climate as they watched Abyss hold onto her grimoire, quietly chanting some incantation in a language that reminded them of cracking rocks.

With a loud thunder, a violet splinter appeared in the air behind her, rivaling an at least ten-story-high tower. Then, fingers thick as entire houses and as galaxy-patterned as the inside of Abyss’ gravity-defying hat pushed out of the breach, all six of them, three per side. They tore the crack open, but from their position, Ast’s team couldn’t see what exactly it revealed as they stared at the scary crevice from behind.

Whatever it was, though, it brought forth a massive chisel while emitting ear-splitting shrieking noises that forced them to cover their ears. The starry arms the size of a warehouse positioned the tool made of pure seething and seeping void energy that dripped off it against the invisible barrier. A hammer of the same design and much bigger size followed it.

When that hammer moved back, everyone knew what for.

Closing her fist angrily, Abyss commanded the cosmic horror to strike true, and strike it did. The combination of the barrier’s echoing gong and the hammer striking the chisel was so powerful that Asterios and the ladies could hear only painful ringing in their skulls. No amount of covering their ears or silencing their surroundings helped them. The noise was transmitted spiritually at this level.

A massive wave of golden radiance launched into all sides from the point of impact, and for a moment, it looked like it would hold. But the arm finished preparing another strike and struck with even more power. This time, the chisel went right through the tough surface. Immediately, cracks shot to the sides as if it had struck glass, and a moment later, they surged everywhere.

The entire sky was in pieces, as far as their eyes could see.

In the next second, it was gone.

Golden particles fell from above as the whole canopy spread over the realm shattered. Asterios and the girls shielded their eyes from the initial wave and peered into the sky again.

And their breaths hitched at the very same time.

They were met with a humongous golden web of magical arrays, formations, circles, sigils, glyphs, and patterns. There was no doubt that this was the true seal locking Abyss’ world out of the big universe. It felt so wrong simply existing above the dark dimension, its yellow radiance now falling onto the shadowy surface and bathing it in a faint glow.

But that wasn’t all.

Somewhere between their position and that magical screen, what looked like massive passages made of white blocks extended in every direction. They always connected at right angles, creating a cross-like framework around the world. 

One of those geometrical branches ran down not that far away from the spot Asterios and the others had paused at, descending into a grand fortress of the same style and design. Cubes poked out of it as if randomly combined, but they definitely had a meaning.

Additionally, a gigantic empty tunnel ran through the very middle of the curious structure, perfectly circular in this case. It reminded everyone of the static chasm, but on a smaller scale. That one extended for days, while the one before them could be traversed in minutes.

More of these fortresses could be spotted at regular intervals over the realm-spanning network of white blocks.

“So the seal is visible from the inside too,” Abyss mused, banishing her helper back into its resting place. “That bastard covered it up so the natives know nothing about what is happening.”

“It looks like we really were looking the wrong way.” Tina let out a wry chuckle. “These weird geometric buildings seem important.”

They heard a snap, experienced a strong pull, and the giant facility was above them. As their heads shot to the only person capable of literally displacing all of them without breaking Selene’s techniques, Abyss simply stared back cooly and shrugged.

“We can examine it sooner now,” she said without any care in the world. “I think I can see the entrance.”

Without waiting for them, the moody woman flew towards the white structure. Asterios shook his head while the ladies laughed at their bizarre life, and the fox lady launched their platform after their guide. They soared between various protrusions for a minute or two before spotting Abyss waiting for them on one of the flat surfaces. In front of her stood a familiar gate, one that resembled those of the buried facilities.

Everyone hopped off the floating spiritual panel and gathered before the impressive entrance. Asterios quickly found a circular niche fitting the mysterious token and shared a nod with his party. Getting ready to run or fight, he slotted it into the hole.

A golden ring appeared around it, glowing brightly on the white surface. Then another. And another.

They stopped at a total of eight circles, and the process paused. A few seconds later, two more joined the formation but flashed red instead. Asterios instantly shifted and covered his mates, a powerful wave of light comparable to that of the spiritual cluster shooting out of the gate. He withheld its assault for thirty seconds before it faded. As he and the girls peeked back at the entrance, they found the token on the ground and emitting faint smoke.

“Well. It seems we might need those two last pieces before gaining access to whatever this place is,” he commented tiredly. “Unless Abyss is willing to create a shortcut once more.”

The dark-skinned lady picked the badge up and held it out to him. “Even if I did, there’s a high chance it’s not merely a gate key but something much more. We might require it inside. A fully charged version of it.”

“You can’t have everything.” Silvia patted Ast’s scales reassuringly. “Let’s take a rest to recover from all the experiences we’ve just gone through, and we can fetch the remaining fragments at full strength. My ears are still ringing a lot. I’m fairly sure we understand each other only thanks to our shared thoughts.”

The girls chuckled while nodding in agreement, while Abyss offered them a quiet apology. Asterios glanced at Umbra and smiled warmly.

They had to be close to their objective now.


Chapter 24
First Coming of Lord and Savior

Moving closer to the edge of the marble platform, the ladies set up a simple picnic blanket padded with comfy cushions on the hard floor. They gathered at the very end, brought out some refreshments, and sat down with their legs hanging off the ledge. Being so high in the sky, the view from up there was more than impressive. Especially now that the golden seal surrounding the realm was visible, its light adding some glow to the previously dark realm.

“The monsters down there must be in panic,” Tina commented while taking a bite of a sandwich, courtesy of Miria’s cooking, filled with lots of love and affection. “Most if not all had never before experienced such a sight.”

“That is certainly true,” Umbra confirmed. “The last incident on a comparable scale was most likely Kaguya’s arrival and the following war. It shook the very foundations of our dimension. I have a feeling this might be another occurrence in our entire history that could bring the residents together, united against an unknown. They won’t be able to say if it’s a threat or boon yet.”

Asterios hummed to himself thoughtfully, letting Silvia offer him a bunch of baked potato strips, accepting her cordial feeding with a warm smile. “Now that I look at it, aren’t we right above the facility viewed as the holy grounds by the Darklings?”

Everyone followed his gaze and spotted the faraway image of the ruined terrain with some white fragments poking out of the rubble.

“You are right.” Tina nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps that’s how they came into possession of this token? Could it have come from here?”

They glanced over their shoulders and examined the closed entrance. It bore some marks of external struggle, but Ast’s party knew how decently durable this mineral was with the golden arrays active. Selene frowned softly and got up, the others watching their sister-mate walk up to some imprints.

She crouched to brush her fingers over the scarred floor. “The way these traces look… It’s not far from the spiritual arts our kin uses… Naturally, many spells and techniques could be based on the same principle, so it’s not something I can ascertain, but…”

“It might have been Kaguya’s doing,” Miria finished for her.

“How?” Asterios rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“Maybe she somehow made it past the illusory barrier and tried forcing her way in?” Althea theorized. “No one can be sure she hasn’t made an appearance between the layers. What if the scene of her arrival that the residents share in their stories isn’t the first time she was transferred here by Asterios’ father?”

“I could see him pulling her out and trying again after she described these things to him,” the fox lady agreed. “If he was as careful as we saw him be throughout the memories, I wouldn’t put it past him to choose not to mess with a spell this massive.”

“So, she attacked the door, and then what?” Tina tilted her head curiously. “Hit it hard enough for the badge to be shattered and fall to the surface? Or get thrown away after she couldn’t do anything with it?”

“Sounds like a plausible explanation,” Abyss commented. “We would need to visit more of the suspended fortresses to confirm it.”

“Speaking of which, am I the only one who thinks the position of the underground hubs is not accidental?” Asterios pointed out. “I can’t say anything about the other ones, but we are right above it. This seems intentional, and I wonder if the other ones we hit are under these structures too. It might be related to the clusters and the seal.”

“Professor would have loved to crack into this.” Tina let out a quiet giggle. “She will be so disappointed at missing such a fun puzzle.”

“I’m sure Master will be able to make it up to her, right, Master?” Miria grinned at Asterios knowingly.

Smirking softly, he gently twirled her fluffy tail between his fingers. “Definitely. She has to be working hard to show how useful she is, so it’s not even a question. I’ll need to spend some time with her and Bryn.”

“That won’t be an issue after we return.” Silvia smiled at him mysteriously. “Our winged friend will have the perfect opportunity for that.”

He didn’t ask for any details, knowing that they would have shared those if it was something he should know. Instead, this definitely was one of the situations where the ladies hoped to keep their mouths shut until the arrival of what they were talking about. So, Asterios didn’t mind waiting to witness whatever scheme his girls were cooking up behind his back. Even if sometimes a tad troublesome, they were always enjoyable and with his best interest in mind.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t turn into too big of a deal.

Turning his face up for a change, he stared at the shimmering shield far above them. “You previously said that it wasn’t possible to do anything to the seal from the outside, Abyss. But, since we are now inside and even uncovered what looks like the framework upholding it, can’t you just destroy it from here or something? Using those powerful spells?”

She faced him, literally, as she floated before them all in a space a bit of distance from the ledge.

“I wouldn’t think destroying something of uncertain role and function would be this high on your list of first choices,” the dark-skinned lady replied matter-of-factly.

“Honestly, it most likely wouldn’t have even made it to the last spot, but we are in completely different leagues, aren’t we?” Asterios scratched his cheek as he looked at the powerful entity currently accompanying them.

“You and your silly persistence in perceiving me as some kind of a goddess.” Abyss shook her head slowly, which appeared closer to turning it repeatedly instead. “I’m just a fairly powerful individual, and that’s all. The fact that I was able to nurture a small realm doesn’t mean I can annihilate another if I wished to. There is also the matter of my affinity.”

“The light dispels darkness, yes, but doesn’t it work the other way too? The darkness consumes the light, no? Or is he just that much stronger than you?” he inquired, stroking his chin.

“I’m afraid you are only half correct. The light is truly advantageous here as it does repel darkness, or to be more precise, banishes it from the space it exists in,” she explained in response. “But, I can see why you would be confused after your recent actions. Your darkness is different because you are a True Dragon, even one of a primordial line coming down from the black progenitor. You are most likely the only one able to consume the light, and anything else.”

“Does that mean Master is stronger than you?” Miria’s eyes sparkled with excitement as she peered at the almost almighty entity in front of them.

Thankfully, Abyss didn’t seem to take offense at her words.

“Perhaps not at the moment, but in the future? His potential would be vast as just a normal True Dragon, but a being at least twice as capable? It’s hardly possible to gauge. If his kin wasn’t so proud and self-centered, the universe might have been in much more trouble. His people are already feared in multiple worlds, but if they shared his studious and improving mindset, barely anyone would be able to stand in their way,” the ancient woman shared her thoughts.

“That sounds both like a compliment and a scary thought.” Asterios chuckled warmly. “Some old people in Kraedorion would piss themselves after just imagining this.”

“Well, they might need to start getting used to the idea because what do you think will happen when we start popping out your little Dragons, my Lord?” Selene grinned impishly, bringing quite a few blushes onto the faces of the more timid ladies, turning one or two completely crimson.

He sighed heavily. “I already fear what’s going to come from our union considering the result brought forth by my parents. I’m afraid the universe isn’t ready for it.”

His mates laughed openly while the fox lady huffed indignantly, directing a happy smile his way. Just the way that he wasn’t denying it or changing the topic made her very felicitous. He was thinking about the effects, not considering it. Such a statement made her feel a certain way, and she was sure the others were experiencing it too. Especially a particular amorous panthergirl.

They chatted for a little longer, the topics mostly revolving around what kind of children they would have, trying to come up with combinations of character traits from both parents. In the end, the vision of a female True Dragon inheriting Ast’s charm and Selene’s mischievous nature won the contest as the biggest threat to all known worlds, her mere presence throwing the strongest males into war for her hand.

Though it would be a tough win considering the person they needed the permission of, the only Dual-Hearted Progenitor-Class True Dragon in existence.

“Okay. We should continue.” Asterios interrupted their theorycrafting when it got too creative. “Do you still remember the positions of the other two facilities, Abyss?”

“Naturally.” The ominous lady nodded. “But we are much further from them than before. It might be a wiser choice to use the token again and locate ones closer to our current position.”

“Actually, do we even need to do that?” Tina thought out loud. “I think I can see another fortress that way, far in the distance. We should find a cluster below it if our theory is correct, right?”

He followed her gaze and enhanced his eyes, jumping forward over quite a distance. As his lovely Summoner girlfriend had said, he could spot the faintest shimmer of white on the black background, glinting in the golden shine from the seal. The badge would most likely point them there or equally as far.

“This massive interconnected structure sure makes it easier now,” Asterios commented. “I agree with Tina. It’s better not to attract more attention to us. Anything related to light might trigger the residents even more as they assume it’s connected to this phenomenon. This still looks like a few days of travel too.”

So, they first took a good look around to see if they couldn’t spot anything in other directions before getting ready for another trip through the darkness. The one Tina had brought to their attention seemed to be the only perceivable thing in the sky. At least as far as the horizon went. Their destination was set, then.

Asterios transformed into his shadowy form and swallowed the ladies into his spiritual belly. He pushed himself as far as he could to cover the distance within the shortest time. Even though he had gotten stronger, they underestimated how much of an impact the sudden change in the realm’s structure would have on its inhabitants.

Most beings were in pure panic mode, not knowing what to do or think. Many were trying to move but quickly noticed that there was no escape from the wide net. The next obvious choice was the ground, and so plenty of monsters and entities capable of burrowing made their new dwellings deep in whatever soil they lived in.

Some were actually hurt by the glow that reached the ground from up high. Umbra was fine, but he belonged to the more powerful group, while the weaker creatures seemed either inconvenienced by the light or straight-up killed by it. Even the surface itself reacted in different ways, depending on the nature of the specific region. The black smoking grass disappeared in some parts.

The number of general shadows fell greatly too, the world no longer being enveloped in eternal darkness.

It took Asterios about three days to find his way to the other fortress. He flew them around and found what had to be its entrance, landing in front of it and letting his mates out before shifting back. This one wasn’t damaged, and they found a full disc inside the keyhole, but it was impossible to pry it off to replace it with theirs or take it with them. Deciding not to try and break into the structure, they examined the land below, looking for signs of another facility. There had to be some kind of activity above it brought forth by the ambient mana.

“What is… this?” Tina frowned as they took in the sights below them.

Even from so high up, they could see the winding paths of gold making up a somewhat artistic pattern, like a bright tattoo on the surface of the dark realm. They could tell that it wasn’t supposed to be an array or anything else just from a glance. That was purely aesthetic. There were even some buildings between the exquisite routes, hints of some kind of community living there.

But the most surprising part was another chasm, this time smaller, and clearly artificial. It was more of a spiraling descent with stairs going down the hole’s rough walls. Asterios peered further into it and saw creatures, a mix of black and white, moving in two constant lines, one going up and the other down. The atmosphere was rather weird.

“It seems they have found the facility like the Darklings did,” Selene noted. “But, in this case, it might be more difficult to sneak in.”

“We shouldn’t assume they are hostile,” Miria said with a cheerful grin. “Maybe they are as kind as our short friends?”

“It’s time to verify that,” Asterios replied. “It would be a waste of time to seek another cluster, so perhaps we can convince them to let us in or give them a little scare if worse comes to worst. It’s for the betterment of their lives, so I’m sure they will understand one day.”

With that, they descended on his back and hopped off on the edge of the furthest golden marking. It gave off the vibes of a road, one that would fit five carriages side-by-side, but no one was using it. And there were entities moving around. Coming closer, Asterios and the ladies examined them carefully.

Like most residents of Umbra’s homeworld, these guys were fairly dark too, with one major difference. Their upper bodies wore what resembled pure white robes, a fashion choice not often picked here. But, starting from the bottom, they stood on eight long spider-like legs connected to a horizontal platform. Then, their furry bodies formed a fairly humanoid torso and everything above from the middle of the fleshy square, save for the number of arms, which was six. Their heads resembled those of an insect, but one they had never seen before.

Soon enough, they were noticed by the edge of the settlement.

“Outsiders!” One of the creatures hissed, and many turned to them immediately.

Ast’s party tensed as multiple entities ran straight to them, giving it their all to reach the newcomers as fast as possible. Ready to defend themselves, they froze in consternation as all but one of their assailants started bowing lower than their midsections while the remaining individual threw their arms to the sky.

“Outsiders! Come! Pray!” it screeched with its clicky accent.

“The end is near!” the others chanted in unison. “We pray!”

The ladies blinked in confusion while exchanging glances.

“Pray? The end?” Asterios frowned at the welcoming committee.

“To the Destroyer’s Spirit! So you might be spared from the final judgment!” The main one bowed a few times too. “Come with us! Pray! Every voice matters!”

“We pray!” the others repeated.

~What’s with this realm and all the fanatics?~ Asterios chuckled inside his bond with his companions. ~Now it’s getting religious.~

~I think we should accept,~ Althea suggested. ~They might take us where we need to go. Or at least show us around.~

“Very well. We will pray with you. Do we do that anywhere or…” He raised a brow at the skittering monsters.

“It’s too late to pray on the streets! We have to bow before the Destroyer’s Spirit in its sacred abode!” the leader explained. “Follow us! The High Priest will be overjoyed for an outsider’s prayer!”

Their new friends turned around and sped away, forcing Ast’s group to run after them. These entities had the advantage of legs and didn’t shy away from making use of it. In a few seconds, they were in the middle of a crude stone village with many of its inhabitants slowly heading in the direction of the descent. The only thing that looked cared after was the golden road, which led right to the pit.

The flow of traffic was quite tedious, but Asterios and the girls didn’t want to offend their hosts. Following their customs, they joined the line and headed to the stairs while surrounded by praying spider-crabs, as they decided to call those people, missing the chance to ask about their species. It came mostly from the fact that they ran sideways, moving normally at lower speeds.

It took a while, but Ast’s group finally made it deep into the chasm, and their eyes widened slightly. At the very bottom, lay the familiar white chambers and connectors of the buried facility. This one was almost fully excavated, though. More than that, judging by the moving people, its entrance was open somehow, perhaps due to a malfunction or something.

Surprised at such an unexpected development, they followed the praying creatures who chanted their litany repeatedly with all six hands held together in front of them and slipped into the white hideout, a bit worried if it wasn’t inactive. But, no, the golden trenches in the walls were gleaming with power. The cluster was still there.

And Asterios was starting to suspect what the Destroyer’s Spirit exactly was.

All the surfaces around them were adorned with crude drawings, pictograms, and sentences, with not a single space missed. Of all the cults they had previously met in the Nethernight Realm, this one might be the craziest. But, if the spider-crabs had been affected by the cluster’s spiritual energy, it wasn’t impossible for them to turn a little insane.

Taking a few tight turns, they reached their main destination, which was the sizable core chamber. Inside, they found even more black script all over its surfaces, which culminated around the cluster. It was kind of funny to think of how it stopped at a safe distance, which had to be figured out by rather conventional means of moving closer until the defenses activated. Asterios wondered how many of these guys lost their lives just to create this scene.

The believers formed multiple rings around the floating sphere, each circle bowing at a different time as they all went through their mantra. Not wanting to get into that, Ast’s party stepped out of the line and moved to stand on the sidelines, their hosts content on ignoring them now that they were in an important place of prayer.

“What do you make out of it, Master?” Miria whispered into his ear.

“Don’t know. I have no idea how these guys ended up like this,” he replied quietly.

“It’s all thanks to the prophecy.” A deeper but still clicky voice reached them, and they found a slightly taller spider-crab watching them intently, its white robes adorned with a golden trim as the only one in the room.

This had to be the High Priest.

“Prophecy?” Tina inquired.

“The return of the Destroyer,” it answered with a resigned calm. “The day the sky shatters into a million fragments, the end of the world is nigh. The Destroyer shall return and finish the job through its might. Many chose to fight, but they all fell. Now all we can do is pray to its spirit and beg to be spared from the upcoming annihilation.”

They looked at each other pointedly, then directed their gazes to Selene. It was fortunate that these creatures didn’t exactly have a lot of information on that Destroyer, because it was fairly obvious what person they had in mind. Umbra didn’t mention any other otherworldly invaders who had so much influence over his home.

How these beings connected the facilities to the invader was still a mystery, though.

“And you, who exactly are you?” The spiritual leader regarded them with a pondering tone.

Asterios considered thoroughly how to introduce himself and his group without sparking some grand conflict or misunderstanding. The Darklings worshiped Kaguya, but these guys were closer to fearing her so much that her return was seen as the destruction of all life. Yet, they treated the cluster with religious respect, bowing and praying to it. Their attire and the golden road had to have come from its mana too.

Before he could come to a decision, a sly grin snuck onto Tina’s lovely lips and she patted him on the back.

“I’m glad you asked!” She puffed out her chest proudly. “This here is the Messiah, and all of us are his Apostles! Fret not anymore, as he has stepped into your world to prevent the destruction you so pitifully await! His darkness exists just so he can consume the Destroyer’s Spirit and prevent it from regaining its scattered power! Be glad, as your prayers have been answered!”

Rubbing his eyes, Asterios sighed heavily.

There was no way this would work.


Chapter 25
The Sun is Out

The priest in front of them looked quite taken aback. It was natural. No one had expected such bold and perhaps, to some extent, audacious words to come from the mouth of some unknown strangers who had stepped into the very pious settlement. A few nearby followers even paused their prayers and turned their attention to the unusual group. If not for the combined chanting noise, everyone would most likely have heard Tina’s declaration thanks to the chamber’s acoustics.

Asterios readied himself to salvage the situation when Umbra’s voice echoed in his head.

~It might be better not to dismiss this situation completely,~ his familiar advised.

~How so?~ he asked.

~There is no doubt that the realm is in chaos right now. Some might believe the world is ending, like these people. Things might become difficult for us and everyone else,~ the Lord of Shadows explained. ~What my kin needs right now is someone who can guide them through this crisis. A bunch of unworthy individuals are definitely going to capitalize on this event while trying to rise in their ranks, caring not for our future, even if that won’t extend further than a day or two.~

Certainly, from what they had seen on their way to this facility, the first signs of disorder were already present in the minds of the natives. It wouldn’t be long before some small civil wars broke out amongst this realm’s denizens, nor for the others to form alliances and try to tackle the encroaching threat.

A threat many would find unfamiliar.

Most, if not everyone, from Umbra’s world was associated with darkness, either born straight from it or deeply touched by its element. The energy of the light that was the main driving force behind the sealing barrier and everything that operated the magical arrangement was almost straight counter to such. Many would die trying to fight against the unidentified danger, and therefore, many would die meaningless deaths.

Sure, the majority of the beings living inside the locked dimension could be considered scary or threatening, but they weren’t all exactly evil. That hadn’t been Abyss’ purpose when she was creating this world. And even without her interference, it hadn’t fully devolved into pure madness. Otherwise, Umbra would have made use of the first chance to abuse the freedom he had gained through Asterios, slowly plotting to either free himself or follow some other nefarious goal.

~So, you want me to play along?~ Asterios pondered deeply as they continued their exchange in his mind.

~I understand that it might be asking for a lot. You already have multiple societies under your care and have saved a number of communities. I don’t want to increase your burden, Master, yet I can’t help but at the very least share my thoughts with you,~ Umbra replied. ~This is not a request, just so we are clear. I do wish for you to help this world and its people, even if just to solve our creator’s greatest regret. In my opinion, you have what is necessary to become our savior, but I shall not encumber your shoulders with this responsibility without your clear acceptance.~

Asterios considered his words for a bit longer before taking a deep breath. ~An entire dimension is a much bigger deal than some remote village or even a small city. But I can at least try. The rest will be in the hands of your people. Or whatever else they might use to hold onto things.~

~That’s already more than I would insist on.~ His shadowy friend chuckled mirthfully. ~I shall continue to offer my aid no matter your choices, Master.~

Stepping forward as the leader of the spider-crab faction was quickly recollecting from the incredulity of Tina’s words, Asterios fixed his gaze on the tall being.

“My companion speaks true.” He placed a hand over his heart. “Ever since my arrival here, I have been going around collecting the dangerous energy of the light. It is my intention to release the people imprisoned in this realm against their will, and now, as the malevolent force is attempting to fight back, protect everyone from its oppression.”

Nothing he said was technically a lie. He might have omitted the part where the current events were his fault, but that was a small and insignificant detail. His intentions remained the same as they had been during his first step into the restricted darkness of Umbra’s home.

The elder gaped at him. “That’s…”

“Preposterous?” Selene finished for the creature, raising a white brow. “If one outsider can be proclaimed the Destroyer, it’s not impossible for another to be deemed the Savior. As someone who hails from the former’s realm, I can confidently say that it does not compare to how developed our master’s homeworld is. This might be the universe’s way of arranging things to make it right for you.”

As usual, the cunning and wise fox lady knew exactly what to say in such situations. Being a spiritual leader with decades of experience, she was able to address the zealots’ way of thinking and utilize it to appeal to their strong faith. Mentioning that she came from the realm of gods, if they considered the Destroyer as one, pointing out that Ast’s birthplace was on another level certainly had an effect on their conversation partner and a bunch of eavesdroppers.

“But, I can’t succeed alone,” Asterios added, pushing the narrative forward. “Your home is falling into disorder. There are more like you who have resigned themselves to their fate. This Spirit I can take care of, but there’s only one of me. After I consume all of its energy, I will need your help to spread the word and calm the masses.”

Selene shot him a proud smirk, at which he smiled warmly. He might not be able to hold a candle to her with his ability to address the people, but there was a lot he had learned from her during their time together, either directly or not. It was a skill he needed to develop further, considering the things that were to come.

“How can you achieve such a grand feat when you look…” The chief seemed uncertain but didn’t turn hostile or angry, which was a good sign.

“Because in my darkness it will all end…” Asterios spread his arms to the side.

Calling for his onyx Heart, he took a dive into its powerful energy. Immediately, black smoke began seeping out of his body and fell to the ground like an ominous curtain. It spread over the floor, evoking a few surprised gasps from the increasing number of onlookers. His shadows swirled like thick mist while greedily consuming the light present in the sizable hall.

“I’m confident in my capabilities, but if you are willing to let me free you from this prophecy, I need everyone to step out of these sacred grounds,” he demanded. “There is no doubt it will resist. From what I can see, you have already experienced its merciless technique. You don’t need to lose more people to this vile creation.”

“We have to interrupt our prayers?” the main priest inquired fearfully.

“You may continue them from the corridor behind us if you still wish to keep pleading with the Destroyer to spare you. I won’t blame you for not putting faith in me, as this is the first time we’ve met each other,” Asterios answered kindly. “But, for your own safety, this place must become vacant.”

“Are you really going to beg the one who intends to not just bring ruin to your lives but even take them all on a whim rather than someone who will be putting their life on the line to protect you?” Silvia joined in, her expression set firm and stern. “What kind of madness ails you to worship your mortal nemesis?”

The girls nodded at her words, all staring at the creature in charge. It was visibly reconsidering its approach, its head swiveling between the bright sphere and the Savior. At this point, more and more of its kin interrupted their prayers, and soon they might all stop those completely if their leader didn’t come to a decision, making the being’s worries come true regardless.

Taking one of the two available stances, the head priest turned to its people and raised its arms high.

“Everyone, gather on the Divine Path and continue praying. Show the Destroyer’s Spirit proper respect as you move back.” Then, as the tall spider-crabs saw to those orders right away, it looked back to the Asterios. “If you truly manage to best the Destroyer’s Spirit, my people shall become your missionaries. We have long prayed for a savior. It will be our honor to aid the great liberator in the world’s true salvation.”

It wasn’t necessary to mention what would happen if he failed, as the result of such was certain death by a rather intense sunburn.

With a deep bow, the chief began retreating alongside its followers. It took a few good minutes before the hall was empty, all the spider-crabs crammed into the tunnel leading into the chamber, with their main priest at the very front. That should be enough to keep them safe from any potential blasts, and even if not, Umbra and Abyss would step in when necessary.

“I guess we are really doing it.” Miria giggled joyfully. “It’s time to become the Messiah, Master!”

“That one is definitely not sticking.” Asterios glared at her playfully. “But, for them to actually believe in everything we said, I don’t think sitting down in front of the cluster and slowly absorbing it will be powerful enough.”

“You are right. It might need to be a bit flashier than that,” Althea agreed.

“What are you going to do, then?” Tina arrived at his side, entwining their arms together.

He brought their hands up, his still leaking darkness. “I guess I’m going to test something out. One way to gain their trust might be showing them that this light can be overcome.”

~It might work,~ Umbra said after reading his intentions. ~But it might not bring you the same benefits as the approach you were going with so far.~

“There are many more clusters hidden in this world. Sacrificing one to stabilize the realm a bit is worth the price. Plus, it can count as practice.” Asterios leaned in to place a tiny kiss on Tina’s cheek. “Now, please join our new friends. I’ll handle this alone.”

She searched his eyes for a moment but ultimately responded with a faint nod, standing on her tiptoes to properly press her soft lips against his. Receiving the cordial good luck charm, he smirked lovingly, adoring the slight blush on his girlfriend’s noble cheeks. Their friends had certainly seen it, but there was no rule saying that apostles couldn’t be very devoted to their messiah, right?

While the ladies jogged to the entrance, he focused his mind on the task ahead, hoping he wasn’t mistaken and overconfident after gaining a little bit of power thanks to the guidance of his incredible mates. Especially his mentor and woodland lover.

Walking closer to the floating orb, he let more darkness spread all over the floor. With each step, another splotch of black mist rolled to the sides, covering the white ground completely. The more he synchronized himself with his second lineage, the more the menacing fog covered his figure. Soon, all of his skin was concealed by a dark layer, with only the shape of his eyes remaining recognizable, emitting a silvery glow just like in his draconic form while enveloped by shadows.

Crossing the safe threshold, he triggered the cluster’s defenses.

Asterios was ready for the invasive screeching and oppressive wave of piercing light. He didn’t have to move a hand as the shadows he had discharged rose from the ground and formed a tall wall by his sole will. The dangerous glow shot past its edges, but he was kept safe in the middle. A few bright spots appeared on the shadowy weave, making him a little concerned. Thankfully, it mended itself quickly and continued to absorb the fake sun energy without a problem.

Unfortunately, while being able to block the assault could be considered a great achievement on its own, it didn’t solve the issue. He secured a way to safely sap the sphere, but that required him to sit down and meditate just like before. Which wasn’t spectacular, even a bit.

Throwing his hands to the front, Asterios pushed his authority a step further. Every single bit of darkness in his vicinity bent towards him like thin metal exposed to a mighty magnetic force and rushed to follow his command. Everyone watched as the golden globe became encapsulated by onyx energy, turning the chamber almost completely black. Only a few strained stains surfaced on the sinister veil.

The light was subjugated.

But not consumed.

The former was of great importance, however. With the whole room becoming dark, shadows were plentiful. Ast’s power jumped by a few levels as he ordered his energy to further fuse with the natural darkness, and as his palms smacked together before him, long serpents of onyx mist dove into the shield he had put around the orb. The capsule thickened and deepened with each second, increasing in size, expanding.

Until it became so big its edge was in arm’s reach for Asterios.

Resting his hand on the swirling ball of darkness, he issued the final command. “Consume.”

A blast of spiritual aura hit the spectators as the black globe spun along with the shadowy tendrils. No more light peeked out of the dark barrier, which now began shrinking into itself. Ast’s fingers gradually curled into his palm as it slowly became smaller and smaller. Everyone knew something had changed when it passed the size of the cluster they remembered seeing just moments ago.

When the grim ball neared the dimensions of a wagon’s wheel, Asterios covered the remaining gap with a snap and his fingers clenched into a fist.

Another explosion of energy surged outwards, this time continuous. The light was definitely fighting back, but not for long. Less than ten seconds later, the capsule reduced its size to an extent below what anyone’s eyes could perceive and disappeared with a light pop, silencing the strong winds and any noise. The chamber was enveloped in total darkness with no Destroyer’s Spirit in sight.

As he turned towards the entrance, the girls greeted him with impressed and adoring smiles or grins. The spider-crab people couldn’t appear more shocked, but also reverent. They had all followed their chief’s orders, but it was obvious that not that many truly believed some outsider would succeed at taking down a god’s soul. In their eyes, at least.

“See? Now do you believe?” Tina snorted cutely at their expressions.

“We believe…” the leader answered breathlessly.

“We believe!” the others shouted in unison.

They all lowered their multi-legged lower halves as far as they could and bowed their torsos to the very ground. Tina blinked a few times, not expecting such a quick and strong reaction.

“We shall become the messengers of the Messiah!” The main priest rose and directed its face to the ceiling. “The world shall know salvation is approaching! The Great Pilgrimage begins!”

In a flash, its kin stood up, and they began another worshiping chant as they filed out of the underground facility, undoubtedly going to travel the realm to spread the word. No one in Ast’s party had caught the exact number of the tribe’s members, but they felt like it was fairly impressive. The level of their success couldn’t be easily determined, so it made everyone curious how far this initiative would go.

~This is interesting…~ Tia’s voice echoed in their minds, and the ladies returned their gazes to their beloved master and mate, who still stood in the middle of the chamber. ~An outcome I did not expect…~

They felt confused because it was hard to tell what those comments were about, but Asterios did notice something. Still enshrouded in seeping darkness, he pulled his legs up and started levitating in place, assuming the same position he had been in multiple times alone or with his partners. Closing his eyes, he let himself relax and drift into the depths of his soul.

※ ※ ※

Opening his eyes once more, Asterios found himself on the pleasant lawn making up the comfy carpet in Tia’s tree tower. His host was nowhere to be found, which was rare. The beautiful Dryad loved to entice him with her charming appearance, especially after they fully became one. Yet, she wasn’t there to greet him.

He could feel her presence, though, so he walked towards the exit. A moment later, he was outside, back inside this mysterious space housing his lineages.

And a few other things.

Tia stood a distance away from the Tree and gazed into the sky. She spotted Ast’s arrival and offered him an excited smile. He approached his timber-skinned lover, gently sliding his arm around her shapely waist, and followed her eyes.

There was a new thing.

“You totally didn’t have to, Master.” Tia giggled sweetly. “But I appreciate the gesture.”

Asterios shook his head with a faint smirk at her teasing. A miniature sun hung over the monumental crown of leaves, bathing them in faint light and spreading some of its shine over the nearby area. It was the cluster he had consumed. Somehow, it had ended up inside him instead.

“This isn’t going to become a problem, is it?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“I don’t think so, Master.” She shook her head. “If so, you might still be able to absorb it like the other ones. It should be easier now that it’s inside you. Although I would like to keep one if you would grant me this selfish desire.”

Placing his palm on her smooth cheek, he brought her face to his and placed a chaste peck on her plump lips. “I will make these skies clear if that’s what you wish for, no matter what I have to do to achieve that. A small sun to warm up your skin is nothing.”

She grinned fondly and kissed him back. “One day, I will bathe under a real sun, so don’t hesitate to take this one away and grow stronger, Master. Your love already warms my skin up more than I would dare to admit.”

He snickered at her obvious double meaning. Watching as she passionately nibbled on her lip, he looked up at the newest change to the Ancestral Plane. At the current pace, it might soon start running out of space if more phenomena continued to manifest inside his soul. He knew this wasn’t exactly a normal occurrence, but he felt like even a True Dragon might not be able to provide a solid explanation for what was happening.

Perhaps the two bloodlines he had inherited somehow broke him, and it extended to this place?

So far, it seemed like the questions would never end, no matter how many answers they gathered.

And the current one swirling in his head was, what to do with this surprising development?


Chapter 26
Born to Flair Around

“I think you should leave it to me,” Tia said, brushing a hand over Ast’s back. “There’s no need to delay. I shall study any potential effects of this result and let you know my thoughts.”

“Sure.” Asterios nodded. “You certainly know more about this stuff. Any initial ideas?”

“A few, but nothing I should worry you about just yet. Examination first.” She smiled at him sweetly and spun around with a cute wink. “But, if it were possible to absorb the other clusters this way and save them for later, this could become a decent trump card for you.”

“How so?” He raised a curious brow at her.

“Your Dragon’s Hearts are already almost bottomless in terms of energy when we keep in mind your draconic nature, but having another pocket of power you could call at a dangerous time might be just the little thing that turns the tables on your opponent.” The sly Dryad giggled impishly. “Nothing gets one more sure about their victory than seeing their enemy completely drained of all the spiritual strength.”

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, Asterios smirked back at her. “And then pop. Right when their guard is down. I agree. It’s a devious little plan, but there are no shameful steps when it comes to protecting the ones you love. I’ll leave you to it, then. Thank you.”

A wide grin adorned her gorgeous face as she threw her arms over his shoulders and kissed him deeply.

“No need to thank me. I’m doing it for us. I want to protect our family too.” Tia’s fingers caressed his cheek as she looked into his eyes dearly. “The stronger you are, the stronger we are. I will be forever grateful for you saving me and shall ensure you possess enough might to save many more.”

“Hopefully, before the person I’m trying to save ends up a bodiless soul next time.” He sighed softly.

“You better not start blaming yourself for this again, or I’m going to sic Grea on you.” She snickered dangerously and bopped him on the nose. “Now, back you go. The girls’ intrigue is reaching its limits. Get a hold of yourself before they hurt themselves with their curiosity.”

Blinking at her in confusion, Asterios hastily extracted himself from his Ancestral Plane. Tia stumbled a little with a quiet laugh, her arms winding around her figure, already missing the warmth of his soul on her consciousness’ avatar skin. After experiencing deeper closeness with her new beloved, she had difficulty controlling her yearning. And the fact that in this space she was the incarnation of her mind didn’t help quench those desires. She had no body she could control here.

But she knew it wouldn’t be long before he found a way to bring her back into the physical world. As much as he struggled to hide it from them, they knew Asterios constantly racked his brain about possible options to achieve this feat. Until that happened, he wouldn’t stop feeling partially guilty about being unable to protect her Tree.

Unhurriedly turning around, Tia looked up at the miniature sun bathing the soul image of her Tree in a pleasant light. After being absorbed by Asterios, it had lost its sharp and violent nature, turning warm, gentle, cordial, and most importantly, loving. It felt nourishing in a way she hadn’t experienced in ages.

Perhaps the time she would walk the realms again wasn’t as far away as she’d thought.

※ ※ ※

Opening his eyes, Asterios was greeted by an adorable yelp and the sight of Miria falling onto her butt, her fluffy ears laid down atop her soft black hair from the shock of surprise. She had been pretty much in his face as she was trying to catch a glance at his shadowy self, because as he noticed, his form was still that of dark billowing fog and most likely pure white eye slits. Thankfully, he had come back before she had enough time to move from starting to touching.

“Are you alright?” he asked, extending a hand to his sweet mate while placing his feet on the ground, finished with his levitating meditation.

She shot him a sheepish smile and accepted the help. His darkness licked at her fur, but properly controlled, it wasn’t hostile. The ladies watched as their excited sister-mate played around with the misty tongues, grinning from ear to ear. Silvia then approached them, a calculating look on her face as she too peered at Ast’s relatively new form.

“You can keep it up subconsciously?” the princess asked. “I still need to think about mine at least a little.”

“Sorry.” He chuckled wryly.

“I didn’t mean to sound jealous or accusing.” The scarlet-haired girl rolled her eyes and stepped forward to place a dainty peck against his cheek, making it shimmer a bit. “I’m going to get there myself soon too. This seems similar to my transformation, doesn’t it? I bet you will be able to help me improve even further.”

“There’s no doubt about that.” Selene hid her ladylike grin behind her slender palm. “Master is an expert at making sure we grow to the best of our potential.”

“So, how did things go?” Tina tilted her head at him.

Asterios proceeded to fill them in on the events and conversations from his inner world, and they all listened eagerly. Tia’s suggestion fascinated them, gaining a unanimous vote for its introduction. When they got some time on their hands, they were going to collect as many clusters as they could fit inside Asterios, as worded by the short Summoner lady, who then quickly realized her choice of expression and dipped her head while blushing furiously.

“So, just one more and we are done.” Miria hopped around victoriously.

“We don’t know if reassembling the key will let us disable the seal this easily, but it should definitely give us access to more information about the structure,” Althea commented wisely. “Shall we move on, or do you need a moment to process the changes inside you?”

Shaking his head, Asterios curbed down the panthergirl’s enthusiasm with a few playful strokes of her dancing tail. “Let’s get outside. I’m going to stay like this for a while. The more I rely on it, the more my onyx half seems to wake up after the recent infusion. And I want to try something out.”

Everyone was in agreement with that, and they retraced their steps, going up the swirling staircase dug into the walls of the circular pit, now empty and devoid of any presence. Walking to the top, they found a ghost city, its streets also barren of any activity. The worshippers were all gone, to the very last creature.

Directing his face into the sky above them, aiming at the floating marble cube fortress, Asterios reached into himself and located the cluster of light energy he had previously swallowed. It wasn’t hard when he imagined it being close to Tia’s spiritual signature, which was correct to some extent. Nibbling on its reserves a bit, he fed it to his darkness, and black shadows burst out from his position.

Before the ladies could react, they were all swallowed by them as they stood around their beloved. The black dome retreated in an instant after it had closed up, revealing a change in scenery. They were once more at the edge in front of the entrance to the white structure above the cultists’ community.

“That was so quick, Master!” Miria beamed at him.

“Look. You can see these guys spreading out.” Tina pointed somewhere below, and they moved closer to peer at the ground too.

As she had noted, the spider-crabs were traveling in all directions to deliver the words of their Messiah to the entities of the Nethernight Realm. They were moving fairly fast, but Ast’s group already knew their legs were capable of high speeds. One could say these fanatics were overzealous in their new holy task.

“Was it really a good idea to send them out into the world just like that?” the blue-haired girl continued a bit pensively. “They don’t seem exactly strong.”

Umbra made himself visible by her side, with Abyss already being there without them noticing. “They are actually safer thanks to your decision.”

“They are?” She turned to him skeptically.

“There’s no such thing as guaranteed safety in this place. One might assume that living in a community might bring higher chances of survival, but it’s the opposite. Gathering in one place just makes it easier for powerful entities to wipe the whole village out with a single assault,” the Lord of Shadows explained. “Additionally, they were praying to the light. It was only a matter of time before someone found out and took great offense to that, murdering their entire tribe. You did them a favor by introducing Master as their Messiah. They are going to worship his darkness instead of the malicious light now. Plus, they might not look like much, but who knows what kind of monsters they might become when they get serious.”

“Little Shadow is right. Your actions might have saved their lives,” Abyss stated in his support.

“That settles it, then.” Asterios hugged the petite girl affectionately from behind, still enveloped by darkness. “The best we can do for them is finish our business as soon as we can. When their Messiah saves the world, it should bring a few days of peace at least.”

She stayed in his embrace for a moment longer, and they started getting ready to travel to their final facility. While Asterios worked on the technique he had used to bring them up, his companions decided on the direction they would be continuing in. A few chance games later, the south won. They grouped up, and he attempted the transfer once more.

It succeeded, but only to a certain extent.

When the curtain of darkness receded, they found themselves on the dark ground once more. He had missed his shot by about half an hour of walking, the floating fortress visible in the lit-up sky in the front above them. It was definitely a matter of practice and gauging how much energy was needed to make the jump. However, he was glad it wasn’t a complete failure.

“Is it me, or does it look like the weird outpost is being… attacked?” Selene hummed to herself while squinting lightly.

Everyone focused on what they were seeing even more and understood her remark. Some kind of flying and aerial beings were clearly throwing themselves at the amalgamation of marble cubes. Physical and magical attacks bounced off the perfectly smooth walls, leaving barely any marks behind. An entire army was amidst a full-fledged siege, unable to do anything to the light god’s castle.

“This is what we were trying to prevent,” Umbra said unamusedly. “Without proper coordination, this is pointless. And dangerous.”

“It won’t trigger some unimaginably powerful defenses, right?” Miria giggled worriedly.

“I wouldn’t believe he didn’t prepare any countermeasures against the assault on his spell save for the illusory barrier,” Abyss shared as neutrally as usual.

“I guess it’s now a race against time,” Asterios stated firmly. “We should hope there are no world-ending magics prepared in case of such a scenario.”

“Well, if the realm was gone, at least Umbra would be finally free, no?” Tina let out an anxious snicker, clearly trying to convince herself of that positive and failing.

Dragging their gazes away from the all-out war with only one side actively participating, they switched their attention to the settlement laid before them, right beneath the suspended structure.

“Not them.” Umbra groaned and mimicked swiping a hand over his face in despair. “I knew this land felt familiar.”

Multiple pyramids made out of black and dark purple bones extended from the ground and stopped at various heights. Most of them had been built with smaller bones, more human-sized, but each was decorated with a bunch of bigger trophies woven into their designs. For a moment, Asterios was reminded of the Demon Continent, but quickly dismissed that notion.

This was much creepier and more ominous.

In contrast to the last time, he did not want to explore these.

Besides, thousands of skeletal monsters flowed through the streets that wound around the vicious pyramids, ranging from humanoid to total horrors. A single glance confirmed that their bones were definitely part of the conical buildings and not just the bones of their enemies. It was hard to guess if that was a punishment or a reward for these people.

In any case, a massive army of undead awaited them in a city made of their own bodies.

Quite fitting, some would say.

“I have a feeling it isn’t another them similar to the ones we met in your pocket dimension,” Asterios finally said, breaking the tense silence.

“I’m afraid not.” His familiar released a deep sigh. “It’s a bastard who has always been trying to undermine me. And his army of Death Legion. They are pretty much immortal, as their bodies are reconstructed through all the available darkness. The light might have inconvenienced them a little, but not enough to make them easy to deal with. As long as that violet spark sizzles in their chests, they will not disappear.”

“Let them try to find an issue with us.” Miria growled while smacking her fist into her palm. “No one bullies Master’s subordinates.”

“Perhaps we don’t have to confront them,” Althea suggested a less troublesome approach. “They don’t seem to be aware of the true nature of the mana source atop which they had founded their little empire.”

“It will be a pain to sneak in there,” Silvia noted. “And negotiations are most likely off the table.”

“Then all we need is a diversion.” Selene grinned cunningly. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s their forces that are up in the air. Why not cause a bit of a disturbance on the ground in response? They will need to split their attention and might not want to pull their assault teams back for that.”

“I’m in!” Miria’s eyes sparkled with delight. “My fur is still itching to explore more of what I can now do after the ritual!”

“I think it’s time I tested Rusi’s abilities on something else than just a few training dummies.” Tina smirked proudly, cracking her interlaced fingers forward.

“What about a good old spar, ladies?” The white-haired vixen turned to the pair. “It’s been a while since we faced each other seriously.”

“Oh, yeah! I regretted not getting to fight all of you in Bryn’s world!” The feline girl released extremely thrilled growls.

“Last woman standing?” The petite Summoner raised a brow at them, and her friends nodded. “Leave it to us, Ast. You three, plus Umbra and Abyss, sneak into the complex. We’ll take care of putting up a good show for our new friends.”

“Alright. I’m counting on you.” Asterios smiled at them appreciatively. “Try not to mess each other up too much. It might take a while before we are there to patch you up.”

“No promises.” She chuckled craftily, but seeing his unyielding glare, she blushed a tiny bit and escaped with her eyes to the side. “Okay. We’ll be careful.”

He squinted at her even further, evoking a huff from his smart lover as she crossed her arms over her ample chest.

“Fine! I swear!” Tina stomped her feet angrily while trying to glare back. “Now go! You silly, over-considerate, too-handsome-for-your-own-good man!”

Her eyes widened as she realized what she had accidentally slipped in there, and her face turned deep red as Asterios smiled cordially at her. She spun around, grabbed Miria’s and Selene’s wrists, and yanked them away, hastily pulling them toward the pyramids.

A delicate chuckle reached Ast’s ears, and he took a peek at the fiery princess by his side, who had an amused expression on her royal face.

“Her true thoughts always sneak in when she gets riled up,” Silvia revealed, peering back at him affectionately. “Can’t say I disagree, though. I too catch myself staring sometimes.”

Shaking his head at the incredulous statement, he gestured at the rest of the team to follow him as he directed them to the other side of the bone city, where the diversion trio was not heading, his arm tenderly wrapped around his flame-haired girlfriend’s shapely waist. She almost lit up from his shadowy touch herself, but she contained her lineage as much as she could since they needed stealth for their upcoming operation.

A walking, flaming depiction of a goddess of beauty didn’t exactly fit the theme.

Umbra and Abyss made themselves scarce while Althea took Ast’s other side. His darkness spread over their figures and turned them into shadowy humanoids too. Then, he focused on blending with the environment as much as he could, which wasn’t too hard with it being the land of eternal night. Minus the temporary daylight coming from above.

Still, plunging into the cast shadows, he was able to bring them into the scary-looking necropolis. Pushing down his fascination at witnessing so many types of undead and skeletal creatures, he navigated through the streets while searching for the best spot to descend into the ground, where the facility was undoubtedly buried. Nevertheless, the population didn’t exactly feel like a community, more like a puppet army stored in and around the pyramids. That made it more bearable and let him focus on the task at hand.

~There!~ Tia’s musical voice echoed through their minds. ~Behind that one!~

Asterios snuck around a few more crossroads and emerged past the building she had mentioned. Some undead were loitering around, but his shadow cloaking worked wonders when combined with the shade cast by the bone monument struck by the golden light. He and his companions could hide in plain sight while looking around for a way to start digging without giving themselves out.

~Can’t see how we can get away with—~

Silvia’s comment was interrupted when an intense earthquake shook the ground, making the pyramids rattle, the monster topple, and them almost fall too. The clap of thunder and a silvery flash accompanied it. A second later, only the echoing noise remained, rolling into the distance. All the undead started picking themselves up and rushing in a certain direction, leaving Asterios and the girls alone.

Coming out of their camouflage, he snickered lightly. “Looks like they got serious. Shall we too?”

~I’m fairly sure we are right above the core chamber,~ Tia said. ~I can feel its energy, and the cluster inside you is reacting. If we dig straight down, we should land exactly where we need to, capture the cluster, and get out before anyone notices.~

“Allow me to make haste, then,” Abyss offered. “I shall save us some time.”

“By all means.” Asterios bowed politely and took a step back.

Then, they watched as Umbra’s creator brought forth the same technique she had used to drill into one of the locked facilities, employing her grimoire and a sphere of tightly condensed pure black energy. However, this time, it lacked some of its splendor and visuals. It felt rather practical and simplistic, with just a bit of purplish glow over the pages.

That was when he realized she had just been putting up a show for their first time witnessing it.

He was starting to understand that this trait was taking up a much bigger part of her personality than he had expected. She was a much bigger tease than anyone would have thought, even with the little jabs and theatrics that accompanied the mysterious woman. Perhaps some of her other techniques had been more of a show than they had to be.

In the end, it didn’t matter. A narrow tunnel had been cleared as it was supposed to be. Closing the magical tome, she dismissed the spell and glanced at the trio. Asterios offered her an appreciative nod, looked around one last time, and jumped into the hole, followed by the others. They dropped for a few long seconds before landing in a spacious chamber with a strong light source in the very middle, touching the floor a safe distance from it.

“Great. I’ll get to it—”

Standing up and offering the ladies his arms to do the same, Asterios froze. They followed his gaze and paused too.

The room was identical to the ones they had been to multiple times, save for one tiny detail.

There was no spiritual cluster in its center.

Instead, a creature of pure light napped in its place, its entire form resembling that of the sphere’s usual golden surface. It had the general shape of a lion, with one crucial difference. The head. Instead of the usual animal one, a human-like female face sat perched atop the monster’s shoulders.

And just about now, it was starting to wake up, rising to its full height, taking up two-thirds of the vertical space. Its eyes glowed brightly, and it released a half-screech half-roar at the invaders, preparing to intercept them.

~Oops.~ Tia giggled apologetically. ~Looks like our cluster is in another chamber.~

Asterios snorted and took a combat stance.

Things had been going way too easy up to this point anyway.


Chapter 27
Honest to a Fault

“This should be far enough,” Selene said, lightly tugging her arm, still in the clutches of the much shorter girl. “They can’t see you anymore, Tina.”

Miria giggled as their blue-haired sister-mate groaned and finally let go of their wrists. Cheeks still rosy, the embarrassed Summoner cast a glance to the side, not finding a hint of Asterios and the other half of their party. Meeting the eyes of the pair she had dragged with her, she flushed again as they smiled cheekily.

“Not a word,” she warned, pointing a finger at them.

The panthergirl mimed sealing her mouth shut and stood there trying not to break the seal with the joyful grin that kept twitching at the corners of her lips. It made Tina even more self-conscious, and she hid her face in her hands.

“Get yourself together, girl.” The fox lady swept her fingers through her long hair, capturing Tina’s attention. “Males need compliments too, even more than we do, since they receive them much less often. You just said what we all think anyway. I’m sure he felt warmth in his heart rather than jolly at your unexpected words.”

“She is right. Master always compliments our looks. Why can’t we do it too without being shy about it?” Miria snickered.

“Bold coming from someone like you.” Tina scoffed playfully.

“What is that supposed to mean?!” The feline girl scowled in response.

“You know exactly what. You can’t speak your thoughts properly without being in heat either,” the other lady answered. “When was the last time you didn’t hide your face in his neck whenever you said something relatively enthusiastic about Ast, huh?”

It was Miria’s turn to fluster a tad.

“Can’t disagree.” The fox-eared woman nodded with a seemingly pitiful expression. “You are only honest when you are in bed with him.”

“Selene!” The panthergirl’s eyes widened to the brim, and she started smacking her best friend on the shoulder with her fists.

Tina laughed openly, and soon the beastfolk pair joined her. They calmed down after a minute or two and exchanged smiling glances. As much as they bickered amongst themselves, it always felt nice to share a moment with like-minded people you cared for. With Asterios being a central piece that connected them, they shared the most important interest that mattered, the feelings they all had for him. In front of those, most squabbles appeared insignificant.

“Alright. We have a job to do.” Tina took a deep breath and scanned their surroundings. “They shouldn’t have any issues noticing our battle from back there.”

“Shall we warm up a little first?” Selene raised a brow at her. “Wouldn’t want any of us to pull a muscle after you so confidently promised Asterios to be careful.”

The other girl sighed at the continuous teasing. “Yes, we should. But you are working very hard on making me go back on my word in regards to your person.”

Miria gasped in mock disbelief, then smiled wolfishly. “Wanna team up against her while we get ourselves ready for the main show?”

“With pleasure.” Tina smirked dangerously, and the duo glared at their cunning colleague.

The foxy goddess chuckled awkwardly. “I’m in danger.”

And that was the only thing she managed to get out before two sets of blades whizzed for her neck. Ducking under both the dual shortswords and the scythe, she hopped backward, materializing her translucent cyan spiritual armor that covered her shins, waist, torso, arms, and shoulders. Bringing out her great katana, she completed the unique look fairly characteristic of her tribe. A true warrior princess of her culture.

The other two were already fully ready to duke it out too. Miria embraced her full bloodline and zipped around in her Werepanther form, her already adorable face gaining even cuter but just as fierce feline features. Tina’s skin had been mostly swallowed by a mix of azure and silver scales, with vertical pupils and a tail to join them. 

However, the Summoner lady didn’t use Esil’s wings this time. No, rather than that, it looked like her contract with Rusilthea further stirred the draconic energies she had been absorbing and siphoning from Asterios. Behind her back appeared a pair of wings that would not look out of place on an actual True Dragon like the person they adored so much. The skeleton was dark blue while the membranes between it took a bright gray shade.

She was definitely going to uphold at least one of her promises. The one about utilizing more of the Lesser Dragon might she now possessed in her repertoire.

Too bad Rusi wasn’t there with them to witness it.

Yet, Selene didn’t exactly have time to ponder over such things. Not without two of her sister-mates throwing themselves at her with almost manic smiles. Perhaps teasing two of the most timid females in her beloved Lord’s harem wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but Ancestors be damned if it wasn’t entertaining enough to risk it all. Their reactions were just priceless.

Deflecting a vicious water scythe to the side and letting it shred the ground next to her with unimaginable ease, she kicked Tina away, holding her strength back only partially. The shorter girl grunted in dissatisfaction as she was thrown back, but her durable scales absorbed even the force of the blow. With another assailant appearing in the corner of her vision, Selene spun around and cut right through Miria’s furry midsection, splitting the panthergirl into two halves.

Only for both of them to dissipate into dark mist, reminding the Spiritual Fox about her friend’s newly gained abilities.

A fist emerged from Selene’s own shadow, and she barely flinched out of the way, the powerful knuckles missing her chin by a hair’s breadth and creating a stinging vertical line over her cheek. She instinctively crossed her blade in front, and that saved her from the real blades, which released a loud metallic noise as they struck the katana. Letting herself be blown away, the fox lady hastily raised a protective dome above her head a split-second before lightning struck it and rattled her bones.

Looking over her shoulder, she found Tina with Hydran shaped into an impressive bow in her hands, directed into the glowing sky. The small woman had a literal lightning bolt nocked on the bowstring, crackling and sparking as it fought to be released from its captivity. Surprisingly, Tina didn’t launch it straight at her but into the air, where the projectile arced as if it had actual mass and peaked above the spiritual shield. It then winked out of existence, and another lightning strike hit the dome, a thunderous roar rolling into the distance.

“I swear if I hear Miria or Tina whine about being left behind in terms of raw power one more time in the future, I’m going to spank their sorry arses right in front of my Lord’s face!” Selene snickered to herself. “Oh, I can already imagine lining them up on my lap as their charming little pert behinds stick out towards him in all their gorgeously nude glory. That’s when they will learn what true embarrassment means.”

“You wouldn’t!” Miria shouted with an equally offended and frightened tone as her mana-sharpened blades pierced into the barrier and sliced to the sides.

That cracked the surface enough for Tina’s arc of wind that she launched with her weapon back in scythe form right when the panthergirl had made her move to cut the entire thing in half, forcing their joint opponent to evade it by dropping into a temporary bridge.

Standing back up with an amused smirk, she faced the two slightly blushing girls boldly.

“You are right. I wouldn’t.” Selene quirked a knowing brow at them. “All it would achieve is make you two even wetter for him.”

Now the duo was positively boiling with how red their faces became, and she had to whip out multiple spiritual swords to block the combined attack that came with them straight up charging at her with pure fury. As their weapons locked with a loud clang and their faces were brought close just inches apart, the land behind her was obliterated into rows and arcs of deep gashes rivaling those of some vicious riverbeds.

Oh, it was so fun getting them worked up over the hidden desires of their hearts. 

And other parts of their bodies.

“That’s it! I’m playing your games no longer!” Miria growled as her features twisted threateningly. “You better keep your tails in sight because I’m coming at you with everything I’ve got!”

The panthergirl jumped away and dropped to all fours before even stopping, carving deep marks in the dark stone as she skidded to a halt. She was quickly transforming behind the black mist, and not only as the size of the mystical cloud grew too. In a blink, she stepped out of it in her beast form, rivaling Ast’s true shape, and roared menacingly, her fur slightly smoking with tongues of darkness licking at the air around her.

Admiring her sister-mate briefly, Selene followed suit.

With the help of cyan energy that swirled in circles around her figure, the fox lady turned into an actual fox too, only a tiny bit smaller than the giant cat standing before her with murder in its eyes. The remnants of the spiritual fog formed the same translucent armor over her legs, torso, and each of the tails. Even her head was protected by the styled plates of cyan power.

A tinkling animal laugh was all it took for the panther to shoot forward in a blur, and the fox responded in kind. The two magnificent beasts met in the middle and clashed by chomping on each other’s frames, the force of their collision sending shockwaves into their surroundings. It was a battle of two Titans.

“That’s not even remotely fair!” Tina shouted from the sidelines, watching her friends go at it so animatedly. “It’s not like I can turn into anything!”

Another yipping snicker escaped Selene’s muzzle. “Should I count that as whining?”

Miria found a brief moment to snort in the middle of their mighty brawl.

“You know what? Fuck you!” The small girl yelled at them, rolling her fingers into fists at her sides, causing both beast ladies to pause at the abrupt expletive. “I’m done being the nice and proper lady! You want me to be honest with myself? I’ll grant you your wish. Get that ass ready because I will be the one doing the spanking today!”

Lightning sparked all over Tina’s lithe frame, originating from her clenched fists. Her hair began floating up as a victim of all the condensed static being released in a single location. Silver glow filled her entire eye sockets and set them alight. The dark ground around the blue-haired Summoner was illuminated in a considerable radius.

Then, completely defying the laws of this realm, stormy clouds began gathering above their heads. They swam through the sky in a circular motion, creating a massive cyclone as they coalesced right atop the epicenter of everything. Tiny flashes penetrated the heavy blanket as an occasional discharge happened amidst the fierce atmospheric sheet.

Miria and Selene gaped as something else gathered in the eye of the storm. The explosions lighting up the clouds seemed drawn to the middle, turning it brighter and brighter. Until they all stopped out of the sudden.

An enormous lightning strike descended from the sky and struck Tina’s position, swallowing her whole. A blinding flash forced the ladies to cover their eyes right before the loudest thunder they had ever experienced smashed into them like a solid wall thrown into their faces, the quaking stealing their legs from underneath them. They were swatted backward like a pair of flies, digging their claws into the pavement to lock themselves in place against the deafening blast. 

Where Tina had stood was now a deep crater the size of a small village. As for the person in question, she was slowly floating up into the air, the arcs of lightning jumping off her frame becoming bigger, stronger, fiercer, and increasing in number. They zapped the pit and its vicinity with a unique noise that made both beastfolk’s fur stand up at attention. A literal storm wrapped the tiny girl up and began forming… something.

The clouds dropped more lightning strikes as that silvery energy took shape, this time of normal size, not the ground-pulverizing kind. Thunder echoed repeatedly as the lands were illuminated with a myriad of intense flashes. Bit by bit, the lines consolidating around Tina’s body connected with each other and drew a see-through depiction of a mean Lesser Dragon huge enough to swallow either of the transformed ladies whole. It coiled and crackled with the Summoner girl as its heart. 

With one last zap, the sky calmed down.

The draconic beast’s roar cleared the clouds within a blink, the shockwave smashing into the two spectators watching the moment of its birth. Its sharp eyes opened, filling the empty spots with an azure glow, and they fell upon the duo on the ground. Small crackles and zaps slithered over its transparent scales, with Tina’s lightning now connecting her to its frame like a heart connected everything in a body through blood vessels. The glare she directed at her sister-mates mirrored that of her apparition.

“Uhhh… Truce?” Miria chuckled anxiously, taking a peek at her vulpine partner.

“Please.” Selene’s snout twisted with a nervous smile.

The Dragon’s jaws opened as it lowered its head, and the duo’s eyes turned into saucers.

“RUN!” They both shouted at each other and sprinted in opposite directions.

Less than a second later, a thin beam of silver cut right through the spot they had been at, continuing into the pyramid city and slicing two of them in some parts. As the fierce ray lifted into the sky, the suspiciously silent line it had left in its wake made the women instinctively shudder and get away even faster rather than slowing down.

And for a good reason, as the entire trail then blew up with enormous power, creating a deep trench in the face of the realm, leaving a deadly lightning blanket in its wake. Needless to say, a good fourth of the necropolis was gone, pieces of black and purple bones trying to imitate rain for a good few seconds.

As far as it went for capturing its residents’ attention, there couldn’t be a more effective way.

But that didn’t mean the beastfolk duo was out of the woods now.

“Wait, wait, wait, wait!” Miria whimpered pleadingly as Tina chased after her and tried to catch the panther with her sharp teeth, carving chunks of stone each time she missed, thanks to her target jumping from shadow to shadow. “I’m a victim too! It was Selene! Selene kept making fun of you! Goooooooooooo afteeeeeeeeer heeeeeeeeeeeeeer!”

Multiple spheres of spiritual energy smacked into the Dragon’s serpentine frame and threw it off the path. It abandoned its pursuit of the slippery feline and turned towards the armored vulpine.

“Already throwing your ally under the wagon, Miria?” Selene smirked. “That alliance didn’t last long.”

“Every beastfolk for their own!” the panthergirl replied breathlessly. “Besides, I’m not attacking you, am I?”

The foxy lady had no time to respond with a witty reply as Tina was coming for her ass just as she had promised she would. Launching herself up, she began running through the air to get higher and higher, giving herself more space to evade any incoming attacks. Contrary to Miria, she couldn’t dive into the solid ground, and blinking herself into another spot cost unnecessarily much mana, even if she could draw on her beloved Lord’s reserves almost infinitely.

So could the predator hunting her.

As Selene sprinted, she left sizable spiritual blades in her path, hoping they would slow down her opponent. Tina pretty much ignored them as she charged, the weapons striking her outer form and bouncing off. But, not without any effect. It was clear that the Summoner girl didn’t yet have complete control of this new transformation as bits of her silvery, lightning-covered scales were being chipped off.

It was still not enough to deal any significant damage.

A jet of crimson flames swallowed the Dragon from below as Miria breathed fire from the ground, aiding her sister-mate as much as she could. Tina emerged from the fiery cloud and flicked the tip of her manifested tail at the pesky nuisance. Lightning discharged from it and hit right next to the panther, who yelped in panic. Three more strikes attempted to smite the brave but foolish beast before the fox’s fangs tore the appendage off.

Selene growled in discomfort as the silvery framework zapped her gums until it dissipated, leaving a sharp aftertaste on her tongue and in her mouth. She felt her jaw hang loosely, unable to move those muscles. When Tina mastered this form, her defenses would be incredible.

What the Dragon Summoner didn’t lack was offense.

The white vixen yipped in fright and rolled to the side, throwing herself as far as she could. Tina finished condensing a ball of pure lightning in her jaws and shot it at Selene. The sphere hurled forward at an astonishing speed and rivaled in size the fox lady’s current body. Because of that, it still grazed her side as it passed her, sending vicious tingles through her nervous system and temporarily paralyzing the falling Selene.

It didn’t disappear, though, and met the ground just next to the necropolis. The land shook violently as it burst on contact, and the explosion grew ten times in size, evaporating everything in its radius. A perfectly smooth hollow was left behind, its surface sparkling with jumping lightning. Another half of the remaining city was nothing more than a memory.

Miria boosted herself with her shadows and caught the nape of Selene’s neck between her fangs a safe distance from the ground, stopping her ally’s dangerous descent. Like a mother cat moving her little kitten, she placed the big fox down and licked its wound. Drawing on Ast’s spells, she got rid of the paralysis in a blink and healed it up as much as she could in a few seconds.

Selene stood up on shaky legs and brushed her muzzle against Miria with gratitude. They then both looked up at the massive translucent silver Dragon hovering over them fiercely. Its outer structure was slightly battered, but it definitely still had a lot of violence to dish out before going back to sleep in its petite vessel until called upon once more in real danger.

“You might need to tone it down a little in the future, Selene, or we might truly die one day.” Miria giggled, gazing upon Tina’s projection with a hint of awe.

“It’s alright. I still have you to tease to my heart’s content.” Selene chuckled softly, causing the panthergirl to groan.

“I’m going to figure out a way to embarrass you in front of Master too, I promise you that.” Miria huffed at her.

“I shall eagerly await that blissful moment. Try to enact your torturous plan while I’m being embraced, would you? I’m sure that would feel heavenly.” Selene yipped dreamily.

A heavy sigh escaped Miria’s lips. There was just no winning with her devious sister-mate.

But she could worry about that later.

Right now, they had to work together against a common enemy.

Tina wasn’t able to last forever, was she?


Chapter 28
Lit Ablaze

Dodging the swipe of a paw made of pure light, Asterios swung his greatsword in response, slicing through the spiritual construct without an issue. The problem came afterward. He watched as the cut closed in front of his eyes and all the evidence of his counterattack was gone from the thing’s body. Blocking an attempt at getting stomped on, he didn’t strike back, jumping further away instead.

“What kind of a monster is this?” Silvia asked from the other side, creating a pillar of fire to stop the beast in its tracks before it lunged after her betrothed.

“A Sphinx.” Abyss’ voice echoed through the chamber, and everyone looked up towards its source.

The woman’s head poked out of the hole through which they had descended into this room, suspended past its edge while upside down. As expected, its owner’s face showed a complete lack of being bothered by such a position.

“I heard about those,” Althea joined in. “Weren’t they supposed to be more interested in playing games with their prey before deciding to finally feed? Some fictional stories went as far as to even suggest they would spare the challenger if enough games had been won.”

“Half of it is true,” the dark-skinned lady agreed. “Unfortunately, you aren’t up against a real Sphinx but a spiritual construct with the form and mannerisms of one. It lacks its usual intelligence in favor of more bestial instincts. At the same time, it can’t use its trademark abilities and magic that enthralls its prey to play along with its entertaining ploy.”

“How come it’s down here?” Asterios asked, glad for a moment of respite to think as the light-based entity couldn’t decide who to lunge after first.

“He loved to use them as his pets. They were his favorite.” Abyss showed no emotions, but he could discern the slightest hint of distaste in her voice after spending enough time by the woman’s side. “As to why we found ourselves in a chamber with one, I believe your Dryad mate has mistaken its energy with a cluster. The method of its creation is quite similar, so that’s not something to be ashamed of. Even I might have guessed incorrectly with both of them put in different rooms side by side.”

“And this is the first time we run into it or make such a mistake?” Althea frowned in disbelief.

“There is no way he would put them in every facility with how high their number is. These are most likely sprinkled around in a few chosen or random locations. I could see him keeping them close while he worked on the seal just so he could come and play with them,” their guide answered.

“Like scratch its belly and rub its ears?” Asterios raised a slightly uncertain brow at her.

“No, like throw one of my children to it and watch the entity struggle to keep its life until it falls into complete despair after learning that it was all just entertainment for the pair,” Abyss corrected him.

“The more reason to get rid of this abomination,” Silvia said, floating around in her flaming form.

“Enjoy your fight. I shall retreat into the safety of these shadows until you finish here. This construct can emit a similar aura to the cluster, so it’s uncomfortable for the two of us to be in its presence for longer periods of time,” the realm’s creator reasoned, and they saw Umbra’s top hat poke out of the tunnel to nod at them.

“We don’t exactly have all the time in the world to play around, so let’s wrap it up quickly,” Asterios suggested, exchanging glances with his princess and his mentor. “The girls on the surface are working hard to keep the skeletons off our butts.”

“You might need to absorb it like the cluster,” Althea advised. “It seems to use up its condensed energy to regenerate. Forcing it to burn through its reserves will take way too long.”

“I’ll need you two to hold it down for me, then.” He began circling the monster. “It takes a bit of focus to properly siphon all that mana without causing it to go crazy. I would rather not risk it blowing up in our faces and instead choose to simply leave it to its own devices while we jog to the actual cluster.”

“You should never pass on a free meal.” Silvia showed an elegant smirk. “The energy it gives you might come in handy throughout the day.”

Chuckling softly, he had to agree with her clever advice. Right after, the duo decided to make a move, and the battle resumed. They weren’t in that much danger thanks to Ast’s protection. Otherwise, as Abyss had said, the intense light might hurt their bodies over time. Thankfully, his shadows stuck to them even after they had separated, the ladies wearing thin suits of his darkness over their personal attire.

Or the lack of thereof in Silvia’s case, as her entire form was that of a feminine-shaped Elemental of fire.

Due to that, she volunteered as the bait. Her techniques were better for causing her opponent harm rather than restricting them. She could still employ many tactics suitable for such a task, but she was more than happy to leave that part to the draconic lady. Floating around the rectangular arena, she threw a few balls of fire at the creature to gain its hatred, at which she succeeded in a flash.

Already accustomed to how a feline would behave on instinct, Silvia effortlessly moved out of the way of all the swipes, stomps, and lunges. She and the other women trained tirelessly together whenever Asterios was and wasn’t looking. Going against Miria wasn’t anything new to most if not all of them. A lot could be learned from such sparring sessions, and none of them neglected such an opportunity.

Proving their decision right, the flaming princess abused the lion’s overextended attack to shape a swirling cone with her fire and stick it into the beast’s side. The construct screamed in an imitation of pain and tried to slash back at her, but its hindquarters were partially split open by the blow it had received, already stitching up but not fast enough for it not to stumble and fall onto the ground. Ensuring their victory, she slapped her wrists together and shot a hasty beam of vicious heat right at its head, blowing it up on the spot and searing the wall behind it.

Every time she did that, it brought forth very fond memories of their early adventures, and Silvia couldn’t help but sneak a peek at Asterios.

He was watching at that moment and offered her an appreciative nod that conveyed the smile hidden beneath the coat of shadows. She was grateful he couldn’t see her blush in that form, caught a bit off guard by their unexpected contact.

Althea materialized a few wooden logs out of her spatial storage and reinforced vines shot out of them to bind the construct. They wrapped around its frame tightly, but not strongly enough to cut into its surface. If she exerted too much strength, the entity could simply phase through the restraints and regenerate as it went.

But that was more than enough for Asterios to act.

Approaching the big monster from its blind spot, he noticed that the intensity of its light was flaring, so he needed to wrap it up soon. The protection he had extended to his lovers wouldn’t fend it off forever. He placed his palm on the beast’s body, but just as he was about to begin, the whole place quaked so much that his feet lifted off the floor, and he punched a hole in the spot he was touching.

The Sphinx didn’t like that.

Thankfully, Silvia popping its head a second time made it forget about the tiny prickle of pain somewhere above its back right leg.

“Selene must be causing quite a scene up there.” He snickered to himself. “We better hurry before she drops the ceiling on our heads.”

Getting right to it, Asterios spread his shadows over the Sphinx’s frame and closed his eyes to focus. After a few seconds of getting accustomed to the distracting buzzing of its light, he repeated the steps he had taken with the other cluster and sucked in all the available energy. Rather than manifesting it the same way, he let Tia guide it to the artificial sun above her impressive home, making it grow a little.

A few minutes passed before everything was absorbed, and the pretty Dryad instructed him to withdraw. There were no important changes, so visiting her was not necessary. He was going to do it with the upcoming cluster anyway. She was already preparing things for him.

Opening his eyes again, he stood in the now-empty chamber. It wasn’t yet dark since the main cluster remained in place. The ladies withdrew their techniques and looked at him for further guidance. Abyss and Umbra floated into their sight and rejoined the group.

“Come on. Who knows what traps await us on the way to the cluster.” Asterios waved at them and started heading towards the entrance. “Tia, can you point us—”

Another tremor hit them, thrice as strong as the previous one, and most of them landed on all fours. It felt much closer this time. Like it took place almost directly above them. Some rubble fragments poured out of the carved tunnel, scattering on the perfectly white floor with a tinkling noise.

~Go straight for two intersections, then take right.~ Tia wasted no time responding, and they broke into a run.

Ast’s party had to move through two of the invisible death barrier rooms before they reached their destination. Knowing how to deal with them, they weren’t a challenge any longer and more of a nuisance, slowing them down by a few minutes. The occasional earthquakes didn’t help. They lessened in intensity, though.

Finding the correct resting place of the cluster, they stopped in front of the floating sphere.

“Well, then.” Silvia glanced at him, dismissing her avatar to display her small smile. “Enjoy your meal.”

He stared back at her thoughtfully, stroking his chin. “Hmm. I don’t think I will.”

“Why?” She frowned softly, trying to figure him out.

“We can always collect more of them later to execute Tia’s plan. I had infused one of the clusters into my natural source and onyx Dragon’s Heart. It’s only logical I offer one to my crimson Heart too to keep it fair and balanced, isn’t it?” Asterios finally smirked back.

“Ah. I see.” Althea hit her palm with her fist. “You want to put her inside the energy flow like we were in with your other Heart in hopes that might aid her growth without being too direct of an influence over her ancestry.”

Silvia’s amber eyes widened slightly. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to.” He silenced her with a delicate kiss. “Will you assist me?”

She sighed cordially and stole one more peck from him. “With your every request, My King.”

He snorted quietly and led them closer to the cluster, affectionately holding onto Silvia’s palm. Althea retreated to the side, but he waved her in, not intending to leave his mentor out of it. Knowing he could host multiple people inside him, it was only proper to let the Dragon lady meet with her best Dryad friend at the very least, if she wouldn’t be helping out.

Falling into a peaceful meditative rhythm, they allowed their minds to relax.

※ ※ ※

Tia greeted them all with a sweet hug, skipping around the trio who had appeared inside her tree, sitting atop the charming lawn. She grabbed a quick kiss from Asterios before helping the girls up. He chuckled warmly as Silvia received many more embraces due to this being her first visit here. The energetic Dryad was able to match Miria’s enthusiasm at times.

“I heard everything and prepared your crimson volcano for our field trip.” The timber-bodied female winked at him alluringly. “As long as you are ready to get naked again, we can move out whenever you wish to.”

“It honestly feels like you are already naked,” the princess commented on their host’s choice of undergarments, the leafy vines barely protecting the woman’s decency.

“You are right. There’s no need to pretend, is there?” With a cunning sparkle in her glowing green eyes, she dematerialized the obstruction, displaying her charms proudly to the group.

Silvia shot Asterios an apologetic look and mouthed sorry while he just smirked in amusement, more than used to the constant teases of his frivolous mates.

Paying the sly Dryad no mind, he led Silvia outside while explaining everything they could see. She was aware of most things, of course, but that didn’t stop her from loving every second of the personal tour she was receiving. It was similar to a walking date in a place she had been told so much about, but never had a chance to experience herself before.

The other pair stalked after them, chatting together about various stuff too, content leaving the lovey-dovey duo to their little outing. After about fifteen minutes of strolling around, Asterios led them into his volcano, guiding the group through the cavern shaped like a Dragon’s head. Silvia’s smile widened as she laid her eyes on the bubbling red lava and the imposing crimson throne in the center of the heated chamber.

As Tia had said, she had taken care of most of the preparations. The array they had used during their previous ritual was different in a few spots, already altered to accommodate a third variable in the equation, save for Asterios, of course. It still needed to be filled with blood, but the draft would be helpful.

“Off with those pesky clothes already! Shoo! Shoo!” The pouting Dryad flicked her hands at Asterios as if that would chase his attire away.

The other two chuckled lightly while he shook his head. Granting her wish, he dismissed his garments with a wave of a rolling flame. He could feel everyone’s gazes wandering over his form for a few seconds, admiring it unabashedly, before the clothed duo followed suit. Naturally, he returned the favor, basking in the beauty of his mates’ enthralling figures. They were always a wonder to look at. And meeting their eyes, he knew they knew it exceptionally well, smiling at him warmly.

Like the last time, the ladies seated him on the throne, offered a devoted kiss, and got to preparing the ritual. His mind immediately filled with thoughts and urges characteristic of his crimson half, with which he connected deeply through the symbolic throne. Thankfully, he didn’t need to tell anyone to kneel in front of him. The women were already moving close to the ground as they drew with his blood, additionally giving him the best view of their delicious rumps.

They were finished in a flash and took their spots before Asterios, sitting in their respective runic circles while facing him. Silvia was placed at the end of the chain, the last link before the power flowed into him. He met her gaze with a firm expression as she awaited his words eagerly.

“Let the energy your sister-mates cleanse flow through you. Don’t try to absorb it. Allow it to come to you if it finds a compatible space to fill in. Allow it to stimulate your bloodline. Don’t force your ancestry to align with this essence. Focus on cultivating your core,” Asterios commanded gently but decisively.

“I defer to your magnanimous guidance, My Lord.” She respectfully lowered her head. “I shall never steal the essence that rightfully belongs to you.”

A deep chuckle answered her. “You are part of me. What is mine is also yours. I only need to properly conduct it to your utmost benefit. Now, begin. We have a god to throw to his knees.”

With Tia initializing the flow, they started the ritual. Her and Althea’s roles remained unchanged. One siphoned the energy while the other stored and managed it. Silvia kept her mind open and her soul laid bare to her beloved. Just as he had said, he was part of her too. All of her was his. She didn’t need to hide anything, trusting him to make the correct decision for their family.

Things proceeded without an issue. Everyone did their part, and the energy continued to flow uninterrupted. With three conduits instead of two, it was transferred much smoother, even with Silvia nicking at its stream a tiny bit now and then. It wasn’t much, and it went unnoticed by the other ladies, but the owner of the spiritual current knew and endorsed it. He monitored his flame-touched mate for the tiniest of telltales that something wasn’t as it should be, but his worries were unfounded.

In what felt like a few hours, Asterios was aware of the cluster’s power dwindling in the outside world. The flow slowed down, and the final traces were passing through his ladies. It would soon be done, and his heart wouldn’t have to tense at each pained grunt and whimper leaving their lips from the spiritual overstimulation and pressure. Their fortitude made him proud. They were worthy mates that made his entourage peerless.

Then, just as they were wrapping up, a louder whine escaped the redhead’s throat as her face turned towards the sky. A single spark glinted between her supple breasts, and she lit ablaze with dark amber flames erupting from beneath her. She screamed at the top of her lungs while being swallowed by the violent fire, making Asterios jump off his throne and drop down to hold her.

He ignored the searing heat as he embraced one of the loves of his life, looking for anything he could do to stop her anguish. But, no matter how hard he searched, he found nothing wrong with her or the energies swirling inside her circuits. Something else was going on. Something he hoped was beneficial to her rather than hurtful.

Right in his arms, Silvia assumed the bright form of her flaming self, the screaming slowly ceasing and turning into soft groans as her forehead rested atop his shoulder. The dark ginger fire making up her flowing hair glowed repeatedly with a rhythm similar to breathing. As things calmed down, he delicately pulled her back to take an examining glance at her form, finding his fiery princess already smiling at him lovingly.

Smiling.

Her elegant lips had definition on her one-toned face. All the other features had joined them too. Previously, it was only her eyes, but now she sported a cute nose, graceful ears, and a few other things that existed below a woman’s shoulders, including her dainty nipples and the plump swell of her femininity between her thighs.

Her entire form was sharper and more… natural.

As she attempted to stand, Asterios assisted her, catching the sight of her tongue flicking outside of the brightly glowing insides of her mouth to lick at those newly gained lips. She peered into his eyes with joy and excitement as his palms held onto her lithe waist. He didn’t need to hear any words to understand what she wanted to receive permission for from him.

“Go. Test your limits. We shall discuss this later.” He grinned at her.

She pressed a scorching kiss into his mouth and smashed their chests together before winking out of existence, leaving a fiery aftertaste on his tongue and hot spots over his skin. Still smiling, he turned to his other mates and found Althea’s carnation paler than before as she rested her back against Tia’s front with her eyes closed.

“What’s wrong with her?” Asterios knelt by them and brushed his fingers against his Lesser Dragon mate’s cheek.

“She is in no danger. Just overexerted from all these rituals. Rest is all she needs for her soul to flourish again,” the Dryad replied comfortingly.

“I’m fine—”

“You clearly aren’t,” he interrupted Althea. “How can we help?”

A tiny smirk appeared on the timber-skinned lady’s lips. “We both understand what’s best for her. And I know just the place where she can comfortably absorb all the essence, basking in its warmth.”

Asterios frowned briefly, then caught on. He shifted right away and offered his draconic back to the women. They climbed atop him, and he hastily flew out of the volcano, heading straight for Tia’s massive Tree. He dove into its crown, and she directed him to a specific place, showing him an arrangement of branches and leaves that created a perfectly flat plateau amidst the other, more typical formations. Nothing obstructed the glowing sun from shining on this place.

Landing delicately, he waited for them to slide off his scales before transforming back. He gazed into the sky as Tia laid his precious mentor down on the blanket of soft leaves.

“You are right. I can feel the essence nourishing my soul and rejuvenating it.” Asterios nodded to himself with his fists against his hips.

Turning around to peer at the women, he paused mid-motion. They peered right back at him from below, Tia’s slender fingers roaming over Althea’s fit stomach and delicate pelvic area. The smirk on the Dryad’s lips grew even more.

“That wasn’t the essence I had in mind.” She nibbled at her bottom lip. “We have something much more effective at hand, don’t we?”

Seeing his teacher’s hopeful but unwilling to inconvenience gaze, he could only chuckle in response.

They certainly had.


Chapter 29
Taking a Swing ❤

“Tia, this is completely unnecessary,” Althea said as her eyes moved to the cunning Dryad beside her. “As he said, bathing in this light is already soothing my soul well enough.”

“Now, we both know that’s a bold-faced lie, my dear friend.” The other lady tut-tutted as she wagged her finger at the patient. “It will take much longer for you to recover on your own. Our generous mate’s energy resonates with our cores much better than this subjugated foreign mana.”

“Both of us share an affinity with it,” Ast’s mentor pointed out.

“And so do we with everything he does, thanks to the depth of the bond and feelings that connect us.” Tia smiled warmly, her fingers continuing to graze over Althea’s soft tummy. “We are already here and devoid of those pesky garments that would inconvenience us in the outside world. Why not make use of this opportunity to relax in a safe space detached from the issues of the dark world?”

The emerald Dragoness glanced up at Ast’s face before her eyes wandered south and stopped halfway down his figure. “Since we are spiritual projections inside a spiritual domain, he can just share his energy with us through a simple thought.”

Clicking her tongue, the timber girl shook her head. “Why must you take the fun out of everything, old friend?”

Before that friend managed to answer, the Dryad’s slender palm traveled further down and daintily slipped between the Dragon lady’s supple thighs.

“At least part of you is being honest here.” An impish smirk surfaced on Tia’s exquisite lips as she brought her fingers up with a trail of glistening nectar covering her dark caramel skin.

Althea’s graceful cheeks colored a tad as Asterios stared at the pair and she met his gaze, too drained to fight this losing battle. This might not have been her true body, but one’s soul acted even more in line with one’s heart than the outer physical shell. There was no hiding one’s true intentions, and the sly plant girl knew that perfectly well.

“But, Silvia—”

“—is greatly enjoying herself while testing the effects of the enlightenment she has gained thanks to the noble sacrifice of your expended energy and effort,” Tia cut her off by slipping the moistened fingers between the other woman’s lips, which parted without any resistance. “And I think we should do the same, don’t you, Master?”

“I do,” Asterios agreed with a gentle tone, watching as the playful Dryad sat behind and pulled her Dragon sister-mate onto her thighs, giving Althea a comfortable lap pillow with both of them turned towards him while she played with the other female’s plump mouth. “I still need to reward you properly for your assistance in the rituals, don’t I?”

An excited grin took over Tia’s features as she parted Althea’s lips a bit more in a quite suggestive way. “That would be very kind of you, Master, as long as you help your beautiful Dragon subject recover a little first. I’ve heard your delicious essence is an acquired taste. Should we check if she’s acquired it?”

He chuckled quietly at the devilish glint in her glowing eyes and began moving towards the two beauties. Stepping over Althea’s delightful frame, he half-crouched in front of Tia. His left foot rested by her thigh on one side as his right knee touched the natural flooring on the other. She peered into his cordial gaze as his palm slid over her cheek affectionately, a charming sigh escaping her.

“But have you?” Asterios asked with a raised brow.

She bit into her lip for just a second before his were on top of them, their mouths pressed softly against each other. Tia hummed delightedly, her palms moving to graze his stomach and chest as she offered her tongue for him to play with. The answer to his question was obvious as the seductive Dryad practically melted from the kiss and the rejuvenating energy it shared with her, completely losing herself in the heavenly sensation.

To be perfectly honest, they both had, until Asterios flinched softly. He glanced down between her enchanting breasts, and she followed suit, both of them finding the green-haired lady modestly pecking at his orbs and shaft, which hung right above her still-pale face due to the position they had assumed.

A cute giggle trilled through the air as Tia’s fingers wrapped around Ast’s member and delicately stroked it up and down. “Looks like we forgot our main objective for a moment. My apologies, dear friend. Here is your medicine. Be sure to swallow all of it.”

With her other hand, she brought Althea a bit higher so that the back of the Dragon lady’s head rested against her tummy, and angled Ast’s cock towards her best friend’s lips. They parted immediately, and Asterios slid into his gorgeous mentor’s mouth right away. She wasted no time and began caressing his head with her talented tongue, applying moderate pressure with well-timed sucks while gazing up into his eyes.

Petite fingers brushing against his butt brought Asterios out of the captivity of those expensive emeralds, and he faced the grinning tree lady again. She nibbled on his chin while putting some pressure on his backside. It didn’t take long for him to realize what her goal was, and he didn’t put up any resistance. 

In just a few seconds, his hips fell into an enforced rhythm as Tia rocked them back and forth to tenderly fuck Althea’s mouth. His dick repeatedly glided over his teacher’s soft tongue as her lips stroked his length to the best of their ability. Bit by bit, the movements grew faster and stronger, more sure, more confident, and above all, much bolder.

A new kind of pressure assaulted the sensitive head of Ast’s member as it finally brushed against the back of Althea’s throat. But, Tia didn’t stop there. With an even more wicked grin, she put more strength into swinging his waist. Yet, there was no sound of protest even as his cock thrust as far as it could and impaled itself in the Dragon lady’s depths.

The Dryad’s lips stole his own for a deep kiss, capturing his attention for a while. They made out almost as forcefully as she was shoving his cock down her friend’s delicate throat. Each time she pushed against him with more intensity, it seemed that her hands yanked his hips with more ferocity, their movements almost synchronized. Quite inappropriate sounds of rough lovemaking filled the air around them as the trio continued to explore each other’s bodies.

With each swing, Ast’s crotch smacked Althea’s chin as she took him to the root, as a result smacking the back of her head against Tia’s smooth stomach. The pleasure of the flesh continued to echo around them as tension built up in his core. Both ladies sensed it without fault, and soon, his waist was being hammered forward while powerful muscles constricted around his rushing member, coaxing a mighty release out of him.

Needless to say, Asterios did not fight it.

Driving himself into Althea’s mouth one final time, he grunted into Tia’s lips and let his hot seed flow straight down his mentor’s tight throat. One wave after another, his high coated it with potent essence, heading deep into her very existence. She accepted every drop of it with gratitude and delight, gulping all of it down as it was given to her. Until the last drop escaped the throbbing tip.

Finishing her ravenous kiss, Tia pulled Ast’s hips back, and his cock slid out of Althea’s embrace. They glanced down at their elegant friend, her face flushed, eyes glazed, and panting heavily beneath the rock-hard member resting against her graceful nose. Her complexion gained some healthy color too.

The fiendish Dryad giggled impishly. “I had no idea she could make such an expression. She really does have a weak spot for being overpowered by a handsome True Dragon while at his complete mercy. Should we take this a step further?”

Althea’s gaze cleared up a bit, but not fast enough to react to her scheming sister-mate’s actions. With a snap of her fingers, Tia commanded a number of vines to shoot towards the other woman, and they wrapped themselves all over the Dragon lady’s figure. With a surprised gasp, she was lifted into the air in a sitting position, knees and ankles bound together beneath her, wrists behind her, which pushed her magnificent chest proudly to the front.

“Tia?” She watched the wood-skinned girl questioningly, the ties running suspiciously provocatively around her charms.

The other woman stepped forward, rested her hands on the restricted lady’s knees, and pushed them aside, revealing the dripping slit drenched with desire, impatiently awaiting some attention.

“What do you think, Master?” Tia smiled at Asterios like a merchant displaying her wares.

“Good job.” He reached them and landed a firm slap on her bubbly but. “Now, let me make sure our friend receives all the care she deserves.”

“Allow me to help.” She knelt between Althea’s legs just as he did.

They exchanged a glance, a spark of understanding passing between the pair, and both of them looked up. Meeting Althea’s eyes, they kissed the bound lady’s heated folds at the same time, evoking a slight shudder in response. Their lips peppered her mound with loving pecks all over while maintaining eye contact.

“Mhmmmmm…” Althea attempted to mute her pleasure, but it was hardly possible.

Watching two of the people she treasured make love to her womanhood was too much.

She shivered in her restraints as they focused on her tiny clit. Asterios and Tia nibbled on the shy nub with their mouths joined in an awkward kiss. They continued to suck at each other’s lips while the sensitive pearl was caught in a crossfire, torn between two sources of bliss.

“Ahhhhmmmm…” The Dragon lady whimpered softly as her desire boiled up.

A sharp gasp pierced her plump lips as tongues joined the play. The two strong muscles investigated every ridge and crevice outside of Althea’s aroused femininity. Caressing her folds like the softest petals, they licked, brushed, and loved while working together. But it wasn’t until one of them slipped past the sealed entrance that her back arched like a bow.

“Ahhhhh!” Ast’s regal mentor uttered a sound unbecoming of a lady as delight escaped her throat.

Reinforcements came, and so she did, almost. Their skilled fingers rubbed her sensitive flesh while their questing tongues began interchangeably thrusting into her leaking pussy. They timed their entrances well, trapping the woman at their mercy in a loop of pure ecstasy. There was not a second that something wasn’t raising her pleasure higher and higher. Each time she glanced down at their eager and excited faces, she further trembled in bliss.

“Ahhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhh! I can’t…” Althea let her musical voice deliver the carnal moans to their accepting ears.

Tia took the hint and withdrew on her own, observing as Asterios latched onto her best friend’s entire mound all on his own. The Dragon woman groaned deeply as he doubled his efforts. His fingers rubbed strong circles over her pulsing clit, his lips made out with her warm folds, and his tongue dove into her channel like it was on a mission to not leave a single spot untouched.

One more strong suck and Althea tipped over the edge. “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

The Dryad relished the sight of her peak, introduced by their incredible lover. Althea’s frame writhed in euphoria as she spilled traces of her nectar onto Ast’s unyielding face. He accompanied her through the entire experience, nibbling at her pink flower until the screams of bliss turned into exhausted sighing.

As Asterios stood up, Tia sauntered over to Althea’s backside, making sure to flaunt the jiggle of her own butt as much as she could. He didn’t miss it, making her smile grow. She felt his desire, but it wasn’t malicious. It wasn’t like a vicious True Dragon’s desire should be. No. It was so loving that she found herself often wanting to test its limits. Perhaps her dear friend’s obsession was slowly getting to her too.

For now, she hugged Althea from behind, her chin resting against the other woman’s shoulder, her hands wandering to her flushed mound, parting the glistening curtains to reveal the secrets within.

“As much as our previous assistance helped her relax quite a bit, I’m afraid it did nothing in terms of Althea’s spiritual recovery.” Tia snickered innocently. “You should administer another dose, Master. The last one must definitely have already been assimilated.”

“You and your glib tongue.” Althea huffed at her friend, but her eyes peered into Ast’s with clear anticipation.

He smiled fondly, his palms tracing up her creamy thighs as he stepped between her legs. Their fronts met, her taut breasts pressing into his chest, his stiff member poking into her stomach. Unhurriedly, his fingers found their way to her chin and cupped it on the sides, his thumbs showing tender love to her cheeks as they gazed into each other.

“You seem more heated than usual,” Asterios whispered, drawing his hips back and sliding his shaft under her folds, grazing her sensitive flesh as he glided forward. “Is it the vines?”

She leaned toward his lips, daintily brushing them with hers. “It’s… just you.”

A throaty moan flowed into the air as he pulled back and slipped in, filling her up. Guiding his palms to her soft behind, he responded to the kiss, starting to thrust lightly while also pulling her body into him. They peppered each other in cordial pecks, his frame standing still like an obelisk while hers rocked onto his piercing cock like a swing. Which, under current circumstances, felt rather accurate.

“Ahhh… Ahhh… Ahhhh…” Althea freed her voice and graced Asterios with her pleasure as he changed the focus of his nibbling to her elegant neck.

Her wide hips swung into him with loud slapping as they made tender love. As for Tia, she remained behind her best friend, her chin still atop her shoulder right in front of Ast’s face as she observed him shower the Dragon lady’s skin with affection. She helped propel Althea forward by bumping the other woman with her own waist.

Soon, Ast’s eye caught on one peculiar detail. With his lips on Althea’s neck, he glanced at Tia’s expression, which seemed to gradually change over time. It was becoming less mischievous and more feverish with each thrust he made. Her mouth even parted, releasing occasional sighs, her hot breath hitting his face.

Deciding to investigate, he pounded stronger into Althea’s amazing pussy and brought his head to her other shoulder. Under the guise of putting more strength into hammering her velvety passage, he peeked over it and understood right away. Each time Tia bumped Althea’s butt forward, she scraped her hungry, neglected snatch against her friend’s tied-up fingers. 

Smirking to himself, he brought his mouth to his current lover’s ear.

“Do you think you can curl all your fingers in except for your pointer and middle, extending them straight to the back when I give you the signal?” he whispered sensually.

A few thrusts later, she nodded with a faint shudder. “Yeeeeeeeeeeeeesssssss… Ahhhh… Ahhhh…”

Asterios grinned at how well she hid her response behind the mask of ecstasy. Thanks to that, Tia suspected nothing when his palms switched places from Althea’s butt to her gingerly ass, giving it a bold squeeze. She found his eyes and smiled charmingly. He smiled back, but the edge of his lips curled up maliciously. Noticing that small detail, her smile wavered as she watched him languidly nibble on Althea’s earlobe.

Suddenly, Asterios swung into the Dragon lady’s pussy with so much force she groaned in primal elation. The powerful motion caused Tia’s waist to bounce much farther back as his hands brushed down her lithe thighs, ending up under her knees. As she reached the apex of her motion, they quickly slipped to her ankles, grabbing them firmly.

Surprise painted her face when she spotted a change in Althea’s hands, their angle and shape assuming a very peculiar form. Realization flashed through her mind as he pulled her legs a bit more apart, a vicious smirk painting his lips as he stared right at her.

A shiver ran down her spine. “Master, wai—ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Her request was cut short as he pounded into Althea again, dragging Tia’s ankles towards them. Their bodies crashed together at the very same time, his member plunging into the Dragon lady’s soft insides just as her extended fingers pierced into the Dryad’s spread slit with an equal force. Their timber-skinned friend’s eyelashes fluttered from the unexpected pleasure.

Returning his face to the front, Asterios exchanged impish smiles with his dazzling mentor, both more than happy to pay the cunning girl back at least a little bit. She stole his lips, and their tongues joined in a lovely dance as he continued to drive himself into her core while pulling Tia into Althea’s hands. With his teacher’s body trapped between the two and pressured from both sides at the same time, her experience increased by leaps and bounds, his dick rubbing against her softest depths.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Yes!” Althea moaned into his mouth fervently.

“Ohhhh! Ohhhh, my! Ohhhh! You cunning! Ohhhh! Foxes! Ohhhhhhhh!” Tia cursed at them amidst her cries.

Unobstructed sounds of pleasure echoed over the leafy patch of ground, three bodies united in their yearning and desire. The branches creaked as the vines strained under their swinging, accompanied by slapping and smacking of tender flesh as droplets of mixed nectar dripped onto the green floor, glistening in the warm rays of the artificial sun.

Althea released his lips and bit into his shoulder, evoking a grunt from Asterios. He knew what she had in mind. Her snug pussy was starting to choke his cock with all it had, quivering around his length with strong pulses. He leaned over her and locked Tia’s mouth with his, offering her his affection as they were beginning to reach their limits.

“Mmmmhhhhhhhhmmmmmmmmm!” His mentor lost first, cumming on his member hard, her teeth sinking into his skin.

That forced Asterios to thrust with all his might, which finished Tia through the merciless motion, her snatch invaded by a bundle of fingers for the last time.

“Ohhhhhhhhhmmmmmmhhhhhmmmmm!” She whimpered into his lips, her fragrant liquids spraying the other woman’s hands during her high.

Finally, he joined them both, exploding inside Althea and flooding her silky smooth channel with milky delicacy. They embraced each other dearly, enjoying the moment of their joint ecstasy, loads of draconic essence filling the ladies to the brim, not just the lucky female currently receiving their True Dragon’s manhood. A stillness and harmony enveloped them as they lowered themselves to the platform made of leaves, slumped against each other with cordial smiles. 

The vines retreated into the branches, and Althea lay against Ast’s chest. “Thank you…”

Tia snickered, taking the other side and nuzzling her cheek into his pecs too. “Now, that’s how a Dragon’s coupling should be.”

The regal mentor rolled her eyes, glancing up to meet her mate’s gaze. “I think my dearest friend hasn’t received enough reward for looking after me so compassionately. May I implore you, my love, to show her how much I appreciate her kindness?”

The sexy Dryad’s eyes widened as the duo turned to her with matching grins. “Oh, I assure you I received ple—ahn!”

She found herself pinned to the ground belly down before finishing her sentence, unable to add anything else as girly moans replaced her words, her sensitive pussy once more filled to the edges, this time with the real thing. Althea sat on the side, watching the poor tree lady suffer the merciless punishment while unable to defend herself at the hands of the overwhelming True Dragon.

Her own palms began wandering south once more as she bit into her lip.

They had been here for a while already, so a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt anybody, right?


Chapter 30
Too Amazing to Care

Asterios sighed as he lay on the ground under the weight of a beautiful Dryad lady who reclined on his chest while passed out. He gazed upon the artificial sun bathing them and his gorgeous mentor with warm light, who rested by the pair on her side, a cordial smile adorning her elegant lips. Both ladies were spiritually glowing with his essence, recovered from their exhaustion induced by the multiple rituals to strengthen him.

“We should be getting back. Silvia is a very understanding woman, but it’s rude to make a princess wait. Especially when she has to be excited about her advancement,” he said, stroking Tia’s smooth backside.

“Empress, you meant.” Althea let out a gentle chuckle, making him snort quietly. “Stop pretending and get up. We both know this was nowhere near enough to knock you out. Not in this place, at least.”

The person in question scrunched her adorable nose and grumbled something under her breath. Her eyelids lifted as she stretched, rubbing her entire front all over Asterios. A proud smirk decorated her petite lips as she gazed up at him sweetly.

“I’ll concede this time, my dear friend,” she replied in defeat. “But that’s going to change once I get my body back. I will require cuddles and snuggles after a good loving session, or else I might fall into eternal slumber and take root.”

“The only root you are willing to take belongs to Asterios,” the Dragon lady countered, making the flower girl giggle.

Althea rose to her feet and dragged the mischievous female up too. They helped Asterios do the same and stood together, admiring the charming scenery and each other’s pleasant forms.

Tia leaned into his chest and placed a tiny peck on his cheek. “Thank you for tending to me again, even though you were supposed to quickly supply Althea with your essence.”

“It’s only natural.” Asterios nodded.

His mentor stole his lips directly, gazing into his ferocious eyes with gratitude. “Yes. Thank you for your attention. I’ll be able to rejoin our companions on the outside right away now. And Tia won’t complain about getting bored for the upcoming hours as she will be busy properly assimilating all of your strength.”

“The rituals made me feel a little bit pent up, so I should be the one thanking you two for being there to let me manage it.” He caressed their waists while holding onto both of his stunning mates. “My mind feels sharper now, and we will need to be at the peak of our performance when we infiltrate the fortress.”

“For a True Dragon that is supposed to be greedy and egoistic, you seem to gain a lot of benefits by sharing your power with your lovers.” Tia traced the outline of his chin with her finger. “Can’t help but feel like your ancestors strayed from the correct path at some point in their past.”

“That is ancient history not many know about,” Althea commented thoughtfully. “Save maybe for the progenitors.”

“Keep this question in mind until we catch up with my dad.” Asterios chuckled, offering them one more kiss each. “We have other things to focus on in the meantime. I’ll visit you later, Tia.”

“I’ll be patiently waiting for the next time you choose to embrace me, my master.” The Dryad stepped back and bowed courteously. “Take good care of my precious sister-mate for me. Only you can bring the truest wishes of her heart out of its tranquil depths.”

Althea’s cheeks gained a rosy shade as she lightly glared at the tree girl. He smiled knowingly, pulled his mentor into his arms, and kissed her deeply as they disappeared from his inner world. Tia let herself drop onto the soft rug of leaves with an affectionate grin, her palm rubbing circles over her full tummy as she basked in the sunlight brought to her doorstep generously by her beloved Dragon.

※ ※ ※

When Asterios and Althea opened their eyes back in the cluster chamber, they froze.

It was all black, but not the shrouded-in-darkness black like usual after they turned the power off.

Almost every bit of visible white surface had been charred so hard it resembled coal. Or it was coal.

Every wall was highly deformed. Numerous ridges and holes filled them with irregular patterns. But, no matter how much damage they could spot around them, one thing was clear. It was all done with utmost precision and control, having in mind the structural integrity of the underground facility. The white mineral had been shaved or melted off in just as big an amount as it was allowed without putting the inhabitants of the rooms at risk.

The cause of all that interior redecoration floated ahead of them in the center of the chamber. Silvia noticed their arrival and moved closer, gliding over the floor and leaving a small melted trail underneath her feet, which now had a more detailed definition. Just like all of her body.

Her flaming amber figure stopped before Asterios and Althea, and they took a moment to once more examine the differences they had spotted back in his Ancestral Realm. Previously, Silvia’s avatar showed only her glowing eyes as brighter open slits. Now, she had a cute nose, full lips, sharpened ears, full breasts topped with darker nipples, and a delicate line at the apex of her thighs, clearly hiding her newly displayed femininity. Her hair had become even more unruly, burning fiercely behind her back. 

But, all in all, Silvia’s new form was just… more like Silvia rather than a bland mannequin.

“Welcome back, Ast.” She greeted him with a regal smile, her lips moving accordingly, a flash of glowing amber tongue slipping past them.

“That looks like an upgrade. Is it an upgrade?” He raised a curious brow at her, stepping closer.

She slowly floated into his personal space, stopping just before their noses touched. He could feel her radiate heat, but it seemed only inviting to him. So inviting that he subconsciously reached out and brushed his palm over her stomach until it cupped her full breast. The corner of her lips quirked up in a knowing smirk, and she pressed her hot mouth into his for the briefest moment.

“Considering the thoughts currently occupying my mind as I experience your touch, it definitely is.” Silvia released a soft breath into his face. “I think I’m closer to my ancestor now.”

“It would appear so,” Althea said with a studious look in her emerald eyes. “You certainly are capable of forming a union with a prospective mate after the change.”

“It might be a bit hard fighting by your side on the battlefield.” Asterios chuckled amusedly, his gaze wandering south.

The fiery princess twirled around, and a rolling flame flowed down her figure. A dress made of the same spiritual energy appeared on her amber form. It resembled those from Selene’s culture, a sleeveless top with a high collar and rectangular segment extending to the ground at the front and back, leaving her lean thighs and hips partially exposed from the sides.

“I’ll come up with something as we go. For now, this feels the most appropriate.” She returned to stand in front of him.

Asterios reached to touch the material, and it appeared solid in a different manner than most spiritual manifestations. This was as sophisticated and powerful as his own draconic attire, perhaps even more imbued with fire than he had ever tried to achieve. He had no doubt she could freely change the texture, color, and other aspects if only she wanted. But keeping it close to the shade of her breathtaking avatar was a great choice.

“I take it your looks aren’t the only thing that changed?” He glanced around at the burnt marks.

“Didn’t you mean to say got better?” She cordially brushed his cheek.

“That would imply that you weren’t already an unrivaled beauty, and we both know there’s not a single thing that needs improvement in that regard,” Asterios answered, his honesty felt by both ladies clear as day.

Silvia dismissed her flames, and her feet touched the ground, her form back to the human woman dressed in black that they remembered. A tiny splash of rosiness adorned her cheeks from the sincere compliment.

“I can’t wait to show you the strength I gained through your generosity,” she replied to his earlier question. “I keep receiving so much from you and the others since the day we met and you took me under your wing.”

Abyss made herself apparent next to them, causing everyone to flinch. “You are quickly approaching the realm of a Primordial Spirit. The bond with a True Dragon is bringing you past the limits of your human half. Extremely fascinating.”

The princess turned to her with a hesitant expression. “Does that mean… I will permanently become like that one day?”

She kept sneaking glances at Asterios, and he could tell what she was worrying about. It wasn’t an unfounded worry considering the fact that she seemed to be in possession of real organs now.

“It won’t change how beautiful you are or how much I love you.” He embraced her from behind and pressed a kiss to her temple.

“I can’t guarantee anything, but it doesn’t look like you are losing your humanity the stronger you become,” the dark-skinned lady said without any emotion. “If you will allow me, I shall continue to study your progress and offer as much guidance as I can.”

“I would be grateful.” Silvia curtsied politely.

“We would be grateful.” Asterios made a small bow too.

They shared a smile before separating.

“Umbra, how is the situation outside?” He turned to his shadowy butler.

“Peaceful, from what it sounds like. The quakes ceased a little while ago. Your mates didn’t report any distress,” the Lord of Shadows explained.

“Let’s meet up with them, then.” Asterios nodded appreciatively. “We have all the energy we need for the key. It’s time to solve this puzzle.”

Everyone agreed, and he surrounded the two ladies with his shadows, bringing them with him as he rushed for the exit. They moved through the corridors without an issue and ascended the carved tunnel until they reached the surface. Asterios paused abruptly after shooting out of it, a bit surprised that it ended sooner than he remembered. As he and the women emerged from the shadows, they understood why.

The entrance to the hole Abyss had made earlier was now located at the bottom of a massive crater. A smoothly carved pit surrounded them, its depth highly impressive, rivaling that of a sizable hill or a small mountain. Confused a bit, he transferred himself to the upper edge, Althea and Silvia joining him.

As they lay their eyes on the land ahead, they all blinked slowly.

“What the hell happened here while we were gone?” Asterios frowned deeply.

If he were to describe what he saw with one word, it would be mayhem.

There was almost no trace of the bone pyramids they remembered, as all the nearby terrain had been violently terraformed. Deep craters, trenches, cuts, marks, slashes, carved-out ridges, torn fragments, and generally utterly destroyed landscapes spanned before them. It was no war that had taken place here, but complete devastation. He had a hard time imagining what kind of entity was capable of turning over so much ground in a matter of minutes.

“Where are all the skeletons?” Asterios wondered out loud.

“Gone. Reduced to dust.” Umbra glanced around by his side.

“And the guy you mentioned?” he asked.

“I can’t sense him anymore,” his subordinate replied. “He either fled… or perished during whatever took place on the surface. This is a Titan-level scope of destruction. Almost a second descent of Kaguya.”

Movement caught their attention, and everyone watched a big white fox covered in cyan spiritual armor run towards them through the sky. On its back sat a certain cheerful panthergirl with another person slung over her shoulder. As they arrived closer, that person turned out to be a completely limp Tina. They came to a stop in front of the group, and Miria jumped down, Selene shifting back right after, the two of them appearing side by side with wide smiles.

“You are back, Master.” His feline lover gazed upon him with as much affection as always.

Ast’s eyes were locked on the azure-haired lady, all of them showing wear and tear associated with difficult battles, but her attire appeared the most ripped and shredded all over. As he was opening his mouth to speak, Miria put Tina down, who groaned weakly and stumbled as she turned to face him. With an unsteady step, she thrust herself into his chest, caught in his arms.

Tina’s fingers grasped his collar and roughly pulled him down into an aggressive kiss, sealing their lips for a long and fervent moment.

“Deal with it for now.” His usually timid Summoner girlfriend drew back only because she needed air. “I’ll be back to my usual self in a little while.”

She didn’t wait for his response, going right back to kissing him with deep passion.

“Gods, I love the feeling of your lips against mine.” Tina sighed dreamily, pausing her pursuit briefly. “I so wish you would put them elsewhere right now.”

Asterios stared at her with disbelief, letting the very enthusiastic girl keep nibbling on his mouth, and looked over her shoulder at his two other mates. “Who broke Tina’s filter?”

Miria and Selene exchanged glances, then pointed fingers at each other at the same time.

Snorting to himself, he shook his head.

The duo shared their memories with him and the others, showcasing their attempt at diversion and all the collateral damage that followed. Over half of it was courtesy of the short human girl currently acting quite amorous and definitely much bolder than her everyday self. It was hard to call it a diversion anymore.

A slight tug brought Ast’s attention to his needy mate.

“Uppies.” Tina raised her arms into the air and stared into his eyes pleadingly while he stared back, utterly dumbfounded. “Piggyback.”

Still in complete disbelief, he turned around, and she actually climbed onto his back, wrapping her arms and legs around him as he supported her soft thighs with his hands. She sighed delightedly and rubbed her warm cheek into his.

“Are you proud of me?” Tina asked quietly.

“Yes. Yes, I am,” Asterios replied without a second thought. “You are fantastic.”

She hummed softly. “My heart does a tiny flip every time you compliment me. I don’t think it’s good for its health.”

That was way too much, and he finally burst out laughing, letting heartfelt chuckles consume him. Tina didn’t mind. She didn’t seem to care about anything right now. Other than being brutally honest and snuggling with him. The other women joined in with amused grins and smirks while Miria and Selene blushed guiltily.

“Alright. I don’t mind humoring my sweet little mate for as long as she wants me to, but we should move to the sky castle,” Asterios said, meeting his team’s gazes. “I think there are some leftover assailants still trying their luck with the structure.”

“I’ll take care of them,” Silvia offered and stepped past him, tapping his shoulder lightly.

She lit ablaze and turned into her primordial state. A blast of heat hit the ground with enough energy to melt a small circle underneath her into a puddle as she launched into the air like an arrow, leaving a wide flaming trail behind her figure. Her frame grew smaller and smaller as she flew towards the white fortress and the ongoing siege.

A few seconds later, she was gone from their sight, at least as long as no one enhanced their vision. Then, a small orange flare blinked in the dark sky, and a humongous ball of amber fire exploded into existence. It expanded in a flash, completely covering the whole structure and a good part of the sealed firmament for the briefest moment. Achieving its purpose, it simmered out with a rolling wave.

The group on the ground watched the display with astonishment. Miria’s and Selene’s jaws hung open in awe. Even Tina chanced a peek, her eyes wide, a smile full of wonder creeping onto her pretty lips. Charred and smoldering corpses fell all around them with trails of gray smoke, bursting into ash as they struck the devastated land.

The perpetrator of the recent massacre flew back to them soon after, navigating around the crispy rain. Pausing to hover in front of everyone, Silvia grinned excitedly.

“I made sure not to touch the structure,” the flaming princess reported. “We should be safe to enter now.”

She met Tina’s gaze, and an unspoken respect passed between the two ladies. There was no jealousy, just pure joy at seeing each other grow without leaving either behind. Then, they looked at Asterios, waiting for his next command.

Shaking his head, he brought out his draconic wings. “Regroup in front of the entrance. We’ll take a rest there to tend to the wounded.”

Without waiting for a response, he made a powerful flap and surged upwards. Taking a peek over his shoulder to make sure his additional appendages didn’t inconvenience his passenger, he soared towards the suspended fortress. The ladies were right behind him, following on their own means. They reached their destination in no time, gathering before the round gate.

Bringing out their supplies, they spent a while looking after each other. Tina finally released Asterios from her clutches, and with one final kiss, she took a step back, her face quickly beginning to flush as her demeanor returned to normal. Offering a quiet thank you to her beloved, she skipped away to rejoin Silvia and chat with the princess.

Althea went after her while he cared for Miria and Selene. They weren’t exactly hurt, but he helped them recover both physically and spiritually. The process was rather enjoyable as it involved a lot of tail fluffing and affectionate kissing. He praised his beastfolk mates for their performance in their spar with Tina, aware of the amazing use they made of the abilities they could draw from him. Especially the clever panthergirl.

Back at full strength and prepared to tackle whatever challenges the weird amalgamation of cubes was going to throw at them, they walked up to the circular gate.

Asterios brought out the key, which was now full if they considered the broken pieces replaced by the golden glow, and pressed it into the niche. He observed the rings as they lit up in a set sequence, and this time, they seemed to all go through their activation without a spiritual blast. With the noise of scraping stone, the gate shuddered, revealing spiraling cuts going towards its middle, which then retreated into its edges, opening up a path.

A circular white corridor awaited them, its surface covered with shimmering golden paths like in all the previous facilities. Only the shape was any different at first sight.

“Everything was cubes and rectangles before, why suddenly switch to tubes?” Miria tilted her head confusedly.

“You don’t try to understand insane people,” Abyss commented from the side.

“Professor would have agreed with that,” Tina added, evoking a few chuckles from the group.

“Be on your guard, everyone. I assume this place will have even stronger and more devious defenses,” Asterios warned them.

“Unless the token deactivated them all,” Selene said with a smirk.

“Only one way to check,” Althea stated.

They all nodded and crossed the doorstep.

One way or another, the seal was going down tonight.


Chapter 31
A Malevolent Plot

After moving inside, everyone turned around. The gate began closing, and they watched it seal itself shut once more. Asterios tensed up in preparation for any possible trap or ambush, but nothing happened even after the round door fully obstructed their escape path. As soon as it stopped moving, silence filled the corridor once more.

“Huh. I thought we lost the key for the moment,” Tina commented softly as they all spotted what she had.

Same as outside, the circular entrance had a niche in the middle. But, in this case, that hole was covered by an undamaged plaque like the one they had inserted into the slot to get in. Althea carefully approached the token, examined it from up close, and easily detached it from its resting place. Glancing at it, she brought it up to Asterios, and he received it from her.

“An interesting system. You exchange these when passing through, and no one without these access slates can technically do so while you are in their possession,” he said with clear intrigue. “I guess this means we might need it for more than just unlocking the door. Come on, let’s see what we can find.”

The ladies agreed, and they entered a simple formation that suited the enclosed space. It felt similar to exploring a dungeon, which was something they were more than familiar with. Having a little bit of experience under their belt, they fell into a careful and sharp state of mind out of habit, without anyone needing to remind them about staying focused.

Especially when they were moving through an unknown structure full of potentially advanced magical technology and other almost god-tier elements.

The white hallways continued for a while. Save for their form, they didn’t differ much from the rectangular ones in the ground facilities. Multiple golden trenches ran over the visible surface, faintly shining with spiritual power. They weren’t glowing as strongly as back in the other places, perhaps not functioning at the top of their capabilities. There might be no cluster in here like in the other spots. Abyss hadn’t said anything about powerful energy sources either.

“It’s so weird walking through a smooth tube.” Miria huffed in mild annoyance as they trekked through the uncharted territory.

“We’ve made our way through similar ones back in Althea’s elf homeland, haven’t we?” Selene let out a soft chuckle. “Inside the central tree-like castle?”

“Those were more natural. Or at least not as monotonous.” The panthergirl sighed. “I’m starting to get dizzy as this just keeps going and going and going. Did we even take any turns yet? It feels like we’ve been moving in a straight line forever, and I know for a fact that this place can’t be this wide.”

“It’s a trick of your mind,” Abyss shared calmly. “The corridors are almost seamless, so it’s easy to miss the signs of them turning and twisting. I wouldn’t put it past him to design these like this just because he wanted to feel like he didn’t have to do anything but walk right ahead.”

“Weird quirk but okay.” Tina smirked gently. “It makes it only more creepy to me. Imagine needing to run from someone or something in here. No matter how far and fast you ran, you would always see your pursuer over your shoulder. Or an incoming attack or trap.”

Shortly after the exchange, they paused to investigate an opening in the wall. Peeking through, they saw a medium-sized chamber in the form of a dome. Most of its side surfaces were covered in golden runes and symbols they quickly identified as scribbles. How? Well, one of the completely sane ladies amongst them used to throw her thoughts out onto the walls or floor rather often when inspiration struck.

This was definitely a research room or something of a creative kind.

Unfortunately, the language wasn’t close to anything either of them knew, and they turned to their mysterious, ancient friend.

Abyss shook her head without any emotion. “I’m afraid I can’t decipher these. This seems to be the language of his kin or one he had created himself. I remember catching a few glimpses of it during our cooperation, but he had been using something I’m more familiar with since the very beginning.”

“Guess he isn’t stupid.” Silvia shrugged gracefully. “Even with the key, we won’t be able to snoop around too much.”

“He made this place and the entire formation encasing the realm. Of course, he is a genius of some kind.” Tina scoffed, more at the man than at her royal friend.

Nevertheless, Asterios approached the circular slab in the middle. It wasn’t vandalized by crude writing or anything else. The golden paths coalesced over it, and he found a small slot that would possibly hold the token. Keeping his guard up, he placed the new key into the hole and waited. The patterns flashed while the altar’s surface shimmered.

The girls gathered as a bunch of yellow crystals came out of hiding beneath whatever illusion had been cast on the research table. Glowing too, the spherical gems embedded in the white mineral produced an image that floated in the air at face level. A see-through replica of what seemed to be the Nethernight Realm hung before their eyes. The complex structure surrounding it was present too, albeit deactivated, therefore without the seal in place yet.

“Master’s realm is a ball too, isn’t it? Are they all like that? Abyss made this one, so is it something that’s necessary?” Miria pondered out loud.

“There are dimensions of all sizes and shapes, and I did mention it a bit during our early days.” Asterios smiled as he ruffled through her soft hair.

“As for why I chose this particular shape, the answer is out of convenience,” the dark world’s creator replied. “It’s much easier to tweak the core of the upcoming realm so it forms a planet-like shape than it is to create something as stable with a flat configuration. But it isn’t unheard of, and plenty of dimensions take different builds. The more unique ones are born naturally under various reality-twisting laws and occurrences.”

Her explanation was acknowledged as they all roamed their gazes over the displayed schematics.

“We are quite lucky,” Tina noted. “To stumble on his workshop on our very first entry.”

“I don’t think that’s the case,” Abyss countered, capturing their attention. “I don’t think he would have been bothered to return to the main research facility every single time after he made some changes to his plan or needed to refresh his memory about its correct steps.”

“That means this is just a room we would have found everywhere,” Asterios commented.

“Precisely.” She nodded. “Each of these floating things was crucial for the initial activation, and they are most likely quite important to shut everything down. Therefore, he must have come up with a uniform design for these stations so he could move through them with ease and without having to memorize multiple floor plans.”

“Still lucky that’s a thing,” Selene added. “But can we grasp anything out of this? I feel like without Grea and her inquisitive mind, it might take weeks to decrypt his notes.”

The mocha-skinned lady floated up to the raised platform and began tracing seemingly random patterns over the glowing crystals. She worked in silence, everyone else watching attentively and hoping to learn something from their companion’s actions. From time to time, the picture flickered, and some additional symbols showed up or replaced the previous ones. 

A few minutes later, she backed off and turned to the group. “Some of the commands have a similar form to what he used around me, but there’s not much I was able to learn since the language is still alien even to me. He hid his true origins rather well, which should perhaps have been a red flag during our initial interactions.”

“But, you did get something out of it, yes?” Miria tilted her head cutely.

“Studying the different iterations of these pictures, I was able to confirm that all the pieces are somehow connected and necessary for the main function of the entire system,” Abyss answered. “We have definitely weakened it by stealing the power sources on the ground, even if there are still dozens of them around, as you can see from this illusory display.”

“Every bit counts. It might not be enough to disable the thing, but it should have at least introduced an unstable variable into the equation that is the proper functioning of this seal,” Asterios said thoughtfully.

“Exactly,” she agreed with him. “This is just a research room, but I’m sure there should be a command room somewhere too. All the floating fortresses are carbon copies of each other that he could have used in case I kept too close an eye on his movements. Limiting himself to only one administration center wasn’t beneficial. It was better to have multiple at hand.”

“Then we need to find it,” Silvia stated. “Will you be able to use it?”

“To some extent, perhaps.” Abyss spread her arms. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I can at least try. Besides, we do have the key with us, so that makes things much easier. Having access to the internal system of this spiritual network opens up many paths to disabling it through intended and unintended means.”

“That’s our only lead.” Asterios rubbed his chin. “It’s still more than blindly going around and consuming spiritual clusters in hopes of weakening the barrier.”

“I mean, if we knew that would work out in the end, it wouldn’t be a problem to take a long way and keep visiting the realm to fetch a cluster a day or something. Especially now that we have a map of them and could tick off the completed ones,” Tina offered.

“Fair enough.” He smiled at his smart girlfriend, her cheeks coloring a tad as she felt his honest appreciation in his kind gaze. “We’ll save it for later. First, let’s continue. We have no reason to waste more time in this chamber.”

They did one more round of investigating the contents of the room before moving back into the white tunnel. Miria groaned as it extended both ways without an end in sight, causing the others to chuckle and snicker at the annoyed panthergirl. She hadn’t been that distressed even inside the Descending Spire, so this place had to be something else for it to get on her nerves like that.

A quarter of an hour later, they located another opening in the wall that led into another chamber. This time though, it wasn’t circular but rectangular. Each side, save for one, was equipped with similar slabs of white mineral with golden crystals jutting out of the mesmerizing counters. There was no altar in the middle, which stood empty for easy crossing. Instead, there was a slightly different block in the only open direction.

But the lack of long counters wasn’t the only peculiar thing about it.

“Is that… the ground?” Miria blinked emptily. “How the heck is that possible?”

Her fingers slid into her hair and tugged at it in frustration as they all stared at what seemed to be a clear window pane showing the outside of the fortress. The interesting detail was that they could see the ground Miria had mentioned instead of the dark sky and bright seal. No one missed the implications, and they all suddenly felt a tiny bit unsteady, looking around each other and over the floor. Or at least what they assumed was the floor. In their current position, a wall was closer to the truth.

“We’ve been walking in a STRAIGHT line!” the panthergirl said. “This is crazy! Shouldn’t we be falling towards the window if we really are perpendicular to the ground? Or is that just another illusion?”

“I’m afraid it’s not,” Abyss chimed in. “I noticed the point of gravity shifting during our journey through this place, and we are truly looking at the destruction your companions have brought upon these lands.”

The girls responsible for obliterating the necropolis beneath them exchanged glances while blushing slightly.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Miria frowned with a betrayed expression.

“It changed nothing, did it?” The mystical woman raised a brow at her. “The artificial gravity ensures we stay where we are meant to.”

“In any way, this is it, isn’t it?” Asterios asked as he peered through the window too. “The command room. Why else would you need a view outside?”

“It’s highly likely, yes.” Abyss floated closer to the single short pillar in front of the opening. “Do you have the token?”

He produced the sigil he had retrieved from the previous device before they continued their trek. Handing it over, he gathered with the ladies around and watched as she slid it into a thin slit, where it disappeared like a coin into one of those cute piggy banks children liked to purchase for their savings. The slanted surface lit up with even more complex lines and multiple gems.

No one said anything as she worked in silence to figure out anything useful. They had hope in their weird friend. For all the creepy and uncanny things surrounding her character, she was definitely the strongest and perhaps the most knowledgeable of them. In the end, who could rival a being that had crafted an entire dimension on its own?

It took a while, but Abyss finally paused, her fingers hovering over one of the crystals as she looked up. Something began to happen, and the group shared smiles, hearing stones shifting around.

But their friend’s next words quickly cooled down their enthusiasm.

“Oh no…” Abyss whispered, a hint of actual emotion in her usually uncaring tone.

And it wasn’t a positive one.

The room started shaking even more, throwing them a little bit off balance.

“Uhhh… Guys?” Miria chuckled nervously. “Is it supposed to be making that eerie sound?”

They noticed a buzzing noise somewhere deep within the fortress. It was quickly growing louder, joined by something akin to whirring. Soon, it was not just noticeable but even irritable, permeating through their bodies while tickling their blood organs and vessels.

“Abyss? What’s going on?” Asterios looked at the distressed woman in black.

“I should have expected him to be this petty.” She sighed deeply. “The token was a false sign of security. It works for doors and other devices, but not this one. I thought I found a way to power down the seal, but it turns out there is no such option. He didn’t need it. All he required was the feature of turning it back on in case the clusters depleted before he returned.”

“And what does that mean exactly?” Althea inquired.

“It’s a trap,” Abyss managed to say before a massive tremor threw them to their knees.

A loud hum filled their ears as a bright flash assaulted their eyes. It came through the window, right from the outside world. After getting accustomed to the intense light, they peered past the see-through pane and froze.

The ground was struck with a massive column of golden energy that sizzled and sparked with incredible power. It was the size of the opening going through the center of the fortress that they had seen from below. As it continuously assailed the land, the dark rock melted like butter, and the unimaginably intense beam dug deep, dissolving the edges of the tunnel.

Additional flashes caught their attention, taking place far away from their location. They could see the bright gleams on the dark sky and ground over the horizon, massive clouds of bits and pieces blown into the air alongside golden fumes and energy. Similar rays were stabbing into the realm’s surface in all directions, not just the one they had just initiated.

“Should we run?” Silvia’s eyes widened briefly as she witnessed the briefest hints of unimaginable destruction.

“No. We are… safe.” Abyss floated away from the control pillar. “There won’t be any big explosions beneath us.”

“Why?” The princess frowned.

“Because there’s nothing to explode,” was what she received in reply.

“The cluster.” Althea’s head cocked back in understanding. “These beams are launched from the fortresses to detonate the spiritual clusters buried deep in the ground.”

“Close, but not entirely correct,” the realm’s goddess said. “The middle of this floating structure is like a pipe. The energy only comes through it. And while its goal is to reach the cluster just as you have figured out, it comes from higher up, originating at the seal itself.”

“Wait, so that’s good or bad? This means the energy is being spent, which is what we want, no?” Miria’s face scrunched as she tried to decide.

“It’s definitely bad,” Tina answered immediately. “Just imagine what would have happened to all those creatures living under or near the fortresses if we didn’t steal the clusters, like the village of Kaguya’s worshippers, for example. Assuming each single flying castle does this, the casualties have to be insane.”

“It’s more than that.” Abyss met their concerned gazes. “The clusters aren’t just some well-placed mana bombs. These are explosives meant to shatter this world. I should have noticed it earlier. Their location isn’t coincidental. They are set in a pattern that will crack the world’s crust and mantle, resulting in it crumbling into pieces. It’s a total annihilation and a result of him setting it up for the moment anyone tried messing with the barrier.”

That was not something they expected to hear, and certainly heavy news. As they peered through the window, more and more explosions burst into the sky in the distance. The number of lives lost rose alongside each of them, and the chances of survival for everyone else fell accordingly.

Suddenly, the quest to free the realm of its restraints turned into a quest to save it from its imminent destruction.

Things had done a full one-eighty real quick.


Chapter 32
Structural Disintegrity

Everyone watched the powerful ray of light bury itself in the dark ground beneath them as the loud buzzing noise filled the chamber. The mood was somber as the reality of the current situation slowly settled in. Instead of the success they had been looking for, they found failure of the greatest form. Nothing would be left behind if they did not do something.

“How long do we have?” Asterios asked, the subject of his question more than obvious.

Abyss turned to him. “At the current pace, an hour at most. The absence of a few clusters certainly slows the process of cracking the mantle of the realm. The chain of explosions has been disrupted, and it will take longer for the rock to crumble. But the rays are still firing, and their main purpose is most likely to reach the core of the world. When all of them find their target, it will be overloaded with energy and implode, adding another blast from inside. I don’t think I have to explain the result.”

“The end of the world…” Selene whispered under her breath.

They remained silent for a moment, taking in the finality of the situation. Umbra hadn’t said a word yet, his butler form standing the closest to the window pane and facing the destruction. He must have felt horrible not being able to do anything but watch as his home realm proceeded towards its extinction. Asterios could sense the powerlessness through their familiar and draconic connections.

“There has to be a way to stop this,” he said, his eyes sliding back to the control pedestal. “Just like we messed with the clusters, there has to be something we can try to interrupt this process.”

“I still can’t believe those weren’t power sources that supplied the shield but spiritual bombs meant to ruin everything.” Miria shook her head gloomily. “But Master is right. We can’t just stand by and watch. We promised to help. Not to… make things worse.”

“It’s not your fault.” Abyss glanced at her slowly. “If anyone is to blame, it is me for not predicting this outcome. No matter how we approached this matter, the result would have most likely stayed the same. He must have set things up so that in the event of any interruption to the seal, it would activate the self-destruction protocol. Had we drained about half of the clusters, the same would have happened.”

“We are… grateful for your assistance.” The Duke showed up by her side, his shadowy form smoking a bit more than before as it had trouble remaining in shape due to his distress. “Perhaps this is a better outcome. Many of us wished to be free and didn’t fear losing our lives in pursuit of that dream. Some might survive this apocalypse. They would take that small chance over continuing to exist in this forced slavery for eternity. Hell, I often wished this cursed place would just disappear. Looks like someone decided to humor my musings. But, at least I can finally be rid of this burden the moment everything ceases to exist, including the seal’s structure.”

That was grim, but no one could hold it against him. There wasn’t much else left besides resignation in their friend’s mind. His home was on the verge of obliteration.

“My statement still stands.” Asterios tensed his fists. “You created this realm, so you understand it best. If there’s anything we can try, let’s at least give it a go before we jump back to Kraedorion to avoid the imminent downfall.”

“I’m with Master.” Miria stood straighter, defiantly raising her face. “Plus, aren’t you super powerful? I think this is long past the point of staying an observer. This place will be gone if you don’t do anything. This isn’t the end you wanted to witness, isn’t it? Nor was the whole thing that bastard built over your precious creation, right?”

“There’s something to her words,” Tina agreed. “This grand experiment of yours ended the moment he invaded it with the external influence that you didn’t want to leak into the realm. I also think it’s time to take matters into your own hands. We don’t even know if it will change anything, but if it does, you can then decide if it’s still worth watching over or if it’s ruined. Whatever your decision will be, at least the people living here will be saved.”

“Every trial run has its end,” Selene shared sagely. “It’s up to you to decide if it ends up scrapped or if it will simply continue to operate further without your explicit attention. I think we both know which option would be more preferred by the inhabitants of this dimension.”

The ladies nodded in unison, everyone sharing the sentiment.

And they weren’t wrong. If there was a time to take action, it was now or never.

“You are once more overestimating my might.” Abyss lightly shook her head. “It took me ages to build the foundations of this world. An hour is nowhere near enough to save it. I can’t snap my fingers and get rid of the mesh surrounding the realm. I might be able to destroy each fortress one by one, but that won’t be quick enough. Nevertheless, I see the truth you are speaking of. I remained passive for way too long, convincing myself that things were not yet past the point of no return. Unfortunately, that point is here. And I shall use whatever knowledge of him that I have to fight back. Whatever happens, happens. He will pay back for this offense regardless of the outcome of today’s actions.”

Seeing a shadow of defiance in her deep, mesmerizing eyes, the girls smiled. Then, they hastily schooled their expressions and focused on the matter at hand. Time was limited. They would be able to celebrate their victory or mourn their losses after finishing things here. Until then, nothing else mattered.

Giving them a resolute nod, the dark-skinned goddess turned to the control panel and leaned over it. Just as her hand rested atop one of the golden crystals, the entire fortress shook again, surprising everyone greatly. They had assumed that everything that was supposed to be activated had already been turned on, and therefore, they were relatively safe inside the floating castle.

Regrettably, they couldn’t be more wrong.

Suddenly, the gravity shifted, and they experienced a strong pull from the side, which technically was down to how they were positioned inside the fortress. Miria yelped as she began sliding down the straight slope that had previously been the ground. Asterios quickly grabbed her and materialized his wings. He attempted to slow them down before they crashed into the window, but he didn’t expect to just… fall through it like it was not there.

They all dropped through the empty gap and stopped outside on their own means. Selene created a cerulean platform for them to stand on, and the ladies descended onto the arcane sheet. Abyss and Umbra showed up by their side before they all looked up. Their eyes widened at the sight before them.

“Get away! Quick!” Asterios shouted, and the platform disappeared.

He shifted in mid-air, the girls ready to catch onto his back. As soon as they were with him, he dove for the ground, trying to increase the distance between them and the changing structure. They had no idea what was happening, but seeing the power of the beam and the explosions rocking the world, no one wished to take any chances. Anything could be set up as a bomb or rigged with a self-destruct.

Arriving at the ground, they watched the sky for any possible debris, but none came.

Well, that wasn’t entirely correct.

While the fortress didn’t burst into flames, it weirdly thinned out. The previously irregular shape made of cubes of various sizes turned into a much smaller upside-down cone, with the tunnel through which the ray continued to assault the ground going right through its middle. As for the missing pieces, four unidentified parts rushed towards the land below like rocks falling from great heights.

“Brace for impact!” Selene yelled, and they lifted themselves off the dark surface just before the four segments hit.

The ground shook, and four new craters appeared around them. As the dust settled, it revealed four familiar shapes. They resembled the outer parts of the fortress, and one in particular had an extremely unique element, the long rectangle of the clear window, now missing the pane, or it had never been there in the first place. The chamber they had fallen out of was literally in front of them.

With a lot of rumbling, the pieces began to move and shift around. The cubes that they were made of switched places, connections, and their combinations. One after another, they altered the visible shapes until four relatively humanoid constructs stood in front of Ast’s group. Three of them were smaller, resembling a big industrial warehouse or two put one above another, while the last and fourth creature towered over them. In its case, it was equally as massive as the whole castle back in Glimmervale, the empty window serving as its visor.

“Now, that’s not something I expected.” Selene snickered lightly. “Did our control room just turn into a massive Golem?”

“That appears to be the case.” Silvia nodded. “And it has friends.”

“That’s a problem.” Tina sighed tiredly. “We need to get inside the big one, don’t we? Ugh, that sounds worse than I thought.”

The girls laughed as she cast a rosy gaze at Asterios, who smirked back.

“Honestly, I much prefer the other way, but if the situation requires it, I can be fairly adaptable,” Althea commented while stretching her fingers.

“Watch out! They are coming!” The princess pointed out, and they abandoned the entertaining teasing.

They hastily entered their awakened forms and split up. Shortly after, a pair of house-sized fists smashed into the ground at their earlier location, the two smaller Golems brushing shoulders. The contact released sparks, grinding noise, and some bits of crushed stone as their external surface was damaged during the attempt. Naturally, that didn’t phase the constructs in the slightest.

The third one launched itself into the air, jumping over its two brothers, and dropped behind the fleeing group. Through its efforts, another cracked hollow was carved in the ground. The other two stumbled a little from the force, but the last one shrugged the tremors off, its much bigger frame and feet giving it greater stability. But, at the same time, that advantage was more of a disadvantage in the fight as it could easily crush its teammates.

Asterios and the ladies surrounded their opponents by forming a ring around the Golems. This wouldn’t be as easy. The enemies were incomparable to the ones they had faced before, at least inside their own kind, so monsters like the giant snake didn’t count. These were the largest constructs they had faced. Additionally, the material these creatures were made of wasn’t common either.

Golden paths glimmered all over the Golems, still thrumming with power, perhaps even more now that the defenses had been activated. The energy continued to flow like it did through the corridors and hallways. All that white and gold created an intense contrast with the dark world. The light shining on those colors from the revealed seal further enhanced the effect. In the usual stories, this would be the arrival of holy forces whose goal was to purge the evil dimension, but the reality was much less black and white. This was more of an invasion.

“We better not show this to Grea. Knowing her, the next thing we would see is our own castle changing forms like this and walking past the town’s walls to repel thugs,” Silvia commented with a pensive expression.

Tina let out a small giggle. “I can perfectly picture Professor standing in that open chamber and laughing maniacally as the construct stomps on her enemies.”

“I think there would be less laughing and more moaning. It wouldn’t take long before she got turned on by all of that and roped Master into taking her then and there in front of the raging battle.” Selene hid her impish smile behind her slender hand, causing them to chuckle.

As the walking giants turned towards them, they exchanged nods and dove into action.

Asterios flew into the air and rushed towards the enemy. During his flight, he released thick black flames onto the stone monsters, aiming to check their durability. The fire licked at their white surface and darkened it in various places, but otherwise didn’t do much, especially to the biggest one. They were as resistant as the facilities they had raided in the past, before the power-cutting part.

The Golems swung their arms after him, but he nimbly wove between their attempts, twisting his draconic body according to the incoming blows. As strong as the constructs were, they couldn’t rival his speed. It wouldn’t be a problem for his much smaller mates either. Though in front of such humongous enemies, even he couldn’t be considered anything more than medium-sized. He was a true lizard in their eyes. If they had any.

Curious about it, he launched himself at the window. Maybe it would be easier to defeat them from the inside. At the very least, the other Golems wouldn’t be able to hurt them if they hid in their leader once more. As long as there were no other security systems active, of course. Something could have triggered when they had been thrown out.

But his idea was quickly shot down as the massive entity showed an incredible burst of speed to swat him away like an annoying fly. The girls shouted after him, but he assured them that he was alright, catching his balance before crashing into the ground. That one had to be special. It wasn’t only bigger but also generally better in every aspect, simply not displaying that power until there was a reason for it.

“Let’s move into the air. There’s no way they can follow us there,” Althea suggested, and everyone agreed.

Asterios swooped down to pick up Miria while the others flew up through their own means. They circled the Golems and threw some occasional attacks to gauge their toughness, just as Asterios had. Lightning, fire, physical or spiritual blasts didn’t work on their outer shells. This enemy would be a pain to fight, but no one in Ast’s team had gone all out yet. It might be required, though.

“Uh oh…” The panthergirl giggled timidly on his back.

He followed her gaze and saw the smaller trio aim their chunky arms towards them. Three pairs of long and thick limbs followed a few women, completely locked on their targets. In a few seconds, the golden patterns glowed brightly, and Asterios realized they were charging as a slight shimmer was visible over them, creating a tube around those outstretched arms. He felt the gathering of the energy shortly before it burst out.

Smaller versions of the light pillars that were raining from the sky through the fortress-less funnels rushed after the girls, illuminating the surroundings even more. Ast’s thoughts had warned them in time that something was going to happen, and everyone managed to avoid getting hurt. 

Tina’s draconic wings offered much more maneuverability than those she could borrow from Esil. Silvia’s fiery avatar swam through the air like it was water with zero resistance. Selene pushed herself from place to place with her powerful energy, achieving the level of aerial suspension long ago. And Althea simply utilized her serpent frame, coiling around the pillar that was trying to get her.

Since it wasn’t as safe up there as they had initially thought, they all dropped back to the ground. Those who had become the targets chose to descend in the middle of the enemy group, and the shooters awkwardly lowered their arms in pursuit, which resulted in them scorching each other and doing much more damage to their surface than Ast’s Dragon Breath had. Still, it wasn’t a considerable injury that complicated the tasks of annihilating all their enemies.

“Hey, Abyss! Can’t you take care of them now that you are on our side?” Miria yelled into the open, knowing well that their friend was watching from somewhere close.

She didn’t expect it to be right next to her as the mysterious woman popped into existence behind her back, also sitting atop Asterios. However, the panthergirl bravely held in her squeak at the sudden jumpscare, simply glaring at the new passenger.

“You are right. We need to quickly get rid of the small ones and immobilize the biggest. They should be working on a similar principle to the underground facilities. There’s a spiritual power source inside their bodies that needs to be broken to completely subjugate the Golems. Save for the giant construct, since we might need it to function when I try to interfere with the control panel,” Abyss responded casually. “I can’t just transfer myself inside, unfortunately. His magic prevents me from doing that for as long as it courses through their conduits. But it doesn’t stop me from blasting holes in their bodies like I did with the buried cluster safehouses. Allow me.”

With the briefest hint of a curl at the corner of her lips, she exploded into a shadowy puff of smoke. A violet glow captured everyone’s attention, and they found the woman above them with her hands directed further into the sky. There was a tiny spot a little bit higher, into which strands of purple energy flowed from all angles, making it look like the dark hole was sucking in colored water.

An irregular blob of that energy gathered quickly, creating an ominous image that made the observers shiver anxiously. It wasn’t exactly wrong, but as far as Void abilities went, they were always a tiny bit creepy and definitely dangerous. Had that growing bubble burst, who knew what would happen to everyone on the ground?

Yet Abyss didn’t allow that to happen and clapped her hands once, sending a strong echo into the flat field, something that shouldn’t be naturally possible without any tall mountains to reflect the sound. Ignoring these laws of physics, she launched glowing purple lances at the smaller Golems, each the size of their heads. Numerous projectiles rushed toward their targets with the intention to kill.

One managed to stab through the leftmost construct’s thigh, and another blew off the second construct’s fist.

But that was as far as they got.

The gargantuan creature stepped in the way of the Void Barrage and shielded its little brothers with its chunky arm and reliable back. All the other lances prickled its skin, digging only about as deep as an announcement board pin would sink into a person’s flesh, tearing rather insignificant chunks of the white stone.

She could definitely keep going, but Abyss had to stop her assault. As she had said, they couldn’t damage the main Golem too much if they still wished to attempt to save the Nethernight Realm. If it were going to put itself in harm’s way to protect the other constructs, that would be very difficult. It could even suffer accidental blows from its brothers if they brawled in close quarters like two of them were currently doing while chasing the people on the ground.

“We need to separate them and keep them busy!” Asterios noticed that too and issued a quick command to his trusty mates.

“Do we have to keep them alive?” Selene queried.

“No,” Abyss informed her.

The fox lady’s lips curled into a fierce grin. “Miria, let’s have some fun with that one, shall we?”

Her feline sister-mate whooped and jumped off Ast’s back, falling towards the vulpine girl who was turning into a big vixen. “Be right back, Master!”

Asterios chuckled, happy to see her being excited about having a chance to try out her new powers against a strong opponent. He had no doubt they would be able to wreck that piece of glued stones without much trouble. As long as it worked as a distraction for her compassionate nature, it was very well worth it.

Silvia and Tina shared a nod, glanced at him together, and smiled softly. He reciprocated the gesture, and the two noble ladies hit another Golem with a combined blast of fire and water, pushing it away from the group.

Althea flew to his side, her draconic snout close to his. “Leave the last of the three to me. You can focus on the leader with Abyss.”

“Are you sure? The others paired up.” Asterios looked at her worriedly.

“I’m not alone.” She huffed a fiery cloud at him in a playful manner, a sweet giggle tickling their minds. “If it proves to be too much to take down on my own, I’ll at least keep it busy until others finish and come to lend me a hand.”

Not giving him time to respond, she nuzzled her cheek against his and flew away. Coiling around her opponent like a sneaky snake, she got it to pay attention only to her and led it in a different direction than the others had lured their prey in.

Before the biggest Golem decided to follow any of his girls, Asterios annoyed it with flames in its face once more.

“Umbra, keep an eye on Althea, please. This one is mine. I’m sure Abyss will assist me if needed,” he spoke to his familiar friend.

“With pleasure.” The shadowy butler’s voice resounded in his ear, and soon the faint presence he had been feeling disappeared.

The final battle that would decide the fate of the realm was on.


Chapter 33
The Hunt Is On

“Watch out!” Selene shouted.

Right after, a heavy quake followed as the construct’s fist smashed into the ground. Miria nimbly avoided the blow, completely unfazed as the pieces and bits of rock rained upon her from the heavy impact. At her current level, she was way too fast for the Golem to catch her with its big square fists.

But, even if the full power of her lineage made her quicker and stronger by a lot, it didn’t help much against a colossal enemy whose outer skin was tougher than any other stone.

“It’s alright. I won’t get done by something like that.” The panthergirl grinned as she stopped by her sister-mate clad in cyan spiritual armor. “This kind of reminds me of the statues at the bottom of the Descending Spire.”

“Save for the part where there is no trick to destroying this one easily,” the fox lady replied while eyeing their opponent. “Unless we can power it down somehow, its surface will remain almost invulnerable to most attacks.”

“I know. But it doesn’t have an open visor like the bigger one. It doesn’t have any gaps, actually. Besides the joints and connectors. I can’t see a way for us to sneak an attack inside so it reaches the core or cluster,” Miria said while scrunching her cute muzzle. “And that still applies mostly to you and your spiritual energy. I can do much more now, but I lack training and practice. I’ll need to spend some time with Master, like in the very beginning. I’m honestly looking forward to it.”

The enemy grew bored of their chatter and tried to squash them again, both girls evading to the side. Avoiding the cloud of dust, they regrouped behind the Golem.

“There are still things you can do now that you couldn’t before, no?” Selene raised a brow at the other beastfolk. “Can you grow as big?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Miria nodded confidently. “I’ll need some time, though, since it’s still very new to me. And I’ll be completely naked again…”

“I’ll help you fix that issue when we get there. Not that anyone would be paying any attention to you when we all have our own fights to focus on.” The fox lady smirked warmly. “Do your thing. I’m going to keep this thing busy until you are ready.”

She took a deep breath, and the external circuits that currently ran over her entire body began to glow stronger. A noticeable spiritual pressure emanated from her core, starting to gather in her arms. The armor covering them dissipated, and her hands lit up too, the patterns spreading over them, shining with light blue light. Soon, the skin up to her elbows was replaced by the bright phenomenon, cyan serpents of spiritual energy coiling around her limbs.

The Golem decided to make another attempt and launched a fist at the women. Selene raised her gaze to stare at it unflinchingly and drew her right arm back. Just as they were about to be crushed, she launched her own punch with a valiant shout, meeting the construct’s blow head-on.

A loud thud echoed through the lands, the ground shaking from the sheer force of the impact. The Golem stumbled to the back as its fist was blown past its own torso, testing the durability of its joints as the stone limb had become twisted the opposite way in a matter of a second. Catching its balance, it brought its arm to the front and seemed to stare at it in confusion, though it did not have any eyes. Or a face, for that matter.

“Woah! You did that back in the undead dungeon, didn’t you?” Miria’s expression was taken over by awe and a hint of concern. “Are you okay after that punch?”

Selene chuckled gracefully. “I’m not the same vixen as back then. At worst, my arms will tingle a tiny bit afterward. I’ll keep it at bay, so stop wasting time. The longer you take, the longer I’ll need to monopolize Master to care for the aftereffects of this technique.”

“That’s cheating!” The panthergirl’s eyes widened, and she hastily dropped onto her butt, starting to meditate.

With another snicker, her sister-mate and guardian pushed herself off the ground and met the Golem’s next blow mid-air. Not having anything solid underneath her feet resulted in her being launched backward just like its fist did, but the attack on Miria was prevented nonetheless. Not a single strand of fur would fall from the other girl’s tail while she was on watch.

For the next minute, Selene countered every punch and kick the construct aimed at either of them. Whenever it was possible, she tested its durability by attacking possible weak spots, like the joints. But, no matter how much force she put into her blows, they faintly cracked the nearby surface at best. And these hits would undoubtedly shatter half a mountain at this level.

Meanwhile, a low growl continuously tickled her sharp ears from behind. Miria was shifting as quickly as she could. Since growing to the size she had shown them in the underground facility would hardly be enough, she had to put more of her mind into it. That had already been incredible, so the fact that she was capable of increasing her size even further was more than commendable. It was a thing of legends. Not just one story would make it into their realm if Miria showed this ability to her people.

“It’s time to dance.” A louder and deeper voice resounded behind her, and Selene looked up.

The Golem was kicked square in the chest with a giant furry foot, which sent it hurtling into the distance. Miria stepped over Selene, her size equal to the construct, cracking her fists in anticipation. There was just one issue that had been mentioned before, her clothes didn’t make it.

Lifting herself into the air with spiritual energy, Selene flew up until she hopped onto Giant Miria’s shoulder, feeling a bit like a doll more than a person. Especially when the panthergirl’s massive head turned her way, making it clear that she could literally bite the fox lady in half if she wanted to.

But, even if Miria had become a scarily huge titan, she was still Miria, and the cheerful grin twisting her adorable muzzle made it more than clear.

“What now?” she asked loudly, not by intention.

Selene sat down atop her right shoulder and entered deep meditation too. The spiritual armor disappeared from view, melting into cyan tongues of energy. More of them surged out of the foxgirl’s form as she drew on her reserves. So much power leaked into her surroundings that she became a small blue lamp, forcing Miria to shield her eyes. Through her fingers, she saw it drip down her frame.

When the visual assault ceased, Miria’s jaw almost dropped.

The spiritual armor pieces Selene always had on herself now covered her own fur, from shoulders to feet. Most areas were fully protected, save for the sections that bent and twisted, of course. The design was the very same, so it truly felt like she was wearing her sister-mate’s gear made of pure mana. It was still connected to its owner, who sat on the panthergirl’s shoulder with a proud smile.

“That is awesome!” Miria jumped with joy. “Now I can totally kick that Golem’s ass! Hang on tight!”

Selene didn’t have much to say in that matter as she was completely anchored down. So, she could only gasp quietly as Miria suddenly dashed forward, appearing in front of the construct in a literal blink. Her gauntleted fist struck its white body with a thunderous impact, knocking the Golem back noticeably while leaving her knuckles unharmed.

Taking advantage of her momentum, Miria barraged her opponent with a flurry of blows. Only after the sixth one did it manage to block her, taking a hit on its guard. They began exchanging attacks, standing on a more even ground between them. But, while the Golem kept receiving whacks all over, Miria was lighter and faster, regardless of her equal size. She dodged most counters, letting them scrape against the protective layer created by Selene.

When her enemy accidentally overextended, she took advantage of its rookie mistake. It definitely lacked hand-to-hand training, contrary to Miria. Her mom had made sure to instill every possible lesson into her when she was young, which gave the panthergirl a leg up over the other hunters so many times. And now she even knew why her mother had been so serious and strict about it, learning about her parent’s dangerous past.

So, in one swift motion, the experienced panthergirl reenacted the memorized movement without a second thought, grabbing the Golem’s outstretched arm, twisting it as she passed her target, and smacking her opponent with her hip. All those things combined sent the construct flying into the air, which she followed with her gaze and a big smile on her face, watching it crash into the ground with an explosion of rocks.

“Damn, this is so fun, but I hardly do anything to its tough shell.” The panthergirl sighed. “Are you okay with getting a little bit cold, Selene?”

Her vulpine sister-mate frowned in confusion and observed as Miria briefly closed her eyes to focus again. Something changed, and Selene could sense a formation appear on Miria’s back. It was fairly familiar, and she soon recognized it as one of Ast’s Summoner techniques, reminding her that the airheaded feline girl was now capable of using them on her own, without his input. That sounded like something quite unprecedented, but she would have to ask their master for his opinion first.

Still, as Miria had said, the air around the giant panthergirl grew colder, the temperature dropping significantly. They had taken long enough that the Golem was already charging back at them, but it failed to surprise either of the ladies. Opening her eyes, Miria once again met its fist with her own, but this time, a wave of white frost in the form of thick mist followed the motion, bathing the construct in an icy breeze.

Each single attack, be it a punch or a kick, covered the Golem with more frost. Its movements slowed down and became stiff, earning itself even more smacks from the powered-up panthergirl. And since the cold snuck into the tightest gaps in the construct’s joints, it was only a matter of time before it completely froze up. 

Unfortunately, while that made the entire fight super easy, it didn’t help much with the aspect of damage. The spell wasn’t powerful enough to pierce through the enchanted stone. Miria’s strong blows cracked the weakened surface more, but that was all. Unless she somehow affected the circuits on the inside, she wouldn’t be able to fully take down her opponent.

Realizing that, she jumped back, her actions buying the two of them some time to think things through. The Golem wasn’t going anywhere for a minute or two, frozen solid in an awkward lunge forward mid-punch. It was roughed up but would come at them again the moment its motor functions were restored.

“I really wish the weapons would grow too.” Miria grunted quietly. “I can sharpen my palm, but it won’t be as effective as with an actual blade compatible with mana.”

“Perhaps your elf friends might think of something to fix that issue of yours.” A new voice appeared by her left ear, and she flinched, her face snapping towards its source to find Abyss perched on the other shoulder. “For now, though, allow me to offer you some support.”

Similar to Selene, the mysterious mocha-skinned woman extended her aura towards Miria’s frame. The dark energy flowed down the panthergirl’s fur, making her shudder as she watched it consume her limbs and torso. Soon, she was sitting inside a smooth black one-piece suit that swirled ominously like smoke, the only untouched region being her head.

That state didn’t persist for long, however, as Miria felt the darkness creep up her neck too. It slithered upwards from the back, climbed over her scalp, and descended onto her face from above. Stopping at the level of her nose, it formed a half-mask covering the upper part of her face. Touching it all over, Miria noted that it even had cute protrusions to emphasize her rounded ears. And even though she could see perfectly well, some kind of protective layer kept her eyes safe.

She wondered if that was how her mother felt in her own night operation suit.

“Bring your hands away from your face, please,” Abyss requested calmly.

It still made Miria jerk a tad, and she quickly extended her arms forward. She jumped when something suddenly popped out from above her wrists, and her eyes widened in shock. Two dark purple claw-shaped blades of energy poked out from her knuckles on each fist. They glimmered dangerously and looked ready to slice through anything like it was heated butter.

Just then, the Golem chose that moment to wake up from its forced nap, filling the air with the noise of breaking ice. As it escaped its temporary prison, Miria grinned viciously. Spreading her arms to the sides, she lowered her posture and roared with all her might.

The hunt was on.

She rushed forward with renewed vigor, excited to test out her new toys. Her opponent was still cranky after its cryo-sleep and failed to fully escape her new range. Slashing at its torso, she managed to slice into its upper arm, the blades leaving fairly deep marks in the white stone. They didn’t pass through with no resistance, but this much was nothing.

Happy that she had a way to injure the Golem, Miria didn’t let it catch a break. Her swipes rained upon its frame like an unending hail, and its shell was soon covered in cuts, marks, dinks, and grazes. She wove some kicks and martial arts moves into her attacks to keep things fresh in case the construct was capable of figuring out her patterns with time.

Nevertheless, it didn’t have the time to do so when it was receiving a one-sided beating.

Finding a perfect opportunity after one of her mid-kicks, Miria spun around and sank her right claws into the side of the Golem’s head as far as to smack her knuckles against its hard surface. And while it didn’t turn the construct off with enough damage for it to cease struggling, it showed her that hurting it on the inside was possible and very much viable.

The blades retracted from the created holes without a problem, unaffected by friction and the shifting of stone, making the holes narrower. She avoided a quick counter by ducking underneath it and made a pirouette, slicing at her opponent’s leg. The joint was directly hit and locked up, dropping the Golem to one knee.

Appearing behind it, Miria drove both sets of blades into its neck and twisted. Sparks flew as she made half a circle with each hand and fully separated the Golem’s head from its shoulders. The huge square block bounced off its frame and smashed into the ground, creating a small crater.

But that was not enough.

Seeing that the enemy was still trying to grab her, she grabbed it instead, taking hold of its wrist. Lifting it above its head, she plunged her free fist into the construct’s torso, the energy blades sinking all the way in. Letting go of its arm, she did the same with her other fist, having both of them driven into the Golem’s chest.

Before it was able to try anything, Miria let out another roar and raised her opponent over her head, flexing her powerful muscles even through the tight black suit. She pulled one hand free and sank it into another free spot. Then the other, mirroring the motion, with the bloodthirsty cry still on her lips.

She stabbed and stabbed and stabbed and stabbed and stabbed until there were more holes than the undamaged surface.

Ceasing her shout, she watched the Golem cease to move, its limbs hanging limply off its mangled torso, which lost some of its golden glow. She threw it aside with a growl, the mutilated construct landing on the ground with a small earthquake. It didn’t move anymore, dead for good. One of her stabs had to have hit its energy source.

It would be surprising if it hadn’t, considering the state of its chest.

Taking a deep breath, Miria sighed heavily, letting all the tension she had built up leave her body. A sound of clapping reached her ears, both of them, and her head swiveled from side to side. Selene and Abyss were applauding her, one with an impressed smile on her face and the other with the usual emotionless expression. But both conveyed their approval of her battle.

“Thanks. I wouldn’t have been able to do that without your help.” The panthergirl grinned sunnily, then glanced at the sharp energy blades. “I’m going to miss these greatly when we are done here.”

“You won’t,” the creepy lady said, capturing her attention. “They, just as the suit, are now part of you. While you don’t exactly share the affinity for any elements yourself, that doesn’t matter in front of the almighty bond you share with your True Dragon mate. You’ll be able to bring these forth with just a little bit of energy borrowed from the Little Shadow. It should be simple for you, thanks to the connection you all share, no?”

“Really?” Miria beamed at her and started hopping in place.

“Calm down!” Selene chuckled gently, reminding her that there were still people riding her shoulders.

“Sorry!” The feline woman apologized shyly and cast a glance in the direction they had initially come from. “Looks like the others are doing fairly well too. I think we should regroup soon and help Master—”

She froze when her gaze wandered to the spot Asterios was at.

They all did, including Abyss.

“What the hell is that thing?” Miria asked, suddenly feeling a deep shiver that reached her very soul.


Chapter 34
Round and Round

The sound of thunder echoed through the dark realm as another lightning struck the Golem. Accompanying it was the whooshing of numerous balls of fire that crashed into its massive frame, covering it entirely with explosions. Azure and amber flashes illuminated the dark scenery as the construct kept getting pushed around by the merciless barrage of spells.

“Fighting a humongous enemy is such a pain.” Tina groaned softly as she launched another lightning strike from her joined palms. “I feel like an ant, and it’s still a third smaller than the one Ast is facing.”

“You are right. It usually is difficult. You need to do much more harm to your opponent than they need to do to you. But, they are also a bigger target, and you can see how that is affecting the Golem’s combat ability,” Silvia replied, elegantly tossing another miniature Fireball at their enemy.

Both ladies were in their respective awakened forms. 

Tina’s body was covered with dark blue scales, her back sporting matching wings and tail. Some of her beautiful skin still showed over her face, neck, and other parts of her lithe frame. But, she was more of a Dragon than a human right now, thanks to the deep love she shared with Asterios. Whenever she peered into her heart, she always found it there, pulsing strongly, from both of them.

Silvia was much less recognizable to those who didn’t know the fiery princess well enough, unaware of her impressive advancements in pursuit of her flaming legacy. Her entire figure was made of condensed amber fire, and her lush hair waved as if there was a gentle breeze blowing at it from below. She bore more humanoid attributes than before, that was for sure, making it clearer that she was a woman of excellent beauty. Her modesty was protected by a simple battle dress copied from the beastfolk realm. Everything was fire, of course.

They didn’t have any trouble keeping the Golem at bay. With their powerful repertoire of spells and techniques, they were both a force to be reckoned with. They definitely didn’t lack stopping power. Perhaps even firepower. But their opponent wasn’t a common one. It was like they were fighting an animated building with the highest quality spiritual rock as its main body. It could take quite a beating.

However, they needed a decisive blow. Something that would render the construct unable to fight any longer. Otherwise, it could come back to bite them in the ass when they least expected it. And that was unacceptable. They couldn’t lead the enemy to Asterios and the others while thinking that they had dealt with the problem for good. Their family would be at risk.

So, the girls danced around the much bigger foe and kept looking for a weak spot or something else to take advantage of. Their attacks only scorched and singed its white surface, having no effect on the external golden patterns. They were aware that it was the ones inside that counted the most. Hopefully, an opportunity would show itself soon.

Or they would simply keep trying new things.

“If you buy me some time, I have something that worked fairly well in the past. I got some experience fighting Golems and huge enemies,” the princess requested politely.

“You do?” The Summoner girl raised a curious brow at her companion.

Silvia nodded elegantly. “I fought a Golden Golem with Asterios back in the Demon Continent. He helped me out, and we used a stronger technique that completely melted it. I should be able to use it on my own to an even greater effect now. Besides that, we faced the Terrackal during Glimmervale’s invasion. It was quite big too.”

She turned her head to check if her partner was ready, but paused as their eyes met.

Tina’s lips were curled up in a rather icy smile as she stared back at her. “You did, didn’t you?”

A massive white fist came at the short girl, but a water hand of equal size surged from the ground and caught it firmly without the blue-haired lady paying it any mind, her expression unchanging. With a mighty twist, the aquatic limb sent the Golem tumbling to the side, making Silvia swallow lightly.

“Don’t worry, I’m not jealous.” Tina let out a sweet chuckle. “Okay, maybe I am, just a little bit.”

Sighing deeply, she ran her fingers through her hair.

“You see, I’ve always fantasized about going on epic adventures with Ast after we graduated. But then, he was kicked out, leaving me behind, forcing me to stay behind. I would have never expected our very own princess to take the spot by his side instead, living through those fun dreams of mine while I was stuck at the academy. It can get a little vexing when I think about it, don’t you think?” Tina asked, and the princess-in-question decided to remain silent.

The Golem rushed at them with a dangerous, low charge, but just before it reached the pair, it slipped on the spot the water fist had come out of, now frozen solid with an icy wind. Waving its rectangular arms for stability, it slid way past the duo and tumbled into the background again when its feet ran into rough ground.

“But, it’s not like I hold that against you, of course.” The blue-haired lady grinned warmly. “You gave me so much after meeting Ast that it might have changed my life for the better. It’s thanks to you and your father that I can be here, with him, and with everyone else, while having finished my qualifications, leaving my mark in history through the Royal Division, and helping create a future welcoming nation. So, how long do you need?”

Silvia reciprocated the smile. “You did all that yourself. I only helped out a tiny bit from the sidelines. Asterios did more, your name constantly on his lips when we talked. You might not believe me, but I was the one learning what it meant to feel jealous of another noblewoman at that time. It was a new feeling for me. One that led to another peculiar mood, and now we are here. And a minute or two will be enough.”

They stared at each other for a moment, then shared a good-natured chuckle.

Tina shot the princess a thumbs-up and flapped her wings to challenge the Golem to a duel. She shaped Hydran into a sizable scythe, easily three or four times bigger than her body, charging right at her opponent, who was finishing getting up. Leaking some of Rusilthea’s mana into the mix, she made the water sizzle and sparkle, flicks of lightning jumping over its surface.

Evading the punch aimed at her small figure, she dexterously circled the extended limb and dragged her scythe over its surface, creating a long, swirling trail behind her. The blade flashed repeatedly as it continued to make contact until she reached the Golem’s shoulder, drawing back as it intended to smack her like a mosquito with the other hand. Its skin now bore a long spiraling mark, but the damage was pretty much only visual. The attack didn’t serve any other role than diversion.

And what a perfect diversion it was when Tina received a mental ping from Silvia to move aside as quickly as possible. Noticing a rather strong orange glow illuminating her back, she complied with the request and retreated behind the princess’ position. The fiery lady held her palms ahead while pressing them into an unbelievably complex magical circle

As soon as Tina was out of her sight, the princess activated the array, and a humming pillar of concentrated flames shot forward, lighting the area up so brightly the contours of things faded into obscurity, everything melting together into one big amber splotch. The intense ray didn’t give the Golem a second to react and hit its bulky frame right on target.

Black smoke wafted into the air as the spot that was being assaulted heated up in a blink. The white stone turned red, orange, and quickly rushed towards gold. The power of the beam could be felt all around the caster, forcing Tina to retreat a bit more while shielding herself with a layer of water. It was impressive for Silvia to stand in the middle of it without a hint of discomfort.

But, as much as the technique was awe-inspiring, it turned out to be not that efficient against their enemy.

The Golem slipped its arm underneath the pillar of fire, freeing its chest from its lethal warmth. Naturally, the limb began smoking and heating up too, but the torso was able to cool down in the meantime. Having two arms, the construct began switching limbs to dissipate the energy, its entire upper frame turning red-yellow, but not going past that level.

Taking notice of the fact that Silvia had to remain stationary to keep up the intense spell, the enemy decided to switch its focus from defense to offense. Changing its arms often, it moved closer and closer, slowed down by the deadly ray. When it started going to the sides, forcing the princess to correct the angle, it gained even more freedom.

It was obvious this state of things wouldn’t last much longer. Not wanting to get caught with her pants down, Silvia canceled the spell. A tall wave of cold water rolled past her, parting around the spot where she stood before sealing shut again. It crashed into the construct and created a lot of steam, interrupting its advance for a few useful seconds.

There was a bright blue flash, and the sound of thunder echoed behind the princess. When she turned around, Tina was hovering over her while inside a see-through frame of a Lesser Dragon made purely of lightning energy. Its form crackled threateningly while wriggling above the ground.

“That was a good try, but we might need to lock it down first,” the Summoner girl suggested. “If I restrain its arms, would you be able to hit it with that spell again?”

“Yes, but I won’t do that.” Silvia shook her head decisively. “Maybe if it was Asterios doing it, but you possess no meaningful natural affinity for fire save for the one you receive from him. If the Golem made a sudden movement, I could injure you unintentionally, reacting to the change too slowly. This technique is powerful but very limited, as you have seen.”

She floated higher, and the flames making up her figure expanded. Bit by bit, they formed a familiar shape, and soon, a mirror copy of Tina’s Lesser Dragon appeared in front of the draconic Summoner girl. Silvia’s avatar was locked inside the chest of her see-through serpentine frame too, and she waved elegantly.

“Let’s see what we can do together. If that doesn’t work, we can always hold it back until someone else is finished and we receive their help,” she offered. “We don’t have to hold back this way. Are you ready?”

Tina’s eyes roamed over her royal friend’s new appearance and grinned excitedly. “Alright. Let’s go.”

They turned aside at the same time and flew towards the dispersing vapor. The Golem was already visible, and they swam through the air together, two elemental Lesser Dragon replicas crossing under the dark sky. If the construct was a living person, it would definitely be shaking in its boots witnessing such a sight. Not to mention being the target of the airborne charge.

Splitting up ahead of their destination, the girls went in opposite directions. Starting to circle the Golem, they nipped and scratched at it first, aiming for the joints and every connection between the white cubes making up its body. It was still unthinkable to them that a part of the floating fortress could detach and become its own entity. A part they could have been walking through just earlier. That was such a crazy idea.

While their efforts were commendable, they weren’t able to cause any significant damage to the walking building. Fire and lightning weren’t very effective on their own. No matter how spiritually powerful the blow was, that thing’s resistances were insane. And they had been aware of that fact already, seeing what it took to put a mark on the white walls inside the functioning facilities. As long as the cluster of whatever else supplied the golden pathways with energy, they required an unbelievably mighty attack to get through them.

Causing the Golem to trip, the ladies retreated for a second, catching their breath.

“I really wish we had ice on us.” Tina sighed somberly. “I’m fairly fine with it when I combine Esil’s and Hydran’s elements, but it’s not at the peak of the aspect. Maybe we should have looked a little longer for that Frost Dragon in the Sealie realm and recruited her into Ast’s entourage.”

“Are you going to introduce even more females into the fold?” Silvia showed a faint noble smirk.

The Summoner girl rolled her eyes. “We all know it’s just a matter of time. He’ll have at least one or two True Dragon mates for sure. It’s inevitable. That’s just how he is.”

“You make him sound like a real philanderer. Perhaps that nickname from the guild isn’t far from the truth,” the princess teased.

Tina huffed lightly. “You know damn well I didn’t mean it like that. He has a tendency to insert himself into their lives, help them with their issues, and then capture their hearts by the end of it. It happened to most of us, or am I wrong? I don’t think Tia would disagree. Or even Althea.”

“Yeah. He seems to have a knack for that.” Silvia let out a delicate chuckle, reminiscing about her own time with Asterios. “Can you blame them for falling for him, though? That kindness and affection of his is unheard of amongst True Dragons. Yet, while it might have captured Althea and Tia, it might not be as effective with his own kind. I have a feeling he would need to put a lot of effort to recruit that Frost Dragon. In the end, he wouldn’t accept anyone who could even think about ever hurting us.”

“Maybe.” The lightning girl conceded with a sniff. “Anyway, we might not have ice, but I thought of something else. I need to get as much water inside it as possible. Then, you are going to heat it up.”

Her flaming friend snapped her fingers. “The expansion of gases. Clever. Did they teach that in the academy?”

Tina felt herself blush a little. “No. I had some great tutors at home. I did whatever I could to catch up to Ast.”

A knowing smile spread over Silvia’s lips. “Okay. Let’s give it a try. Our willing test subject has just arrived.”

They turned to the approaching colossus and split up once more, forcing the Golem to choose who to chase after. It picked the flaming Dragon and swung its fists around, trying to grab the elemental serpent. In the meanwhile, the lightning one snuck around its frame and blasted a jet of water into every visible opening and gap, hoping that the liquid would slip inside.

For the next five minutes, they continued that song and dance until it was time to see through their plan. Silvia and Tina exchanged nods. They synchronized their flying, picking the same direction, and started circling the Golem faster and faster. As they flew around it, they blasted it with a continuous barrage of fire and lightning, keeping both energies from escaping the encirclement.

The water outside evaporated in a flash, and steam began escaping the construct’s joints. It seemed that their idea was working. Their opponent slowed down and looked quite swollen. As much as a solid Golem could be. Some bits and pieces cracked and crumbled here and there as pressure rose inside its body.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough.

After another five minutes, the girls stopped, and Tina groaned openly. “It needs more water. And the vapor is escaping the confines too much. It won’t succeed.”

“What if I help?” A voice reached their ears, causing both of them to jerk.

Abyss was floating in the air right between them.

“Can you transport Tina’s water inside the Golem, filling it up completely?” Silvia asked after recollecting herself.

“No,” the mysterious woman immediately shut her proposal off. “But I can trap it inside a sealed space that lets through only heat and lightning current.”

With a snap of her fingers, she made a see-through black sphere appear before them, big enough to fit the Golem and still have some free space. As she gave Tina a dispassionate look, the Summoner girl hurried to fill the soon-to-be jail with water, taking up about one-third of the available space. When she was done, Abyss snapped her fingers again, and the ball blinked to another place, suddenly having the construct inside.

“Now, do that thing again,” she instructed the pair.

They shared a look and shrugged. Not having to worry about being hit in the middle of the process, Tina and Silvia gave it their all to simply fly in circles extremely close to the edge of the black sphere, pretty much brushing against its surface. They went faster and faster and faster, putting everything into speed and the emission of their respective elements. Soon, they were going so fast that it looked like the orb was surrounded by an orange-blue ring of energy that tickled the ball with lightning and flames.

As they spun and spun, the water inside the barrier evaporated, turning into steam. The inside heated up more and more. Additionally, lightning stimulated the environment, striking the air repeatedly. After just a minute, something started happening.

Faint yellowish flashes flickered behind the dark seal. They grew more numerous and more impressive. Soon, they happened all the time, and in the blink of an eye, the golden energy gathered in the middle, where the Golem flailed helplessly. The gooey substance stuck to its frame, slowly swallowing it whole, turning it into a glowing statue.

It didn’t take long for the yellow goo to melt the construct from top to bottom. Losing its solid form and state, the Golem was gone, reduced to nothing more than a puddle. Signaling to the girls that they could halt their efforts, Abyss watched them slow down. When they stopped, their elemental forms winked out, and both ladies stumbled on the ground, holding onto their heads as they tried to catch their balance with silly smiles.

“Never again…” Tina almost threw up, resting against Silvia.

“Agreed…” Silvia scrunched her face as she fought it back too, resting against Tina.

After recovering from the discomfort, their gazes met, and they chuckled together.

Then, Silvia glanced past Tina’s shoulder, and her joyful expression dropped in an instant, replaced by a heavy shudder. Tina frowned and turned around, her eyes landing on the spot Asterios was at.

“Good gods…” she whispered, growing as pale as a ghost.


Chapter 35
Life and Death

~This might be a bit too much for you to handle alone, don’t you think?~ Tia said with a note of concern hidden beneath her mischievous tone.

“I already said it, haven’t I? I’m not alone. I have you,” Althea replied as she shifted into her Lesser Dragon form.

She wound her serpent body around the Golem’s thick arm and tugged it away. The construct followed the force she exerted, but not without struggle. When it was going to smash its square fist into her scales, she slithered down, taking hold of its leg instead. Bit by bit, she dragged her opponent away from everyone, just like the others did.

A delicate sigh resounded in her mind. ~I appreciate the sentiment, truly, but I can’t exactly be of much help in my position, dear friend.~

“You are doing more than enough just being there, Tia,~ the Dragon lady stated. “Don’t talk like you aren’t using our mutual bond to supply me with energy at this very moment.”

There was no reply other than an innocent giggle, which made Althea smirk softly. The two had grown even closer than before, all thanks to a certain male they both found themselves enamored with. Who would have thought fate had something like this hidden for them in its cards?

After getting the construct in the right place, she focused on dealing with her part of the task. Slipping away from its close vicinity, she circled above the hulking giant and spewed a vicious stream of emerald fire at her target. It was meant to test the durability and resistance of its joints, just in case. While the general toughness of its frame was known to them already, some weak points could be hidden around.

The Golem swung its arms to protect itself from the fiery assault, its white surface getting charred here and there. But, as expected, the attacks didn’t do much more than that. It might have made things a bit inconvenient for the victim of the grilling, but it wouldn’t leave any lasting marks or injuries behind.

So, she dove down again and snuck on it before her opponent finished dispersing the last of her fire. Wrapping herself around its arm, she flexed her entire frame and tugged at it with everything she had.

Everyone knew how strong True Dragons were, or had been in realms where they were long gone, but people tended to underestimate their further cousins, the Lesser Dragons. Her kind might not be in the possession of powerful and muscular limbs, but what they lacked in that department, they made up for with their extremely flexible body.

When coiled around something like she currently was, Lesser Dragons achieved the peak of their physical strength. Using all her muscles and tendons, Althea was capable of stretching herself with unimaginable force, which transferred that power straight to the Golem’s arm, and especially its joints. It was like a tight spring unraveling, tearing everything tied to its spiraling shape.

Yet, while such a move would certainly pulverize the toughest trees and crush any normal boulder, things were different with a meticulously crafted and enchanted marble-like mineral. She managed to crack the limb here and there, forcing fairly concerning noises out of it, but that was pretty much all. She didn’t get to rip that arm off like she intended to.

Unable to stay in one place for too long without risking a mighty smack to the head, Althea had to retreat, hearing the collision of stone behind her as the Golem missed the angry punch. Still, there was a chance that repeated attempts would work, wearing it down, so she turned around and captured its other arm.

One attempt after another, Althea picked at the construct consistently. She received a few scrapes, but they were regenerating fairly quickly as her Dryad companion was paying a lot of attention to her important friend. Yet, as much as this tactic was working, the results were way too slow to be meaningful. She would end up dead with a lucky shot before the joints gave in, even if it felt like they were almost there.

Therefore, she abandoned her efforts and increased the distance between her and her target. Switching back to her humanoid form, she reached into a pouch attached to her belt and grasped a handful of seeds stored inside. With an elegant flourish, she tossed them forward, the tiny kernels bouncing on the dark, rocky ground. When she snapped her fingers, they dug down, penetrating the ominous soil.

The Golem charged right at her, intent on repaying the beating it had received in the form of somewhat painful stretching exercises. As it stomped over the cultivated patch, a bunch of fresh vines surged upwards. The green ropes slithered all over its figure and quickly tied the mechanical monster up, stopping it completely.

Flailing around, the construct ripped multiple cords with each movement, but with two or three torn out, six took their place. In just a moment, it was fully covered with the insistent nature. Then, the vines sprouted bulbs, which soon opened to reveal themselves as colorful flowers. Each of them released a lot of pollen into the air, which attached itself to the Golem and snuck into the gaps in its body.

A yellowish cloud surrounded her enemy as Althea kept the spell up. It looked quite cute covered with a thick layer of fluffy golden dust. And when enough of the powder gathered over its entirety, she opened her mouth and called in her flames once more.

The explosion that followed was much more intense than her previous attempts at cooking her opponent alive, even if it wasn’t exactly a living thing. Attaining a brighter shade of green, the fire burned mercilessly, sacrificing the vines in the process. It should be led inside the Golem through the traces of the pollen that had managed to infiltrate its system.

And while this approach was clearly more effective than her previous strategies, after all the makeshift fuel burned up, it revealed the construct’s blackened form.

It took a step towards Althea. A slower and more sluggish step, but a step nonetheless. It was still functioning, the damage not enough to fully immobilize it or kick it out of the fight.

~Looks like that won’t be enough.~ Tia sighed in their minds.

“I know.” Althea mirrored her sentiment. “That’s why I’m going to try something different. And new.”

~New?~ She could feel the tree lady frown inside Ast’s soul. ~What do you mean by that?~

“Remind me what the core of Nature Magic is that we make use of?” the wise mentor asked.

~Well, that’s obviously life. It makes things grow, develop, and thrive,~ the ancient Dryad summed up. ~But, I don’t see how this can help your current—... No. There is no way.~

Althea chuckled warmly. “There is always a way.”

~Do you have any idea how dangerous that’s going to be?!~ Tia raised her voice, getting quite heated. ~And painful, at that?! Every spiritually sensitive being has an affinity for a very important reason! You can’t just ignore it on a whim!~

“I have you by my side,” the Dragon Lady countered fondly. “Not to discredit the achievements of our feline friend, but if she can bear what’s necessary for her to get stronger, should I really be afraid of something much less destructive? Even if lesser, I’m still a Dragon.”

There was no immediate response as Tia chewed on her spiritual lip. With a wave of her hand, Althea threw more seeds around her and slowly backed away. This time, six sizable trees sprouted from the ground and formed a circle around the Golem. Their branches shot towards their prey and restrained it with even more strength.

“If not for the arrangement we have found ourselves in, I would have never even given thought to such a thing,” Althea continued, addressing her distressed friend. “But, contrary to all my expectations, I let myself be bound to a True Dragon. And not just as some insignificant pleasure slave. No, as a real mate. With actual feelings forming the connection. From an individual who shares his love as much as he receives it, if not more. This changes a lot of things.”

A charming smile snuck onto her graceful lips.

“I’m stronger than ever, more supported than ever, and as mentioned multiple times before, I have this incredibly profound bond with you that has been formed through the male we have accepted and embraced together. You can’t physically stand by my side, but you can spiritually aid me with all your power, just because he doesn’t monopolize it, instead sharing it with everyone he holds dear,” she added, gaining more confidence with each word. “So, I ask you to make use of this connection to look after my well-being while I finish this once and for good.”

Silence hung in the air for a little while before any response arrived.

~You are insane,~ Tia stated bluntly.

“I prefer the term madly in love.” Althea grinned, sensing the other female shaking her head in amusement.

~Be careful,~ the affectionate Dryad requested.

Nodding, the Dragon lady sat down in a meditative pose. Diving deep into her mind and trusting that her dearest friend would keep watch over her outside, she reached for the very aspect of nature and embraced it. The energy of life coursed through her circuits, swirling lively inside her Dragon’s Heart. It was ready to be utilized for spells, techniques, and any other assignment.

However, Althea was going to do something extremely frowned upon with it.

Drawing on about a fifth of her entire reserves, she separated the cluster from the rest and locked her Heart up. With the proverbial walls put in place, she gathered the extracted fragment in one spot and pressed onto it with her will. As expected, trying to go against one’s affinity immediately hit her with flashes of profound pain, evoking a few grunts of agony.

Tia didn’t sit idly and nullified as much of it as she could, giving her all to supply Althea with regenerative and soothing energy. Thanks to Asterios linking them together, she didn’t struggle with it in the slightest. She wasn’t able to remove all the pain since what her friend was doing hurt her on an almost cellular level, but she made it much more bearable.

Meanwhile, Althea worked on the gathered energy and forcefully converted it into the polar opposite. The greenish mana switched its color to ashen gray and released an ominous chill instead of comfortable warmth. More and more of the accumulated cluster transformed, until it was all changed.

On the outside, the trees lost their natural radiance. Their vibrant shades bleached, and their bark turned dark. In just a moment, the Golem was restrained by spooky, withered trunks and thin, menacing branches, which weren’t any weaker than the healthy ones.

The difference was jarring, though.

Satisfied with the results, Althea invoked the same spell she had used earlier with the flowers, which were now all withered. A dark rot began spreading from the dead buds and crept onto the Golem’s surface. It threatened to swallow the construct whole, quickly covering its white surface.

The erosion worked wonders, slowly eating at the enchanted stone and external pathways. But the keyword there was slowly. Since it was something Althea wasn’t used to, it required much more focus or conscious guidance. Not to mention working through the pain and discomfort that plagued her, no matter how much Tia’s constant aid helped.

That was why the construct, most likely noticing its imminent demise if things continued as they were, was still able to display one last struggle and push out of the slightly weakened trees. It broke through the wooden blockade and stumbled forward towards its opponent, who sat on the ground ahead with no real protection.

Tia was about to warn Althea that her plan had failed and it was time to retreat when some kind of force descended onto the Golem, pushing it to its knees. The air around it seemed distorted with whatever energy was weighing on its shoulders, the ground beneath the construct cracking from more than just its weight.

“You had the right idea.” Abyss suddenly stood by the Dragon lady’s meditating form. “The Theory of Opposites. Living beings aren’t limited to just one specific affinity. Yes, we can use all of them to some extent, but outside our specialization, it’s not that effective. However, there’s always one aspect that we can learn to harness at almost the same level. The polar opposite.”

Althea opened her eyes to look at the mocha-skinned goddess, who gazed upon her calmly.

“You are wise. To some venerable. Experienced. But, not experienced in this enough,” the mysterious lady continued. “Your end result is correct, but your method is wrong. You are trying to convert one type of energy into another, which puts immense strain on your source, especially when you are not used to handling two warring aspects side by side.”

Abyss brought her hand up and conjured a fairly shapeless ball of darkness.

“The Paired Universe Thesis,” she said smoothly. “Every aspect is made of two fragments. Just like the Theory of Opposites dictates, they are polar. There can’t be death without life. There can’t be lightning without earth. There can’t be cold without warmth. It might sound illogical, but if you study the truths deeper, you will understand how the elements interact. That is a topic for another time, though.”

Grasping the dark cluster from both sides, she started pulling it apart.

“Instead of forcefully converting one element into another, you can compel them to split and return to their origins. We do not have names for those particles, so they inherit their elements from the parent subjects. And no, you can’t infinitely generate them by splitting one element again and again. Each split makes them smaller, and you lose the majority of their energy. Nevertheless, that is not a concern when you need just a bit for your technique,” Abyss explained.

With a surprising ease, she yanked the energy with a quick motion and divided it into two. Now, a sphere of darkness and a sphere of light hovered over her palms, smaller than their original versions, as she had mentioned.

“It will take practice to achieve mastery of this profound art, but I believe you shouldn’t have long-term problems with it if you are already familiar with the Theory of Opposites and converted the energies successfully,” the dark lady complimented Althea. “After you become proficient with it, you can consider sharing this knowledge with your mate and other bonded. Now, observe.”

Turning to the immobilized Golem, Abyss nonchalantly hovered closer. The construct was slowly pushing back against her gravity zone, gradually rising itself back to its feet. It wasn’t surprising considering the fact that its golden circuits were working overtime to fight against the weighty oppression. The resistances of its enchanted base mineral were still a tad troublesome for her.

But not when she was going all out.

Flying up to its right shoulder, she rested her palm against the joint. Sparks flew from the connection, and even more of them flashed between them as she pushed her will into the circuits. A powerful spiritual aura exploded from the point of contact, hitting Althea like a typhoon, and golden lightning discharged from the Golem, jumping to the ground.

The Dragon lady watched as those discharges gradually changed color, from golden to violet. This change spread to the circuits and the stone itself too, turning them from yellow and white to purple and black respectively. Spreading like Althea’s previous withering energy, the altered mana covered the entire limb before something peculiar happened.

With a lot of effort, the Golem reached for the blackened arm, grabbed it around the elbow, and pulled. Its structure weakened, not much was needed for the limb to come free, and with a faint cracking noise, it was removed completely, thrown to the side, and abandoned. It looked like the construct didn’t like the thought of being contaminated.

Therefore, Abyss floated to its other arm and repeated the process once more. Spreading even faster, the dark taint swallowed its target in just a moment. Same as before, it unsettled the Golem, but it had a much tougher time separating itself from the compromised limb. For obvious reasons.

Yet, the troubled entity found a way. With its posture still lowered due to the increased gravity, it managed to slip its cubic fist underneath its foot and use that leg to rip the second arm out. The released limb flew a fair distance away before dropping to the ground.

The Golem was now basically unarmed.

So, it couldn’t offer any resistance when Abyss moved to its chest and pressed her palm to the very center. A stronger pulse of spiritual energy emanated from her as she attacked the very core of the Golem, undoubtedly being able to find the correct location of the power source. Separating the elements took her a bit longer, but in about a minute, the whole torso was black.

The Golem lacked any means to part with it, and even if it didn’t, doing something like that would most likely not be possible anyway. Thankfully, its input wasn’t needed. Shortly after the process wrapped up, more crackling lightning and sparks of violet shade danced over its entire frame as it shook in place.

Abyss retreated to Althea’s side, and the pair watched together as the construct suddenly blew up from inside, a sphere of purple dust and flames forming around the epicenter of the explosion. The ancient woman protected the Dragon lady from the blast, extending her palm ahead, parting the cloud of debris like it was her everyday thing.

When the dust settled, the Golem was no more. Some leftover parts remained on the ground, but they were heavily damaged and crumbled, revealing open passages sizable enough to have been the corridors they had ventured through previously. These constructions truly had been part of the fortress.

“Well, thank you for the lesson, ancient one.” Althea slowly stood up and offered the other woman a polite bow. “I shall meditate on this wisdom when we find ourselves in the comfortable safety of our home once again. For now, we have bigger problems to—”

She paused after turning around to check on the other battlefields. One of them was not like the others. The one where Asterios stayed behind with his own opponent.

“Yes... Much bigger…” she whispered in disbelief.


Chapter 36
Battle Form

Asterios continued to watch as the girls paired up and lured the enchanted stone Golems away from his position. A brief worry surfaced in his mind when he considered the size difference between them and their opponents, but it quickly disappeared, replaced by honest trust in his capable mates. They had fought some impressive constructs and entities together in the past. An amalgamation of toughened cubes shouldn’t be that much of a challenge for them.

Plus, Umbra had promised to keep an eye on them.

Turning his attention away from the ladies and focusing on his own challenge again, Asterios sized up the mountainous challenger. Sure, he had some experience fighting larger entities, but this was the first time he was against something that could be described as a recombined fortress. A whole castle and its walls coming to life. One through which you could still walk on the inside.

And the worst thing was, he couldn’t just blindly throw all his power at the Golem and be done with it.

No, he had to incapacitate the construct as effectively as possible to let Abyss interact with the magical circuits and attempt to save her world. They were on the clock, so he appreciated the assistance of his beloved, making it easier to deal with the current situation. He had fewer variables to keep track of, able to put his mind entirely into this one challenge.

The spiritually reinforced cubes could certainly count as one. Since they definitely wouldn’t lose their power quicker than a decade or a few, only a single option remained. He couldn’t be holding back now. Not when Umbra was counting on him and the others. Without even mentioning the entire dimension full of creatures.

So, the best answer to his troubles was to go all out from the start. The Golem was humongous, but that didn’t make it extremely slow, as he had learned just a moment ago. Wasting no time for it to decide on its next move, he turned into his True Dragon self at the peak of his condition. Naturally, the dark side still dominated the transformation, relishing the freedom inside Abyss’ domain.

Quite ironic, one would say.

It was true that Asterios felt more in line with his Onyx lineage, therefore willing to bring out its strength as far as his current potential allowed. Flying in circles around the white giant, he watched for any blows that would knock him out of the air with one swat. Unfortunately, increasing the distance between them wouldn’t work. That could force the construct to try something much more destructive, possibly hurting the ladies, who might miss an attack incoming from an unexpected direction.

Knowing well that his flames didn’t have much effect on the enchanted stone, he still bathed the Golem in them repeatedly, forcing it to focus solely on him. Just in case, he avoided the construct’s head. The window or the force barrier that had been sealing the control chamber was still gone, most likely. It shouldn’t be such a glaring weakness, but better safe than sorry.

While Asterios was considerably stronger and more experienced in his draconic ways, he still lacked a great deal of knowledge and practice. Althea was a godsend in that regard, but even she couldn’t help him with every matter related to his lineages and their succession. His mentor was a Lesser Dragon in the end.

He might really need to consider reaching out to a real True Dragon sometime soon. Perhaps the nest he had learned about from the guy trying to track Jellal could be the solution to his lack of development, but deep in his heart, Asterios doubted that. A lot. Finding a kind and compassionate member of his kind was like finding a needle in a haystack. 

However, that was something to think about in the safety of his home, after they were out of the potentially world-ending crisis.

Words Asterios had never thought he would conjure in his mind. Not even with evil cults plaguing his own realm, whose influence spanned over multiple continents.

Flying in circles around his opponent, he scanned every inch of the construct’s form with his enhanced sight, trying to track down any discrepancies in its spiritual energy. The creator of this doll was definitely skilled or talented in the craft, as there seemed to be no gaps in the thing’s entire structure. Remembering well from his studies that Golems weren’t perfect entities, or at least didn’t remain perfect over eons, it only proved how good the other god was at his craft.

Or how much effort the entity put into the scheme to harm Abyss.

Drawing on more of his energy, Asterios extended it over his claws and attempted to drive them into the gaps between the joined blocks. Nimbly spinning around the incoming swipes, he managed to find purchase in a few crevices. Taking advantage of his increased strength in the current form, he tried to break the connection, intending to tear the Golem apart.

It wasn’t a completely ineffective tactic, but due to the obvious size and weight difference, the strategy required more time spent in one spot than it was comfortable. Ast’s shadowy claws weakened the link between the cubes, but the light still fought back. And that could result in him getting smacked like an annoying mosquito. He had to stay on the move.

Flying a bit further from the construct, he considered his options. There was that form he had used against the giant snake, which boosted his performance by a ton and offered multiple elemental enhancements. However, the girls were in the middle of their own fights, and taking part of their strength could be distracting at the very least.

So, that wasn’t really an option until a bit later.

Fighting an opponent you could not hurt too badly was such a pain, causing Asterios to sigh heavily.

Dodging a flying piece of rock thrown at him by the Golem, he descended to the ground and shifted back to his humanoid form, still bearing the usual draconic features. He felt so tiny in front of the mountain of a monster. But, he didn’t feel hopeless or even at much of a disadvantage. Reaching behind his back, he unsheathed the artifact greatsword and glanced at the mesmerizing blade with multiple glinting crystals embedded in its surface.

“I guess I’ll rely on you this time, my friend.” Asterios chuckled, reminiscing about his first Spellslinger and their adventures. “Like good old times.”

Pointing it towards the ground, he glared up at the Golem, grazing the currently slotted tokens with the touch of his consciousness.

Then, he flinched.

Something started entering his circuits and heading straight for his black Dragon’s Heart. Sensing the source of the powerful energy behind him, and noticing the unexpected pressure resembling someone’s hand on his back, he whipped his head around, meeting the unperturbed expression of their mysterious mocha-skinned ally and commissioner.

Opening his mouth to question her, he paused, his eyes widening slightly as they caught onto something else further away from them.

“You could do that?” Asterios asked in mild awe.

He noticed that the fights his mates took part in were more or less in their final stages, though he wasn’t sure what exactly was going on out there in a case or two. What was even more confusing was the fact that each instance had its own Abyss accompanying the girls. One stood atop Miria’s grown shoulder, another hovered next to a bicolor blur that had to be Tina and Silvia, and the final copy challenged the smaller construct alongside Althea.

Save for the assumed original pushing her palm into Ast’s back.

“They are simply my shadows,” the real Abyss replied calmly. “Splitting your consciousness between multiple presences isn’t as difficult of a feat as you are imagining. It does require a lot of practice and gathered wisdom, but when you are in an environment perfectly aligned with your affinity, it becomes much easier. Those are not real living bodies, however.”

Asterios had more questions, but he could tell that she wanted to focus on the matters at hand.

“Now, brace yourself, Dragon.” She closed her eyes to focus. “I’ve already intervened with their fights, so it shouldn’t make as big of a difference if I intervene with yours too.”

Before he could even ponder over what she could mean, the slight strand of energy flowing into him turned into a raging torrent in the blink of an eye.

Gasping loudly, Asterios threw his head back and growled. The sudden surge threatened to blast his circuits open, leaking into his flesh more than it was acceptable. Thankfully, Tia’s regeneration kept him from the worst of it, reinforcing his body as it began to change under the influence of the dark mana.

He felt himself grow a bit, his limbs extending and thickening as they gained more pronounced muscles. His skin prickled all over like someone was stabbing it from the inside, trying to tear through the tough layer and escape outside. The changes were more, that was for sure, but most of them were hard to register amidst the painful spiritual and physical expansion.

Finally, after what felt like an hour but had to be just a few seconds, the transfer stopped, and Ast’s head slumped forward. He took a deep breath, opening his eyes, and immediately noticed the difference. First of all, he could tell he was taller, and glancing back at Abyss confirmed that as she was now more than a head shorter than him, even though she was still hovering atop her cloud.

Another thing was the weird something at the bottom of his vision, right in the middle. It took Asterios an embarrassingly long moment to realize that it was his snout, properly tuned out by his brain so that it didn’t bother his eyes too much. A long black snout with vicious features, and black smoke escaping his lips.

Looking himself all over, he noted that all of him had been transformed. Previously, gaining scales over most of his skin wasn’t that hard, but now he was in a complete draconic humanoid form with no speck of fleshy skin anywhere on his body. The shimmering scales connected seamlessly to his fierce tail, useful wings, and all the usual limbs. Faint dark fumes floated up from between the tiny plates.

“What is this?” Asterios asked in wonder.

There was movement at the edge of his vision, and he instinctively swung his greatsword, which was now more like a longsword in his considerably bigger hands. An arc of black flames shot forward and sliced through an incoming piece of terrain, splitting it into two. The projectile slammed into the Golem, creating a deep cut in its shoulder and making it stumble.

“I believe your kin calls it Battle Form,” Abyss answered as she moved to his side. “They are more prone to resolving conflicts in their true forms, but using a smaller body has its benefits sometimes. Not everyone is happy to look like a human or elf, so they retain their draconic features, and therefore, their draconic advantages. Your abilities are strengthened like this when compared to your previous humanoid form. This is basically a bipedal version, sharing the same qualities as your quad variant.”

That was news to him, but there had to be plenty of things he didn’t know yet.

Leaving that for later, Asterios reaffirmed his grip on the artifact weapon and turned his attention to his opponent.

A deep shiver ran down his spine as an ominous feeling descended upon him. Instinctively, his gaze rose into the sky, and he flinched again before freezing completely still. And so did the Golem.

An almond-shaped breach covered a considerable part of the sky above them, present before the golden net making up the seal. Its furthest edges almost reached the respective horizons. A dark shade filled it, with blood-red patterns surrounding a vertical slit in the middle, creating an almost full circle as they extended from both ends of the sharp line.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that it was a massive eye.

Which was staring right at Asterios, from what he could tell.

Yet, as terrifying as it appeared to be, he felt some kind of connection with it. He wasn’t sure, but he didn’t think that it belonged to the light god or his father. Or any other True Dragon for that fact. Something or someone else had breached the sealed dimension to look upon him.

Fortunately, that was all the uninvited entity did.

No, that wasn’t right.

Bringing his eyes back to the Golem, Asterios saw a change. For some reason, he could see where the construct’s power cluster was located. That couldn’t be part of the change Abyss had provoked in him. He could now gather his energy and accurately strike the revealed weak point, besting his opponent in record time.

Or effectively go all out without worrying about damaging the crucial organ too much.

Pushing the thoughts about the giant eye to the back of his mind for now, Asterios took to the air. He spared a glance at his weapon once more. The blade was now swallowed by onyx flame, the hilt still steady in his hand. As for the crystals, they glowed with their respective symbols, pushing through the fiery darkness. He would have no problems replacing and exchanging them.

To test that out, he began with something simple and already slotted.

Raising the sword above his head, he activated the sigil. A purplish mark glowed brighter, and a mighty black lightning struck the Golem’s shoulder. The dark discharge traveled over its blocky form, paralyzing the construct from head to toe. A burned webbing ran over its white surface.

The token didn’t eject as there was nothing left of it after such power had been unleashed. Slipping another into its place, he rushed forward.

Two dark purple half spheres grew from the ground, reaching the height of the Golem’s knees. Those weren’t his doing, but he could easily tell they belonged to Abyss, who was no longer staying out of their fights. Their surface began swirling with a starry galaxy and sucked in everything in their range. Even Asterios had to stop his advance, or he would have gotten caught in the technique.

Both of the construct’s fists were pulled into the buried globes, forcing it to lean forward. Charging towards the terrain as quickly as he could, Asterios stabbed his blade into the shadowy rock and unleashed another stored spell. Numerous earth spikes emerged beneath the Golem, trying to stab into its limbs and chest. Dozens of sharp pillars swallowed the construct, immobilizing it even further.

But it was made of sterner stuff than that, and with one strong jerk, it yanked its fists free and stood up. That movement separated it from the last cubes in line with his arms, but other than them becoming a tad shorter, that fact didn’t seem to inconvenience their opponent too much. Its front was scratched heavily, but not seriously damaged.

Pulling his sword out of the ground, Asterios lifted himself off right before the Golem made an angry stomp with vengeance, creating a local earthquake. Asterios could feel everyone’s gazes on him, so he wasn’t afraid of the ladies being in trouble because of that. Their battles were finished. It was time for him to join the winners too.

Recalling a fairly flashy technique once used by Silvia, he hastily replaced one of the tokens in his blade and paused mid-air. The construct was charging at him desperately, which was perfect. Pointing his sword forward, he spent the crystal, and numerous black portals popped into existence behind him, creating an enormous wall of circular, swirling shapes the size of a small house. From within each of them, a different onyx weapon slid halfway out, ready to be unleashed on the selected target.

With a thunderous roar, Asterios let them free.

A hailstorm of metal struck the Golem again and again. Many missed or ricocheted off its blocky form, but most hit the construct square in the chest and limbs. Reverberating thudding filled the air as those that didn’t stop at their target ended up buried in the land behind it. But by the time Asterios stopped the barrage, his opponent resembled a porcupine, plenty of blades finding purchase in its white stone. The only spot that was spared could be found right over the spiritual source.

Something floated by Ast’s side, and he watched a pulsing ball of darkness lazily make its way towards the temporarily immobile Golem. The poor doll couldn’t do anything as it approached, the stiff weapons embedded in its casing preventing it from making any meaningful movements. And when the orb arrived at its destination, it once more sucked the construct in. 

This time, though, it swallowed over half of the puppet and immediately winked out of existence with a menacing pop. Needless to say, it took the consumed section with itself to wherever it had disappeared. The Golem was now missing an entire arm, about one-third of its torso, and a bit of its thigh.

Which had become a glaring weakness ready to be abused.

Asterios wasted no time, releasing all the tokens he had slotted into the artifact blade and replacing them with multiple copies of the same sigil. Those were meant to multiply the intensity of condensed mana, and the moment he infused the weapon with his energies, an almost uncontrollable blast of power gushed out of it, ruffling his clothes and turning keeping his eyes open into a challenge.

Holding a concentrated blade of Shadowflame thrice his size by his side, Asterios charged ahead with a powerful flap of his wings. Enough of the weapons had been dislodged from its body for the construct to attempt one last attack, but he cleaved right through the weakened stone by flying along the width of the Golem’s thick arm, which was still much more massive than his sword.

Nevertheless, that wasn’t Ast’s aim, and he dove towards the ground right after. Taking a wide swing, he sliced through the damaged thigh and threw the Golem off balance. Without one leg and one arm, it fell forward with an immense thud.

Abyss appeared right above it with a cloud of smaller, about head-sized dark purple balls between her palms. She sent them forward, and he watched as the cheeky spheres snuck inside the construct through all the gaps they had created. After a few seconds, she snapped her fingers, and a great number of explosions made the Golem twitch, violet smoke wafting out of those same openings.

As for the result of her technique, the head and the leftover bits of the torso were separated from all the other unnecessary elements, like limbs. There was still power running through the Golem’s spiritual veins, which was great. Nothing was stopping them from taking over the control room anymore. This thing definitely wasn’t equipped with regeneration spells and formations.

Letting out a sigh, Asterios glanced up. The enigmatic eye was gone. Its identity and purpose still confused and eluded him. From what he could tell, Abyss was intrigued too, so it wasn’t her doing. One thing was certain, it must have aided him in being able to see inside the Golem for some reason.

Shaking his head, he flew down to join his amazing mates, who were already waiting for him by the construct’s fallen body.

Just one more step.


Chapter 37
The Collapse

“What is this?!” Miria rocked on her heels, which caused not-so-small tremors as she still was in her giant form. “Since when can you do that, Master?!”

Asterios chuckled amusedly as he stopped in front of her furry face. “You aren’t the only one who can achieve a full-body transformation now. I wonder if this makes me somewhat close to your kind.”

“I bet if we had draconic beastfolk, you would be a perfect example of one!” She giggled sweetly. “Is this something you inherited from Kaguya? But, I don’t think she was able to shift this way, being a Spiritual Fox and all that.”

“We have no idea what kind of result a union between a beastfolk and a True Dragon could have brought forth. But this is something we can ponder later. And I don’t think this was purely a me thing. I had some help.” He glanced at Abyss, who was currently floating next to the others on the ground. “So did you girls, from what I’ve seen.”

The big panthergirl scratched her cheek timidly. “Sorry. We would have come much earlier to help you out, Master, but I struggled a little without a proper weapon until she offered me a fun alternative.”

Raising one sharp and scaly brow at her, Asterios tilted his head. “What about the purplish sword from earlier?”

Miria’s muzzle twisted into a cute loop as realization hit her. Selene let out a soft, ladylike snicker from atop her shoulder, covering her graceful lips with a hand.

“I was about to bring that up when Abyss suggested giving us a hand,” the fox lady revealed.

Her feline sister-mate crossed her arms over her chest and looked aside bashfully. “I might need a moment to get used to the thought that I now have and can use that size-adaptable relic.”

Asterios shook his head. “It’s alright. All’s good that’s good. Let’s join the others down there.”

She began shrinking as black haze surrounded her, so he matched the pace until they both landed on the ground in their usual sizes.

Well, minus the slight upgrade Asterios had gotten in this new version of his partial transformation.

“Like I already didn’t feel small enough in front of you.” Tina pouted, placing her fists against her waist. “Now I can literally wrap my arms around your snout and swing from it like on a playground.”

That brought a few laughs from the ladies while Asterios puffed out a small cloud of black smoke from his long nose.

“We all know the first question Grea would ask in this situation.” Silvia showed a delicate smirk.

All the gazes dropped to Ast’s waist, and he rolled his eyes. “I know everyone misses her as much as I do, but let’s keep things proper for a day longer. No, I’m not interested in checking. It already bothers me that I’m a head taller like this. How did this happen, by the way?”

“I simply gave you a little push,” Abyss answered as the group turned to her. “It’s something you would have achieved yourself given enough time, but since I promised to aid you more than before, you can consider it a small gift in the form of about one-tenth of my dark energy.”

Their eyes widened at the admission. No one was sure how much that exactly was, but considering how powerful and ancient their ally might be, this had to be quite significant.

“I’ve heard tales of this form, but allow me to bring them up after we solve the issues plaguing this dimension,” Althea said, reminding them of their dire situation.

“What’s with the eye, Master? Was it part of the defense systems? The guy who tricked Abyss noticing that we are running his plans?” Miria eagerly barraged him with questions.

“No idea. But, I have a feeling that it was on our side, so we can cross out the latter possibility.” Asterios shrugged. “As far as I can tell, there are no negative effects after it stared at us for a while. It could belong to a totally unrelated entity whose attention we might have grabbed through the events in this world. The barrier is weakening, in the end.”

“Agreed.” Umbra nodded. “I can feel the restrictions gradually getting lifted. This would have been the long-awaited moment of celebration if not for the impending doom. Fate really tends to be fickle sometimes.”

“Be it fate or destiny, they have nothing to say about our lives,” Althea replied. “It is our actions that shape the present and the future. Therefore, we should take action right now to ensure the best possible future for this realm. Can we access the control panel, or has it been lost in the fight?”

“It’s still there,” Abyss confirmed. “I’ll head inside and try whatever I can to deactivate this destructive protocol. The damage is already done, but it’s not impossible to fix. A decade or a few, and I shall be able to repair the realm to its previous state. Save for the lives already lost, but that’s a different topic.”

“You really are stopping holding back,” the Duke whispered in disbelief.

She turned to him, as emotionless as ever, yet everyone could tell it was different this time. “That much I owe you and the others, Little Shadow. And it’s long overdue.”

Politely dipping her head, Abyss floated away from them, heading to the gap in the Golem’s head.

“We’ll stand guard in the meanwhile,” Asterios ordered. “The weird eye might not be the last thing to surprise us, and we wouldn’t want the Golem to somehow get back up while she is in the middle of a sophisticated magical procedure. Is everyone alright after their fights?”

“All good, my Lord.” Selene smiled beautifully at him, reporting for Miria and herself.

“Our heads are still spinning a bit, but we are good too.” Silvia tapped the side of her forehead, and Tina chuckled with rosy cheeks.

He noticed that his gorgeous mentor seemed a tad tense, and Althea noticed that he had taken notice. She didn’t reject the warm hug that he brought to her, sensing the rejuvenating energy that was being shared with her.

After they parted, the Dragon lady sighed lightly. “Just suffering a small rebound from attempting something rash and without proper preparation. But I’m not out of the fight yet. I shall try to keep my mind from wandering off onto the revelations I have gained from the bout.”

Asterios nodded, wanting nothing more than to share a loving kiss with his beloved teacher, but aware that it could be a tad awkward with the current shape of his facial features. Therefore, he employed the amorous gestures he had learned from Althea during their draconic practice and nuzzled her cheek with his snout, rubbing it affectionately. She let out a cordial chuckle and brushed her palms along his scales.

Miria cooed from the side. “I want to do that too! It looks so cute and snuggly!”

In a flash, he was surrounded by his excited mates as they all gathered to rub his snout and pet him like an overgrown dog or wolf. Playing with his draconic head was already extremely fun and enjoyable in his true size, but none of them had foreseen being able to do it with a miniature version. 

To say that Asterios was amused at their antics would be a total understatement. But, he liked the attention and the smiles on their gorgeous faces, so he didn’t mind bearing with being baby-talked to like a puppy once in a while. And the scratches did feel unexpectedly good. Especially under his chin. He couldn’t help letting out a low and rumbly purr when they got him there.

Though that rumble was starting to get fairly strong. Strong enough to cause the ground beneath their feet to tremble too.

They all frowned and stopped. Ast’s draconic purrs ceased too. Yet, the rumbling didn’t.

~Something is coming,~ Tia spoke out their thoughts.

Looking around revealed nothing, even with his enhanced sight.

“Umbra, can you check it out from above?” Asterios glanced at his loyal familiar.

“On it.” The shadowy butler took the form of a big raven and flapped his wings into the air.

A few seconds later, he reported in, sharing his vision with the rest of the group.

~It’s the Golems. They are running to us from all directions. The other fortresses must have dropped them too, not only the one we are at. But…~ Umbra hesitated a bit near the end.

“But what?” Tina asked.

~Their paths aren’t clear. Someone is trying to obstruct them. A lot of someones. And I think I recognize the worshippers we have met not that long ago amongst the attendees of this guerrilla gathering,~ he explained.

Miria gasped cutely. “They convinced others to help us! That’s incredible!”

“And extremely dangerous,” Selene added. “Many will lose their lives going against these constructs. We can assume each fortress has at least four, including one of the big versions. It’s not easy to stop them.”

~They are aware. This is a task beyond them. I can spot a few Titans joining in, but the majority belongs to a common mob,~ Umbra continued. ~Yet, in the face of total annihilation, which most if not everyone has realized is coming, risking one’s life for a chance at saving the day isn’t that much different from lying down and waiting for the inevitable. Plus, they seem to be chanting about their Savior all the time.~

“It’s a good thing we made so many friends during our journey,” Silvia said with a satisfied smile. “You keep showing your qualities as the Dragon Emperor.”

Asterios groaned. “They were cultists. We didn’t have to do much to convert them. It doesn’t work like this all the time.”

“That means you are extremely versatile and understanding of different cultures,” Althea offered with a proud smile, further driving the nail into the coffin.

Especially since they all agreed with her.

“Whatever. Let’s slow the Golems down too. There’s no way we can survive a nearly infinite assault of these things, so we should pray Abyss figures things out quickly,” he said seriously.

“Take Althea with you. The rest of us will cover the other directions in the same pairs as earlier,” Tina proposed.

“And who will stay behind?” Asterios scrunched his nose.

~I’ll watch over this place. It will allow me to join the Creator as soon as possible if she calls for assistance,~ Umbra responded.

“Alright. Don’t forget the sword, Miria.” Asterios winked at the feline girl, definitely making her blush under that charming fur.

They spread out and rushed to meet their respective groups of opponents. It still took a few minutes to get to them since the distance between the floating structures was great, but the offensive and defensive forces soon met. It was as Umbra had mentioned, many of this world’s inhabitants were in the middle of their last struggle, somehow being aware that the destination of these constructs was related to their only chance of survival.

It must have been the work of those converted light worshippers.

Numerous battles took place, and no one on Ast’s team held back. They didn’t need to be careful around the Golems, already having one captured. What took place was a vicious confrontation where unimaginably powerful spells and techniques flew through the air. The locals were fairly shocked by the strength the ladies and Asterios showed against the extremely durable white stone puppets.

Many brave warriors fell during that final stand, but their joint efforts brought down multiple Golems. Unfortunately, packs of four or three kept showing up, arriving from the fortresses further away from the focal point of this operation to defend the realm. And according to the spherical map of the barrier surrounding the dimension, they wouldn’t run out too quickly. There were still plenty of enemy reinforcements on their way.

That, however, turned out to be the least of the worries everyone had during that moment.

Suddenly, immense quakes struck the realm. Everyone could hear the deafening cracks and shifting of stone. The loud noises echoed throughout the entire world like through a spacious cavern. At the same time, the golden web in the sky began dimming, flickering on and off. Even the beams drilling into the land thinned greatly.

Then, with an ear-splitting snap, the strongest tremor threw everyone off their feet or whatever lower limbs they sported. Asterios watched as the terrain next to him split into two, a never-ending, jagged chasm opening at his side. It gradually widened, growing slowly right before him, the shaking never ceasing.

Another one appeared somewhere much farther, sending more rocks flying into the sky from the intensity of the abrupt breach.

Something was happening, and it definitely wasn’t good.

Asterios and the ladies flinched when they unexpectedly changed places in a matter of a blink, returning to the fallen Golem. There, they found Abyss floating above its inactive frame, the circuits no longer glowing with intense golden light. It was completely dead.

“I… have failed,” the goddess announced with a hesitant tone.

Silence fell upon the group, broken only by the rumbling and cracking of the terrain around them.

“It pains me to admit it, but I have been outsmarted again,” Abyss confessed. “There was no solution to this predicament. After trying all the routes I could think of, I realized that this was all planned. It was supposed to look like there might be a way out, only to crush the hopes of whoever was attempting to fix the situation when faced with the truth that it was all a lie. Every path leads to destruction. And any attempts at slowing it down have instead quickened its arrival.”

No one said anything as the reality of their position sank in.

“The crust and mantle are already broken, cracks spreading to the surface of the planet. The core has lost its stability as the rays of light overload it with the remaining bits of their golden energy. It’s a matter of minutes before it implodes. The only good news is that the seal should fade first, so some denizens might be able to flee during that short window,” she added.

Asterios glanced down as they were being suspended in the air by her bubble, stopped right next to the closest canyon. He could register wisps of dark energy flowing from its depth, leaking out of the world’s heart. When he strained his sight, he could even see the very core of the realm in the world’s depths. More breaches ran through the rock around it, including right behind it, making it clear that the artificial planet was being torn into pieces.

A few seconds passed before anyone spoke up.

“Is there… nothing we can do anymore?” Miria asked dejectedly.

Abyss snapped her fingers, and the scenery shifted, causing them to wince again. And then again, as they came face-to-face with a humongous dark purple surface launching explosions of fuming energy past its edge. It hummed and whooshed so loudly that they suspected their guide had partially silenced their surroundings to prevent them from going deaf.

They had never seen anything like this, but they instinctively knew what the thing in front of them was.

The realm’s core.

It could be compared to… They had no idea what to compare it to. Perhaps an impossibly large Fireball the size of a country or a continent, surrounded by unending layers of rock and stone, which were currently in the process of breaking down. Bits and pieces flew into the liquid spiritual energy, resulting in more explosions breaking the chaotic surface. Numerous golden pillars stabbed into it from all directions, at least as far as the party could see. The core was so vast it had its own horizons.

“As you must have guessed, we are in the presence of the core. The beating heart of this world that I have meticulously crafted in the far past and which has been keeping this realm stable since,” Abyss began. “Right now, it’s on the verge of collapsing. The thoughtless invasion of foreign energy has disrupted its unity. Its final moments are near. That said, there is a way to stabilize it again. However…”

“However?” Althea glanced at the somber woman.

“The chances of success are abysmally low,” the world’s creator replied.

“It’s still worth trying, no?” Tina wondered out loud.

“And it requires direct input from someone with matching affinity,” the dark-skinned lady added.

The implications of that were obvious. Someone would have to stay behind until the last second, forgoing their chance at escaping in time if things didn’t go according to plan.

“Unfortunately, I’m not confident in my ability to restore the core before it breaks. It’s much harder than creating it in the very beginning. Even with my darkness affinity being so high. The risk is too great,” Abyss said what they all assumed individually.

They stared at the giant, unstable sphere before them with looks of pity and sorrow. It hurt to know that they had exhausted their options and changed nothing in the end. A grand quest to free the realm turned into a rush towards its annihilation. Should they have even interfered with the Nethernight Realm in the first place? If not for their actions, the residents would be able to live on. Sure, still clueless and under spiritual restriction, but alive. And perhaps their creator would have figured something out a couple of thousand years later.

Asterios took a peek at his lovers but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t planning to, and even if he had, their expressions would have stopped him anyway. Maybe in the past, it would have been different, but in the current day, he had too much to lose on such a gamble. His life wasn’t just his anymore. He had to swallow this bitter taste of defeat for the sake of his family and everyone under his care.

Yet, worse than that was the knowledge that he had failed not even Abyss, but his precious friend. Umbra floated a step ahead of them, silently gazing into the core since their arrival, uninterested in taking part in their conversation. This failure must have affected him greatly. And Asterios felt horrible because of this, not knowing what to say to comfort his dear companion.

The Lord of Darkness chose that moment to turn around, their gazes meeting.

“Master. Let’s break the contract.”


Chapter 38
The Rebirth

“No!” Miria practically screamed into everyone’s ears. “You can’t do that!”

Her outburst was warranted, however. No one had expected to hear those words, and they all were shocked to the core by the sudden request from their shadowy friend. It didn’t take long for them to figure out the implications. There was only one reason Umbra would ask to be let go.

“What do you think—”

“Miria.” Asterios raised his hand to gently signal his feline mate to wait, and she obediently listened, albeit not too happy about it, her expression still twisted in fury. “Why?”

She couldn’t understand how her master could be so calm in this situation. Even the other girls were getting angry. She could feel it through their bond. They didn’t show it as openly as she had, but they definitely disapproved of this sacrifice in their own way.

Umbra peered at the core again. “It is a well-known fact, and one you have already experienced multiple times in the past, Master, that the Summoner is troubled with intense pain when their familiar ceases to exist through various lethal means. And that pain rises along with the strength of the connection. The connection I consider deeply developed between the two of us. Like nothing else in my long life before.”

Miria wanted to interject and use that argument to counter his silly request, but Asterios continued to prevent her from interfering.

“I don’t want you to suffer this pain a third time, Master,” the Duke added somberly. “That is why I ask you to annul our agreement and let us part on good terms, as friends, companions. If I fail, this world will cease to exist anyway, so there’s no use for the slight chance that I might reincarnate after returning to my home, bringing the possibility of another meeting in the future, even without any valuable memories.”

He remained silent for a moment after finishing.

“No.” Asterios broke the silence, causing Umbra to look back at him. “I reject your request.”

The distressed panthergirl sighed in relief, and so did a few of the girls. The situation was back under control.

“You have offered to free me back in Kori’s chamber, have you not?” The Duke tilted his head. “What changed?”

“That was different.” Asterios smiled fondly. “Even if you weren’t part of our Summoning circle anymore, you weren’t gone. And you had Kori by your side to keep you company. I’m sorry, but I won’t let you die alone. You are someone precious to me.”

The ladies nodded strongly in agreement, showing their support for his words.

Umbra’s humanoid form sighed deeply. “So, in the end, I have no chance of convincing you to let me try, no matter how confident I am in succeeding.”

“I wouldn’t believe you about that in the first place. But, you are misunderstanding,” Asterios replied, causing his shadowy familiar to frown. “I’m not trying to stop you. If this is the day when the story of the Great Duke of Umbra ends, I want to stand close and witness it firsthand, offering my bond with you as comfort and courage.”

Miria blanched instantly.

No.

No. No. No. No. No. No. No.

That wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

“Although, before that happens, I keep wondering about one thing,” her beloved master continued, breaking her out of her panic. “Not to sound rude, but from our days spent together, I didn’t take you for someone… selfless. You do care for your close companions, but sacrificing yourself for the sake of others? Why?”

Umbra turned to the whooshing dark violet surface once more.

“At first, I detested this place with my entire being, as much as I abhorred the source of the seal that kept us trapped in this grim dimension. I would have been happy to sneak outside and watch this world crumble into nothingness, removing it from my memory to cleanse it from this filth. I cared for nothing else but my own freedom,” he recounted.

Cocking his head to the back, he took a deep breath.

“Yet, from the moment our paths crossed, things began to change. Slowly. Not much in the beginning. But a lot quicker after we encountered the Creator,” the Lord of Shadows added. “That revealed complexity I didn’t expect or think about before. I learned the Myth of Creation and the Tale of the Fall, starting to view everything in a new light.”

He cursed after realizing the irony of his last expression.

“And then we began our quest to break these chains that kept my people prisoner in this realm. Once more, this journey revealed depths that escaped my mind, malicious schemes that would make my blood boil if I had any. We’ve always been victims, but no one would have predicted the origins of our predicament. A petty trick made by some insecure brat.” Umbra scoffed to the side.

Then, he met Ast’s gaze again.

“This place has its fair share of bastards that should be put down immediately, for the good of everyone else, but it’s also full of those who don’t deserve to disappear overnight without a word of warning. I can understand the unwillingness of the Creator to take this risk and don’t blame her, and neither do I blame you, Master. But there are three individuals sharing the core’s affinity here. And one of them is interested in trying their luck at the supposedly impossible task. Who knows? Maybe he will succeed and turn into a god strong enough to challenge the idiot who dared to make a toy out of his home,” Umbra finished with a sneer, closing his palm into a fist.

“And it’s definitely not so that you can prove to us that you can be more useful than we think you are?” Asterios raised a brow at his dear companion.

The Duke snorted lightly. “No. Not entirely, at least. It would be a decent way of making a significant contribution to this quest, wouldn’t it? Alas, that wasn’t my main goal. So, was that convincing enough of a reason to take on this suicidal mission?”

Asterios smirked softly. “Your reasons are your own. I might not always be happy with them, but I do respect you. And I can understand you too. No matter how much I would hate Kraedorion, I have no doubt I would rush back to defend my homeworld from serious threats without a second thought. As they tend to say, with great power comes great responsibility. And I’m not the same old Weakest Summoner anymore.”

“There’s always a bigger fish,” Selene commented quietly, evoking a few chuckles from everyone at both of their references.

“I don’t want you to go, but I want you to succeed.” He turned more serious. “You are not just my familiar but also part of my entourage. If I’m not going to jump in personally to fix this issue, you can bet I will send all the energy of the freshly stimulated Onyx lineage right into you through our connection. I’m a True Dragon. That has to mean something. I have surprised Abyss multiple times and gone against that man’s preparations here and there. If there is one thing that tends to turn the norms on the head, that’s my kin. Therefore, you will have my full support no matter what you say. Be it the Summoning Contract or the Draconic Bond, they stay. I don’t care how much it might hurt in the event of your failure.”

Umbra and Asterios continued to stare at each other intensely.

“Master…” Miria’s quiet, hesitant voice reached Ast’s ears, and he glanced at his sweet mate.

She looked heartbroken as she approached closer over an invisible floor. He willed himself to change back, and the dark mist covered his figure for a moment as he returned to his more human visage, allowing the sad panthergirl to snuggle into the crook of his neck the way she used to when feeling down. 

“However.” He raised his gaze from her adorable, rounded ears to find his familiar’s eyes. “It might not be as easy to convince them to let you go.”

The girls filled in behind him, all gazing upon the ominous butler. Umbra swallowed thickly under their intense scrutiny. They were not happy with him. And he had witnessed enough situations where the women weren’t happy with his master’s actions, including the aftermath or a few. It was a different battle to fight, one he respected his master for undertaking and surviving each time, even coming out victorious now and then.

Silvia rubbed her forehead while shaking her head. “I wish I could tell you off, but I understand too, and can’t be a hypocrite. I would run back to my father’s kingdom at the first sign of danger, risking my life at the frontlines too.”

“Same here.” Selene nodded solemnly. “The moment I would sniff a single hair of that bitch Kaguya anywhere close to our mountain, no artificial realm-wide seal would stop my rage. I’m sure the rest of us can find something that would evoke similar emotions.”

It was true. Even Miria could feel the need to defend her home, as hard as it was to accept the gamble her precious friend was going to make. No one blamed her either. She was one of the most emotional individuals among them. It was nothing to be ashamed of.

On the contrary, such compassion was an amazing quality. That compassion was what had led her to Asterios, and as a result, started their entire story. None of them would be here if not for Miria, potentially never meeting or developing things with Asterios this far.

The surrounding rock shook heavily, more massive cracks appearing in the stone above them.

“Is this your final decision?” Asterios addressed Umbra one last time.

Umbra looked between them and the core, squaring up his shoulders. “Yes. I apologize. This is something I feel I must do.”

They shared a silent nod.

Abyss floated closer to Umbra, and he tensed up. She stared at him for a good while, not saying a word.

“I’m proud of you, Brave Shadow.” She finally spoke with a regal aura. “It looks like the scholars of the universe were right. There’s no greater achievement than the creation surpassing its creator. I believe in you. Now, prove to me what strong entities had this harsh environment nurtured. This gift might aid you in it.”

It looked like she simply bopped him on the nose, but judging by how his entire form reacted, it was something much more significant. A few seconds were necessary for Umbra to recollect himself and take control of his shape once again. When he was done, he shared one more glance with everyone in Ast’s party and turned towards the core. Abyss snapped her fingers, and they were teleported outside.

Things didn’t look good out there. It was impossible to spot from so deep down, but massive canyons and breaches pretty much segmented parts of the terrain into floating cliffs held relatively in place by the realm’s source and its spiritual pull. The moment the heart of the dimension would implode, they would be launched into space in all directions, if they didn’t crumble into dust from the force of the explosion.

The only good thing that would come out of that would be the fact that the Golems were going to suffer the same fate. They were currently gathered beneath the group, still fighting with entire battalions of the Nethernight Resistance. It wasn’t clear for what reason, but perhaps they were instructed to rush to this position and eliminate the threat until no living being remained in sight. Their fellow construct that had initiated the entire protocol wasn’t amongst them anymore, so this wasn’t a rescue mission.

Asterios gasped quietly, all eyes turning his way.

“I lost him,” he revealed. “This must be how the others felt when we disappeared into this realm, cut off from being able to contact us. I can still sense our connection, so it’s not the end. But, it isn’t a good sensation either.”

“I’m guiding our courageous friend as much as I can. Continue supplying him with your energy. That’s all we can do now. Besides watching this last struggle of a cursed world,” Abyss said, closing her eyes.

Doing the same, Asterios focused as much as he could too. Outside, his form switched back into the new draconic humanoid shape and went a step further. The mist wafting off the lines between his scales pooled over them, turning him into a flickering shadow, just like the True Dragon avatar he had assumed in the pit and after. Shadowflame, it was called. The ominous black haze.

The world rocked more and more as the core’s stability plummeted by each minute. Thankfully, the seal’s power was nearly empty, the golden patterns losing almost all their glow. Many beams stopped functioning, with only a few possibly still going, those that had started the last. In just a bit, the cursed barrier would collapse. But so would the dimension, most likely.

As the tremors intensified and the breaches riddled every bit of the land below, the fighting gradually ceased too. Many groups and individuals sensed the approaching end, choosing to pray and worship the Savior. This new religion had definitely been brought forth by the light worshippers. Circles formed on the ground and chanting filled the air, although unable to overcome the loud noise of the progressing apocalypse.

Without a warning, everything went silent. Even the residents paused their prayers, confused, hopeful that their pleas had been answered.

Then, a massive explosion hit everything and everyone at once. Abyss’ bubble shielded Ast’s group from the worst of it, but not everyone was so lucky. The blast shattered the miniature planet and launched the pieces into the seal. It was at the end of its wits, so the barrier crumbled into a million shards with the sound of glass breaking, popping like a soap bubble.

The core of the world was revealed for all to see, surrounded by fragments of the rock that previously made the Nethernight Realm. It pulsed, bubbled, and twisted chaotically, approaching a second, final explosion. And since not many segments had made it further than the edge of the broken seal, everything would suffer from the almighty blast.

“Is that it?” Miria asked quietly, watching the events unfold alongside her sister-mates. “Did it… fail?”

No one answered her, unable to know for sure. The signs weren’t too positive, though. Yet, Asterios and Abyss kept their focus. Their master’s expression was strained and full of determination. Things couldn’t have ended yet.

“Look!” Tina pointed downwards. “Something is happening!”

They latched on to that small hope and peered into the heart of the realm. If their eyes didn’t deceive them, small tendrils of black smoke extended out of the sphere like living and conscious tentacles. Well, they might have looked tiny from this far away, but it was obvious they were the size of an entire mountain.

Without prior warning, these tentacles shot outwards, slithering between the crushed bits of the crust and mantle. Reaching the shattered surface, they wound themselves around the pieces and pulled them back. Bit by bit, the escaping sections were returning to their previous spots, more or less. The planet was being reassembled, minus a few scraps lost in the transition.

When the core was kind of covered again and the terrain resembled fairly restored land, more darkness flooded from the leftover breaches and canyons. It pooled inside and around them, slowly but surely. After a few minutes, the shadows dissipated, revealing solid ground beneath their cover. All the holes were regenerating from the inside, healing right before their very eyes. And the eyes of many locals.

In about fifteen minutes, the realm looked whole. The residents were starting to cheer for their survival, sure that the worst had passed. Plus, there was no sign of the golden cage in the sky. They must have felt the freedom already, the chains tying them down to this place gone forever. Just a bit longer and their world would be better than it ever had been.

But whatever Umbra had initiated, it wasn’t finished.

The thick tendrils of darkness reappeared from a number of circular holes in the surface, shooting far and wide into space, clearly aiming for something. They retreated one by one, stopping around the same point in the air. Ast’s group watched their movements and actions with rapt attention, curious and intrigued about what was happening.

When they understood, their eyes widened greatly.

Those returning tendrils had brought back the scattered white fortresses. Or what was left of them after the Golems detached themselves. And that was the tubular channels through which the beams had passed during the apocalypse. 

Why would these be back?

That question was answered a moment later.

With all of the tubes back in their place, and most of the cubes returned too, albeit recolored black with purplish patterns, something happened. An ebony energy, different from the tendrils, was launched from the openings in the ground. Just like the beams previously, only in the opposite direction. They all shot towards the sky.

As multiple pillars joined the event, some kind of an array began forming at the edge of the realm. The girls immediately recognized the patterns as slightly reworked sigils and symbols of the golden shield. Gradually, a dark web of markings spread over the entire dimension, mirroring the seal they were all acquainted with.

In no time, the Nethernight Realm was locked up once more.

The pillars of shadowy energy thinned out and disappeared, their role finished. Smoke still billowed out of the round chasms, creating a fairly eerie atmosphere around those pits. The aura around them seemed rather dangerous. It would certainly keep most of the inhabitants from trying their luck at exploring them. In the end, they should be aware that, at best, they would fall right into the core and get consumed by its darkness. At worst, the pillars would shoot into the sky again, disintegrating anything in their path.

Now, the crisis had been averted. The end of the world was no more.

But, this clearly wasn’t the result Ast’s party had anticipated, was it?

Someone had a lot of explaining to do as soon as he was back amongst their ranks.


Chapter 39
Under New Management

“So… Are we done here?” Tina looked around, alongside the others. “The shaking has stopped, nothing is crumbling anymore, and save for the altered net of symbols above our heads, everything returned to how it was, right?”

“I would think so.” Selene nodded, studying the patterns overhead closely. “But, it’s tough to say. Umbra isn’t back yet. If he ever will be. And Master hasn’t finished his meditation either.”

They glanced at Asterios and Abyss, both of them still focused and absent from the conversation. If there were any changes ongoing around the reformed realm, it wasn’t anything the ladies could easily discern. No doubt there were things more complex than they could imagine when it came to stabilizing a failing dimension and ensuring that it would survive for millennia to come.

The duo in question chose that moment to wrap up their supporting process. Abyss simply opened her eyes, as neutral as usual, while Asterios took a deep breath, dark mist swirling over his scales as he turned human once more. Finished with the transformation, he rejoined the world of the conscious too, taking a fairly tired glance at his dear companions.

Miria was the first one to pull him into a hug, no surprises there. As she sneakily supported him so he could rest against her, he caressed her adorable ears, taking in the sights below them. The terrain was scarred in plenty of places, but it was whole again. They had succeeded.

“Since the two of you have woken up, are things fully resolved?” Silvia asked. “And what about Umbra? Is he… alright?”

Asterios pressed a soft kiss into the panthergirl’s hair and smiled at the princess. “I’m not entirely sure about the latter, but I can still feel him the same way as I had before. It seems that we should be able to communicate too, but he hasn’t answered my calls yet, for whatever reason. I figure he’s still quite busy with whatever his new commitments as the core’s guardian or whatever he should be called are.”

“As for the Nethernight Realm, it’s stable. Perhaps even more than it ever has.” Abyss hummed thoughtfully, observing the changes with even more attention than anyone else. “I didn’t exactly doubt the capabilities of your friend, but I’m surprised by the result he has achieved. As you have said, it’s not a trifling matter. Yet, I can’t feel any glaring issues initially. Even with my assistance for as long as it was possible, this is worthy of praise. Save for the restructured seal. That I can’t exactly understand.”

“Perhaps his short interactions with Kori helped a little,” Althea suggested. “I’m not as knowledgeable about Dungeon Cores in relation to the cores serving as the heart of a planet, but they definitely share the same affinity. Kori’s abilities pull replicated monsters through the Void if I’m not mistaken. Umbra resonated with our circular ally to a certain extent. Perhaps that’s why he was certain he had a decent chance to succeed.”

“We can float here and exchange ideas, but the best solution would be to ask the person responsible,” Asterios said with a shrug. “Though, who knows how long—”

A considerable ripple passed through the barrier above their heads, spreading in all directions. Their eyes snapped up in alarm. No one was completely sure that they were out of the woods yet. Everything was just speculation.

“Hear me, hear me.” A powerful voice resounded all around them, one that they recognized very well. “Be not afraid, denizens of the Nethernight Realm.”

“Is that Umbra?!” Miria gasped, a joyful grin taking over her soft lips.

“I am the servant of your Lord and Savior, and I bring you good news,” the disembodied Duke announced. “The destruction of our home has ceased. You may finally relax. We have made sure nothing like such will happen in the near future. As for why it happened in the first place, that’s a story for another time. Just know that there exists an enemy whose scheme initiated everything. We are not planning to let the matter rest. Are you?”

Ast’s group could hear the growls and shouts of dissatisfaction from the ground below. The locals clearly weren’t happy about the failed end of their world. Now that they had a target to vent their frustrations on, they could let all of their negative emotions out. Umbra was quite smart to introduce it.

“Some of you might already be aware of our great Savior, as you had the pleasure of meeting him and his Apostles on his way to free our dimension from the restraints forced upon it ages ago. Some of you might also recognize my voice, so just know that I’ve been in our Savior’s service for a good while,” he continued. “Through his efforts and leadership, we uncovered the malicious arrangement and put an end to it. But not without struggle. The core of our world was destabilized. And I was chosen to attempt to repair it. A high honor, I know. Through the constant support of our Savior and even our Creator, I have succeeded, fusing with the core, taking control of it.”

Now, that was quite the reveal. Asterios glanced at Abyss to see if there was any reaction to publicly introducing her to the population, but she didn’t seem to mind. This definitely meant that her time of non-involvement was at its end. With everyone aware of her existence, just that fact could influence the realm she was supposed to oversee.

But, she might have already made up her mind about that.

“Yes, you heard that right. The goddess who birthed our world has returned to save it. She had been attempting to do so for a long time, pushed back by her archnemesis, the one behind our horrible plight. We are all her children, in the end. And I’m the first one to receive her blessing,” Umbra stated proudly. “Do not bother trying to find out her name. She does not wish to involve herself with us directly. But not for reasons you might think. She is a mindful entity who doesn’t want her influence to poison our potential. Our growth elates and fascinates her. Our suffering saddens and angers her. And that’s why she has sought the assistance of our Savior.”

They couldn’t lie, their shadowy friend was spinning quite the tale. Still, Ast’s party wasn’t totally sure where he was heading with this.

“Therefore, she has set up a Guardian to watch over this place in her name,” he further added. “I am that Guardian. With connections to both the Savior and the Creator, I intend to make the Nethernight Realm great again. But I can’t do it without your help. We all have our differences, and we all love a good challenge, but everyone has seen that we are capable of uniting in front of immense threats too. And that unity is what I will require for all future encounters with entities that might wish to harm us. Or our Savior and Creator. In return, they will bless our realm with significant boons shared through me.”

He was really selling it, wasn’t he?

“Now, how could I promise to make our home great again when it looks like I’ve locked it up once more, you might ask.” A reverberating chuckle rolled over the landscape. “That’s for your own good.”

That part didn’t receive the same appreciative reception as all the previous statements. In the people’s eyes, they switched from one abuser to another. Their situation hadn’t changed.

“Be at ease and let me explain.” Umbra didn’t seem worried about the crowd’s reaction. “Most of you dream of leaving for other worlds. And that’s completely understandable. But things might not be as colorful out there as you might imagine. I’m someone who has managed to escape this prison before. Someone who spent over a year in different realms. That’s why I know more about the grand universe than you do. And I intend to prepare you for it first.”

Asterios was starting to get a very bad feeling about this.

“I’m not going to hold everyone prisoner here. Many will be allowed to start their own journeys, still having a home they could return to if they wanted. Before that happens, you need to learn and practice so that you don’t get yourself in significant trouble, and so that you don’t get our world in significant trouble either. Trust me, there are plenty of beings who would wish for our extermination after learning about us.” The Guardian scoffed. “Therefore, I will be sharing my experiences with you going forward. More than that, thanks to the benevolence of our Savior, I will offer you many trials in his training facility that’s located off-world. Through the challenges awaiting you there, you will gain a greater understanding of other beings and their dimensions, also finding a place to release your violent urges almost without any limits.”

But of course. As suspected, he was strong-arming the entire realm into servitude. One that would take place inside Ast’s freshly discovered dungeon. An obligatory training, he would say. Asterios and the ladies knew better. Much better.

“I’m aware that many of you might be unhappy about this arrangement. Unfortunately, I will have to ask you to trust me on this. I’m not aiming to become a tyrant who plays around with those below as he wishes. There was a time when I wanted to destroy this cursed place too, but right now, after having my eyes opened to the vast universe and the true culprit behind our previous situation, I want nothing more than to make our home stronger. You’ll get your moment. I promise you that. For now, return to your lairs and villages. After I wrap up the final bits of the restoration of the realm, I’ll address things further. Long live Dragon Emperor!” Umbra cheered before his echoing voice faded.

Ast’s group exchanged glances in silence for a few seconds.

“That was… something.” Tina snickered wryly.

“Thank you,” Umbra replied.

The sudden appearance of the shadowy butler amidst them caused her to flinch. Though he wasn’t much of a butler anymore.

Their important friend still took a humanoid form, but it had more definition now. His surface was dark violet and bore the striking features of a fair-looking human, similar to how Silvia’s new avatar appeared, with the difference that his was closer to Asterios in stature.

Instead of a tailcoat, vest, and top hat, Umbra wore a royal-looking suit made of swirling black shadows. A long cape adorned his shoulders and back, fuzzy around the neck. On his head sat a small crown, a little crooked to the side. In his hand was a straight cane with a gem embedded in the knob at the top.

“Looks like you’ve been promoted.” Silvia smiled respectfully.

“As Master’s subordinate, it’s only natural that I assume the right position.” The Lord of Shadows bowed politely. “And how is to better represent the Dragon Emperor’s will if not as one of his kings?”

Asterios rolled his eyes while crossing his arms over his chest. “And that’s why you are conscripting an army of shadow beings into your service?”

“That’s just a side effect of the upcoming reforms.” Umbra chuckled mirthfully. “As I said, we need to learn how to defend ourselves. If that coincidentally helps you out with a thing or two in the future, where’s the downside?”

“Good job.” Selene high-fived him while her beloved ruler groaned. “Miss Kindra would approve.”

“Let’s move to a more appropriate quarters before we continue this conversation. I can tell you have a lot of questions just waiting to receive some clarification.” He winked at them and clapped his hands.

In a flash, they were transported inside a spacious chamber with dark walls and purplish patterns decorating their surface. It didn’t require a genius to figure out that this was a room inside one of the floating fortresses that had been retrieved. Right before their eyes, vast shadows pooled over the floor and formed a bunch of furniture for their comfort. Asterios led everyone to a round table, and they sat down on the segmented bench surrounding it.

“Apologies for the empty state of my abode. I’m still in the process of moving in.” Umbra laughed openly at his own joke. “Well, then. Where should we begin?”

“What happened down there?” Tina started the questioning.

He clasped his hands together. “That’s difficult to answer. I entered the core’s energy and don’t remember much afterward, only bits and pieces. At the very least, I wasn’t annihilated in an instant. I could tell that I was losing myself though, dissolving in its purpose. However, the two presences hanging at the edge of my being anchored me to reality. Master’s draconic essence definitely helped a lot. After a while, I realized that I merged with the core but didn’t cease to exist as myself. Then, with some effort, I took control of it since it wasn’t a sentient being. From that point, my entire existence was filled with understanding of how it worked and how to repair its structure.”

“That’s not the approach I would have suggested, but perhaps it’s the one that should have been taken to ensure one’s victory,” Abyss commented. “Are you the new owner of the realm, then? I can still feel a connection to it, albeit different.”

“My apologies for stealing your rightful possession.” Umbra lowered his head. “Yes, my actions seem to have overwritten the ownership, but since I’m technically part of your creation too, the bond wasn’t severed completely. So, I would humbly ask for any help related to the development of this world that I can get. What you heard in my announcement wasn’t lies.”

“You don’t have to ask. I planned to see to it alongside you if that was still possible. If you are taking the role of this dimension’s ruler, then I can offer you my guidance as an advisor whose experience on the matter might prove to be valuable. I commend your decision not to open the borders fully right from the start. Things need time to settle down after the recent chaos,” she replied.

“What does all of this mean for you and me?” Asterios wondered out loud. “Or you and Kori, for that matter. Will this situation cause trouble for our previous plans?”

“I hope not.” Umbra smiled reminiscently. “I’ve grown stronger, become freed from our restrictions, and gained sovereignty over a small realm, but I remain your servant, Master. I’ll have to split my attention between the two worlds, but I don’t think it will be an issue. Perhaps in the beginning, a bit. But, after things are set on the right track, I want to put as much focus into developing the dungeon, connecting the two. The willing residents of the Nethernight Realm will be quite useful for that.”

“Yeah, that was smart.” Miria grinned. “I’m sure they will love trying themselves out against the adventurers, and the adventurers against them.”

The girls nodded in agreement. This opened new possibilities for their dungeon projects. And even further, since Umbra’s new subjects would definitely be interested in leaving its premises to witness more of Ast’s realm. They trusted their friend to select the correct individuals for that. There had to be many who dreamed of sightseeing, without all the needless slaughter.

“You managed to assimilate that man’s technique after the barrier was broken?” Althea asked, referring to the seal, of course.

“It was an unexpected boon, but one that I partially owe to you.” The Nethernight King met her eyes. “When Master ordered me to watch over you, I witnessed your struggle against the smaller Golem. I decided to give something similar a try, and having the core’s vast resources at hand, I managed to convert the inactive formations into something that operates on darkness instead. That’s where the seal comes from. It isn’t permanent, however. I can alter it at will, both locally and globally, deciding if someone can move in or out.”

“This will be great against uninvited guests,” Miria pointed out. “Especially that light bastard. Imagine his face when he learns that his work has been stolen and repurposed to ward off the world he hurt against him.”

“Hopefully, he doesn’t learn about this situation for a while,” Selene added. “While the residents are surely eager to get their revenge, we don’t know much about the target yet. It will be good to learn some more first so that we know exactly what we are up against.”

“You’ve already done enough,” Abyss commented. “But, if the path you pick shall lead you into an open conflict with him, I shall offer you my full support. In the meantime, leave the information gathering to me. You have other matters to turn your attention to. And I haven’t forgotten my promise. I’m going to actively aid you with the troubles of your memories. The results might not be immediate, but I owe your group a great lot.”

“I appreciate that. Your wisdom was of great use to Grea and the others. I’m sure you’ll be able to crack this case very soon. Especially after we figure out what role the dwarves played in it,” Asterios commented.

“Speaking of which, now what?” Tina raised a curious brow at them. “We achieved what we set out to do. Should we return to reunite with Professor and Bryn? Is there something else we have to take care of?”

They thought about it for a moment, making sure they hadn’t forgotten anything important.

“The plan to absorb the remaining clusters isn’t available anymore, so I think the rest lies in Umbra’s hands.” Asterios stroked his chin. “We could slowly make our way back. I’m sure everyone would love some time to unwind after what we’ve gone through. There are also many things to consider and analyze, like our respective growth.”

“If that’s so, then you can’t leave without saying goodbye to the friends you made along the way.” Umbra chuckled deeply.

“That will take quite a while, no?” Silvia said. “They are scattered all over the realm, and many must not have yet made it back to their communities if they took part in the battle.”

“I already took care of that.” Their shadowy friend waved his hand at them. “Being connected to the very world you are present in comes with a few perks. Everyone is celebrating their survival. Who would you like to visit first?”

Now, that was a question.


Chapter 40
Good to Be Back

“I guess we could start in reverse chronological order?” Selene offered ponderingly. “We would be retracing our steps until we reach the starting point. That seems fitting.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” Tina agreed. “We’ll most likely spend most of that time at the Darkling settlement anyway, so leaving it for last feels right.”

“So be it.” Asterios nodded alongside the rest of the ladies. “Hopefully, our risky actions haven’t affected the relationships we created during this quest. I wouldn’t be surprised to find a group or two turning hostile after learning that we might have almost destroyed their home.”

Umbra shook his head while standing up. “I assure you, Master, that no one thinks that. Change isn’t always safe and easy. We all know that too well. You might be surprised, but not in the way you are thinking. Everyone is ready?”

Confirming their readiness, they watched as their friend clapped his hands again and the scenery shifted once more. The familiar arrangements of paths and roads spanned beneath them, however they were no longer gold and white. Umbra’s intervention must have affected every bit of the enchanted stone and spiritual formations.

Besides that quite noticeable detail, it was obvious that the village of the spider-crab people had seen better times. It had been impacted by the global crumbling, with one of the massive breaches ripping away the edge of the settlement. Many buildings were cracked and damaged, alongside the decorative routes, but things weren’t past the line of being unable to be restored.

Most importantly, the spiraling descent to their place of prayer survived the apocalypse pretty much untouched.

Which was the first thing that stood out to Ast’s group, confusing them greatly.

“Didn’t the rays of light shine right into places like these? Where the underground facilities were located?” Miria frowned deeply.

“We took the cluster from here, remember?” Tina reminded the panthergirl.

“Yeah, we did, but that only prevented it from blowing up,” Silvia chimed in. “The beams seemed powerful even without the spiritual explosives set on their path. This pit should have been turned into a tunnel that runs right to the core.”

Every pair of eyes landed on Umbra, whose smile displayed a sign of mischief.

“An astute observation,” he replied with an impressed tone. “Yes, places like these have been wrecked after the destruction procedure, but I had enough materials at hand to mend one or two to the level of how they were before the unfortunate events. Thankfully, no one was around during the process since we sent them to spread the word about our efforts.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you,” Althea complimented him. “Their holy grounds must have meant a lot to them. Seeing those gone would have left a lasting mark. You are already proving that you care.”

“No offense, but I don’t intend to carry on the hands-off approach going forward.” The new overseer chuckled lightly, shooting a glance at the mocha-skinned woman.

“None taken.” Abyss inclined her head. “This is what the Nethernight Realm might truly need. I’m open to learning that not all my decisions were correct. Perhaps I’m not the best at taking action, but I can still observe rather well. I’ll share my input with you whenever necessary.”

“It’s time to see if they appreciate the new policy.” Asterios smirked.

Umbra brought them to the ground, and they crossed the remaining distance on foot. The settlement on the surface wasn’t exactly full, but a fair deal of its inhabitants crowded the damaged streets. The mood was definitely festive. Ast’s party wasn’t sure about the meaning of a lot of things they saw the members of this community do, but most of it radiated joy. Especially the weird horizontal movements that must have been some kind of religious dance.

The moment their party was stopped, they became surrounded. Numerous arms pointed their way as the gathered circled them and sang about the Savior and the Creator. It slowed down the group’s advance, but the revelers didn’t block their way completely, moving along with Ast’s team. Soon enough, they reached the stairway on the side of the circular cliff, where the line to the prayer grounds was as long as last time.

It would be a long wait, so they jumped off the ledge instead. They had earned some privileges through their help in saving the dimension.

Umbra slowed their fall, and they landed atop the unearthed facility. This one, just like all the previous enchanted buildings they had seen, was black and purple. That didn’t stop the worshippers from moving inside and continuing with their traditions. Though the Lord of Shadows hadn’t restored the clusters, only the structures, so the object of their worship was a mystery.

It didn’t remain a mystery for long.

“Really?” Asterios sighed heavily while the ladies giggled in amusement.

The floating golden orb had been replaced with a black depiction of a sleeping True Dragon, positioned right in the middle of the spacious chamber. Purplish smoke escaped its nostrils and jaws as numerous spider-crabs bowed down towards it and chanted together. The runic script engraved in the platform beneath the majestic creature eluded Asterios, but he could guess it was titled The Savior or something like that.

“You just couldn’t stop yourself, could you?” The model for the statue rubbed the back of his head.

“I wasn’t the one to swallow the Spirit of the Destroyer whole in front of them.” Umbra spread his arms. “I might have been the one to provide them with a new object to offer their prayers to, though.”

“The Messiah and his Apostles have returned!” someone shouted from deeper in the hall.

A wave of cheers shook the dark room, and the gathered began gesturing wildly. One of them approached the group, and they recognized the High Priest from before.

The creature bowed low to them. “Allow me to offer our thanks for the salvation none of us deserve for worshipping the false god. We are grateful for your mercy and goodwill. Our people will be honored to pilgrimage through these lands for an eternity, teaching young and old about the gifts of life and freedom we have received from the Savior and his subordinates. Thank you for providing us with the Raven Warden to watch over our homes, Dragon Emperor!”

Asterios shot Umbra a glare, who escaped to the side with his gaze. The cunning familiar had done more than he was letting on.

Turning back to the spiritual leader, Asterios brought up his warmest smile. “We accept your gratitude. This wouldn’t have been possible without the incredible bravery of the Raven Warden, who risked his very existence to stop the final act of the apocalypse. I think you should erect another effigy in his honor.”

It was Umbra’s turn to look at Asterios, full of shock.

“That is an excellent suggestion!” The head priest became ecstatic in a blink. “We shall get to it right after we finish this round of reverent services! Everyone, to your positions!”

Eager to move on to the newly registered project, the humanoid spider-crabs resumed their chorus with tripled energy. They swayed in perfect unison, creating a quite appealing spectacle as their pious words echoed through the religious chamber. No one paid any attention to the guests anymore, too focused on their rites and the upcoming task received from their Savior.

Asterios raised a challenging brow at his unruly familiar, showing that two could play this game. Before he could get a word in, Umbra transported them outside. It seemed that their cunning friend didn’t find it as funny to be on the receiving end. And their next destination was already picked too, as they jumped places soon after.

Abyss wasn’t the only one who could traverse this realm by leaping all over the place anymore.

However, the next stop was a brief one. In the end, they hadn’t built that much rapport with the creatures that lived in Umbra’s domain. He must have decided to bring them out because the characteristic spire was now on the surface rather than hidden inside a pocket dimension. Its inhabitants looked satisfied with the change, already expanding to the nearby lands.

The group didn’t spot any draconic representations, so the Shades were thankfully untouched by Umbra’s propaganda. They still followed their role model, which was good. Not everyone had to be converted into worshippers of the Savior. The Guardian needed some of his own cultists too.

Perhaps Asterios would send someone here later to give the Shades a hand in decorating their new place. It would be a nice way to get back at Umbra, raising a totally-not-conspicuous giant sculpture or two. The Lord of Darkness was trying to play a background character. And that simply wouldn’t do.

Spending just a moment observing the interesting ghost-like entities, they shifted places again. It looked like the Darkling village had been spared from the worst of it. There were no traces of any tears around, and the houses that were Kaguya’s stepping stones had survived the apocalypse almost undisturbed. And so did the people.

Floating through the sky, they headed straight for the chief’s tower. The locals were enjoying their second chance at life, just like all the other communities. There was a feast, multiple ceremonies, dances, and parties. Undoubtedly, the best food and drinks were brought out for the occasion.

Yet, there was one person who hadn’t joined the common folks, instead waiting at his post.

Darek.

After sneaking into the tower, Ast’s group quickly ran into the short leader, who beamed at them immediately.

“You have returned from your grand quest!” He greeted them excitedly. “And victorious at that! We might have missed the part on the ground, but the sky told us everything we could want to know! What sight it was when the heavens shattered and revealed the evil curse!”

Practically smacking his forehead into the floor, the rat-like man bowed low.

“I’m unworthy of being in the same room as figures of such standing! Welcome and thank you for everything you did for our sake!” Darek added.

Asterios gently lifted him up. “Enough of that. We did what we had to. And it’s not like we haven’t benefited from it. I’m glad to see that you and your people are doing well.”

“As you can see, our community remains as strong as ever!” The Darkling chef chuckled joyfully, then his expression clouded a bit. “Which can’t be said about our pilgrimage grounds, but at least we are all alive and kicking.”

His comment earned Umbra another raised brow.

“As much as it looks like it, I’m not a god.” The former Duke grimaced a tad. “There are things and places I haven’t been able to repair yet. Or might not get fully restored ever. Setting up those beacons for the barrier took out a lot of resources.”

Darek’s eyes widened at the revelation that he was standing in front of the newly appointed Guardian too. “That is more than satisfactory! We are looking to set up new temples in our town anyway! There are more deities than just our Divine Patron to pay respects to now! Especially since we wish to partake in the expeditions into the other realms!”

“Your chance to do that might appear sooner than you think.” Selene showed a ladylike smirk. “As long as you don’t mind displaying your fighting prowess as the price.”

“We aren’t exactly a warrior tribe, but that won’t stop us from fulfilling any conditions necessary!” the man announced confidently. “I shall gather our most experienced hunters and fighters to develop a training plan that will teach our people not only how to defend themselves properly but also take the initiative!”

“We’ll do our best to support you, then.” Asterios extended his hand, and the shorter creature shook it a bit anxiously. “Don’t rush things, though. This is a new beginning for all the residents of the Nethernight Realm. Umbra still has a few things to say, as he had mentioned during the earlier announcement.”

“It’s just a few formalities, but that’s correct.” The Guardian-In-Question nodded. “Worry not. I shall oversee the development of our home and guide our kin to glory and comfort.”

“Ah! Where are my manners! I’m sure you must be exhausted after your quest! Would you like to rest in the same quarters you used the last time? I’ll make sure you are not disturbed by anyone,” Darek offered honestly.

They exchanged glances and ultimately decided that a short rest would do them good. Accepting his hospitality, they let the chieftain guide them and arrived at their destination soon after. Left to their own devices, they brought a massive bed out of their spatial storage and flopped onto it with a cacophony of relieved sighs and fatigued moans.

Leaving to take care of his part in the meanwhile, Umbra took Abyss with him, perhaps intending to involve their creator more directly in the future too. The net in the sky rippled, and his resounding voice began the announcements while the ladies piled up on Asterios and enjoyed their moment of peace.

“I can’t believe we are finally done…” Tina was the first one to break the silence. “We’ve gone through so much… Each of us…”

“True.” Miria giggled shyly. “That new form you got is so awesome. I bet Rusi’s jaw will drop when she sees it for the first time.”

“You are the one to talk.” Selene snorted softly. “Save maybe for Umbra, your change was the most reckless and radical out of all of us. My heart still tightens when I think about it. He at least consulted us beforehand.”

“Sorry.” The panthergirl smiled guiltily, shooting a rueful, apologetic glance at her sister-mate. “I promise to let you know when I’m about to do something reckless again.”

“Don’t make promises you know you might not be able to keep.” Silvia wagged a finger at her, making everyone chuckle. “But, even if every single one of us gained something from this expedition, Asterios is undisputedly the biggest winner. I’m sure you can feel how much more prominent his lineages have become thanks to our combined efforts. And there’s Tia too.”

~Whatever could you mean by that.~ A girly, tinkling laugh echoed in their heads.

“You know perfectly well what.” Althea huffed, evoking more snickers from the group. “Grea will finally have a contender for the position of the most insatiable female in our beloved Dragon’s close entourage. Don’t forget that we can feel your dripping desire now that you are part of the bond.”

~I’m a tree, dear Althea.~ The Dryad tutted cutely. ~I’m always dripping juices.~

“Gods, there will be two of them now…” Tina groaned and buried her face in Ast’s chest.

He rubbed her back affectionately. “Let’s savor the last minutes of serenity before the horny chaos takes over once more.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be that bad to give in to it a little.” Selene grinned impishly. “We’ve certainly earned it, haven’t we?”

“Yeah, we have.” Asterios grunted, staring at the ceiling. “But I’m just itching to crash in my own bed, even if it requires a bit of exercise before I can doze off. Knowing that it’s right at my fingertips only makes it worse.”

The girls shared his sentiments, and a symphony of sighs and moans graced his ears as they imagined tucking into the fresh sheets of their big bed. It had been way too long since they had been home. Almost two months was a great amount of time.

“A quick power nap, then?” Silvia proposed. “We’ll need the energy to survive the initial greetings after our return.”

“Wise words, my dear princess.” He placed a loving peck on her delicate cheek. “Let’s recover a little before we are faced with the troubles of our ever-growing kingdom.”

They cuddled up even closer and did exactly that. The lands of dreams took them surprisingly quickly, just showing how weary they all were, even if they didn’t explicitly show it. And who wouldn’t be after the crazy few hours that they had? So many conflicting emotions and immense stress.

It felt like just a moment when something roused them from sleep. Groggily waking up, they opened their eyes to Umbra and Abyss standing over the bed menacingly.

“Our business here is done,” the shadowy king stated. “The natives will be fairly busy with their new directives, so you can leave anytime you want.”

“Whoops. We missed part of your speech.” Asterios rubbed his face as he extracted himself from underneath the weight of all his mates. “Sorry about that.”

“Nothing that can’t be shared with you at a later date,” the dark-skinned lady said.

“Are you two staying?” Miria asked with a big yawn.

“For a bit, yes.” Umbra smiled in response. “Both of us can cross between our worlds with ease, so don’t worry about that. I’ll join you when you are about to check on Kori. My presence isn’t necessary for all the administrative matters, is it?”

“Considering how far Ast has come in regards to his shadows, I would think so,” Tina agreed. “Shall we?”

Stretching as high as the low ceiling allowed him, Asterios stopped by the pair of the local gods. “We’ll see you later. I hope you enjoy cleaning up the mess we are leaving behind.”

After a brief round of chuckles, the girls joined him and bid their farewell to the pair too. Drawing on his draconic mana, he created a breach in the realm with much more ease than before. The fact that Umbra’s homeworld was no longer forcefully sealed helped. And so did Ast’s respectable progress in terms of his bloodline.

With one last wave, they all filed into the swirling portal. The transfer was much less inconvenient, but that was expected. In a matter of seconds, they stepped out of the spatial corridor into a green clearing. The vibrant colors of everything around caused them to squint their eyes, which were bombarded with an abundance of visual stimuli. Coming to this after weeks of dark and bleak environments was overwhelming.

When everyone finally grew accustomed to their surroundings, they recognized the place within a single glance. It was nothing else but Althea’s underground lair beneath Glimmervale. The formations previously prepared by Grea were active, buzzing with quiet energy, ensuring that nothing uninvited slipped through the rupture.

“Took you long enough, handsome.” And the voice of their creator greeted them almost immediately.

The welcome party stood ahead of the returning team, consisting of one sexy demon woman and one gorgeous female valkyrja, both with beautiful smiles on their faces.

Home, sweet home.


Chapter 41
Unstoppable Benefits

As the glow of the arrays surrounding the platform slowly faded, Asterios and the girls took a good look around. At first sight, not much had changed in Althea’s underground lair. But that was a good thing, and they all felt relief gently wash over them.

Without the means of communication between the two realms, they had no way of knowing what was going on in Kraedorion. Naturally, it might not have been completely impossible, especially in the later stages of their journey, but they didn’t want to risk their mission. Not unless some truly disconcerting hints were discerned in their deep bond.

Thankfully, the lair remained the same, with no signs of interdimensional accidents. The formations on the ground didn’t look touched in the slightest. The expressions adorning Bryn’s and Grea’s faces further confirmed that they had faced no issues on that front. Asterios was fairly confident in seeing through their masks by this point, and he could only spot honest joy at his group’s healthy return.

Returning his eyes to the smiling demon researcher, he smirked back. “Apologies. You know how it is with interrealm travel through draconic cracks. The traffic was abysmal.”

The crimson-skinned lady snorted softly. “I bet. Especially since I can’t see your guide by your side. I take it she’s too giddy to escort her knight in shining—albeit black—armor home?”

Asterios shook his head. “There’s a lot to do after our input. It might take a while for her and her new assistant to stabilize things. Speaking of which, are we truly that late or…?”

“There were no signs of time dilation, Master.” Bryn offered him a small bow from behind her sister-mate. “We experienced the same number of days as you, soon bordering on two months.”

“Thank gods…” Tina let out a delicate sigh while touching her chest.

“It would have been a nightmare to catch up on all the administrative matters over a longer period with how quickly Glimmervale is progressing.” Silvia joined her with a quiet chuckle, squeezing the blue-haired girl’s shoulder.

“I see.” Asterios nodded. “If we are nearing two months, how are we doing with that other important case? Are we still good?”

“You were damn close to missing it.” Grea clicked her tongue. “We were discussing the option to reach out somehow and remind you, but ultimately, we came to an agreement that we would rather not disturb your focus. And thought that you wouldn’t be too mad about having to wait for a little longer.”

“Ten more days before the first festivities at Wintercrown begin,” Bryn added. “But, since that’s just the day when the place opens up to the outside world, there’s still more time before the activities we are specifically interested in take place. That is, if you don’t mind missing out on the welcoming ceremony and some cultural celebrations, Master.”

“You made the right choice.” He responded with a warm gaze, both women feeling the sincerity of his words. “Thank you for not only keeping an eye on things here but also for looking out for us.”

By this point, the hints were starting to become extremely strong.

It hadn’t escaped Ast’s attention how Grea showed certain signs of impatience or eagerness. A slight tug on her attire here, a small rub of her hands there, some tiny peeks aside while they had been talking, and now, the full body shivers she was trying so hard to contain.

Thus, he wasn’t surprised in the slightest when his agitated lover sprang forward like an arrow.

And he was ready for it.

Or so he thought.

As predictable as the following actions were, his foresight was proven completely wrong.

Instead of fully body-slamming into him with the force of a mature bear, Grea abruptly slowed down right in front of him and pressed herself into his front with a shocking level of gentleness and restraint. Her arms slowly coiled around his figure, one tightly hugging his waist, while the other wandered north, her fingers tenderly sliding into his hair. With a deep and deliberate inhale, she kept her chin resting atop his shoulder, holding onto him in a very intimate embrace, lacking any of the usual mischief or salacity.

Asterios stood there stunned for a few seconds, just like all his other mates, before he returned the embrace with equal love, placing an affectionate kiss on Grea’s hair. Bryn was looking at them fondly as if knowing something they didn’t. Something that made her feel cordial too.

After a moment, Grea unhurriedly pulled back a bit, her palms moving to caress Ast’s cheeks. Once more surprising him, she leaned in for a subtle kiss, joining their lips dearly. She didn’t pursue more than it was chaste, yet didn’t fight back either as he pressed against her more, keeping their mouths softly connected.

That single kiss took a good while, but it wasn’t like anyone would object to them taking their sweet time. Finally released from the clutches of their swelling hearts, they gazed into each other’s eyes from up close. Immediately, Asterios could tell something was different. He had seen the vulnerable side of his scarred lover many times, but as familiar as this current sight was, it wasn’t completely the same.

“Are you alright?” The words left his mouth before he even thought about them.

Grea smiled beautifully and took a step back, taking hold of his hands. “You know, when a woman is left alone with her thoughts for a long time, it gets her thinking. About herself.”

Ast’s brows furrowed a tad, but as his lips parted to form a response, the unusually collected lady in front of him pressed a finger to them.

“No, this doesn’t come from the self-doubt revolving around me wondering how long you are going to tolerate my crass side,” she quickly said, locking onto his gleaming red eyes. “I haven’t forced myself to change for your sake like you are worried I have. And I know the next thing you are going to say is how you love me the way I am. It took me a while, but that’s why I think I can finally be the real me. As scary as that feels.”

A weak laugh escaped her, and he reassuringly brushed his thumb over the soft skin of her palms.

“You’ve always known it was a facade, no need to lie about it. Not much more than a coping mechanism. Sure, I inherited a decent deal of demon sass from my father, but you’ve met enough of us to understand that we aren’t ciphered to constantly be overbearing.” Grea’s gaze wandered over Ast’s chest, stopping at the thin chainlet dipping into his collar, where she pulled the tiny, precious necklace from, and looked up to his face after a few seconds of staring at it. “For numerous weeks already, I’ve been pondering, and the last few have been intensified. Perhaps all those demon therapists might have been onto something, suggesting cutting yourself off from the strongest distractions to heal properly. I may or may not owe a few people an apology. And a good healer.”

She snorted quietly, daintily nibbling on her bottom lip.

“You were one of the most mature pupils I have ever seen across all the continents. Way more mature for your years.” Her attention slipped to his mouth briefly before she refocused. “Now, it might be time for me to mature into the woman I should have been for you ages ago. If you will still have my true self?”

Moving closer, she offered Asterios a dainty peck, closing her eyes. He wasted no time in deepening it as his unspoken answer. A quiet moan fled their connected lips, albeit lacking any uncouth sensuality. It was still brimming with love and strong emotions, surprisingly pure. Perhaps as pure as Grea’s deepest self that she had been actively locking behind the vault of vulgarity.

When they parted again, she was brimming with happiness.

“However, do not fret. I’m not planning to deprive you of the depraved slut you so much deserve and enjoy.” Her bright red eyes shone with a stronger glow. “All I’m saying is that public image is once more brought into consideration, while what’s private stays private. To a considerable extent. I think we will all agree that’s a necessary step for the right-hand and personal assistant of the Trifecta Institute of Draconomic’s Headmaster.”

Asterios was going to assure Grea that he respected and appreciated all those difficult decisions, but paused, blinking at her smiling, a tad cunning face.

“Now, hang on there for a moment.” He pointed a finger at the sly demon. “I’m what now?”

A few giggles reached his ears from behind.

“He’s not even going to question the naming anymore,” Miria whispered.

“Shush!” Selene’s reprimanding reply arrived with the sound of a light smack.

Grea meanwhile grinned at Ast’s bewildered expression. “What? It’s obvious the position goes to the strongest and most knowledgeable individual who continues to discover norm-shattering breakthroughs in the field of magic, and not only. We’ll soon get a school, and every school needs a headmaster. You don’t think everyone has been looking for anyone other than you to take it upon, do you?”

“Me? I’m this very nation’s ruler, Grea. Not to mention all the other obligations that often take me off world.” Asterios threw his arms into the air. “I can’t be everything and everyone at once.”

“Why not?” She shrugged, then winked. “It’s not like you need to be there all the time. It’s normal for the figures in power to offload their work onto those below, like their vices or assistants. And you are standing in front of one.”

“Sure, that isn’t exactly wrong.” He crossed his arms over his chest, then squinted. “But why complicate things when there’s a much better option in front of us? The perfect person for the job. With all the wisdom and experience already in place.”

“Who?” Her brows furrowed.

A single brow rose onto Ast’s forehead as he continued to stare back.

Grea’s eyes widened to the brim. “You gotta be kidding…”

“Would I really?” Asterios asked.

“There is no way you are serious! Me? I’m possibly the worst pick!” She shook her head vehemently. “I’m just a shut-in researcher with a massive trauma that can ruin everything! I can’t lead people like you do! Hell, I can’t even teach properly without making a mess of it! Not to mention instructing more than one person at a time! I can do whatever I can to help, but it should be—”

“Grea.” He cut her off, gently cupping her cheeks. “You spoke so much about being true to one’s heart. You know well this is again your insecurities speaking. Neither of us is perfect, but you come much closer to that line than me without even realizing it. And you’ve proven yourself plenty of times. Just ask around. Are you not the one leading multiple projects for my and Glimmervale’s sake?”

Taking her turn to blink blankly at him, Grea stood still, enjoying the warmth of his touch and confidence. Still, she dared to fight against his hold to peer over her shoulder. The winged beauty met her gaze with a smile full of the same conviction. There would be no support for her pitiful arguments there.

She had dug her own grave, so it seemed.

Returning her face forward, Grea sighed weakly. “I… I will think about it… There’s still time…”

“That’s all I’m asking for.” He grinned appreciatively, watching her cheeks darken considerably.

When his crimson lover began to withdraw, Asterios tugged the fine demonic female back, evoking a surprised gasp, which was silenced by a rough kiss, then replaced by a slightly more lascivious noise of contentment. One of his palms snaked to her supple behind, grasping a handful strong enough to make a statement, while the other caressed her black hair with the finest care. They kissed each other harshly, her leg winding over his waist to cling closer.

“Please, stop making me so wet…” Grea whispered amidst their exchange. “I really don’t want to go back on my word…”

Chuckling deeply, Asterios bit her lip. “Last time I checked, we were in private…”

“Fuck…” She trembled in his arms, and he felt something grasp his crotch. “I’ll give proper greetings to the mighty Dragon later… You have my word…”

Snorting, he stole one more peck and let her go. Licking her lips, Grea fixed her clothes a little, visibly attempting to push down her raging desire. It was honestly cute. And respectable. Asterios was already looking forward to the upcoming days and weeks. He had a feeling she was going to show him a lot now that his fragile professor was so decisive about opening her heart to the world after decades of isolation.

With one last nod, Grea slowly passed him, heading towards the girls standing behind. As they embraced her together, he looked at the other lone woman. Bryn approached him gracefully, stopping near. Her golden eyes gleamed with longing and happiness. The next moment, her lips were on his, and her bountiful chest squeezed between them softly, lacking the usual protection of the armored plate. It was definitely by intention.

“I missed you, Master.” She nuzzled their cheeks together after they parted.

“I missed you too. We all did.” He pressed one more kiss to her temple. “So, do you have any surprises for me too, or am I safe now?”

Drawing back, her irises sparkled with mirth. “I’ll save the good news for later. You already have too much on your head, Master. It can wait. Enough shock for one day.”

A little curious and confused, he peered into those radiant gems of hers, then glanced down ponderingly. Noticing it, Bryn caught on right away, flushed mightily, and lightly smacked him on the chest.

“Not that!” The gorgeous Valkyrie continued to turn redder and redder. “Even though I wouldn’t really mind…”

“Sorry,” Asterios apologized honestly, brushing a lock of her hair aside. “I’ve been thrown so far off the path that I have no idea what to expect anymore. I’ll wait patiently for a moment of respite. I’m sure there’s a lot to touch on now that we are finally here.”

She nodded gratefully and offered him one more kiss, directing his hand to her marvelous breast, pressing his fingers into her delicate flesh.

“A lot of touching… Yes…” Bryn whispered hotly, squeezing harder. “Some matters require your firm hand… Very soon…”

Thoroughly enjoying his firm hand for a good few seconds, the winged lady composed herself and stepped away. They smiled at each other cordially, no words necessary. It looked like Grea wasn’t the only one affected greatly by the absence of her beloved mate. In the end, he had been in the care of his affectionate lovers while they had only each other. He understood that, as much as the girls shared deep bonds and feelings, he was the one connecting them together.

Offering Bryn a hand, Asterios brought her to the group, allowing his other lovers to reunite with the proud Valkyrie. Lots of hugs, kisses, and laughs were exchanged in the next minute or two. Then, the parties separated into the initial configuration.

“We are home.” Asterios began, looking over everyone. “We are home now. And I can’t help but notice that two amazing women were waiting for us. Did you set up a watch, or were we just lucky?”

Grea put her fists against her hips. “Call it… woman’s intuition.”

The girls snickered while he rolled his eyes.

“But seriously, no. We did have someone in here now and then, be it Visenna, Rusi, Phatru, and so on. However, we knew you wouldn’t be happy with us just vegetating here and fussing over your well-being without any means to catch what’s happening on the other side,” she replied.

“It was luck, then?” Althea wondered out loud.

“To a certain extent, yeah.” The demon woman nodded mysteriously. “A combination of some personal effort and that pinch of luck sprinkling onto us just recently allowed me to keep an eye on you.”

Pressing her fingertips into the sides of her head, Grea closed her eyes and focused with visible strain. A black, vicious pattern surfaced on the edges of her forehead, quickly spreading towards the middle, where it coiled around her slumbering Third Eye. Then, the slit popped open, evoking gasps of surprise from everyone present. Save for one winged individual.

Grea’s additional eye had changed. What was more, Ast’s party immediately recognized the new blood-red circuit running in a slightly open circle connected to the vertical pupil inside of it, combined with the pitch-black background.

“The giant eye! That was you?!” Miria pointed a finger at her in pure shock.

Their demonic friend opened the rest of her eyes, which also turned black, and snickered cunningly. “That and all the other ones, but the first time was quite difficult to control and ended up plastered over the entire sky, thus easily noticeable, so—good fucking gods! What the fuck happened to you?!”

She interrupted herself, all three eyes turning into saucers as they landed on the sweet panthergirl. Her gaze wandered over the others, including Asterios, just as flabbergasted as they were.

“I could ask you the same question,” he said. “That feels new. And powerful.”

The draconic energies flowing through the marks, the eye, and Grea’s circuits were like a mighty torch to his special sight. And most of them bore the deep, dark shade of his Onyx ancestry.

“Okay. I’ll begin. Though I’m starting to figure out what it actually was.” She shook off her stupor and took a deep breath. “I’ve been working on being more useful to you—yes, I know, I’m already useful a lot, let me have it, okay?—and about a day ago, I had a breakthrough. Your energy filled me to the brim like never before and went straight to my racial trait. It somehow evolved, though the pain was insane. Almost instantly, I knew it could now peer into the very essence of spiritual energy, and therefore have no true restraints anymore.”

“So you used it to penetrate through the weakened seal and take a look at us,” Selene deduced.

“Just so,” Grea confirmed. “I came back after spotting the fight, not wanting to be a distraction. Getting a better grip on it, I made a few more attempts, and not meaning to boast too much, they were decent enough for you not to notice the tiny eyes I kept on you until your very return. Albeit, I feel like that was only possible thanks to our bond. It’s not so accurate otherwise. But I’m still testing its limits. And dimensional farsight isn’t all that is to it. Looking at you—inside you—I can see how much more powerful you have gotten. And in the case of Miria, I have no fucking idea what I’m even looking at. She’s like a completely new person.”

Asterios and the girls exchanged glances.

“You aren’t that far off with your assessment.” He chuckled wryly. “We’ll fill you in on all the details soon, but to sum it up, I connected on a deeper level with my Onyx lineage. Our trip in the Nethernight realm ended up as a resource-gathering quest of a kind, where I absorbed a lot of light divine energy. Abyss helped too. All the variables combined, and in the last fight…”

“You advanced into your dark side so much that it affected me!” His demon lover cackled madly. “Fuck me! That’s why Bryn was feeling so restless! She was getting boosted too! Your love for us couldn’t be stopped by a mere insignificant seal, hah! Oh, man. Even not coming with you, we are reaping benefits. What did we do in our previous lives to deserve this?”

Asterios met Bryn’s awed eyes, and he smiled at the pair lovingly. “No idea about that, but I can mention a thing or two from your current lives that would be enough.”

The duo shared a glance, then trotted up to him, placing a kiss on his cheeks from each side.

“You are too much, love...” Grea sighed dreamily.

“Master…” Bryn hugged his arm.

He accepted their affections wholeheartedly, waiting for the amazing ladies to calm down.

“Alright. Enough. I have a feeling we’ll stay like this for days at the current pace. Should we exchange information on the way to the city?” his demon mate suggested.

“A good idea,” her angelic companion agreed. “It’s after the noon already, and I’m sure Master would like to see the changes before we retreat to… rest.”

The hopeful glance she was directing his way hid something else in its depths too, but whichever thing would come true in the end, Asterios was sure he would greatly enjoy it.


Chapter 42
For the Better Lives

Asterios soared through the afternoon sky, his majestic draconic form slicing through the blanket of fluffy clouds. He didn’t fly too high, allowing himself and his passengers to gaze upon the lands below. Thanks to Tina’s handy masking technique, which currently covered the bottom half of his body, they didn’t have to worry about accidental sightings.

Which, to be honest, would most likely not evoke that much surprise or chaos at such a point in time. People of Glimmervale and Dragon Valley were already used to various draconic surprises. After the introduction of the Dragon Guard, their tolerance for unbelievable or previously unthinkable revelations and events must have risen by leaps and bounds.

Yet, it wasn’t the time to dismiss all the secrecy. Asterios wished to grow stronger and master his powers before that happened. When the fact that he was a True Dragon became public knowledge, it was inevitable for it to travel all around the world and very likely outside the realm too. He knew of at least one entity keeping a relatively close eye on Kraedorion that could be provoked to act after receiving the news.

The black Dragon controlling the noctis, of course.

It was another matter to take care of somewhere in the future. Right now, it wasn’t of the utmost importance. Still, if he and the girls managed to figure out how to bring Tia back into the material world, it would undoubtedly send waves across it, refueling the greed and desire amongst those who dared to possess Dryads for their own benefits.

Asterios wanted to be powerful enough to protect his newest mate from all the dangers that awaited her in the big universe. Without that, freeing her from her prison would be pointless. Thankfully, he and his entourage were constantly growing. Supporting each other, they were going to reach heights previously thought unattainable. Be it for Dragons or all the other races the women came from.

Only the best for his lovers.

“How much different is that new eye of yours from the previous one?” Miria asked Grea, breaking the silent moment of just taking in each other’s presence atop their mate’s back after the return.

“Un-fucking-believably different!” The demon woman beamed at her. “Like I said, it can peer into the very structure of mana. I can see things I’ve never dreamed about when looking at spiritual energy. Studying a person or a creature, like right now with you, I can follow all those sophisticated lines, flows, colors, combinations, and so on. The details of your inner circuits are insane. That’s partially how I could tell you’ve changed, besides the obvious jump in the vibes of your aura. I feel like I can see everything as long as I want to see it.”

“Sounds incredible.” Silvia stroked her chin thoughtfully. “You can see my bloodline, then?”

“Yes, and so much more.” Grea chuckled softly, patting Ast’s scales beside her. “My Third Eye was able to spot his multiple sources, and after some digging, even identify them, but with the change, everything lies bare before me. The true nature of his Hearts, how they interact with each other, what form they take, and the way they flood his body when he draws on them. Or their interactions with all his affinities. And those have so much room to grow still.”

“Does that mean that you can assess someone’s affinities and potential now?” Tina wondered out loud.

“Shit. When you put it like that, I kinda can.” The crimson-skinned lady blinked back at her.

“That’s going to be so useful for the academies. You’ll be able to identify so many problems that the students might struggle with. Even with all the knowledge and techniques in Rosewind, there were still walls no one knew how to overcome, crushing the spirits of so many people. Like Asterios.” The Summoner girl glanced down at their draconic lover with a troubled but fond expression.

Althea let out an amused laugh. “A perfect ability for the headmistress, don’t you think?”

“I should have kept my stupid mouth shut about that.” Grea’s lips curled up with a small smirk. “But you aren’t wrong. However, this is just the tip of the iceberg. It’s been no more than a day since I gained this gift. There’s so much to learn about it. And, unfortunately, I don’t think I can dig out any information from even the most ancient records of my tribe. The progenitors were immensely powerful, but I bet I’m the first one with a draconic-demonic Third Eye hybrid. I’ll have to discover its full capabilities myself. Such is the fate of the precursors.”

“What about Master’s memory seal?” Bryn asked curiously.

Grea’s eyes widened, and her face snapped towards Ast’s neck. Her gaze wandered over his head for a few moments, and everyone could tell she was already starting to crack into it. Judging by the heavy frown, it wasn’t something as simple as snapping one’s fingers, but there was something more to it than before.

Selene’s tap on her shoulder was what finally brought their sister-mate back.

“Ah. Sorry.” The dedicated researcher shook her head. “I can see it. It’s affected by everything we have done so far, and all the memories he has reconnected with. Just looking at its complexity is giving me a headache, but that won’t stop me from diving into it with everything I have. I’m going to push this new eye of mine to its limits.”

“Careful with that,” Selene warned, waving a finger in front of the other woman’s face. “It seems like you are getting dangerously close to our master’s level, if not past it.”

Asterios chuckled deeply from the front. “A female with better spiritual sight than mine? Oh no, that won’t be! I think I might have to remind someone who is the True Dragon in this relationship. With a long and extremely rough one-on-one hands-on lecture. ”

The girls giggled quietly as their red friend squirmed under the effect of his words, trying her best not to vulgarly blurt out how much she would love that. Being put in her place by a strong and domineering mate was definitely her thing, and they all knew it. That wasn’t something possible to change, no matter how hard Grea tried to deny or hide it.

Their conversation moved onto the topics of the adventures Ast’s group had in the Nethernight Realm. Everyone chimed in as the two beauties who had been absent listened to the events of each day. Supplied with bits and flashes of the party’s memories, the explanation progressed fairly quickly, Bryn and Grea going through a plethora of emotions and expressions, positive for Asterios and negative for the bastard who had hurt Abyss and her children.

Soon, they arrived above Glimmervale, and the chatter quickly died down. The stay-behind duo had proud grins on their faces as the rest of their family laid their sights on the much more developed state of their nation’s capital.

About half of the newly created space between the transported outer walls and the outside runic barrier was already filled up. Houses, mansions, buildings, shops, warehouses, and all other facilities riddled the various districts. Plenty more was in the middle of construction as the mishmash of races cooperated to improve the city.

Inside the academic ring, the three tall hills stood proud around the inner city. They were much more defined, the long stairways and railings easily noticeable over those marble, onyx, and emerald mountains, matching the colors. But what caught the eyes more were the intricate universities resting atop them, made of pure white, shadowy black, and jade green blocks respectively.

Each school was a wonder on its own, and there were three of them. They were still being worked on, but the majority of the facilities were finished. Dorms, study halls, libraries, training grounds, hospitality wings, every necessary part of a university was there. And between the three institutions, back on the low ground, lay lush gardens intertwined with shops, markets, stalls, restaurants, and other recreational locums the students could enjoy their time in outside of the lessons.

It was all a sight to behold.

“Our little Glimmervale is becoming quite something, isn’t it?” Grea snickered at everyone’s taken-aback visages. “Even we are amazed. This is the first time seeing it all from up here for us. We saved it for this moment. Now you understand why I’ve already brought up the matters of the headmaster.”

“The candidates are lining up for days, and we don’t even have the cadre ready.” Bryn chuckled too. “The Committee wanted to wait for your return before any teachers, professors, and trainers were signed. They compiled quite the list of potential recruits for all three academies, specializing in melee, ranged, and magical education.”

“I’m at a loss for words…” Silvia breathed out dreamily. “My heart tightens, in a good way, as I gaze upon something like this… I never thought I would get to experience the minuscule development of a new nation… It’s something mesmerizing… Watching our home grow and prosper from the ground up…”

“It feels so rewarding, doesn’t it?” Tina wrapped her arm around the princess’s shoulders, pulling them closer. “When all your efforts show meaningful results.”

“Let’s view those breathtaking results from up close,” Asterios suggested, and they could all sense the big smile on his draconic snout.

He was just as excited as they were.

Landing stealthily amongst the trees, he transformed back into his humanoid form, and they walked towards the gate together. A steady stream of travelers flowed in both directions. The arrivals were quickly but thoroughly interviewed and inspected by the gate guards equipped with some interesting artifacts Asterios hadn’t seen yet, most likely creations of his elf allies and their friendly artisans.

The sentries recognized his group from afar and signaled for them to go on without the check, professional smiles accompanying their respectful salutes. Some whispering arose from the awaiting bunch, but the word of who they were must have spread instantly as the voices grew more thrilled than annoyed.

As interesting as the flat, underdeveloped area right behind the walls was, Ast’s party crossed it with a hasty step, impatient to get to the good stuff. They wandered through the outer town for half an hour perhaps, admiring the newly set-up businesses and private properties. Whoever recognized them always stopped to thank the overseers for the chance to live there and the fair conditions.

Approaching the glowing belt of draconic runes, Asterios and the ladies pressed into the academic ring. It was much more spacious, allowing the passersby to view most of its natural beauty while gazing to the sides. There were no extremely tall or clustered buildings. Most of the terrain was kept open and comfortable. Numerous ponds and gardens, benches and wooden bridges, bowers and picnic sites were scattered over its entirety. As for visitors, the number of people was much lower, the quiet atmosphere creating a noticeable difference from the bustling streets of the town.

“My Liege!” A familiar feminine voice reached their ears as they were strolling around.

Right after, a certain short Knight in fierce armor jogged up to them. The young girl took off her helmet and stuffed it under her armpit, saluting to her chest while standing straight.

“Greetings, My Lord!” Irelia bowed her head politely. “It’s a pleasure to see your successful return!”

“At ease, please.” Asterios smiled at the respectable lady.

“With all due respect, My Lord, I’m on duty, in a public space, no less.” She remained stiff and proper. “These gardens might not yet be fully functional, but it’s my responsibility to patrol the grounds and reassure the visitors with my inspiring presence.”

“Patrol? Are you moving up the ranks already? That’s admirable,” Tina commented.

A delicate blush tinged Irelia’s cheeks. “My instructors deemed me ready to gather experience in the field. That’s why I’m assigned to the slower regions.”

“Does it not interfere with your training?” Silvia asked.

“I’m not working a guard’s full hours yet, My Lady,” the youthful Knight answered. “It’s more of an exercise every third day. Getting to know the people and familiarizing myself with the city. Later, we simulate critical situations in various parts through a debate.”

“That’s amazing. What would you do if you saw thick smoke coming up from past that edge of the gardens?” Asterios raised a single brow at her.

“Politely ask you to report the sighting to the garrison, My Lord, then run towards the area to assess the situation and attempt to rescue the injured or take other necessary preventive actions depending on the circumstances,” Irelia hastily explained. “Citizen safety first, property preservation second, sir!”

He chuckled at the strongly ingrained quote, feeling the impression of the city’s guards in those very agreeable words.

Reaching out to gently pat her head, Asterios nodded approvingly. “We’ll let you get back to your responsibilities, then. Don’t want to get you in trouble. Let’s talk later. I wish you a safe and uneventful day.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” She saluted to her chest again and put on her helmet, resuming her patrol route.

“She’s grown, hasn’t she?” Selene noted with a motherly tone.

“In more ways than one,” Grea grinned.

Tina elbowed her in the side.

“Not what I meant!” The demon woman huffed, making them laugh.

Deciding to leave sightseeing the academies for the future, they moved further into Glimmervale.

“I can see improvements to the streets, many of them of magical nature,” Asterios pointed out. “You must be working hard with your father.”

His sultry lover dismissively waved a hand at him, unable to hide the slight darkening of her cheeks. “Please, most of that is just byproducts of our random ideas or designs from trying to help you out. But, we have accepted your words into our hearts and take it easy more often, resting properly. The thing is, researcher freaks like us can’t sit idle for too long, so we relax by fiddling with minor stuff. We are actually passing by the pub I was in with my father before jumping to Althea’s lair to greet you guys.”

Following her lead, the group crossed a few more streets and stopped before an iron structure. The styling was visibly demonic, mirroring those ferocious metal buildings from their home continent. Only the signboard hinted at its true role. The first impression suggested some kind of prison or a scary castle.

Peeking through the window streaked with cylindrical bars, they scanned the interior, confirming their suspicions. The majority of the patrons were demons. And in one of the corner tables sat a certain familiar man, smiling, laughing, and drinking. However, he wasn’t alone. A woman accompanied him, nursing her own beer as she supported her chin atop her hand, looking at him thoughtfully.

“Is that…” Miria squinted suspiciously.

“Governor Rowena, yes.” Grea snorted. “That reminds me, we established the requested embassies. The humans, the elves, the silvery dwarves, and the demons. King Zegion assigned her to this post. Not that she fought against that decision much.”

“She doesn’t look as irritated with his presence as before,” Selene pointed out.

Shooing them away from the window, the man’s daughter crossed her arms over her chest. “We had a lengthy conversation after her arrival. I’m sure you expect me to have stomped her into the ground for her audacity, but maybe you’ll consider that I tried using more words than expletives in that discussion.”

Grea seemed to wait for them to laugh at her or call her out on her jokes, but all she received were expressions of honest understanding and fondness. She was forced to look away, unable to bear those emotions openly, warming up a little more.

“So, if I believe myself attempting to be better, I thought she deserves a chance too. I’ll be keeping an eye on her, of course, ready to show this bitch hell if she hurts him, but I’m standing aside. Whatever they work out between themselves is theirs. Gods know he needs someone to look after him again. And I guess I can’t be too picky.” She shrugged, still glancing aside.

Asterios stepped forward and lightly pressed her against the dark metal wall. As Grea turned to face him with slight surprise, he stole her lips with a slow but passionate kiss. She tried her best not to utter any inappropriate noises while soaking in his love. It was a difficult task, but she prevailed.

He withdrew while stroking her cheek affectionately. “You are so sexy when you care.”

Nibbling on her bottom lip, she let her eyes wander, briefly peeking over his shoulder. Her brows rose a little, and he joined her, a grateful smile curling the edges of his mouth up.

The girls had put their backs to them and formed half a circle to shield the pair from the street.

“Damn, I should have started behaving much earlier if this is what I get for being a good girl.” Grea laughed quietly.

Her hands eagerly wandered all over Ast’s body as she crashed into him for one more kiss before pushing herself away.

“Maybe you should cast me aside for a bit longer.” She licked her lips while fixing her clothes. “Just not too long. I don’t need abandonment issues on my shitful list of mental problems.”

Rolling his eyes at her manic grin, Asterios took Grea’s hand and squeezed it tenderly while leading them back to the others. He offered his other palm to Bryn, and they headed towards the city center. The ladies were content letting the unique pair of women stay a bit closer to their wonderful mate for the moment.

They intended to walk straight to the Town Hall and see what the Committee had to share with them, but fate must have been paying close attention to them today because no longer than fifteen minutes later, they heard a very recognizable laugh.

An athletic female adventurer emerged from the side alley. It was their good old friend Rudy. Noticing that she wasn’t alone, holding onto a slimmer person around their waist, they quickly swerved to avoid running into them. By some chance, they weren’t spotted as the pair began walking ahead of them, too focused on each other to pay more attention than necessary to their surroundings.

“Wait a moment…” Miria blinked repeatedly.

“My, my… Does this mean the dreadful curse is finally broken?” Selene cast Asterios a sly look.

Grea cackled lightly, careful not to alert their friends. “That depends. Are you after her too, gorgeous?”

Asterios scoffed to the side and playfully smacked her on the ass, bringing his hand back to hers afterward.

Well, their reactions weren’t unfounded. Rudy was sharing a good time with none other than Visenna, the Lesser Dragon female he had brought to Kraedorion from Phasmantia before their departure into the Nethernight realm. The charming lady bore a wide smile and seemed to grace her companion with some refined giggles hidden behind her dainty hand. Meanwhile, the muscular Warrior ate it up like a treat, chatting eagerly, puffing her chest out boastfully. It looked like they were having a lot of fun together.

“This is just perfect.” Althea’s green eyes sparkled with mischief.

“How so?” Bryn tilted her head.

“Jellal will be so mad.” Ast’s mentor fought to stifle her own laugh. “You see, in Lesser Dragon culture, there is no greater shame for a male than to witness his paired female leave… for another female. A lesser being at that.”

“Won’t he simply blame this on us?” Asterios queried. “Brainwashing, manipulation, or whatever?”

“Oh, he will certainly try, but this is just one of those things that evoke unspoken understanding.” She grinned at him. “Females take pairing up very seriously. Much more hesitantly than males. You saw how uncertain Phatru was, even though her relationship was not as tightly bound. When everyone sees her separated from him while he tries to shift the responsibility to others, they will know.”

“Deserved.” Tina harrumphed, and the ladies nodded.

Asterios shook his head at this new piece of Dragon lore. “Come on. Let’s give them some space. We’ve dragged this out enough. I can’t hear about all the problems the Committee is going to pile upon me the moment I step into their offices.”

They shared a laugh and hurried up.


Chapter 43
Kingdom in the Building

By some luck, Asterios and the ladies reached the Town Hall without any further unexpected encounters. However, it certainly didn’t happen without more surprises. The main one being the very destination of their short journey. The building itself made them pause to both admire and think deeply about what they were seeing.

What previously had been your usual administrative office was now partially redesigned. The foundation and general structure didn’t change, but the outer appearance was visibly altered. It was impossible to miss the draconic motifs running all over the front. Literally running. Lesser Dragon shapes coiled around the supporting pillars. And most surfaces were painted or carved to imitate scales.

Asterios glanced at Bryn and Grea questioningly. “Is this what the taxpayer money goes to now?”

His demon lover snickered. “Hey, with how much we are doing for the community, we ought to treat ourselves to something nice from time to time.”

“I think you should talk with your advisors, Master,” Bryn suggested with a knowing smile. “If I’m not mistaken, this is one of the smaller redesigns in their plans.”

A groan escaped his lips, to the amusement of his mates.

“Please, tell me they aren’t eyeing up the castle at least.” Asterios raised a brow at them.

The silence that descended upon the pair’s lips was very telling.

Tina giggled softly, patting him on the back. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they won’t overdo things. Besides, we have bigger problems to fuss over rather than how the city is stealthily becoming more Dragon-like.”

Forced to accept the truth for now, he nodded and led the party inside, eager to confront the Committee about their schemes. While being creative and proactive was great, things could always quickly get out of hand. If some enthusiasms weren’t properly curbed ahead of time, the next visit after a period of absence might greet them with something more outrageous.

Like a gate or two getting completely re-stylized into a True Dragon’s head to match the Old Town’s public name.

The interior of the Town Hall remained relatively the same, with just some minor alterations here and there. Upstairs still housed the round main meeting hall with all the advisor offices on the sides. It was tidied up, and the circular table looked suspiciously draconic, but at this point, Asterios chose to just not acknowledge it.

He was sure some people were doing this for the fun of seeing his reactions.

“Hellooooooo! Anyone there?” Grea announced their arrival with a jovial call.

With a bit of shuffling, their elven general administrator scurried out of his office.

“Oh! You have returned, My Lord!” Ulyssen smiled warmly, coming closer to shake Ast’s hand. “Congratulations on your success, I assume?”

“More or less,” Silvia answered. “Things didn’t go exactly according to the plans we devised, but the final result can be considered satisfactory.”

“I’m glad to hear that! Everyone here knows something about deviations. But, if you weren’t capable enough to handle such twists of fate, King Welrond wouldn’t have entrusted the leadership of Glimmervale and then Dragon Valley to you,” the man offered them honest praise, evoking a few delicate blushes.

“Is no one else here?” Miria peeked around, tilting her head to examine the other offices.

“Busy times, My Lady.” The elf chuckled. “We are all tending to our tasks at almost every hour of the day. I’m sure you must have noticed the galloping progress of our charming town.”

“It’s hard not to.” Asterios nodded. “Especially when everywhere you look, there seem to be more draconic themes.”

“Ah, I told them it was too much.” Ulyssen scratched his cheek. “But, no, it seems like the draconic fever has taken its toll even on our Committee. Trust me, My Lord, the proper constructions aren’t delayed in the slightest by these… negligible adjustments.”

“Well, it will certainly help some races feel more comfortable and appreciated.” Althea rested a hand on Ast’s shoulder, and their gazes met. “How to better show your hospitality if not by displaying artistic depictions of the people you wish to welcome?”

“Speaking of which, I wonder how Rusi and the others are doing.” Tina tapped her chin. “Perhaps we should give them a visit. From what I can tell… they are near the dungeon?”

“Correct,” the elf confirmed. “The Dragon Guard has been using it to train themselves regularly. Keenu believes it helps with their teamwork and cooperation. Since their unit is still freshly made, there is no better way to get to know each other than through combat, where you can entrust your back to your partner.”

“Wise words.” Selene hummed approvingly.

“We’ll check up on them afterward, then,” Asterios offered. “Anything you can share with us? Or should we perhaps call for a meeting so that everyone has a chance to chime in?”

“I can provide you with a short summary,” Ulyssen replied. “They won’t mind, happy to focus on their work.”

He jogged to bring a few packets of documents and set them down. Looking up at Asterios, he found him somewhat pensive.

“My Lord?” Ulyssen frowned slightly.

“It’s just… Since the moment we arrived… I feel like something is missing.” Asterios stroked his chin. “Give me a moment.”

Closing his eyes, he dove into himself, letting his awareness spread through his mind and heart. It didn’t take long for him to discover the answer. Reaching even deeper into his very existence, he focused on the bond he shared with his mates. To be specific, on the connection with a certain individual, their presence the faintest yet the closest to his soul.

However, there was still the question of what to do about it.

Then, Asterios got an idea.

The others watched his shadow ripple and expand, forming a dark pool spanning over the entire circular floor. While he remained heavily focused, a thin pillar rose from the sea of black. It wobbled and wiggled, soon assuming a familiar feminine shape. When the details settled in, no one other than Tia stood amongst them, albeit painted with just a single color like a statue. A statue that moved.

“Oh! How curious!” The Dryad giggled sweetly, testing out her new body. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask before grabbing my soul just like that.”

“Sorry—”

“I’m just teasing.” She silenced him with a finger on his lips right as he opened his eyes. “I like how kind and considerate you are whenever you do something involving others, but honestly, asking can ruin a great surprise. It’s good that you are growing bolder with what belongs to you.”

He didn’t have a response to her words, listening to the giggly female’s suggestive chuckles.

“What’s this?” Grea asked, poking the black depiction of their newest sister-mate. “You didn’t mention finding a way to get her a body during the earlier recap.”

“It’s still just my shadow.” Asterios shook his head. “But, I deepened my connection with Tia to the level of allowing her to pretty much read and influence my very mind for the moment. Without my supervision. You can say that she currently possesses this shadow by manipulating my thoughts.”

“That shows a great deal of unconditional trust,” Althea commented calmly, making the shadowy girl beam to the high heavens as she knew that too.

He shrugged. “Who would I trust if I couldn’t trust my own mates?”

Tia slid her smoking figure against his and pressed their lips together for a deep, loving kiss.

“Unfortunately, this form lacks physical sensations, but you know where to find me if you’d like to catch up on that.” She grinned at him, and he could swear he caught a sparkle in her monochrome eyes. “In the meantime, I appreciate the chance to accompany you in the outside world.”

And so, they brought some chairs and settled around the round table while their friend went through a bunch of topics and changes that had taken place during their absence. The construction and development were well on track, with no serious issues plaguing that sector. As mentioned before, the staff for the academies was slowly gathering. It was revealed that Grea had gone through quite a few applications to filter them, wanting to make Ast’s job of reviewing them easier.

Clearly, that bit was supposed to stay secret with how the demon lady blushed dark crimson, escaping with her gaze aside, her tail dancing underneath her robes. She then explained that it would be best if the two of them conducted interviews together, deciding on final picks after spending a few minutes face-to-face with the candidates. Everyone supported that idea and left it to her to decide on a date.

The population was booming thanks to all the arrivals, and the first iteration of the noble system was working relatively well. Those who had taken the oaths were showing their dedication through visible efforts in the fields belonging to the specific ranks and files. It was something new and exciting for many. Having a clear guideline on what to focus on instead of guessing and thinking up their own plans to gain recognition fell well with many previously foreign nobles, even if they had to start from the bottom.

As for the Dragon Guard, it had become another iconic attraction of the region. Its members didn’t stay idle, taking care of missions and quests all over the small nation. Thanks to that, their sightings were more than regular, and people had many chances to interact with the new elite squad of Dragon Valley’s protectors. They were already making a name for themselves, slowly carving their way to becoming as recognizable as the Royal Division.

There were some minor problems in almost every category, but Ulyssen didn’t want to bother them unnecessarily when those issues were his and his colleagues’ responsibility. Unless something truly required the group’s attention, there were plenty of people more than glad to handle things. In the end, everyone wanted to show how capable they were. Asterios had stressed numerous times that he relied on the help of professionals as he wasn’t perfect in every area. Relying on one’s subordinates wasn’t a weakness.

“That reminds me, we have a message for you from King Welrond,” the elf administrator mentioned amidst his presentation. “It arrived about a week ago through a courier escorted by a representative from the Royal Division. It was to be handed to you at the earliest convenience, but they were aware that you were currently off-world, My Lord.”

Taking the envelope from the man, Asterios cut it open with his draconic claw. The girls gathered over his shoulder to read along. Still, he mouthed the words out loud for everyone to catch the missive. It simply requested his visit to discuss an important matter regarding their nations.

“Are you going to jump there right away, Master?” Miria glanced at him excitedly, her chin resting atop his shoulder.

He gave it a longer thought than they would have expected.

“No,” Asterios answered, which was another slight surprise. “I’m no longer just Asterios the Adventurer. As a certain beautiful lady of a high standing often reminds me, I’m now Asterios the Ruler, and I should act as one. We’ll send a reply, notifying the king that I will come in three days. Have one of the Dragon Guard deliver it. That should be an adequate response, am I right?”

Silvia met his gaze with a wide smile, taking hold of his palm to squeeze it affectionately.

“You pass,” she announced, letting out a quiet chuckle. “If it were to be a test, of course. That’s more than a proper response, My Lord Husband. I’m proud of you.”

Asterios smirked, feeling a little bit embarrassed now. “Well, if it really was something critical, he would have contacted us straight through the connection, definitely noticing our return. So, I figured it’s alright to follow the usual procedures.”

“It’s so hot when you act like a proper monarch.” Grea bit into her bottom lip deliciously. “Maybe I’ll get to experience it a bit more now that you don’t need to be as embarrassed by me as before.”

He snorted, shaking his head at her. “Sure. I’ll gladly take you with me if you are going to behave. In public, at least.”

She chewed on that lip even more, definitely considering how much she would be able to control herself already if given such an opportunity.

“I think you can take care of this when we visit the dungeon,” Tia chimed in merrily, delighted that she could interact with them this way.

“She’s right.” Ulyssen nodded. “Allow me to draft the reply for you, My Lord. Just a second.”

The man hurried back to his office and did as he had said, returning a few minutes later with a scribbled message. They verified it together, and he went to transfer it onto the proper royal medium, bringing a sealed envelope and the royal sigil Asterios had left in his care for the duration of their expedition. Taking the seal, the true monarch heated it up and marked the blob of crimson wax with the draconic symbol, stuffing the letter and the stamp into his spatial storage.

Not wanting to take more of Ulyssen’s time, they gathered up and began heading for the dungeon camp. There was no doubt that they would learn about many more things from plenty of other people in their domain, so it wasn’t necessary to torment a single person. He had his duties too.

Tia remained with them even as Asterios shrank the shadowy pool to be more or less twice the width of his body, allowing her to keep close without much strain. This wasn’t something they were going to utilize all the time, but he wanted to include his new lover in their daily life as much as possible. And so did the girls. The Dryad thanked them wholeheartedly for the gesture. It already felt like she was part of the family, even with her missing body.

The guild encampment was as busy as they remembered, if not more. The noise was perhaps even bigger than in the very middle of the main market. Adventurers walked around and chatted about various things while the few authorized traders introduced their wares. Some owned wooden cabins with noticeable signboards, but a few were allowed to set up stalls. Clearly, everything was done under the guild’s jurisdiction, judging by the occasional sigils appearing in sight.

Ast’s party wandered into the spacious pavilion and squeezed through the crowd to enter the staff area. Avoiding drawing too much attention, they slipped into the guildmaster’s office after knocking first. Suanori greeted them with a smile, accompanied by two other women.

“Pipsqueak! I was wondering when you’ll remember the little old me.” Rusi snickered as she and her mother turned around to face them.

“We were on the way,” Tina answered with a delicate scoff. “There is an order to certain things. And I could tell you were in the middle of something.”

“Don’t be rude to your partner.” Phatru gently smacked her daughter in the back of her head. “It should have been you who flew to greet her at the first sign of arrival, like the good familiar that you are supposed to be.”

The younger Lesser Dragon blushed faintly while scrunching her nose.

At the same time, a second shadow rose from the ground, taking the shape of a familiar butler.

“Umbra?” Asterios raised a curious brow at his own familiar. “Thought you would be busy with things back home.”

“I decided to see how Kori is doing since you are already here,” the Lord of the Nethernight realm replied openly instead of mentally. “I can feel the Dragons and their companions inside and will gather them up for you.”

He bowed respectfully and sank into the ground.

Asterios was intrigued by the interaction, but these would most likely become more common now that Umbra wasn’t being limited by the seal. On another note, that also meant he could now display his full power. Which had additionally grown after becoming one with the realm, pretty much.

His enemies definitely had something to be afraid of.

“So, what are you three doing here?” Tina asked the trio.

“They finished their practice recently, and I was reviewing their progress,” Suanori replied, pointing at some data sheets resting atop her desk. “Phatru employed the dungeon in her lessons about the dangers of the wide world. Even without Umbra, she could use Rusi to partially communicate with Kori and produce specific monsters for their needs. It wasn’t perfect, but they got it right half of the time.”

“Smart.” Asterios nodded. “How are the disciples taking to our unique program?”

“Jellal is in big trouble.” Phatru laughed loudly. “They are so eager and fascinated that it’s a bigger problem having them not dedicate all their time to our studies. I had to lay down some ground rules as the first two weeks were a total war for my attention. Even Visenna could hardly keep herself on the sidelines, but she’s recently started skipping some lectures, so it’s a bit easier.”

“I wonder why.” Selene let out a ladylike chuckle behind her palm and elbowed Asterios.

The girls giggled amusedly.

“The situation is as severe in Phasmantia,” Rusi added. “These guys can’t keep their mouths shut about how incredible their lives here are. I pity Nestmother Rhufija a little bit. She has her hands full with an overeager community. Last I heard, someone even started a fan club of yours in hopes of getting into the next batch of familiars soon. They are actively convincing people that a certain True Dragon is their salvation and rightful custodian.”

Althea snorted audibly. “Flash them a compassionate True Dragon once and they leap straight into willingful submission.”

“I’m starting to think that part isn’t just your personal preference,” Tia teased, bringing a rosy splash over her friend’s graceful cheeks.

There was a movement in the shadows behind the group, and they turned around just in time to witness the appearance of Dragon Guard’s full team. The squad was dressed in what could be identified as training equipment, their gear displaying signs of wear and tear through lots of direct experience.

Before anyone was able to say anything, the core members of the troop put their fists to their chests, straightening up.

“Your Majesty!” they shouted in unison.

Then, the Dragons fell to one knee beside their respective companions.

“We greet the Dragon Emperor!” they exclaimed.

Asterios ran his palm down his face throughout the silence that descended onto the guildmaster’s office. He didn’t have to guess thanks to how a certain individual with a very distinctive carnation shuffled a bit further out of his sight.

“Stand up. And at ease.” He put his hands on his hips, giving the team a slow look. “Kathy.”

“Yes, sir!” Their captain stepped forward.

“Have one of yours deliver this to King Welrond post haste. With all the necessary decorum.” Asterios handed her the envelope.

“Sir, yes, sir!” She stowed it in her personal storage artifact without the slightest hint of curiosity. “It’ll reach the destination in a blink!”

He smirked. “Good. No need to push like it’s the end of the world, though. It’s just a simple message.”

“With all due respect, My Lord, the boys and girls have been waiting for this opportunity!” Kathy replied confidently. “This will be our first real assignment as your representatives, and whoever tackles this mission will undoubtedly give their best to test how far they have come together with their partner!”

Meeting the eyes of her subordinates, Asterios could easily discern the eager shine filling their gazes. After almost two months of training, his first troop was looking forward to proving that he hadn’t made a mistake. This would be their first actual trial.

“I’m expecting great results, then.” He gave them a serious nod. “Dismissed.”

With another salute to the chest, Kathy started ushering her squad outside, the men and women struggling to conceal their enthusiasm.

“It’s so damn lively here today.” A familiar voice reached their ears before the door closed, a blue-haired head poking through the gap. “Oh, hi, Sis.”

“Gwen!” Tina launched herself forward to bring her sister in, the two sharing a cordial hug. “How are you doing?”

“Suffocating as of now!” The taller girl squeaked as the much stronger short lady squeezed too hard.

“Oops! I sometimes forget about all that draconic strength!” Tina laughed bashfully, letting her go.

Taking a deep breath, Gwen showed a lovely smile. “Great, I’m doing great. I’ve learned a lot and enjoyed my stay in your city. It’s turning into something unrivaled.”

“Just like its leaders,” Suanori commented. “And their loyal subjects.”

Meeting her senior’s gaze, the guildmaster-in-training pondered over something briefly, returning her attention to Asterios and Tina afterward.

“Say, are you doing something important right now?” she asked.

“That depends,” her sister responded. “Why?”

“I’ve been gathering information about the dwarves from Wintercrown and my report is pretty much fully compiled for a while already,” Gwen explained. “I could share my findings with you… while also finally introducing you to the chief executive of the organization I have mentioned in the past. I think we are ready to tell you the truth.”

“That sounds kind of ominous.” Asterios laughed. “Up to you, Tina. I’m sure Umbra will appreciate some more time alone with Kori.”

Staring right back at her tense sister, Tina exhaled softly. “Alright. Let’s get it over with. I know she won’t stop worrying about this until she sees my reaction now that the matter is up in the air. That part runs in the family.”

The younger girl tried to huff offendedly, but everyone could tell the older sibling had hit the nail on the head.

Therefore, they bid a temporary farewell to Guildmaster Suanori and the draconic mother-daughter duo, letting them finish their debriefing. The blue-haired sisters chatted away during their trip into the city, but Gwen remained tight-lipped about the matter. Asterios had noticed Suanori’s knowing smile before they departed, so it seemed to be something the elf official was aware of.

“Ummm… Why have we stopped in front of our residence?” Tina asked as they arrived at the shared mansion of the Hestizo-Nobelle families.

“You’ll see.” Gwen grinned. “Come on. They are already expecting us.”

Blinking slowly, Tina shot Asterios a confused look before being dragged away by her sister. He chuckled and shared a look with his other mates, wondering what kind of crazy surprises awaited them this time.

Because there was no normal day where his mother was considered.


Chapter 44
The Guilds Have Eyes

Led by Gwen, the group made its way through the hallways, pausing only briefly to greet the servants. Their guide politely declined the suggestion to let her mother know that they wished to meet, implying that she would already be aware, considering her nature and talents. The last comment, combined with a mysterious smile she directed at her sister and the short lady’s boyfriend, made the duo wonder about the situation even more.

Soon enough, they arrived in front of the ornate entrance to what Asterios recalled was the office-slash-meeting room, where the visitors could be taken for a more relaxed conversation. This fact did align with the hints Gwen had been dropping on their way here. 

But, he didn’t think much of it. Ultimately, their mothers were part of the wide connection he shared with his friends and subordinates. It wouldn’t be unexpected for them to keep an eye on him, just like his amazing mates did. Especially keeping in mind how attached Kindra was at times.

The taller Nobelle knocked on the doors. “Mother, we are here.”

“Come in.” Lady Luna’s voice reached them muffled.

Pushing on the knob, Gwen took everyone inside and closed the door. The two women were sitting together on a couch in the resting corner, both holding steaming cups of coffee. The moment Ast’s group filed in, Kindra smacked hers down onto the coaster and rushed ahead.

“Asti!” She practically flew into his arms, knocking Asterios back a tiny bit.

He chuckled warmly and embraced his mother affectionately, wrapping his arms around her figure. They spun a little while she giggled into his chest, nuzzling her face into it with a big smile. After he slowed them down, she hopped back onto the ground and pressed her palm to his cheek, brushing it with her thumb.

“You took your sweet time, young man.” She sighed softly. “But, I’m glad to see you are doing okay. And you too, girls, of course. I might have received the means to feel your presence just recently, but it still felt like losing part of my heart when I couldn’t check up on you for almost two months.”

“Master took great care of us!” Miria smiled adorably, coming closer to let the cheerful woman ruffle her feline ears. “There is nothing he can’t do when our well-being is at stake, Miss Kindra.”

“There isn’t, is there?” Ast’s mom gave him a knowing glance. “Still, it’s good to see you in a more than fair shape. Your recent excursion sounded rather difficult. There’s nothing worse than going into a complete unknown. Right, Luna?”

The Nobelle lady lightly rolled her eyes at the obvious jab, which made Gwen chuckle on the side. “It’s as you said. Wouldn’t mean much if I didn’t, considering my trade.”

“Your trade?” Tina tilted her head with a shadow of confusion.

“We’ll get to that in just a moment, dearies.” Kindra winked at her mysteriously. “First, would you be so kind as to bring one more person into this gathering, Son?”

Asterios had an idea who it was, so he stepped aside to take care of it, the movement uncovering a moving shade behind them both, and the attentive Hestizo caught onto it immediately.

“Oh. And who is this?” Ast’s mom sauntered towards the dark but very detailed figure with a mischievous sway.

“My most respectful greetings, Mother.” The misty Dryad bowed low. “It’s my pleasure to meet you almost face-to-face. I apologize, but this form doesn’t allow me to feel the real world much yet.”

“Mother?” Kindra’s brows traveled up to her hairline, and she turned to grin at her son. “Looks like someone didn’t slack off during his sightseeing tour.”

Groaning quietly, Asterios shook his head, evoking a few chuckles and giggles from the women.

“Your name was Tia, if I recall correctly?” she asked, receiving a nod in response. “Welcome to the family, then. I hope you can look after my son just as well as his other ladies do.”

Letting the shorter female kindly peck her cheeks thrice in some familial custom, Tia displayed a joyful grin on her monochromatic face.

“I currently lack the necessary capabilities to fulfill my marital duties properly, but I do whatever I can to soothe his mind and soul whenever we spend time together in his psyche,” the sly shadow girl replied with a cheeky smirk.

A moment passed between the pair before Asterios could swear he discerned a knowing flash between their eyes, which was followed by a very conspiratorial giggle from both. They were undoubtedly hosting another conversation inside their heads. One that might involve some imagery.

Sighing inwardly, he got to work, creating a tear in the space much easier and quicker than in the Nethernight Realm. And perhaps even in his own realm before. The difference was noticeable. Their journey had brought them a lot of benefits in the form of raw power. Which also eased the control. His technique was much finer. The ripples he created by it were weaker, harder to discern by anyone who would find themselves near the points of exit.

Soon after, Oria arrived through the breach, already informed about the portal by her daughter. He walked up to his own frivolous mom and lifted her by the armpits, dragging the shorter woman away from the sultry shadow of his newest lover.

“We’ll leave more detailed recounts of the events that took place in Umbra’s realm for later,” he stated with a tone brooking no argument. “Now that Oria is here, we can move on to the matters that brought us together.”

“Speaking of Miss Oria, how are things related to the Adventurer’s Guild doing back in your village?” Silvia chimed in curiously.

“Rather well, I must say.” Miria’s mother brushed her chin. “The guild hall is pretty much fully finished and furnished. We’ve been in contact with your guildmaster, talking out some details, but without the ability to travel through the fabric of realms, we were forced to delay a few things.”

“Already?” Selene frowned lightly. “I don’t mean to discredit your workers and artisans, but I was under the impression that your mate was the key figure in construction, alongside his helpers. Did you really build a whole guild while we were gone?”

“Ah, no, we didn’t exactly do it purely on our own.” Oria waved her hands. “The foxes helped a lot.”

“Foxes?” It was Ast’s turn to furrow his brows. “We haven’t exactly instructed them to assist us with this endeavor, nor did you mention needing it.”

“I heard that some young vixen started paying rather regular visits to that friend of your sweet kitty, Asti,” Kindra added while tapping her lips. “Was it Zoe? Yes, I’m pretty sure it was. Through that, she noticed what was being done and brought back a small retinue from the next time, aiding the construction as much as they could during what I assume is their free time.”

Ast’s group exchanged glances. No one had to guess that it was certainly Ronye. And Kindra’s next words only confirmed it.

“Anyway, she’s such a nice girl,” his mother continued, bouncing her brows at him. “A tiny bit boyish, but she’s still growing into her charms, no doubt. Still, she’s a short, feisty cutie. And those tails, my dear, they are a thing of wonder!”

Rubbing his eyes with one hand, Asterios wrapped his other arm around Selene’s waist, pulling the mature vixen to his side, to which she visibly leaned into him, resting her head atop his shoulder.

“I already have a tail like that to fluff whenever I want,” he answered, running his fingers through the cloudy piece of heaven, evoking a sensual sigh from its owner.

Kindra’s attention flickered to that swaying appendage, and Selene grinned impishly.

“Would you like to touch it?” the vulpine lady offered.

Biting on her lip and considering it briefly, the tempest of a woman couldn’t possibly hold her playful urges back and hopped closer to them while Selene spun around. Ast’s mom carefully slid her fingers over the exquisite fluff, then gently hugged it to her chest as a few more appeared on the sides. She giggled like a little girl on her birthday.

“Truly divine…” Kindra sighed in contentment. “But, do you know what would be even better? If, and just think about it for a moment, there was another fan like this on the other side to sandwich and drown you in the sea of softness.”

“Stop objectifying Foxkin women, Mom.” Asterios snorted. “They are more than just tails.”

“But we do have the best tails.” Selene preened under the teasing praise.

“Not helping.” He squinted at her. “In any way, it’s not like I can make any moves about now.”

Miria tilted her head adorably. “Why not, Master?”

“It’s rather clear that the two, or even three of them, have grown quite close together,” Asterios answered. “Choosing one of them might, at best, introduce a bit of awkwardness into their friendship, and at worst, ruin it completely.”

“I don’t think you should view them the same as the human females,” Althea offered her wisdom from the side.

“That’s true, but they are still females from possibly even prouder races,” he countered.

“In my opinion, they would definitely take that more as a confirmation that there truly is a chance for them to receive your affection rather than be jealous about their friend and create drama,” Grea said, for once without much of her usual bawdiness.

Meeting their eyes for a while, Asterios exhaled slowly. “I’ll think about this. As I said, though, later. Gwen, can I ask you to take over before they delve even deeper into my love life? This combination placed in the same room is a recipe for disaster.”

The women laughed, no one choosing to deny his quip, even taking it as a compliment.

“Well, at least Tina seems reasonable enough not to guide you into my panties.” Gwen chuckled mirthfully. “For now.”

“GWEN!” The person in question squawked indignantly, getting all red. “We are family!”

“Still, I have a feeling you wouldn’t really do a lot to stop me if that was my intention, would you?” The younger sister raised a curious brow, seeing the older twin chewing on her lip. “Rest assured, though. While I might fawn a little over at least one person hanging around you, I’m not pinning after your man. Besides, someone has to inherit mother’s craft someday, even if your draconic boyfriend finds a way to somehow extend our lives without mating us.”

“And what exactly is that craft?” Tina looked between her mother and sister. “How come I know nothing of it while you seem fully aware?”

The pair peeked at each other too.

“First of all, please accept my sincerest apology, Tina.” Lady Luna walked closer and lowered her head. “It was solely my decision to keep you out of the loop. Even if it wasn’t something I planned from the start. You were my chosen person for the majority of your life. Things have simply… changed… when you arrived at the academy.”

“Yeah. That was a shocker.” Gwen snickered knowingly. “I never imagined my perfect sister would be able to fall this strongly. I heard you almost dropped out right before the end.”

The implications were obvious. Tina’s cheeks bloomed with a rosy tone as her family brought up her obsession with Asterios. Maybe it had been a tiny bit too much to be considered normal by the usual standards.

“Okay. That’s understandable. I have a feeling it’s something very important, and you did teach me how crucial it is to keep all things in consideration, so I don’t blame you, Mother. You need not apologize.” Tina took a deep breath to recollect herself. “So, what is it?”

“You see, there’s a side to our family that only several members are aware of. And the new recruits receive full initiation during their study years. Before that, they are trained more covertly, of course. I didn’t push you so hard in certain areas just because of some silly notions like noble pride or superiority,” Lady Luna started to explain. “In short words, I’m the head of a secret organization that specializes in information gathering throughout the realm. Amongst the operatives, I’m called The Director. We originated a long time ago in this region and thus closely worked with the king’s men to ensure the prosperity of the domain.”

Tina blinked at her blankly. “We… what?”

Gwen placed a reassuring hand on her sister’s shoulder. “To put it simply, we are spies. Espionage is our craft. We have operatives in multiple places of high standing throughout the kingdom and the realm. Though any missions outside of our borders always come at certain risks because the main force consists of humans, more or less. Our people gather all kinds of information and deliver it to the proper hands if it’s something that might impact the common folk negatively. And no, we don’t really do assassinations or such, even if we might have a unit specialized in extracting compromised agents.”

“That’s… crazy.” Asterios put his hands on his hips, looking between all the blue-haired women, then at his and Miria’s mothers. “But, I suppose it’s not as unbelievable as it might have been a year ago.”

Tina, in turn, didn’t seem to be able to find the correct words to form a response, her mouth opening and closing repeatedly. Her sister and mother hugged her close apologetically.

“Not that I’m mad or disappointed, but why would… how I behaved in the academy… disqualify me from this position?” she asked as they finally stepped back.

“It didn’t take me long to realize that your heart has chosen its way. A lot of duties and responsibilities that I was going to bring upon your shoulders would oftentimes go against it. Just look at your younger sister. And no, I don’t mean her not having a lover. Abstaining from emotional or physical bonds isn’t some kind of a rule,” her mother replied.

Giving her words some pondering, the Summoner girl cocked her head to the back. “You need to be ready to travel to many places and stay undercover there for gods know how long. It’s a difficult thing for relationships. Especially budding ones. You wanted to spare me this trouble.”

“Exactly.” Her sister smiled warmly. “I mean, at that point, he was still a normal boy who caught your eye. You two needed space, time, and support. Mother couldn’t have expected things to develop as they had. We might have had our secrets, but his? It was the biggest case in the entire history of the organization.”

“Does Father know?” Silvia inquired.

“About the organization? Yes.” Lady Luna nodded. “About us? No. If you asked about me by name, he would tell you about our nobility. But if you brought up The Director, he would grow rather concerned. Actually, that might be fun to watch. His expression when hearing his sheltered daughter demanding to know about us would be priceless.”

Kindra’s eyes glinted dangerously.

Asterios pointed a finger at her. “Stop. Don’t torment the poor man. His heart is already stressed enough. Just thanks to your very person.”

She looked like she wanted to say something, but ultimately chose to keep silent for now. From her gaze, Asterios easily discerned that it wasn’t a tease or some comedic quip. This was a topic she would like to touch upon with fewer people involved. Possibly only him.

Sending her a mental acknowledgment, something he now could do, which felt very nice, he moved his focus to Tina’s mom.

“Does this organization of yours have a name too, or does it not exist on paper?” he pondered out loud.

“Noblesse,” both Nobelles answered in unison.

Asterios deadpanned at them.

“Really?” Grea cackled. “Don’t you think it hits way too close home?”

“The darkest place is right underneath the lantern.” Lady Luna shrugged. “Plus, hiding in plain sight is kind of our mode of operation.”

“No wonder Gwen picked up this specific profession.” Tina chuckled at her sister. “As a wandering guildmaster, you can get in everywhere, as long as our family creates a pretext for it. Brilliant.”

“But wait, Suanori seemed to recognize her, didn’t she?” Bryn pointed out, and they all recalled the first meeting between the two women.

“That was a close one.” Gwen laughed awkwardly. “Guildmaster Suanori worked with King Welrond before, and it so happens that we were involved too. I might not have been an operative at that time yet, but she interacted with our organization, and still sometimes submits requests with us. We don’t have the obligation to accept them, though. Nevertheless, she is a clever elf and an S-rank adventurer. I’m not surprised she picked up on the hints, already witnessing one of our swaps during her service.”

“And so, this supposedly undercover surveillance clan has moved its base of operations to Dragon Valley.” Asterios massaged his forehead. “Now that I think of all this, how much did you know about me from the very beginning?”

Tina’s mother displayed a dangerous smile, making him shiver.

“Well, now. As a man who stole my dear daughter’s heart, it can be said that she wasn’t the only one stalking your every step.” She chuckled nobly.

“I wasn’t stalking him!” Tina objected.

“To answer your question, we obviously knew every detail of your life that was known in public and in private. I must admit, my friendship with Lady Kindra began for that specific reason, and I apologized for that a long time ago, even if she didn’t hold it against me,” the scheming woman admitted.

“Oh, you know I would have done the same for Asti if I had the skills for it.” Ast’s mom swatted her playfully. “Just look where it got us. Without you, I wouldn’t have been able to locate Radir so quickly.”

Grea’s jaw hit the floor at the revelation.

“That’s how you found my old man?!” she questioned in a dumbfounded voice.

The pair of mothers chuckled mysteriously.

“Back to you, Asterios, though, do you perhaps remember a lady with the name Ellie?” Lady Luna raised a brow at him.

“You are kidding?!” Miria gasped loudly.

Asterios fully shared her surprise. “She’s part of this?”

“As you know from my daughter’s career path, the guild is one of the best sources of information and places to keep an eye on things.” Gwen’s mom spread her arms innocently. “After the girl who treated you like some underage bum when you first interacted with the guild while delivering that package suffered a tiny accident, we put someone more appropriate in her place. Ellie isn’t the elite, but for just reporting about your visits, she was more than enough.”

Silvia stared at her with wide eyes.

“She’s alive,” Gwen cleared up. “But considering the state of her reputation, she might as well wish not to be.”

“Is that why no matter what my mother tried, Ellie had not an inkling of interest in me?” Asterios asked, multiple of their interactions flashing before his eyes.

“Maybe a small part of it.” Lady Luna hummed thoughtfully. “But she truly considers you a real best friend and is simply not someone who is easily seduced. I’ve never seen her show any interest in the romantic side. Once in a while, you find a real loner from within the soul.”

“I guess we’ll have to pay her a visit to let her know she doesn’t have to lie to us anymore, Master.” Miria smiled at him sweetly, and he nodded.

“We will. That will certainly take a weight off her heart.” He nodded. “Now, I don’t think this is the investigation Gwen had in mind when she told us she had finished her report. Should we move on to more serious matters?”

In just a moment, the jolly mood was replaced with something more sober and earnest while still remaining fairly relaxed. The time for jokes had ended.

“I guess we should.” Gwen’s mother agreed with him. “Introductions and explanations behind us, we can finally share with you all we have managed to gather. Sweetie, would you mind sharing what we know?”


Chapter 45
The Familiars Have Ideas

As Gwen reached for a packet of documents, everyone settled down around the coffee table. She hastily flipped through the pages to refresh her memory and organize her thoughts before clearing her throat and resting the material atop her lap.

“Let me preface this by letting you know that it was a significantly difficult investigation,” she began. “As you know, those dwarves are extremely territorial, suspicious, and even racist. Therefore, don’t expect to hear about the inner confidences of the ruling clan. We never share information that isn’t certain to be true. Unless the client specifies that they wish to include our thoughts on the matter too. Which, in this case, I’ll try to add as often as I can.”

“No matter how much, any advantage is of great value to us.” Asterios nodded in understanding.

“Were you the one assigned to this job?” Tina asked with an unreadable expression.

“No. I was here, learning from Guildmaster Suanori.” Gwen chuckled mirthfully. “But, honestly, I’m glad it wasn’t me. Even if logically, my chances of blending in out there were near zero, I would still do my best to complete the mission if Mother gave it to me.”

“Did something happen?” Silvia picked up on the underlying tone.

Lady Luna sighed deeply. “Our agent was compromised. Part of the reason why we haven’t gathered a lot.”

The girls gasped at the news.

“He is back with us now,” her younger daughter added. “The extraction team recovered him, and he is already reassigned after recovering. He should be resting until next month, but failure often drives people to do better. Not that anyone blames him for it. We all knew the dangers.”

“Do they know it was us?” Asterios inquired. “That might complicate things going forward.”

“Fear not. Our operatives are meticulously trained for the events of capture. It’s impossible for them to reveal anything regarding their task.” The organization’s leader smiled proudly. “Save for a few individuals at the top, no one knows any names, just that they are working for a clandestine society.”

“There are ways to learn about things without forcing the captive to speak,” he pointed out, glancing at the shadowy form of Tia.

Lady Luna understood and acknowledged what he was getting at.

“Allow me to rephrase that statement.” She met his eyes with a fully confident gaze. “It’s impossible to gather any information about the task from our operatives.”

“That sounds impossible on its own,” Althea commented.

“Memory Wipe pill.” Gwen recaptured their attention, holding a small translucent orb between her fingers. “They also take liquid form that can be hidden inside a fake tooth or wherever else.”

Tina’s eyes turned into saucers. “Gwen… Do you…?”

Meeting her sister’s dreadful gaze, the younger Nobelle nodded gravely.

The Summoner girl shot up. “This is insane! Are you telling me that you are walking around with something that at any moment can turn you into a mindless husk?! That my sister can disappear forever when I’m not around?! How could you, Mom?!”

“Hey! Calm down! It’s okay! Listen!” Gwen did her best to take hold of her freaking-out sister, who was starting to tear up while glaring at their mother.

A pained smile adorned Lady Luna’s lips. “Do you think it’s easy for me, Daughter? But, even so, you have the wrong idea. It doesn’t clean the whole mind. This substance is prepared with the person departing for the job. Usually, a day before they are informed about the mission. When ingested, it erases only the memories gained from that point.”

“That’s why even reading one’s mind won’t work. The agent has no recollection of anything.” Bryn stroked her chin. “The Elf Queen would love to get her hands on something like this, wouldn’t she?”

“Certainly.” Althea let out a quiet chuckle. “It would go in line with the current safety measures of her court.”

Managing to soothe her sister’s outburst, Gwen helped Tina sit back down, affectionately holding onto her hands. “It’s a nasty thing, but you surely see why it’s necessary. The captors won’t have much of a reason to torture or kill the operative when they learn that their memories are simply empty. Mine was blended before arriving in Glimmervale, though it’s more of a memento now, and I should have returned it to be utilized.”

Taking a few slow breaths, Tina nodded weakly. “I’m sorry for raising my voice at you…”

“It’s alright, dear. You had every right to. I’m not proud of having my beloved daughter suffer the effects of this thing, but it ultimately makes her safer.” Her mother reached out to slowly brush through her hair. “One day, you might learn how much it pains me. As much as I wish you never would.”

Tina’s cheeks colored a tad as she understood the meaning behind the other woman’s words. Sneaking a peek at Asterios, she gave her mom a quick hug and urged her to return to her seat so they could continue this interrupted report.

“Where did we stop?” Gwen consulted her notes. “Ah, yes. Not that far from the very beginning. But, I know the capture and memory wipe parts can be quite distracting.”

A faint laugh traveled through the chamber.

“The preparations for the upcoming festivities and challenges are at full speed at this very moment. Our little hiccup doesn’t seem to have affected them, from what we know, and outsiders will still be allowed to visit the city. But, it’s definitely going to be harder than in previous years, and not really because of us.” She released a quiet sigh. “With each iteration, the tension keeps growing. The clans don’t like the current situation. A single family occupying the throne for so long is more than just irritating. We have suspicions that something might happen this year, but we haven’t discovered any signs of a blossoming revolution. Only a bunch of divided cells working on their own.”

“They most likely are too bound by their traditions to break all of them so soon,” Althea shared her thoughts. “It often takes a few generations unless the oppression is truly inhumane.”

“Probably. But their tricks will be more serious, so you’ll have to be careful not to get caught in the crossfire.” Gwen shrugged. “And I say crossfire because Rubytongs don’t intend to take hits lying down. Their enforcers are rougher and more brutal. Additionally, they introduced some kind of new mechanized spiritual Golems for their guards. They might have been pressured enough to start revealing some of their cards.”

“It wouldn’t be surprising if they showcased only as much as was necessary during the competitions,” the princess commented. “Now that there’s actual danger, they have to defend their position. And catching spies snooping around further throws their leaders into paranoia.”

“How do those artificial puppets look?” Grea crossed her arms under her chest.

“They take many forms. The streets usually witness the sentries being accompanied by metal animals that resemble a wolf made of plate armor with the gaps glowing red as something akin to flames fills the interior,” the undercover guildmaster summarized. “There were sightings of person-shaped Golems too, resembling Living Armor. We heard about but haven’t confirmed even bigger designs.”

“Regardless of their shape and size, those Golems are observed to be unimaginably sturdy,” Lady Luna joined in. “They must be covered in engravings and enchantments, and whatever source of energy is used to animate them is powerful enough to disintegrate a whole house when destabilized. Without the means of disabling or restraining them, any encounter could prove fatal.”

“If that was the only problem, it wouldn’t be too bad.” Selene hummed. “But, we need to keep in mind collateral damage and the threat such an explosion poses to the bystanders.”

“Yeah. Asterios and most of us shouldn’t have an issue defeating those Golems, but protecting innocent passersby is a different topic,” Grea said, scratching her head. “Unless they can be thrown through summoning gates like any inanimate object. Then, we just need to prepare a dumping spot for those beasties.”

“I’m afraid we won’t get a chance to test that theory until we end up in a fight with one,” Tina added.

“Anything else?” Asterios glanced at her sister.

“A lot.” Gwen flipped through the documents. “But, I will touch upon only the major parts today. A summary of a kind. If you don’t mind, I’ll fill you all in on every detail over the upcoming days.”

“Thank you.” He grinned at her appreciatively. “Do you have any concepts of how we should approach this entire thing?”

“You are now a ruler, Master.” Miria pouted cutely. “Can’t you just tell them you want to meet their leaders and watch the contest?”

“If it was any other nation, that would be a sensible idea, but Wintercrown dwarves care not for royal formalities unless they can benefit from them,” Lady Luna responded. “On the other hand, coming in with a delegation would bring unnecessary attention to you. From them and everyone else. It’s not like they will happily let you sightsee their most sacred quarters and speak to their elders just like that.”

“Mother is right. It will be much harder that way.” Gwen flashed them an apologetic smile. “We prepared a few options which are still being worked on.”

“Option A, you go in as guests from afar and act like it, moving undercover when unsupervised to gain more intel and infiltrate the main keep in search of whatever you are looking for.” Her mom raised a single finger. “Option B, a similar one, where you go in as guests of common or higher status and try to make friends with some Rubytongs during the festivities in hopes of getting invited to the celebratory feast that they will host in their keep after the Clash of Forges.”

“Option C, you go in as adventurers or craftsmen and get in touch with those known to us to be part of what might be considered the resistance, helping one of those clans win the competition and end up indebted to you,” Gwen showed three fingers after her mother finished at two. “Option D, it doesn’t matter how you arrive, but how much chaos you cause, creating a large-scale diversion that will make infiltrating the keep easier. This is my least favorite plan as it can get out of hand fast, risking the health of innocents.”

“The other concepts are still being researched, but from amongst these, we believe Option C has the highest chances of success,” The Director shared her opinion. “You are able to entice the clans with minerals, materials, and techniques never seen before, thanks to your True Dragon heritage. On top of that, you have access to a multitude of dimensions where your many allies reside, like the valkyrja race. Or even the kin of your dark familiar after your return, if I’m not assuming too much?”

Tina giggled amusedly. “I don’t think there’s anyone else in Kraedorion who has a god as their summon.”

The mothers and her sister stared at her in disbelief and confusion.

“With our help, Umbra became the owner and ruler of the Nethernight Realm.” Miria puffed her chest out with pride. “Of course, Abyss is still its original creator, but she is happy to simply observe as always and leave its restoration to his designs. And what Master wants, Umbra will definitely deliver without a word of protest.”

“Are there even limits to how far you can expand your influence?” Lady Luna gaped at him for a few seconds. “I’m starting to think that maybe taking Wintercrown by force isn’t as outlandish as I thought at first. As long as you only give them a good scare, they shouldn’t require much to forgive your sacrilegious demand to take a stroll through their ancestral tunnels while showing up with an army of an intercontinental size.”

“On that note, can’t Master secretly reveal his true nature to Rubytongs and leverage it somehow?” Selene thought openly. “They parlayed with one True Dragon already, if our guess is correct, so why not two? Their clansmen have gotten the taste of what they can do with such assistance.”

“But if your assumption turns out to be misplaced, or the other True Dragon is still directly involved with their operations, this plan might have a multitude of unexpected and unwanted consequences,” Gwen chastised her with a serious expression. “Ast’s identity should be kept as the last resort. After you get into the keep and confront those in the know. And preferably with evidence too.”

“It’s kind of wild that our best plan is to sneak into the country and help the rebels overthrow the local governments, turning the future ruler into our puppet.” Grea snickered devilishly. “Sounds like a plot to an intriguing political novel.”

“We are not taking over the dwarves.” Asterios squinted at her and then all his mates. “As much as you wish to turn me into an emperor, I’m not becoming a tyrant who conquers all his neighbors through military power or schemes.”

“They will offer you their subservience on their own after learning the truth about you, Master.” Bryn smirked from the side.

“We’ll see about that.” He couldn’t help but smirk back.

Their teasing was starting to rub off on him. And he couldn’t say he didn’t enjoy it at least a tiny bit.

“Anyway, before we act, I want to familiarize myself with local customs, history, lineages, clans, rules, and all other things that your organization has on the region,” Asterios addressed the Nobelle duo belonging to Noblesse. “We will have a week after my meeting with King Welrond before the festivities in Wintercrown start. Until then, we shall perfect your plans and settle on one or two. If it turns out to be necessary, we can even show up a tad late, skipping the opening party.”

“A wise decision.” Tina’s mother quietly brought her palms together in a gesture representing applause. “I’m glad our emperor has a good head on his shoulders. My clever daughter will work with you as much as you need. In the meantime, I shall dedicate some more resources and operatives to this research. Perhaps it’s time to collect another favor from the mountain we have gathered over the generations.”

“Do all the mothers I’m acquainted with live secret double lives?” He glanced over the mature trio before him.

The collective gaze roved over his mates, pausing on Selene.

“You know that my parents are nothing much,” the fox lady said.

“Except for the fact that they come from Kaguya’s line,” Miria pointed out. “They might be part of some hidden cult related to her!”

The girls giggled and continued moving past her to Silvia.

“They are literally royalty. Like that in itself isn’t enough.” Tina met her noble friend’s gaze. “Not to mention the whole elemental heritage.”

Since the fiery princess didn’t object, they stared at Grea.

“What?” The crimson-skinned woman looked back at them with a raised brow. “My mom was plain as a sheet. At least for a demon.”

“Your father is this realm’s Sealing Grandmaster.” Asterios jabbed her with his elbow. “I don’t think either of them was ordinary. Your special eye certainly is not.”

Huffing to the side, his rambunctious lover pouted in silence. When the examination reached Bryn and Althea, she snorted audibly.

“Don’t even bother. One is from the race that served as messengers of the gods, while the other is a Dragon. Just watch them unlock some hidden potential that reveals their long-lost lineage of badassery.” Grea laughed at the image she painted. “I can see it already. Bryn the descendant of the first Sky Queen, and Althea the successor of the most legendary Mentor Sage amongst the Lesser Dragons.”

“Honestly, I would appreciate a bit of normalcy in my life again.” Asterios laughed wryly. “Since Mii’s incident, things are constantly escalating.”

“Maybe it’s time for you to capture another mate, Master.” Miria nibbled on her bottom lip. “I think I know a person whose parents are simple folks.”

He bonked her on the head, evoking a few chuckles from the others. “Zoe is literally from the Scorching Steppes. I bet the climate, if not the draconic remnants, affected them. But nice try, I guess.”

They skipped Tia, but the Arch Dryad had previously informed him that she didn’t exactly have parents in the everyday meaning of that word.

“Let’s put a pin on that, the Wintercrown operation, and my ever-growing entourage.” Asterios turned to their mothers. “We have one more stop today before we retreat to take a long-awaited rest. Most of us feel like we can sleep for a week after the mental strain from the world of pure darkness and horrors. So, we’ll be in touch. Thank you for helping my fresh nation prosper and for everything else.”

Wide smiles adorned their faces as he respectfully bowed to them, the girls following suit without a prompt. Gwen scratched her cheek embarrassingly, caught in their gesture. She wasn’t used to such politeness from people of significant standing.

Exchanging a few more words and making sure that Oria wished to stay behind with the other three for now, Asterios transferred his party to the entrance of the dungeon first. Emerging in the clearing with a dark whirlpool in the middle, they noted that it had grown. Kori was definitely developing.

Pinging Umbra, he then took them to the Core Chamber, appearing before the resting place of the floating ring, the master of their dungeon. The fortifications they had left in mid-construction were now finished, and a respectable compound spread through the cavern, an impressive fort surrounding the Core. Plenty of monster copies hung around, some even doing drills. Their circular friend seemed to be constantly training its control over its domain.

“Master.” Their kingly friend rose from the ground by their spot.

“This place changed.” Tia’s voice trilled through the air as she reformed too. “And its spiritual energy almost tripled.”

“Kori has been obediently following my instructions from before our departure.” Umbra glanced up at the slowly rotating heart of the dungeon. “And from what it told me, the more knowledge and experience it absorbs, the smarter and more clever it gets. To a certain extent, it’s like raising a child. Kori’s rapid progress is not so surprising when we take into consideration that most Cores develop alone or under the thumb of a Dungeon Master.”

“Do you understand it properly now?” Grea’s eyes widened. “I’ve been visiting and trying to chat with it even if it didn’t really respond.”

“Oh, I’m aware. Kori mentioned that too. It appreciates your companionship. It’s saddened that it struggles with connecting to anyone other than me, or it would have happily engaged in a discussion with you.” He chuckled deeply. “And yes, the events from the Nethernight realm seem to have influenced the unwritten bond we share through Master. Our discussions are now on the level of a normal person rather than trying to explain concepts with images and descriptions. Perhaps it will now be possible for the two of us to connect on a deeper basis without having to break my familiar contract. There’s something I want to try. With your help, of course.”

“And what is that exactly?” Asterios didn’t hide his curiosity, even if he was starting to have a bad feeling about it.

“It looks like I have a core of my own as the Nethernight Lord,” Umbra said, rubbing his hands together. “I wonder what would happen if I linked that one with the specimen right in front of us, as the curse has been taken down. Aren’t you intrigued by this idea? So many possibilities. So much power to be harnessed.”

An eerie, somewhat evil cackle bounced off the walls and ceiling as the Dark Lord cackled excitedly.

Asterios exchanged glances with his mates, who shared his current thoughts.

By freeing the Nethernight Realm from its prison, they might have unleashed something truly sinister upon the universe.

But, well, as long as it was on their side, right?


Chapter 46
The Dungeons Have Personalities

“So, what is it that you need?” Asterios asked, interrupting Umbra’s wicked laugh.

Clearing his throat, the excited Lord of Shadows casually spread his arms. “Nothing much. Just a bit of your blood. And some of your experience in the art of summoning and inscriptions.”

The ritual couldn't be simple if his draconic blood was required.

But, regardless of appearances, Asterios trusted his familiar and friend. By this point, no one in his group had any doubts about the intentions of the dark entity. If not for Umbra’s bravery and big, albeit black heart, there would be no more Nethernight Realm. Whatever the sly shadow was scheming, it would benefit both worlds.

Perhaps inconveniencing a few that might trouble those in the future.

“Alright. I would like to hear the details.” Asterios glanced at the spinning ring next to them.

“I’ll do you one better, Master.” Umbra chuckled happily.

Their minds connected even further, concepts and images flowing between the pair. Frowning lightly in an effort to grasp every piece of information he was looking at, Asterios stroked his chin ponderingly, his eyes roaming all over the space before him without focusing on anything in particular. It would be a lot of work, but it was more than doable.

“I see.” He nodded to himself. “I assume Kori is okay with that? I can’t say I know everything about the Cores, but that seems like it will be painful to a certain extent.”

“Just like the martial artists from your realm who rely on strengthening their bodies like to say—no pain, no gain,” Umbra replied, also turning to gaze upon the spinning shape. “Kori follows that belief.”

“If so, then I’m more than happy to help. You two won’t be the only ones benefiting from this.” Asterios smiled excitedly, then threw a look over his shoulder at his companions. “This won’t be quick. It’s slow and tedious work. It might even take the rest of the day to be fully completed. So, don’t feel obliged to stay. I’m sure there are plenty of places and people you would like to check on.”

The ladies exchanged glances before nodding in understanding. Grea stepped forward.

“I’m staying with you. From what I’ve glimpsed through your mental conversation, it’s something I could offer my hand with. I really don’t want you to get buried under work for the entire night, and we all know you wouldn’t want to leave it a stone’s throw from finishing.” She grinned impishly. “You deserve a proper rest after all that trouble you went through in the other dimension.”

“I’m always honored to have your assistance, Professor.” He bowed playfully, making her snort, the corner of her lips curling up.

“Yes, yes. Show me you haven’t forgotten everything after getting yourself kicked out, my dear student.” She bumped her hip into his and started walking forward with an enticing sway.

Shaking his head, Asterios followed the seductive woman, and they grouped up with Umbra right in the middle of Kori’s resting platform.

The other girls watched them go before Selene took a deep breath and spun to face them. “I guess that’s our cue. I’m thinking about checking on Lerisse and Ronye. Especially the latter. You?”

“I want to see Ellie!” Miria hopped in place with a massive grin.

“Hmmm. Maybe I can alter my plans a little. I’ll join you for a moment.” The fox lady squinted at her feline sister-mate, who didn’t notice it through her erratic jumping.

“Yay! It’s always more fun together!” The panthergirl pushed into her and snuggled their cheeks together.

“Tina?” Silvia’s louder call captured their attention.

The person being addressed blinked and turned to the princess. “Huh?”

“You weren’t answering.” Her royal friend raised a brow.

“Oh. Sorry. I’m… still processing.” The blue-haired Summoner chuckled weakly.

The others gathered around them with fond smiles.

“Your family?” Althea asked gently.

“Yes.” Tina nodded. “It’s a lot to take in. But most of it revolves around me being unable to figure out a few things. So, I’ve been thinking.”

“What bothers you?” Bryn tilted her head a bit. “The lies?”

“No. As I said, I understood their intentions.” The short lady waved her hands. “It’s just… They supposedly have people in many places and keep an eye on many things, but… There are events I’m surprised or confused about why they didn’t act upon. Like the thing with that adventurer, for example.”

Silvia rested a palm on her shoulder. “From what I understood, they are extremely thorough but focus mainly on their objective. They aren’t omniscient. Ellie’s job was to spy on Ast, right? This matter didn’t involve him until it was too late. Even Suanori didn’t catch on right away, and she was the one to oversee the entire guild, no?”

Tina’s lips scrunched a little. “Maybe. But then what about Roz? Even if they didn’t do anything about the bullying, since in their eyes it might not have been too serious or something, the situation with Miss Kindra is completely different. Mom already knew I had a severe crush on him, and with all the scrutiny on Asterios, she would watch his and his mother’s life be destroyed just like that? Without sending anyone to intervene?”

“But she did, didn’t she?” The royal lady smirked amiably.

“What?” Tina’s forehead furrowed deeply.

“She sent you.” Silvia looked at her dear companion meaningfully. “Or am I misremembering things?”

“No, but I wasn’t part of the organization.” Her blue-haired friend kept looking back, still perplexed. “They were supposed to watch over me, no?”

“And how did you learn about the troubles?” Selene asked.

“I connected the hints from my duel with Roz…” Tina searched her memories.

“During practice or lessons?” Her vulpine sister-mate continued.

“No, there was this girl—” The dazed Summoner paused.

The girl? Who was she? 

Tina remembered seeing some poor student getting harassed by Roz, their eyes meeting by accident, her noticing the pleading shadow in them. But the details about the woman were hazy, like she seemed so unremarkable or even forgettable. After confronting the bully, she was nowhere to be found. Tina recalled casting a look around, but with something much more important on her mind, she rushed back home.

Surprisingly, her mother was nowhere to be found either. Even the servants had no idea where their mistress had gone, which was almost unprecedented. Now that she thought about it, she barely ran into anyone when trying to sneak out of her room with her savings, wanting to avoid any questions. It was way too smooth. She was never the best at hiding her emotions.

“It was all orchestrated…” Tina whispered in disbelief as everything became clear. “Mother really sent me to help…”

Miria giggled. “I bet it was her way of making you stand out in Master’s eyes! That was around the time when he began noticing you more, right?”

Tina flushed deeply, her heart warming up at the memory of receiving his gratitude and the brooch. “Yeah…”

“Mothers are never to be underestimated.” Selene snickered. “I understand why our mate is nervous around them.”

They shared a good laugh before casting a glance at the trio by the Core.

“Well, if you still have doubts, you can always just ask,” Silvia suggested. “There are no more secrets between you.”

“You are right.” Tina nodded resolutely. “There are lots of things I want to talk about with them both. So, that’s where you’ll find me. Thanks for reassuring my doubts. I really appreciate it.”

“We are a family. That’s what we are here for.” The princess took her hand and squeezed it compassionately. “And I’ll go with you. I’m curious what kind of gossip I might learn about Dad.”

“I have things to attend to at home,” Bryn shared. “Now that Master is back, we might be able to move the schedule a bit ahead.”

“Maybe Visenna is now a bit more free, so I’ll see what her opinion on Phatru’s methods is,” Althea said. “I’ll see you all later.”

They bid each other farewell, snuck one more peek at their beloved, who was hard at work, and split up.

※※※

“She is taking a break in one of the staff rooms,” a kind receptionist inside Glimmervale’s guild said. “I will gladly fetch her for you, My Ladies.”

“No need. That’s more than perfect.” Selene smiled gratefully. “Have a nice day.”

Miria didn’t wait for her vulpine sister-mate and rushed to the correct room, evoking an amused chuckle from the fox lady. At least, the bubbly panthergirl had enough tact to knock on the door instead of spooking her old friend.

“Yes?” Ellie answered from inside.

“It’s me and Selene!” Miria announced giddily before peeking inside and moving in after spotting no trouble ahead.

“What a pleasant surprise.” Their personal advisor beamed at them, pushing herself up from the sofa. “You are back?”

“It’s so nice to see you again, Ellie!” The cheerful feline spread her arms wide. “Or should I say, Agent Forty-Seven?”

Ellie’s smile dropped in a blink, the muscles of her jaw tensing up.

Selene spotted the change and immediately threw her hand forward. The room was flooded with spiritual presence so thick that everything rattled, and it felt like they plunged underwater, eleven tails swishing ferociously behind her back. Ellie’s eyes widened to the brim as she realized she was paralyzed, put into forced stasis.

“That was way too careless.” The fox lady sighed heavily, directing a faint glare at her companion. “Even if I understand your excitement.”

“I thought we were friends…” Miria looked massively scared, her face pale and her ears laid flat atop her hair as she realized what had been prevented. “That she trusted us…”

“And what guarantee did she have that we are who we look like while we were supposed to be off-world?” Selene asked calmly. “You know how strict Noblesse’s rules are when even Gwen had one.”

The panthergirl dropped her gaze and squirmed while rubbing her fingers. “I’m sorry… I should have thought it through more…”

Taking a deep breath, her sister-mate ruffled reassuringly through her hair and turned to the frozen receptionist. “Our deepest apologies, Ellie. You know best how easily excitable Miria gets, and we have just come from a conversation with The Director. Master has been briefed on the role of the organization. We decided to let you know so that you don’t have to feel like you are constantly lying to us about who you are. We all still consider you our close friend.”

To prove their identities, she flashed the True Mate band around her finger and tickled Ellie’s mind through the bond. When the receptionist girl’s eyes relaxed a bit, she released the pressure that held her in place. With a gasp, their friend wobbled and supported herself against the couch’s backrest.

“That was… something.” Ellie flashed them a pained grin.

Miria wanted to rush to her side but held away, looking ashamed of herself.

It was Ellie who approached the panthergirl first and wrapped her arms around the other woman’s waist. “It’s alright. Just a small mistake. And to be honest, I’m kind of disappointed you managed to stop me. I’m so curious about how this weird memory thing works, and it looks like I won’t get a chance to test it anytime soon now.”

The joking tone helped Miria settle a bit, and she sniffled softly while hugging their friend back.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. Let’s just say that we are now even for me spying on you in the past.” Ellie giggled guiltily. “Do you really think Ast will forgive me?”

“Master already did.” The panthergirl showed a tiny smile. “We all have. I was so surprised to hear about that. Though, why do you even have this thing with you when you are now with us in Dragon Valley? Is there a reason to still watch Master in secret?”

“Ah, no, that task finished a long time ago.” Their secret agent friend shook her head. “I personally asked for this dose. For a situation exactly like this one. I don’t want to be a weakness others can abuse to get to you or Ast. It was concocted before you departed, so no one could learn about it from me.”

“Woah. That’s so smart. And heroic.” Miria was in pure awe. “Thank you so much, Ellie. Master would be so proud. Even if he would be a bit angry that you have to do something like this too.”

“He would.” Ellie giggled knowingly.

“I have one thing I’m wondering about too,” Selene chimed in. “You really didn’t know anything about Rhode?”

The other girl’s expression fell as she looked down to avoid their eyes. She chewed on her lip strongly.

“I really should have noticed… Not just as an agent but also as a receptionist… I have no excuse for my incompetence… If I wasn’t so fixated on Asterios, the accident could have been prevented… I was in a position to do something about it… Yet even when I suspected Rhode of trying to mess with Ast after the test, I didn’t…” Ellie admitted sadly.

Selene hugged her from behind, trapping her between the two of them. “Don’t take all the blame. You weren’t the only one working there. You had it even harder than others due to your double identity and responsibilities. You did your best.”

They stayed in silence for a while, until Miria peeked at Ellie with a slightly cheeky grin.

“So… Do you have any funny stories about Master from your observations?” the panthergirl asked.

“Oh, I have plenty,” the receptionist replied mischievously. “There was this one time when he came in all wet…”

※ ※ ※

Back in the depths of the dungeon, Asterios and Grea were hard at work. Umbra watched over them and instructed the pair on what to do while often listening to their feedback and introducing it into his designs. They shared one mind, all calculations and analysis going through their heads at the same time, allowing them to take care of their tasks without a break.

Ast’s job was to carve a runic circle around Kori’s platform, similar to a Summoning Array but without the middle part. He used his draconic claw, sharpened with his energies, to cut into the durable mineral of the platform. Then, he dripped enough blood to fill the niches up to the floor’s level. The crimson symbols quickly grew in number.

As for Grea, she used an artifact chisel to carve different sigils right into Kori’s body. She wrapped her thick tail around the girth of the massive ring and hammered away, often hanging upside down. But it didn’t bother her in the slightest. She was fully focused on precision, not wanting to make it even more painful for the friendly Core than it already had to be. There were no do-overs. At least for a good while, as recovering broken-off pieces took a lot of time.

Hours went by before Umbra announced that they were finally done.

“This is great. Now, rest. I will handle the next part alone.” He chuckled deeply. “Better to step off the peak just in case.”

They followed his advice and sat down a few steps away from the top, peeking past the edge. Umbra wasted no time and floated to the middle of Kori’s ring. His shadows exploded in all directions and formed an uneven sphere of wriggling darkness, stopping short of the ring’s inner edges. The formations all lit up with a crimson glow, then shifted to ominous purple.

Kori’s body began spinning faster and faster until it became a blur. The winds created by the motion blew at the pair, who shielded their eyes from the dust that had gathered during their work. An eerie atmosphere descended onto the Core Chamber, sparks of violet lightning shooting into Umbra’s shadows from the ring.

After a moment, everything flashed brightly, and the shape made of darkness burst outwards with a creepy wail. The next time Asterios and Grea looked ahead, they found a perfect sphere floating in its place, filling the gap inside Kori’s ring almost wholly. They both recognized the object right away, one directly from his memories, the other from the recap she had received earlier.

The heart of Umbra’s realm was before them, albeit in a miniature version.

Kori’s body slowed down its spinning and returned to its lazy rotations. Now, this looked more like a Dungeon Core than before, the sphere going to mislead many future adventurers for sure. Whatever it was, it belonged to Umbra or the two of them. Asterios wasn’t sure if it was just some kind of spiritual projection or part of the realm’s core brought into this dimension.

The Lord of the Nethernight Realm appeared ahead of them once again. “It is done.”

Before they had a chance to respond, another shadow pooled next to him. It rose from the ground, taking the silhouette of a person made of pure darkness. This one was shorter, and its figure turned out to be completely different. Bit by bit, Asterios and Grea watched as what looked like a short female dressed in a maid uniform came into existence in front of their eyes.

Fully formed, the newcomer opened their ominous purplish eyes resembling Umbra’s. “Hi. No, wait, not like that. Ekhm. Greetings, My Lord. Right, Umbra? Did I do it correctly?”

The voice that reached them felt familiar, but at the same time not. It belonged to a young girl with a curious but respectful tone.

As Umbra chuckled mirthfully, Asterios raised a brow at him. “I thought you said Kori remained referring to itself genderlessly?”

“Allow me to answer, My Lord.” Kori bowed politely. “Just like my senior in the past, I thought it would be more comfortable for everyone for me to choose a distinctive form. Since he already uses the male template, I chose the female one. I hope you’ll forgive me for basing this build on one of your human allies, as she seemed the most fit for my young but growing existence.”

Grea cocked her head to the back in realization. “Irelia. I knew it.”

“Now that you mention it, the height checks out,” Asterios agreed. “It was difficult to match without facial features and with a different hairstyle. Anyway, it’s alright as long as you don’t just copy her.”

“I assure you that I am my own person and will continue to adjust this form until I find a shape that will become my permanent depiction.” A purple curve appeared on Kori’s empty face, signifying a smile. “I’m looking forward to finally working with you directly, My Lord.”

Asterios nodded respectfully, glancing at Umbra. “Is she like you now, then?”

“Not entirely.” His shadowy partner shook his head. “First of all, she can only manifest inside her domain, which is this dungeon. The new ability falls under the same restriction.”

“New ability?” Grea raised a curious brow at him.

Kori raised her hands into the air, and multiple of her forges activated, glowing with purplish portals. A few seconds later, monsters stepped out of them.

No, it wasn’t exactly monsters in the usual fashion. Asterios quickly recognized the characteristic qualities and features of the Nethernight Realm denizens. Both the civilized folks and the more savage creatures. They had met a few of them along the way.

“Damn. You can bring in your friends now?” Grea whistled in awe. “But, they can only roam around the dungeon, from what you said.”

“That is impressive, but are you certain it’s a good idea? Or are you going to be constantly looking after them? I don’t mind if some monsters die against our adventurers, but I have a feeling you are going to use this ability to let your people experience some more freedom before loosening the seal around your world.” Asterios hummed thoughtfully.

“As astute as ever, Master.” Umbra winked at him. “That is my intention. But you don’t have to worry. Do you remember what happens when a summoned creature dies outside their home realm?”

“Their soul returns there to possibly reincarnate,” Grea answered right away.

“Yes, and a similar thing will happen here. With one major difference. Thanks to the formations, your power, Kori’s dungeon, and my involvement, when anything dies, it will simply reform back home as it was.” The Lord of Shadows grinned proudly. “Of course, there still will be pain and such, but we are more than accustomed to it. What do you think?”

Asterios stared at the display with an impressed smile. “Amazing. And it did help Kori advance enough to communicate with us. This will be a great thing even if your kin can’t go outside.”

“I’m sure I will figure a way to change that in the future, My Lord,” Kori said resolutely. “I want to thank you for not killing me and instead offering me a new life. Now, I even have companions with whom I can make bigger progress than ever before. I’m learning so much from everyone. So, I’m at your disposal anytime, My Lord.”

She once again bowed deeply.

Grea nudged Asterios with her elbow, waggling her brows at him.

He groaned, evoking a laugh from his naughty mate.

Umbra would better keep a close eye on Kori before the ladies taught her way too many unnecessary things.


Chapter 47
Days Gone ❤

“It’s getting fairly late,” Umbra said as he looked into the ceiling. “We kept you two here for a long time. I should return home too and rejoin Abyss. She’s been busy helping me stabilize things further. I’ll remind her to keep her promise as soon as possible, Master.”

Asterios waved his hand at him. “It’s alright. She did help a bit even before. And we are soon heading to the place where the seal came to be. Perhaps we won’t even need her aid in the end. But, I’ll gladly welcome any support when we get there and learn that things aren’t as simple.”

“As you wish.” The Lord of Shadows bowed, turning to Kori. “You should be able to converse with Master through my bond with him. Keep up the good work, and feel free to ask him questions about the dungeons too. His mates and allies possess a great deal of knowledge on the matter.”

“Yes, Senior.” The Core curtsied. “I welcome all ideas for more floors. At the current pace, I’ll run out of my designs soon enough. There are also other aspects I would like to receive guidance in, but for today, please retreat to your well-deserved rest, My Lord. It was a pleasure.”

The shadows dispersed, and both figures disappeared. Alongside them, the summoned creatures popped out of existence too, taken back to their home dimension. The chamber grew calm and quiet, a soothing hum of Kori’s rotating ring filling the empty space. It looked like the purple markings on its body and resting place were to stay.

“Should we?” Grea looped her arm through Ast’s with a wide grin.

Smirking, he leaned in to peck her cheek and plunged them both into darkness. Soon after, they resurface inside their bedroom in the castle. But, instead of getting themselves ready for sleep, they paused, their gazes falling onto a breathtaking sight atop the comfy mattress.

All the other ladies were already out, snuggled together sweetly, tucked under the covers. Miria held Tina close to her chest as the big spoon, purring quietly into the other girl’s hair. Silvia ended up embracing Selene’s fluffy tail, her noble face buried in the soft fluff with a pleasant smile. Althea lay between the two pairs, sprawled on her back, the sheets hooked on her knee and pulled down to reveal her gorgeous body to the world. The cold clearly didn’t bother someone as hot as her.

“So beautiful, isn’t it?” Grea leaned in to whisper into Ast’s ear. “You are such a lucky man.”

“Can’t deny that. It’s a sight that warms one’s heart.” He chuckled quietly. “They must have been more weary than I thought.”

“And not only heart, I bet.” Her pure red eyes flashed faintly. “I feel bad about disrupting their peaceful nap. Come.”

Not waiting for his reply, the demon woman dragged him outside by hand and rushed to the closest nearby door. Pushing it open, she thrust them both inside before carefully closing it and slapping some kind of talisman onto the wood. Asterios immediately recognized a silencing barrier, raising a curious brow at his smiling mate.

He expected Grea to launch herself at him at any moment, but once again since his return, she did the exact opposite.

“I missed you so much…” his crimson-skinned lover whispered with a delicate expression, reaching out to graze his cheek with her palm. “We missed you so much…”

Prompted by her words, he glanced aside and found Bryn sitting in front of a toiletry desk while brushing her braid unhurriedly before the mirror. She looked at them with a side glance, glowing in the moonlight coming through the windows, thanks to the thin golden gown surrounding her figure. It didn’t hide exactly that much.

The lady ahead of him turned Ast’s face back to her, brushing a finger over his lips. “There were moments when I had doubts that you would return, even knowing how powerful you are… Doubts that made me relive everything we shared together… Look at it from a different perspective…”

“Grea…” Asterios pulled her closer, touching her cheek too, their foreheads meeting.

“Shhh.” She grinned gently. “This isn’t self-pity. I already told you what I wanted to tell you back in the lair. Right now, I just have a request for you.”

“Anything.” He met her eyes decisively.

“Please, make tender love to me tonight.” Grea sighed slowly. “I want to feel how much you cherish me. My heart needs it. It knows you do, truly, but still—”

A sudden, very caring kiss sealed her lips, so gentle it made Grea shiver. Not trusting her legs, she gripped Ast’s clothes tightly, tilting her face up so he could more easily pepper her with loving brushes and nibbles. Shudders ran down her spine each time he grazed her mouth so delicately as if she was the most fragile thing in the world.

And perhaps she was. When nobody was looking.

But it was time to change that for a person or two.

Exhaling blissfully, she opened her eyes, unaware when she had closed them or how much time had even passed since the first kiss. Asterios was staring at her with a warm gaze, studying her face kindly. Noticing that she was back with him, he gave her a little tug and guided them both to the bed in the middle of the room.

Grea let herself fall onto the mattress, but he didn’t. Holding onto her waist, Asterios lowered her slowly while still gracing her with reassuring kisses. Her red cheeks flushed darker as she felt like a royal princess in his arms. It was different than usual. They had shared more lovely moments, but never so… subtle.

Moving his lips to her jaw, then neck, he started unhurriedly undressing her. She cooperated with him, relishing the passionate attention. Every single article of clothing slid off her with no protest. Soon, it was just her atop the sheets, holding one hand underneath her breast and the other between her thighs. She could feel the immense heat gathering down there, pulsing with long-accumulated yearning.

“You grew even more gorgeous,” Asterios whispered as he drank her in.

Grea shuddered, nibbling on her bottom lip. Her gaze roamed over his fierce attire. Showing a knowing smirk, he began undressing himself too, sitting up on his knees to give her a better view. Ast’s defined chest soon emerged from its confines, and he moved to his belt. She swallowed thickly, watching the Dragon emerge from its lair.

Which reminded her of something.

Slowly pushing herself up, Grea joined Asterios on her knees and used her fingers to softly stroke his shaft. “I’m so lucky to have this… But, I heard something very curious from the girls…”

He chuckled and shook his head. No matter the mood, she was still his naughty mate.

Stepping off the bed, Asterios focused. A light growl echoed through the room as his body began to shift, crimson mist swirling around his figure but not obstructing it completely. He quickly grew more than a head taller, way bulkier, and his skin was fully covered with dark crimson scales. As wings sprouted from his back, his head assumed a fierce draconic shape, sharp black horns jutting forward at a steep angle.

Grea’s jaw rested on the sheets from awe at the beautiful and equally scary figure towering over her, glaring at her with its slitted crimson eyes, puffs of smoke escaping its nostrils with each breath. Her gaze wandered over his scaly chest and reached his waist, her own eyes widening to their limits. The monster pointing her way perfectly at the level of her face was astonishing.

“Now, that’s a crown fit for a king.” She chuckled in awe, tapping her finger against Ast’s much sharper glans. “And it’s so hard! This thing can poke holes in walls!”

Admiring the sturdy beast, Grea tried to wrap her palm around it, but her thumb and middle finger failed to meet with quite a bit of space between them.

“Alas, I don’t think all the lube in this world would allow this meager mortal to ride this Dragon.” She sighed wistfully, brushing her palm up and down the scaly but fine texture. “But, I would gladly witness it conquer a bratty kin sister of his who needs to learn her place.”

Shooting him an impish grin, she placed a soft peck on his tip and backed off.

Asterios slowly shifted back, appearing in front of her in his earlier naked glory. He got onto the bed and lowered them both onto the sheets. His fingers quested south, running into a steady river in the valley of abundance.

“As I thought. That got you good.” He smirked.

“You know me so well.” Her blush deepened even more. “But I still want you like this. Like the day we met. Save for a few tiny stylistic differences.”

Placing a hand on her side, Asterios leaned in for a fluffy kiss. Grea’s legs wrapped around his waist as their bodies brushed against each other. She exhaled heavily as his length rubbed up and down her heated slit, more than ready to accommodate it fully. As it slid down enough to poke at her parting entrance, their eyes met.

In complete silence, Asterios lazily entered Grea’s passionate embrace.

“Mmmmhhhhmmmm…” His gorgeous lover arched her back as he continued to fill her. “Yesssssss…”

He rained kisses on her neck, going deeper bit by bit. When he finally pressed his pelvis against her mound and received a sloppy kiss in return, she groaned loudly. Waiting just a few seconds, he drew back with the same languid pace.

It wasn’t easy. Grea’s smooth passage gripped him firmly, filling him with immense delight. She writhed underneath him, flooded with the pleasure of every bump and angle in her pussy getting caressed by his throbbing cock. Soon, his tip was back at her parted entrance, once again beginning its journey inside.

“Good gods…” Grea breathed out with her eyelashes fluttering. “I’m so sensitive I can cum just from this…”

“Then do it.” Asterios brought their lips together. “Cum for me, my love.”

When he bottomed out the next time, she moaned and her body shuddered strongly.

“Mmmmhhhhhmmmmmmmmmmmm!” Grea whimpered, grasping at the sheets violently.

He kissed her chin, cheeks, and nose while holding himself steady inside her, enjoying the pleasurable squeezes her convulsions brought him. It was enough to explode, but not yet. It was too early.

“Asterios…” Grea called out to him, a delirious smile painting her lips.

“Yes, my beloved?” He held her face to him.

“Thank you for always coming back…” She stroked his cheek, a single tear running down her face. “Back then and right now… You are always there for me, no matter which me it is…”

“And always will be.” Asterios brought her hand up and pressed her knuckles to his lips.

Using it to bring him down for a long and passionate kiss, she dug her heels into his lower back. Taking the hint, he began moving again, sliding in and out of her velvety channel just a tad quicker than before but still extremely slow compared to their usual couplings. There was no violent slapping or smacking, just the wet smooch of their heated bodies as they met.

“Ahhhmmm… Ahhhmmm… Ahhhmmmm…” Grea let out delicate moans into his mouth, twirling her fingers through his hair.

They stared each other deeply in the eyes, watching the pleasure given and received. Neither of them hid anything, displaying their hearts on their sleeves. Every cue was glowing like a bright star, allowing them both to shift their bodies in a way that drove them crazy, even with the unexpectedly languid pace of their lovemaking.

“Yes…. Like that… Mmmhmmm…” She embraced him closer.

“I’m close…” He reaffirmed his hold on her sides.

Continuing to watch him in silence for a few seconds, Grea turned her face aside.

“Deeper…” she whispered meekly. “You have to do it as deep as you can…”

Asterios slowed, observing her somewhat shy expression. “Why?”

“Ummm… Practice…” Grea mumbled, still not looking at him directly. “Well, with how things are developing… The girls… Are having ideas…”

As she peeked at him apprehensively, he smiled lovingly. “I understand.”

“But not yet!” She faced him again, biting into her bottom lip. “I’m still not ready… I have a lot to learn, and as you know, I didn’t get that many chances to follow the guidance of my moth—”

She was interrupted by a gentle, silencing kiss.

“I know you would already be perfect.” Asterios looked into her wide eyes with confidence and devotion. “But, if you truly want to study, there are a few experienced women around who could tutor you in these matters. However, keep in mind that it could be dangerous. At least one of them would demand to see the results of her tutelage very soon.”

Grea snickered as a wide smile blossomed on her visage. “I might take that risk if it means we get to share more moments like this.”

They kissed tenderly, and Asterios picked up the pace. He made cordial love to his demon mate, who laid her true heart before him, with all its strengths and vulnerabilities. As his hips swayed like waves on a calm sea, they approached their peaks together. He found her hands and pressed them into the bed, entwining their fingers together.

“Asterios… Yes… Ahhh… Yessss…” Grea tensed, trapping him between her thighs. “Yessssssssss!”

He listened to her honest request and guided his member as deeply as he could, joining their bodies together. Grunting softly, he flooded her furthest depths with his love, burst after burst filling up her awaiting womb. Their lips linked, they relished the closeness.

Sighing wistfully, Grea let Asterios withdraw, watching him plop out of her slick entrance. A tiny giggle escaped her throat. He had cum so deeply that none of it spilled out of her yet. If they weren’t holding back, this would have definitely taken.

Her eyes skipped past his figure, and she smirked. He followed her gaze, his brows rising.

Bryn sat on the chair in front of that toiletry desk with her legs spread wide and her fingers rubbing up and down her puffy folds. The nightgown lay on the floor in tatters as she breathed roughly, her eyes hazy and distant. Her other hand was kneading her impressive breast to further enhance the moment.

Grea smacked Asterios on the butt. “Go to her.”

He spared her one more glance, at which she grinned.

“She had it way worse than me.” A hint of mischievousness returned to her expression. “If only you knew how many times I ended up alone in bed because she escaped to her realm and fucked herself to sleep. And I’m supposed to be the thirsty one.”

At her words, Bryn’s eyes cleared up, and she looked a tad horrified.

“What?” Her demonic sister-mate snorted. “You think I didn’t sense you cumming your brains out every other night after the third week just because I’m in another world?”

Asterios bonked her on the head for good measure, offered her one last loving smile, and turned to head for his angelic lover. Bryn tensed as she noticed, staring up at his face with cheeks fully covered by a rosy tint. She was aware of how shameless she looked in her current position.

When her gaze skipped to his hard, glistening member, those thoughts seemed to evaporate, and she dropped to her knees before him. Taking his manhood in her palms, she gave the tip a dainty kiss and looked up into his eyes. A beautiful grin twisted her lips as she rubbed him up and down.

Then, she seemed to realize something and cast her gaze down. Her hands shot downwards and propped her heavy breasts up, squishing them around his cock. Still grinning, she checked his expression, enveloping him with a careful and delicate massage of tender flesh.

“Did you miss them, Master?” Bryn asked with a teasing tone.

“I missed all of you, Bryn.” Asterios exhaled contentedly.

“But my big chest?” She insisted.

“I thought about it all the time.” He matched her grin.

She licked her lips, pleased to hear that. Her movements sped up, and she bounced that chest she was now so proud of around his length. Whenever the tip poked out of her cleavage, she sucked it into her mouth, tickling it with her skilled tongue. It didn’t take her long to bring him to the height of pleasure, and he didn’t hold back, knowing well that this was just a greeting.

“Here it comes,” Asterios warned with a growl.

Bryn hastily pulled back and aimed him right at her considerable breasts, pumping his member devotedly while kneading the treasures below. She was rewarded with a luscious load of creamy delicacy marking her entire front in artistic serpents of white. When the last one landed in the valley between the two peaks, she searched Ast’s face for approval.

He dragged her up to her feet and stole her mouth fiercely. She let out a sultry moan, offering her tongue for the wild dance he initiated. The entire time they kissed roughly, she didn’t stop paying attention to his shaft, her gentle palm tugging at him urgently. She was eager and impatient but still respected his pace.

So, he pushed his schedule ahead and gave her a little push too. Bryn stumbled a bit and fell towards the desk, catching herself on its surface. Asterios appeared behind her, showing in the small mirror attached to the furniture. Their gazes connected, and Bryn’s stance widened involuntarily just as Ast’s palms started caressing her exquisite behind.

“Good gods… Look at that flood…” Grea gasped from the bed behind them. “It’s like a waterfall down there…”

Truly, Asterios could see and hear all those multiple droplets of desire that constantly splashed against the floor, originating from nowhere else but his winged lover’s overexcited slit. Bryn’s face flushed even more, but she kept her gaze firmly locked with Ast’s. It was full of silent begging. The begging to finally take her.

More than gladly, Asterios fulfilled her wish.

The moment he thrust forward, she let out a loud cry of ecstasy, her magnificent wings unfurling fully to the sides. He had to quickly grab her waist before the intense spasms caused her to crash into the desk. A burst of nectar splashed against his abdomen as her unbelievably delicate passage caressed him during this surprisingly powerful orgasm.

“Fuck me…” Grea groaned to herself. “She came that much just from getting it?”

Asterios tried to pull back a little, but he almost wholly slid out, greatly shocked. Bryn was so wet and relaxed that her marvelous channel offered completely no resistance. He shoved himself back in with the gentlest motion, smacking against her bubbly butt as he crashed into it.

“Oooohhhhhh!” Bryn moaned to the heavens again, her knees banging together.

“What’s more, it doesn’t seem like she’s going to stop anytime soon,” he replied to his demon mate with a tinge of disbelief.

“Ohhhhhh! Yes! Ohhhhh! Master! Master!” The usually collected Valkyrie threw her hips towards him. “Please, harder!”

She was so sensitive that he continued to pound into her and prolong those peaks repeatedly, her juices trickling against his manhood and thighs. Wings twitching, she cried out sensually, taking much more pleasure from being ravaged this firmly than ever before. The sounds of their flesh slapping together were like thunder accompanied by the squeaking of the wooden desk, which rocked back and forth.

Asterios couldn’t believe how easily he hammered into Bryn’s incredible pussy. It was as snug as ever, yet so slick he glided through her sensitive, feminine flesh like it was barely there. And it felt amazing. Judging by his lover’s expressions, not just for him. She was gasping loudly whenever she wasn’t moaning in bliss.

“Yes! Yes! Yes! Ohhhhh! Don’t hold back, Masteeeeeeeeeeeeeer!” Bryn screamed, once again falling past the edge of her pleasure.

He didn’t hold back and joined her, painting the walls of her passage white with his seed. One after another, he pumped her wet channel full of his load, holding her close as she collapsed onto the desk, both of them panting considerably.

When Asterios popped out from between her glistening folds, something caught his wrist. Glancing down, he found Bryn’s hand resolutely wrapped around it. Following the arm, he found the Valkyrie with her head still lying on the desk, halfway turned to look at him. Her gaze was less hazy but still full of longing.

Chuckling to himself, he moved closer and helped her shift around, hoisting Bryn onto the desk as she faced him. Her legs spread on their own again as she sat on the wooden surface, her arms thrown over Ast’s shoulders to pull him into a deep kiss as their most precious places rubbed together.

“Are you feeling better?” he asked with a small smile.

“A bit,” she replied a tad bashfully. “But I will need just a little bit more, Master.”

Asterios drove himself into her again.

“Ohhhhhhh!” Bryn beamed into the ceiling, locking his waist. “It was so hard, Master!”

“I can imagine.” He started thrusting, nibbling on her neck and shoulder. “For you to be this needy.”

“I tried so much! Ohhhh! Ohhhh! Ohhhhh! But it was just impossible! Ohhh! Ohhh! With fingers!” she admitted. “Ohhh! Ohhh! No matter how much I masturbated! Ohhh! Ohhh! My breasts and pussy longed for your touch! Ohhh!”

He could tell. And he understood. In the end, they were separated for almost two months. So, he leaned down and wrapped his mouth around the perky nipple topping the dazzling woman’s voluptuous tits, playing with the other one by hand.

Bryn laughed openly, looking at him warmly. “Ohhh! Ohhh! I hated them so much at first! Ohhh! Ohhh! Now I count the days until you caress them again! Ohhhh! Ohhhh! Master!”

She pushed her boobs more in his face, growing even more vocal as he hammered her with everything he had. From a deeply rooted insecurity to a proud part of herself. He was really glad Bryn had managed to come around with her doubt of such a poetic body. Even if that meant she became a bit more needy for sensual massages instead of words of reassurance.

“I’m cumming again, Master! Ohhhh! Ohhhh! Ohhhh!” she informed him.

Knowing what she desired, Asterios hastily brought his lips to hers and shared an affectionate kiss with her as they reached their heights together. Giving her stiff nipples a gentle pinch, he emptied himself a second time in that silky smooth pussy of hers. It was so easily addictive.

Coming down from their peaks, they breathed into each other heavily with wide smiles. She graced him with a few more pecks of pure worship. Hoisting her up again, he carried them both to the bed while accepting all the kisses with a swelling heart.

Finally, placing Bryn to his left, Asterios fell back right to Grea, ending up between both beauties. A contented sigh escaped them all, followed by a quiet chuckle. They snuggled into each other, sharing a charming moment just basking in their feelings. It was the perfect way to slowly drift into sleep.

Then, Grea exhaled serenely. “I feel so peaceful, I couldn’t care less if the assassin took me now.”

Ast’s eyes shot open, and he bolted upright. “The what?”


Chapter 48
Worse Than a Cockroach

“Oops…” Bryn groaned guiltily, flopping over to bury her face in a nearby pillow, showcasing her gorgeously chiseled back to the world.

But Ast’s eyes were fixated on the frozen demon lady on the other side, who smiled at him sheepishly as she dragged her arm up her smooth stomach to prop her enticing chest from below a little more.

“Ummm…” Grea batted her lashes at him, but saw clearly that nothing was going to work in the current situation. “We might have been a tad too horny the entire day… and forgot to tell you…”

The last words were no more than a whisper as her gaze escaped to the bedding.

Asterios rubbed his eyes before sighing heavily and falling back onto the mattress. Both women took a peek at him from their sides, judging how angry he was. But, while they had felt a small spike of anxiety and fear, for their safety, not his, they weren’t hit with much more than that. And he was already calming down.

“Sorry…” His crimson-skinned lover snuggled against his arm.

“It’s alright. If it was something serious, you would have brought it up the moment we stepped into the realm.” He reached out to brush her cheek with one hand while giving Bryn’s magnificent rump a delicate smack on the other side, causing the revealed part of her face to redden a tiny bit. “What is this about?”

The well-endowed valkyrja rolled over and hugged his arm to her body too. “A few weeks after your departure, we found an intruder in your chambers. It was a late night. We were both taking care of our personal projects, so we were away.”

“I missed your scent and decided to get a whiff from our bed before crashing down in my lab, but when I entered our bedroom, I saw a shadow standing in the middle of the chamber while frantically looking around for something,” Grea picked up after her. “But, it turned out it wasn’t actually a shadow, just a person dressed in black with deeply dark skin.”

“Noctis,” Asterios whispered.

“Got it in one.” She snickered. “I immediately sent Aura after that bitch and took her down. Bryn was with me in a flash, sensing my distress. We threw her into a cell and interrogated her a few times, but didn’t gather much. And we didn’t want to go too far before you got your chance. Or Umbra.”

“I’m surprised someone made it this far,” he admitted. “Looks like we need to tighten our security. Who knows what could have happened to you if you were sleeping at that time.”

“We would have sensed the danger immediately, Master. Thanks to your great influence.” The winged lady ran her fingers over his chest. “But, here’s the thing. When we asked around, Venuzathor said he just ignored her because she was not a threat.”

“I understand that, in his eyes, it was like letting a mosquito pass, and she was in fact utterly weak, but he shouldn’t have let an assassin in no matter what.” His naughty lover huffed. “It doesn’t make him look good.”

Asterios wondered about that. “And she’s still alive?”

“Yes. She’s behaving well. Begging to speak with you every time we check on her,” Bryn answered. “We can go to her if you would like, Master.”

“In the morning,” he replied. “If the situation is under control, there’s no need to rush there right away. This should be your night. I’m glad you are safe. And thank you again for all you did in our absence.”

Grea cooed sweetly and started peppering his face with dainty kisses while pressing her seductive body into his side. Her feathery sister-mate didn’t stay idle either and offered him a few loving pecks with her lips curled into a grateful little smile, feeling warm inside from his honest affection and care.

Letting the girls pamper him for a few minutes, he somehow managed to convince them to get some sleep instead of performing other activities that were close to repeating themselves. Cuddled together, they dozed off, both ladies lying their heads atop his chest.

Miria was the one to wake them up, bouncing into the room all giddy that their plan to let her beloved master have some fun with the pair had succeeded. She hopped all over them until Asterios pacified the energetic girl with some rubs and scratches. They went to wash up while he called everyone to gather for breakfast and some news.

Grouping up in their mess hall, they enjoyed the days of being all together once more. Both sides, those who had stayed and those who had left, missed each other greatly. Eating up, they chatted a lot, and Asterios observed happily as Tina and Grea continuously teased one another about the fun stuff they had been up to and if the Summoner lady had taken proper care of him.

That was until he motioned for the duo to bring up the news, and everyone grew serious after listening to the unexpected event.

“She dared to sneak into Master’s lair?” The panthergirl growled in annoyance.

He decided not to correct her that he didn’t have an actual lair.

Yet.

“Let’s get Umbra and get to the bottom of this,” Tina said with a firm tone, just as angry as her sister-mates. “The mastermind can’t go unpunished.”

“I wonder if it’s a political misdirection and the dwarves used noctis to shift the blame after finding out that it was us who were sniffing around,” Silvia contemplated. “I don’t think they are so stupid as to murder a monarch, but they are fairly secluded, so they could have been uninformed. In any way, I’ll be ready to involve Father if necessary.”

“First, we will talk,” Asterios chastised them. “Then, we shall see. It’s not guaranteed she even knows who hired her, so let’s save brain scrambling for the last.”

Finishing up, they followed Bryn and Grea to the castle’s dungeons, where the culprit was being held. After a few minutes of going down many steps through multiple intersections, they reached the correct cell, guarded by two soldiers from their garrison. The men saluted respectfully and moved away, giving them space and privacy.

With their lord and all his ladies present, there was nothing that they could help with, and they knew it perfectly well. Many guards looked up to their strength.

Unlocking the heavy door, Asterios peered inside. The cell consisted of a wooden cot attached to one of the brick walls via metal chains, a self-replenishable sink, a replaceable toilet bowl, and one glowing crystal serving as the only source of dim orange light. It was quite a rough locum, but definitely not inhumane. He made sure that their prisoners wouldn’t be treated like things.

The woman locked inside didn’t even move from her location to the noise of the door, sitting in the corner with her knees pulled into her chest, resting her head against them. Her skin was as dark as night, and her gray hair hung down to her chin. Wearing a silvery set of shorts and a top made of decent fabric that wouldn’t chafe, the woman appeared slightly thin. She seemed completely resigned to her fate of remaining there until she rotted away.

Taking a step forward so as not to block the entrance, Asterios cleared his throat. A single purple eye peeked up at him from above the knees before hiding from sight again. Then, the woman jerked and flung her head up, both eyes wide.

“It’s you!” she rasped with a hoarse voice, definitely unused for a while.

The assassin launched herself off the floor with a very unstable step, reaching out. Immediately, multiple auras exploded behind Asterios, and Miria slipped underneath his armpit, one of her shortswords already drawn and sharpened with mana, moving at a perfect arc to behead the enemy in one strike.

“Stop!” he shouted, grabbing her by the collar.

His overzealous mate yelped, and the pull made her miss the female’s neck by a finger or two. She fell on her butt at the same time as her terrified target, who hastily pushed herself back to the wall with fearful eyes. After noticing that no one else was coming after her, she shifted her position with incredibly slow movements, pressing her forehead to the ground.

“Please…” she whispered roughly again.

“Bryn?” Asterios glanced at his winged mate over his shoulder.

The Valkyrie dismissed her javelin of light and stepped past him, brushing through Miria’s hair on her way, getting rid of the bruise Ast’s quick catch rubbed into the panthergirl’s neck. Reaching the noctis, she knelt by the woman’s side and rejuvenated her throat. It wasn’t parched, evident by the filled waterskin atop the cot.

“Who sent you?” Asterios asked firmly after the healing effect faded, scratching behind Miria’s ears as she decided to stay next to him in a crouch.

“Nobody…” the criminal answered.

“Bullshit.” Grea sneered. “Same old.”

The assassin looked up at him. “I swear! I’m not a paid killer! I’m a member of the cult, but I had my reasons!”

“To what? Break into our Lord’s chambers?” Selene glared at her.

“Yes!” she replied. “I had to meet you, My Lord!”

“By sneaking into his room late at night.” Silvia deadpanned at her.

“How else was I supposed to do it?” The female looked between them and gestured at herself. “Look at me! I’m a noctis! Do you think your people would have given me kind greetings and happily believed I wanted to just talk?”

“Yes,” they answered in unison.

“Oh.” She blinked at them blankly. “Really?”

Asterios sighed heavily and moved to sit on the cot, patting the board next to him. He didn’t feel threatened by the noctis, but he was keeping his senses sharp anyway. If his intuition was right, Venuz hadn’t considered her a threat not because she was weak but because she had no ill intentions.

“I understand how you might have come to that conclusion,” he said calmly. “It seems like you are quite desperate and didn’t scout out the city before your attempt.”

“I’m… not a scout or assassin…” The woman hung her head down. “Just a grunt…”

Meeting his eyes again, she saw he was waiting for her, still patting the cot. Giving the other females a hesitant glance, she slowly moved to sit on the opposite side, keeping herself out of his reach. Or him out of hers.

“So, who are you, what are you doing here, and how do you know me, because it seems like you are targeting my person specifically,” Asterios inquired.

“I saw you. In the cave with the Tree and the poison towers,” she replied quietly.

“We killed everyone, though?” Althea frowned. “And the Queen’s forces took care of all the escapees.”

“One of the towers you destroyed crumbled onto me, and I was buried underneath it. I thought that was my end, but before I could suffocate, the ground shook violently and the rubble got dislocated,” the survivor explained. “I was going to run, but something made me stop by the giant hole in the ground where the Tree previously was. What I saw, I couldn’t believe my eyes. An actual True Dragon going head-to-head with the Matriarch’s guardian. I watched until the end, then panicked. Thankfully, I saw the Matriarch’s escape rune in the bloodied remains of her transformation and used it to get to a safehouse.”

“What kind of luck is that?” Bryn chuckled to herself.

“Okay. So you made it out of that massacre. We took care of your leader. You shouldn’t have a reason to follow her directives anymore. Assuming you wanted to, from your own will, why did you come here instead of seeking other remnants of your cult?” Asterios continued his questioning.

“You killed the Matriarch, yes, but that didn’t stop the curse.” She shook her head. “From what we are taught, our ancestors made a deal with a True Dragon of darkness, becoming its slaves. The contract is hereditary. As long as at least one of us lives, we are compelled to obey. With our leader gone, who shares the strongest connection with the Dragon, another will rise, either by birth or through an awakening. It supposedly takes a while since it is some powerful draconic magic that needs to cross worlds. But, in the end, this will continue forever, either until we are wiped out, or…”

“The Dragon dies,” Tia joined in, rising from the shadows by one of the walls. “And we all know this particular one is fixated on getting to me, so he might be lying low, playing it safe.”

“Damn it.” Ast’s mentor cursed to herself. “Civienne won’t be happy about this. We thought all she had to do was hunt the leftovers.”

“So, we have a revenge-filled bastard slowly building an army to destroy us for ruining his plans,” Tina summed up. “Whoever gets chosen as the next leader will certainly convey most of what has happened, and even if the noctis don’t know that the Tree is with us, they definitely know who obliterated their main base.”

“The Tree is… here?” The woman looked at them with pure shock.

Miria giggled. “Doesn’t look like they know.”

“We shouldn’t discuss such secrets openly. She might be passing this information to the others even now,” Selene commented.

The not-assassin hastily waved her arms. “No! We have to talk normally to pass on information! Or communicate in any other way! Only the chosen leader gets the link to the master!”

“Let’s say we believe you so far,” Asterios said, recapturing her attention. “Circling back to our initial questions, why are you here?”

She met his gaze, and her lips tensed. The girls raised their awareness as the captive dropped to the ground and spun around, prostrating herself in front of their master.

“Help me, My Lord. You are my only hope,” the noctis begged. “It’s too late for me. I committed grave sins while under the command of the Matriarch. But my sister. My sister is young, her obligations still inactive. The leaders have no influence over the kids. Only adults can be commanded against their will. But that doesn’t mean she is safe. There are horrible rituals that require sacrifices. I fear that the more devoted of our members might try awful things to quicken the ascent of a new Matriarch. She doesn’t deserve to die like this. She did nothing wrong. She did nothing wrong… She—”

By the end of her plea, there were more sobs than words leaving the woman’s throat, turning her sentences unintelligible. But everyone could guess what she wanted to say.

“Enough.” Asterios placed a hand on her shoulder, his voice firm. “If we confirm that you are speaking the truth and not luring us into the Dragon’s elaborate trap, I can promise you to rescue your sister.”

“I swear on anything you want!” The tear-stained female wailed, trying to gaze up. “I don’t care what happens to me! Split my head open to peer inside if you wish! Just promise me you will save my sister!”

Seeing how she was just descending into further despair, Asterios sent a blast of his draconic authority to overwhelm her with his presence. She shuddered beneath him with fear but stopped crying, her instincts of fight or flight triggering over her distress. It certainly was the latter, but her entire being knew she had no chance to run.

“Better.” He offered her a small smile. “I feel like I can believe you, but I have many under my protection now, so we will have to make sure. I’ll talk to some of my allies who might be able to scan your mind without breaking it. I think your sister would appreciate that. Until then, I’ll have to keep you under lock and key, unfortunately. I assume you will be willing to cooperate?”

Wiping her face as much as she could, the noctis nodded awkwardly. “Y-Yes… I’ll do anything… My sister is in—”

“Not yet.” Asterios stopped her. “We will be asking you about lots of things, but only after everything is confirmed. I do give you my word, though, that if it is, we will do whatever we can to aid you. Is this alright?”

Taking a few deep breaths, the woman partially calmed herself down. “It’s more than I deserve. I hoped this would work out, but I was more sure I would either be killed on sight or captured and tortured for information on the cult. This is already something of a dream. I’ll try to be patient. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” He patted her on the shoulder. “It doesn’t sound like kidnapping your sister saves her from the same dark fate. I don’t know if we have the means to fully free you two. But, we will look for answers.”

She didn’t respond, tearing up again, this time for another reason. Asterios stood up, leaving the woman with her face in her hands behind, and walked out of the cell. The ladies filed after him in silence, sensing his inner turmoil. He might have looked composed, but what they had learned clearly affected him. They knew very well how good their beloved was at controlling his external emotions while unstoppable infernos burned inside his heart.

Reaching the two guards, Asterios nodded toward the cell. “Transfer her to the house arrest section.”

“Those noble-like chambers, sir?” The left guy was visibly confused. “For a criminal?”

“She might prove to be a valuable ally,” Asterios explained. “Any problems with my decision?”

The other sentry elbowed his companion and saluted respectfully. “No, sir! We shall follow your orders right away!”

He jogged towards the cell while the first guard ran ahead to report the new command and start the process. Finished with what he needed, Asterios swallowed them all into his shadow and transferred everyone back to their bedroom. Leaning onto the nearby windowsill, he took a deep breath as he gazed outside.

“Althea?” Asterios turned around.

“It is possible,” his wise mentor reminded him. “True Dragons can decide if descendants of their slaves or servants inherit the bond. It’s a bit different with aides and mates, as we have discussed before.”

“What are we going to do about this, Master?” Miria trotted up to him and leaned into his side.

“Do we know a way to break this deal?” he asked.

“Without convincing the master to cancel it or politely die for us?” Althea crossed her arms under her chest. “I’m afraid not. At least I don’t remember any. We could consult Rhufija, Abyss, or someone else.”

“This is difficult,” Silvia commented, supporting her chin on her fingers. “We lack information, and I doubt this deserter knows anything substantial about their master. She said she would do anything. Perhaps we can ensure she turns into the next Matriarch, giving us a puppet in the Dragon’s service?”

“If we can find out where that Dragon lives through her, Asterios can just slice into his house and murder the bastard in his sleep.” Grea smacked her fist into her palm. “He won’t expect that.”

“It’s risky. She might unknowingly give him information on us when they connect,” Tia chimed in. “And are you really okay not doing anything about the mentioned atrocities just to gain a pawn in this game?”

“Definitely not,” Bryn answered for all of them, the entire group nodding.

They thought for a moment in silence. Selene moved to Ast’s other side and played with his hair a little.

“Do you have any ideas, my Lord?” She pressed a gentle peck to his cheek.

“Yeah.” A smile started forming on his lips. “One that doesn’t fall too far from your suggestions.”

“Oh?” She grinned at him curiously.

“We pretty much confirmed this guy comes from the black lineage, right?” Asterios asked.

“Yes,” Tia replied. “Why?”

He met their gazes with a growing smirk. “I think it’s about time we try our hand at another True Dragon summoning, ladies.”

END OF VOLUME XI


Afterword

Welcome back!

At least what I guess some of you here might be thinking in your heads right now. Before I go into some details about this long break, I would like to thank everyone who picked this book up after so long. And everyone else that keeps supporting my suddenly revealed passion, helping this dream become true.

I ran into some real life issues and problems that made me delay putting up another book until I knew things were better. I continued to write chapters and post them on Patreon and the other sites that I upload to while working on resolving my matters. It took over a year, which feels really bad, but I’m glad to finally be back with some more story for everyone.

As for the book itself, this one was quite a ride for me. The entire volume covers one big arc and it was a challenge not to make it boring and repetitive. I hope that the ideas that I came up with were fun and entertaining for you as much as they were for me. A few small twists and turns here and there, but mostly just walking around and visiting the locals, haha.

But, we also learned a bit more about Umbra’s origins, his world, and naturally Asterios. Not to mention all the upgrades the ladies got from this journey. I don’t think any of the stands out too much now so Miria won’t have to worry about herself for a while. Those who stayed at home will have their time to shine too, very soon.

Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this little expedition that our characters experienced in the Nethernight Realm.

Every single like, comment, feedback is a huge help and means a lot to us, authors. That said, leaving a rating or a brief review here, on Amazon, surely is a huge thing too. If you have some spare time, please, feel free to give your thoughts about the story. Anywhere. I read them all. Always. I love talking with readers on my Discord.

Thanks again and see you all in the next volume!


What’s Next?

The final bits of the volume should be a big hint :)

We are finally going to have a try at another True Dragon summoning. Asterios and the crew are hoping to gain an advantage against their hidden adversary through this little trick. Will it work? Will someone understanding come in? Are there even understanding True Dragons out there? Who knows. But, whatever happens, it will definitely create quite the chaos in one or more realms.

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.
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My community Discord server:

https://discord.gg/uPjt6DJ

My Twitter:

https://twitter.com/LtSaileri

My Facebook page:

https://www.facebook.com/JRSaileri

cover1.jpeg
//

J. R. §$aﬁ0@gﬁ






