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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 8, so if you are coming here straight after reading it, feel free to skip it without losing anything. For summary of Volumes 1-7, 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 8!

For Volume 1-7 summary, check Story So Far in the previous books!

After reclaiming the Descending Spire, Asterios and the ladies chose to rest up a little. A few days later, they gathered in the medical facility once more, where they attempted to use the magical device once more and see if it affected his seal. Unfortunately, it didn’t, but they got the idea to try with the Spire’s core too and Asterios meditated in front of the draconic power source.

A small memory was unlocked, showcasing Ast’s infant self cutting through the air with his tiny claw, which made his parents want to move forward with their plans to seal his powers and memories. He conveyed everything to the others and they considered the ramifications of the ability he had seen, alongside the other matters.

Wrapping up everything they could, Asterios and the girls returned to Kraedorion and began catching up with the matters they had missed during their expedition. They met with Kindra and talked about all the new arrivals in Glimmervale, including many families they knew, like Richtensteins for example. During their absence, a lot of the defensive wall had been built and the town experienced a few small architectural changes.

Meeting with the Committee, Ulyssen handed them a letter from Silvia’s father, which called them in for a meeting. During the discussion with Welrond, the king revealed that the Elf Queen requested for Asterios to visit her nation. After considering the request amongst themselves, they agreed to see what she wanted and began preparing an official delegation, employing the help of Tina’s squad.

But, before that, Silvia had a small duel with her father, where she showcased her progress and boasted about achieving another level of their family’s technique, officially surpassing Welrond in terms of individual power. During the bout, he also had an epiphany and progressed slightly, thankful for that opportunity. Then, while the girls chatted with the king a bit, Asterios took Silvia to clean up after the fight, and they spent a sweet moment together in her old room, damaging her dresser in the process a little bit.

When they returned to their own castle, everyone split up to handle various tasks while Asterios went to find Camille and inform the maid that Silvia would be staying at her father’s place for a day or two to handle a few responsibilities. The woman shocked him by pulling him into a room and putting him through a test where she gradually became less clothed and bolder until he stopped her and berated the maid for even trying something like that. They talked it through and finally buried the hatchet as Camille realized they both wanted the best for the princess.

Soon later, Asterios decided to fulfill his promise to Venuzathor and went to host a spar with the massive Dracodon. He needed to learn how to create bigger gates to transfer the beast first but managed to do it by imagining his sources as people and negotiating with them to coordinate. During the bout, he learned how to give in to his instincts without getting fully lost in them and the two draconic entities had an epic fight near Selene’s mountain.

With all the preparations completed, Ast’s party departed for the land of the elves and met with the queen. She made an error by trying to address him by his true race and he firmly requested a secluded location for the discussion. Queen Civienne presented them with her issues and hopes that a True Dragon could help save her dying friend. Asterios agreed to at least try.

Led deep underground and through multiple safety measures, they arrived in a spacious chamber designed to mirror the surface. Inside, they met with an emerald-haired woman who turned out to be a Lesser Dragon, recognizing Ast’s race instantly. After assuring her that he wasn’t there to enslave her, she berated the queen for testing him with that earlier intentional mistake and they began discussing the woman’s illness, who introduced herself as Althea.

Checking Althea’s condition with his draconic sense, Asterios recognized a familiar poison in her system, one they had seen in the hands of the cult they had struck down in the territory of the Damascu Clan. They concluded that she had gotten poisoned while taking care of the hideouts, but Tina suggested that their aim might have been the Tree of Life.

Such revelation made Asterios and the others question the loyalty of some people and they forced the queen to revisit the grave of a recently passed elder. As they suspected, there was no body. An evil scheme was underway.

As the queen rushed out to start preparing for a grand operation of securing the people they could trust, Althea shared her story with them, bringing up Civienne’s upbringing too. The Dragon lady planned to kill herself to rid the queen of her only weakness. Instead of doing that, Asterios suggested she could leave with them and become his teacher.

Giving Althea time to consider his suggestion and Civienne to handle her royal affairs, Asterios and the girls spent a day going out on dates around the beautiful capital. At the very end, he shared a rather intense moment with Bryn as they finished the night inside Althea’s lair with a lot of reassurance that the Valkyrie’s body couldn’t be more perfect.

The next day, Imadil and Cynthia invited them to their personal forge and offered to produce new equipment for Ast’s party. They discussed the details and agreed that they needed better materials. Miria suggested looking for the legendary meteor from the stories in her realm and they made it their new goal whenever they had some time to spare.

Civienne called a meeting with Althea, Asterios, Fievedem, and the duo of Spellsongs. They discussed the possibility of the cult infiltrating the nation and what should be their next steps. In the end, there was no better action than to retrace their steps from the previous raiding operation and that was what they decided to do.

Regrouping with Tina’s squad, they took Althea and let the Dragon lady guide them through the steps she had taken while fighting the cult. At first, they didn’t spot anything useful, but while resting near a small lake, they noticed that the fish were all dead and followed the stream to investigate.

Finding a crack in a nearby cliff, they sent Umbra inside and found a damaged facility that leaked toxic and poisonous contents into the river. Althea noted that they weren’t aware of that location but it still looked like it had been evacuated, pointing at the obvious existence of moles in their strict team that had led the assault.

Since the queen needed time to process everything again, they returned to Glimmervale for now and hosted a small meeting with the people they trusted during which Asterios revealed his true form. Afterward, they moved to Miria’s realm to talk to her mother about the weapons the panthergirl was using since they had been crafted from the same meteor steel as in the legend.

Oria shared their story with the party and mentioned that Miria’s friend, Zoe, had ancestors who settled down in their current village after leaving the region where the meteor had supposedly fallen. So, they paid Zoe a visit and verified that information from the wolfgirl and her mother, taking the younger canine as their guide.

After a quick flight in the clouds, the group arrived in the Scorching Steppes and began their investigation. They soon stumbled on a secluded settlement full of Lizardkin. The reception they received wasn’t the warmest but they still got the permission to look around a bit. Unfortunately, a small conflict broke out and Asterios used his draconic influence to stop it, revealing his true nature.

The chief of the village then started revering him and invited his group to talk, explaining that they had a True Dragon master in the past too, who was now dead. They visited the beast’s underground grave and found a Dragon’s Heart somehow still persevered amidst the bones, which was the source of the tribe’s strength according to the chief. The meteoric ore they were searching for was in the hands of the tribe but the Lizardkin didn’t have the means of producing more without the blood of a True Dragon.

Asterios returned to Althea and consulted the wise Lesser Dragon. She advised him to take the tribe over as his own servants and assimilate the Heart for more power. Getting convinced after a moment, he returned and made an offer to the chief, giving him the chance to receive his protection.

His proposition was accepted and they hosted a big ceremony during which he shared his blood with the whole village, gaining a huge following in the span of a few days. The tribe could once more produce the special metal and began working on it for him. When the festivities ended, the girls were still in a happy mood and invited Asterios for an unforgettable night all together.

The next day, they brought the technique and some ores to their elf friends and left the artifact creation in their skilled hands. The queen’s people were still working on the poisons they had found in the destroyed hideout so Asterios decided to work on accepting more of his relatives and trusted allies into his draconic connection just as Althea advised him to.

So, he and the girls traveled from place to place and offered the positions of servants and aides to many people. Amongst those who joined were big figures like King Welrond, King Zegion, Patriarch Grotger, and even Ast’s mother. A bunch of their friends also made it in, like Suanori, Ellie, and so on.

Soon enough, they received a request for a visit from Cynthia and quickly headed for the duo’s workshop. The pair of elves presented them with a new weapon each, and they were all in high spirits after witnessing the masterpieces. They tested the new gear out right away, sparring with each other.

By the end of those bouts, they all refocused on the issue of the cult but couldn’t figure out anything new. Suddenly, Abyss showed up and dropped a riddle on them, angering the queen a bit. Miria managed to solve it and reveal that their enemies were hiding deep under the capital.

Preparing a grand operation on both the surface and the tunnels underneath them, Ast’s group accompanied Civienne and Althea into the darkest depths of the old passageways. They found the sealed door which was supposed to protect the remnants of the Tree of Life completely deactivated, which wasn’t a good sign.

As they reached the main temple, they realized that it had been turned into the cult’s headquarters and decided to infiltrate it. Removing all the noctis on their path, they found the control center, where the supposedly deceased elder waited for them. Althea dealt with the man quickly and they turned the defensive systems on, watching as the intruders died in droves.

The Dragon lady showed them the way to the Tree’s stump, where they began taking down experimental towers holding giant containers with various toxins, stuffing the Tree of Life full of a poisonous concoction. In the middle of their attempt to destroy them, the cult’s leader showed up and engaged them in battle.

Defeating the matriarch didn’t allow them to rest on their laurels as she called forth a powerful entity with her dying breath. A toxic serpent sucked in the remaining substances and launched itself at the stump. Asterios drew on the abilities of all his mates and surrounded his draconic body with spiritual energy, smashing the floor before his opponent succeeded.

They all fell into Althea’s lair from above and engaged the big snake. The fight was hard and treacherous, during which the serpent wounded Althea badly and sank its fangs into the stump before getting killed. The Tree of Life was dying and Althea suggested a way to save it by fusing its soul with Ast’s natural source.

The ritual was a success and Asterios found an Arch Dryad, Tia, inside his inner world. After conversing briefly, she asked him to save her best friend which was Althea and he woke up. With her help, he shared a lot of power with Bryn, and over the course of a whole day, the Valkyrie cleansed the Dragon lady from her malady.

With her health restored and the Tree now living inside Asterios, Althea began reconsidering Ast’s request to come with them…


Chapter 1
Every Blade Requires Sharpening

“Haaaaaaap!”

The noise of metal clashing against metal echoed through the air as Miria’s combined blades scraped against the flat surface of Ast’s greatsword. With a quick, graceful spin, she broke the connection linking the pommels together and slashed at her beloved master with a rain of fierce strikes in quick succession. They were all properly blocked, pinging off his own weapon, and she jumped back, starting to run in circles around him.

“Against agile opponents, you need to keep being constantly on the move, Master,” the panthergirl advised him. “That way, you can not only retain them in front of you but also limit their chances of taking you by surprise from an awkward angle.”

Asterios followed her guidance and broke into a run too, chasing after his feline mate. They ran in circles, keeping an eye on each other. Just as she’d said, the ways they could engage each other became quite limited and most attempts would be plain obvious to the opponent. Thanks to his improved physique, he had no real trouble matching Miria’s pace without growing tired.

Finally, she halted her sprint, rushed in the opposite direction, and charged straight at him right after he matched the first movement. The sudden feint was quick, but Asterios blocked the sly attack just in time, taking Miria’s thrust onto the length of his blade. As she flew past him with the force of her jab, he wasted no time in counterattacking and dashed after her, swinging his own weapon in a wide, horizontal cut.

Miria’s ears twitched and she skilfully somersaulted above the blade, propelling herself even higher by stepping on its surface, which altered its trajectory just enough to force Ast’s greatsword into the sandy ground. She aimed an upside-down spinning attack at his neck while his posture was broken, but Asterios went along with the little kick she’d given his sword and was already using that force to launch it into a diagonal upward cut, twisting his body and arms accordingly.

A pained yelp escaped Miria’s lips as his much heavier blade met her lighter shortswords and sent her hurtling back through the air. After a few flips to regain balance and her bearings, she landed back on the ground with a short skid backward. But, before she could get on the move once more, Ast’s greatsword was already coming for her from above.

She rolled to the side, then hopped over the horizontal follow-up attack, again kicking it into the ground. Landing right on top of the sizable blade, she pushed herself forward with a growl, running up the metal slope like a raised board. Unfortunately, Asterios predicted that and switched its angle, causing her to slip and barely avoid cutting herself over the sharp edge.

But, before he could swing the flat side to clobber her, his senses tingled dangerously and he tilted his head to the side, pulling the hilt closer to his neck instead. Something grazed his cheek, leaving a shallow, stinging line in it, and pinged off the edge of the pommel, revealing itself as a long, slightly curved blade. A soft chuckle tickled his ear as he jumped away to put some distance between himself and his sneaky attacker, finding Selene standing next to the rising Miria. It looked like the fox lady was finally going to join the fight.

His two mates shared a nod and bolted in opposite directions. Miria completed her bloodline transformation in a flash while Selene brought out all ten of her cloudy tails. He followed their lead and covered a decent chunk of his skin with tough crimson scales, materializing his horns and tail too. Asterios did his best to forgo the wings. They would only give the girls more opportunities to strike him and he wouldn’t always be able to rely on them anyway.

It was a tough battle as the urge to let them out continuously itched somewhere in the back of his head, but this was also meant to be part of the training. The girls had stressed that he should spend some more time learning how to use his new blade and weapons of similar size in general. Now that he’d gained both impressive toughness and the ability to regenerate even major wounds, he could more comfortably join the front lines without fully shifting into his True Dragon form.

While Asterios had some guidance and practice with swords in the past, they all knew—including him—that it was only enough to go by in a dangerous situation that could surprise him during the use of his Summoner techniques. But, he no longer was as weak and inefficient in direct confrontations, so it would be best to extend his practice into something more. While he had strength and instincts, the finesse and technique were still lacking.

And that was how the two most proficient blade users amongst his mates had decided to teach him more. Through live practice, of course. Miria wasn’t great at explaining the things she’d learned from her brethren over the span of her not-that-long life, but she could easily display it and spot the important points in the heat of the moment. Selene was a bit better with her words, but the fox lady believed more in self-discovery with just a hint of guidance like most of her people did.

Until they found him an actual master of the blade, that kind of mentoring would have to do. Not to mention that he was soon going to gain another mentor, whose efforts would be focused on his more spiritual and draconic capabilities.

If everything would go the way they were expecting it to go, of course. Nothing was yet set in stone.

It was about five days since Althea, their emerald Lesser Dragon friend, had risen from her bed after receiving help from Bryn and Selene. She’d still been utterly drained so they rescheduled their discussion regarding that topic for a bit later, when she would fully recover. No one had any issues with that as there had been and still was a lot to do around the entire operation of eliminating the evil poison cult and its aftermath.

So, Asterios and his small family had some spare time on their hands to entertain themselves whenever they weren’t actively helping Queen Civienne and their other friends deal with everything on the elves’ end.

As Miria and Selene began circling him while sprinting in opposite directions, Asterios didn’t have that many options to keep them both in his sight, so he opted to follow the same strategy his feline mate had pointed out a moment earlier. He chose her as his main target and rushed at the panthergirl, trying to break their formation a little bit.

With Asterios now coming after her, Miria couldn’t simply continue to run around and her movements became much more erratic as she parried his powerful strikes on the move. The blows kept arriving from angles that forced her to evade in Selene’s direction, putting her between him and the fox lady, effectively lining them up in front of his eyes. She smiled at her master and his unspoken challenge, enjoying their little spar greatly.

They danced through the spacious arena while slashing at each other, Asterios continuing his pursuit of the agile panthergirl while her vulpine partner chased right after them, looking for a decent opportunity to strike. Just for this fight, they didn’t communicate mentally, but they also didn’t exactly need it to cooperate rather well. There were signs and hints their beastfolk bodies could give to each other that served a similar purpose.

And with just a few of those, Selene knew exactly what Miria intended, stepping closer to the dueling pair. Just as the panthergirl visibly struggled to avoid Ast’s mighty thrust, barely blocking it with both of her shortswords, the fox lady positioned herself right behind her. When Miria revealed that it was all an act and twirled to the side, Asterios had only a fraction of a second to react to the incoming tip of Selene’s great katana, heading right for his heart.

Watching the cunning smirk on her beautiful lips, he managed to twist his body before he got skewered. The sharp edge of her blade still sliced through his attire and tore through the surface of his scales, clearly enhanced with spiritual energy. Swinging his greatsword to deter his assailant, Asterios stepped back and readjusted his stance, facing off both of the ladies.

“It’s always so incredible to look at,” Miria commented, matching him with her own pose.

“I just slashed you and all the evidence is almost fully gone already,” Selene agreed with an amused smile. “This is some serious self-regeneration power.”

“Yeah.” He nodded, taking a peek at the cut in his spiritual attire, allowing it to restore only now that they had all witnessed the speed of his healing, courtesy of their newest friend, Tia. “And it barely consumes any energy. At least for wounds of this level.”

~I assure you that it gets much more taxing with more serious organs than just some flesh and skin.~ The Dryad giggled in their minds. ~And unpleasant. Have you ever had your own heart regenerate itself on you? Not that I had since my physical manifestation lacks such elements, but I heard it’s unbelievably unsettling.~

“Master can now survive without a heart?” Miria gasped in pleasant shock.

~Well, that depends on how fast he receives help, but yes, that would be possible,~ Tia replied with a thoughtful tone. ~His body is still new to my healing abilities so he would have to focus his everything on channeling that regenerative power into this single task immediately. But, he would be able to hold on long enough for your winged sister-mate to aid him.~

“And what about the future? After my Lord gets some experience with it?” Selene pondered out loud.

~I can’t be too sure. He seems to know a good deal about his humanoid anatomy so that’s a plus. He could possibly be able to reform his heart on his own within an hour or so. Definitely would last a while for help to arrive, though. The lack of blood or bleeding to death wouldn’t be that much of a problem. Especially with his draconic physique,~ the Dryad answered.

“Still, that’s quite amazing,” Asterios added. “How can I get more proficient with this?”

Another, slightly more mischievous giggle tickled their minds, perhaps even tinged with a hint of mirth. ~By experiencing more wounds and injuries, of course.~

Miria and Selene grinned at him and a faint shiver ran down Ast’s spine. Without a single word of warning, his two beloved mates launched themselves at him like a pair of sadistic predators at some poor prey waiting to be mauled and toyed with. 

What followed next was pure carnage.

For about fifteen minutes, they tested the limits of Ast’s regeneration, dancing around their master in perfect sync and peppering him with an endless flow of blows. Naturally, he did his best to block, parry, evade, and even counter many of them, using it as great training for difficult situations, but the state of his aura-made clothing only deteriorated due to plenty of his subconscious focus being redirected into healing.

Miria and Selene admired the quick work of Tia’s powers as no matter how much they wounded Asterios, no trace of his injuries was left on his scales or exposed skin moments after their blades lost contact with their surface. They managed to score a few deeper cuts and punctures, which recovered in a matter of seconds. It wasn’t like they avoided inflicting more serious injuries on him and it was mostly thanks to Ast’s own efforts at fighting back that repelled a good amount of their attempts.

Perhaps it would have been different if he was allowed to use more than just his own swordsmanship skills and enhanced draconic physique and senses, but that wasn’t the point of their entertaining sparring session.

“Alright. I think this is enough.” Asterios waved his hand at them, taking a step back.

Miria halted her upcoming attack and skittered to a stop right next to him with a cute pout. “But we were having so much fun, Master.”

He chuckled while shaking his head. “A few minutes longer and I would be more undressed than dressed.”

The panthergirl giggled with a delicate blush adorning her soft cheeks, taking in the state of his attire. Or the lack of it in many areas.

“Oftentimes, we have no choice but to continue fighting no matter the circumstances,” Selene commented with a teasing smirk. “A warrior’s mind needs to be able to remain calm and focused at all times.”

“You two just wanted to strip Ast naked with your blades. Don’t think we haven’t noticed.” Another voice joined them and they turned their heads to see Tina coming closer with some refreshments, followed shortly by Silvia. “Seriously. I thought it was supposed to be easier on you after finding a mate, wasn’t it?”

Miria’s blush deepened as she glanced away from them while Selene’s grin turned much more impish.

The red-haired princess placed a hand on her noble friend’s shoulder. “Can you really blame them for wanting to appreciate the fine look of the mate they had found?”

Tina’s gaze caught a few peeks of Ast’s well-toned stomach and chest before the gaps mended themselves and she let out a delicate sigh.

“Maybe you are right.” She looked up at him with a tiny smile. “Some water?”

Rather than the offered glass, Asterios picked up the entire jug from the wooden tray and downed its cold contents in one go, returning it to his Summoner girlfriend with a loving peck on the cheek.

“Thanks. Appreciate it.” He smiled back at her.

She rolled her eyes at him but the little grin didn’t leave her lips as she refilled the transparent container with her magic. Miria immediately copied him and emptied the jug in a similar fashion, finishing with a quick peck on Tina’s other cheek while giggling to herself happily. Thankfully, Selene spared the blue-haired girl from another repeat and gracefully sipped on the chilled water from one of the three glasses.

“You have quite impeccable timing.” Silvia broke the slightly awkward silence that filled the air. “Umbra was just letting us know that Althea would like to meet.”

“Really?” Miria perked up at that.

~Indeed,~ the shadow in question joined in. ~Your draconic friend asked me to let you know that you may visit her in her lair whenever you find some spare time in your current schedule. She’s currently present at her little cottage.~

“Well, I don’t think we have anything else to do at this very moment so we may as well go right now,” Asterios said as he dismissed his weapon. “Are the others busy?”

“They will join us after we arrive down there,” Silvia replied. “We are all ready.”

“Great. I think we’ll take a quick bath before that, though.” Asterios shared a glance with Miria and Selene. “We’ve broken quite the sweat during this exercise. Not to mention blood. A more or less tolerable consequence of high-speed regeneration.”

“Just a bit more blood and you could pass off as Grea underneath all those clothes.” Selene chuckled daintily.

“I think my body lacks a few important assets for that to be possible.” He smirked at her.

~I could always lend you some of mine!~ Grea’s lively comment reached their minds, making it clear that the demon woman was listening in on them.

They all laughed together and began moving out of the enclosed arena provided to them by the queen. It was a quite spacious, round hall carved in the earth below the main city, which gave them enough privacy to freely train and practice all of their techniques. They could fairly quickly reach Imadil’s smithy through the interconnected tunnels, as they often had done to ask more about their new weapons.

Returning to the high-class suite Civienne had insisted they take after the battle with the Matriarch and the snake, Asterios quickly jumped into their big personal bath with Miria and Selene. It didn’t surprise the trio that Grea soon inserted herself into the equation even though she had no need for the brief refreshment.

They shared a pleasant but also quite playful moment in the warm water as the crimson-skinned lady attempted to share her charms with Asterios by rubbing them into his chest. Inevitably, she failed to achieve the desired result and his own chest remained as flat as it had always been. The only thing the playful woman managed to succeed at was making herself unnecessarily horny, which Asterios and the other girls pointedly ignored as a consequence of her own actions.

Finishing their business, they left their whining companion behind and went to dress up. Grea cursed at them and swore Asterios was going to regret it when she would finally cash in her promised very unique moment. Surprisingly, she’d been holding onto it for a special occasion—as she’d called it—rather than jumping on him right away as everyone had expected her to moments after the fight.

With everyone ready, Asterios transported himself to Althea’s lair through the shadows, appearing close to the small cottage. A few crimson gates rose from the grass next to him a moment later and his six mates stepped out of them. Miria, Selene, Tina, Grea, Silvia, and Bryn all gathered up and he led them forward.

After a gentle knock, the door opened, and the emerald-haired Dragon lady welcomed them with a delicate smile. “Come right in. I’ve been waiting.”

They followed Althea into the guest room and settled down around a table. There was one more chair than necessary so they assumed the queen would be joining them at some point. After setting down a bunch of traditional elven snacks in front of them, which revolved a lot around various fruits considered to grow in the wilds, Althea took her place too.

“So… Did you finally make your decision?” Miria was the first one to ask with a somewhat uncertain tone.

“My mind has been made since quite a while ago.” Althea chuckled elegantly while glancing warmly at the panthergirl. “My duty is to protect Tia, even if both her Tree and the safety its seal was giving me are now gone. My place is next to her, even though I’m sure she would gladly say that our mutual promise doesn’t need to concern me any longer thanks to the new protection she’s found. Partially due to my influence.”

The Dragon lady moved her bright green eyes to Asterios and nodded at him lightly, receiving the same in response. Althea then moved her gaze past them and showed a soft, somewhat amused smile.

“It’s never been me who you need to convince to your cause,” she added as Civienne stepped into the room.


Chapter 2
Tough Negotiations

“I’m glad you could make it. Please, join us.” Althea gestured at the free chair with a kind smile.

The queen roamed her cold gaze over the small gathering and walked around the table to join the Dragon lady’s side. She spoke no words the entire time, only observing everyone intently. What Civienne lacked in her visible emotions, Althea filled with her almost motherly expression.

“How are things doing in the palace?” Asterios asked to break the stalemate, having a feeling that no one else would want to do it instead.

“For a change, almost everything is progressing rather well,” the queen answered calmly. “We’ve managed to solve most internal issues linked to the cult by now and started sharing newly gathered information with other nations. The headquarters might be gone, but there’s a chance that many other hideouts and labs are working under a directive to continue their research even in the event of the absence of any regular orders or communication.”

“There’s almost no doubt about that,” Silvia agreed with a faint nod. “Does it mean that Father already knows?”

“We deciphered the locations of a few spots that might have been missed during our first joint raiding operation and sent them to him,” Civienne confirmed. “You don’t need to worry about taking them down. King Welrond assured me that he has enough men to handle the situation with ease. He seemed quite excited about heading into battle himself.”

Miria giggled. “No surprise there. He must have been itching to test himself after that duel with Silvia.”

“Definitely.” Silvia chuckled quietly with her. “I think the worst of the cult has already been dealt with by us here. They will do just fine on their own. It shouldn’t be as dangerous anymore. Especially since the other nations must have received the samples of toxins and antitoxins too.”

“Naturally.” The queen nodded at her. “Though, while we did defeat the strongest person and the leader of the cult, this action in itself might have put us in even more danger. The Matriarch was but a puppet in someone’s grand plan. If they are as tenacious as Althea implies, they might come and try to finish the job on their own.”

The Dragon lady assumed a thoughtful expression. “In my honest opinion, if they could, they would have already done so. There’s no doubt that the enslaved noctis woman shared what she knew about the realm with her master, thus informing him about the deterioration of this dimension’s defensive measures in the form of Spellslingers, which were the main force that drove the Dragons out of here. If her master was capable of traveling back, he would have surely taken the initiative rather than rely on something they consider a lesser being, unworthy of even a thought.”

“You did say that the ability to tear through the fabric of dimensions was somewhat rare,” Asterios added. “I guess it was a joint effort back in the day and the groups had split after the mass migration.”

“This in itself is good news,” Bryn joined in. “It means that whoever commanded the elf isn’t one of the strongest amongst their kin.”

“Wouldn’t it be better for us and everyone else to eliminate them too? Just to remove an unpredictable variable from this equation? They might not have given up after the recent failure. Civienne might be right by considering them a future threat to think about.” Selene rubbed her chin.

“Can we even do anything? Track that Dragon down somehow?” Tina furrowed her brows, directing her gaze to the queen’s friend.

Althea pondered her question for a moment. “It’s not impossible. We did recover some degraded remains of the woman and her sinister serpent. But, there’s nothing to be done until we can freely cross the realms, which as I believe, is something Asterios has yet to learn.”

“And which brings us to the core of this meeting,” Asterios continued after her, finding the emerald lady’s breathtaking eyes. “You believe you might be able to help me master that ability, and we have initially agreed to work together on that and some other draconic aspects while visiting you in your safeguarded lair. The last bit is no longer true. Unless you intend to repair the seals and improve them so that they don’t lack the energy the Tree had been fueling into them.”

“Since I do not possess that skill personally, the only thing I can promise is to share all my knowledge with you. Including the one coming from some True Dragons who might have wielded it. What I can’t promise you are guaranteed results,” Althea replied with a firm expression. “That said, even ignoring the fact that the Tree is gone for a moment, I have already considered my duty and oath mostly fulfilled before it fell, remaining next to it to offer aid to the elves and to shelter my own person from the outside world.”

She turned her face to Civienne for a moment before addressing Ast’s group again.

“And I’m thankful that I remained here for a little longer to resolve this dangerous situation while we believed the Tree to be safe from any harm, and what might have hurt not only my pride and conscience but also my source as something could have happened to it a few centuries after I finally moved on and my oath was considered broken by the spirit of the Tree of Life during its last moments,” the Dragon lady continued with a shudder.

~I would have never done that,~ Tia whispered in Ast’s mind, letting the girls hear her too. ~That oath’s main focus was the period before we agreed to the plan of sealing me away. Althea definitely overstayed a lot. Now I can see that she took my place as the guardian of the elves and aided them similar to the way I did before falling asleep. If I knew that would happen, I would have relieved her of her word before that sad day. Maybe then she wouldn’t have holed herself in this prison for so long, free to experience the world again after it became safe for her once more.~

~I don’t think she would have,~ Asterios shared his thoughts. ~She seems like an honorable person. I can see her staying with you regardless of her promises. If we hadn’t shown up and tried convincing her to come with us, she might have remained here forever. Or have done something much worse.~

~And I’m glad you did.~ He could feel the smile in the gentle Dryad’s voice. ~The development with the current queen is quite unexpected. It would pain me so much to wake up someday in the future and learn that Althea is no longer there because of something like this. Maybe I would have even blamed this person for it. I can’t be sure about that. It would definitely hurt.~

~Thankfully, it won’t come to that now,~ Asterios reassured her and refocused on the outside of his mind.

Thanks to their connection, the brief conversation happened in a blink and Althea was just beginning her next sentence where she’d ended a moment earlier.

“But, with my sanctuary destroyed and the subject of my oath soon moving away, there are fewer and fewer reasons for me to stay hidden, wasting away in this beautiful but limited space.” She showed a reminiscing smile. “As a conversation I shared with Asterios pointed out, the Elders know everything that needs to be taught to their future rulers. And Civienne does too in case any of her future children end up in that position while she still lives. With the cult eliminated, this might be the best moment for me to spread my figurative wings again and see how the world has changed over the past few centuries. Possibly, by someone’s side, doing a good deed of teaching them a thing or two about what it means to be a Dragon. A True one at that.”

Asterios saw her flash him a delicate smirk and answered it with a soft smile. Taking a deep breath, he turned his attention to Civienne, who remained unfazed by the words spoken by her most precious person. He and the girls were expecting quite the opposition from the queen’s side. And definitely for a good reason too.

“And therefore, would you, Your Majesty, allow Lady Althea to leave her post and relinquish her role as the mentor of the future leaders of the Elf Nation?” Asterios asked tensely.

Civienne looked straight at him for a few seconds, holding his gaze without a hint of change in her expression, then turned to the Dragon lady next to her, sharing a glance with the emerald-haired woman too, and finally returned her face forward to release a quiet sigh through her nose.

“Althea is her own person and a legendary Lesser Dragon at that. I could never stand against one of our greatest benefactors who graced our race with an unending font of knowledge and magical guidance. She is free to do as she pleases and we will be eternally grateful for everything she’s done for us,” the queen stated without a flinch. “May she ever return to us, be it for a brief visit or to settle down amongst our people once more, we will always welcome her with open arms and greatest respects.”

A heavy silence fell onto the small guest room after her final words.

“That’s it?” Grea threw her arms up. “Where’s all the drama?”

Tina jabbed the rude demon lady in the ribs with her elbow and cleared her throat. “What she meant to ask was… Weren’t you going to insist for your dear friend and mentor to stay and continue guiding you and everyone?”

Civienne shook her head. “I could do no such thing as deprive Lady Althea of the happiness she deserves for the sake of our selfish reasons.”

~She’s on the verge of tears,~ Tia suddenly pointed out.

~What?~ Asterios frowned mentally, not noticing any signs of that happening.

~The tips of her ears have pulled closer to her head. She might be good at hiding her emotions, but she can’t fully control that little quirk her people have. Their ears react differently to various moods. I’ve witnessed it happening enough times to spot it right away,~ the Dryad explained.

~Let’s not push her any further, then,~ he quickly requested from her and all his mates. ~It looks like she is forcing herself to do the right thing. Even with how much she hates it.~

“Besides,” the queen continued. “With the Tree and the formations gone, there is now no safer place for Lady Althea than by your side.”

She turned her firm glare right at Asterios and his brows raised a little in surprise.

“The recent battle proved that better than well. While your group is capable of not only defending her and fighting suitably together, Lady Bryn can guarantee her wellbeing with powerful healing magic that has the potential to defy death itself,” she added, unexpectedly treating their Valkyrie friend with noticeable respect. “Therefore, I have only a single condition for you to fulfill that will let me part ways with her with peace of mind and heart.”

“Which is?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.

“Take Althea as your mate,” she stated.

“What?” It was Tina’s turn to exclaim in shock as nothing was going as they had expected.

“I’m afraid I can’t do nor promise you that,” Asterios replied, ignoring the stunned states of a few of his ladies flowing into his mind after Civienne’s demand.

“Why?” The queen squinted at him with an even deadlier glare.

“Because it’s not a decision that belongs only to me,” he countered. “As you’ve said yourself, she is free to do as she pleases. Agreeing to your condition would equal giving you word that I will force her into becoming one without any consideration of Althea’s wishes.”

Civienne continued to stare right at him as he returned her glare. 

After a moment, its intensity faded a little bit. “You are right. I can only request you to take good care of her and have to trust your word.”

“I can always swear on my Hearts if that’s an option,” Asterios suggested while taking a peek at Althea for confirmation. “But, I would have thought that I have already proven that I would treat her well no matter the bonds we share. Was there really a need to ensure that she becomes my mate?”

“I was going to offer my position as your servant to attain the ability to converse with her mentally no matter the distance,” the queen revealed.

“Little Lavender.” Even Althea looked at her with clear surprise in her emerald eyes.

It was becoming pretty much certain that nothing else could shock them even more during this conversation.

“I wasn’t going to take that decision lightly, Teacher.” Civienne turned to the Dragon lady. “From what you explained to me, the spirit of the Tree of Life now lives inside him, which means he already holds significant power over our race. I don’t know how much of its influence can he consciously extend, but he is now the vessel of the deity we’ve been worshiping since the day our people settled down in this region. If not equal to it.”

“You are not exactly wrong.” Althea looked between her and Asterios, most likely intending to keep Tia’s real identity secret for whatever reason.

~But she would learn about it right away after becoming one of your servants or even slaves,~ the person in question commented on his thoughts. ~Which might not be a problem if we figure out why Althea is being so secretive and have her little adopted daughter swear an oath on her bond with you to never reveal anything of that just in case.~

“You should be aware that there might be additional consequences of such an action, though,” the draconic lady continued. “As an official leader of this nation, you could potentially bind even your followers to him through your servitude. You didn’t forget the story of the Lizardkin village they visited during their stay with us, did you?”

“I did not,” Civienne answered calmly. “I thought about it deeply too. In the end, they seemed to gain more than they could potentially lose by following him. In the past, our ancestors bound us to the Tree of Life. Perhaps it’s our turn to make a similar decision in front of a powerful entity that could feel obliged to extend its protection to us and our descendants.”

“You really thought about it calmly?” Althea asked. “You aren’t saying all of this just because you want to keep in touch with me?”

It looked like the resolute silence that answered the question was enough in itself to prove the queen’s intentions.

“From what have I heard, the Human King is already sworn to him too,” she added after a moment.

“And not only,” Silvia added with a quiet, ladylike chuckle. “But I don’t think Father bound the entire kingdom to you yet, did he?”

Asterios scratched his head. “I don’t think so? It certainly doesn’t feel the same as with the Lizardkin. But maybe that’s because of the scale? There technically are the other rulers too, just as you said. I think we might need to seek guidance from the expert on that topic.”

He turned his attention to Althea and the girls followed suit.

“It could be hard to judge that for an outsider. Especially with an inexperienced True Dragon. But, I think it’s manageable. Would definitely take a lot of time and practice,” she responded.

“If you would be interested, I wouldn’t mind offering you the position of an aide,” he added. “I assume a direct connection would be more than just helpful with our studies. Of course, it’s an offer with no other obligations that could come with such a role.”

“Hmmm…” Althea regarded him with a curious glance as she considered his words. “And that would additionally put Civienne’s mind and heart at ease as at least one if not both of her conditions would be fulfilled…”

~And there’s hope.~ Tia giggled. ~Look at how the edges of her ears flatten and slightly expand, making them a tiny bit wider.~

Asterios tried not to stare too much but he and everyone else on his side could not resist the urge to spot the difference on their own. He only hoped that the queen was unaware of this fact or did not notice their curious gazes.

~I really missed this. It reminds me of the reason why I immediately fell in love with these guys.~ Their Dryad friend sighed blissfully. ~They are so freaking adorable!~

~Let’s try to focus on the conversation for now, alright? This is quite serious,~ he admonished her.

~Sorry. I’ll tone it down right away. Please continue.~ She sent him a sweet smile. ~And you have my vote for taking both of them in. I wonder if she shares the same character traits as the first queen. That would be entertaining.~

He almost shook his head but stopped himself just in time. The girls offered him their silent support. They knew what it was like to share mental space with a mischievous person or entity. Grea had shown them enough. And Ast’s mom after joining in on the connection too.

“I agree that it would definitely benefit your learning experience and make it much easier for me to offer my guidance. Not to mention becoming even safer for me as Civienne noted,” Althea said. “I don’t think I have any reasons to distrust you after everything we have gone through together. Even if all of it happened over a short period of time.”

She made a respectful bow while remaining seated.

“If you will have me, it will be my honor to follow such a kind and unique True Dragon,” the Dragon lady added. “I’ve always been curious about the true experience of bonding with one, but as you can imagine, the prospect wasn’t too appealing in my time.”

Asterios chuckled openly. “Yes, I can. And it would be my honor. Being taught by someone this wise and experienced is a privilege. One I feel only a little bit bad stealing from Civienne and the elves.”

“Then I better do my best as your teacher and mentor to properly fulfill your expectations.” She smiled warmly. “Hopefully, you will be able to master your spatial ability in no time.”

“Perhaps I could be of some help in that regard.”

Everyone flinched as the already-too-familiar voice reached their ears. Right behind Asterios, the very mysterious and secretive mocha-skinned woman stood like nothing special happened. The faintest hint of a smirk twirling the corners of her plump lips.

She certainly knew how and when to make her entrance.


Chapter 3
The Origins of the Night

“You again!” Civienne abruptly stood up from her seat. “You seem to know exactly when to show yourself!”

“Indeed.” The dark-skinned woman nodded. “That tends to happen when your main talent lies in observation.”

“More like stalking,” Miria murmured under her nose.

“Sit down. There’s no need to be so rude.” Althea took hold of the queen’s wrist and gently pulled her down before turning to the newcomer. “I don’t believe we’ve personally met before. Though, I did hear that your assistance was crucial in saving the Tree and my life. My name is Althea, but I assume you already know that.”

“Abyss. At least for the group here.” The mysterious lady nodded softly.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Abyss. I wasn’t sure if I would get that chance with how fleeting your presence seems to be.” Althea graced her with a welcoming smile. “Would you perhaps like to join us? It sounds like you have more information that you could share. Let me bring you a chair.”

“I’m sure we would have chanced upon each other eventually if you planned to accompany Asterios,” Abyss replied calmly. “And there’s no need for an additional chair. I’ll manage.”

Everyone watched as she floated over the wooden floor atop the black cloud swirling at about the height of her ankles, leaving an ominous trail of dark purple droplets of some unrecognizable liquid that evaporated shortly after hitting the ground. She arrived at a free spot on Althea’s other side and sat down, confusing them greatly.

The thing was, just as Althea had implied, the table lacked a chair. Abyss completely ignored that fact and assumed a position closely resembling that of a sitting person, her knees bent at about perfect ninety degrees and her back straight, with her hands joined together over the table’s surface. It did not look like she was having any issues staying, or rather sitting, like that.

For a moment, everyone on Ast’s side tilted their heads to the side like one body and mind just enough to catch a peek of the area under the table. To their wonder and amusement, there was nothing upholding the woman’s figure, just as they partially expected. Not wanting to stare too long and act inappropriately, they quickly straightened up and focused on the puzzling lady in front of them.

“As for the information,” Abyss continued without paying any attention to their reactions, “I might be bringing something more than just that to the table this time.”

“Oh, joy. Do you have some kind of an interactive puzzle for us instead of super vague and cryptic riddles?” Grea snorted, crossing her arms over her chest.

If Abyss took any offense to the snarky quip, she didn’t show it, turning her endlessly deep eyes filled with swirling, purplish shade to the demon woman for just a fraction of a moment.

“Unfortunately, I did not. I had not expected you to enjoy solving such trinkets but I will take note of that for the future,” she responded, and even though her voice lacked any specific emotion, everyone could tell that her words were meant as a tease. “The reason behind my visit is much simpler and less cryptic. I’m here to ask for a favor.”

“I knew you would one day come back expecting compensation for your aid, however enigmatic it was.” Civienne sent her a light side glare. “There is no such thing as free help without some hidden objective.”

“Perhaps you are halfway correct.” Abyss turned to her. “But if I was looking for compensation, I would have come to request you return the favor rather than ask for it, would I not?”

The queen had no reply to her counter and decided to remain silent. Especially since Althea was starting to give her the look again.

The woman wasn’t exactly wrong. She hadn’t demanded anything. Yet, at least.

Finishing her staring contest with Civienne, Abyss turned her attention to Asterios. “Perhaps it would be best for me to start from the very beginning.”

“Go on.” Asterios gestured at her to share her story.

“At first, it began as nothing more than just a curious spike of contaminated energy that could potentially turn out to be a leak straight from the Void. Thankfully, I wasn’t in the middle of anything important, so I ventured out right away, aiming to arrive at the site of the incident and confirm it for myself. That kind of energy is very similar to one that I’m closely familiar with for the reason I’m about to disclose soon, so I couldn’t ignore this opportunity to study whatever was happening,” she began.

Ast’s group realized decently fast that she was talking about the contaminated summoning circle they had dealt with near Glimmervale. Due to John’s actions, it had gone out of control and began spewing out weird void-touched beasts and monsters. Asterios had to face off with a quite scary-looking one before the girls closed the tear in the realm that was summoning the invaders.

“By some unlucky fate, I arrived too late, with the source of the energy already sealed shut,” Abyss continued. “But, thankfully, through that completely random encounter, I found something extremely unexpected. Which to say wasn’t a True Dragon with two opposing lineages and a torn-out Heart, but something that accompanied him. And still does. I know you are there, little shadow. You can’t hide from me.”

Everyone’s gazes transferred to Asterios too as Umbra’s raven form took shape atop his shoulder.

~Do I know you?~ he asked, tilting his head in various directions. ~I apologize, but after millennia, one tends to forget many of their encounters. Though, I do feel like this one would have been quite hard to miss.~

“Oh, trust me, I’m aware.” She showed the faintest hint of a little smirk at the corner of her mouth. “But alas, no, you most likely don’t. Neither do I know you, personally. Not in the way you would expect, at the very least. We’ll get there in a moment.”

A tense few seconds passed between the weird lady and Ast’s shadowy familiar before she once more addressed Asterios directly.

“After our brief introductions, I decided to keep an eye on your pair and the connection you two share. I must say, it’s been an entertaining time. A delightful show full of adventure, twists and turns, and long-awaited revelations that I have not experienced in ages. At the same time, I did learn more of what was my main purpose in following your group and found it equally fascinating. At that moment, it was still far off, much farther than I would have thought, but the first sparks of a plan began forming in my mind,” she added.

“You were there with us in my realm?” Bryn asked with a surprised tone. “How did you make it there? Or through all the seals and barriers around the Spire?”

“The places I can’t get into are close to none,” Abyss replied confidently, but then her swirling eyes slowed their enchanting rotations a little bit. “With some of those also being the ones I desire to reach the most.”

“That’s crazy.” Grea huffed. “All this time, you could have helped us? Made it so much easier?”

“Perhaps,” was what she received in response. “But you were doing rather well on your own. And as I mentioned many times before, I do not intervene, I observe.”

“Which isn’t exactly what you are doing right now,” Ast’s crimson-skinned partner fired back.

“I’m getting there.” Abyss rotated her face to match hers. “I would have thought you possessed a little bit more patience as a fellow researcher.”

“Yeah? Then you clearly don’t know my family.” Grea smirked.

“Clearly,” the lady agreed. “I’ve mostly seen you frolicking with Asterios and your bond sisters, for which you certainly lack the patience, but I risked an assumption that your scientific endeavors were a bit more… less messy.”

“It might look like that, but she gets very professional when she finally gets to it,” Asterios commented as a rare shade of darker red tinged Grea’s cheeks. “Each genius to their own as they say.”

“Wise words.” Abyss nodded at him.

“And your second appearance, was it part of that plan of yours?” Silvia addressed her for the first time during the conversation.

“Not at first. It was just another lucky development that sped up my little scheme as your feline friend might call it,” Abyss answered while Miria wrinkled her nose in her direction. “I listened in on your talk regarding your draconic abilities and one particular detail caught my eye. The curious thing you did with your claw. It was then that I cursed myself for not noticing earlier and not making an effort to earn a little more of your trust during our first meeting. Then, a chance to show my sincerity arrived just a moment later, where I attempted to aid you in return for the received information while not intervening much with your life.”

“Depending on how you look at it, you certainly had an influence on our direction,” Selene commented, somewhat amused by her unusual stance.

“It was just a little nudge. A hint. It was up to you to figure it out. You would have come to the same conclusion without it too. Your actions did not change. They only took place a little earlier,” the lady explained.

“Alright. Let’s agree that’s true.” Asterios smirked. “I’m fairly sure we’ve arrived at the end of your brief tale. And we know you are interested in my power to tear through the fabric of dimensions. What is that goal of yours, then?”

“It’s definitely much simpler than you think.” She twirled her fingers and positioned her hand palm-up. “Revenge.”

~Wha—~

Umbra’s shocked exclamation was abruptly cut off as his shadowy form lost most of its shape and flowed across the table, gathering above the weird lady’s hand as a misty ball of darkness. Everyone tensed up momentarily as Ast’s crimson eyes glinted ferociously, but she raised her other palm to placate them.

“You see, there was once a not-so-young entity that loved to study things and experiment with the knowledge and power she gathered. She traveled many worlds and met many people, expanding her horizons greatly over countless centuries. She usually worked alone, but one day, she met a very like-minded being who seemed to share her sentiments. After they collaborated together for quite a while, she decided to introduce him to her greatest creation, still in its infant state,” Abyss brought up another story, her fingers affectionately stroking the orb of darkness.

Asterios could tell that Umbra was alright so he held back, listening to her words attentively. They weren’t yet sure what exactly she wanted and if it involved their friend, but at least Umbra didn’t feel any pain or discomfort. 

Quite the opposite, actually. He was… peaceful and relaxed.

“But, that proved to be one of her biggest mistakes,” she continued with a slightly firmer tone. “He was never interested in her side of research. On the contrary, he secretly despised it and everything connected to her affinity. He put on a mask to get closer to her and strike where it hurts, aiming to save the universe from her darkness once and for all.”

Grea’s expression softened, most likely even without her even realizing it. Perhaps she sympathized with Abyss, finding some kind of a connection between them. Asterios knew that she too had experienced her fair share of smaller or bigger betrayals related to her passion. Especially after the horrible incident.

“Through his treachery, he sealed the pocket realm she created and blocked all the ways she could interact with it, locking it shut forever. He knew he could not catch up with her if she went running so he gloated over his victory over her before disappearing back to his homeworld,” Abyss said, letting Umbra’s raven shape reform atop her palm. “She tried everything to get it back, but it didn’t take long for her to realize that it was a lost cause because of their opposing affinities. So, she moved on, mourning the fate of the lives she’d created and would never be able to watch grow up and evolve.”

No one said anything for a good while, taking in the story each on their own. Umbra was the first one to break the silence.

~This is… impossible.~

“I thought so too, little shadow.” She gently patted his head with her delicate finger, causing his misty figure to shiver lightly all over. “But here we are. Perhaps fate was yet to smile at me again.”

~You… created me? Us?~ he asked in bewilderment.

“Do you think I would not recognize my children? Even if they are not exactly the same beings I nurtured at the very beginning? You are still part of me, even if the seal is trying its best to hide that connection. It looks like a specific combination of unique circumstances weakened it for this single, individual case and somehow allowed you to escape your prison for longer than a fleeting moment,” Abyss explained.

“Umbra did mention that some calls pierced through the seal now and then,” Miria commented, recalling their first encounter.

“But it has always been temporary,” Selene added.

“That is true,” Abyss confirmed. “What I lacked was a permanent solution. Temporary ones were plenty, but none could achieve the result I longed for. At least until now.”

“It’s so hard to believe,” Tina said, shaking her head gently. “You say you pretty much created Umbra’s world and his very existence? Wouldn’t that make you a god? Or rather, a goddess?”

“Gods are just entities more powerful than most that can influence more than just a continent or a realm,” the god-like lady replied casually.

“Then, from what I understand, you are seeking help to take down that other god, is that right?” Asterios rubbed his chin, still observing Umbra.

“And to break into the Nethernight Realm to destroy whatever he had set up in there that seals it away from the universe,” Abyss added. “I’m not exactly combat-oriented, as you can imagine after our few interactions. Additionally, our opposing elements put me at an even bigger disadvantage. But, a True Dragon of your caliber, with such a diverse entourage, could make a great difference.”

“No offense, but that sounds more like two requests,” Althea chimed in after hers and Civienne’s long silence.

“It might look like that, but they are one in the truest sense.” The mocha-skinned lady turned to them. “The seal will definitely come undone when he is gone, but it certainly would be safer to have an army of darkness to clash against his light rather than risk it by going in alone and hoping it’s enough.”

“Are we really being recruited into a war between two gods?” Tina leaned into Ast’s ear and whispered.

“Don’t forget some of you have been continuously teasing me by calling me one.” He shrugged lightly with a wry smile and refocused on Abyss. “I have a question. After learning that my ability to tear through the fabric of dimensions could work, which Umbra and I can actually confirm does, why didn’t you look for an older, more mature True Dragon to cooperate with, one that has already mastered that skill, like Red for example?”

“And do you think they would listen to my request?” She barely raised a single brow at him.

“Fair enough.” Asterios chuckled.

“As you can imagine, they would have most likely demanded my subservience at least, attempted to enslave me at worst,” Abyss said what they all thought. “You are different. And while I like to experiment, I hate to take completely unnecessary and uncontrolled risks. I have time and patience. Lots of it. That’s why I would like to offer you my knowledge about traversing the universe and help you develop your ability in return for this favor of mine.”

“Looks like you might have just found a much better mentor than some sheltered Dragon who hasn’t seen the world in ages.” Althea smiled at him softly.

The shadowy woman turned to her. “Fear not. Your position is not in danger. I know a lot, but I don’t know everything. Also, I do not intend to stay around after my request is fulfilled. I do not want to intervene in your journeys and future.”

“How is it different right now?” Miria frowned adorably.

“I’m personally involved in this matter,” Abyss replied. “It has originated from me and will end with me. Your involvement in my life is my own decision and a variable I’m willing to once more add to it. Past that, I don’t want to poison your personal progress. You won’t grow if I hold your hand throughout your life.”

“Going by that belief, there is a certain threshold at which we would have grown strong enough for you not to view our mutual interactions as detrimental interference, no?” Silvia pondered out loud.

“I guess there is.” Abyss nodded at her. “It’s a bit more complex than just that but it’s part of a whole. There might be things and interactions that I wouldn’t deem harmful like our previous encounters. But to lend you all of my knowledge and abilities, yes.”

“It’s not like we are friends already either. It’s closer to working together over a problem with mutual benefits,” Selene pointed out.

“That’s right.” The peculiar woman refocused on Asterios. “That’s why, let me put this in simple words after that lengthy explanation. If you agree to help me get into my sealed realm, get rid of the seal, and take down the one who betrayed me, I’ll see that your ability to cross realms develops into its best form as quickly as possible.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” Grea waved her hands in the air, capturing everyone’s attention. “That’s not really a fair deal, is it? You are teaching him the skill that helps you get what you want. We don’t exactly need this ability right now and Asterios will definitely figure it out on his own with some time. Especially with Althea’s help. He is getting nothing out of this.”

Abyss remained silent for a moment, clearly pondering over her words.

“What you say appears to be true,” she finally replied with the same, unbothered calmness. “Then, let me offer you my insight into that memory issue your group is still facing. I obviously haven’t seen the seal itself yet, but I know enough from your conversations that I should be able to aid your research. Maybe even completely take it down alongside you and your father.”

“Then do it first,” Grea fired back. “There’s a high chance it will make him stronger. Show some of that sincerity you mentioned before.”

“I’m afraid I could not ensure that you would show proper dedication to my cause after that’s done,” Abyss countered.

“Do you really consider my words and oaths this brittle?” Asterios asked, a little bit hurt. “I would have thought you learned otherwise over the course of your observation.”

“Not in the slightest.” She shook her head. “But, it could reveal something that might cause you to immediately reassess your priorities and force you to chase after whatever new information you might have chanced upon, possibly delaying the completion of my request indefinitely.”

“That’s fair,” he agreed.

“As I said before, I’m not in a hurry. You can take as much time as you need, continuing with your other plans and journeys in the meantime. I would just hate to lose sight of this rare opportunity and once more be shrouded by the unknown,” Abyss added.

“Are we going to need to wage a war with another nation when we come after that god?” Silvia asked.

“I think the concept of a god from your realm’s stories is putting a somewhat exaggerated image in front of your eyes,” the mocha-skinned lady answered. “He does not rule over some world or kingdom. My little experiment was quite unique, you see. He didn’t seem like the type to attract followers either. He is still most likely alone, possibly continuing to search for those dabbling with the powers of Darkness, Void, and Abyss to trick them into some elaborate scheme.”

They all looked at each other in Ast’s group, sharing a quick thought about their current situation. More help with his origins, abilities, and the seal was welcome, but it also came at some risk. And he wasn’t exactly obliged to accept the request either.

“Well, whatever we do or do not, if we end up on a sightseeing trip in Umbra’s creepy realm of eternal darkness, I’m sitting that one out,” Grea finally said, rocking her chair back while joining her hands behind her head. “I’m just some weak-ass demon slut in comparison to y’all, and while the recent adventures were like the most fun months of my life, I’ve been away from my little hidey-hole for far too long.”

“Hidey-hole?” Asterios smirked at her.

“You see, every castle needs a Dragon and a Princess.” She grinned at him. “And you already have the first part covered so I’m gonna play the role of the fair maiden and shut myself down in my lab working on your seal with my papi. The chocolate chick here might not be willing to contribute, but you know that it won’t stop me from trying my best for you where I’m best at.”

“It might be a good idea for me to stay behind too,” Bryn joined in.

“How so?” He glanced at his winged lover.

“My main affinity is light. I can only imagine how much attention I would bring to us if I showed up there. It would be like a mighty beacon in the darkest night,” she explained her reasoning. “I also should spend a little more time in the environment I’m best at and take care of my people. I would like to see if I can’t maybe convince them to come under you, Master. If you succeed at developing that realm-tearing ability, it will be nothing short of salvation for us. I know you would kindly do the right thing and help us out for the sake of it, but I think it would be improper to accept that kindness with nothing in return. And as you might be aware, my people are getting slightly bored of being able to fight only the Scourge and each other.”

“I hope you are not planning on becoming the Sky Queen on your own and not taking us along on that adventure, Bryn.” Miria squinted at her accusatively.

The Valkyrie chuckled quietly. “I wouldn’t dream of that, Miria. I swear to take you all with me on the journey to gain the favor of all the Councils.”

“Good.” The panthergirl nodded to herself with a beaming smile. “We can make you the queen of your world and then bind the valkyrjas to Master together.”

Asterios rubbed his eyes at the thought of that but decided not to comment. 

Instead, he sighed lightly and glanced up at Abyss. “In any way, we would like some time to think this request over. I hope you understand.”

“Of course.” She nodded. “I’m aware that I interrupted you at a quite important moment. I apologize for that. There’s no need to rush into a decision right away, or anytime soon. Let me know whenever you would like to talk and I’ll be with you in a flash. Please, take your well-earned rest and continue with your immediate plans for as long as you wish.”

He nodded back and the uninvited guest disappeared in a torrent of swirling black fog, this time, without a fleeting chuckle. Umbra’s raven form fell to the table and he skipped to the center while securing his landing, still clearly in shock.

~What in tarnation has just happened…?~ He tilted his head so hard his neck would have definitely snapped if he was a real bird.

They all could only feel sympathy for their shadowy friend.


Chapter 4
One of Us

“Well, I don’t think anyone expected a connection like that,” Asterios commented with a wry smile.

“Does that mean Abyss is Umbra’s mother?” Miria tilted her head while adorably furrowing her brows.

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” Althea answered. “There are many ways something can be born into existence in the universe. Sometimes out of spiritual energy or essence, sometimes out of complete nothing. Her actions might have created an environment that provided the necessary conditions for something new to be born. Whether she can be called a mother is debatable, but it certainly doesn’t take away from the fact that she cares for the result of her actions.”

“Umbra said he was born out of shadows,” Tina pointed out. “They might be indirectly connected to her. As we’ve seen, she did have some influence over him during the conversation.”

“I think it would be better to ask these questions to the person in question.” Grea snickered. “Now, what are you going to do?”

Noticing her smirk directed at him, Asterios shrugged. “We’ll think about it. Consider all the angles. Discuss it amongst ourselves. Before that, we do have to finish our previous topic.”

The Dragon lady turned to the queen. “You’ve been awfully quiet, Little Lavender. Are you alright?”

Civienne sighed lightly. “It’s just a lot to take in. But, you are right, we need to finish what we started. Are you going to accept his offer, Teacher?”

Althea glanced at Asterios. “I believe it to be the best choice for me at the current moment. That mysterious woman might not be as helpful as I first suspected and I did promise to guide him through his ancestry as much as I can. And I’m curious how the other lands changed during my absence.”

“Then I shall do the same.” The queen made a resolute nod before also turning her gaze to him. “Will you accept my pledge, then?”

He considered it for a moment, diving into his mind. After a brief discussion with his mates, he decided to grant Civienne’s request. Althea had suggested he started growing his retinue and the Elf Queen was certainly a valuable ally. Plus, it would allow the two to keep in touch, which would ensure that Civienne didn’t suddenly fall into melancholy with her motherly figure gone from her life.

“I will,” he finally agreed. “I guess it will benefit you too. Contacting some of the other rulers will get much easier since they are included in the connection we’ll be sharing after the ritual. It might make cooperation much simpler.”

“That’s true. I was going to discuss our further involvement in the town of Glimmervale with the Human King anyway,” she added.

“Umbra should be able to produce a better environment for such talks than the Mirror Cube when our minds are linked. After we give him some time to process everything that has just happened.” Asterios petted the shadowy raven still standing more or less still in the middle of the table.

“That ability you used to visit me in the academy, right? And some other people. It’s such an amazing thing.” Tina showed a reminiscing smile.

“Very well.” The queen stood up. “We should not delay any further. There is much we have yet to do today and prepare for.”

“And what’s that, exactly?” Selene raised a curious brow at her.

“Most importantly, the commendation ceremony,” Civienne replied.

“Commendation ceremony?” Bryn asked.

“You didn’t think everything you’ve done for our nation would be swept under a rug?” The queen regarded them with her usual, icy gaze. “Your assistance was a crucial element in ridding our homeland of an unknown threat. We can’t leave you unrewarded. Especially not when you are here on an official delegation from the Human Kingdom. Plus, while informing the people about the evil spreading right under their noses would be unwise, letting them know about the fact that the issue has been dealt with and thus made their lives safer would raise morale. There rarely comes a chance to show that we are actually doing something for the masses and not just sit in our elevated positions.”

“And I’m sure the news that the elves are grateful to our kingdom for the received help will only strengthen the support my father receives from our nobles and citizens,” Silvia added with a dignified smile. “I bet he is already preparing his own ceremony as we speak. This delegation turned into something much bigger than anyone ever expected.”

“And to think we first assumed it was all about the summoning incident.” Grea chuckled. “Things are never as you see them.”

“If we are this tight on the schedule, let’s get right into it.” Asterios stood up too, followed by everyone else. “I hope you don’t mind conducting the rituals here?”

“Not in the slightest.” Althea shook her head. “This place contains lots of memories. For both of us. I don’t think there is a better location for the next step in our long lives.”

Miria and Selene tidied up the table while Asterios dismissed Umbra to take a moment of rest. His shadowy friend was still processing everything and some time alone would do him good. They were going to need him at full mental strength the day they decided to step into his cruel realm.

Silvia brought in two ornamental cups, one silver, and one gold, which were going to hold Ast’s blood. He didn’t think it would be appropriate for either of the ladies to lick it off his hand like Zoe had and he didn’t completely trust Miria not to play a trick on him again, this time with Althea. However, perhaps Grea was the bigger threat, considering the sly grins she shot at him.

Civienne and Althea stood side by side as the latter observed Ast’s preparations, adding some interesting comments and guidelines for the upcoming process, already taking her role as his mentor quite earnestly. Cutting himself and letting the wound bleed was a slight challenge due to his newly-gained self-regeneration, even with a quite deep slash. Tia came in with some help too, teaching Asterios how to suppress it for a moment. It was harder than he would have thought, but he was glad to learn that it worked this intensively all the time even when he wasn’t paying attention to it.

After enough of his blood dripped into the chalices, Asterios let the cut in his palm seal itself while the girls looked at it in awe. They hadn’t seen his regeneration in action that many times yet but they all agreed that they would never get bored of watching the injuries magically mend themselves in front of their eyes. Even Bryn was fascinated as it was something slightly different from her Healing Magic which was based majorly on light.

Using the gathered blood, he drew the correct sigils on Althea’s and Civienne’s foreheads, continuing to listen to the former’s advice. She corrected him a few times, ensuring that everything was perfect. Slight discrepancies wouldn’t impact the ritual that much since Asterios had completed it on his own plenty of times already, but he could tell that their new draconic companion was a serious teacher, intending on her pupils to be nothing less than complete aces.

With that done, he handed them the ornamental cups and the pair consumed the scarlet liquid at the same time. Asterios noticed a faint change in Althea’s expression as she sipped on her share, noting the hint of surprise on her forehead, followed by a pleased smile gently curling up the corners of her lips. Civienne didn’t react in any special way. She didn’t seem to mind the blood either.

Miria and Selene took the chalices back and offered the other two handkerchiefs to wipe their mouths. Then, Asterios proceeded to approach them one by one and placed a kiss on the sigils decorating their foreheads. He took his time to linger within that action, letting the flow of his draconic energy continue at a steady pace, instructed to do so by Althea. 

Asterios felt the connections click into place just as they did. It was still a mystery how he could perceive their tiers almost subconsciously, but that was perhaps part of his draconic origins. He hated the names given to the tiers by his ancestors, yet they somehow continued to linger in the back of his mind no matter what other ones he tried to enforce. At least his tongue wasn’t compelled to speak them too so he was able to be more respectful through spoken words.

In just a moment after Asterios stepped back, the bloody marks evaporated from the duo’s foreheads. A delicate, crimson glow illuminated different parts of their bodies and everyone watched as Ast’s mark appeared on the back of Althea’s hand and over Civienne’s heart. Both ladies examined the symbols before turning to him.

“Is it completed now?” the queen asked.

“Looks like it,” he confirmed. “You should be able to sense the connection already.”

She glanced Althea’s way and the Dragon lady met her gaze. They stared at each other for a moment while Asterios felt a little tingle in the back of his mind. He knew that it was a direct conversation between the two of them, but if he put a bit more focus into it, he would have no issues either listening in on them or joining it. That might be the privilege of being the host of the bond.

Within just a few seconds in the outside world, both women looked back at him and the queen nodded. “It really works. Thank you. Now, as much as I would like to explore this new ability more and discuss all the details of the connection with you, I unfortunately have to take care of the preparations.”

“I’ll explain it to you in the meanwhile so don’t worry.” Althea smiled at her. “You always loved to listen to my classes when you were little. We now have a new topic to cover. You can look forward to it.”

“Since Umbra is still a bit indisposed, I’ll help you get back up,” Asterios offered. “Are we needed for those preparations?”

Civienne took his hand and shook her head. “You just have to show up in the main palace at the correct time. Most of the ceremonials will take place there and will be displayed for the rest of the citizens through the announcement panes.”

“Announcement panes?” Miria glanced at her curiously.

“Our airborne divisions uphold big panes of clear crystal in each of the four cardinal directions. Those are used by a few select mages who operate altered memory crystals from within the throne room. Instead of recording what they store in their memories, those artifacts just copy what they see and share it with the linked panes. Naturally, there’s also at least one mage who strengthens the volume of all the sounds and sends them outwards,” the queen explained. “We’ve learned long ago that people appreciate this more than crowding in a single plaza where only a handful can see what’s happening on the stage.”

“That’s so cool!” The panthergirl bounced in place excitedly. “I almost want to see it but would hate to miss the ceremony at the throne room!”

“We’ll get another chance.” Asterios ruffled through her hair, caressing her soft ears.

“Definitely.” Civienne nodded. “Back to your earlier question, you don’t need to do anything specific, but I think it would be proper for Captain Tina to let her squad know about the ceremony.”

“I’ll do just that.” Tina made a respectful bow. “Thank you for including them too, Your Majesty.”

“It’s nothing you have to thank me for. They played their role in the subjugation and shall receive the proper honor for it,” the queen replied. “I’ll let you know when the time is right through our new connection. Until then, you are free to spend your time however you wish.”

Exchanging one last nod with Althea, she turned her attention to Asterios and they were swallowed by shadows. He returned the queen to the palace before moving near the barracks where Tina’s squadmates were stationed, joined by the captain herself. The rest of the girls went to prepare themselves for the ceremony in Selene’s realm while their new Dragon friend did the same in her little cottage.

All of Tina’s subordinates were training alongside the elves when the duo arrived so they decided to wait a little and watch the joint practice. Two teams faced off in the air, one mounted atop their winged tigers while the other sat atop their huge hummingbirds. The formations and evolutions both groups performed were something truly unique and showcased their strengths and weaknesses pretty well. 

Tina made a mental note of what she’d noticed to pass to her second-in-command later. Seeing her so invested in her role as a team leader brought a smile to Ast’s face.

After the sparring match finished, Kathy lined up her colleagues and Tina shared the good news with them. While the members of her squad were surprised and shocked to receive such honors, the elves applauded them from the side. It looked like the forces of the two kingdoms weren’t hindered by any unnecessary prejudice or malice and might have developed a healthy companionship during their cooperation.

Then, Tina ordered her men to tidy themselves up and dress in their official garments. Since she had no idea when exactly the big event was going to take place, she requested them to be ready as soon as possible. They saluted their captain at once and rushed back to the barracks.

Asterios then brought them to the beastfolk realm through Selene’s portal and they joined everyone. A quick bath later, without any mischief, they were discussing their choice of clothes until Silvia suggested they just go with their usual attire since that was what they were using in battle. Asterios agreed with her but the girls then teased him about his ability to remodel his clothes at the spot whenever he wanted so he left them alone to their friendly argument.

In the end, they did choose their usual uniforms and regrouped with Althea. She also remained in the robes they had usually seen her in but freshened up a little bit. While she wasn’t going to be introduced to the people by their side, as per her and Civienne’s decision to avoid revealing anything about Althea’s past, she was still going to attend from the sidelines.

It turned out that the queen didn’t need that much time to finish her preparations, most likely already having her people work on the ceremony from very early in the morning, and after just two or three hours, they received a word to make their way into the palace. It was up to them if they wanted to show up from inside or outside so Miria quickly requested them to walk in there, hoping to experience the magical transmission.

So, Asterios helped Althea get to the surface and they were joined by the girls jumping out of their portals. It looked like Miria was at least partially in luck. They could spot four massive sheets of crystal being upheld by eight hummingbirds each, split evenly per side, but they were still inactive. At least the sight was quite impressive.

As they neared the palace, people were starting to gather in the streets and look up. Selene noted that the view would have to be incredible from those city-touring flying boats and Miria’s eyes lit up with pure excitement at the very thought of it. But, they had to save that idea for another time and pushed forward to their destination.

The closer they got to the palace, the more royal guards lined up the path for them, raising their weapons into the air as they passed. Civienne must have expected them to take this option rather than the other one. And it definitely created a memorable atmosphere.

Soon, they reached the royal hallways and were stopped in front of the entrance to the throne chamber. Waiting to be let in, they made final fixes to their attire and looks, forming two rows behind Asterios and Tina, who were the official representatives of their delegation. Althea bid her temporary farewell with them and strolled into another corridor. When the gates opened, the girls almost gasped at the additional splendor in the spacious hall, now filled to the brim with people and ornaments.

One sentry led them in and announced their arrival, listing all their names one by one. They walked down the rich, emerald carpet while trying not to gawk around. To their sides, guards in the finest armor stood to attention. Behind them, nobles and important elves gathered, lowering their heads as Ast’s group passed. The only empty space in the entire chamber was in front of the queen’s throne, right before the short steps leading up to her elevated position.

They reached the designated spot and formed a line too. Soon after, they heard the gate to the throne room open once more and the sentry announced the arrival of Tina’s squad, who walked in without their trusted mounts and stopped behind Ast’s group. The queen regarded them with a firm glance, turned her head to one of the magicians standing by a pedestal with a crystal orb at the back side of the chamber, and stood up after a while.

“Welcome, dear citizens,” she began, spreading her arms while moving her eyes over the entire hall. “You might be wondering about the reason behind today’s festive gathering. We come here to show proper respect and honor to the representatives of the Human Kingdom’s delegation for the huge service they have done to our nation.”

Civienne paused for an added effect and Asterios had no doubts that outside the palace the crowds on the streets were whispering to each other curiously.

“You might still remember the joint operation shared between the kingdoms and nations of Kraedorion to rid the realm of an evil cult aiming to poison all existence,” the queen continued. “While the operation was successful, it did not eliminate the threat completely. We were sure that the remnants of the malicious organization remained in hiding, including the leaders. But, that state did not last for long.”

She paused once more and gestured down at Asterios and Tina’s subordinates.

“It was but a coincidence that we discovered those remnants thinking themselves safely hidden amongst us, lying in wait for the storm that hit their cult to pass. These people in front of me were the ones who noticed the hints and led the investigation alongside our best, who of course, have been properly rewarded for their efforts too,” Civienne explained. “But, this ceremony is for those who had no obligation to go out of their way to deeply involve themselves in the matters of our society, risking their health and lives in the process. A friendly, peaceful delegation from our neighbors proved that they are more than just paper allies. They are friends, comrades who are ready to do the right thing for the sake of not just our people but even the entire realm.”

With one more sweep of the chamber with her gaze, she began slowly descending the light steps toward the group. Two ladies in long, intricate dresses Asterios recognized as the robes belonging to the Elders came in from the sides, carrying a decorative tray each, one silver and one jade green.

“With their help, the evil organization has been banished from the realm for good,” the queen stopped between them, behind Asterios and the knights, who turned towards the hall. “Our nation is safe again, perhaps more than it ever was with the ancient threat finally gone from our lives. And after a period of trial and combat, comes the time for honor and awards. Therefore, with the power granted to me by my predecessor, our ancestors, and the Tree of Life, I hereby issue the following.”

Civienne moved closer to the line made by Tina’s squad, accompanied by the lady holding the silver tray. She picked up a thumb-sized pin shaped like a gentle leaf on the wind. Its edges, veins, and venules were gold while the filling of the blade was pure silver. Holding it between the fingers, she raised it for all to see.

“For the brave knights of the Twelfth Regiment of the Royal Division from the Human Kingdom, I offer the Leaf of Faith,” the queen announced. “This is the highest honor we can award to members of other races and citizens of another nation. Their input in our cause will forever be remembered and they shall be treated with respect equal to our finest wardens wherever they go in our lands. Let my words be known to all.”

As she started attaching the pins to their uniforms, the elves gathered in the throne chamber applauded them. It didn’t take long for Civienne to reach the last person, who turned out to be Kathy, and she nodded at them respectfully. They all saluted together and stepped to the sides, splitting into two halves. Then, they mirrored the position of the elf sentries and lined themselves up around Ast’s party, continuing the path of honor to the very steps leading up to the throne.

The queen was then joined by the person with the jade tray and the pair approached Asterios and Tina first. She picked up a small depiction of a lush tree and he could tell that it had to resemble the Tree of Life when it still had its crown. The entire shape was made of beautiful emerald, including the trunk and the tiny leaves, while the contour of the pin was adorned with a silver line.

“Now, for the heroes who fought the threat directly, facing the true leader of the cult alongside my own person, I make an offer that hasn’t been made in a long time. The Elders agreed with my decision and even endorsed it. Without these seven, nothing would have changed, and perhaps in the far future, our nation could have been met with serious internal strife,” Civienne said, evoking an eerie silence amongst the people. “Today, I have the honor and pleasure to award them with the Order of the Tree.”

Whispers and murmurs exploded almost immediately, filling the spacious hall. It wasn’t hard to imagine what the situation looked like outside of the palace. Whatever she was going to award them with, seemed extremely serious amongst the elves.

“Therefore, as our tradition states, Asterios Hestizo, Tina Nobelle, and their trusty companions are now considered national heroes of our people. Wherever they go, their status shall be no lesser than mine and the Elders. From this day on, they can be considered our own kin and shall be treated as such. Let the blessings they receive from the Tree of Life descend upon us too,” she explained and made the slightest bow towards them.

A loud applause echoed through the chamber once more as the queen attached the pins to their uniforms. Meanwhile, Asterios and the girls shared a glance. He started wondering what the hell had they gotten themselves into once again.


Chapter 5
More Gifts

After the brief ceremony, Civienne guided them to a banquet hall where she invited everyone for a celebratory feast and a ball. Tina’s squadmates were brought in too, of course. They were part of the celebration. But, besides the heroes of the recent event, the mesmerizingly spacious chamber was also full of important figures in the Elf Nation.

Miria couldn’t stop fiddling with her pin while sitting at a fully set table next to Asterios and the other girls. No one said anything about it since they could feel how amazed and proud their feline friend felt. It was the first time she’d received something this official personally and she just couldn’t stop staring at the pretty badge with pure joy in her black eyes.

Asterios respectfully shared a few polite conversations with the people who approached him or the girls, mostly listening to the words of gratitude, respect, and hope for future assistance and guidance. Some noble figures seemed a bit snobbish with their demeanor, but he and the ladies were pretty sure that it was just how many elves held their posture and expression. While the queen always acted more or less cold, they emanated a proud aura, keeping their stances straight and chins up high.

While Civienne had arranged their seats at the same table as she and the Elders could be found, Tina’s subordinates weren’t placed that much farther from them. They had received their own spot, shared with some high-rank sentries and wardens. From the looks of it, both sides were enjoying their time feasting and sharing stories from their homelands.

The banquet wasn’t transmitted to the citizens through the hanging projections so everyone could simply relax, to the level that still remained properly respectful to the queen and the people being celebrated. Althea kept herself mostly on the sidelines, which worried Asterios at first, but she seemed to be enjoying herself acting like any other elf, even if she was a Dragon. Since it was a closed party, no one questioned her presence or identity. The queen herself had verified all guests.

After another round of polite conversations, both Asterios and Civienne returned to their table to take a moment of rest amongst themselves. Miria instantly jumped to his aid and offered some delicious-looking pastries for his culinary pleasure, feeding them to him personally. Tina soon joined her with her own suggestions and the two entered a small contest to find the dessert Asterios enjoyed the most.

The entire hall turned a tone quieter without him and the queen wandering around the floor. Asterios looked at Civienne, who sat on the opposite side of the table, alongside the Elders, while he and his companions took the other one. Currently, the Elders were gone, usually moving as a tightly-knit group. 

He waited for Miria to finish bringing him the last bits of a leaf-themed cake. “I’m a little surprised Imadil and Cynthia aren’t here. Wouldn’t someone of their position and skills be considered quite important to the kingdom?”

The queen wiped her lips with a napkin before glancing up. “They are. Enough to see no repercussions for rejecting the invitation to the royal banquet. The messenger I sent to them returned with the information that they don’t plan on leaving their workshop on this day. They are supposedly working on something important and don’t want to be interrupted.”

“Damn. You really need to be someone to turn down the queen.” Grea snorted.

“You are talking as if you wouldn’t have done the same with King Welrond’s invitation if you were in the middle of working on something for Ast.” Tina rolled her eyes.

“Duh. There’s only one man that gets my unconditional loyalty.” The demon woman grinned impishly. “Besides, what is some king in front of an emperor?”

Asterios shook his head at her sultry gaze.

“You aren’t that far off with your example,” Civienne said to Tina. “The message said to inform you that they will be expecting your presence after the banquet, whenever you would find some spare time.”

“Then we’ll have to see what they need soon. Perhaps they ran out of resources,” Asterios mused.

“Wouldn’t they have contacted us if so?” Bryn pondered.

“Maybe they didn’t want to interrupt our celebration,” Selene suggested. “And if they get even half as focused as Grea gets during her work, they aren’t going to pay much attention to the outside world.”

“Hey! It was one single time I got so engrossed in my thoughts on a certain lecture that I didn’t notice you coming in!” Grea huffed.

“Neither did you notice being called out, moved, stripped waist-down, and repositioned in a quite entertaining posture. I will never forget my Lord’s face when he walked in on you like that.” The fox lady chuckled mischievously.

Asterios most likely wouldn’t either. Finding Grea on all fours atop one of the stone island counters with her nose in a book, ass up in the air, and legs spread wide while her dress was hitched over her back had been quite the sight he hadn’t expected when entering the lab. Tina and Selene had gotten quite the scolding that day for putting her up on display like that. It wasn’t just Asterios who could have walked in on the completely exposed demon lady.

“I’ll accompany you if you don’t mind.” The queen brought him back from the depths of his memory. “There’s a topic I would like to bring up with them and it would be immensely tough to get their attention at a time like this.”

“Not a problem. We’ll be honored.” He nodded respectfully. “What about Althea?”

“I’m fairly certain she would like to remain by your side anywhere you go after the banquet,” she replied, taking a glance at the table that hosted the emerald-haired lady. “Let me remind you that it’s not necessary to stay until the very end. People are free to leave whenever they wish. Any of them.”

“Alright. We’ll remain here a little longer to have some more fun. No reason to show up too soon at Imadil’s since they would have told us if it was something critical,” Asterios replied. “Perhaps someone would care for a brief dance?”

The music had just switched into something a bit more lively and faster and the girls perked up. They exchanged glances and flicked their wrists. A pair of stylized dice appeared on the table in front of each of them and they rolled their own sets all at the same time. Asterios observed with fascination as they duked it out between themselves, establishing an order to the upcoming dance. Grea and Bryn tied for first place and had to roll once more, which shockingly turned into three more rounds as their scores continued to land on the same values. In the end, the Valkyrie won and beamed at the demon lady, who visibly deflated.

And so, Bryn accompanied Asterios to the dance floor and they shared a pleasant time to the beautiful tune. Elven music was slower and more refined when compared to the songs and symphonies they had experienced amongst the humans. It made for a much more sensual and intimate moment as they swayed their bodies together without paying any attention to the onlookers.

Naturally, everyone got their turn and Asterios danced with all his mates, finishing with Tina, who’d been unluckiest in their little game. After that, he took part in one more dance. As the closing act to the musical segment, he respectfully asked Civienne out and their little show was full of respect and grace, displaying the cordial relationship between the nations.

Of course, the queen retained her icy expression and authoritative aura the entire time.

Afterward, everyone settled down again to enjoy a slower moment, sharing some chilled drinks. The spring water the elves offered was the best thing they had all experienced. Tina and Silvia couldn’t stop discussing it together, sure that such an exquisite drink would make a killing amongst the noble households in their region.

Then, a quite unexpected but familiar voice rang out in Ast’s head.

~Helloooooooo! How is my favorite son doing? Am I perhaps interrupting something important?~

Asterios snorted at the smug tone of his mother. The girls turned their eyes to him and he decided to open the incoming conversation to them.

~You have only one son. Unless something changed since our departure,~ he replied with a smirk. ~And that depends on what you consider important. Us having a nap piled up all together on the bed? No. A grand banquet held by the Elf Queen in our name? Possibly.~

~Oh, good, you aren’t busy then. I would seriously hate to interrupt your… nap.~ She giggled teasingly, making him share an amused glance with his mates.

~So, what can I do for you? Did something happen back at home?~ Asterios asked.

~Everything is alright. I’m just checking up on you since we haven’t heard from you for a moment. From your earlier words, I assume things have concluded well on your delegation?~ Kindra probed.

~Yeah. We’ve had our hands a bit full in recent days. But we are done with all the crucial matters. It won’t be long before we return. We’ll depart soon. And we are going to bring a new friend home,~ he answered.

~Don’t tell me you seduced another princess already?~ He could feel her grin, then she gasped. ~Is it the queen?~

Asterios caught himself before he choked on his drink. ~No, Mom! What the hell? And she doesn’t have any daughters or kids in general anyway.~

~None that the public is aware of, at least,~ she countered. ~I don’t judge, you know.~

~No, you just match me with every smart and pretty girl in this realm.~ He scoffed mentally while the others chuckled and giggled. ~She agreed to come with us to teach me a thing or two about my unique situation. There are no other hidden motives there.~

~Mhm. Just like with that other teacher of yours?~

Grea’s bite of a delicious cake went down the wrong pipe and she exploded in a coughing fit, capturing everyone’s attention. Tina and Silvia quickly jumped to her aid, smacking their friend’s back while Bryn stood by, ready to offer more magical aid if necessary. Thankfully, it wasn’t needed.

~Anyhow, I’m glad to hear that you are having fun out there. I can’t wait to meet the new lady. Or ladies. We did feel two more presences joining this little mental community. You know that you don’t need to hide anyone from me, right? As I said, I don’t judge, even if there already was someone in the past or they might already share quite tight bonds,~ Kindra added.

He frowned for a moment before fully realizing the implications of her words. ~Good gods, Mom! How could you even think I would go after both at the same time?~

~You know, some women age like fine wine, they just get better with more time. And after popping a baby or two.~ She giggled once more. ~There are many men who appreciate their ladies with some experience.~

~Do you have any idea how awkward would that feel for the daughter?~ He swiped down his face while sighing heavily.

~I mean, if it was me, I would want the best for my mother, and she would obviously want the best for me, and if the best was—~

~Enough,~ Asterios interrupted her. ~This is getting out of hand and I can’t tell which part is serious and which is just you being you. I’ll talk to you after we get back. Maybe then you’ll calm down a little.~

~Mean.~ Kindra pouted, then smirked. ~Take your time. We might have something for you guys to check out but it’s nothing critical. And remember, I will always love you no matter what!~

He shook his head as her presence faded away with a fleeting giggle. Asterios was glad he hadn’t included Civienne in that conversation and kept it locked strictly to his mates. To be perfectly honest, Kindra had no idea how close she was with her theory about their new friends’ relationship. Dangerously close. Just maybe not exactly in the way she’d imagined.

It took quite a while for Ast’s mind to move off the awkward thoughts his mother’s teasing had fueled into his brain, but with the girls by his side, it wasn’t impossible. They soon focused back on the banquet and enjoying themselves. After about an hour or two, they decided to politely slip away and Civienne promised to meet them in front of Imadil’s smithy once again.

They took their time walking through the undergrowth and the earthy tunnels, giving her a good window of opportunity to take care of any unexpected interruptions and the preparation of the outfit the queen used while wandering around the settlement incognito. When they reached their destination, she was already there in her Cini persona, alongside Althea. It was always a confusing sight to see the queen’s very different sides depending on her clothes.

Gathering in front of the entrance, they let Asterios knock on the door. But, as expected, no one noticed or answered, so he sent a brief message to Imadil through their connection. Cynthia showed up a moment later with a gentle smile and invited everyone inside, leading them to the center of the workshop.

“You came early. Did the banquet already end?” she asked curiously.

“We enjoyed the hospitality as much as we could,” he replied. “And also, we didn’t know what exactly you needed so we decided not to delay unnecessarily.”

“I apologize for taking away your guests then, Your Majesty.” Cynthia made a polite bow toward Civienne.

“We partook in all the important celebrations. There is no need to apologize.” The queen waved her hand dismissively, speaking in her usual tone.

“Well, what did you need from us then?” Miria bounced on her feet excitedly.

“To give you the rest of your equipment, of course.” Imadil joined them while wiping his hands, standing next to his daughter. “We have a few things that could be of use to you. And might make your life a bit easier in the future.”

He gestured at one of the artisanal counters and they followed his lead. They arrived in front of six suitcases lying closed on its surface. Each one had a different color and the girls instantly realized that they matched their rings. Asterios could feel their rising excitement and anticipation.

“It took a bit longer than your weapons since there were more parts to take care of. We had to pick what to focus on, this or your weapons, before the big finale, so we are giving you the rest of your equipment only now. Go on and open them. I’m sure you can tell which belongs to whom.” Cynthia brushed her palm over the scarlet case.

There was enough space between them for the girls to go all together and they opened their presents at the same time, revealing a set of clothes and armor inside each suitcase. The interesting thing was the fact that the garments were almost identical to the attire they were usually wearing, save for some minor differences. The girls all looked a bit confused but also surprised and intrigued.

“I assure you, these aren’t just normal spares for your current clothes.” Imadil chuckled. “Who wants to go first? We prepared a changing roo—”

Before he could finish, Miria had already discarded her top and was in the middle of yanking down her shorts. She appeared before them in just her underwear in a flash, with completely no regard for their presence. Her tail swayed from side to side in visible exhilaration as she began putting on an almost mirror copy of her leather armor. In just a few seconds, she was done, spinning around to face Asterios with a wide grin, her ears twitching adorably.

The main difference in her outfit came in the form of additional bracers covering her forearms, which she’d pulled on through the fingerless gloves at their ends, similar to what Asterios had used with his previous Spellslinger and Poison Fang. The other part was the shin guards which extended from her high adventurer boots, also covering her knees with armored pads, and even reaching up a little bit onto her athletic thighs, still leaving an alluring patch of uncovered skin for all to admire. Lots of material now had a barely noticeable scale pattern, clearly inspired by Ast’s own scales.

“Let’s begin with the most crucial features,” Cynthia said, moving next to her. “The entire thing is reinforced with plates of metal from one of the many blood fusions we successfully achieved. Good luck piercing it with anything less than the finest alloys or Dragonsteel. Then, the leather isn’t actually leather but the result of another fusion that came out with similar elasticity. It can negate most magical attacks that hit it, with the highest resistance to fire, unsurprisingly.”

“Amazing! It does feel a tiny bit heavier, but also pretty much perfect! It’s like I can swing faster and jump higher!” Miria did exactly that.

“That’s because the bracers and leg guards are interlaced with sheets that enhance strength and agility respectively. You can pour your mana to further boost the effect. Additionally, the entire thing is fitted with magical circuits and arrays perfect to aid your strengthening techniques. They raise the efficiency, power, and output,” Imadil continued.

As Miria was examining herself, Selene was already wrapping up her change, turning around in a perfect copy of her oriental battle dress.

“Now, this here is similar but different,” Cynthia continued. “Another ore, another result. All of this is made with metallic threads that came out of its fusion with Ast’s blood. Their spiritual conductivity is unmatched. Not to mention their durability too. You can use your sleeves to parry or block most slashing attacks. Of course, the impact will still be there, but you won’t get cut. This should work great with your external spiritual circuits.”

The fox lady nodded appreciatively while stroking the black and dark blue sleeves. She could feel them resonating with the patterns on her skin. It felt comfortable.

Next was Tina, whose blazer was now silver-gray instead of cream. Her short skirt got much darker, almost bordering on black. Asterios kind of liked the new color scheme. It fit her pretty hair and light skin. She sent him a shy smile while delicately swaying her hips with her hands behind her back.

“For you, not much actually changed, besides the added defense,” Imadil said. “The metal threads used to make your blazer, skirt, and kneesocks are closely related to those used in Selene’s outfit, but they are much lighter since they aren’t spiritually charged. They offer similar physical and magical protection as Miria’s armor, though on a lower level in the latter aspect so as not to hinder your own spells. Plus, you don’t have to worry about ever getting wet.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Tina muttered under her nose while meeting Ast’s gaze as her blush deepened.

He chuckled quietly, hearing her perfectly well.

“I assume mine is the same as shortie’s?” Grea put her hands on her hips, spinning around in her new robes.

“More or less, yes,” Imadil replied. “With many more layers, your physical defense is much higher, but there’s nothing too special about these threads. They are the lightest while still remaining almost indestructible.”

“Damn. I won’t be able to have Asterios rip them in half on me anymore? I don’t know if I want them, then.” She snickered with a sly grin.

Asterios ignored her quip and walked closer to Silvia, who was about to put on her new chestplate. She noticed his arrival and showed a grateful smile as he helped her out just like in the past. With all the clasps firmly locked, he stepped back to let her take a look at everything.

“I think you can guess what we did here,” Cynthia spoke to her. “Everything is fire resistant. The cloak and gloves further enhance that element. But, it’s the plate that’s the main star of the set. It’s not only durable and weighs next to nothing but you can heat it up to the best of your abilities and it won’t burn your skin in the slightest. This metal will remain cold on your side while melting anything it touches on your opponent’s side. Hitting it with steel is like using a stick made of butter.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you.” Silvia made a polite nod her way.

“And finally, this one.” Imadil smiled proudly as Bryn rapped her knuckles over her new set of armor with the same design. “It’s actually gotten what we intended to do for all of your outfits but managed to achieve only with this one ore that showed the affinity with light. After you fill it with your mana, your entire body will be covered by a powerful barrier that’s invisible until struck. It can only work while you also wield the tiara with the golden gem. You can alter the barrier but not much, only being able to extend it forward enough to form a full-tower shield.”

“That still can save someone’s life if used correctly,” the Valkyrie replied. “I appreciate this gift.”

“We didn’t want to interfere with your style so everything is as close to your other sets as possible,” Cynthia added. “But, that’s not all. These clothes are also capable of self-cleaning, and self-repair to a certain extent, and are linked to your rings. If anyone ever manages to steal any piece from you, it will return to your spatial storage in a flash. These clothes basically can’t be separated from you through any means.”

“Oh, yeah? What about this?” Grea smirked.

“Professor!” Tina cried out as the demon lady snuck behind her, skillfully unpinned her blazer, yanked it off the shorter girl, and tossed it through a freshly opened gate, closing the portal immediately.

As Grea raised a brow at her, Tina continued to glare back with a frown, at least until her brows rose slightly. She then snapped her fingers and the blazer appeared back on her with azure light. Sticking out her tongue at her rude ex-teacher, Tina buttoned it up again.

“Shit. It worked.” Grea turned to Cynthia with wide eyes. “Can you get it to work with some underwear? I swear I lost count of how many times I forgot my panties back at home and had to go bareback for the entire day at the academy.”

“You did what?” Asterios gaped at her incredulously.

“Hey, it’s not like anyone would notice with how chaste my robes are. I just couldn’t be bothered to walk back.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Besides, you were the only one getting close enough to have a chance to find out.”

“And let me guess, those times coincided with the days you seemed to be an even bigger tease than usual?” He squinted at her.

“I neither confirm nor deny leaning further back in my chair than usual or crossing my legs back and forth at much shorter intervals.” She waggled her brows.

He shook his head, knowing that she’d been a lost cause since the very beginning.

“Nevermind. Thank you for the outfits, Imadil, Cynthia. I’m really grateful. Anything that makes the girls safer is a huge boon. We are getting ourselves into more and more trouble recently. And our opponents aren’t getting weaker either.” Asterios thanked the elf duo wholeheartedly.

“Is there nothing for Master?” Miria asked, hugging his side.

“We are still working on something that could work well with his spiritual attire. It’s unfortunately very sophisticated, especially with two different draconic energies in his body. I apologize, but this is the hardest challenge we’ve ever faced up to this day, and we need more time.” Imadil bowed to her.

“Now it’s actually three energies, though the new one isn’t exactly draconic,” Althea chimed in for the first time. “And don’t worry. I plan to help Asterios gain a better understanding of that ability. His materialized armor will rival the toughest alloys available in this realm and many other known worlds. Plus, he has his scales. After some practice, he will be able to instinctually bring them out moments before getting struck.”

“If I’m not mistaken, we’ve already met, through the mirror, I think. But, my apologies, we didn’t catch your name, My Lady.” He politely skipped his head.

“You are correct. I’m the friend Queen Civienne introduced to you. My name is Althea, but you don’t need to concern yourselves with me as I’m no one significant. Additionally, I will be leaving this place alongside Asterios,” Althea replied.

“Ah, speaking of which, when are you planning to return?” Cynthia turned to Ast’s group.

“Soon. A day or two, perhaps? I’m pretty sure everything is wrapped up and we just don’t want to disappear right after the ceremony,” Asterios answered her question.

“Great. We made it just in time then.” She smiled at him softly. “We are in need of a favor, though.”

“Whatever you need.” He smiled back.

“All of this transferred to Glimmervale.” Cynthia spread her arms wide. “Ideally, through the help of your shadowy friend so as not to risk anyone even seeing these contraptions and devices.”

“So, as I thought, you aren’t going to stay here,” Civienne joined in.

Imadil regarded her respectfully. “No, Your Majesty. We never intended to. This was a great breath of reminiscing air, but as we said on our arrival, we’ve found a new home. Without all of our tools, we can’t perform to our utmost abilities there. We came here to provide our new master with adequate equipment during his visit, and to find a way to move our workshop. I hope you aren’t going to try and stop us, Your Majesty.”

The queen stared deep into his eyes before sighing heavily. “I have had no authority over you since that fateful day. Your return was a blessing, albeit a short one. It would be rude of me and all you’ve done for our people to lock you down here against your will. You may rest easy knowing that I personally approve of the choice of your new master and extend my full support. I will be honored if you promise to look after my friend too.”

“It would be our honor instead,” he said and bowed deeply with his daughter.

“Let’s start the preparations for your departure, then,” Civienne added with a nod. “Glimmervale will soon see a lot of positive change.”


Chapter 6
The Forgotten Joy

Civienne exchanged a few more words with Imadil and Cynthia before leaving to take care of some formalities on her side. Althea remained with Asterios and the others. They decided to give a hand to their elf friends, detaching the mounted and stationed tools, devices, and contraptions, and getting them ready to be transferred.

Asterios asked Imadil if they had enough space for everything back at Glimmervale and the man informed him that they had commissioned an underground expansion for their workshop before the journey to the land of elves. Everything should have been done already if there had been no unexpected delays. 

They had supposedly even involved Grea’s father to add some seals and arrays for safety. It would take some time to recreate all the magical formations currently chiseled into the bark of the empty tree that housed their current workshop, but it wasn’t anything they couldn’t recreate. Asterios was grateful for their decision as it would help Glimmervale a lot in the future.

Imadil and Cynthia had lots of unusual contraptions at their disposal. It took Ast’s group a good few hours to take care of everything. Alongside the elves, of course. In the end, all of their equipment was piled up on one side of the workshop, making the rest of it look unusually empty.

While the girls took a moment to rest, Asterios chose that time to reach out to Umbra, hoping that their shadowy friend had enough time to settle his thoughts. After a quick mental nudge, Umbra’s sinister darkness pooled over Ast’s shoulder, forming the familiar shape of a sizable raven.

“How are you doing?” Asterios asked with some concern.

~It’s definitely been a lot to take in,~ Umbra replied with a sigh. ~But, it’s not that unbelievable. I’m good now. I never expected to meet… The Creator.~

“It must be a shocking experience. I don’t think I can even imagine how it would feel to stand in front of the being that made Kraedorion. Or the human race.” Asterios nodded thoughtfully. “Ignoring for a moment that I’m not really a human.”

~Well, our realm is much smaller. It’s not that hard to find its boundaries or travel its entirety. Its size became even more noticeable after it was sealed. But, I guess I’ve always felt like our world had a purpose. Perhaps in the beginning it was to grow stronger and evolve, but then it switched to the survival of the fittest when we became isolated,~ Umbra added.

“I was wondering what you think about that woman’s request.” Asterios crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not sure how to ask without sounding rude, but considering all the tales you’ve shared with us regarding your realm, is it a good idea to unseal it?”

Umbra chuckled at his words. ~If you worry that such action would unleash unspeakable horrors onto the entire universe, I can assure you that only a handful of beings are capable of moving off-world even without the cursed seal. And not everyone is inherently evil, aiming to destroy worlds or commit random genocides. It might be a bit more dangerous and cutthroat in there, but there’s not much else to do in captivity besides compete with everyone to see who is the strongest.~

“Yeah. There’s some truth to that.”

~Most of those who would escape or leave the Nethernight Realm would definitely act more cautiously rather than haughtily. We know barely anything about the other worlds. Many desire freedom. To explore. All our hatred is directed at only one person. The entity that locked us up.~

“Then Abyss might have the right idea to set you guys free and point that hatred in the correct direction to help us out with her enemy,” Asterios pondered while leaning over the wall.

~There are plenty of other, incomparably bigger realms, with incomparably more vicious and evil creatures, like the Void or the Abyss even, but neither of those are sealed shut. The world isn’t ending either. There’s just something specific about having your freedom restrained even if you don’t plan on using it. Especially when the restrained had done nothing wrong in the first place.~

“Yeah. Definitely,” Asterios agreed. “And I guess this would be good for you, and in turn for us, to finally lift that tug on your strength. Even if my power mitigates most of it now, I bet it would get much easier to use everything you can with the barrier gone.”

~I never dreamed of such a day. To think that it might not be that far off now is making me feel things I’ve never felt. Perhaps… Perhaps I would even be able to grow stronger as your bonded subordinate? There’s no doubt that the seal limits the influence of your ancestry on my very being. In the end, you can’t simply open a gate into my realm and step into it like all the other worlds.~

It certainly was true. Asterios had tried doing that under the watchful gaze of Grea and the other girls but failed to achieve any results. If he wanted to move into Umbra’s home realm, he had to go through the shadows, just like his familiar. At the same time, he had no guarantee that he wouldn’t end up stuck there, unable to go back. If not for the new ability to tear into it, he would have rejected Abyss’ request.

“Does your realm have a designated leader?” He stroked his chin.

A faint stream of excitement bubbled in Umbra’s very being. ~Would you like me to take over my world after it’s freed?~

Asterios shrugged. “I just thought that it would be a good idea to have someone watch over its inhabitants, at least for a little after the seal comes undone. Someone with an actual connection to the other worlds.”

~Yes. Yes, that would be wise.~ Umbra’s bird head tilted a few times in quick succession. ~And you could use a personal shadow army. A whole realm at your bidding.~

“I’m not sure how Abyss would feel about me taking ownership and control over what’s rightfully hers.” Asterios chuckled. “But I guess we can discuss her exact plans with the Nethernight Realm the next time we speak. Right now, let’s focus back on our own. Do you think you will be able to transfer the magical equipment without an issue?”

~I’ll have to examine everything in detail, but I assume there should be no problem with that.~

And so, they moved together to the collected rows of tools and contraptions so that Umbra could test his shadows out. While he jumped from one thing to another, Asterios regrouped with the girls and their elf friends, discussing the means of their return. He and Tina still should travel by air since they were the official delegation, but the elves could go through the shadows alongside their tools.

After some thinking, it was decided that Imadil and Cynthia would join them on the flying tigers once more, just to keep everything consistent. The workshop appliances would be moved after everyone’s return since they had to be present to arrange everything right away anyway. So, it looked like another pleasant flight awaited them.

Asterios reached out to Civienne through their connection and asked about her plans. She notified them that they were free to go the next day, suggesting they take a rest for the slowly approaching night. She would also be done with her preparations by then.

So, he and the girls bid a temporary farewell to the elf duo and jumped to their fancy quarters. They chatted excitedly about Glimmervale before falling asleep, bundled together in their bed. Even though they were all curious about everything back at home, they did their best not to sniff around the people stationed there through the shared connection. It would ruin the possible surprises. Althea decided to spend her last night back in her lair since she still felt a deep emotional connection to it.

In the morning, they got themselves ready in a flash. Tina basically flew out of their chambers to take the lead of her squad. Literally too since she sprouted two beautiful wings before launching herself out of their spacious balcony. Civienne shared with them the time and place of the pre-departure gathering spot, which turned out to be in front of the same gate they had flown over while arriving in the Garden of Sinners.

Picking up Althea, Asterios transferred them to the correct place at the correct time, reappearing on the surface still on the city’s side. His guess about some kind of an official event proved to be accurate as they immediately noticed lots of sentries and wardens surrounding the place, keeping the citizens at bay. Civienne waited for them in the middle of the open gate, with Tina’s subordinates already lined up behind her, next to the same number of elven hummingbird riders.

The girls stepped out of a crimson portal and they all walked up to meet the queen, who greeted them with a respectful nod.

“What’s all this?” Asterios asked.

“Proper hospitality for your official departure,” she replied with her usual, cold tone. “We can’t have the royal delegation and our heroes leave without honoring them. I hope you will allow our finest riders to escort you to the border of our lands.”

He looked aside at Tina, who was technically the head of their delegation.

“It would be our pleasure, Your Majesty.” She curtsied politely.

“Also, please take this.” Civienne pulled out a sealed piece of beautiful parchment and held it out to the two of them. “This is a decree and message to Glimmervale’s Committee and its Lord. If you would be so kind as to deliver and read it with everyone gathered.”

Asterios received the piece of rolled paper and stored it away before curiosity got the better of him. “We shall do exactly that, Your Majesty.”

“Great. We are ready whenever you are. I give you my thanks for your aid once more and wish you safe travels. Know that you will always find yourselves at home in our lands. May the Tree of Life’s blessings always be with you.” The queen made some kind of a traditional gesture with her hands, possibly resembling a tree.

A giggle echoed in Ast’s mind and she suddenly flinched before schooling her expression. He tried to hold down his smirk, knowing well whose giggle it was. It looked like Tia had intentionally let her hear it this time. Civienne still wasn’t fully aware of her existence.

~You should tell her. It’s kind of a big deal,~ Asterios suggested between just the two of them.

~But it’s much more fun this way.~ Tia giggled sweetly again. ~It will be so entertaining when she figures it out on her own.~

He shook his head and bowed alongside the girls. As they began walking towards Tina’s men, he spotted a flash of white hair in the crowd behind the line of sentries and smiled warmly. Fievedem waved at them happily and he returned the gesture. They had promised each other to visit from time to time and discuss their techniques more without a looming threat over their heads this time.

When Asterios finally joined everyone by the tigers, Althea stood a bit to the side, gazing up into the sky with a longing expression. He approached the Dragon lady, having a decent idea of what had consumed her so much.

“It’s been a while since I was able to freely depart from this place without a clear goal in mind, not to mention leaving the land of elves. Each rare time I moved out of my lair was extremely brief as I avoided remaining on the surface for too long, focusing on achieving my goal as quickly as possible,” Althea said with a delicate smile.

“Would you like to fly to Glimmervale, then?” he asked.

Her emerald eyes found his crimson irises and he could swear they shimmered with delight. “That would be marvelous.”

Asterios grinned at her and brought Althea to Tina and Esil, helping the Dragon lady up before jumping on himself. Looking around, he confirmed that everyone else took their saddles too, just like they had on their way here. They were ready to go.

“Small change of plans. Do you mind if I leave the squad to you?” he whispered into Tina’s ear from behind.

She glanced at him over her shoulder with a confused frown, but after rummaging through his thoughts for a brief moment, she smiled brightly. “Not in the slightest. But, you have to promise to make it up to me after we are back.”

Smirking softly, he pecked her cheek and Tina schooled her expression. With a few vocal commands, she readied her troop for take off, and they soared into the air, followed shortly by their hummingbird escorts. The moment both groups were off the ground, a loud symphony of deep horns and trumpets accompanied their flight, echoing through the nearby area for a good while before disappearing behind them.

When the elven capital was no longer visible, Asterios shared a nod with Tina and shadows enveloped his vision. A second later, they receded and a lush forest greeted him. But, he wasn’t alone. Althea stood by his side, glancing around curiously. All the girls were present too, save for Tina, of course. The most surprised were Imadil and Cynthia, almost falling from the sudden change of environment.

As Althea turned to him with a raised brow, he just smiled and took a few steps back, spreading his arms. Black and red mist obscured his figure and expanded quickly, soon revealing his majestic True Dragon form. 

The emerald-haired lady caught on immediately and closed her eyes, directing her smiling face to the sky. Imadil and Cynthia gaped at her suddenly turning into a magnificent green-scaled Lesser Dragon, twisting around the trees with enough grace not to scrape against a single one. She turned to look at Asterios as he lowered his heavy body to the ground for the girls to climb up and she did the same in front of the elves.

After regaining control of themselves, the father and daughter duo climbed atop her. Confirming that Ast’s mates were ready too, the two Dragons shot straight up into the blue sky to the ecstatic shouts and giggling of at least a few ladies. A bit more panicked ones joined them from Althea’s side.

Without wasting any time, the two proud Dragons breached the spotty blanket of clouds and stabilized their flight. They were high enough for the fluffy barrier to obscure most of their figures, and in case someone spotted them, they were nothing more than two quickly moving dots. It didn’t take long for them to catch up to the tigers and hummingbirds, looking down at the rest of their delegation from above.

Asterios couldn’t stop staring at Althea’s beautiful draconic body. He had of course already seen it during the fight, but there was no doubt that it was much different now. She was no longer sick and weakened. Her scales glinted enchantingly, fully regaining their royal color. But, the most mesmerizing part was the way she flew through the air. Her entire, long, serpent-like body waved and snaked forward with fluid motions, her big head bobbing up and down, left and right.

It was such a magical sight that he had a hard time imagining anyone ever finding it in themselves to enslave or hurt such mystical creatures. He was just a giant lizard with simple, plain, and boring wings. She was a magical work of art, gliding through the sky like fish through water.

Althea noticed his gaze and let out a rumbling chuckle, still tinged with a trace of ladylike femininity. She took a sharp turn and easily coiled herself around him, flying in a looping spiral as she matched his speed. The girls laughed and beamed at the incredible show, following her long tail with their eyes as it kept Asterios and them in a spinning cage.

He switched the angle of his wings and escaped the playful prison, evoking more joyful cries from his feline mate. With a few quick and flashy maneuvers of his own, he entered a controlled dance with Althea and they continued to play with each other in the air for a good while. He could feel how much she enjoyed their silly actions, finally able to forget everything and just enjoy herself for the first time in long decades.

After they wrapped up their airborne antics, the journey continued mostly uneventfully. Imadil and Cynthia chatted up Althea about her real identity and their new draconic companion humored the elves’ questions. Asterios trusted them and it would be almost impossible to hide the truth with her now not only joining their team but also aiming to teach him about Dragons. They were bound to find out at one point.

Naturally, the pair of eye-catching Dragons switched back to their humanoid forms for the nights, camping together with Tina’s squad or joining them in the towns and villages they chose for their stops. The elven escorts always set up their own encampments, at least until the moment they turned back at the border, saluting them respectfully as they parted ways.

In a few days, they finally closed on their home. Glimmervale appeared on the horizon, just like they remembered it.

Well, most of it.

It was quite obvious even from the distance that the defensive wall was now almost fully erected. Only a small segment remained to be finalized. The Committee and all those involved in its construction hadn’t been slacking off during their absence. It had taken much shorter than everyone expected.

Besides that, nothing seemed amiss. The town wasn’t on fire, neither had the two rivers flooded it, as some of the girls had worried. It was hard to judge the details, but a healthy stream of travelers and merchants seemed to head in and from all directions. Things seemed to be good.

When they arrived closer, Asterios and Umbra brought everyone back on the backs of the flying tigers to make an official return. People cheered and waved as the Royal Division crossed the edge of the town, flying in its standard, most recognizable formation. The streets were bustling and it was easy to spot half of the population made of residents. Those people cheered the loudest.

Asterios decided to get off in the main square and Tina led her squad there. He, Althea, and the girls stepped down from their mounts right in front of Venuzathor, who was peacefully napping on his raised platform while everyone watched the commotion. Then, Tina flew away with her men to drop Imadil and Cynthia off by their workshop and bring her squad to the barracks.

“Well, welcome to Glimmervale.” Asterios smiled at Althea, gesturing around.

She stared at the massive entity towering over the market with wide eyes and he chuckled lightly.

“Don’t worry. Not a True Dragon. That’s our resident Dracodon, Venuzathor. He keeps things peaceful and actually coached me a little bit in the past.”

“It’s good to be home.” Silvia sighed softly while looking around at the small crowd that started gathering around them.

“What she said.” Grea stretched with an unnecessarily loud and sensual moan. “I can’t wait to get back to my lair. No offense to all sightseeing fanatics but nothing’s better than your own little hole. You don’t want to neglect it too much or no one will want to come in.”

Asterios shared a look with Silvia and they silently decided to just ignore her obviously obscene wording, smiling at each other wryly.

“Look who it is that decided to finally show up.” A familiar voice reached them from the side.

Pushing through the impromptu gathering was Rudy, followed by Tesser and Douhlim. People reluctantly made a way as their adventurer friend became more and more violent with her pushing to reach her destination. With just a little bit of trouble, the trio stood in front of Ast’s group with wide smiles.

Asterios extended his hand forward and they clasped their forearms. “You are still here? I thought you prefer switching things up now and then.”

She laughed openly. “We like to chase after good rumors and interesting places. It can be stale after sitting in one place for a while. But, it’s completely different when it always seems like something new is happening around. Or is going to happen.”

“It’s gonna be big. I can feel it in my bones.” Douhlim slapped his thighs with a chuckle.

“Anything you would like to share?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her.

“Just some gossip in the guild. Might be all horseshit. But also might not.” She shrugged. “I think you have the highest chance of getting to the root of things as the lord. Your little Committee knows a thing or two regarding this.”

“Then we’ll hear about it soon. We are on our way to meet them, maybe stopping by a few other places too. Lots of catching up in front of us.” He nodded.

“Let’s go, then. We’ll gladly take the job of escorting you, My Lord. Someone has to make a path through all those gawkers or you’ll never get anywhere.” Rudy waggled her brows. “For a tiny commission, of course.”

Miria snorted cutely and she wasn’t the only one noticing the athletic woman’s eyes wandering to their new companion. They agreed to her offer though and moved out. As expected, Rudy kept herself close to Althea while the two groups chatted casually about various random things. Amused glances were shared amongst Ast’s girls.

If only she knew who she was trying to impress this time.


Chapter 7
More Trouble Brewing in the Neighborhood

While Rudy focused her attention on their new friend, Douhlim and Tesser walked by Asterios and the girls. They exchanged brief greetings with some people as they moved through the streets, most residents being glad to see them again. Some groups and individuals kept themselves more on the side, whispering to each other while trying to be sneaky with their stares. It was easy to identify travelers and adventurers that way. 

The dwarf elbowed Asterios in the side, which ended up being his thigh rather due to their height difference. “Enjoying your fame, eh? Many come here just to see you and yours. The tales of your arrival in Glimmervale and how much it’s changing are plenty.”

“Honestly, I’d rather not be in the center of attention,” Asterios admitted. “It’s harder to keep things to yourself with everyone following your every step and word with intense gazes.”

“True words.” Tesser chuckled. “Fame can be both a blessing and a curse. But, as an S-rank adventurer, you should be pretty used to it.”

“It hasn’t been long since Master was promoted to S-rank,” Miria chimed in while walking with her arms intertwined with Ast’s. “It was around the same time he and Tina got the town. We’ve still been trying to lay low until recently.”

“And you aren’t now?” The Priest glanced at her.

“Certainly not as much as in the past.” Selene nodded to herself. “We won’t be able to keep everything under wraps forever. But, with my Lord growing stronger and stronger at a quick pace, I don’t think revealing a thing or two will be a problem.”

“It might actually be beneficial instead,” Silvia said. “Asterios wouldn’t need to keep himself in check all the time and Glimmervale would get even more interesting and popular if people knew who was behind it.”

“The only issue is the people my parents were trying to hide me from.” Asterios sighed. “It’s hard to judge if we are ready to face them in case anyone stumbles on our trail.”

Althea slowed Rudy down, who kept dragging her forward ahead of everyone, and turned to face him with a gentle smile. “Judging from what I’ve seen, you are. One thing you should have in mind is that the situation of your possible pursuers would most likely be fairly similar to the enemy we fought in my home. They wouldn’t send out their leaders and elites for the hunt unless the trail was one hundred percent certain. And you should be aware that not many are capable of making it here in the first place.”

“Kind of makes sense.” Grea rubbed her chin. “Almost all of them are gone from this world. Save for an exception or two.”

“So, we are more likely to run into their sl—subordinates? Or might already even have encountered a few without noticing,” Miria mused, quickly correcting herself to keep some of the major details from their adventurer friends. “While that’s definitely safer, it doesn’t stop them from finding out a thing or two through their pawns.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the woman we took down isn’t the only one with a connection to a stronger being who’s been left behind as a scout or an informant,” the Dragon lady continued. “As you said, it’s inevitable for them to notice Asterios. But, the real question is, will they realize his connection to the one they are searching for?”

“That one entity my Lord summoned in the past did manage to find out,” Selene replied.

“Shortly before her death, though,” Miria added. “Do you think she was someone’s subordinate?”

“I don’t think so,” Asterios shook his head, running his fingers through her soft hair to reassure the tense panthergirl a little. “She didn’t seem like someone who would tolerate taking orders from another. Well, at least until that happened…”

“If I’m not mistaken, you only had one… signature… back then, correct?” Althea queried and he nodded. “Then it will definitely be much harder to identify the individual ones without a more in-depth look. Especially with three of them, even if the last one doesn’t fully match the others. Only the leaders and the strongest elites would be able to do so with some effort, and I think there would be bigger problems than that if they appeared.”

“I have no idea what in all the hell you are talking about but don’t you need to worry! We’ll do our best to protect you and this town! We are almost B-ranks now, baby!” Rudy wrapped her arm around Althea’s waist while flexing the other one.

The girls chuckled and snickered while her teammates rolled their eyes. Asterios smirked at that sight. It looked like Althea’s polite manners had been interpreted as at least some interest and the warrior woman was slowly growing bolder. Good thing she wasn’t aware that the lady she was trying to hit on could fold her in half if she only wanted to. And good thing that Althea was more amused by the whole situation than annoyed by it.

Well, the only bad thing was the fact that she was unintentionally giving Rudy false hope.

Unless she did swing that way.

But, Asterios was pretty sure Althea was a more traditional female Lesser Dragon when it came to searching for a mate. Something in the bond they shared told him that. And maybe the very brief moment when their gazes met, their eyes exchanging more amusement than words could convey.

“Good luck, then.” Grea snorted. “You’ll need it if you ever find yourself in front of them or their subordinates. Especially without the buff this mighty one can provide you with.”

She bumped her hip into Asterios with a sly grin and he shook his head. Unfortunately, it was not possible to deny that part. It still baffled him when he thought about it from time to time, but with how visible the growth in Miria and Selene was, it was a scientifically confirmed fact that their relationship continued to strengthen them the more they participated in it.

Soon, they reached the Adventurer’s Guild and stepped inside. It was as lively as usual and Asterios noticed that the number of receptionists increased again. Alongside the number of adventurers hanging around, of course. Almost the entire main hall was in use.

Miria spotted their favorite receptionists, Ellie and Truvi, taking a short break by the door leading into the staff area and she waved at them. The two ladies noticed them and exchanged a few more words before their dwarf friend slipped into the backrooms and the human girl approached them with a happy jog.

Ellie dragged them away from the crowd and brought everyone to a meeting chamber, turning to face the group with a bright smile. “Hello! It’s super loud out there so I thought it would be better to find a quieter place to talk. Sorry for Truvi’s absence but we were just going to return to our posts so at least one of us had to leave.”

“It’s no problem, Ellie!” The panthergirl threw herself at the red-haired receptionist. “I missed you!”

“Hahaha! I missed you too, Miria!” Ellie rubbed her cheek with Miria affectionately. “So, how did your trip go?”

“It was fairly eventful,” Asterios answered. “We had to help with some international issues. Very complicated matters. The investigation took a while.”

“I see. I’m glad to see all of you doing alright.” She chuckled softly. “Just look at you! It feels like it was yesterday when the two of you officially registered as E-ranks and you are now handling matters between the nations! Not to mention managing an entire town! How this time flies…”

“It certainly does,” Selene agreed with a reminiscing smile.

“And it’s still just the very beginning.” Grea grinned at her. “We haven’t seen half of what this handsome cookie is destined to achieve. Perhaps he should start with building the biggest harem this realm has ever seen. Ow!”

She glanced to the side and found Silvia withdrawing her fist.

“Tina asked me to,” the princess explained with the faintest smirk. “Do you really want Asterios to not have a shred of time and energy for us anymore?”

“Oh, I think you personally should be more than well aware of how much energy he has to spare. Last time I checked, the two of you were literally on fire while at it,” the horned woman countered with a squint.

A delicate blush tinged Silvia’s cheeks while Asterios slapped Grea on the ass.

“Behave,” he admonished his frivolous mate. “We have company.”

“So what?” She huffed and flicked her head towards Ellie. “Just add her in. Problem solved. And the buff chick too. I bet she’ll convert back to the right way after a single thrust. Another problem solved. As for the guys? It’s not like they don’t know you are fucking us silly. Who wouldn’t? We are hot. In Silvia’s case, literally.”

Before she could get any further, Asterios cupped Grea’s chin up and forced her to stare deep into his eyes as they shimmered enchantingly. She quivered too as a wordless order to be silent rushed through her body, sealing her lips shut. He let go of her chin and she stumbled back a little before regaining balance. Still, he could see her clamped thighs due to her barely noticeable, awkward stance.

He’d achieved his goal, but at what cost?

“So, returning to the topic, anything interesting happening around?” Asterios turned back to Ellie with an apologetic smile.

“Well, the guild is doing great, thriving even. All thanks to your input, and perhaps the recent rumors,” she replied with a giggle.

“We heard about that. What is the matter that makes people so curious about the town?” Bryn asked.

“While I do know, I think it's a better idea for you to talk with the guildmaster about that,” Ellie answered. “She shouldn’t be too busy right now if you would like to pay her a visit.”

“We might as well.” Asterios nodded. “Everyone coming?”

Grea was clearly trying to say something but his earlier command prevented her from making any noises so she just continued to tug at his sleeve with a pleading expression until he canceled the restriction.

“I’ll stay behind to entertain our friends. It would be rude to leave Rudy and her gang alone, don’t you think? And I’ll try to learn any good gossip from the period we were gone while at it,” she suggested.

He stared at her intently to make sure that she wasn’t going to play any tricks on them and finally agreed to the offer. Ellie had to go back to her post since she’d already overstayed her break and they urged her to hurry away, not wanting their friend to get in trouble because of them. Even if she’d assured them that, considering Ast’s standing and their party’s rank, she wouldn’t get that much scolding.

Asterios, Miria, Selene, Silvia, Bryn, and Althea strolled to Suanori’s office while trying to stay on the sidelines while walking through the lobby. They reached their destination without any problems and were invited inside shortly before knocking. The guildmaster awaited them behind her desk with a welcoming smile on her noble face.

“It’s such an interesting feeling, that connection of ours. I could feel you arrive in the guild and even interact with Ellie. Perhaps I could have even joined you mentally if I tried but I bet that wouldn’t happen without you noticing,” she began with a chuckle. “So, did you succeed in making our Ice Queen smile for you?”

“Glad to hear that you are growing used to it.” He chuckled back. “And, I’m not so sure about that. But, I did see her cry.”

Suanori’s face drew a blank as she stared at him like he’d lost his head.

“Also, she’s now one of my servants so I would be careful with what you say inside our little connection,” he added with a wink.

She blanched in a blink, her face growing paler than a fresh sheet of the highest-quality paper.

“Which in itself is quite an achievement,” Althea commented with a gentle smirk. “It’s been quite a few decades if not centuries since the last time she did.”

A new and yet unfamiliar voice joining the conversation brought Suanori back to reality.

“My apologies, and you are? I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” She raised a brow at the Dragon lady.

“Oh, just the person who knows Little Civie the most.” Althea waved dismissively. “My name is Althea. It’s my pleasure.”

The guildmaster clearly had no idea how to process that introduction or everything else that had just happened so she just sighed heavily and shook her head.

“We heard that some curious rumors are spreading around but no one wanted to explain them.” Asterios decided to help her out by switching topics. “Anything you could tell us?”

“Rumors? Oh, of course. Nothing is yet fully confirmed, but I know the source, and so does the Committee.” She recollected herself while straightening up from her slumped position. “We detected some strange movements of mana and essence from the location of the formerly damaged summoning circle. And by we, I mean Venuzathor, first and foremost.”

“Oh?” Miria’s ears perked up as she tilted her head curiously.

“I had some trusted people investigate it but the information has somehow leaked out to the public, or the traveling adventurers noticed something on their own too. People began to speculate and started wondering if the energy fluctuations aren’t connected to a newly forming dungeon. As you can imagine, that rumor spread like wildfire, and here we are. The area is now off-limits while we monitor whatever we can. Considering how dangerous the last issue with that place was, we didn’t want to take unnecessary risks and decided to wait for your return while preparing for the worst,” Suanori explained.

“Why haven’t you contacted us? It’s a serious issue.” Silvia frowned softly.

“We of course planned to, whenever anything out of the ordinary was spotted or reported. So far, it’s just some barely noticeable emissions. The last time, things went to hell the moment the core of the issue was disturbed so we are hoping things won’t turn bad if we keep our fingers away from it,” the guildmaster answered. “Naturally, we aren’t just sitting idly. The walls from that direction are thankfully already reinforced. We continue to patrol the area and put more wards down every day. Adventurers are hired to stay on the battlements. And even the kingdom sent us some reinforcements in the form of more experienced troops which are currently stationed in your barracks.”

“Looks like we can’t ever catch a break.” Selene chuckled while covering her mouth.

“It would be great if you could take a closer look at the issue, but just your presence is very comforting. Don’t feel obliged to rush there right now and dedicate all your time to investigating this anomaly. You deserve some rest and time to spend with your friends and families. We’ll keep you updated. Don’t worry,” Suanori added.

“We aren’t going to ignore this matter for too long,” Asterios said. “I’d rather not have the repeat of the previous incident this soon. But, as long as no one is tinkering with whatever it is that’s happening there, I think it’s wise to carefully observe the changes.”

“Yeah. Venuzathor said so too. That there’s not much of a reason to worry yet. And that we would most likely need to dig deep again to discover what’s going on.” She ran her fingers through her long hair. “The Committee would undoubtedly like to discuss this with you too.”

“We are on our way there, stopping by a few places.” He nodded. “They are definitely at the top of our list since we have a message for them.”

“From the queen? Anything important?” Suanori raised a brow at him.

“Yes and don’t know. We are to open it with them present. If it isn’t some grand secret, we’ll let you know. But, you can always ask her personally for permission to come.” Asterios grinned.

She shuddered. “No, thanks. I’ll leave dealing with bigshots to you. It’s been going fine so far.”

“You can’t run from it forever. Especially when pretty much all of those bigshots are now part of our mental network.” He shrugged. “Now, anything we should discuss before moving on to the next destination?”

“Besides the weird anomaly, things are doing good. Our guild is slowly gaining more status, which brings us new benefits and permission to expand with special facilities. While how the guild develops is mostly left to the one managing it, some elements are withheld from the smaller or less experienced establishments. There’s no doubt that the news about that will spread at some point too,” Suanori shared.

“Good to know. If we are going to end up with a dungeon next door, they might be useful. Thank you for taking good care of our guild and the girls. We haven’t seen Truvi this happy and excited ever.” Asterios made a polite bow.

“There’s no need for that.” She waved him off while standing up. “We are thankful to you for this opportunity. This is way better than trying to swim upstream in some random city or town. It’s always been one huge battle against the local authorities with all the official matters. Here? This is one of the best environments I have ever worked in. Things are so smooth and pleasant that you just want to give and do more. I hope it can stay like this after this town becomes the most famous and well-known hub in the whole realm.”

“That would be something, wouldn’t it.” Bryn smiled warmly. “Maybe even across the realms.”

“I think we are getting ahead of ourselves here.” Asterios snickered. “Let’s first focus on the more achievable goals. Thanks for the chat and see you later.”

After bidding farewell, Ast’s party returned to the bottom floor to grab Grea and Rudy’s team, who were very involved in some juicy gossip from what he could tell. It wasn’t a surprise that the two women had managed to find a common tongue with how thirsty both of them were, just for slightly different things.

They waved goodbye to Ellie and Truvi before leaving the guild and resuming their journey through Glimmervale. Somewhere halfway to Kindra’s mansion, Rudy’s party separated from them since they had a quest scheduled for the evening and she was starting to get frustrated at her failures to pry any new information about the rumors from Asterios and his ladies. Even Grea kept her mouth shut, enjoying tormenting the muscular adventurer.

The Hestizo and Nobelle shared residence had now proper sentries and gatehouses, but seeing the local lord approach, they let them in without any trouble, offering to send someone to notify the owners. Asterios declined, certain that Kindra and Luna were already aware of their arrival too. He led everyone inside, following his mother’s presence, and found her in the kitchens, chatting with the cooks and maids.

“Asti! Girls! So good to see you!” She beamed at them, tapped the person she’d been talking to on the shoulder, and charged straight at him. “Come! I knew you were back so we started preparing a snack for everyone! I bet you are hungry after the journey!”

He caught her in his arms and spun around a few times while they both laughed. Then, she hugged each of the ladies too, stopping to curtsy in front of Althea, who hadn’t yet been introduced properly. But, before that could happen, Kindra dragged them away to a dining chamber and seated everyone down around a circular table.

“Now, before the food is ready, come on, introduce us!” She grinned at him and the Dragon lady. “And tell me how you two met!”

He rolled his eyes as the girls giggled at her antics. “Mom, calm down. Stop jumping to conclusions every single time. Althea, this is Kindra, my mother, though you are most likely already aware that I’m not exactly her biological son. Mom, this is Althea, she is a very wise lady who has been advising the elf rulers for a long time and agreed to become my mentor. She knows a lot about Dragons since she technically is one too, just a different kind.”

“Fascinating.” Kindra’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “I thought there were no more Dragons in this world. Suddenly, right after you come out as one to us, they start poking their noses out of hiding. I bet it has something to do with the fact that a strong, handsome, male Dragon has made himself available. Are you perhaps planning to repopulate the realm with some Dragon babies?”

“Come on…” Asterios swiped down his face as his mates laughed lightly.

Althea had a tiny smirk on her dazzling lips, keeping her eyes locked with Kindra, unyielding under the teasing gaze of Ast’s mother.

“Fine. Keep your secrets.” Kindra giggled. “But, this is only one of the two ladies we felt. What about the other one?”

As she inquisitively glanced around, Asterios sighed heavily. “She has a quite important duty to uphold back at home so she won’t be joining us directly. Though, there’s someone else who did. But… It’s complicated. Her name is Tia and she’s inside me.”

“Oh. That’s new. It’s usually the other way.” She grinned at him.

Asterios could only groan, asking whatever gods existed and kept following him why they were testing him so much, all the while Grea banged her fists on the table in the middle of an almost maniacal fit of laughter.


Chapter 8
When One Door Closes, Another Two Open

It took a moment before Grea calmed down and they could resume the conversation. She continued to snicker and chuckle under her nose, trying not to look at Asterios, which resulted in her losing it again. Having those two teases in one room was a complete oversight.

Thankfully, they didn’t have to sit in awkward silence as the maids chose that moment to bring in the snacks Kindra had mentioned earlier. They set up the table with a myriad of dry foods and various drinks. The servers left as soon as they were done with their duty, leaving them alone once more.

“So, what’s the situation here exactly?” Kindra asked when Asterios glared at her to stop fueling Grea’s outbursts with her smirks.

~Hello,~ Tia joined in with a bright tone.

“Oh, you sound so sweet!” Ast’s mom glanced straight at him with a wide smile.

~Thank you.~ The newcomer giggled. ~I’m Tia and I’m a treefolk, or a Dryad. I met your son just recently after waking up from a very long slumber. Unfortunately, the cause of that awakening was going to end my life, but Asterios agreed to shelter my soul inside him before the worst took place.~

“You poor thing! I’m so sorry that happened to you! He will take good care of you, I’m sure! Was there really nothing all of you could have done?” Kindra’s expression turned sorrowful as her eyes glinted with unshed tears.

“We tried.” Asterios let out a heavy sigh as the girls next to him placed their hands on his shoulders. “We almost made it but the enemy took us by surprise at the end. This was the only option.”

~Don’t blame yourself for this. Even without that last attack, my days were numbered,~ Tia comforted him with a gentle breeze grazing his cheek. ~I feel nothing but eternal gratitude for what you’ve done. It wasn’t without risk. As I said, being able to wander this world from within you is a blessing. And I’ll do my best to shower you in mine as much as I can.~

“Is there no way to… fix things?” Kindra glanced at him hopefully.

He shook his head. “Not at this moment. But, we are going to look around for one. What today might seem impossible, tomorrow could be a common thing. We’ve learned at least this much throughout our adventures.”

“If there’s anyone who can figure something out, it’s definitely Master!” Miria exclaimed while pulling his arm into her embrace and rubbing her cheek against his. “He is the smartest person I’ve ever known! And there’s Grea too! And everyone!”

“That you are right, kittygirl.” Grea ruffled through her black hair. “I bet it won’t take that long. Maybe we can haggle with that chocolate witch to help us out in return for her favor. There’s always hope.”

~Thank you. I won’t reject your goodwill but please don’t let me distract you from your current affairs. It’s quite pleasant and comfortable here,~ the Dryad added with a noticeable smile in her voice.

“I envy you. None of us has been this deep in his soul. And it doesn’t work the same way when he goes as deep in us as he can.” The demon lady grinned impishly.

Asterios bonked her on the head as Kindra smiled mischievously at him too.

~One day, you might be able to. But, I think your draconic friend knows a bit more about that than I do.~ Tia giggled sweetly.

“I don’t think we talked about your Ancestral Plane that much yet.” Althea nodded to herself. “We should most likely start from the beginning whenever we have some time on our hands. There’s so much to discuss. Not all of it will be of immediate or any use to you too.”

“That’s alright. I would love to learn more about myself and the history of my people.” Asterios glanced at her gratefully, mouthing the last word with a bit of distaste. “We will definitely have a lot of opportunities to cover pure theory while we work on my traversal ability. If we decide to agree to the request.”

“Do you have something like that too?” Selene turned to the Dragon lady.

“Not exactly like that but similar. What Asterios is experiencing from time to time is a somewhat unique characteristic of True Dragons. They inherit a lot more from their parents and the predecessors in their line than Lesser Dragons, who mainly need to earn that on their own. But, it doesn’t mean True Dragons don’t need to work for their strength like their lesser kin do. It always boils down to individual effort.,” Althea replied.

“Interesting.” The fox lady rubbed her chin.

“Anyway, how’s it going, Mom? Need help with anything?” Asterios glanced at his mother with a raised brow.

“Oh, nothing to worry about. Everything is fine. Luna and I are taking good care of your little city.” She flashed him a joyful smile. “Business is booming and the shops are popular. We now decided to expand into some markets that adventurers occupy since their presence keeps growing. We’ve also heard something about a possible dungeon so it could prove to be a great investment.”

He instantly recalled the guild encampment around the nature dungeon they had visited with Miria, Rudy, and Selene in the past, imagining a similar scenario but with stores and tents owned by Hestizos and Nobelles. Profit from such a monopoly would be insane, and if anyone had a chance to convince the Adventurer’s Guild and Glimmervale’s Committee to agree to such an operation, it was definitely Kindra.

“We are going to investigate those rumors soon so we will let you know whenever there’s anything certain, Miss Kindra,” Silvia promised.

“Appreciate it, dear.” Ast’s mother nodded at her kindly. “Besides that, the wall is almost done, as you might have already seen during your flight. The construction slowed a bit since they needed your elf friends for part of it, but now that they are back, it should be finished in no time. Although, I heard something about plans for more. I’m not exactly sure about the details so you’d need to ask your trusty advisors for more information. We don’t have a scheduled meeting for about two weeks.”

“Will do. We should grab Tina first since she is technically the lady of this place as much as I am its lord,” he commented with a chuckle.

“You should hurry up and make it official. There will be no more confusion about what to call everyone after you marry them all. And maybe then you will finally start working on those grandkids of mine. I’m not getting any younger, Asti.” She crossed her arms and squinted at him.

Miria turned as red as a mature tomato while a few blushes surfaced on a bunch of soft cheeks around the table.

“Soon,” Asterios agreed. “It’s going to be a huge event. I would like for Miria’s, Selene’s, and Bryn’s friends and families to be able to participate. We could technically hold a few events, but I don’t think it would be the same. Each of them deserves much better than that, including Tina, Silvia, and Grea too, of course.”

He exchanged glances with the girls with a loving smile and even Grea seemed not to find any witty or smutty reply to his announcement. It certainly was the first one that brought them such an accurate date. They had no doubt that he would host a proper wedding for them as soon as he mastered the realm traversing ability and there were no immediate issues to be solved that could interrupt their extremely important moment.

“So, in the end, you decided to marry them all at once.” Kindra’s wide grin almost blinded him when he turned back to her. “What about our charming princess and her priority?”

Asterios took a deep breath. “I want to be fair to everyone. They mean everything to me, much more than what a bunch of random people might think of it. If the king is going to have a problem with that, he can take it to me. If that is going to be the moment when I will need to show this realm how serious I am about making their lives the best possible, then I will gladly do so. At this point, I don’t think there are many who are capable of raising an objection in this dimension. Nevertheless, I will face them all. And they will accept my decision or be forced to yield under the strength of my resolution, True Dragon or not.”

A brief but meaningful silence fell onto the room after he finished. Althea had a rare, jubilant smile on her delicate lips as she looked at him warmly. The girls stared at Asterios with mild shock and tender affection, feeling the weight of his words through their bond. His body emanated a faint crimson aura, and his eyes glimmered with power, emphasizing his statement.

“My little boy, all grown up.” Kindra sniffed while wiping away a tear from her cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

He sighed softly and showed a cordial smile. “There comes a time when you just need to. And that moment might come quite early if you want to fit in the boots of the Dragon Emperor your beloveds hope you to be. Because you are the one to turn their hopes into reality.”

“Spoken like a true man,” she agreed. “Being the best version of yourself for your lover is the goal of many. Not all can achieve it. But I believe in you. And I’m sure they believe in you too.”

“Master…” Miria started sniffling quietly while burying her face in Ast’s neck.

“That was… touching.” Selene placed a hand over her heart as she smiled gently, her external circuits flaring softly.

When he glanced at Grea, she pushed his face away before he could focus on her. “Shut up! What an idiotic thing to say! We should be the ones striving to be the best for you, not the other way! Idiot! Complete fool!”

With the corner of his eye, he could see her blinking rapidly and rubbing her other hand over her nose and cheeks. As much as he wanted to tease Grea for all the mischief she had caused him in the past, he just couldn’t do it at the moment. It wasn’t right.

“Father will have nothing to say about this. I’ll make sure of it.” Silvia took Ast’s palm into hers, looking at him with a tender expression. “I’ll be honored to become your queen and take care of our people. I always knew that’s what I was meant to do. And I’m so glad to know that I will be able to do it with someone who cares for me by my side.”

Bryn stood up and walked behind Asterios, wrapping him in a hug. “I… I never thought I would find anyone who found me attractive enough to go this far… To hear this… It makes all that doubt and uncertainty worth it… Just… Thank you…”

Even though Tina was absent from their group physically, he could still feel her presence right next to his heart. She had been listening and was now sending him her feelings too, matching what other women felt. He didn’t need her to speak as he was aware of just how much she adored him since a long, long time ago.

They continued to just enjoy the close moment for a short while. Soon, the girls retreated to their proper positions and seats, save for Miria. Asterios kept her head on his shoulder while affectionately scratching around her adorable ears. The ears from which it had all begun.

“Let me know about the date and I’ll help with preparations,” Kindra broke the silence, getting rid of the few remaining traces of her own, happy tears. “We will make it so grand people are going to speak tales of it for eons!”

“I expect nothing less from the best merchant in this universe.” He chuckled lightly.

They shared a few more words while casually chatting about their adventures in the Garden of Sinners and Kindra’s entertaining experiences back in Glimmervale. Then, they all shared a loving group hug, into which she pulled even Althea in, and left to be on their way to the Committee again.

Just as they moved past the front gate, the Dragon lady placed a hand on Ast’s shoulder and nodded at him with a proud expression. “Accepting who you are truly meant to be is going to be an immense help for you to become exactly that. You have already taken many important steps to reach your real potential, but this is one of the most crucial. Never forget the oath you have just taken.”

He took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I won’t. My mates mean the world to me. All of them.”

She smiled at him and they continued their walk. Technically speaking, Tina could join them through a gate after they arrived at their destination, but they decided to pay a visit to the castle first, fetching her and greeting their friends and families living in the central fortress.

On their way home, Asterios took everyone to Imadil’s smithy since it was just around the corner. The workshop was still closed to customers, but they were let in by Cynthia after notifying the elf duo about their presence. As expected, the father and daughter pair was busy preparing the hidden forge for the arrival of their special gear and contraptions.

Radir was already there too so Grea exchanged greetings with her father the usual way, which involved lots of swearing and smacking. They spent only a few minutes discussing the formations he was currently working on for the elves and she promised him to join them soon. Asterios lent Umbra’s services to the trio before his group left. Their shadowy friend could already start moving things in, testing some of the protective arrays too.

As they were heading to the castle, Asterios paused, stopping them all. He frowned while scanning the crowd as he believed he’d spotted someone familiar. A moment later, he found the young girl he was looking for. Pretty brown hair bound into a ponytail, clever green eyes, a short blue tunic, and leather pants. Her charming yet resolute face was hard to forget.

When Miria and Selene recognized the little lady too, the beastfolk girls practically hauled him her way. She was currently strolling through the streets while glancing around. He noted that her gaze seemed to orbit around the town guards and sentries with a somehow longing glint.

The sudden commotion brought her back from whatever she had been pondering about and she turned their way. Spotting who was coming her way, she quickly straightened up and waited. When Ast’s party reached her, she made a respectful bow of an honorable knight.

“Greetings, My Lord,” she said calmly, keeping her eyes on the ground.

“Raise your head,” Asterios requested. “Irelia, right?”

The young girl complied. “Yes, My Lord. Irelia Richtenstein, at your service. It’s my honor. How may I be of use to you today?”

Miria giggled and patted her head. “You can start by stopping that. It’s cute, but Master doesn’t need you to be all official with him.”

“Okay.” Irelia nodded gently, sporting a faint blush under the panthergirl’s affection.

Asterios stopped Miria before she made her uncomfortable. “So, your family has fully moved to Glimmervale now?”

“That’s right. Save for my brother, of course. He is and will be away for a bit longer,” Irelia replied with a more relaxed tone.

“And you came too? Weren’t you training to take the Knight Exam at one of the academies? You’ve been near the necessary age when we first met, right?” he questioned her politely.

“I was. I’m almost fifteen now.” She glanced aside. “But I failed the entrance assessment.”

“How come?” Selene frowned. “You have been such a fierce little warrior when you faced us. I could tell that you didn’t lack the skill and talent. Are the standards so high for children of this realm?”

“Father did help me apply to the most prestigious academy, but I was just not enough,” Irelia shared, still unable to meet their eyes. “The test was a fight amongst all to inspect how the potential recruits handle chaotic situations. Offense, defense, evasion, decision-making, everything could earn you points. But, before I could show anything, a group of older boys teamed up against me, and I was injured too severely to continue. They seemed to target only younger opponents, most of them girls, as few as there were.”

“How is that fair?!” Grea threw her arms up. “I understand that all academies can conduct their entrance assessments as they wish to but isn’t that too much? Don’t tell me that gang of cowards got accepted! For what? Bullying the others?”

“I don’t know. There were many contestants and limited spots.” The aspiring Knight shook her head. “They might have scored some points for their teamwork but they wouldn’t have gotten many for tackling weaker opponents. Their goal might have been to reduce the number of competitors permanently. If not for my broken arm and slashed thigh, I would have been able to join rounds two and three.”

“Bastards! If I ever see them, I’m going to tear them to pieces with my own fangs!” Miria growled.

“I thought Knights were supposed to be virtuous and honorable, fighting with grace?” Bryn wondered out loud.

“Grace and poise are for the image during important events and can be learned,” Silvia replied. “Against monsters or criminals, a Knight has to fight with everything they have to achieve their goal, protect the target, eliminate the threat. They are basically idolized soldiers or militarized adventurers. That’s not to say that most of their orders and practitioners are very respectful and honorable. It’s not an easy path to walk and one on which the willing have to learn twice as much as others. You are a brave young lady to aspire to become one.”

“Your words honor me, Your Highness.” Irelia bowed once more. “I just want to protect my family to the best of my abilities. And the people of the kingdom too, of course.”

“Please, just treat me like a friend. Or Asterios’ close companion if that’s easier.” Silvia smiled at her delicately. “Your desire to protect your loved ones is commendable. It will bring you strength to be one of the best female knights of this realm.”

“Thank you, Lady Silvia.” The young girl straightened up with a more visible shade of rosiness coloring her cheeks. “Then… Ummm… The two of you…”

Asterios chuckled softly and nodded. “Yes. We are together.” 

“All of us are!” Grea grinned, thankfully keeping herself decent in front of their young friend.

“Don’t forget about Althea.” He squinted at her before turning back to Irelia. “Anyway, what happens now? Are you going to apply somewhere else? Wait for the next assessment? How long does that need?”

“The Knight Academies have an agreement that after you fail one of their assessments, you can’t take it again in the other ones the same year. Something about preventing the inadequate from applying at every single opportunity in hopes of scraping by,” she explained. “So, you have to choose where you want to get. And I have to try the same or different place in about a year. I have only three more chances since they usually don’t accept anyone above eighteen. Exceptions are rare.”

“Looks like not only Rosewind’s school is utter shit.” Grea clicked her tongue, crossing her arms over her chest. “Or was. Maybe things are a little bit better now after we turned it upside down.”

“We should do the same with that one!” Miria suggested with fire in her eyes.

As they began devising a plan on how to raze the evil institute to the ground, Asterios kept quiet and rubbed his chin, continuing to gaze upon Irelia. In the end, he decided to give his idea a try.

“So, you are going to keep training by yourself until the next assessment?” His question silenced everyone and she glanced up at him.

“Yes. Until Father manages to find me a new instructor, that’s what I was planning to do,” Irelia answered.

“Then, what do you say about joining our garrison and training alongside our soldiers? You could gain some valuable experience that way, one that you can only find by practicing alongside your peers,” he offered. “Of course, you will be free to leave some time before the assessment opens to prepare however you need for it.”

Irelia’s jaw dropped a little from shock and she gaped at him with a quite adorably open mouth.

“That… That… I really can?” She swallowed hard.

“I’m the lord here, who is going to stop me?” Asterios laughed warmly. “But in all seriousness, I don’t see why not? Let’s go and ask Ted. Would you like to join us? We were just heading to the barracks.”

“I… I would love to, Sir.” Irelia made a deep bow, trying her best to act calm.

“Great. Come on, then. Tina has already been waiting for way too long. Maybe the Royal Division can even give you some tips while they are here.” He motioned at her to follow them and they resumed walking.

For quite a while, Irelia couldn’t stop looking between Asterios and the girls, perhaps trying to find out if it was a dream or if she was getting pranked. But, the joyful and reassuring smiles they answered her with, quickly convinced the young aspiring knight that it was a legitimate chance for her. A little scary one, but one she could not waste nevertheless.


Chapter 9
Local Entrance Exam

“So, how are you finding Glimmervale after moving in?” Miria asked Irelia as they were moving through the streets in the direction of the castle.

“It’s just as nice as Rosewind. Perhaps even more. We haven’t been here long enough to judge, honestly,” the girl answered. “Most people are nice and there are a lot of elves. I don’t think anything can compare to the beast calling itself a Dracodon.”

“Yeah. Venuzathor is definitely kind of unique right now.” Asterios chuckled.

“I spoke with him once. It was pretty scary at first, but he seemed like a kind monster. Maybe monster is not the correct word but I just can’t help thinking of him like that because of how big and ferocious he is,” she admitted.

“That’s only until you see this one in all his glory.” Grea jabbed Asterios in the side with her elbow while grinning impishly.

He shot her a glare as Irelia glanced at them in mild confusion and curiosity. The young knight seemed like someone they could trust, but they didn’t know each other well enough to share such secrets yet. Even if they felt like it wouldn’t remain private information for that much longer.

“Ignore her. She’s always trying to confuse and embarrass people. There’s only one Dragon she can’t stop thinking about all the time,” Asterios replied with a faint smirk.

The teasing demon lady snorted at Ast’s attempt to mislead her, amused with the way he had succeeded in doing so. Technically, nothing he’d said was a lie. And she was about to lean more onto him to prove his words right when a flick landed on her forehead and she hissed in disappointment.

“Maybe we can start our own academy here, Master?” Miria suggested with her head tilted adorably. “That way Irelia could stay close to her family while training and studying.”

“I’m afraid Glimmervale doesn’t have enough people who could fill the roles of the instructors and teachers,” Selene commented. “And neither does it have any buildings that could serve the purpose.”

“We can always build one, no? After the wall is completed and when there isn’t anything else that’s super important.” The panthergirl wrinkled her nose.

“I understand where you are coming from but she is right.” Asterios ruffled through her hair with a gentle smile. “Raising such a structure would take quite some time and funds. But, it isn’t a completely useless idea. It would be a decent attraction for the town, inviting more visitors to not only pass through but also even settle down. We can always pitch the thought to the Committee for the future.”

“Despite not being exactly that young of a city, Glimmervale still has a lot of potential to develop further,” Bryn said. “Tales about it and us are traveling through your realm, Master. One thing I can be certain of is that strong and talented people tend to be drawn to such places more than the others.”

“And if the rumors prove to be right, we are definitely going to attract even more attention,” Silvia pointed out. “People would do anything to establish their presence next to something like that. Especially martial guilds and schools. In the end, it’s an almost free training ground for them, full of real battle experience.”

“You are right.” Asterios nodded, stroking his chin. “Perhaps we should think about this sooner than later. It would be silly of us to ignore such an opportunity. Mom would literally disinherit me after learning that we missed something with so much potential now that I’m an actual part of her great family.”

The girls chuckled at him while agreeing. Kindra was certainly proud of her lineage and the achievements she and her ancestors had managed to gather under their name. But, she also was extremely fond of him and loved Asterios like nothing else in the world. Therefore, there was just no way she could be angry or disappointed with him for longer than a few days at best.

“Having a decent academy next to home sounds like a dream,” Irelia finally shared her thoughts. “Even after finishing my studies at any other one, I would still love to visit the local school as much as possible to continue learning and polishing my skills while staying around my family.”

“Alright! We are going to have a serious talk about priorities with those guys and gals in just a moment!” Grea snickered and patted Irelia’s head.

The young girl didn’t fight back and let the crimson-skinned woman mess her hair up a little. Thankfully, most of it was bound in a ponytail.

They reached the segmented drawbridges a moment later and passed through the gate. Guards and sentries saluted and greeted them with friendly smiles. Asterios and the girls answered with polite and also kind nods. It was a nice feeling seeing everyone look like they were happy to see them back and continued to enjoy their posts and jobs.

Without further ado, Ast’s group headed for the training ground, sensing their blue-haired companion’s presence there. In the meanwhile, Irelia’s gaze wandered all over the inner side of the island fortress. It was clear that it was her first time getting inside and she did not hide her curiosity. It was one of the things that reminded them that she was still a young teenager past all that knightly decorum and brave heart. The sparkle in her eyes was just so noticeable.

As they arrived at their destination, they found quite a few people gathered there. Several groups were formed. On one side, they could see Tina’s squad chatting amongst themselves while taking care of their valiant steeds. On the other side, a bunch of soldiers wearing armor adorned with the kingdom’s crest also chatted together, sharing some laughs too. In the middle, there was Tina, Ted, and a small batch of Glimmervale’s garrison, including the men their head of defense and security trained relentlessly.

Noticing their arrival, Tina smiled tenderly and waved at Asterios and the others. They quickly made their way to the central gathering and exchanged brief greetings.

“How is it going?” Asterios asked after leaving a peck on Tina’s cheek.

“Just so.” She showed a brief grimace. “There is some good and bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?”

“Let’s go with the good one,” he answered, taking a glance at Ted, who clearly wasn’t too happy about something.

“Okay, the message first, then.” Tina nodded. “The Twelfth Regiment has been ordered to stay in Glimmervale for a while longer and assist however they can in case their help will be needed. The king is clearly aware of the rumors and doesn’t want anything as bad as the last time happening again to Glimmervale. Kathy and the guys are glad to stay with us for some more time. I am too, to be honest.”

“Good for you.” Asterios smiled. “What’s the problem, then?”

“It’s not just them who are staying,” Ted joined in, gesturing at the other group of men with his head.

“Ah. They must be the reinforcements we’ve heard about on our way here.” Miria’s ears perked up.

“Correct,” he confirmed. “The king sent us some of the elite troops in case things go down once more and you aren’t around to immediately save our asses from whatever monstrosity crawls out of that cursed hole again. They are a step below the Royal Division, possibly capable of joining it one day. And that’s a problem in itself.”

“They seem to be quite proud,” Tina added with a soft sigh. “Simply speaking, they seem to view themselves above the others. While they don’t show that too openly in front of my squad, the fact that we are technically a reserve does fuel their weird superiority complex a little bit.”

“Our guys have some trouble getting along with them, as you can imagine.” Ted shook his head. “It’s not good for the garrison when cliques like that form. Too much unnecessary conflict that leads to nothing. And it’s not even close to a competition, which can be good sometimes if controlled properly. They are above competing, though.”

“Can’t we just send them the fuck back? Tina’s little family is surely more capable than them anyway.” Grea crossed her arms over her chest, directing a squinting glare at the kingdom’s soldiers.

“It would be rude to refuse help from the king. Especially when he stations a somewhat skilled group at your place for everyone’s safety,” he answered. “Plus, they had their official arrival so everyone already knows they are here. People would spread rumors after we kicked them out just like that. The king wouldn’t be happy.”

“I can handle that,” Asterios suggested. “What’s important is unity amongst our forces. If these guys are a bad influence, I’m all for turning them down. I’m the lord here so you can put all the blame on me if you want. But, I don’t think the king will oppose it too much.”

“Father might have a different plan regarding that,” Silvia said and everyone turned to her. “I don’t believe he would send us troops that could cause trouble without knowing. Especially elite ones.”

“So he did it deliberately?” Miria frowned.

“Most likely, yes.” The princess nodded. “He might be aiming to straighten them up under our watch. He has to be aware of their personalities. This might be the last chance for them to change for the better before he either releases them from service or demotes them. Their skill must be real if he is going that far.”

“So kind of him to shove all that onto us instead of taking care of the issue himself.” Grea sniffed.

“I’m not going to stop you if you decide to send them back.” Silvia glanced at Asterios. “We haven’t agreed to anything so you have all the right to be dissatisfied with his decision.”

“We’ll see about it.” He scratched his head. “Doesn’t hurt to pay him a visit and talk about it first. I’m sure you would like to visit home anyway.”

She graced him with a faint smile. “My home is now here, with everyone. But yes, I would like to do so. Thank you.”

“Anyway, we have one more thing to discuss.” Asterios turned his attention to Ted. “Do you think we can find a spot for one more person amongst your young trainees?”

The man raised a brow at him. “Someone recommended by the lord himself? I will personally make sure that there is room for them. Who do you have in mind?”

Asterios placed a hand on Irelia’s shoulder and brought her more to the front. “This here is Irelia Richtenstein. You might have heard about her family moving in some time ago. She is an aspiring Knight who is going to take the exam next year so I thought about giving her some actual experience with your subordinates before that. I can assure you that she doesn’t lack the drive, nor the talent.”

“Greetings, Instructor.” Irelia bowed respectfully.

“Hmmm. Most of my guys are quite a bit older. Will she be alright within such a group?” Ted examined her with his observant gaze.

“What I lack in physical strength, I try to supplement with my wits and polished techniques,” she answered calmly. “My parents provided me with the best available teachers. Additionally, I’m already proficient with a few strengthening techniques and maneuvers.”

“Oh, I meant as not being around your peers rather than that. I don’t think anyone would give you any trouble here but I would hate for you to be uncomfortable during our practice,” he clarified.

“Irelia is super tough! She doesn’t care about such things, right?” Miria beamed at the young girl.

“It would be unwise of me to avoid any environment that provides me with a chance to learn just because of my age or gender,” the young trainee responded.

“I see. You certainly don’t lack the spirit. I believe we can think about this.” Ted showed a friendly smile.

“It looks like the situation here is even worse than we heard if the local garrison is forced to recruit little girls into its ranks,” someone added and they all directed her gazes towards the source.

One of the men sent by the king had approached them with his arms crossed and one brow raised, a faint smirk of amusement on his lips. He looked to be mid-twenties with shoulder-long brown hair and sandy eyes. Judging by the looks the other people from his group gave him, he was most likely the leader of their squad.

“That sounds awfully close to you having a problem with women,” another voice joined in, this time more feminine.

Opposite him stood Kathy in a similar pose, glaring at the guy without hiding it in the slightest.

“I didn’t say that.” He spread his arms and shrugged. “But she looks more like a liability than an asset. She is too young to have anything under her belt yet. People who think they are something without even receiving the proper training are the first to die when a fight breaks out. Sometimes even during practice.”

“Yeah? Why don’t we see about that?” She put her hands on her waist and cocked her hip to the side.

The guy snorted. “I don’t think Ted has any training dummies for kids to spare.”

“It’s Instructor Ted for you,” Kathy countered. “Why don’t you volunteer, then? You seem like the perfect dummy.”

The girls snickered behind Asterios, which made the soldier frown.

“I would hate to accidentally kill a child. Especially considering that the local lord seems particularly fond of her,” he replied.

“Face it. You are just afraid to make an ass out of yourself. I wonder what the capital’s garrisons would say after learning that one of theirs was beaten up by a little girl.” She smirked at him provokingly.

“In your dreams,” the brown-haired man replied. “There’s no chance she can lay a finger on me.”

Asterios clapped his hands to capture everyone’s attention. “Why don’t we test that theory, then? A practice spar between the two of you. If she can do as much as threaten you with an injury, she gets in. If you dominate her, she doesn’t. My fondness for her won’t be in the way with this. That good with you, Irelia?”

“I would be honored to prove myself in front of you, My Lord.” Irelia pressed her fist to her heart respectfully. “But, I left my practice sword at home.”

“I can send one of the boys to fetch some,” Ted offered.

“No need.” Selene flicked her wrist and a bunch of shortswords materialized out of her ring. “You can use any of these.”

Irelia approached her and picked the most plain-looking weapon out of them all. She gave it a few glances, test swings, and practice thrusts before nodding to herself.

“Even though it doesn’t fit me too well, it’s a good sword. Thank you.” She made a tiny bow to the fox lady.

“Only amateurs look for excuses with their weapons.” The man snorted, drawing his own shortsword.

“Only fools don’t pay attention to their weapon’s compatibility with them,” Irelia countered with more coldness than usual, most likely unhappy that he was disrespecting some of the lessons from her past teachers. “A Knight’s weapon is an extension of their will. It can’t flow properly through a sword that rests wrong in one’s grip.”

“These are sharp, though,” Tina pointed out.

Selene snapped her fingers and a cerulean aura covered the entirety of both blades. With that taken care of, everyone made some space for the contenders, surrounding them with a comfortably wide circle. The man took his position loosely while Irelia firmly planted her feet on the ground and held her sword at about forty-five degrees in front with both hands. It looked fairly heavy but she didn’t have much of an issue with holding it steady. Asterios could tell that she was using her mana to enhance her muscles and was doing pretty well too.

Before they started, Miria quickly trotted up to her and whispered something into Irelia’s ear. The young girl nodded, took a deep breath, and Asterios sensed the change in the flow of her energy. Her posture relaxed just a bit exactly where it needed to and her sword felt more confident. Running back his way, Miria winked at him, clearly having provided their friend with some tip about Physical Strengthening.

Ted stepped forward to supervise the duel and both parties got ready. He met their gazes and signaled the beginning of the challenge. Irelia moved first, clearly pushing herself forward with a similar or even the same rushing technique she’d used during Ast’s visit to her father’s office back in the past. She knew she was at a disadvantage here due to their difference in sizes and general builds so she had to take the initiative.

Her opponent was slightly shocked seeing her speed but managed to parry the first strike without much of an issue. They exchanged a few quick blows and Irelia backed off just a moment before he attacked with his whole weight. Her perceptiveness made him click his tongue, but before he could get into the offensive, she was already running in circles around him, looking for another chance to strike.

But, he wasn’t that easily surprised anymore and showed that he wasn’t all talk and no bite. The official training was visible in his almost instinctive movements. When Irelia changed her direction and lunged at his thigh, he easily dodged aside and threw his own swing straight at her head.

She was forced to abandon her attempt and duck, which earned her a smack on the back with the flat of her opponent’s blade, sending her stumbling forward. He went right after her without holding back and she barely blocked the next three blows, which pushed her weapon from side to side. After the last one, he closed the remaining distance between them as her sword was forced upwards and slugged her right in the face with a vicious smirk.

Irelia fell backward with the force of the blow and rolled away into a crouch. A streak of blood ran from her nose but she wiped it off without a hint of fear while standing up. He jumped at her straight away and forced her to defend. The man definitely didn’t lack skill with a blade, even if his techniques weren’t that elaborate and most of them relied on strength.

“I don’t enjoy bullying weaklings like this so let’s end this,” the man stated and prepared an enhanced thrust, aiming to finish the duel with a single move, preventing Irelia from getting a chance to land a hit on him.

Regaining her balance after his relentless barrage, Irelia seemed completely vulnerable to his incoming attack and a wide grin rose on the guy’s lips. He sped forward in a quick and accurate charge, aiming for her head.

But, that was when Irelia’s demeanor suddenly changed.

Her posture became firmer and her expression more focused and resolute. Faster than before, she positioned her sword in the incoming thrust’s path while holding it upside down and parried the blow. Her attacker ran straight into her shoulder and was met with resistance equal to a thick tree, bouncing back with a grunt.

She followed her block with an immediate pirouette and guided her sword into a seamless swing upwards, gathering the speed and strength through the wide arc of an almost full vertical circle during her spin. Her blade was coming straight at him from below and he had no time to react.

All the men around winced when the tip of Irelia’s sword struck the man’s crotch, continuing upwards over his stomach, chest, and even face, leaving a red line over it from the friction caused by the protective coating Selene had applied to their weapons. Irelia’s swing was so strong it bumped him up a tiny bit during that first contact and would have no doubt sliced the man in half if she was wielding even a slightly magically sharpened sword.

He fell to his knees and spasmed violently a moment later, just after she jumped back to avoid his fall. Breathing heavily, she regarded all the red rashes and stinging lines over her body that she’d gathered from the fight and looked down at her opponent.

“One of the first rules you learn as a Knight. When facing a much stronger opponent, act even weaker than you are. Your only chance of survival is either finding a window to run away or an opportunity to finish them in one strike,” she said in between her breaths. “Thank you for underestimating me and giving me this chance to learn from my betters.”

Ted leaned towards Asterios with an impressed expression as she slowly approached them. “She has good basics. I didn’t think she was that far. She will fit nicely with our guys. I’ll gladly take her under my wing.”

“And so will we while we are here,” Kathy added, moving to intercept Irelia and turn her around towards Tina’s squad, wrapping her arm over the younger girl’s shoulders. “Nice moves. Want to learn a few more maneuvers with us?”

They wandered off to her group while the other party began collecting their colleague from the ground.

It looked like the garrison was going to be lively in the upcoming weeks or months.


Chapter 10
When One Wall Is Not Enough

Bryn nodded at Asterios and walked up to the group of soldiers to take care of the defeated guy’s injuries. There was no doubt that he’d suffered a bigger mental blow than the physical one, but she could still at least ease the man’s suffering a little bit. It was obvious that the relations between the three teams were going to be strained anyway, but it would be better not to stoke the fires too much. As Silvia had said, perhaps there was still a chance to fix the men her father had sent them.

Meanwhile, Asterios joined Kathy and her colleagues to exchange a few more words with Irelia. He wanted to see if she would rather stay with Ted and everyone or continue accompanying them for now since he was heading for the Committee next. She thanked him once more for the given opportunity and chose to remain under Ted’s watchful eye. Tina’s subordinates promised to look after her too and Asterios retreated after making sure that Irelia would let him know if the new guys started causing trouble.

Tina was already done with her duties too so they chatted with Ted for only a while longer and bid farewell to everyone, leaving them to their training and maybe a very necessary integration. If the rumors turned out to be true, they would need their garrison to be as united as possible. Who knew what was coming for Glimmervale this time?

Soon, they were on their way to the Town Hall and Asterios turned to Althea, who walked slightly behind him and the girls.

“You seem awfully quiet since the moment we arrived. If there’s anything that makes you uncomfortable or bored, I hope you can let us know. There’s no reason to follow us everywhere. We can switch the schedule up a bit and get you settled down in the castle next,” he suggested.

Althea showed a kind smile. “I did not see any reason to interfere in your matters, thus I haven’t spoken much. I can promise you that just the simple act of walking around this previously unknown-to-me place fills me with enough joy and excitement that I could jump around like a little girl. If you haven’t forgotten, my freedom was quite limited not that long ago. Plus, the entire time I accompany you, I’m able to study your person and learn more about each of you. I believe it will be beneficial for our lessons.”

“If you say so.” He shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure. Your opinions and notes are more than welcome.”

“You possess great leadership qualities, then,” she replied fairly quickly. “The situation with that young female Knight candidate was the perfect proof. You are capable of figuring out where to place your subordinates to let them grow to their highest potential. It’s a good quality that will help you master your heritage with more ease.”

“Like with the two sources he assimilated instead of fighting?” Selene asked curiously.

“You can say that.” Althea nodded. “But True Dragons rarely care for anyone below the rank of a mate, viewing all the lower tiers as nothing more than useful pieces of meat or sacrificial pawns. From what I have learned, you seem to be managing your entourage fairly well.”

“We should check on Zoe and the Lizardkin!” Miria bounced around them happily. “Do you think Imadil and Cynthia finished our gift for her?”

Asterios shrugged. “No idea. We’ll have to ask before we jump to your village. Let’s first talk with the Committee and let them know about the arms supply we have secured for Glimmervale back in the Scorching Steppes.”

Everyone agreed with that course of action and they arrived in front of the Town Hall in no time, climbing up the stairs to enter the round planning chamber. At first glance, it looked empty, but they could tell that almost everyone was there. Save for Ted, of course. The Committee members just remained in their personal offices.

Noticing their arrival, Danny, Esotvi, Merfinna, Ulyssen, and Keenu gathered in the room, greeting their returning lords with some polite bows. Asterios and Tina nodded at them respectfully and they all surrounded the round table in the middle.

“It’s good to see you again, Your Lordships,” Ulyssen, the person responsible for logistics began. “We’ve heard that your expedition to the land of elves was successful.”

“And we heard that you have another problem past the borders.” Grea snorted while crossing her arms. “This place just can’t ever rest. Exactly like us.”

Silvia graced them with a tiny smirk. “That’s just the life of a leader, be it a king, an emperor, or the local lord. You feel like there’s always something to take care of and things never slow down after they start rolling in.”

“Wise words, Your Highness,” Merfinna commented.

“Miss Kindra told us that the wall is almost done,” Bryn joined in.

“And that you are considering some new project,” Tina added.

“But first, I think we should introduce our new friend.” Asterios gestured at the Dragon lady. “This is Althea and she is my mentor. Don’t let her beauty fool you, she’s older than Glimmervale itself, and thus much wiser than she looks.”

“It will be good having someone else with lots of experience other than this elf geezer.” Esotvi chuckled, jabbing Ulyssen in his thigh with her elbow.

“It’s our pleasure.” Keenu bowed and the rest followed. “Now, in terms of the wall and our future plans, yes, it’s on the verge of being fully constructed. But, we are expanding much faster than we first predicted. Even with an unexpected boom of popularity included in our calculations.”

“And that means?” Miria tilted her head.

“More buildings, more homes, more mansions, more farms, more everything,” Ulyssen continued. “And, in the end, another wall. It’s going to be kind of pointless after we will have to build on the other side.”

“We did leave quite enough space between it and the first line of buildings. Or so we thought,” Danny admitted. “We are still quite safe in terms of terrain, but if things continue as they are, it won’t take more than half a year to run out of it. And that means the next best solution is to set up another wall even further from the center.”

“Basically a copy of Ring City,” Grea mused. “Not like it’s a unique concept, of course. Some giant cities do have multiple walled-off sections.”

“And I assume you are considering focusing on that first and foremost,” Asterios guessed.

“Exactly. But, that would again take away plenty of workers for a long time,” Ulyssen pointed out. “We aren’t sure if we can spare another investment of such scale, ignoring other necessary projects and setting them aside. Yet, we all understand that safety is the most important element of living in a big city.”

“Too bad you can’t transport people yet,” Tina said, glancing up at Asterios. “I’m sure plenty of your followers would be happy to help.”

“We will definitely be focusing on that ability as much as we can,” Althea offered. “Perhaps we should begin soon.”

“Regarding the mentioned safety, we managed to secure a stable supply of high-quality gear, mostly weapons, from our allies in a different realm,” Asterios said. “Nothing as impressive as the masterful artifacts from our Spellsong friends, but there’s barely any metal as strong and sharp in our world as the one we have found. We are planning to bring the first batch in soon if that’s alright with everyone.”

“Every edge is a good edge.” Keenu showed them thumbs up. “We are already being showered with gifts since the day of your inauguration but it would be unwise to say no to any of them.”

“Perhaps it is time you allowed Father to get more involved in the matters of Glimmervale,” Silvia shared her opinion. “If the supposed dungeon appearance turns out to be true, the kingdom will benefit from it as well. We can make it work as a partnership. The second wall will be finished much faster with his help.”

“It’s certainly something to consider.” Ulyssen stroked his chin. “So, I assume you heard the news?”

“As much as we could gather from the rumors and Guildmaster Suanori.” Asterios nodded. “Do you have anything more specific or fully confirmed?”

“Venuzathor concluded that it was a budding dungeon and we decided to trust in his judgment. Nothing is yet completely confirmed but we were waiting for your return to begin a more thorough investigation in case we triggered something bad again,” Keenu replied. “We can share the gathered reports with you so that you are up to speed with all the signs but you will most likely have to go there on your own too anyway.”

“But, as dangerous as it might sound, it’s not a pressing matter,” Ulyssen said. “You just returned and deserve some time to rest and regenerate. Even if an entrance appears right now, it’s not like monsters will begin spilling out of it to rush at the town. Hopefully.”

“Yeah. Fresh dungeons would rather choose to lure people in first,” Grea agreed. “But again, it wasn’t that long since we got rid of the circle so there still should be a lot of time before anything happens if we assume that night as the first day of the dungeon-forming process.”

“Unless something is fucked again.” Esotvi sighed.

“Alright. Let’s establish some semblance of a plan.” Tina clapped her hands to capture everyone’s attention. “We need to deal with new construction, a potential new dungeon, and new supplies for our troops. We’ve just recently made friends with the elves so I would suggest asking both Queen Civienne and King Welrond for assistance. Working together might be a good opportunity to bring the nations even closer. We can be the solidifying link in that scenario. Mostly Asterios.”

“I approve of this notion,” Althea said.

“Wow, that’s a good idea, Tina!” Miria giggled in glee. “We should again involve Miss Kindra! It will make everything smoother!”

Asterios snickered while shaking his head. Civienne hadn’t yet had the chance to experience his mother’s prowess. The famous Ice Queen versus the unyielding Merchant Queen. Who would come out on top of that confrontation?

“Perhaps we really should consider it.” Ulyssen looked thoughtful. “Everything seems to revolve around you, My Lord. It feels like investing in you is the correct step forward for this little town.”

“Just don’t forget where your loyalties lie when Glimmervale turns into the crown jewel of a budding empire!” Grea grinned devilishly, somehow managing to avoid mentioning anything about Dragons and a certain also budding Emperor.

“As for the dungeon, we will rest shortly and get right into it. The earlier, the better. Then we can sleep easy knowing that everyone’s homes aren’t in immediate danger,” Tina continued with a resolute expression. “The Royal Division can now join the patrolling duty and watch the area from the sky. The newly assigned troops will be at the ready to jump in too. This will lessen the burden on our local wardens and sentries.”

“A good decision.” Keenu nodded. “With more and more people coming into the town, we need all hands on deck within the guards and watchmen. Venuzathor does scare away most criminals, but their flow into our Glimmervale is higher than in the past. It’s just simple statistics. We can’t let any crime syndicates and underground circles develop under our noses.”

“Great. Then, finally, the new weapons and gear. We will naturally take care of that. I’m not sure how many will the first batch involve but we are planning to equip all of our forces with them. Perhaps we can also start thinking more about armor and presentation,” Tina mused.

“Are you planning to steal the deal Father made with Bryn’s people?” Silvia chuckled softly.

“There’s enough of us for everyone,” the Valkyrie laughed openly. “Our smiths enjoyed working on different designs than our usual stuff so I’m sure they will be thrilled to try themselves at something new once more. Perhaps something more unique if we provide them with materials from the Lizardkin.”

“Dragon scales! There have to be Dragon scales!” Miria hugged Ast’s arm while bouncing up and down. “And perhaps flames, or little Dragons, or wings!”

He smiled at her enthusiasm and scratched under her chin to calm his excited feline mate down a bit, causing her to purr lovingly.

“Does all of this sound fine? Or does anyone have anything to add?” Tina wrapped up her short summary, looking around for any input.

“The academy?” Selene reminded her.

“Right. But it looks like things are a bit busier than we expected.” Asterios scratched his head.

“Academy?” Ulyssen raised a brow at him.

“Many major or even some medium-sized cities or towns have one. It was just a loose idea while we’ve been talking with our friend who is an aspiring Knight that perhaps Glimmervale could prepare some ground for an interested institution. It’s a thought for the future, but the dungeon could spark some more attention our way. If it’s real,” Grea explained.

“We certainly have no space for it right now. But, as you said, it’s a decent thought for the future, after we solve our current issues. With the lack of builders being the worst one,” Keenu responded.

“We’ll see about that,” Tina interjected. “Anything else?”

The Committee members shook their heads while Asterios and the girls kept smiling at her warmly. 

“Great. That leaves us with just one thing. Ast, would you mind?” She turned to him and he immediately understood her intentions.

With a flick of his wrist, he summoned the sealed parchment they had received from the Elf Queen. “We were told to open this with everyone here present. It was a challenge keeping Miria away from tearing its secrets out. Now, let’s see what exactly we have gotten ourselves into this time.”

He gently unsealed the rolled document and straightened out the neatly folded letter, giving it a quick glance. Noticing literally everyone starting to crowd around him with unbridled curiosity in their eyes, he chuckled and laid the paper down on the table for them all to see, leaning forward to read it properly.

“Okay, so, I can see a few crucial things in here, just as you do, most likely. First of all, we might have another building to be added to the queue considering the fact that the queen requests an official embassy for her representatives in our town. Unless we have any free mansions that can be repurposed for that,” Asterios began.

“Then, we have the Pledge of Friendship,” Tina continued. “With what I can remember from my political lessons, that means we have the privilege to seek help from the elves in all matters of things. And in case of military conflict or the need for martial assistance, they will immediately send reinforcements to take care of us like one of their own settlements. This is a pretty serious thing.”

“Cooperation within the Adventurer’s Guilds and the trade sectors has already been a thing, but she wants to make it completely official. The embassy should help with that. And it won’t be just the settlements close to the border this time. We are looking at a full-blown mercantile alliance,” he added. “Things are getting wild.”

“The rest seems to be just official talk and necessary pleasantries,” she finished. “Looks like Glimmervale is receiving a lot of status from a foreign nation. She isn’t hoping to assimilate us, right?”

“I don’t think the queen would want to jeopardize their relationship with our kingdom,” Silvia replied. “This might just be a genuine thank you for what happened.”

“And a solution for our little problem with working hands.” Grea grinned. “They’ll definitely send us some help as soon as we ask. As for the king? No way he isn’t going to try and match it. We are too precious to be seduced by the competition.”

“There’s so much happening…” Ulyssen shook his head and the other Committee members chuckled wryly. “We’ll need to write down an even more detailed schedule for everything or we’ll get lost within all of this.”

“We will leave you to your work, then. And to process everything. Meanwhile, we’ll pay a visit to the king and a few other people to see what we can do about these matters. Don’t forget to secure this document properly, lest it gets lost amongst all the other papers.” Asterios glanced over the white-cream mess scattered everywhere around. “But, I don’t think I have to remind you of such things. You are the experts here.”

After Ulyssen took the scroll, Esotvi showed them the notes she’d been preparing during the meeting and promised to share a copy with everyone at a later date. They switched to discussing some mundane topics related to the town and its management. 

Asterios and the girls listened intently to the reports, learning how everything had developed during their absence. No one was surprised to hear just how much his mother’s businesses seemed to thrive. It turned out that even Tina’s mom started one in partnership with her and the two ladies were making a killing, both in terms of money and fame.

Then, they left the Committee to their daily responsibilities and finally retreated to the castle. Silvia went to meet with Camille, Grea rushed to check on her lab, Bryn slipped away into a portal to visit her home ARK, while the others accompanied Asterios to the dining hall to grab something to eat and rest up in their chambers.

Althea received her own room, of course, and a quick tour of the castle, courtesy of Yumi, who was thrilled to learn that their new friend was another Dragon. Therefore, they left their cute elf maid in charge of making Althea comfortable while also giving her a chance to shower the Dragon lady with some curious questions.

In the end, Asterios knew that the chamber she had been assigned was only a temporary locum. Althea was closely connected with nature and he had no doubt that living inside cold stone walls wasn’t exactly the height of comfort for her. He and the girls remembered her cozy cottage and beautiful lair, wondering what they could do to make their new companion feel at home here.

It didn’t take long for the night to arrive and they retreated to bed. Asterios was joined by Miria, Selene, Tina, and Silvia. Bryn stayed back in her realm while Grea was already deep in her own world underneath them. If she wanted to spend the night with her nose in the books, no one was going to stop her. 

The girls were actually glad they could snuggle with Asterios without their impish sister-mate trying to slyly trigger something more. Not that they disliked such notions, of course. Grea was just perpetually horny. Her other passion was the only thing that could overcome that mood.

In the morning, they all reunited for a light breakfast. Somehow, the topic of their young Knight friend came up again. After a brief discussion, Asterios agreed with his mates to offer Irelia one of the basic connections with him so that they could always be in touch with the little lady in case she required their assistance.

Tina volunteered to be the one to mention it to her since she’d planned to spend some time in the garrison anyway and no one objected. With the breakfast taken care of, Bryn returned home again, and Grea holed herself under the ground. The rest headed out to the capital to visit the king, taking Althea with them.

Asterios transferred the two of them through the shadows and they appeared in front of the castle this time as he wanted to show their draconic companion as many new sights as possible. It partially served as his prepayment for the lessons he was going to learn under her tutoring. He had no doubt they would make him into a much better Dragon than he was currently. Not to dismiss Venuzathor’s guidance from their past cooperation, of course.

Miria, Selene, and Silvia jumped right out of a shared gate and joined the duo. The sentries recognized their princess immediately and let them inside without a guide. The crimson-haired lady took that role herself, kindly chatting up Althea as they wandered through the hallways and corridors. They stopped briefly next to the training arena where she had first met Asterios and they reminisced about that fateful day, laughing together about the insanity of it.

Soon, they reached the meeting chamber where the king was waiting for them after receiving a word from Silvia about their arrival and stepped into the spacious, beautifully decorated chamber. A table set with drinks and snacks already awaited them, with Welrond casually chilling in a comfy chair behind it.

“Welcome, welcome! That includes the person I’m not yet familiar with, of course!” He chuckled deeply, gesturing at the sofa opposite him. “Please, sit down and let us enjoy your glorious return properly!”

They obliged and picked up gorgeous crystal goblets already filled with fragrant wine, following the king’s motion to raise them in a toast. Everyone took a polite sip and placed the cups down as he sprawled all over his seat.

“So, the trip was an even bigger success than I could have ever dreamed. Getting rid of the core of those evil bastards? Amazing work,” the king began.

“It didn’t come without any losses.” Asterios directed a sad smile at Althea.

“My apologies. And sincere condolences. I should have known such victory couldn’t have come without a cost. Who did we lose in the fight against the cult?” Welrond assumed a more serious expression.

“Not exactly who, but what,” Althea answered. “My name is Althea and I was the queen’s teacher. My home was destroyed during the final fight, alongside the remnants of the Tree of Life, whom I have sworn to protect.”

“That’s really bad news. I can only imagine the pain. The entire realm is grateful for your sacrifice. Who knows what those freaks would have managed to do in the future if you didn’t stop them.” He sighed weakly.

“You knew about it?” Silvia raised a brow at him.

“We had reasons to believe that it wasn’t truly gone. But, as you can imagine, all the matters connected to it are considered the highest top secret. There wasn’t really any reason to bring it up with you, was it?” Welrond met his daughter’s gaze firmly.

“No, there wasn’t. The less people knew, the better,” she agreed.

“Thankfully, the Tree lives, though instead of inside its old bark, it now resides in Asterios. You can say that your lands are its new home,” Althea added.

“That’s… not something I ever expected to hear.” The king’s brows rose to his hairline. “Does that have any effect on its close vicinity? Is there anything we have to do to honor such a presence?”

~That little settlement you call Glimmervale will certainly see a slight increase in its yield for as long as I’m there.~ A feminine giggle echoed in their heads, making him flinch. ~And nothing would honor me more than your cooperation with the elves to make my new sanctum a safer place.~

“Was that…?” Welrond stared at Asterios wide-eyed.

He nodded. “It’s thanks to our connection. Tia, the entity known as the Tree of Life, is now part of it, alongside the queen, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Returning to the topic at hand, Glimmervale will need another wall much further in the land soon and we believe this can be an opportunity for us to work with the elves on it,” Silvia took over. “It’s mostly a matter of the workforce. The current contractors have a lot of other things to focus on after finishing the first wall.”

“I guess we should.” The king tapped his fingers on the table. “And have you checked the rumors?”

“Not yet,” Miria answered. “We just got back yesterday and Master deserves a moment of rest. Venuzathor isn’t rushing us so it should be alright to wait just a little before diving into that. Master was going to start learning from Althea and there already is something that needs his attention. Can’t someone else take care of it for a moment?”

“If your summoned guardian says it’s fine for now, then I think it’s fine. You do have Tina’s squad and the men I transferred to Glimmervale to keep an eye on that anomaly, no?” Welrond asked.

“The rude ones?” Selene smirked.

He grinned back. “They can be a little… haughty. But, they are good soldiers. I’m sure you can handle them.”

“Our first impressions weren’t that great,” Asterios admitted. “I just hope they won’t end up as Dracodon snack after taking it a step too far. They seem to feel quite a bit insecure about a teenage girl joining our garrison to train and gain experience. Especially now that she downed their leader in a mock duel.”

“That’s perfect, then. You can use her to show them that it pays off more to be respectful and open-minded rather than self-centered and prideful. Give her a little bit of support so that she can match or even beat them in various exercises and they will start looking into themselves to find where the issue lies. I bet someone who caught your eye can’t be too unremarkable, am I right?” The king winked at him.

“Irelia certainly doesn’t lack talent and drive,” Silvia agreed. “It may work if it won’t turn into something unhealthy.”

“Then you have my permission to take care of them as you see fit.” He waved his hand at them. “It’s their last chance.”

“We can try, but we can’t make any promises,” Asterios said. “I brought her in to help her practice and not put her in an even more uncomfortable environment after what she had experienced during her exams.”

“I think we should speak with Irelia about it. Her knowing the entire thing wouldn’t hurt anyone. Who knows, maybe she would like to challenge them?” Miria shrugged.

“You do exactly that and I’ll get in touch with the Elf Queen. We can technically use the shared connection to speak, but maybe your shadowy friend would be willing to make it more realistic,” the king queried.

~Without a doubt,~ Umbra responded, showing up amongst the snacks and drinks.

“Perfect. We’ll be in touch, then.” Welrond stood up and bid them farewell to do exactly as he’d said.

As for Asterios and the girls, they jumped right back to Glimmervale. After checking on Imadil and Cynthia, they were heading out to the Lizardkin village. Having some sturdy weapons would be good in case their investigation of the supposed dungeon brought some unexpected change.


Chapter 11
Set in Stone

“Too bad we won’t see the king’s face when he learns about everything the Elf Queen has in plans for us,” Miria giggled mischievously as they walked down the street leading to Imadil’s smithy. “I bet they are going to stumble onto that during their discussion about helping us out.”

“This can only go two ways.” He chuckled with her. “Either he will be mad at us for staying silent or he will be desperate to one-up her. What do you think, Silvia?”

“It’s hard to say.” The princess tilted her head while thinking. “But, I don’t think Father can really get mad at you. In the end, he was the one who sent us to the queen with a full delegation, even if she invited us personally.”

“Hopefully, it won’t spark a war.” Selene smirked.

“Oh, it definitely will. Just not the one you are thinking of.” Silvia smiled softly with a hint of amusement on her slightly curled lips. “Anyways, while we’ve been talking about this, I came to a realization that it’s been a while since I properly showed up in the castle for longer than a few hours. If you don’t mind, perhaps I would return there while you guys take care of things in the beastfolk realm?”

“And you will get front seats to your father’s reaction after his meeting.” Miria snickered. “I don’t mind. What about you, Master?”

“Why would I ever mind?” He raised a brow at them. “I’m not holding you hostage. Feel free to go back and have some fun.”

“I’m having much more fun being with all of you,” Silvia replied. “But, I’m still a princess and Father could use someone to distract the nobles a little bit. Plus, it would be a good idea to gather some gossip about us. The current state of house loyalties has definitely changed since the last time we’ve shown ourselves in an official setting.”

“It was such an unforgettable night. We should attend more galas like that one.” Selene hummed delightedly. “Perhaps we could take Althea with us next time. She would look dazzling in a long emerald cocktail dress.”

“You must be jesting. I’m plain like a meadow’s grass.” Their draconic friend waved her hand at them dismissively.

“You? Plain?” Asterios snorted. “You make all of the prettiest elves look completely unremarkable when standing with them side by side. Isn’t that right, Tia?”

~Oh, definitely. Althea’s gift doesn’t revolve only around nature. Her irresistible charm can’t be called anything else than natural.~ The Dryad’s sweet giggle echoed in their heads. ~You know, I’ll really miss your hand on my bark. I’m regretful that I had never mustered enough courage to feel it somewhere else.~

“Tia!” A trace of a faint flush tinged Althea’s cheeks but she still chuckled at her friend’s tease.

“How would that even work? Aren’t you… a tree? Wouldn’t your… insides… be wood too?” Miria wrinkled her nose while trying to ask her questions as politely as she could.

~The physical form I could take with my birth tree alive wasn’t completely wooden. You can say that some softer materials made up my body too. I doubt it would feel the same for my partner as embracing a humanoid female made of flesh and bone, but you can be sure I never lacked the tenderness and slickness where it counted.~

Asterios didn’t doubt that. From what he had a chance to take a glimpse of during their brief meeting inside him, she was all the way feminine where she needed to be. And the kiss they had shared felt like any real one too, with perhaps a few tiny differences in texture and still very pleasurable sensations. It was now hard not to think about how the other things felt, and such thoughts were easily discernible on the girls’ faces too.

“You are being scandalous now,” Althea huffed softly.

~In the end, I could shape my form to my liking as much as I wanted, and the image of an elf has always been close to me. I actually wonder, do I look closer to the first Elf Queen, or perhaps to you?~ Tia mused. ~I’ll have to ask Asterios the next time we meet face-to-face.~

“In any way, I won’t be able to follow you into another realm unless you either mate me or learn how to use your spatial ability in a matter of minutes. Therefore, I think I will take my time to wander around your lovely hometown a little more while you are away, if that’s alright with all of you,” the Dragon lady offered.

“Just go on and have fun. You are free from your chains now. If you ever find yourself in trouble, all of us will come running, or maybe flying, to aid you however we can. I promised to protect you and I’m not planning to go back on my word. At the same time, I don’t aim to imprison you around me to achieve that. It wouldn’t change anything when compared to your previous commitment,” Asterios replied.

“Then it’s settled. Can you give me a hand, Ast? I don’t want to bother Umbra while he is helping Father and I’m fairly sure your castle is long considered my new home deep within my heart,” Silvia asked.

“Right away, my princess.” He slid his fingers into her palm and brought it up to place a polite peck on her soft skin. “I’ll catch up with the two of you shortly before you reach Imadil’s.”

Giving a nod to Miria and Selene, he moved away with Silvia by his side. The beastfolk duo chatted with Althea for just a moment longer before the draconic lady went on her way. They offered her some money to spend on her fun, but she just laughed at them, explaining that while she might have lived like a reclusive hermit, she lacked no funds and was most likely richer than all of them together. The elf rulers had been very generous to her.

Soon, Asterios was back and rejoined his favorite feline and vulpine. The girls immediately stole his arms and took over his sides with very intimate hugs. He could only chuckle at their behavior, definitely not missed by the passersby they strolled past. A guy with two lovely ladies basically melting all over him was still quite a sight, even if trios or bigger groups around one individual weren’t that uncommon.

“This really brings me back,” Miria purred into his neck. “When it was just the three of us.”

“It truly was a lovely time,” Selene agreed. “But I don’t dislike the current size of our family.”

“Neither do I,” the panthergirl quickly added. “It just feels right. With everyone. Or perhaps not literally everyone. There still are some people who just don’t feel exactly as right being with Master as his current mates. But when someone feels right, it’s just right.”

“I know what you mean,” the fox lady continued with a nod. “There’s that spark. It burns brighter within some females. Like us. Or Althea. Possibly Tia too.”

Asterios glanced down between their faces resting against his neck. “Are you insinuating what I think you are?”

They chuckled together and looked up at him, meeting his gaze with their beautiful eyes.

“Go, get ‘em, tiger! As my mom used to tell me.” Miria purred and nibbled on his skin.

“Yeah?” He shook his head with a wry smile. “And what about other girls, then? For example Ellie, Suanori, Yumi? It’s hard to always tell if you are trying to pull them into this or just continuously tease both of us.”

“We aren’t completely sure, to be honest, My Lord,” Selene admitted. “At least in regards to them being your true mates. Suanori is the closest, yet while we fooled around with her in the past, we didn’t get that certainty as with the others, like Bryn or Silvia.”

“But, True Dragons are said to lay with almost everyone in their entourage, not just mates but also aides, servants, and slaves,” Miria continued. “Compared to their selfishness, you are much kinder, Master. You don’t force anyone that way. I’m sure many of our friends wouldn’t mind or even liked to be intimate with you without being promoted to the top as mates. And it could make you even stronger. And also solve the issue of them being unable to go through the gates.”

“You know that I don’t feel right about sorting people into those categories,” Asterios replied, interrupting their speech. “And while it might sound a bit hypocritical with everything, I do want to be faithful to all of you. Sometimes, I do catch feelings, but I try to let you know about that right away.”

“We know and appreciate it,” Selene said, stroking his cheek with her dainty fingers. “What we are trying to say is that it’s alright to embrace others who follow you without falling in the deepest kind of love or accepting them as your direct mates or wives. For some of them, any attention can be very valued. They would relish the warm affection you could shower them with, showing them that you appreciate them just as much as they appreciate you. You are a True Dragon. It’s in your blood. And it’s only right to reward your subordinates for their service.”

“This kind of thing might be more natural to you, no offense, than to someone like Tina or Silvia, for example. I don’t want anyone to feel inadequate because I chose to play around with Yumi or someone else for the sake of having a good time together. And don’t think I haven’t noticed where you are going with this, Miria, even if not fully consciously. I can feel Zoe at the back of your mind.” He smirked.

Miria’s cheeks flushed more. “Ehehe~ She would definitely like to share a good time with you, Master. Too bad. We of course don’t want you to do anything uncomfortable. I just felt like bringing it up right now. I blame it on the mood, ehehe~”

“In any way, it’s not something the three of us can decide. If you really want to discuss this, bring it up when we are all together. I’m still not sure about it personally. It’s something that needs much more thought before anything.” Asterios ruffled through their hair, caressing their fluffy ears. “For now, let’s act like it’s the very beginning of our journey with just the three of us. We are going to visit Imadil’s smithy again, back in Tyrienheim.”

They laughed together and took a turn towards the already visible workshop. Asterios had thought about the matters his beastfolk lovers brought up many times already, but he still didn’t feel ready to embrace that part of his draconic nature. While many more things were becoming natural to him, some parts still felt somewhat alien, as much as he was trying his best to open himself to his origins as many wise people had advised him to during their adventures.

A few moments later, they passed through the entrance to the workshop and looked around. Some things had changed since their last visit while many remained the same. They were aware that most of the new stuff the elves had brought from their homeland was hidden from sight, accessible only by the Spellsongs and their close friends. And behind the counter stood one of those family members, shooting them a gentle smile.

“Welcome. We didn’t expect a visit this early. Are you in need of something? I’m pretty sure the father of your demon lover has wrapped everything up with her help down in our forge.” Cynthia rested her elbows on the counter and raised a brow at them.

Miria poked him in the ribs with her elbow and grinned knowingly, whispering only for him to hear. “What about her?”

Asterios rolled his eyes and tried to ignore the open and friendly posture of their elf friend. “We are going to the beastfolk realm and were wondering if the gift is ready.”

“Ah. I think so. Come with me. We’ll talk with Father.” Cynthia stood up and gestured at them to follow.

Passing through a few sets of doors, they arrived at a descent into the ground and wandered through the spacious corridor to reach a magically secured entrance to a chamber. She operated some sigils and led them inside. As expected, the hidden part of the workshop was almost identical to the one they had seen under the Garden of Sinners. Save for the tree stump walls.

Imadil was tidying something up in the corner and turned around to the noise of the door, spotting them immediately. He set his tools aside and walked up to them while wiping his hands off into a piece of cloth.

“I would say long time no see but it’s been literally yesterday.” He chuckled. “Came to check how we have settled in?”

“That too, yes,” Asterios replied with a smile.

“They want to take the weapon,” Cynthia explained.

“Of course. Let me grab it.” Her father nodded.

In a flash, he was back with something long wrapped in a neat sheet of material. He laid the thing down on one of the counters and untied it, revealing the contents.

“It looks beautiful,” Miria cooed as she ran her gaze all over the long object. “She won’t believe this.”

“It’s perfect. But are you sure about it? You haven’t technically met her.” Asterios glanced at the elves.

“I thought you would trust us a bit more than this after everything we’ve been through together.” The man smirked, then tapped his head. “This was enough. Your cooperation helped.”

“If you say so.” Asterios shrugged. “Now, we will be visiting the original Dragonsteel village to collect the weapons they managed to make for us in the meantime. Do you want to look at them before we distribute everything amongst our forces?”

“I think it will be a good idea to mark them,” Cynthia suggested. “If they are anything like Miria’s heirloom blades, they are going to easily overpower most equipment available in our realm. It won’t be surprising to learn that someone tried to appropriate one for themselves or make a killing selling a lost piece. Those could be dangerous and should remain under our supervision.”

“I was going to ask about that.” Selene nodded. “And I agree. If we want to make the new weapons and armor Glimmervale’s characteristic and unique thing, we need to keep their distribution under control.”

“Will do, then,” Asterios promised. “Make some space and we will drop everything here first. By the way, how big does an elven embassy have to be?”

“Did she...? Of course, she did.” Imadil laughed lightly. “A small residence is fine. As long as there’s enough space to host occasional parties with important figures. Servants and staff will be provided with the ambassador as long as the place is adequate.”

“Good to know. Perhaps one of you could accompany someone from the Committee to see if we have anything adequate on hand right now. If not, we’ll need to plan out the construction of it for the near future. Like so many other things.” Asterios shook his head with a soft sigh.

“We are going to help wrap up the wall soon. Then, your builders can focus on their other tasks,” Cynthia added. “And if it’s for the embassy, our nation will definitely be open to sending the necessary workforce to raise it as soon as possible.”

“We will see.” Miria giggled. “The king is currently talking with the queen about that right now.”

“All in all, thank you for everything. We’ll get going now. Many places to visit and people to speak to.” Asterios wrapped the crafted weapon up once more and stored it in his ring.

Selene opened a gate for them and they bid their farewell to the elves, jumping through without any further ado. Then, he transferred them through the shadows to the front of the Lizardkin village. The guards at the outer border recognized them in a blink and fell to one knee to respectfully greet them, which Asterios pleaded with them not to do all the time.

The settlement was more or less just as they remembered. Save for…

“Is that me?” Asterios asked with his brows creeping up his forehead.

Both girls laughed out loud from joy. Miria ran forward to take a better look while he remained stunned, staring right at the small monument in the middle of the village. There was now a statue made of crimson stone that depicted Asterios spreading his arms wide in a welcoming gesture, with his horns, wings, and tail present. What he lacked was his clothes. Most of his body was on display, except for his privates, hidden behind a waist cloth.

“These guys…” He groaned while massaging his forehead.

“I know, right?” Miria giggled excitedly. “You are way more handsome than this, Master! I don’t think they were able to take a good look at your body!”

“That’s not the problem here.” Asterios bonked her on the head, causing Miria to playfully show her tongue. “Forget it. We have a business to do.”

As they walked to the chief’s residence, many Lizardkin recognized them and offered their greetings. It felt a bit awkward being revered like that but Asterios had to remind himself that it was due to his choice. So, he needed to respond with at least some semblance of confidence and power that his followers expected.

Finally getting to meet with the chief, he decided to ignore the matter of the statue, knowing well that the man would just launch into a long story about his greatness. Instead, they ventured together in one of the warehouses and were shown the weapons the Lizardkin had finished working on.

The number wasn’t something impressive, but a few dozen of various types of offensive gear lay or stood around in wooden racks. Shortswords, longswords, mauls, hammers, spears, and so on. They had clearly aimed to start with diversity and then build up the quantity. Which, considering the state of Glimmervale’s garrison, was a smart move.

According to the chieftain, Asterios could take everything on display, which was precisely what he did. Selene jumped back to his realm, made her way to Imadil’s smithy, and opened a portal for them to use as a transfer gate for the goods. The chief and some elite sentries watched in awe as they repeatedly moved through it.

In fifteen minutes, all weapons were taken care of and left in the hands of the skilled elf smiths. The chief invited them for a snack and they obliged, but not for too long. Before Presto could once again offer their women to him, they were already gone, sensing his intentions ahead of time. It amused Miria and Selene, but Asterios not so much. It was going to take some time before the Lizardkin learned his ways.

Therefore, they headed back to Miria’s village. To make it more fun, they chose to fly there. On a Dragon. Which was Asterios, of course. The girls enjoyed a quite turbulent ride as he attempted to break his speed record with them on his back. He whizzed through the sky like an arrow, tearing the clouds in his path. It felt good and just right.

Before long, they landed close to the village. Miria wanted Asterios to drop right in the middle for everyone to see, but he didn’t want to cause chaos. They felt much safer in this realm in terms of showing off since it wasn’t the one he currently considered home and where his parents had chosen to hide him, but he still wasn’t planning on flaunting his heritage this openly.

Maybe soon but not yet.

Crossing the remaining distance on Miria’s back in her panther form, which she loved almost as much as riding on Asterios while in his Dragon form, they arrived in front of Zoe’s house in a flash. Miria practically sprinted to the door and began banging on it moments after turning back to her humanoid shape, excited over her head about meeting her best friend again.

Asterios knew who it was that came to check on the commotion even before the door opened. And the girls could too. Before Zoe could utter even a single word, the ecstatic panthergirl had launched herself at her with barely-contained giggling.

“Zoe! We have something for you! You’ll love it! I can’t wait to give it to you!” Miria barraged her with barely comprehensible strings of words.

“Miria! Calm down! I don’t understand half of it!” Zoe laughed openly while trying to remain standing.

“Come and you will see!” The panthergirl dragged her into the house without waiting for a reply and Asterios followed them with Selene by his side.

As they tracked the beastfolk duo to the living room, they passed Zoe’s mother, who walked down from the higher floor to see what was going on. He gave her an apologetic nod for the intrusion and slipped into the guest chamber.

“Okay. What’s this all about?” Zoe managed to somehow tame Miria and looked between her and Asterios.

“Master! Do it!” The panthergirl urged him as her ears twitched furiously.

He chuckled and moved closer to the table, summoning their gift from his spatial storage. A long object tightly wrapped in smooth cloth appeared in his hand. Placing it on the wooden surface, he gestured at it with both arms and smiled at their canine friend.

“Just a small token of gratitude for all your help. I hope you can accept it.” Asterios backed away and observed Zoe as she stared at them in confusion.

Miria continued to give her moderately gentle pushes towards the mystery wrapping until the wolfgirl was close enough to consider unraveling the secret. Curiosity finally got the better of her and she delicately peeled the cloth off, her eyes widening to the brim.

“No way…” she muttered under her breath. “This is… for me?”

Zoe picked the long polearm up like it was going to disappear at any moment, all her animal features frozen from shock. In her hand was a long, dark green shaft covered in a Dragon scale pattern with a dazzling silver blade at the top, curved near the end. The flat sides of the blade were adorned by an ornamental plate with a profile of a sprinting wolf painted over it, green as the rest of the weapon. A matted gem decorated the butt of the beautiful polearm.

Its new owner looked at it with astonishment and surprise. Finished with the initial examination, Zoe looked up at Asterios and the girls, with Miria practically buzzing in place.

“It’s truly incredible.” She smiled a little awkwardly. “But… a glaive?”


Chapter 12
Actions and Their Consequences

Asterios smiled back at the slightly uncertain wolfgirl.

“I know you’ve been using a spear for most of your life, but I would like you to trust me on this,” he began. “Let’s just say that I know someone who can get a good read on people and then prepare something perfectly fitting them, even if they aren’t fully aware of their talents.”

“Have you ever held a glaive?” Selene asked curiously.

Zoe hugged the weapon to her chest and glanced down at it. “Actually, yes. It was brief, but I kept testing out a few different options when I was young. But I don’t think I felt anything special with any kind of polearm. The spear has always been the main one within our family.”

“I’ve always been using shortswords too but look what I got now!” Miria chimed in and unsheathed her new blades.

Within a moment, she extended their connected pommels and turned them into something else entirely. She spun her bladed staff happily, making whooshing noise in the guest room, barely avoiding nicking any furniture with her excited movements.

“I didn’t think it would fit me, but they were right, and I’ve been in love with these since the first battle in which I had the chance to have fun like this!” the panthergirl added. “Of course, I still mostly use them in their separated form.”

“The first weapon I received from our talented friends was quite shocking too,” Asterios continued. “It was something more fitting for an assassin than me. Now, I’ve been gifted something else entirely after all the progress I made.”

He summoned his own weapon with a flick of his wrist and the greatsword materialized over his back. With practiced movements, he brought it forth and showcased the impressive blade to the Wolfkin girl.

“You don’t have to accept this weapon if you think it doesn’t fit you,” Selene chimed in, walking a bit closer. “But I would suggest first trying it out a little before making any decisions. You might learn something surprising.”

“I would never reject such an exquisite gift.” Zoe hastily shook her head. “But maybe you are right. It does already feel very comfortable in my grip.”

The fox lady waved her hand and the nearby furniture floated up from the floor while coated with a light blue aura. In a flash, everything was out of reach and they stood in a slightly more open space. If they managed to keep themselves more or less in the rectangular arena she had created for them, Asterios and Zoe shouldn’t accidentally cut anything into pieces.

He understood Selene’s intentions and took a defensive stance. Zoe glanced at Miria and her vulpine sister-mate before finally letting their reassuring nods convince her to partake in this mock practice spar. She felt her new weapon in her hands for a few seconds, gave it a spin or two, and dropped her posture much lower, pointing the tip of her glaive at Asterios.

She didn’t give him any warning before thrusting forward. Her strike came at him like an angry snake aiming to sink its fangs into the flesh of his lower torso. Asterios quickly angled his greatsword to parry the attack to the side, keeping in mind their limited space. It wouldn’t be fun to ruin Zoe’s home by accident.

The lessons he’d been receiving from the girls kicked in and he kept his blade close to his body, neatly changing its position to intercept all the ferocious jabs Zoe aimed at him. Thankfully, her own weapon was just as big as his so she also had to struggle a bit with her attacks if she didn’t want to skewer some poor cupboard or wardrobe. Any fancier maneuvers were out of the question too.

Still, Asterios and the girls clearly noticed the change in her approach the longer he and Zoe dueled. She was becoming faster and more creative with her angles. Her stabs were often followed with instinctual swipes, making use of the curved blade at the tip of her glaive. Her breathing was growing more and more erratic as she gave her best to land a meaningful strike against Asterios, completely consumed by their impromptu competition.

Naturally, he had gathered a few cuts already but nothing too serious. He was able to mitigate most damage by continuing to focus on defense. His goal was to give Zoe an opportunity to exhaust all her moves and grow closer to her new weapon, not to beat her in a spar. And so far, it seemed to be working.

But, the fierce wolfgirl was starting to get quite heated, her charming eyes sparkling with incredible ferocity. Perhaps she was beginning to take their little scuffle a bit too seriously, bonding with her glaive much quicker than any of them had expected. Noticing that he was backing off closer and closer to nearby furniture, he decided that it was time to end this.

Asterios pushed more draconic mana into his circuits and body, enhancing his senses and reflexes. Within the next thrust, he applied a different kind of technique, a more offensive feint and parry, leading his blade forward over the long shaft of her glaive. The change surprised her and he succeeded in crossing the distance separating them with a single step, ending up with the edge of his greatsword pressed into Zoe’s neck, their faces practically nose to nose.

“And? How does it feel?” he asked with a small smirk.

Zoe’s cheeks flushed a bit more than from just pure exhaustion and she smiled shyly. “Good... Very… pleasant.”

Lowering his weapon, he stepped away and put it behind his back. She also lowered her polearm but kept it by her side, looking at it with some newfound respect. It looked like the brief spar had her convinced.

“Now I’m actually getting unsure if I’m worthy of receiving such an unbelievable gift,” Zoe said in a quiet voice.

“You haven’t seen anything yet!” Miria beamed at her, and with a single swipe of her hand, she stole the weapon from her friend, running to the other end of the room. “I think you are attuned enough now. Snap your fingers.”

Albeit a bit confused, Zoe did as she’d been told and the glaive hummed pleasantly as it yanked itself out of Miria’s grip and zoomed through the air right into the wolfgirl’s palm. Her eyes couldn’t get any bigger than now.

“There are a few more tricks to learn but you can read the manual later.” The panthergirl giggled. “What do you think? Do you like Master’s gift?”

“I… I don’t know what to say…” Zoe glanced at her and Asterios with an upturned gaze, her tail wagging lightly behind her legs. “It’s like a dream… And I don’t know how I will ever repay this to you…”

He stepped closer to rest a hand on her shoulder and smiled warmly. “You already did. By helping us out in the Steppes and also becoming one of my allies. I promised you a nice something for everything you did and here it is.”

“Thank you. A lot.” She chuckled quietly. “I really appreciate it. I swear I’ll make good use of it and will never slack off on maintenance.”

“I don’t think it will need much maintenance considering the fact that it’s artifact-grade.” Selene smirked from the side.

Zoe looked between her new weapon and Asterios a few times before stepping forward and leaving a quick peck on his cheek, her left ear twitching furiously and her tail speeding up like crazy. 

She hastily pulled back, glanced Miria’s way just to find the panthergirl grinning at her, and cast her eyes to the side. “Thanks.”

“Now, that’s what I call a family heirloom,” a new voice joined them from the doorway. “If only we had any puppies that could inherit it.”

The wolfgirl practically jumped into the air and flushed completely crimson. “Mom! How long have you been here?!”

Her mother chuckled openly as she rested her shoulder against the wall next to the entrance. “Since the very beginning, Zee. And it was worth it.”

“Stop! It’s just payment for my services from back then!” Zoe barked at her.

“Is it?” Zuri snickered.

“Yes!” her daughter confirmed with quite some power.

“If you say so.” The older lady sniffed. “Perhaps you should offer them more often if they are paying so well. It’s a professional relationship worth developing further.”

The younger woman didn’t have an immediate reply to that besides looking away again with her tail smacking the air with impressive speed. Miria jumped in and looped her arm over her friend’s shoulder, directing a wide smile at Zoe’s mother.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Searfang! Zoe is already one of us! She is working hard on convincing everyone to come under Master’s care!” the panthergirl announced happily.

“Good. This place could use some good change. And so could this family.” Zuri chuckled cryptically.

After Selene returned the furniture to its proper place, the canine ladies invited everyone for some tea and they sat down together to chat a little about various things. The conversation often steered onto the weapon itself, which wasn’t too surprising. The enchanted glaive made of special material that came from a reaction of simple metals with Ast’s blood was certainly a huge deal. Zoe’s mom couldn’t believe it but her daughter assured her that all of it was true.

About an hour later, they all agreed that it was time to end their pleasant gathering and return to their responsibilities. Zoe once more thanked Asterios and the girls for the gift along with her mother, who pushed the younger wolfgirl to escort them into the village instead of staying behind. So, they shared a brief walk during which plenty of locals stared in awe at the glaive hanging from her back as they headed for the hunter practice halls.

Reaching their destination, they bid their farewells and Asterios took Miria and Selene back to Glimmervale. They checked on Imadil and Cynthia and found the elves already deeply involved in magically marking the received shipment. Almost half of the weapons were ready, but they decided to wait for the entire batch before sharing them with the garrison.

Speaking of which, they explored their connection with Tina to see how their blue-haired sister-mate was doing and found her on the training grounds with the Royal Divison and Irelia. Since they still had to talk with the aspiring Knight about the king’s plan, they picked that location as their next target and transferred themselves through the shadows.

But, shortly after resurfacing behind the castle’s walls, a voice came through the link.

~Look out. Dad just finished his talks. And he looks quite animated.~ Silvia’s gentle chuckle echoed in their minds.

Before the three of them had a chance to even exchange a glance, another person connected with them, a bit louder this time.

~Asterios!~ the king bellowed. ~When were you planning to tell me about the Elf Queen’s quite forward involvement with your precious town?~

Miria and Selene laughed out loud to not give out anything inside their shared link.

~My apologies, Your Majesty. We were planning to touch upon that subject during our last visit but it just escaped our minds somehow,~ he replied with a faint smirk, making the girls snicker again.

~It would have certainly been helpful to have such information on hand before contacting her with the aim of discussing our potential cooperation in Glimmervale’s favor.~ Welrond grunted. ~I had no idea she already held so much over me in that regard. Perhaps I shouldn’t have dismissed the trade routes and the guild’s agreement. Now, we quickly need to rectify that mistake before the elves put even more claws into you.~

~I’m not sure how we are going to do that, honestly,~ Asterios admitted.

~I had to compromise regarding the defensive battlements and structures, letting the elves partake in their construction equally, but I heard from Silvia about the academy plans,~ the king replied.

~There isn’t enough available space to build it inside the walls right now. It would take the spot already reserved for other buildings. Right, Master?~ Miria joined in while stroking her chin and furrowing her brows. ~What about the embassy?~

~She wouldn’t let me take care of it. They already have everything prepared and are only waiting for your permission.~ Welrond scoffed. ~Then, we will start the academy outside of the current defenses. There will be plenty of space there to take. I’ll assign an entire company for protection if necessary. Or at least a platoon or two. Until the second wall is done.~

~They will have to camp outside. The garrison definitely won’t fit them all,~ Selene mused.

~So they will.~ The king harrumphed. ~Say, are there any nice hills nearby?~

Asterios was going to say no right away, but a slight mental ping from a certain hidden entity stopped him. ~I think we can figure something out. Why?~

~Best institutions are always elevated. And it’s also much safer to defend from them. Plus, they just look cool on top of a small mountain.~ Silvia’s father chuckled lightly.

~Okay. We’ll see what can be done about that. Is there anything else?~ Asterios shared amused glances with his mates.

~We are putting up a House of Representatives in Glimmervale to counter those pointy-eared bastards. It’s like an embassy but in the same kingdom. We can appoint a noble family or two to serve as a link between the town and the royal castle, including me and my advisors. Do you have anyone in mind or should I look around my loyal houses?~ Welrond asked.

Miria’s eyes went wide and she bit into her bottom lip to hold down her bubbling excitement. It made Asterios chuckle out loud seeing her almost vibrating in front of him. He knew perfectly well what was on her mind and nodded.

~Perhaps. Does Hestizo ring a bell? Or maybe Nobelle if it does have to be nobles specifically? Possibly Richtenstein?~ he suggested.

~Oh. Ohhhh. I should have thought about this myself!~ the king shouted and they were sure he had smacked himself on the forehead. ~Three would be great. I should be able to smuggle your mother in with the other two somehow. Everyone knows how beneficial to the kingdom her lineage is. I’ll get to it right away.~

~Great. Should I let them know or keep it a secret?~ Asterios pondered out loud in his mind.

~It has to be official so stay away from them for now. There’s so much paperwork to be done. Oh, and are you looking to invite a specific order or school to settle down at the academy or will you start your own?~ Welrond inquired.

“DRAGON KNIGHTS!” Miria squealed loudly, making the other two wince. “DRAGON KNIGHTS! DRAGON KNIGHTS! DRAGON KNIGHTS! PLEAAAAAAAAAASEEEEEE!”

~I think… We might want to try something out ourselves…~ Asterios answered, massaging his ear to reenable it after the sudden assault. ~But we have no idea how to even begin.~

~Yeah. That’s much harder. But it gives you more freedom of choice.~ The king hummed. ~It will take much longer to reach a satisfying level. You basically have to attract instructors and let them teach for a while to see if they are a good fit for your program. Which, naturally, has to be firstly at least partially developed with some experts. But, that can be arranged. Won’t be easy, but doable. Especially with the kingdom’s support and your ever-growing fame. Hero of the Rift. Cultist Conqueror. Champion of Nature.~

~Why am I not aware of any of those?~ Asterios smiled wryly. ~Or did you just make them up on the fly?~

~You’ll have to learn that yourself.~ He could feel the sly wink in the man’s words.

~Alright. Anything else?~ Asterios shook his head.

~No. Not yet, at least. But there will be more. A lot. And it’s all your fault. Just who told you to butter the elves up so much to practically revere you like their second queen? Now better prepare for the consequences of your actions. You will drown in support no matter if you want it or not. Sleep on that.~ Welrond’s presence faded away as he finished.

Asterios took a deep breath and rubbed his forehead. “What the hell…”

~I still think it could have been worse,~ Silvia commented with a faintly amused tone. ~You should have seen how he stormed out of the room after Umbra cut off the projection.~

“Now I will need to juggle not one but two monarchs trying to one-up another constantly.” He sighed heavily.

“Or more.” Selene grinned at him. “What about letting the Demon King in on the fun?”

“Nope. No chance. We can do without bare-chested and well-oiled elite sentries patrolling the top of the wall.” Asterios raised his hands into the air. “First, we deal with the current chaos. Then, we shall see. Come on. Tina is waiting for us.”

They resumed their walk towards the practice grounds while Miria couldn’t stop talking about their own academy for Dragon Knights. She fantasized that they could give them wings somehow so they could fly through the sky without any mounts and rain death and destruction on their enemies from high above.

Soon enough, they were at their destination. At the current time, the only people filling the training field belonged to Tina’s squad. Other groups must have been on a different schedule. Excluding Irelia, of course, who bravely practiced alongside the members of the Royal Division. As much as she could keep up.

Currently, they were all sparring in pairs with their preferred weapons. Irelia was paired up with Kathy while Tina observed from the sidelines. She noticed their approach and smiled broadly at the incoming trio.

“I heard the king. We are in so much trouble, aren’t we?” She chuckled quietly.

“When aren’t we in huge trouble.” Asterios snorted. “How is it going here?”

“Good. They took a liking to Irelia. Today is our turn, tomorrow Ted takes over, and so on. I think this will be fair for everyone. Though, her father came looking for her recently.” Tina moved a bit closer to lean onto him and he wrapped his arm around her waist.

“Something happened?” Miria asked anxiously.

“No, nothing bad. It looks like she forgot to tell him about our arrangement yesterday,” Tina replied. “Who can blame her, though? She must have been so excited. This girl doesn’t show it openly but there are signs. She kind of reminds me of myself after I was accepted to Rosewind’s. I couldn’t sleep for two days, I was just that happy. Little did I know that real happiness was just around the corner of that very school.”

“So, everything is resolved?” Selene rested her chin on Miria’s shoulder while embracing the panthergirl from behind.

“Yes. We spoke about her training. He was thankful for the opportunity, and seemed like someone who wants the best for his daughter,” Tina explained.

“No surprise after what she’s been through.” Asterios sighed.

At that moment, the training segment ended, and Irelia found them glancing her way. She exchanged a few words with her partner and jogged up to meet them.

“Hello.” She greeted them with a polite bow, wiping off her brow.

Asterios summoned and passed her a clean waterskin. “Working hard, I see. No problems with that guy from yesterday?”

Irelia shook her head. “None. But they do give me the stink eye when we pass each other.”

“There’s something regarding them that we would like to discuss. Do you have a moment?” he asked.

“Sure.” She shrugged. “We have fifteen minutes of a break right now.”

“As unbelievable as it might sound, those people have been sent here by the king to… fix their behavior a little bit. And we believe you might be the key to that. You have great talent and learn very fast. Even if you are still far behind them in many areas, the speed at which you progress is quite remarkable. The king wanted to show them that being a little bit nicer could make a difference. Basically, the instructors are going to give more support and attention to you and let you confront them openly in some exercises to stomp on their ego and try to force them to change their ways a bit when they see you catching up. But, this certainly won’t be easy as it puts you in the center of their aversion so you don’t need to accept this request,” Asterios explained everything properly.

Irelia remained silent for a few long seconds before looking up at him again. “I still would like to try. They were going to be angry with me anyway. I’ve dealt with much worse in the past. I can handle this much. It’s a great opportunity for me.”

“I really would prefer for you not to have had.” Tina showed a sad smile at her talking so lightly about her brother’s abuse. “But I agree with the bit about an opportunity. Being in the king’s grace certainly helps too.”

“And being such a tough girl is perfect for Master’s order!” Miria cheered joyfully.

“Master’s order?” Irelia scrunched her forehead at the merry panthergirl.

Asterios chuckled and plopped a hand on Miria’s hair. “We are going to establish our own Knight Academy in the future, just as we talked about yesterday. Some groundwork is already laid down. It might take a while, but you will always be welcome within its walls after it’s properly set up.”

“Order of the Crimson Dragon,” Selene said while dragging her hand through the air. “A perfect name.”

“Already?” He smiled wryly. “I guess I should have expected that.”

“It sounds amazing.” Irelia looked between them with a dreamy expression. “Perhaps I should start training for your entrance exam instead.”

“Let’s first see how well it goes. There’s no academy without teachers.” Asterios laughed. “But, train hard and you will definitely make it in with flying colors.”

A whistle echoed through the field and Irelia’s head snapped to the back. The break was over and everyone was gathering for the next part. She flashed them one last smile, bowed once more, and jogged back to the group. They stayed behind for a little longer, observing the practice together, and soon turned around to continue with their own responsibilities.

“Well, then. I think it’s time to check out our unruly plot of land deep in the forest,” Asterios announced.

~I’ll meet you there in half an hour,~ Venuzathor’s voice boomed in their minds.

Their next step was decided.


Chapter 13
Throne of Power

Since they had to wait for their Dracodon friend to reach the spot, Asterios only transferred them outside the town. Tina had decided to stay with the Royal Divison and join their practice since she rarely did that and felt obliged to spend more time with her subordinates. Thus, it was again just Miria and Selene by his side.

They chose to hold a little, fun contest. Moving far away into the woods, they all shifted into their alternate forms. In a flash, a big black panther, a giant white fox, and an even more massive crimson Dragon stood side by side. Asterios sent out a pulse of his senses forward to make sure that the road was clear and they lunged forward with glee.

The beastfolk girls were much smaller than him so they had no issues navigating between all the shrubs and trees. He soon realized that his bulky frame would leave too many of them damaged or even toppled, additionally plastering traces of an unknown beast everywhere around and possibly causing a small panic at the guild.

So, Asterios chose to jump over the highest crowns and spread his wings, speeding forward as close to the treetops as he physically could. He could spot his feline and vulpine mates weaving through the forest while competing with each other. Sometimes, they even bumped their bodies together in an attempt to make the other one stumble.

But, as they glanced behind pretty much at the same time, they were shocked to see nothing. Asterios released a deep chuckle and spooked them greatly, causing their heads to snap toward the sky. Letting out an amused bellow, he flapped his wings stronger and pushed ahead, leaving them behind.

It didn’t take long for Selene’s sleek figure to burst out of the leaves and begin sprinting beside him, her agile paws flashing with white energy as she raced through the empty air. She smirked at him and laughed with an adorable keening sound escaping her cute snout. He puffed a cloud of hot air at her with enough force to push her away a bit and snorted, raising his speed again.

Their competition was still on, even though the finish line was quickly coming closer. At his current pace, he had pretty decent chances of arriving there first. But, just as he thought that, something white flashed by his side and he craned his neck to find Selene again next to him.

She nipped playfully at his snout and disappeared within another flash. Something grazed his other side and he glanced over, seeing the fox lady amidst a mischievous scratch. Before he could even react, she was gone with another pulse, this time reappearing on his back and letting out a funny laugh once more. Giving the top of his head a long lick, she was gone, suddenly showing up ahead of him. One after another, Selene used her traversal ability to speed up her pace. It almost felt like cheating.

Filling his wings with as much mana as he could, Asterios shot forward with an even greater speed. The tops of the trees below him bent forcibly as he passed over them, carrying lots of stolen leaves in his trail. Selene yelped when he suddenly surged past her with all that current and momentum, losing her balance for a brief moment.

The circular meadow in the lush forest was already clearly visible to them so she didn’t have enough time to catch up to him and Asterios was the first one to touch down on the soft grass, followed by the mischievous fox, who landed with much more grace than him.

Or so they thought.

When they raised their gazes from each other and looked ahead, Miria was already lounging in the plain while licking her paws. No doubt she was the first person to reach the place. Still, as much as she tried to hide her obvious exhaustion, her ragged breaths that shook her entire frame completely betrayed her. She couldn’t have made it there much earlier than they had.

The two losers changed back to their humanoid forms and approached their feline friend, who lay sprawled all over the grass after also morphing down from her panther form. Asterios laughed at her silly expression and dropped to her side to caress her fluffy ears as she tried to catch her breath with her tongue hanging out of her mouth.

“This is a surprise. How did you do that?” he asked with a raised brow.

She grinned at him proudly. “Secret… I have to… Keep up… With you… Not magical enough… Master too amazing…”

Asterios and Selene laughed together at her awkward way of speaking and smiled at each other. Neither of them pressed for more information. He knew that Miria was going to share it at some point in the near future. She hated keeping information from him since the incident with the Bloodfang, wanting to always be at her best and for him to be able to consider all the options.

Then, waves of cascading thuds echoed through the air. They were already well familiar with that kind of noise and turned their heads to watch their humongous friend spare no effort to hover their way with the help of his three pairs of wings. Venuzathor’s movements might look sluggish, but they knew he could be as fast as he was deadly whenever he needed to.

The Dracodon dropped to the ground with a humongous tremor, causing their bodies to get bumped up, filling the area with another series of laughs. They stood up afterward and moved closer to him.

~Greetings, Master.~ The impressive entity huffed at them some spicy, electrically charged air.

“And good day to you too.” Asterios nodded respectfully. “The issue originates from here once more?”

~Indeed. The suspicious spiritual activity has its source beneath the earth, just like in the past,~ Venuzathor replied.

~The land here is so… scarred,~ Tia commented with a pitiful voice. ~It pains me to just feel it. A huge chunk of it was forcefully ripped out and a big share of the rest is contaminated.~

“You aren’t that far off. And you must have seen our memories from that period.” Asterios sighed sadly.

~Your friends did a lot to fix the energy of this plot but it still remains very hurt. And as much as I would love to offer my help in mending it, there’s not much that can be done now that this area is under the influence of different energy,~ the Dryad continued.

“Then, something is really going on here?” Miria tilted her head as she stared into the grass.

~A dungeon, in my opinion,~ Venuzathor offered. ~I’m not sure if it's rising on its own or with some entity as its master. All the signs do point at its slow creation, though.~

“Is there anything we can check from up here? Or do we need to dig down again?” Selene asked thoughtfully.

~It would be better not to disturb a forming dungeon’s structure,~ Tia advised them. ~I can feel the contaminated energy and essence moving. It matches the patterns from my past. I’m almost certain it’s a dungeon. And one that still needs a week or two to breach the surface. Which is definitely its current goal.~

A crimson portal opened next to them and Grea jumped out of it with a pile of trinkets in her arms. “Let me give it a try.”

She grinned at them and requested Ast’s help in setting everything down before she dropped something and damaged her precious resources. Under their demon companion’s guidance, they scattered various enchanted devices and plates or crystals with intricate arrays all over the circular meadow.

Fifteen minutes later, Grea was strolling from place to place and taking notes. Asterios and the girls weren’t really in on the knowledge of what those weird pieces of magical equipment were doing so they left their friend in peace, waiting for her professional opinion on the current matters. Another ten minutes after that, she finally approached them while scratching her head with a pencil.

“Well, my readings seem to confirm that we are dealing with a spooky, underground adventurer trap too,” she began. “It’s not super recent but it is fresh. And it’s developing quickly. It’s hard to pinpoint due to all the contaminated mana which was still left in this place after the spiritual explosion from the past, but it must have started forming no more than two weeks after we sealed the Abyssal Anus.”

“We are not using that name for that rift in the Void.” Asterios snorted. “Abyss will not be happy about it.”

“Fine.” She smirked teasingly. “Anyway, I agree with the sexy tree that it will remain dormant for a while longer. We should keep an eye on it to see if nothing unexpected happens, but until the grand reveal, let’s not interfere. Who knows what shit it’s cooking up for us down there after everything this place experienced? It’s still extremely fast. And that’s what’s bothering me the most.”

“We’ll listen to your advice, then. As soon as it opens, we have to delve in and see what’s going on inside. Maybe we’ll even have to fully clear it. That could provide us with valuable information we could share with Suanori and the others,” he mused.

“So, our trip here ended up rather uneventful.” Miria’s ears dropped a bit.

He quickly showered those rounded triangles with lots of affection. “We learned and confirmed something, which is great. Plus, we had fun, and that counts too. We can race back home if you want.”

“And what’s next?” she asked in between her lovely purrs.

“Don’t know.” Asterios shrugged.

~Perhaps we could start our lessons, then,~ Althea suggested, contacting them through their link.

“I think that’s a great idea.” Selene smiled at them softly. “Where should we meet?”

~Your chambers should be fine for our first class. I’ll wait for you there. Take your time,~ the Dragon lady replied.

“Let’s go! I’m gonna be first again!” Miria bounced around with a beaming smile.

“First, we have to tidy this place up and collect all of Grea’s trinkets.” Asterios chuckled. “Then, she can join us if she wishes to.”

“To miss a chance to ride a Dragon? Never in my life.” Grea winked at him while nibbling on her bottom lip.

Just as he had said, they worked together to gather all the things and their demon friend shoved everything into her spatial storage. Venuzathor wasn’t really of much help with his massive claws and jaws so he excused himself early to return to his post. He wasn’t going to participate in the race anyway.

Then, everyone shifted into their beast forms once more and Grea climbed up on Ast’s back. Making sure she was ready, they rushed forward in a similar way to the last time. Though, Selene chose to move through the forest in an attempt to discover Miria’s trick so it was just Asterios soaring above the canopies.

About halfway there, he took a peek over his shoulder to check on his passenger, even though he could hear Grea’s excited laugh, and his eyes widened in surprise.

“Why are you naked?” he asked in mild confusion.

She threw her head to the back and laughed even louder. “Don’t tell me you’ve never fantasized about flying on the back of a Dragon like nature intended! Ah, to feel the ferocious wind in every nook and cranny of your body... Just pure bliss, hahahaha!”

He rolled his eyes and tried not to focus on the delicious sight before him as Grea made an obvious effort to display everything while not falling off. Giving her a playful lick with his big tongue, he turned to the front again and raised their speed to catch up with the girls, making sure to remember to stop early since they now had two reasons not to burst into the town just like that.

When they arrived at the edge of the woods, Miria and Selene were already waiting for them and it looked like the panthergirl scored herself another win, judging by her proud grin. Though, it turned into slight confusion as Grea slid off Ast’s back with nothing covering her feminine bits. The demon lady giggled at them mischievously and jumped back into her clothes.

They walked through the streets together, stopping by one of the food booths to grab something to snack on. It always felt nice to just slowly stroll towards their destination while observing the busy town. But, since Althea was waiting for them, they didn’t delay their arrival too much.

Miria and Selene split from Asterios after they reached the castle, deciding to escort Grea to her underground workshop. He exchanged a few chaste pecks with everyone and headed for the master bedroom alone, sensing their draconic friend meditating on their bed. After a light knock, he entered the chamber and sat on its edge, waiting for her to finish.

Opening her eyes, Althea graced him with a warm smile. “Are you ready to begin your journey into dragonhood?”

“I thought I had already begun.” He chuckled lightly.

“You’ve been waddling forward, yes, but it’s comparable to a newborn trying to crawl ahead and stumbling upon something nice once in a while,” she explained. “We need to start from the very beginning. And there’s much you have to learn. These won’t be just practical exercises that grow your strength. I hope you understand that.”

“I do.” Asterios nodded. “Knowledge is the area in which I lack the most and you know that. To be better than all those other Dragons, I first need to be aware of what not to do.”

“Good. Today, though, we will go with a more hands-on approach.” Althea patted the mattress to invite him closer. “I’m sure you are aware of your Ancestral Plane or Inner Sanctum as some call it.”

“The weird wastes with plenty of volcanoes, yes. Which now hosts a giant tree in the middle too,” he confirmed. “I always knew there was something more to it.”

“You can say that it’s the key to unlocking more of your bloodline abilities,” she replied.

“That’s what I felt. Each time I got in, there was some change after returning to the outside world.” Asterios stroked his chin.

“Please, tell me everything you currently know or suspect about it,” Althea requested.

So, Asterios recounted his experiences with that weird realm from the very first visit, supporting his story with the images provided by his memories. Since they were bonded as master and an aide, the connection came in quite useful. Althea nodded alongside his words, attentively listening to all the details and taking mental notes of the crucial parts.

“Alright. As you have figured out, the volcanoes represent other Dragons in your lineage. There are so many of them because you come straight from the greatest ancestor of the Crimson Dragons. It’s truly a great privilege to share a direct connection with him,” she said after he was done. “The empty, broken ones belong to the deceased. The active ones symbolize the living individuals. The thrones are the centers of everyone’s strength. You are very high in the ancestral hierarchy but you can still only access your own without forcefully taking over the other ones.”

“Is it possible to meet the other owners in that land?” Asterios asked curiously.

“No, not exactly. The volcanoes seem to exist in the same space but they are actually their own soulspace pockets. You can temporarily merge them by trying to invade one of the thrones. But, it’s something I would advise against. It’s not easy and puts the invader at a huge disadvantage,” Althea answered. “It’s better to focus on your own throne. Or thrones, in your case.”

“But, there’s always a chance that someone will randomly try to take me over through my volcano, right?” He glanced at her anxiously.

“Yes and no. You only see so many of them because you are a direct descendant of Red and somehow Black. For anyone else, the central point will most likely belong to one of their ancestors below Red, depending on how far down their line runs. The further you go, the harder it is to see the beginning. And the majority of other descendants will be way below you.” She tried to reassure him. “But, let’s drop this topic for now and focus on something else. Are you able to get inside on your own?”

Asterios shook his head. “No. Except for the very first time, it’s always been either an accident or an unexpected turn of events. I tried but nothing seemed to work.”

“Then we are going to start with that.” She nodded to herself. “I’ll guide you through the process, then you have to locate your throne and really bind yourself to it. Don’t be afraid and just let it fill you up entirely. I know it might be somewhat counterintuitive to allow such an invasive force to enter you, but I swear that’s a necessary step and has no downsides. By opposing it, you locked yourself out of many boons. Rather than reject the throne’s power, embrace it, then make it obey you. You are its master. It’s your blood and inheritance.”

“What about the bits of power that I did manage to unlock even without doing that?” He raised a brow at her.

“I would say blind luck.” Althea let out a soft chuckle. “And your special circumstances. The locked source. First contact with the throne. The retrieval of the other heart. Some quite accurate guidance from others. All of that managed to pierce the veil you set yourself. You possess great power and it wants to be let out. But, of course, the throne isn’t the only way for you to further unlock your potential.”

“And what’s that other method?” Asterios asked.

“Taking another True Dragon as your mate, of course.” She smiled at him knowingly.

He snorted at her. “I’ll need to court one of those guys? Sounds impossible.”

“Court?” Althea laughed charmingly. “Oh, no, that will never work. You will have to dominate one.”

“What?” He stared at her with a wry smile.

“You know how True Dragons function, regardless of gender. The female will never accept a male that’s weaker than her. It’s a fight for dominance, with only one victor. You’ll need to completely overpower her and show her that the only option is submission. Only then will she even consider following you and becoming yours. The females need to pride themselves in the ones that dominated them so that everyone knows they haven’t gotten bested by some weakling. You either want to be at the top of the chain, or right under a true alpha,” she explained.

Asterios recalled their encounter with the Dragon lady he had summoned through the Blood Summoning and remembered how quickly she had switched her attitude after learning the difference between them. To be completely correct, it had been his father’s aura that dominated her, but it still belonged to him, to some extent.

“You know that doesn’t sit too well with me.” He sighed softly.

“Yes, I do, and that’s admirable. And nothing says that you can’t treat your mate with kindness after making her aware of your might. Nothing says that she will hate you for it, perhaps as long as you don’t belittle her too much in public. Don’t forget that they are used to their abusive ways so she would most likely expect to be treated like a slave or a servant. Just imagine her reaction to your quite different approach. The violence and ferocity might be ingrained in their very being, but deep down, everyone yearns for true love and affection. It’s just unbelievably rare amongst their kin.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it gently. “And well, you have a smart way of meeting potential candidates one-on-one without any dangerous interruptions.”

“How to summon your Dragon wife…” Asterios snickered under his nose. “What about Lesser Dragons, though? Does it benefit me only when I accept a True one as my mate?”

“Well… It certainly won’t serve as a boon of a similar level, but there definitely is something to gain from such an arrangement, or else we would have been hunted to extinction rather than captured and enslaved…” Althea’s fair cheeks tinged with the faintest trace of rosiness. “But such a thing would not lie with the True Dragon mate you would take after or before. To be on equal ground as us, it’s an ultimate insult to them. It’s almost impossible for us to be sister-mates with that much hate.”

“But you aren’t one hundred percent sure about that, right? There might be a way to convince them otherwise just as you suggested turning their demeanor around with kindness after the initial submission?” he prodded.

“There’s only one way to tell.” She glanced away, towards the window. “You would have to try.”

He followed her gaze. “Perhaps I will. But only when everyone is comfortable with that.”

They continued to stare at the calming view outside of the chamber for a while before refocusing on each other once more.

“That’s a topic for a different time, though. I would gladly have you teach me how to consciously enter the depths of my soul.” Asterios smiled at her appreciatively.

Althea reciprocated the gesture and offered him her palms. “It would be my pleasure. Now, close your eyes and follow my instructions.”


Chapter 14
Grand Preparations for a Grand Occasion

For the next fifteen minutes, Althea guided Asterios through the proper channeling of his draconic energy and entering the right state of mind. They practiced the motions and the arrangement a few times so that he could memorize every bit without an issue. Then, during the last repetition, Asterios included the final step too and dove into himself.

Expecting to fail, he was surprised to find himself back in the volcano realm. This time, though, he retained his clothes and landed inside his own volcano, right next to the throne. The scarlet lava continued to flow around the mesmerizing chamber and he headed straight for the ominous chair.

It didn’t spark the best memories within him, but he had Althea’s assurance that it would not hurt him. It might be a bit harder for him to reach out to it now after initially opposing its assimilation, but it wasn’t impossible or else plenty of True Dragons would be stuck with their powers in an infant state.

The memory survey he had experienced with both the red and black throne wasn’t actually Red and Black digging through his brain but his bloodline judging his worth. It looked through his entire life, first of all, to check if it was his first encounter with the throne, and also to evaluate his achievements. Which explained why the process hadn’t stopped in front of the memory seal. Red obviously knew about it so he wouldn’t need to pry any further.

Only established younglings were granted full access to their lineage powers. Cowards who just barely lived by would not get such a chance. But, the bloodline wasn’t that merciless. If one was repeatedly defeated and beaten, it still would lend its power to the descendant as long as the individual kept standing up to their oppressors instead of cowering in some dark hole.

Asterios was pretty sure he had enough decently impressive achievements under his belt to be recognized, and he suspected that he partially already had been, which was the reason why some of his draconic features continued to slip through the supposedly blocked access. While Althea was knowledgeable about True Dragons, she wasn’t exactly one, so she had many times reminded him that some things could not happen exactly as she had been taught.

Therefore, he had no other option but to take a leap of faith. Starting with a few relaxing breathing exercises, he approached the crimson throne and sat down. As expected, nothing happened on its own since he had already experienced the initial survey. But, Althea had given him a few techniques to try out and he got to that right away.

A lot of his human skin turned into tough scales as his horns, tail, and wings surfaced too. He made sure to use only the draconic energy coming from his red Dragon’s Heart, just in case there would be some conflict between the scarlet throne with the black source. He most likely wasn’t able to hide the memories of acquiring it, but the way he had done that should be notable by itself.

After a few minutes of circulating his scorching hot mana through his system, he gripped the armrests firmly and poured everything into the ominous chair. The cavern thrummed with power and the lava boiled even stronger. The words written in draconic on the backrest of the throne started to glow fiercely, alongside the empty eye sockets of the draconic skulls decorating the far ends of the armrests.

The familiar feeling of something prodding his mind returned, and this time he opened his entire being to it, guiding the seeking force instead of trying to push it back. The process was only a tiny bit less painful that way but he could feel the difference. The spell, or whatever it was, scanned every bit of his past with rapt attention and, unfortunately, again slammed into the mental barrier at the very edge of Ast’s memories.

He did his best to just endure the agony while also trying to somewhat convince the invisible force that it was impossible to push any further. Soon, the drilling subsided, but the invasive presence did not fade away from his mind. It became calmer, thoughtful, then approving. It retreated back to the top of his memories with a rejuvenating touch. Lingering just for a moment longer, it dissipated.

Wiping his brow, Asterios opened his eyes he had promptly shut closed near the very beginning of the entire event. He stood up and examined the throne. It now pulsed with familiar energy, one he could also feel inside his Dragon’s Heart. Something changed and it felt like a good change.

“Congratulations,” a feminine voice reached his ears from behind, spooking him greatly.

As his head snapped to the back, Asterios chuckled nervously. “I forgot you are here now too. Didn’t know it’s possible for you to move away from the Tree.”

Tia smiled at him kindly. “I can wander around this entire realm since I’m now part of it like you said. Or rather, I’m part of you.”

“And the heat doesn’t bother you?” He raised a brow at her, giving her floral body an unhurried glance.

“No. It nourishes me. Thanks to you. Especially now that you have become one with it. Once again, congratulations, Young Dragon.”

“Thank you.” Asterios nodded politely. “Just one more to go.”

“You’ll do great. I know it.” She danced around him with a graceful step. “After that, I think this is a good opportunity to discuss that idea about Althea’s new lair that you had. I’m very interested in taking part in making it turn into reality.”

“Let’s hurry up, then. We are on the same page regarding that.” He smiled appreciatively and they left the volcano side-by-side.

※ ※ ※

With the sound of the door opening, the light chatter that filled the stone chamber died down. Miria and Selene quickly slipped into the room and slammed the door shut behind them. All the eyes turned to them, and there were plenty. Tina, Grea, Silvia, Bryn, and even Kindra all surrounded the island counter in the middle of the workshop.

“You are late.” The demon lady stood up and huffed while crossing her arms.

“Sorry, sorry! We couldn’t leave too early or Master could figure out that something was going on.” Miria giggled and showed an apologetic smile.

“Maybe if you weren’t hanging off his arm every hour of the day he wouldn’t be so surprised not to see you there.” Grea scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“That’s enough, Professor.” Tina sighed and pulled the red-skinned woman down. “We all know how affectionate Miria is and that’s simply her nature. Just like yours is being perpetually horny around him. And no one is complaining. Too much, at least. What’s important is that they are here and we can finally begin the meeting.”

“We should be safe for now. I don’t think my Lord will have enough attention to spare for us during Althea’s lessons. We need to make good use of this opportunity. Chances like this one won’t be given to us forever,” Selene commented.

The beastfolk duo walked up to them and sat down at their designated spots. They finished a tight circle, exchanging quite conspirational looks. 

Grea cleared her throat and everyone turned their attention to her. “Let us begin, then. If I’m not mistaken, we have about a week until the big day. We should have begun the preparations much earlier, but that damned queen interrupted everything with her unexpected request. So, we need ideas. And fast. As Tia told us, the dungeon might pop out at any moment in the upcoming fourteen days. We aren’t getting derailed by random events again, I swear to whatever gods exist. Therefore, what are our plans?”

“I already talked with the Committee and the castle staff,” Kindra began. “We had two options, either to hold the party in the main market or in the castle. But, after a bit of dialogue and proper reasoning that the twentieth birthday of their lord and savior is an extremely important occasion, I managed to convince them to include both.”

“Both?” Bryn furrowed her brows. “Won’t that be too much?”

“Oh, not in the slightest, my dear.” Ast’s mom grinned at her. “If we went with just one, we would either end up with a never-ending stream of people flocking to the castle with wishes and gifts, where they would not fit in at all, or with a completely public and devoid of any privacy main square where everyone will be able to notice everything, including a person or two sneaking away. Especially their beloved lord, lady, and their close companions.”

While a few of the girls blushed faintly at her obvious allusion, Silvia just nodded in approval. “This is certainly true. It’s always a pain to find a good place for an official event. What do you have in mind for these two then, Miss Kindra?”

“We will host two somewhat separate parties.” Kindra winked at her. “The one in the center of the town will be open to everyone and will be more of a means to celebrate the lord’s birthday for anyone who would wish to. A festival for the masses. Asterios will of course show up there once or twice, and receive any gifts from the folks who would bring anything. There is enough space there to properly display all the presents and show how generous the people of Glimmervale are.”

“Ah. I see. Then in the castle, we will hold a smaller and more private party. Just for us. And for the important people.” Tina hit her palm with her fist.

“Exactly.” Ast’s mother reached out and ruffled through her hair. “There’s no need to make everyone tense by bringing in all the kings, queens, princes, princesses, and other officials to the celebration meant for the common people. It’s meant to be fun, not awkward. We can leave the politics for the event behind closed doors.”

“That’s so smart! Everyone will be able to enjoy the celebration that way!” Miria clapped her hands joyfully.

“Who should handle the invitations?” Silvia asked.

“Leave it to me and Luna. I’ll contact all your important friends through this very useful connection we all share. She will prepare official letters so that everything goes through proper procedures,” Kindra answered. “We will most likely need to borrow Umbra’s powers to bring everyone here since they are scattered all over the realm. Some of them would definitely not make it on time by traditional means.”

Deep shadows pooled in the middle of the countertop and Umbra’s raven form emerged from the ominous darkness.

~I will be glad to offer my assistance for such a great cause. If you need to move anything or anyone, just let me know. I could also stalk Master for you and warn everyone in case he would be about to stumble onto someone or something that could give the celebration away,~ the Lord of Shadows offered.

“Good idea. The scary parrot is at the very bottom of the list of people Asterios would suspect of anything,” Grea commented. “The rest of us will need to be real careful. Hopefully, he isn't a one-of-a-kind genius and will take at least a few days to get Althea’s lessons rolling. She is our best hope. Maybe we should ask her to sabotage him a tiny bit.”

“We will need to figure something out for the day of the event. That’s a lot of things to prepare, both in the town and in the castle. It’s impossible to hide it all from Ast without him being gone the entire time. That would slow things down to a snail’s pace too.” Tina scratched her head.

“Don’t you get your panties in a knot, shortie.” The demon lady snickered and waggled her brows at the blue-haired girl. “I still have one more card to play that I haven’t used yet. He promised me a night of orgasmic paradise and hells know I’m not going to pass on that. With the small price of sacrificing my body, I’ll hold him down from the evening before to the moment everything is ready.”

“I’m surprised you still haven’t cashed in on that promise.” Selene smirked mischievously.

“Do you have any idea how hard it was not to?” Grea groaned while hugging herself tightly. “But I knew it could come useful. And we had so much on our plates since he woke up anyway.”

“Yeah, right,” Tina muttered under her nose and the other girls chuckled quietly.

“The place and Master’s absence are now taken care of. What’s next?” Bryn pondered out loud, aiming to push the conversation further.

“We should divide the other responsibilities already too. Who wants to make the schedule for the evening? It might not be fully adhered to, but we should have one no matter what,” the fox lady suggested.

“I helped inspect the schedules for many galas in Father’s name so you can leave that to me,” Silvia offered. “We will have the best of the best in terms of entertainment and service.”

“I don’t think I will be able to help with complex stuff like that so you can count on me in the field.” Miria smiled timidly. “I know Umbra will deal with most things that need transporting, but he doesn’t need to be bothered for something small, like slightly pushing something to a different spot or hanging decorations.”

“You will do great with your grace and agility,” Selene agreed. “And I will assist you. Or the people in the castle. Depending on who will need a spiritual hand more. We will be running on a tight schedule even with Grea distracting my Lord for as long as she can.”

“I would like to work with my mom on whatever she will be doing but feel free to call for me whenever you would need,” Tina said. “Oh. Since everyone will be so busy, perhaps I will find us some nice dresses? We can’t show up for Ast’s birthday just like that. It has to be something special. No offense for your amazing wardrobe, Selene, but it would be great to pick something he hasn’t seen even a glimpse of yet.”

“None taken. I wholeheartedly agree with you. If you would like to explore all the options, including those in our realm, ask and I’ll take you to my city.” The fox lady made a polite bow.

“Perfect. I appreciate it.” Tina smiled sweetly.

“I’m not exactly sure what I should do.” Bryn gazed down while playing with her braid.

“I think you would be our best source of ceremonial weapons, armor, equipment, banners, and other decorations,” Silvia replied. “Can you convince your friends to lend us some for the event? It doesn’t have to be custom-made since we don’t have that much time. Anything that the Royal Division, the members of the militia, even servants could wear. The grand audience hall could use some luxurious tapestries.”

“That should be of no issue.” The Valkyrie gave her a resolute nod. “I’ll start working on it immediately.”

“We are constantly talking about things we can bring or organize, but what about our abilities?” Miria tilted her head. “Could Bryn maybe use her magic to create a nice atmosphere with lights and barriers?”

“That’s… actually something I might be able to do…” The person in question assumed a thoughtful expression. “I need to experiment a little but I already have a few exciting ideas. I should be able to get everything ready before the party.”

“Alright. We should all remember to reevaluate our options after the meeting. What’s next on our agenda for today?” Silvia glanced over at everyone.

“The most important part, of course.” Selene firmly met her gaze. “Our own gifts.”

“Right. I still have no idea what to do.” Tina caught her head in her hands and rested her elbows on the counter.

“I’m way ahead of all of you.” Grea smirked and stood up. “I knew you girls would lack any creative ideas so I prepared something myself. All you need to do is to join me… with this!”

She pulled her clothes over her head in one quick swoop and spread her arms wide with a devilish grin. A single pink ribbon was the only thing remaining on her crimson body. The soft strap ran down her smooth belly, barely covering the secrets of the pouty valley down below, and continued up through the gap between her supple cheeks, following with a crossing pattern over her shoulders and front to hide the peaks of her firm breasts, and finally tying itself into a pretty knot right between them.

“Professor!” Tina shouted and slammed her palms into the counter while shooting up to her feet.

“What?” Grea raised her brows at the shorter girl. “This is perfect. There’s no doubt he will like what he will see. Especially with all of us pressed together. There’s no better plan.”

“Miss Kindra is here!” Tina gestured at Ast’s mom, who waved happily with a sweet smile, causing everyone to chuckle.

“So? She is a woman too.” Grea shrugged, then slapped her booty with a loud smack while continuing to bend her figure at the most alluring angles. “And he can get some of this.”

“No! How is that any special or creative?” Tina groaned. “And stop making poses! Don’t think we can’t hear all that rubbing!”

“Fine.” The demon woman huffed and straightened up, crossing her arms over her barely hidden nipples.

“I’m afraid that in this case, I’m inclined to agree with Tina,” Silvia chimed in. “The ribbon outfit is too common. Asterios can have us wear it anytime for him. We need something more. Something unique. It’s the first of his birthdays we are celebrating together.”

Grea looked between the two, then to the other women, and sighed heavily. “Yeah. Fair point. Sorry, I really tried to come up with something amazing but I’ve always been complete trash at birthdays. I hate all those people who can figure something out with a snap of their fingers.”

Kindra left her chair too and walked up to her, patting Grea’s hair reassuringly, even though the demon lady was the taller one. “There, there. It’s the gesture that matters. I’m sure he would love to unpack such a lovely present. But, we are all gathered here exactly for moments like this. We can brainstorm ideas for each other until we are satisfied. There’s a week of time for all of you to find something precious to gift him. Just remember, no matter what you choose, he will truly appreciate you just for the sole effort and love you are all putting into it.”

Grea stared down into Kindra’s cheerful eyes and heartwarming smile. After a moment, she accepted the offered kindness, and nodded, to which Kindra responded with a loving hug. Grea just had no other option but to give up and she fully reciprocated the affectionate embrace, resting her chin on the smaller woman’s shoulder.

“Thanks… Mom…” she whispered as Kindra continued to pat her head.

Then, she almost jumped into the air as something squeezed her backside firmly. Pulling back a little bit, she found a sly smirk on Ast’s mother’s lips.

“Old habits die hard. Can’t stop myself from inspecting the quality of the goods, you know?” Kindra whispered.

Grea snorted loudly while shaking her head. They separated right after and turned back to face everyone. Kindra put her hands on her hips and flashed them a wide smile.

“Alright, dears. Operation The Best Twentieth Birthday of the Century begins now. Get to work!”


Chapter 15
Memorabilia and Trophies

Miria lay in her bed with one arm over her eyes. It was early morning, the sun was slowly rising over the horizon and peeking through the windows in her cozy room. The birds were already filling the air with their beautiful songs while some faint chatter accompanied them. Many villagers had already begun their day and strode through the muddy streets.

Asterios’ lessons with Althea had thankfully taken a bit more time than they had expected and continued overnight. To not disturb them, the girls chose to sleep somewhere else, either taking their own beds in their own realms or crashing together at someone’s home. She had the perfect option available to her whenever she needed it and her beloved master always encouraged her to spend as much time with her family as she could.

Refocusing on the current moment, she took a deep breath and exhaled with just as much strength. Groaning loudly, she started thrashing on the bed, kicking her legs, and swinging her other arm in frustration.

“Why does it have to be so hard!” Miria cried out and slowly calmed down. “Maybe we should have gone with Grea’s suggestion…”

Sighing heavily, she sat up, taking her pillow with her. Hugging it tightly to her chest, she inhaled the mesmerizing scent of her precious mate and relaxed visibly, releasing audible purrs of delight. If only she could just ask Asterios what to get him, it would have made everything so much simpler. But that wasn’t an option and she knew it. Everyone would be angry at her, and she would be angry at herself for not putting in enough effort too.

Falling onto the sheets again, she rolled around while whining like a little girl, until she took it a little bit too far and flung herself over the edge.

“Ow!”

Miria landed on the ground with a thud, thankfully hitting her shoulder instead of her head. She sighed again and collected herself from the wooden floor. Giving her pillow one last hug, she set it back on the bed.

“Mom will come running in a moment to ask if I’m alright,” she said to herself, glancing at the entrance to her room. “I might as well go to her first and ask for some help.”

She trotted to the door and left her bedroom. As expected, she ran into her mother halfway down the stairs leading to the bottom level.

“I’m okay, Mom. Just tripped while getting off the bed.” She giggled timidly. “Do you have a moment?”

Oria smirked at her and pulled Miria for a quick hug, placing a loving kiss on her forehead. “All my time is for you. Come and tell me what’s bothering you so much. You always stumble around when you think too hard. Though, it has gotten much better since you met your handsome mate.”

“It’s actually about him.” She let her mother guide them to the living room.

“Are you having your first quarrel? Is that why you came to sleep in your own room last night?” Her mother raised a curious brow at the panthergirl.

“What? No!” Miria instantly shook her head. “Everything is perfect, Mom! Master is always an amazing mate! But me… Not so much…”

The older woman frowned and sighed gently. “What are you blaming yourself for this time?”

“Nothing. I just can’t figure out what to give him for his upcoming birthday. My mind is completely blank. How can I be a good mate when I can’t even think of a nice present for my beloved?” Miria complained with a dejected expression, her ears drooping low.

“Oh, my sweet little kitty.” Oria brushed her fingers through her soft hair. “Didn’t anyone tell you that it’s the gesture that’s the most important? You are just like your dad. Two peas in one pod, I swear.”

“Dad? Why?” Miria shot her a somewhat surprised glance.

“He always overthinks such things.” Her mother chuckled knowingly. “Don’t tell him I told you, but all the gifts for your birthdays were chosen by me. Even his personal ones. That’s how bad at it he is.”

“What? No way!” The panthergirl giggled while thinking about it. “I would have never realized!”

“I know, right?” Oria grinned amusingly. “I had to literally point out to him to make you some fun toys in his workshop or some other things, like the frame for our portraits during your maturing year.”

“I loved it so much. And still love it.” Miria smiled sweetly. “I can’t believe it wasn’t completely his idea. It seemed so much, like, in his element.”

“Perfectly so,” her mom agreed. “And that’s why I’m going to give you the same advice I gave him. Focus on the things that are in your element. Things that you are good at. Or known for.”

“But what am I good at?” Miria wrinkled her nose.

“It’s for you to decide.” Oria shrugged. “There are many things. I don’t know, cooking for example? You learned so much just for him. Maybe prepare something special as a memento of that.”

“I don’t know if making food can be considered special…” Miria sighed.

“Anything can be considered special when it originates from here.” Her mother pressed her palm to the panthergirl’s chest. “It’s who it comes from that makes it special.”

“Hmmm…” Miria placed her own hand over her mother’s and pondered. “I’m still not sure… But… A memento… Something special… From the heart…”

Then, her ears suddenly perked up and her eyes widened to the brim.

“I got it!” Miria jumped right to her feet. “This is perfect! I love you, Mom! So much!”

Showering her mother in a myriad of affectionate kisses, Miria spun them together while laughing joyfully, and dashed towards the main entrance.

“I’ll see you later! I have to go now! And don’t tell Dad that I know!” She waved at her mother and disappeared behind a corner.

“Young love is so beautiful.” Oria chuckled to herself. “I hope theirs burns forever.”

After dashing out of her house, Miria dug her heels into the ground and came to an abrupt stop. She dove into her mind to check on Asterios and found him still sleeping after the night practice. As delicately as she could, she opened a gate to him and quietly stepped into their bedroom at the castle. Before he had a chance to notice her presence, she asked Umbra to transport her away and she was gone in a blink.

She reappeared in the middle of an encampment she was never going to forget. Multiple big tents filled the area as plenty of adventurers strolled in every direction. She quickly recollected her bearings and located the correct exit, giving just a single glance towards the path leading to a very memorable nature dungeon.

It took her a moment to retrace her steps from the past, but soon, she reached the glade she had in mind and immediately recognized the landmark she was looking for. Even if it looked like any other tree in these woods.

But, as she walked around it, she gasped in surprise and giggled quietly. “Looks like even back then, Master was very… virile.”

At the foot of the very special tree, grew a massive collection of very recognizable mushrooms. Their name was another thing she had deeply ingrained in her memory. Those were Clockwork Mushrooms. And this was the tree against which she had first made love to her dearest mate.

For a moment, she was conflicted about what to do. But, she decided to follow her mother’s advice and not overthink it. Pulling out one of her new blades, she sharpened the edge with mana and began carving in the bark in front of her. After a few minutes of very accurate effort, she was satisfied with the result and pried the finished piece off the tree. Examining her work, she nodded to herself with a big smile.

“This will do great.” Miria giggled to herself. “I can’t wait for the party now. I better hide it somewhere good. Oh no, it will be so hard not to think about it around Master. This is going to be the toughest week of my life. Maybe Umbra will be able to help me block my memories somehow.”

Shoving her gift into her spatial storage, she gave the memorable spot one last glance, placed her palm over the special tree, and disappeared into the ground within deep shadows. A moment later, she was gone. No one was even aware of her quick visit. The only evidence of anything happening was the missing patch of bark at one of the trees.

※※※

Selene jumped from one roof to another, scanning the white marble streets and buildings from above. Many of her kin traversed the beautiful roads while engaged in casual discussions. Most if not all individuals held something in their hands, be it cloth bags, packages, or singular items. It was a common sight for the mercantile district in the capital of Spiritual Foxes.

But, as much as she circled the entire, famous market, nothing caught her eye. It was her seventh lap already, but not a single shop, store, stall, or booth sold what she needed. And what was that exactly? Even she did not know. It had to be something special, though, that was for sure.

Stopping above a renowned boutique, she shook her head in dissatisfaction and released a sad sigh. It’s been ages since she had last looked this hard for a present. Due to her curse, or blessing as she was now aware, not many had been brave enough to invite her to parties or even approach her to offer their own gifts during her birthdays. The matriarch had been pretty much the only exception. Her family stopped bothering at some point too, for which she didn’t blame them.

Lerisse was like a sister to her, or even a mother to some extent. That was how well they knew each other. Figuring out a small trinket for a birthday had never posed an issue. A book here, a scroll there, a technique then, some nice dress after. They always knew each other’s tastes and needs perfectly.

But, a Soul Mate was different. Even if the connection was even more personal and intimate. She had no idea how anxious thinking about a fitting present could make her. She had already gone through all the usual spots and items and nothing felt right. For a moment there, she wondered if she really knew Asterios as much as she thought she did. With Lerisse, or even Ronye, she would have already been long done picking.

“It appears that I alone am not enough to face this tribulation,” she said to herself, smoothing out her white outfit. “It’s time to bring in some reinforcements.”

Looking towards the temple at the very peak of the marble mountain, Selene broke into a run again. White light surrounded her figure and she soon reappeared in the form of a heavenly fox with ten bushy tails. Her next step propelled her forward so fiercely that she caused an explosion of air to shake many people walking below her. Surprised yelps and laughter filled the street as they pointed up at their beloved High Priestess and Divine Guardian.

The world blurred for her as she dashed through the blue sky with the temple right in her sight. A little voice in the back of her head tempted her to leak more mana into the environment, but she quickly thwarted it. She wasn’t heading there to cause mischief again but to ask for help. And while it certainly would be entertaining, she needed everyone to be in their best state of mind.

Making a single loop around the majestic chapel as she often had to show herself to the priests and priestesses, which improved the mood of many, she descended towards the ledge behind her best friend’s main office. Her paws emanated a ceramic noise as she stepped lower and lower, intentionally announcing her arrival to anyone who might be inside.

Reaching the very ground, she shifted back to her humanoid form and shook her long hair to throw it behind her back again. Strolling into the very open chamber, she found two women sitting together by the table near the massive wooden desk. Lerisse and Ronye were looking through some old texts and the younger Foxkin was dutifully taking notes on her side.

“Junior pays respect to Senior Selene.” The silver-haired girl hastily stood up and hit her palm with her fist.

Selene chuckled and waved her hand dismissively. “It’s alright, Ronye. You know there’s no need for that with just us present.”

“Well, well, well. What do we owe this visit, oh Great Senior?” Lerisse crossed her legs and smirked. “Did you come to boast about gaining another tail? Reviving a long-lost secret technique? Conquering one of the poor realms? Besting Kaguya in battle?”

“Not yet, but I will be the first one to greet her face with my fist as soon as I get the chance,” Selene almost growled. “No, I’m not here to flaunt my tails today. I need help.”

A brief silence fell onto the grand chamber as the three fox ladies stared at each other. Then, Lerisse was the first one to break it with a soft snort.

“Would you look at that? Ten tails can’t solve all your problems, can they? That’s why I keep telling you, Ronye, that there’s no need to rush things. You almost passed me. And that should make you proud considering that only one other person succeeded in that feat,” the ginger-haired matriarch said. “Now, what is the incredibly tough problem that bothers our strongest fox?”

“A birthday present,” Selene revealed.

And another silence descended upon them. This time, it was Ronye’s turn to get rid of it.

“A… birthday present?” The young Foxkin raised a confused brow at her senior. “Is this a joke?”

“Not in the slightest. I really am running empty,” her senior admitted.

“Ah. Is it perhaps the time for your Soul Mate to celebrate his coming to this world?” Lerisse cocked her head to the back in understanding and received a nod in response. “I see. That’s understandable. Very understandable. And I understand how you feel.”

“I don’t. It’s just a gift, no?” Ronye furrowed her brows.

“One day, you might understand. Or perhaps, you aren’t that far from it. Are you not going to start looking for your own gift after hearing the recently revealed information?” The matriarch raised a brow at her protegee.

The young vulpine continued to frown until she moved her gaze to Selene and finally understood, flushing crimson on her cheeks. “I… Don’t know… Should I even...?”

“Anyway, Selene was first to request our assistance.” Lerisse turned to their guest. “Did you come up with anything but instantly thought of it as inadequate? I’ve always been second-guessing myself when it came to selecting a present for my… partner. Usually, the first pick almost always proved to be the best one.”

“There’s nothing, Lerisse. I ran through the market so many times the current prices of all the available items are burned into the forefront of my mind.” Selene sighed dejectedly.

“You seem desperate to go specifically that way, Senior. Why?” Ronye asked.

“It seemed so easy for him. One casual stroll through the city and my Lord can pick up amazing gifts for any of his mates. Tina still wears her hairpin with as much pride and joy as the ring he had gotten each of us,” she explained while affectionately rubbing the cerulean band surrounding her finger.

“And did you receive any gift from your beloved already?” Lerisse inquired, stroking her tail which lay on her lap.

Selene thought about it for a moment and her long ears suddenly perked up. With a flick of her hand, she summoned a pretty comb with a depiction of a fox as its handle. The other ladies noticed it right away and smiled warmly at the lovely trinket.

“I have to agree that this gift has been a thoughtful one. And very accurate too. Why not follow in his footsteps?” the matriarch suggested.

“I’m not so sure he needs a comb or a hair brush.” Selene chewed lightly on her lip.

“You are right. His tail doesn’t have any fur.” Ronye scratched her head. “It has all those extremely sturdy and shiny scales.”

“Shiny… Scales…” Selene muttered under her nose while squinting her eyes. “Ronye! That’s it! You lovely little thing, may the Goddess’ blessings never miss you and your descendants!”

The younger foxgirl flinched from the sudden, very unexpected but also a very pleasant outburst of her senior. Selene’s figure blinked through space right in front of her and hugged the silver-haired lady with bone-crushing strength, leaving her as quickly as she had been grabbed, and reappearing back at its initial spot. Ronye’s eyes were wide in shock. It wasn’t often that she witnessed her stern senior acting so friendly.

“What did you figure out, Selene?” Lerisse stood up and walked up to her friend.

“I need something that can nourish his beautiful scales! They don’t really need maintenance, but I bet we could make them even more dazzling with some ethereal oil for some important occasions!” Selene explained.

“Oh. Like perfumes or makeup but for Dragons.” Ronye nodded to herself.

“Exactly!” Selene snapped her fingers. “Now, the issue is, where can I get an oil that’s good for Dragon scales? It might be hard to find something like that here. Perhaps the Lizardkin village?”

“I know of a great alchemist. Why not order one yourself?” the matriarch suggested.

“I would need to gather ingredients. That might be even tougher,” Selene mused.

“Or maybe not,” Ronye said, capturing their attention. “Someone I know takes care of equipment maintenance. They resupply some of the oils with their own, experimental mixtures for older weapons and gear. I heard that for scabbards coated with the skin of a Serpent Ape, an extract from the venom gland of Blazing Warhawk works miracles. I have a feeling that it could fit.”

“That’s a rare beast. We definitely won’t have any of that extract in our storages.” Lerisse hummed.

“They told me where to find it,” the foxgirl continued.

“Then what are we waiting for? Get up! Let’s find that bird and get its gland before the sunset!” Selene blinked herself right to Ronye once more and held her palm to the girl. “Will you be my guide?”

Ronye blinked a few times before showing a faint smile and taking Selene’s hand. “It would be my honor, Senior.”

Without another word, Selene threw the shorter girl into the air, causing her to shout in surprise, and morphed herself into a big fox right underneath her. Ronye fell onto her back with a quiet oomph, and grabbed Selene’s fur for dear life. In a flash, they were gone, rushing out of the matriarch’s office like the wind.

Lerisse chuckled behind them while shaking her head. “Was I also this impulsive when you were alive? I really wish you could have seen what our people have become thanks to her and that male. You thought I would be the one to bring a new age to Spiritual Foxes. Ha! I finally won that bet.”

Glancing around, she located an unopened bottle of sake and moved it to her hand through the air. Uncorking the sleek container, Lerisse headed out of the temple, walking towards the ceremonial burial grounds at the back of the peak.


Chapter 16
Relics and Mementos

“I need to come up with something already. Miria and Selene got their presents yesterday. The others are definitely on a good track too. I can’t believe I agreed to this stupid idea to wrap the person who last finds their gift for Ast into those perverted ribbons for the duration of the entire celebration. That’s so embarrassing! At least allow underwear!” Tina fussed over her current situation while pacing all over her room in her family’s new residence. “But what to do? Maybe buy or custom order a nice pin for his coat? The one he got me for my hair is so perfect. But, that would feel like I’m just stealing his idea.”

As she continued to trot in circles, a noisy bird followed right after her, trying to land on her shoulder but failing miserably each time Tina changed directions and juked him. Ori squawked and tittered at her but his mistress wasn’t paying any attention to him, biting on her fingernail like it was the most delectable piece of bread.

It wasn’t until Esil suddenly stalked out of a dark blue gate, filling almost the entire chamber with his majestic body, that Tina finally stopped, running out of space to wander about. The winged lion chuckled at her deeply and nuzzled his nose into her cheek.

“Fret not, little girl. There’s still time. And we are all here for you,” he said calmly, puffing hot air at her face.

Hydran pooled by her feet and rose in his somewhat humanoid shape, looking like an inverted cone with a whirlpool at his feet, and even Firo, Tina’s Water Serpent, joined them, swimming around in the Primordial Spirit’s body. Thanks to the fact that it was made completely of water, he could freely inhabit it with no long and short-term repercussions.

“Thanks, everyone.” Tina smiled at her familiars warmly as Ori perched atop her head. “I’m sorry for being so disorganized. It’s making me stressed that others have already succeeded so fast.”

“Then forget about them and focus on the person that matters the most right now,” Esil offered her his words of wisdom. “Open your heart to the bond you share with your mate. You’ve been with him for longer than even he realizes. Out of all his females, you should have it the easiest to use your memories in search of a pleasant surprise for your beloved.”

“Easier said than done.” She giggled shyly at her past being pointed out so unabashedly. “Will ideas from that time even work with his current self?”

“I don’t know. What ideas are those?” the winged patriarch asked.

“I’m also not sure.” Tina rubbed her cheeks. “In the past, perhaps I would have gotten him some rare material he was missing for his summoning or his studies since he and Miss Kindra lived quite frugally. Maybe a simple keychain with a depiction of Roy or Mii, but that would be kind of sad now that they are both gone. Or perhaps a book since he loved to read. Or…”

She paused, freezing completely.

“A book!” Tina shouted, a bright smile making its way onto her troubled face. “I could find the book he was reading on the day of those exams when I talked to him and wished him good luck!”

Then, she turned gloomy again.

“No, that wasn’t a happy day. It doesn’t bring up good memories.” Tina began walking in circles again, much smaller ones this time. “Oh! But a grimoire! That’s still a bit sad but has incredible sentimental value!”

“A grimoire?” Esil tilted his head at her while Ori bobbed up and down in her hair, already knowing what she had in mind.

“The one he used to summon Mii and Roy! It has to still be in the main library since that’s where they lend them to us for our first few summoning attempts! You can bring them home and conduct your own research while taking notes! Sometimes, students add their annotations to a page or two when they figure out something that could be helpful to others! I know for sure that Ast had to come up with some great advice for summoning or taking care of a Dashing Rabbit or a Soaring Ferret! We need to find it!” Tina practically yelled at his muzzle, causing him to chuckle in amusement again.

“Then let’s find it.” Esil lowered his head in agreement.

“It’s at Rosewind’s Academy, though.” She stroked her chin. “We’ll have to ask Umbra for help, then meet Principal Teireshia to try and get permission, and finally locate that specific book amongst thousands! This might take a long time. I’ll see you guys there.”

Within a moment, Umbra was already swallowing her figure, and she descended into the floor with one last wave. A single blink later, she popped back up in front of the main entrance to the administrative building, skipping the guards at the gate completely. She had no time to introduce herself, even if there was a good chance that they would recognize her and let her in without a thorough check.

She ran inside right away, heading straight for the Principal’s office. Thankfully, the hallways were mainly empty, most likely due to classes being underway, so she was at the door in no time. Stopping for a moment to fix her looks, she knocked gently on the ornamental wood. After a few seconds of no response, she did it again. Third time’s a charm also did not work.

A little bit frustrated, she called for Hydran and asked him to take a peek through the keyhole. Her liquid familiar slithered through the gap and notified her that no one was there. She frowned and looked around. Something was weird. It was way too quiet, even if it wasn’t break time.

Bringing him back, she jogged to the nearby classroom and put her ear to the door.

Silence again.

Not a single voice sounded on the other side, and her hearing was much, much better thanks to her bond with Ast.

“What’s going on?” Tina asked herself as she pulled away.

Just to be sure, she checked a few more places, but they were empty too. Then, while passing by one of the offices, a calendar hanging on the corkboard next to its entrance caught her eye. She quickly backpedaled and slapped her forehead.

“Argh! I’m so stupid! It's a holiday!” She groaned in disappointment. “But, not all is lost. The librarian is always at their post. Things just got harder but not impossible. I’ll get that book even if I have to break in.”

Her cheeks warmed up as she realized what she’d just said.

“Gods, I’ve become such a bad girl.” Tina chuckled wryly. “But they owe me. They owe us. A tiny little book is a small price to pay for helping the entire school get rid of horrible bullies. I’ll let Madam Teireshia know later through our connection. There’s no time to waste.”

Trying to convince herself, she dashed towards the library building. Knowing the way perfectly well since she was most likely the second person after Asterios to walk those halls the most often, she found the entrance to the main archive in a matter of minutes. Going in as slowly and quietly as she could, she trotted up to the librarian’s desk.

A mature woman with black hair woven into a bun and golden-rimmed glasses was reading a book behind it. Tina recognized her and thanked Lady Luck for not setting up the grumpy old man on the post today. He was always a pain to talk to.

“Hello, Miss Noma,” Tina greeted the woman with a shy smile.

The lady raised her eyes from her lecture and furrowed her brows. “What are you doing here today? I don’t remember anyone mentioning any important assignments for the holidays. And what’s with the color of your blazer?”

“It’s a spare I messed up while doing laundry in the past,” Tina lied with an awkward chuckle. “And I just wanted to take a look at a few grimoires. We were allowed to browse the archives during the free days, were we not?”

Noma squinted at her briefly but nodded. “That’s correct. What are you looking for?”

“This might sound weird, but I want to check all the grimoires talking about Dashing Rabbits and Soaring Ferrets,” Tina replied.

The mature lady snorted. “You too? I swear, we need to start charging per hour with how often those go out.”

“Me too?” Tina’s eyes widened. “I had no idea they were that popular.”

“They weren’t. Until not that long ago, at least. Everyone became obsessed with them after that huge controversy with a kicked-out student who became a powerful figure.” The black-haired woman shook her head. “There’s not a single day someone isn’t sitting here leafing through them.”

“Oh no.” Tina’s shoulders slumped. “Are any taken for personal studies?”

“No, they are all here right now. We had to withdraw them from the pool or they were going to be ruined in a flash. You can only view them here for now,” Lady Noma answered.

“Good. I’ll do just that. Thank you so much for your help, Lady Noma.” Tina bowed low and rushed away, causing the woman to raise a brow at her.

Calling for Firo and Hydran, she began locating all the books she’d mentioned. It took them about twenty minutes to collect all eight copies. Then, she had to do the next part on her own. One by one, Tina investigated the chapters containing information on Ast’s past familiars in those books. As expected, some did include handwritten notes at the edges of the paper. She went through seven of them without recognizing Ast’s style though, and was slowly starting to lose hope.

But, the moment she opened the final grimoire on the section touching on the subject of Dashing Rabbits, there was not a single spot of empty space left around the yellowed pages. A beautiful smile curled up the corner of her delicate lips as she pumped her fist in victory.

“Yes!” she cried out in joy, instantly recalling where she was and covering her mouth.

Hastily putting the other volumes away, she sprinted back to the librarian’s desk. Lady Noma was already waiting for her with her brows slightly raised, definitely hearing her short cheer.

“Hello again.” Tina bowed low again. “This will sound very, very outrageous, but I need this book.”

“I’m sorry, but as I told you—”

“Forever,” she added with a strained smile.

The mature woman stared at her incredulously and huffed softly. “You must be joking. The grimoires are not for taking, nor are they for sale. Now, put that book back before I decide to let the Principal know about this—”

“Please, I really need this one very particular grimoire.” Tina batted her eyelashes at the librarian lady. “I would have gone to the Principal for permission, but she isn’t here. I can let her know as soon as she is back and I assure you that she won’t mind. Or I can even contact her right now, right here. I’ll bring a fresh replacement in a week’s time, with all the personal notes copied onto it. No one will even notice the change.”

“That’s preposterous. Who do you think—”

This time, it was Noma who paused by herself instead of getting interrupted. She squinted for a moment before her eyes turned into saucers.

“Wait... You are… You are her, aren’t you? Tina? Tina Nobelle,” she asked with pure astonishment.

“Ummm… Yes?” Tina giggled anxiously, glancing to the sides.

The librarian made an unreadable face as she stared at her from behind the desk. Then, she chuckled to herself and brought something from one of the drawers on her side. An old edition of Summoner’s Journal, the weekly newspaper run by the academy’s press club, rested on the surface between her and Tina, open on the page portraying the last graduation ceremony.

“I think we can come to an arrangement that will satisfy both sides.” A corner of Miss Noma’s lips rose up in a faint trace of a clever smirk. “You sign this declaration of an indefinite loan right under the picture, and I will let you walk out of here with that grimoire in your possession.”

Tina gaped at her in utter disbelief for a good few seconds until an elated laugh escaped her throat.

“With pleasure, Miss Noma!” she replied and got right to work.

The older woman watched her write her own name with a happy smile. When Tina was done, she picked up the newspaper, examined it briefly, and carefully folded it with an approving nod.

“My niece will ascend to the heavens when she learns of this.” She chuckled warmly. “Now, don’t forget what you promised me, alright?”

“Never!” Tina beamed at her. “Thank you so much, Miss Noma! You are a lifesaver! I’ll be back with a new book before you can say Summoner’s Journal!”

A mere fraction of a second after the last word left her lips, Tina’s figure was swallowed by a thick shadow and plunged into the floor, startling the woman a bit. She leaned over the desk and stared at the ground incredulously. Shaking her head, she sat back and chose not to question today’s events.

※※※

“Fuck, this also won’t do!” Grea cursed and threw away the crystal shoelace she had in hand, diving even deeper into the low-standing cabinet. “I have to have something good in there, for cock’s sake!”

Reaching further, she suddenly slipped on something she’d discarded earlier and fell forward, hitting the back of the closet with her horn.

“Argh, shitfuckdickpiss!” She hissed, throwing herself backward and landing hard on her ass. “I almost broke his favorite horn!”

Groaning in pain, she rubbed the black spike in search of any damage. Fortunately, she found no jagged bits or crushed edges. The tip was safe too.

“Looks like I’m getting more durable than before. At least that’s some good news.” Grea sighed and slumped back, resting her head on the island counter behind her. “The quest for the perfect gift? Not so much.”

Aura floated down to her side and caressed her cheek in her gaseous form. “You need to be more careful. What would he say if he found out that you hurt yourself while looking for his present?”

Grea snorted. “He would laugh at me like a madman if he saw my broken horn and a hole in the cupboard.”

“Would he really?” Her familiar pouted skeptically.

“No. He wouldn’t.” Grea sighed again. “He would pull me into a warm hug and run his fingers along it while whispering to my ear how pretty and sexy it now looks, doing everything to improve my sullen mood. Fucking softie. My softie…”

“Maybe you should go with your first idea? The one you presented to his other mates? We are sure that none of them will do it so it will be unique,” Aura suggested.

She shook her head. “Nope. For once in my life, I’m not going to let the horny take over. He deserves better than that. A normal gift, for a normal boyfriend, from a normal girlfriend. No sluttines included.”

“That’s admirable, but would he really want you to act not like yourself?” Aura crossed her arms over her ethereal chest.

Grea grunted, looking away. “There has to be something that’s not sexually suggestive that I can get or do for him. I’m not that one-dimensional. Dick isn’t the only thing on my mind. There are other parts of him too. And the girls. Summoning. My research. My research…”

She brought a finger to her mouth and started lightly biting on it.

“My research… School… Academy… The lab…” Grea murmured in a hushed whisper. “What if…”

“Did you figure something out?” Aura smiled at her.

“Maybe.” Grea unsteadily stood up. “I don’t know if that’s the right move, but… I don’t think there’s a better one.”

“What is it?” her familiar prodded.

“You will see,” she replied with a slightly melancholic tone. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen it too. I really hope it’s still there.”

Collecting a few things into her spatial storage, Grea gave her underground workshop one last glance and asked Umbra for his help. The Lord of Shadows transported her away a moment later, already aware of their destination. A second or two later, they resurfaced in front of the main administrative building of Rosewind’s Summoning Academy.

But, they weren’t alone.

Tina suddenly appeared next to Grea, just as confused as the demon lady.

“What? Why did we come up here again?” she asked with a perplexed frown.

“Again?” Grea raised her brows at her.

A deep chuckle echoed in their heads. ~My apologies. You requested my help at the same moment so I had to compromise. I decided to first bring Grea here and then escort you back home, Tina.~

Both women looked into each other’s eyes and chuckled together.

“So, what’s that?” Grea pointed at the thick book Tina was hugging to her chest.

Tina quickly spun around. “Nothing! No peeking until the party! And what are you here for?”

“I need to speak to the old crone. I’m hoping they haven’t torn my old lab into pieces. There’s something I left there during our move,” Grea explained.

“Oh. The principal is absent. It’s a holiday,” Tina informed her.

“Dick and balls…” Grea groaned. “Never downhill…”

“But, there’s barely anyone in there so you should have no issues sneaking in.” The shorter girl giggled quietly. “Good luck, Professor. I’ll be going first. There’s still the matter of the wrapping I have to figure out.”

With a tiny smile over her shoulder, Tina plunged into the darkness. Grea snickered to herself and moved right out. Thanks to the blue-haired girl’s tip, she ignored the Principal’s office and went straight for her old lab. It was locked, but Aura had no problem opening the lock by making her form solid with her finger in the hole.

“Damn. They really must have hated what I did to this room.” Grea cackled openly after seeing an empty space prepared for renovation. “It doesn’t look like they crushed the walls and floor, at least. That’s good.”

“What are we looking for here?” Aura asked, glancing around the plain chamber. “Nothing is left besides step ladders and cans of paint.”

“Something that isn’t visible to the naked eye.” Grea smirked and activated her Third Eye.

Thanks to their connection, Aura could focus on Grea’s sight and perceive the world through her eyes. A bunch of random places over the walls looked to be marked with some magical imprint in the shape of… an elliptical oval resembling a certain feminine bit.

With a flick of her wrist, Grea summoned a flat-headed chisel and a hammer. Walking closer to one of the symbols, she pressed the short rod to the upper part of the drawing.

“Now, you just give it a good smack and let the magic happen.” She grinned impishly.

As she hit the chisel with the hammer, a faint pulse of spiritual energy traveled through the air. One by one, Grea visited all the marked spots and repeated the motion. After hammering the last symbol, something clicked beneath their feet, and one of the blocks making the floor popped up, turning loose.

“Lift that up for me, please,” Grea asked her pinkish friend.

Aura pulled the stone up and gently placed it aside.

Grea reached out into the recess, leaning down as far as to sink her entire arm in it, and frowned in deep concentration as she searched for something with her hand. A wide smile struck her face the moment her fingers brushed over that something and she brought it up with an extremely gentle and careful movement.

A small box of dark pink color rested atop her crimson hand. She blew some air at it to remove the thick layer of dust and opened the rectangular container. The inside was filled with a white cushion, atop which lay some kind of an ornament. 

Grea picked it up with all the care in the world and revealed its purpose as a beautiful necklace. The main part resembled a very simplistic depiction of two feminine bodies entwined together; no more than smooth contours, edges, and some quite obvious womanly details. The bodies were made of shiny metal, one scarlet, the other blue, with a gem of the opposite color embedded in each, symbolizing their eyes.

“A necklace?” Aura floated around it, examining the pretty piece of jewelry respectfully.

Rubbing her eyes, Grea got rid of the few tears that kept trying to escape. “It belonged to her. And it’s the only thing of hers I have left. It’s a memento. A symbol of the past. Of my past failure.”

Aura said nothing, knowing well what kind of past her mistress was referring to. They had no secrets between them. She took a more solid form and rested a supportive hand on the demon woman’s shoulder.

“But, it’s exactly that. A thing of the past.” Grea took a deep breath, letting it out with shaky lips. “It’s time to move on for real. Before, a symbol of my downfall. Soon, a symbol of my hope. One chapter of my life has to close for a new one to open. And now, I’m finally ready to return this book to its peaceful rest.”


Chapter 17
Trinkets and Vestiges

“So there you were, Camille.”

The young maid turned around as Silvia entered the master bedroom of their castle in Glimmervale. 

“Princess.” She showed a gentle smile and curtsied politely, hiding the dusting brush she’d just been using behind her back. “How may I help you?”

Silvia shook her head faintly with a similarly soft expression. “We’ve already talked about it, Camille. You don’t need to bring up those formalities when we are alone. And especially not here, far away from the royal palace.”

“It’s still important to uphold the proper etiquette. One day I might get too complacent and forget myself somewhere amidst an important meeting,” Camille replied, walking up to her. “But I’ll try, Silvia.”

The two girls shared a brief hug and the princess stepped away, glancing around a little. “What are you even doing here? This place is spotless. Don’t tell me you are still trying to compete with Yumi.”

Her personal maid let out a quiet chuckle. “That’s already a thing of the past, of course. No, we have come to a more efficient agreement. There are still times when we check each other’s work, but we try to cooperate as much as we can now. She handles Lord Asterios and some of his women, while I mostly focus on you and the rest of them, like Tina or Bryn.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Though, I hope you aren’t using that arrangement as an excuse to avoid Asterios. I rarely see you around when we are walking together, save for the dining hours.” Silvia squinted at her a bit.

A slightly wry smile painted Camille’s lips before she made a light bow. “I promise I’m not intentionally avoiding anyone. Also, I would like to apologize for being so offensive in the past. I understood that I might have been taking things a little too far and corrected my ways. I can promise that it’s just a coincidence that the two of us rarely run into each other. You may ask Yumi about it.”

“It’s alright.” Silvia placed a hand on her shoulder. “All that matters is the fact that you are no longer mistaken about his intentions. I’m really glad to see the misunderstanding cleared up. Asterios told me that you explained everything to each other properly but he was worried that he might have come out as a bit too intense.”

“We… talked it out…” Camille giggled awkwardly. “But enough about me. You’ve been clearly looking for my person so here I am. Is there anything you’d like me to prepare?”

Turning away, Silvia sighed quietly. “I don’t know what to get him.”

“Pardon?”

“For his birthday,” she continued, glancing at the young maid over her shoulder. “We’ve received so many incredible gifts recently that I have a hard time figuring out something meaningful. Equipment, gear, weapons, trinkets, everything has been taken care of. Other girls already found their gifts, I think, but I’m still lacking any interesting ideas. I was hoping you could offer me some advice since you’ve been observing him a lot in the past and have grown at least a tiny bit closer to him since then.”

“I don’t know if we’ve grown that close…” Camille looked away timidly. “But I’m sure you are just overthinking it, Silvia, as you often do. Remember the last time your father celebrated his birthday? We’ve barely made it on time because you kept changing your mind about that cloak. We almost didn’t give it to him. And what was his reaction? He still wears it everywhere where his attire isn’t required to consist of something very specific.”

A warm chuckle escaped Silvia’s lips as she met her precious maid’s gaze and came close enough to hold her hands. “That was your idea. So, please, aid me once more. And don’t say just get him a cape or a cloak because all men love them and he won’t notice. He can make one himself whenever we ask.”

“Fine. If you don’t want to make it easy for yourself, we can do hard too.” The other girl snorted to the side. “Not every gift has to be something extremely useful and you know it. He already received many gifts from you and your father in the past year. There’s no need to match the lavish present that was Glimmervale itself or his personal treasury will soon start overshadowing even the king’s. Just go with something symbolic. Something that brings up some good memories, reflects on the progress you made, the time you shared. It will be hard for me to find something like that since it’s a very personal category of presents, but also one that finds the most success.”

“Something symbolic for us…” Silvia furrowed her brows, stroking her chin ponderingly. “Something… reflective…”

“Did you figure something out?” Camille smiled at her as the princess’ eyes widened briefly.

“I think I did. Thank you, Camille. You’ve been a great help, as always. I’ll need to pay a visit to the royal castle for a moment to see if it’s still there. Would you like to go too? Visit some of your friends while we are there?” Silvia gave her a quick hug once more and asked.

“It’s alright. Just go and grab it while I return to my duties. Yumi will be waiting for me to help her with something soon. If I’m not mistaken, it’s also linked with the upcoming celebration. I promised to assist her and it would be rude to back out now,” the maid answered.

“I’ll see you later, then. Don’t overwork yourself too much. Asterios won’t be angry if you take a moment to relax a little. The two of you have been doing an amazing job so far. You deserve it.”

Exchanging nods with Camille, Silvia stepped back and deep shadows soon enveloped her figure from bottom to top. With one last wave, she disappeared into the floor. Finding herself at her destination, she took one glance at the dresser on the side, flushed a tiny bit, and hastily ran out of her bedroom with a specific direction in mind. The castle servants escaped to the sides after noticing their princess hurriedly heading somewhere.

Reaching the correct pair of ornate doors, she pushed them both in. “Father!”

Welrond jumped a little behind his desk and quickly shuffled through some of the documents he’d been looking at, placing his joined palms over them with a strained smile. “Yes? What is the hurry?”

“I need access to the royal vaults. Would you mind if I took a peek at some of the collections in the northeastern wing?” Silvia asked, stopping in front of him.

The king leaned forward, placing his elbows on the papers too, keeping his gaze firmly locked on her face as the wide smile didn’t falter from his lips. “Of course not. Just don’t forget to let the treasurer know if you decide to take something out, either temporarily or permanently. You know how much the old man hates finding errors in his records. We don’t want him to close the treasury for another ten days just so he can make a complete inventory of it. But, what do you need it for?”

“It’s Ast’s birthday soon. I’m sure you know.” She raised a curious brow at him.

“Ah. Right. It’s almost the time of the meeting…” he muttered under his nose while looking at the calendar hanging off the nearby cupboard.

“Meeting?” Silvia frowned lightly.

“Nothing, nothing.” Her father waved her away. “Feel free to do as you please. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I was just about to head out. There are some important matters I need to take care of. Let me know how your search goes later.”

He collected all the documents in a flash, brought them up to his chest, and stood up. Shooting a last, somewhat awkward smile at her, he walked out of the room through the main entrance. Silvia couldn’t help but smirk in amusement. The bits of a few sketches she’d caught the sight of amongst the stack of papers he was holding looked quite familiar. She wondered if those important matters didn’t accidentally involve the royal artist. A new painting might be joining the king’s personal gallery soon.

Getting rid of any unnecessary thoughts, Silvia sped towards the treasury next. She had to slow down while passing through the guards and various magical arrays protecting the valuable rooms or she risked unnecessarily scaring her people with an accidental triggering of something quite loud and deadly. Though, perhaps not as deadly for her now.

Finally reaching the massive main gate of the artifact vaults, she took a turn to head for the treasurer’s office. Unfortunately, the old man wasn’t at his post. But, considering how obsessed he was with the artifacts under his care, she could guess where he was at the moment. Without further ado, she completed the last steps in opening the gate and stepped into a massive gallery with multiple hallways leading out of it. Numerous display cases, stands, pedestals, racks, and decorative containers filled the impressive chamber.

Since she had no idea where to start looking for the thing she had in mind, she decided that the treasurer was her only hope. The man had memorized every single foot of these vaults. She recalled all the stories she’d heard from him as a young girl and attempted to figure out his most likely location. Picking a few off the top of her list, she jogged east.

It took a while but she managed to spot the ancient-looking man amongst the section with books and grimoires. He was so engrossed in caring for them that it proved to be a real challenge to pull him out of his cleaning trance. The only thing that worked was stealing the tome he was focusing on from right in front of his nose, as bad as it made Silvia feel.

“Princess? Such an unexpected encounter. I apologize if perhaps this little old me ignored your polite calls.” The silver-haired old man chuckled deeply. “How may I be of assistance to you? Is there anything in particular that has caught your attention, mayhaps?”

“The Mirror of Callandra,” she stated right away. “Do we still have it?”

An excited spark glinted in his aging eyes, bringing some of the lost life back into them. “Yes, yes we do. How could we not? It was the favorite artifact of… the queen. I would rather give up my life than give up that precious thing to anyone other than you or your father.”

“You would do that for every single item here.” Silvia smiled at him with warmth and respect. “May I see it?”

“After me, please.” He bowed low and began leading the way. “Are you planning on admiring it and its precious memories for a moment, Your Highness, or will you be taking it with you?”

“I won’t lie to you, it is meant to be a gift for my beloved,” she admitted openly. “Do you perhaps know if its ability works with… partially shattered surfaces?”

“That would depend on the level of damage,” the man replied, humming to himself. “It definitely won’t work with something that’s in a thousand pieces. But, it should still function properly when it’s just a crack or two, which might or might not affect the result. In the end, the perspective is shifted to that of the targeted source.”

“That’s more than enough. And perhaps, even better.” A satisfied smile began surfacing on Silvia’s face as her fair cheeks reddened a tiny bit. “Now, let’s just hope that no one disposed of the one I requested the maids to save.”

※ ※ ※

Loud whirring noise filled the circular chamber as heavy machinery moved and twisted somewhere deep in the walls. Bryn stood in front of a glass panel and watched as multiple streams of steam and colorful mist were shot right at the person in the middle of the short hallway. They wore full-body armor in which pieces were connected neatly to each other with elastic material, leaving not a single point of bare skin visible and unprotected. A helmet with a separate mask also joined together by the same white fabric decorated their head.

After about five more minutes of them standing still with their arms stretched to the sides and legs spread wide, the various jets of enchanted gas finally stopped. Another array came to life with a light blue glow and the fumes spun in a big cyclone before being sucked away to somewhere. The person inside the sealed passage pulled a lever next to them and the gate by Bryn’s side opened.

The armored valkyrja stepped into the small chamber and stopped in front of her. With a few precise movements, she unclasped the top part of the helmet, followed by the tightly fitting face mask, revealing a beautiful woman wearing a delicate, slightly melancholic smile.

“Is it time for my seeing already? How the time flies.” Rota swiped a bundle of her hair behind her ear, uncovering more of her sweat-ridden face. “I would give you a hug, but this armored suit isn’t exactly the most comfortable thing known to our people.”

Bryn laughed a little. “It’s that or the risk of a painful and slow death through an incurable disease so you better not think about ever abandoning it. I know it’s tough, but please, it’s for your own safety. Thank you for your hard work.”

“I don’t think it’s as incurable now.” The other winged lady smirked. “The Descending Spire and its miraculous treatment chamber are back in our hands. A little bit of spiritual poisoning shouldn’t be a problem anymore. How regretful I am for missing out on such a grand battle and event in the history of our race. But, I can’t blame anyone other than myself for that.”

“The healing formation has much more serious cases to work on than some lazy core sweepers who can’t be bothered to wear their protective armor while taking care of their duties.” Bryn shook her head with a soft smile. “Think of it this way, after your sentence is finished, you will be able to experience the Spire and its close vicinity at its best. The renovations will be complete, everything will be fixed and clean, and the sight of the activated Tyr’s Aegis over the bustling city will be unforgettable.”

“Perhaps you are right.” Rota smiled back. “But, right now, the most unforgettable thing is the pain of my wings being crushed by this horrible armor you are so resolute to have me wear. Let’s maybe get me out of it before I lose my mind, please?”

They chuckled together and Bryn accompanied her friend to one of the nearby lockers. She gave Rota a hand at removing all the armored and material pieces connected together. It took a moment as the entire thing came off her like one single piece she had to somehow step out of, but Rota’s wings were soon free and she unfurled them wide, taking a deep breath of relief.

Bryn grazed the feathers with her fingers while admiring Rota’s fully nude figure. “At least your duties will keep you in shape. You’ve been neglecting yourself after taking a seat in the Council. Most Valkyrs prefer their Valkyries slim and thin. Your chances of finding a mate will drop if you let yourself gain any more weight.”

“And look who’s talking. No matter how much weight I gain, I will never come close to the one you carry on your chest.” Her friend snorted, crossing her arms over her petite frame and cocking her slender hip to the side. “If the Valkyrie with the biggest pair of tits on Tyr managed to find someone, there’s always hope for me.”

A deep, rosy blush instantly blossomed on Bryn’s ladylike cheeks.

“Care to join me in the bath? I’m so sticky you would need the help of that man of yours to peel me off you if I stepped any closer,” Rota continued. “We can talk about your problem while I wash myself. And yes, I can tell. Your forehead makes that adorable crease whenever you are troubled by something. You haven’t come just to visit your criminal friend.”

Answering with a simple nod, Bryn also disrobed, shoving her armor and clothing into the spatial storage in her artifact tiara. Rota looked at her a bit weirdly as the two of them headed for the bathing chambers but she decided to keep the magical circlet with the sunny gem on. She really liked wearing it.

She assisted her friend in wiping the other Valkyrie’s body with a soaped cloth while Rota cared for her own hair. After she was thoroughly cleaned up, they rinsed themselves under a chilly waterfall and jumped into the hot pool, soaking in the pleasant warmth up to their chests. Rota took a peek at Bryn as her well-endowed friend kept pouring more water onto her sizable peaks with a thoughtful expression.

“He really does love them, doesn’t he?” she asked.

“Huh? Oh, yes. He certainly does.” Bryn gained a rosy flush after realizing what she was talking about. “It’s hard to believe but I’ve been proven that multiple times already. He really thinks my big breasts suit me. He shows them so much affection each time we make love. Men are so much different from our Valkyrs. In a good way.”

“That must be nice. I would love to meet a kind man too. My breasts have been getting bigger recently.” Rota sighed heavily. “But, enough about silly dreams. What’s troubling you?”

“It’s the day of his birth soon,” Bryn answered.

“Ah. Understandable.” Rota nodded. “Still no gift?”

The golden-haired Valkyrie shook her head. “I tried many things, but none of them felt good enough. I asked other women about a present for a man, but they advised me to just think of him as our Valkyr and pick something with that in mind. I tried to think of the similarities between them, but the thing is, I don’t think they even wear bras, or decorative underwear with bejeweled guards for their genitals, or such. It’s been really hard. I don’t want to accidentally pick up something weird from his realm since I’m too inexperienced in it.”

“Oof. Sounds tough, for sure. That underwear would have been my top pick, most likely. It’s all the boom amongst the most beautiful Valkyrs.” Rota tapped her lips. “Is that all they are similar in, though? I get that he is practically a super flat Valkyr, but isn’t there more?”

“Like what?” Bryn glanced at her.

“What about his wings?” she offered. “I mean, they do look a bit… unusual… but they still work on the same principle, no? I haven’t seen any men with wings other than him, but if he has them, then…”

“He could use that…” Bryn’s brows rose in realization. “And I’ve seen him use that. Well, not exactly, but even if it was a spiritual construct made of my mana, it was still the same.”

“And there you go.” Rota patted her on the thigh under the water. “Go for it and don’t second guess yourself. It’s never worth it.”

“I won’t.” Bryn quickly stood up. “Thank you so much, Rota. I have an idea now. I can’t pick just any for him. I might need to talk with Supervisor Sidr again. This is where I’ll need to leave you. Thanks again. And who knows? When your sentence ends, that dream of yours might not remain so silly anymore. Master is working on something great right now.”

With a bright smile, Bryn nodded at her friend and asked Umbra for assistance. Deep shadows swallowed her soon enough and she plunged into the ground.

Rota shook her head with an amused chuckle. “What love can do to a valkyrja. It’s good that she didn’t leave her clothes in the locker room.”

Less than a minute later, Bryn resurfaced in the very center of Odin. A few gasps and giggles caught her attention and she flushed completely crimson after realizing that she’d forgotten to first dress up and popped in the middle of the city buck naked. Covering herself with her wings, she resummoned her usual attire and soared into the sky, heading for the crystal tower.

Thankfully, it seemed that the Council of Supervisors was present in its usual residing place. They weren’t holding any important meetings so Bryn managed to easily request a personal audience with Sidr. A moment later, she walked into the woman’s office with a hasty step.

“Bryn. Welcome. Did you come to check on the progress we made with the Spire?” Sidr asked with a tender smile.

“Not this time, Supervisor. I have a request,” Bryn answered.

“Oh? I’m listening, then.” The other valkyrja rested her chin atop her joined hands.

“You said previously that you would love to repay me for everything we had done back then but I didn’t know what to ask for so I politely declined. Is that offer still available?” Bryn asked.

“It would never expire. You are our heroes. Just say a word and we will do whatever we can to aid you.” Sidr made a respectful nod.

“Alright. Then, I need something from you.” Bryn took a deep breath before continuing. “Please, allow me to take the Wings of Hope.”

Sidr’s eyes widened instantly. “That’s… unexpected. And a bit difficult.”

“Do you still have them?” Some hints of worry plagued Bryn’s face.

“We do,” the supervisor confirmed. “Do you know their meaning?”

“I do.” Bryn nodded, then winced slightly. “It’s impossible, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t say impossible…” Sidr kept her gaze locked with Bryn for a few long seconds, then sighed softly. “You would have to promise me one thing if I were to let you take them.”

“Anything.” Bryn straightened up.

“You need to become the next Sky Queen before anyone notices that they are gone,” the supervisor stated. “And that means before the next Grand Summit, which happens to take place in about a year.”

Bryn swallowed hard. “So be it. Looks like it’s something I can’t escape, so I might as well take care of it early.”

Sidr showed a wide smile at her response. “Very well. Your determination is very admirable. You will make a great Sky Queen one day. But for now, follow me.”


Chapter 18
The Real Demon

Inside a spacious, extremely rich, and exquisite chamber, a group of very unique people was engaged in a quiet, calm discussion. At the current moment, three figures stood on the black marble floor, gathered around a sizable hexagonal table of pure gold. Right above their heads, hung a multi-layered chandelier adorned with crystal gems of whitish, slightly translucent shade. They matched the smooth white walls perfectly well, completing the high-class setting.

The scantily-clad demon man of slightly pink skin was engaged in a conversation with the calm and collected elf lady who regarded him with a somewhat cold expression. Listening to them closely without interrupting, the silver-skinned dwarf sipped repeatedly on his golden mug full of clearly expensive beer. He smirked under his nose occasionally at the other two and their little chat.

A moment later, they all went silent, watching deep shadows pool and coalesce next to them. The darkness rose from the dark floor and assumed the shape of a person, soon revealing the mysterious guest. Welrond sighed in relief as the last wisps of black smoke retreated from his figure and immediately started looking around, though his gaze seemed to ignore the other people present in the chamber.

“You are late,” Grotger huffed, taking another big gulp from his mug. “Is it that hard for humans to arrive on time at least for the extremely important gatherings?”

“It’s alright.” The Human King waved him off. “She isn’t here yet.”

Pointedly ignoring the Dwarf Patriarch, he ran his fingers through his hair and hastily patted out his clothes. The reason behind his late arrival became obvious to everyone in a flash, and every last doubt was dismissed when the mature human man in front of them pulled out a small pocket mirror to check his face. Grotger rolled his eyes at that, trying to hold his groan in.

Suddenly, the elegant double doors leading into the room burst open without a single warning, making Welrond almost jump into the air while the others only startled a tiny bit. He scrambled to hide the little trinket as quickly as he could, trying to figure out which pocket to choose, before realizing that he’d pulled it out of his spatial storage and sending the item back into one of his rings.

“I’m glad everyone is already here. Hopefully, I didn’t make anyone wait too long, did I?” Ast’s mother stood at the entrance with a wide grin and her hands on her hips, accompanied by Tina’s mom at her side.

“Not in the slightest,” Welrond answered with a warm chuckle. “We haven’t even had enough time to start thinking about taking care of any possible boredom.”

The other three looked at him before exchanging pointed glances. Kindra’s smile only grew as she giggled softly and began strolling towards the raised hexagonal platform with Luna after her. It was clear to anyone save for one person that she knew. Servants closed the door just as the ladies reached their designated spots across the kings and the queen.

“Right. I’m unspeakably thankful to everyone here for finding time to make this meeting happen,” she continued while meeting each person’s eyes for a brief moment. “Since time is a commodity often highly scarce and valuable in our positions, let’s not waste any more of it and get to the point. Right after a very brief introduction of course.”

The Dwarf Patriarch snorted amusingly while the Human King chuckled warmly, both already having some experience interacting with her. The other two didn’t show any special reactions, not yet aware of who they were really dealing with. Those who were, didn’t see it necessary to… spoil their first time.

“It’s my honor, Your Majesties.” Tina’s mother made a polite curtsy. “My name is Luna Nobelle. I assume some of you might already be acquainted with my daughter, who accompanies Asterios as his fiance and soon-to-be wife. Or as the other ladies like to call themselves, a bonded mate.”

“And I’m Kindra Hestizo. There isn’t really a need to introduce my household to anyone here, is there?” Ast’s mother asked and received four gentle head shakes, two a bit more vigorous than the other half. “Perfect. Shall we begin, then? There are two exceptionally important things on our agenda today. Though, they are connected to some extent. The further development of Glimmervale, and my son’s twentieth birthday. Anything to add?”

Once more, no one interrupted her, only shaking their heads in unison.

“Great. I can already tell we’ll be done in a blink. And we better do because every additional second we take, a certain someone has another chance to notice us. An entire room closed off by Umbra’s shadows isn’t exactly that much of a mundane occurrence.” She giggled to herself, directing an appreciative nod at the ceiling, where some shadows wiggled in response. “Where should we start? Oh, what about a quick toast for smooth negotiations and pleasant conversation?”

Everyone picked an ornate chalice, save for Grotger, who used an intricate mug, and made a silent toast, exchanging nods.

“Sweet.” Kindra finished taking a sip first and smiled excitedly. “Let’s begin with Glimmervale’s development. And there’s nothing better in ensuring the right future of that than the Declaration of Independence.”

The air stilled immediately as the people in the room froze in various stages of moving their goblets away from their lips. Except for Welrond, who was caught mid-swig and choked on his wine, sputtering some back into the cup.

“What?!” He wiped his face with a hastily summoned handkerchief, his brows high on his forehead.

“Of course, we could sit here for hours and talk about each of your nations’ laws and regulations that guide the interaction and relationship between your countries, which introduce a lot of political, mercantile, logistical, and legal issues, or we could solve everything with just one single easy decision.” She grinned at the Human King slyly.

Zegion snickered to himself and leaned closer to Civienne. “I think I’m going to like her.”

“Could you elaborate?” The Elf Queen ignored him and kept her focus on the human woman.

“Right now, you all need to dance and juggle around each other because anything more significant that you do is directed not only at Glimmervale, which is your main target, but also subsequently at the Human Kingdom, for obvious reasons. That introduces plenty of limits as you need to consider how much is too much and how little is too little when supporting another allied nation. The matter of current arrangements and relationships between all of you and that nation affects a lot of areas too. But, if we remove that single nation’s influence from the picture, you can all be equal, starting from the same point, safe from accidentally offending some old agreement or oath, isn’t that right?” Kindra gestured at them with her palms spread.

“The lass certainly talks smart.” Grotger grunted. “A fresh slate is much better and less annoying than the complete clusterfuck of our accords.”

“Something like this… has never happened before,” Welrond stated, furrowing his brows. “We would need—”

“Yet, the laws allowing that to happen are already set in place for quite a few centuries already.” She smirked at him impishly. “All we need is the royal family’s seal of approval and a completely unanimous opinion poll with votes from all current residents who settled down in the town no sooner than six months from the appointed referendum date.”

His brows shot to his hairline again. “How? That’s not exactly public information. And I’m sure the Committee hasn’t filed a request to access it. Each petition goes right through me.”

Kindra only continued to smile at him in silence, clearly not willing to reveal her secrets.

“Such a change would most likely earn a completely positive reaction in Glimmervale, but that might not go just as well everywhere else,” Civienne commented.

“And that’s where you guys come in.” Ast’s mother snapped her fingers at the frosty queen. “For this to succeed without any hiccups, we need not only the kingdom to approve but you all to also wholeheartedly support this decision. Each of you knows Asterios better than well, and he did some great favors for your nations, so it wouldn’t be surprising to see you back his election as the ruler of a new, independent nation. He is already quite known and popular in the elven lands and human territories, though the demon grounds and the Damascu Clan’s province could use a small awareness campaign to raise the level of his recognition amongst the common citizens. People there heard of the big events and their hero, but the announcements weren’t that detailed.”

“Many things could go wrong there,” Zegion said. “Such a big change is a quite sensitive subject.”

“Not if you actually expend some effort to ensure that things are smoothed out right from the beginning.” She winked at the demon man with a shiny, exposed torso. “This grand change doesn’t even need to feel like change if you act quickly and secure proper relations with the Dragon Valley.”

“Dragon Valley? You already came up with a name?” The Dwarf Patriarch snickered, shaking his head. “Hits a bit too close home, doesn’t it?”

“With a huge and scary Dragon-like entity guarding the capital? I don’t think so.” Kindra shrugged. “Besides, it’s not like Asti is going to hide forever. There will be no better way to dissuade any hostility or unbecoming ideas than putting a powerhouse of a True Dragon on the nation’s throne. Plus, any other nation allied with it will additionally become much safer in turn. Who is going to cause trouble knowing that a merciless fire-breathing winged lizard might come after them at any moment?”

A brief silence fell onto the chamber as everyone considered her words. There certainly was some truth to them. It had been long since the last True Dragon was spotted alive, but people still remembered the fear and destruction of those dark ages. And a single incident just like Teira would be more than enough to remind them further. Perhaps with some well-established bandit hideout instead this time.

“So, are we in agreement on this?” She set her hands flat on the hexagonal table and met everyone’s eyes.

The four rulers exchanged glances. Grotger shrugged casually while Welrond sighed at him. Zegion fought down a thrilled smirk as Civienne lightly rolled her eyes, knowing the man’s quite aggressive tendencies rather well. With the emergence of a new nation, no treaties bound him to behave within its territory. Yet.

“Amazing. With that out of the way, we can move on to the more particular matters.” Kindra adorably clapped her hands. “We’ll need lots of reliable metal for the reinforcement of the second line of battlements around the future part of the expanding town. There’s nothing better and available in such an amazing quantity than the Damascu Ore. I think it’s time to renegotiate our little trade arrangements.”

“Impossible!” Welrond huffed, crossing his arms over his chest. “We’ve barely sealed the deal over those!”

“As much as I would love to see the flame-haired brat get fucked over again, I have to agree with him,” Grotger commented, taking a big swig of his drink. “The contracts are binding. You made sure of that.”

“Exactly.” The Human King nodded. “We can’t revoke them, nor create new ones with any other nations, including what you are brewing here. I’m afraid you might have not looked far ahead enough while ensuring that we remain exclusive back then.”

A devilish grin twisted her lips as she stared right at the man, sending a light shiver down his spine.

“Luna,” she called, and Tina’s mom summoned a packet of documents, handing it to her. “Ekhm. Clause seven, section eleven, paragraph three, sub-paragraph four of the Three-Way International Damascu Ore Export Arrangement Directed By The Hestizo Household—The contracting sides solemnly swear to uphold the agreements of the contract to their best ability as the terms cannot be dismissed nor altered over its defined duration, with the exception of unforeseen emergencies of a national scale… or similarly influential world-altering events… when the terms may be revisited and reformed for the benefit of all sides.”

Grotger and Welrond stared at her unyielding smile while completely flabbergasted. Seeing their stunned expressions, Zegion burst out laughing, trying his best to regain control. It didn’t look like it was the Hestizos who hadn’t put enough thought ahead during those past negotiations.

“So, when are you free to renegotiate the deal?” She winked at them, driving the point home for good.

The two men looked at each other, once more connecting deeply in their embarrassing defeat.

“We should leave that for later.” Kindra giggled softly. “Next, Queen Civienne, we would like to extend a request for the aid of at least three or four Spellsong families in our defensive endeavors. Preferably on-site rather than long distance.”

The Elf Queen glared at her coldly, perhaps unsure if she heard it properly.

“I’m afraid I have to deny your request, Lady Hestizo. The Spellsong families can’t be lent to other nations. They are bound by oaths to serve only our people. Save for one… disgraced… exception,” she explained.

“Oh, I’m very well aware, but Your Majesty, we are your people.” Ast’s mother smiled mischievously.

That only confused Civienne even further.

“Order of the Tree, was it?” Kindra raised a brow at her. “How did it go? Ah, right. Ekhm. Therefore, as our tradition states, Asterios Hestizo, Tina Nobelle, and their trusty companions are now considered national heroes of our people. Wherever they go, their status shall be no lesser than mine and the Elders. From this day on, they can be considered our own kin and shall be treated as such.”

The queen’s eyes widened in shock as she started to realize what the highly smart and clever human woman was heading for.

“Now, since Asterios is one of your people, I would dare to assume that the kingdom he starts on his own can also be considered an equal part of your elven nation, can’t it? It might have been a different topic with him just living in or governing a city belonging to the Human Kingdom, but with an independent state ruled by one of a status no lesser than yours or the Elders, it gets pretty clear, doesn’t it?”

Civienne had no response to her statement, continuing to just blankly gape at Kindra with her mouth hanging slightly open from pure shock and maybe a tiny bit of awe, but mostly disbelief. The entire thing with independence had obviously been brought up right for this.

“Of course, we don’t need to rely on assumptions when we can consult an actual and reliable source of information,” Kindra continued with her finger tapping on the side of her chin. “May I make a polite request for Your Majesty to consult the Chronicles of the Grove at your own convenience?”

Her Majesty’s eyes could not grow wider anymore with how dumbfounded she became. “How did you…?”

“A good merchant has their ways.” Ast’s mother winked at the queen while a sweet, girlish giggle echoed in her mind. “Now, I know that it might take a day or two to convince the Elders to bring it out for the reading so let’s return our attention to the rest of our agenda. King Zegion.”

“Yes?” The Demon King replied right away, his cocky smile full of amusement.

“You don’t really have any deals with Asterios yet so I think it would be only right to offer you an opportunity to establish some good rapport with the budding Dragon Valley,” she said, smiling back at him with no less intensity. “We do have Radir Asgeir and his daughter Grea Asgeir here, but no matter how knowledgeable and talented, a single pair of demons would work themselves to death if they wanted to support our city with their magic arrays and formations.”

“Consider it done.” He laughed openly, waving her off. “We’ll gladly send as many people as you might want to aid you with whatever you need. Seal masters, formation masters, array masters, or wizards and magicians of all elements shall be at your disposal, My Lady. You know that we are second to none in terms of magical research and development.”

“Oh I do know, and that’s why you should consider setting up a College of Magical Arts next to our upcoming Knight Academy and moving Project Origin to its basement. That would give a much easier access to the data you are lacking and elements you aren’t able to collect from the other allied nations. Especially from the elves.” Kindra grinned at him, making his joyful atmosphere drop in an instant.

“Where did you hear about that?” he asked firmly.

“A woman doesn’t tell.” She put her fingers to her lips in a shushing gesture. “I wonder what Old Gryndiel would say if she learned that you were trying to pry some secrets out of one instead of quickly making use of the presented opportunity to finally take a step closer to uncovering the truth.”

The Demon King’s face drained of all its blood in an instant, turning him almost into an albino specimen. The mentioned name clearly shook him. Welrond could only chuckle at their friend’s misery while lightly slapping the demon man on the back. It seemed like no one was safe from the Merchant Queen’s schemes.

“Moving on, we have covered pretty much everything related to Glimmervale’s development. As for my Asti’s birthday ceremony, I don’t expect you to lavish him with expensive gifts while trying to one-up each other in public. Rather than that, there’s only one thing that matters. Your support. Which can easily be proven by handing him the finalized Declaration of Independence on the grand day. I’ll take care of the voting here, you conclude all the formalities on your side. Anything else is up to you. But, there’s no need to overshadow everyone with pointless treasure. A more practical approach will make him so much happier.”

No one disagreed with her, or perhaps no one really could as the majority of the people present at the gathering were still stunned with their respective shock and disbelief. But, the lack of opposition was as good as a unanimous agreement so Kindra continued to discuss some minor details with the great rulers before they were on their way back to their own nations. 

Though, Civienne and Zegion were only half-responsive during that closing conversation. Welrond and Grotger often chuckled at them together, reliving the first time they had gone against Ast’s mother in the past. They were sure that the other two hadn’t ever had a chance to attend a meeting so out of their control yet. Kindra certainly did not slow down after getting into her element.

And it was still just the beginning.


Chapter 19
Undercover Construction

Asterios took a deep breath and slowly released it while his senses gradually returned to him. The gentle noise of the surrounding forest returned to his ears, joined by occasional, pleasant sounds of the nearby birds. He could once more feel the light breeze ruffle his hair and caress his face.

“You are getting faster at moving in and out of your Inner Sanctum,” Althea commented softly as he unhurriedly opened his eyes to her sitting figure in front of him.

“It’s all thanks to your wise guidance,” he replied with a grateful smile.

“Your drive and dedication to learn should not be dismissed either.” She gently shook her head, reciprocating the smile. “Not all people of such talent and potential spend this much time and effort to not only discover the source of their power but also its very meaning.”

“Old habits die hard, I guess.” A reminiscent chuckle escaped his lips. “I might now possess incomparable strength to my past self, but I’m still me. To some extent.”

“You certainly are,” Althea agreed with an amused hum. “And I’ll do my best to assure that you only attain the draconic tendencies and features that align with your very nature. You just need to remember that this nature is no longer as linear as you might have thought.”

“Yes, I know. As Grea would love to say, embrace the Dragon.” Asterios rolled his eyes with a faint smirk. “I’m no longer running away from it. But, I appreciate your understanding of my chosen path not to completely give in to those more evil and predatory urges.”

“As you are clearly aware, it’s in my best interest not to awaken those in you. Especially now that we share a connection. I would rather avoid the future where I end up enslaved by a True Dragon.” She casually regarded him with her deep, emerald eyes. “But, there is no reward without a risk. And I’m afraid we will need to continue poking the bear as you humans often like to say. Let’s just hope that it remains a very understanding and forgiving bear.”

Letting himself laugh openly, Asterios rose from the grass and assisted Althea in getting up with an offered hand. “I’d rather die than intentionally and consciously hurt you. I don’t think you would be so willing to teach me the ropes of being a Dragon in that case.”

“You would have made me, though I might or might not have been able to retain a secret or two of mine from your influence over me.” Patting him on the shoulder and brushing off some evidence of his meditation in the heart of the forest from his clothes, she took a step back. “Now, let us confirm how much progress today’s session brought you.”

Asterios immediately grew serious and let his draconic energies flood his system. No longer than a second later, his right arm was already moving on instinct as the entwined mix of black and red mana surged through it. In a flash, his forearm was in front of his face, and a sharp, metal, throwing star pinged off his crimson scales, piercing into the bark of a nearby tree.

“Good. The difference is noticeable. Please, give me a better view so I can judge it more accurately,” Althea requested with a hint of pride in her voice.

Knowing perfectly well what she desired, he dismissed his spiritual attire and other gear, leaving himself in simple black underwear. It might have been a bit awkward to undress and fight while almost completely naked at first, but he’d quickly grown accustomed to his mentor’s attentive gaze during their assessments.

Besides, even if Althea wanted to appreciate his body, it wasn’t like he saw anything wrong with that.

Any thoughts about possible reasons other than the professional ones had to be shelved aside, unfortunately, as the Dragon lady mercilessly charged forward, her arm transforming into a bit more draconic appendage. She directed a few lightning-fast jabs at him with her sharpened claws.

Enhancing his senses and vision, Asterios skilfully parried each strike with his scales. He had to bring in his other arm rather soon and used them interchangeably. It wasn’t impossible for him to continue with just one, but only if there were no more additional meanings to their sudden duel.

As per Althea’s instructions, Asterios had to materialize and dematerialize his scales before and after every blow he blocked. It was a simple exercise to further train his transformation speed. Well, simple in its intention. It certainly wasn’t easy not to fumble in the constant juggling while under a relentless barrage. Now and then, he mixed his arms up, suffering some shallow but still painful cuts.

The fight’s intensity rose by a magnitude as Althea suddenly kicked him in the stomach—properly reinforced just in time, of course—and spun around. He wasted no time and mirrored the motion, sending a pulse of energy down his spine. Their draconic tails smacked together with a loud thud, sending them both a few steps away.

His mentor started opening her mouth while still sliding over the grassy ground when Asterios flapped his newly brought-in wings and closed onto her before she even finished the motion. He still barely made it and his powerful hand squeezed her throat, which of course had managed to get covered in tough scales. With a deafening whooshing noise, a torrent of emerald flames passed right by his cheek as he angled his head slightly, holding Althea’s neck firmly in place.

When the fire finally died down, she attempted to kick him in the groin, but he caught her leg with his other hand and tightened his grip even more, putting almost everything he had in himself into that action. He could see her beautiful scales starting to slowly give in as his gorgeous mentor’s expression morphed from determined to pained.

She tapped his forearm soon enough and he immediately withdrew all that pressure, causing Althea to gasp for air. He didn’t fully let go of her but brought the wise lady closer, letting her rest against his chest as she gradually recovered from getting choked almost to death. She appreciatively accepted his assistance, taking unhurried, deep breaths while in his arms.

“You are not only getting faster… but also stronger…” she managed to say between the gasps. “Such an immense power… And here I thought I had at least a month or two more before you could overpower me so easily…”

He chuckled warmly and flicked his wrist, summoning his greatsword at their side, with its tip shoved into the grass. He grabbed the hilt with his free hand and activated a simple recovery spell, boosted by Tia’s energy. Delicately massaging Althea’s throat, he helped it heal faster and more comfortably.

“You were the one to tell me that True Dragons can easily overwhelm Lesser Dragons. Should you really be so surprised?” He raised a curious brow at her. “Besides, it’s only in regards to brute strength. That flaming breath could have melted my face off in seconds.”

“Maybe, but you were nothing more than a clueless whelp like a week or two ago. Your pace is just unbelievable. I doubt that breath would have brought you that much harm if you managed to transform your face in time,” she replied while finally straightening up. “I’m glad to see you grow stronger by the day. Your control is getting impeccable.”

“Good enough to start tackling the realm-tearing ability?” Asterios asked.

Althea gently rolled her eyes, but not without a dainty smirk curling up the edges of her soft lips. “Patience, young student. You’ll get there in time. A record one, most likely.”

“I am patient, just curious.” He smiled at her. “I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere during my academy years without that patience. Still, new and unknown prospects and paths have always been an exciting thought.”

“It would be a lie if I said that I don’t understand. Even for me, that kind of ability is something extremely intriguing. Your very existence is extremely intriguing,” she admitted openly. “But, overdoing your training will not bring us any closer to our final goal. And we are almost out of time anyway.”

Asterios glanced over his shoulder with a light nod. “Why do we even have to move this far away from the city each time? It’s not like we are really going down with our occasional, testing spars. I’m fairly sure even the castle’s dungeons would be fine, if not the areas nearby.”

“The further you are from your bondmates, the better you can focus on yourself,” she explained, holding his gaze firmly with a delicate smirk as their eyes met. “Plus, being around nothing more than nature for long miles is more natural to a True Dragon than bustling streets above their head.”

He kept looking at the wise Dragon lady while considering her words and the times they had practiced in his chamber rather than outside like in recent days. With a shrug, he recovered his attire to not forget to reequip it before moving to the heart of the city. He had already done that once and the rumors still hadn’t completely died out yet. The main market somehow became even more crowded. Especially with young women.

“There’s a meeting I need to attend so I will excuse myself now. If the opportunity allows for it, we shall practice a little more in the evening,” Althea informed him with a respectful bow.

“I don’t think the girls will be happy if you hog me all to yourself for the night again. Grea is getting frustrated and that’s not a good sign.” He snickered softly. “A meeting?”

“With your mother. I’m afraid she still hasn’t heard every bit of my story. No matter that she’d invited me for tea multiple times already.” The Dragon lady allowed herself an honest laugh.

“Just don’t let her get to you. We both know what she’s trying to achieve.” He shook his head with a heavy sigh. “You are free to go. Let Umbra know if you’d like to be transferred rather than fly.”

“I thought you would have already understood which option is more preferable for us.” She shot him one more delicate smile and jumped into the air, morphing into her full long draconic form in a blink and heading away.

“Yeah, I certainly do.” His own inner Dragon just itched to be let out and soar through the sky. “So, I guess it’s time to grab something to eat from the market.”

But, before he could even begin his transformation, a nearby shadow rippled and started rising from under a thick tree. It momentarily formed a humanoid figure and revealed Guildmaster Suanori, who surfaced with a faint shudder. He stared at his elf friend with mild surprise and confusion for this clearly uncomfortable transfer rather than a simple request directed right to him.

“You are done? Good.” Suanori took a brief glance around. “Should we get a move on Project Dreamland Asylum?”

“Right now?” He frowned lightly.

“What better time than when Althea is busy? Miss Kindra should give us enough time to take care of the majority of things,” the guildmaster answered. “I finished whatever I could at the guild and delegated the rest to Ellie. I’m at your service for the rest of the day, My Lord.”

“You aren’t wrong.” Asterios stroked his chin. “Alright. Let’s just get to it. Same place as we initially discussed?”

She nodded. “Perhaps a little bit further from the walls. Of course, I mean the future ones. If we ever expand even more, we’ll either have to dig an extension of the tunnel or just be comfortable with her taking into the air in the middle of the street.”

“We’ll be moving the entrance indefinitely if we keep predicting the future.” He shook his head. “Hop on.”

“Pardon?” Suanori tilted her head.

Crimson and onyx mist enveloped him and revealed his True Dragon form a moment later.

“What if someone sees us?” she questioned.

“We’ll just say that Venuzathor’s girlfriend is visiting. I’ve been told their females are much smaller.” He chuckled deeply. “Come on. I know you would love to get a ride. Everyone does.”

Deciding that it was pointless to argue, especially since he wasn’t wrong, Suanori hopped onto Ast’s back and they lunged into the air. He didn’t show off too much, keeping their flight moderately relaxing and pleasant, taking a peek or two at the guildmaster’s joyful smile as she watched the forest swim underneath them and experienced the rush of wind in her hair.

They arrived at their destination not that long after and landed still a good distance away from the town. Asterios shifted back to his humanoid form.

“This place is as good as any other,” he said, glancing around. “Perhaps I’ll go and fetch the others while you begin the work.”

“No need! We are already all here!” Radir’s voice captured his attention as he led a small group of people from between the trees with a wry chuckle.

Besides him, Imadil and Cynthia were present too. That made five of them including Asterios and Suanori. He again raised a surprised brow at their amazing timing.

But, since they didn’t exactly know how much time they had, everyone got right to work. The elf duo brought out the plans they had prepared alongside some other people while Suanori reached for her magic. Asterios kept himself close to the guildmaster, channeling his and Tia’s energy into her. The intensity surprised Suanori and she accidentally tore a massive chunk of earth from the ground, about ten times bigger than she’d intended.

After some initial chuckles and laughs, they continued digging the tunnel. It had to be wide and tall enough to fit an entire Lesser Dragon comfortably. As Suanori took care of the earth and mud, Imadil and Cynthia used some weird magical tools looking like a flat metal plate on a long stick to shape the passage and reinforce all surfaces. Asterios used his crystal sigils to push out all the fumes generated by them.

The work was slow and precise. Radir followed after them and carved some intricate designs and formations into the sidewalls and the decorative half-pillars, which served completely no purpose other than visual candy since they were carved out of the surrounding earth too. Some of the patterns were more artistic while others clearly had a magical meaning.

Asterios lost track of time as they cooperated, exchanging a few words now and then. Most of the time, the tunnel was filled with grunts and groans of struggle, and an occasional curse whenever Radir made a mistake or inhaled too much of the earthen smoke, choking on the hot fumes.

“Alright. We are under the castle. Quite deep at that. Hopefully, your defensive arrays will work properly, Radir,” Asterios said, consulting his senses.

“Don’t worry. If someone even manages to penetrate the entrance, they won’t notice when the illusionary formations turn them around in the middle and lead them back to it while they are one hundred percent convinced that it’s actually the exit.” The demon man snickered to himself. “And, if even that doesn’t work, I’ve seen the designs of the traps your elf friends devised. And boy, I pray to never stumble on this passage uninvited. Forget the Dragon waiting for me at the very end, ready to rip me to shreds for invading the privacy of its lair, notified about my presence since the very first step.”

“This operation won’t compromise the town or the castle. I promise.” Imadil bowed firmly.

“I trust you. Now, it’s time to make some space here.” Asterios put his hands on his sides. “Moving all this earth away will be a pain.”

“You want to make this one exactly the same size as the place from your memories, right?” Suanori asked and he nodded. “Well, then. I will need a lot of your energy. Don’t mind me if I faint once or twice in the process.”

“I can practically hear Miria saying that there’s a way to assure that you don’t.” He chuckled and she laughed softly with him. “Too bad I’m not a massive mole or something rather than a True Dragon. But, you gotta work with what you have.”

Resupplying the guildmaster again through direct skin contact, he watched as Suanori confidently moved dirt and earth around, slowly widening the space in front of them. The others just waited and watched since their attempts at help would only get in the way of the former S-rank adventurer. The chance that they would get swept by the waves of rolling mud and stones was pretty damn high.

As the guildmaster had said, she almost fainted after exhausting all her mana repeatedly for a prolonged period, but Asterios nursed her to full rest for as long as necessary. She didn’t take more than fifteen minutes of break each time she was spent, saying that it was great endurance training since she didn’t really have that many occasions to tire herself out that badly. Tia noted that such practice would definitely make the elf stronger. Especially with her assistance.

Bit by bit, the space expanded more and more in the shape of a perfect half-sphere. It was an incredible sight, though Asterios knew it was incomparable to the final result. In a few more hours, they achieved the desired outcome, creating an almost exact copy of Althea’s lair size-wise.

“Ellie will have to carry me around for a week after we finish down here.” Suanori chuckled to herself, resting her head on Ast’s lap. “But, it’s almost like therapy. I had no idea getting so spent could be this relaxing. Give me just a moment and I’ll be up to continue.”

“You can rest for now, Guildmaster. It’s our turn now,” Cynthia said with an excited smile. “Come on, Father. Let’s start with the light crystal. Mister Radir will begin with his arrays and formations in the meanwhile.”

“As they say,” Asterios added, glancing down at Suanori. “Your next part will come later. Groundwork first, landscaping after.”

The two of them watched their companions busy themselves with their responsibilities in the massive cavern until Suanori made an almost full recovery. She was still in disbelief at how quickly that happened with Ast’s spiritual support and the various spells he cast with his new Spellslinger. The only thing stopping anyone from endlessly working as hard as they could was most likely only mental exhaustion, which still could be partially relieved to some extent.

Not wanting to sit pointlessly for too long, she told Asterios to leave the rest to them and jumped to start covering the already processed areas with grass and trees just like in the lair under the Garden of Sinners. He didn’t stop them and took one last glance at everything.

“Well, that sounded like a dismissal, so I guess I’ll get going. It’s pretty late. I bet the girls are waiting for me to eat dinner together,” he mused.

“Not so fast!” Grea’s voice suddenly surprised him from behind.

“What the—”

He caught only a flash of red before she flung him through the gate and they tumbled onto the hard ground who knew where. An almost maniacal giggling accompanied him on the floor as the crimson portal faded away. Grea kept him locked with all her limbs wrapping him up like a traveling backpack. It took him a good moment and a decent amount of effort to wiggle himself around and face her underneath him. She nibbled on her bottom lip firmly while grinning from ear to ear.

“We have some unfinished business to take care of first,” she purred at him before stealing a heated kiss from his lips.

He chuckled into Grea’s delicious mouth and squeezed her sides, eliciting a lustful moan from the frivolous demon lady.

At this pace, he would definitely not make it home today.


Chapter 20
At Your Mercy ❤

Asterios let Grea pursue his lips like an animal starved for carnal affection. As she nibbled and bit on his mouth, her hands roamed all over his back, often inching very close to his butt. It didn’t take long before both of her palms landed on his behind, giving it a voracious squeeze to the rhythm of her pursuit.

They remained on the cold floor with her splayed under him, clearly unbothered by the uncomfortable position. Still, Asterios used one of his hands to support her head from behind, shielding it from the dangerous tiles. With how heated their exchange was, courtesy of his lascivious ex-professor, she would have ended up with at least a few bumps from her excessive movements.

Having enough of her aggression after a good while, Asterios grabbed her single horn and yanked it to the side, evoking a throaty groan and a shiver from the attractive researcher. She eyed him with some curiosity, though mostly sheer, unfiltered lust, and a hint of mischief.

He slowly trailed his tongue over the contour of her jaw, making her tremble once more. “So, what do I owe this pleasant interruption? And may I perhaps know where exactly it is that you have thrown us? Doesn’t look like your lovely lab under our home.”

She grinned at him deviously. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Have you already forgotten your little promise to me?”

Raising his brow at her, he slowly sat up, pulling her with him by her horn, stealing her lips for one more ardent kiss. She couldn’t help but purr into his mouth, leaving herself in his strong grasp, hanging in front of his face by the sharp, black spike. After breaking the kiss, they looked each other in the eyes for a long moment full of tension. A very specific one.

But, surprisingly, Grea was the first one to properly stand up, making sure to smother Ast’s face with her front as much as she could in the process. He joined her right away and observed as she sashayed her luscious hips while moving to the island counter in the middle of the room, which seemed familiar but not exactly. She spun around and jumped onto it, plopping her butt on the smooth surface and crossing her legs.

“Still wondering?” She waggled her brows at him.

He frowned and squinted at her. It was clear that he was supposed to easily figure it out and she was leading him on. Yet, the answer kept eluding him, perhaps because of all that alluring atmosphere and teasing glances she kept directing at him.

Seeing that it was taking him a moment to realize, she rolled her eyes and changed her position. Raising her legs up, she spread them to the sides and rested her feet on the edge. After she sank her teeth in her bottom lip, taking excessively deep breaths to emphasize her chest, a flash of a certain memory twinkled in his mind.

“Wait… This is your lab? But… It’s the academy one?” He looked around again, spotting more and more familiar angles and placements of furniture, even though everything looked completely fresh and different now.

“Bingo!” She snickered.

“The academy should be closed at this hour. Ignoring the fact that this place has completely changed, what are we here for?” He turned back to her, slowly approaching the sly demon woman.

“Oh, come on, what else could we be here for but to fuck?” She licked her lips. “They think they can just flip this place over to completely erase my presence? Tough luck. I’m going to drag my wrecked pussy over every single counter and surface right after you make an utter mess out of it with that ungodly dick of yours.”

Asterios chuckled as he reached her, delicately running his fingers up her thighs, stopping near her very core, which emanated heat of an incredible level, clearly announcing just how much that idea turned his impish lover on. She was out for blood, revenge, and... semen. As he leaned in for a kiss, she stopped him with a finger on his mouth.

“But, this time will be a little different.” She smirked at him. “If you haven’t forgotten, I’m the one supposed to fuck you like I hate you.”

Something metallic clicked between them and his forehead wrinkled a little. Pulling his left hand from under her robes, he found a thick black cuff tightly locked around his wrist. As he examined the unusual piece of equipment, which lacked any notches or rings for chains and other bindings, another click reached his ears. Unsurprisingly, when he brought his other hand up, it was adorned by the same ornament.

He caught the sight of a small metal suitcase lying on Grea’s left, with two empty holes left behind those cuffs she had somehow slipped onto him. Looking straight at him with an impish grin, she reached for another one and he watched her face with a raised brow.

Before he could demand some explanation, she pressed her foot to his chest and kicked him away with enough force to make him stumble into the side counter at the edge of the chamber. She hastily jumped off her perch and dropped to her knees, snapping the remaining two cuffs around his ankles. Finished with her nefarious plot, she retreated to her island while giggling to herself deviously.

“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked, raising his wrists to emphasize his question.

“Want me to tell you anything? Come here and make me.” She laid herself on the countertop, facing him.

Happy to play along with her silly antics, Asterios took a step forward. During the second one, she snapped her fingers, and he froze. Or rather, his wrists and ankles froze as his body jerked forward with the force of his intended movement. Confused a little, he frowned at his limbs, trying to tug at them. But, no matter what he attempted, they were mystically locked in the air.

“Fuck me! It really works!” Grea cackled to herself, sitting up in a flash. “I’m going to owe Cythina a big one! How am I even going to repay her? Do you mind if I use a hole or two of mine?”

He rolled his eyes at her hungry smirk. “No lewding the poor elf. You have enough girls to corrupt in our own circle.”

“Fine.” She grunted, sliding off the counter. “I’ll have to make do with you.”

The cuffs moved on their own and brought Ast’s wrists above his head, lifting him off the ground a bit. He hung in the air as Grea approached and buried her face in his neck, now at the height of her mouth. She licked his skin while mischievously trailing her fingers over his growing bulge.

“Ohhhh, I’m going to fuck you so hard…” she whispered into his neck with a heavy breath. “You will think twice, no, a hundred times before you decide to act like a selfless white knight again, risking your life for some mystical tree with a wooden pussy sticking out of its trunk.”

“Grea…” He sighed.

“Shut.” His wild lover sank her fangs in his flesh. “I don’t care that you didn’t know at that time. She can give me shit about calling her names later. Now, I’m going to hate fuck you as much as I want. Are we clear?”

“You can try…” Asterios let out a faint growl.

“Fuck... Don’t do that…” She shuddered. “Stay strong, Grea… You can’t give in… You are supposed to fuck him…”

He chuckled and let her be. For now.

“Now, clothes off, handsome. I have no patience for games today,” she ordered him, taking a step back.

A crimson flame rolled over Ast’s figure, leaving him in just his underwear. Grea’s eyes instantly jumped to his waist and she grinned at him lustfully. Dragging her gaze all the way up to his face, she winked at him and spun around.

Surprised a bit, he watched her fumble with her robes and pull them up over her head while shaking her hips like a professional erotic dancer. She shot him a knowing smirk over her shoulder, ending up in just her black lingerie scantily covering her charms. The fact that she had anything underneath her clothes was a pleasant revelation. Landing a juicy, reverberating smack on her bubbly butt, she returned her attention to the front and continued the show.

Sensually tracing her palms over her crimson figure, Grea unhurriedly unhooked her bra and tossed it aside. Twirling around, she faced him with one arm draped over her delicious breasts. A moment later, she took a step closer to him and yanked it away, causing her breasts to jiggle mesmerizingly.

As she snapped her fingers, the cuffs moved and put Asterios in a position closely resembling a sitting posture but with his legs slightly apart. Even his forearms hung in the air as if resting on armrests. Or maybe, it wasn’t that he was sitting, but he was the chair.

Grea reached him and leaned forward with a playful smirk. He watched her tender peaks close onto him and ended up getting smushed by the pillowy mounds as she giggled to herself while dragging them all over his face. Whenever her hardened nipple grazed over his lips, she shivered lightly, her arousal rising.

Getting enough of her little play, she took her bust away and put her right foot on his thigh, looking down at him. “Do you like what you see?”

Asterios observed her wandering fingers as they trailed down her smooth, tasty belly and arrived at her black lacy panties. They brushed over the smooth material and arrived at its bottom. Staring right at his face, she rubbed herself through the piece of underwear, turning it wetter and wetter with each movement, to the point that her excited juices almost dripped through.

When her breathing hitched a tiny bit, she slipped her finger underneath the material and slid it aside, revealing her completely soaked folds. Running two digits over the edges of her heated mound, she began spreading it open and pulling it closed right in front of Asterios.

“You would love to taste it, wouldn’t you? Stick it deeeeeeep in? Too bad, I’m in control of this pussy today. I’m going to decide if and when it’s going to choke your delicious cock to death. You are nothing but a meaty toy for my pleasure.” She wiggled her crotch in front of his nose before moving away and kneeling between his legs.

Looking up at him from there, she grabbed his underwear and tore it through the middle with no hesitation, causing his excitement to spring out into the open air. She moaned softly and licked her lips. Shooting him a saucy wink, she lowered her face even more and showed her tongue as it reached out for his treasure. Her fingers daintily wrapped around his shaft as she began sucking and smooching his jewels while humming to herself happily.

“Maybe I should just torment you with my tongue and hands forever?” Grea snickered impishly. “That ought to teach you a lesson. I wonder after how many times I bring you to the edge and stop will your inner beast lash out?”

He decided not to answer her provocations and just smirked defiantly. She squinted at him and suckled on his orbs with even more devotion, pumping his member up and down with vengeance.

“You are no fun.” She huffed. “I’m tired of this. It’s time for your punishment.”

She stood up, placed her hands on his shoulders, and jumped into the air. Raising her legs up and to the sides, she plopped her behind on his lap with her thighs resting on his forearms playing the role of armrests. She grinned at him devilishly as her enticing pussy lay spread open from the sudden stretch right in front of his hard cock. Raising a brow at him, she dragged her leaking snatch over his length, pushing her legs as much apart as she could.

“Does the big bad Dragon want to impale his naughty, disobedient mate? Does he want to show her where her place is? Punish her for all that teasing? Does he want to wreck that tight cunt until it ends up permanently wet for him so that he can just shove it in at any time?” Grea egged him on, her breathing growing faster and shallower. “You wish! This cunt is going to ruin you today!”

Shouting the last part, she bounced herself off his lap and he watched as her hungry slit fell right onto his standing member. He felt her tight, scorching hot embrace swallow him whole in a blink as her pussy slammed into his crotch with a loud, wet smack. She let out a shivering groan, her stretched toes curling in from the surge of vicious pleasure, her head jerking back with a powerful release. Grea’s insides pulsed around his length, clearly much closer to the edge from her teasing than his manhood.

With another shuddering moan, Grea brought her face to the front again and started dropping her flooding snatch on his hard cock repeatedly. She glared at him with a fierce scowl, pulling herself closer to emphasize it. Using her hold on his shoulders, she rammed herself into him, as she’d said, like she hated him.

He tried to growl at her in defiance, knowing that it would turn her on even more, though it was hard not to appreciate all the carnal pleasure she was giving them both. He stared back at her, leaning his forehead forward to rest it against hers, and watched either his cock getting constantly devoured by her ravenous lower lips, or her feral expression.

“Ahhh! Ahhhh! Ahhh! How does it feel? Ahhh! To be manhandled by your powerless female?” She smirked at him arrogantly. “Ahhh! Ahhh! All you can do! Ahhh! Is watch! Ahhh! As I pound you into oblivion!”

Asterios wanted to tease her and say how horrible that situation was but he held it in. Instead, he growled at her loudly, satisfied with the strong shudder that passed through her entire frame, as far as to her very channel, which squeezed him even firmer.

“You can growl all you want, Dragon!” She dragged her tongue over his cheek. “I’m the master now! Ahhh! Ahhh! Ahhhhh!”

Grea bit on her lip just as he felt her tighten even more. It was clear that she was nearing her peak. He wasn’t that far off either, so Asterios started matching her hammering with his own thrusts in the only way he could further increase their pleasure. But, she quickly landed a delicate slap on his face, pushing his stomach back with the other, using only her legs resting on his forearms to bounce her pussy on her cock.

“No! Ahhh! Bad Dragon! Ahhh! Ahhh! Leave fucking to your mistress!” She went for his lips, and after devouring them for a good while, she nibbled on his mouth hard enough to draw a bit of blood. “Now, cum for me!”

She kissed him again and intensified her thrusts. Letting her do it however she wanted, he growled into her mouth, and that pushed her right off the very edge of her ecstasy. She groaned thickly back into his lips with one last shove and began shaking with a powerful climax.

Pushed into her deepest depths, Asterios exploded into her with crashing waves of his milky seed. Grea whined as he filled her up, burst after burst, flooding her constricting passage with hot cream. She continued to shudder repeatedly for a minute or so before finally meeting his eyes.

“Fuck… You always cum so much in me…” She snickered, but then a hint of anxiety flashed through her expression as she glanced down at herself, and it eased up when the familiar symbol glowed above her hungry snatch. “When did you…?”

Seeing his cheeky smirk, she snorted and shook her head. He was too good for them.

“Are you done?” Asterios asked playfully, moving his hips a little to stir her insides with his still-hard member.

Cupping his chin up, she grinned at him. “You wish. Your punishment is not finished.”

He held back his snort and took pleasure in watching her disentangle herself from his form. With another snap of her fingers, his legs spread even more, his eager cock standing at full attention in full display, dripping with their combined juices.

Seeing her summon some kind of a vial, he soon figured out what was coming next and waited patiently, taking in the mesmerizing sight of Grea’s perfect backside. Her sexy tail danced joyfully behind her pert ass. Perhaps subconsciously, its tip often inched quite close to the center of her butt, even going as far as to prod her closed upper ring.

Soon, she bent forward and used it to spread herself open. Her fingers covered with slimy substance played with that narrow opening, clearly giving him a good show. Moving enough of the miraculous gel to her target, she began backing up towards him, smiling widely over her shoulder.

Her tail wrapped around his cock and rubbed the slick ointment all over his member. With both of them ready, she placed her palms on his thighs and slowly sank herself towards his tip. A long, mighty groan escaped her throat as he disappeared into her tense ring bit by bit. A moment later, he was fully sheathed in her backdoor.

“How is this? Are you ready to beg for forgiveness? Or am I going to choke that dick off you with my asshole?” She moaned, breaking her threat a tiny bit.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled herself up and shoved her hips down again. Asterios grunted openly at the amazing tightness that stroked his member. Satisfied with the result, Grea found a good rhythm and pounded into his waist with fervor.

“Mmmmm… Mmmmm… I bet you can’t stand not being able to see my pussy, tits, or even my face…” She hummed to herself, facing forward, away from him. “Mmmmm… All you can do is look at my boring back… Mmmmm… As I make myself feel good with that thick dick of yours…”

Technically, he had nothing to complain about. He had already gotten an incredible show of her front earlier, and watching her fit and smooth back as his cock disappeared in her backdoor was a good change of pace.

“This is uncreative… Mmmmm…” She groaned. “Time to switch things up.”

Another snap, another position. This time, the cuffs around his wrists first made him lie back parallel to the ground, then led his arms behind him, supporting his lower back to keep him in the air more comfortably. Even though Grea insisted that she was taking her anger out on him, she clearly cared about his experience too. She could have let him hang awkwardly, forced to rely solely on his stretched muscles.

One of his feet remained on the floor while his other leg was moved up, or to the front of his horizontally-oriented body, pointing at the ceiling. His impish demon lover kept herself impaled on his cock but turned around, putting that leg between her thighs and hugging it to her chest. As she bounced up and down on his dick , forcing it to ravage her ass, she dragged her needy pussy over his thigh and rained sucky kisses on his calf. Proud of her inventive mind, she directed side grins and glances at him, moaning openly from the pounding she was giving herself.

“Mmmm… Mmmm… That’s it… Mmmm… You are so hard… Mmmm... Does it make you angry to be completely at my mercy?” She taunted him, waggling her brows. “Come on, I know you want to fill my ass too. I’m a forgiving woman, spill it.”

Slowly but surely, she raised the tempo, smashing her tender butt into his waist stronger and stronger. Loud smacking and slapping of flesh against flesh filled the freshly renovated research room. As she continued to drill her tight ring repeatedly, boundless love juices kept dripping from her warm folds. They gathered underneath them after taking a journey down Ast’s other leg.

“Cat got your tongue, Mister Dragon?” Grea snickered at him between her labored breaths. “Not going to respond at all? Mmmm… Mmmmm… My asshole is milking another load out of your helpless dick like it's my personal toy…”

“Enjoy yourself while it lasts.” He growled at her, giving Grea one, strong thrust. “You aren’t going to be so snarky when I get my hands on you.”

Grea laughed. A full, beautiful, charming, throaty laugh. It honestly made him smile a little but he hid it away before she turned to him again. She showed a dazzling grin and started grinding herself over his cock and leg with renewed ferocity. Her amorous cries rose in volume too. She stared him down as she brought herself to another orgasm from dropping her narrow backdoor on his proud member.

“Mmmmmmmmhhhhmmmmmmmm!” Grea shuddered, humping his thigh as more of her nectar sprinkled his skin from her high.

Not wanting to leave her unsatisfied, he allowed the pressure of her intense insides to coax another climax from him. A second load rushed right into Grea’s second hole, coating her inner walls with white delicacy. She embraced his leg for support, riding her wave to its fullest as Asterios joined her with pleasant groans.

After a brief rest, she giggled to herself and raised her body off him with a quiet plop. With a pleased sigh, she stood with her back to him and massaged her ravaged holes with gentle affection and appreciation.

“You really make it hard to stay angry at you.” She let out a warm chuckle, but just as she was going to turn around, something grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and evoked a surprised yelp from her as she was lifted off the floor. “What the—”

“Did you really think these toys of yours can keep you safe?” Asterios growled as he turned her around and regarded her with a feral smirk.

She looked down at him with wide eyes. “How? These cuffs are attuned to my very essence. Cynthia assured me that nothing else can move or disable them.”

“I think you have forgotten who owns you, little demon.” His smile grew and realization dawned on her instantly. “I can use your essence as much as you can use mine. You were never in control. I allowed you to be. And now, I’m getting bored of it.”

She swallowed thickly and shivered under his fierce gaze. Just in case, Asterios reached into their connection to make sure that she wanted this.

Grea squealed again as he threw her backward, making her bump into the central counter with her bouncy ass. In a flash, his cuffed hand was on her horn, pulling her further and pinning her down to the island’s smooth surface as he hovered over her. In the next moment, her ankles were suddenly next to her face as Asterios stared at her from up close, aiming himself at her pouty lower lips, raised and presented perfectly for his own taking.

“I heard you really like stretching.” He grinned at her. “Any last words?”

“Uhhhhh… Oops?” She batted her eyelashes at him with a shy smile. “Listen, let’s just ta—OHHHH! OH FUCK! OHHHH! FUUUUUCK! SOOO DEEEEP! OOOOOOOH! YEEEEES!”

Whatever Grea wanted to say was completely lost the moment Asterios plunged himself into her tight pussy and proceeded to pound her into the counter without mercy. Her arched back, the result of him folding her pretty much in half, smacked into the hard surface with each powerful thrust. As she had wished, he proceeded to leave a mark of their passionate lovemaking all over every single piece of furniture and tile on the floor.

The next day, a rumor spread through the entire academy, talking about the ghost of a deceased female professor who died tragically in that chamber and became enraged after the room was stripped down and renovated. Supposedly, her loud cries, screams, and whines were so powerful they could freeze your blood in a few seconds. Only the bravest of souls dared to wander in its vicinity after dark. The echoes of those agonizing death throes haunted the nearby corridors for years to come.


Chapter 21
A Rain of Memorable Offerings

“Ugh… I can’t move a single damn muscle…” Grea let out a prolonged groan while lying belly down on one of the central island counters.

Asterios smirked to himself and shook his head, sitting next to it and resting his back against its side. “And whose fault it is?”

With a few less-than-appropriate moans, she dragged herself close enough to the edge to hang her arm off it and caress Ast’s cheek with the back of her hand.

“I mean, you didn’t exactly have to listen in to my thoughts and twist me into a fucking pretzel while blasting my holes open, you know?” Grea complained with a strained chuckle. “You definitely didn’t have to. And that’s why I appreciate you so fucking much.”

He snuggled his cheek to her palm and placed a few kisses on her crimson skin. “Better watch what you ask for next time. You came dangerously close to making this Dragon forget himself. I almost cracked the floor and counter more than one time.”

The lascivious demon lady giggled impishly. “Now that would give the school’s council a nice riddle to solve. A day or two after the renovations are finished, they come and see their new lab adorned by a bunch of nice fractured webbings over all the flat surfaces. What a mystery.”

“It won’t be that much of a mystery if we don’t clean up after ourselves before making an escape.” Asterios stood up, glanced at Grea’s single open eye, and delicately slapped her tender ass with a few gentle pats.

She wiggled her hips to make it shake enticingly but he only snorted at her.

“Worth a try.” Grea snickered. “But I’m beat. Literally. I would be full of bruises if not for you pumping me full of your new healing energy besides your hot essence.”

“I’ll take care of it.” He sighed and leaned down to peck her cheek. “In the end, this was supposed to be your night with me. It didn’t last that long before things were flipped completely.”

“Oh, trust me, exploiting your guilt to have you destroy my pussy for literal hours is definitely my way of having my way with you.” She grinned devilishly. “I was looking very, very forward to you breaking out and turning on me. Well, I might not have expected you to never have been locked up in the first place so the few intentional slip-ups I had planned for myself went out of the window, but the end result was still glorious.”

Grea’s entire body shivered in bliss as she recounted their recent fun and she released a half-sigh half-moan that could test the restraint of the most composed man in the realm. Asterios could only stare at her delicious figure with a soft smile. She really was able to completely effortlessly and naturally be one hell of a sexy demon.

As their gazes met and an unspoken understanding passed between them, a crimson gate opened right next to Asterios and two girls walked out of it. Seeing him naked, Miria instantly flushed and tried her best not to stare as her cute tail swished adorably behind her back. Selene only smirked like the dazzling lady she was, took one long look, and gestured at the gate.

“Leave cleaning up to us, my Lord. The bath is ready for you. After we are done, no one will ever know anything happened here,” she offered.

“But where’s the fun in that?” Grea whined, still not moving an inch.

“Don’t make trouble for Master,” Miria chimed in with a sweet smile. “You promised not to go too far.”

“Fine.” The demon lady sighed in defeat. “But I still can’t move. Though, I think I just figured out the way to do so. I only need a big, hard, strong rod to dock myself on and it will be a breeze to have me carried, don’t you all agree?”

Miria shyly averted her gaze as their capricious mate spread her legs and showcased every detail of her evening with Asterios to them all. He rolled his eyes and grabbed Grea’s tender thigh, pulling her closer with a quick motion which evoked a surprised yelp from the teasing woman. In a flash, she ended up flipped onto her back and brought to the edge of the counter where Asterios stood facing her.

She grinned at him gleefully as he caught her ankles and brought them up. “So eager. And they say I’m the insatiable one. Come on my Dragon Prince, sheathe up!”

A metallic click echoed through the air and the playful smile disappeared from her beautiful face, quickly replaced by a confused frown.

“What?” Grea looked up and found the familiar cuffs snapped around her shins.

Before she could utter another word, Asterios already had her arms up and locked in the other two cuffs right next to her legs. He then snapped his fingers and Grea gasped as her body was tugged upwards into the air by some magical force. The other girls chuckled amusingly after seeing their lecherous mate bound and hung up like a sheep for searing. Or better, a pig for slaughter.

“I think I’m going to like these.” Asterios smirked and smacked Grea’s ass with a hearty slap. “Come on. We’ve wasted enough time already. I gotta wash you up before bed or the others are going to kick you out for being all sticky with… various fluids.”

His lewd captive moaned quietly and trembled in her bindings. Sharing a nod with his beastfolk lovers, Asterios made her float after him into the red passage between the worlds. As he’d expected, it led straight to Selene’s baths. The girls really loved to bathe there, even more than in their castle. It certainly held at least a few nice memories. No wonder they had chosen this place for the night.

Grea insisted that she was fine now and could be let down, but rather than listen to his crimson mate, Asterios went all out to clean her extremely well while putting the demon lady in the most embarrassing and shameful positions with the use of her own magical cuffs. He made sure to thoroughly clean every nook and cranny in her body, to the owner’s pure delight. 

For a little while, the bath was full of amorous sighs and little moans or whimpers. Who could have known that rubbing a demon’s tail with them hanging upside down with legs in almost full split could make the person in question feel so good?

Soon enough, Grea was even more spent than before and Asterios had to dry both of them up. He continued to drag her around by the floating cuffs like a calf tied to a stick and headed for the main bedroom. As he’d sensed earlier, all the ladies were waiting for them there, dressed only in pretty underwear and lingerie.

He joined them in a flash and the bed turned into one giant tangle of bodies as the girls snuggled to Asterios and each other. They talked a little about their day in delicate whispers while their beloved master, mate, husband, or boyfriend showered each of them in affection. 

It was a warm and pleasant moment to which they could easily doze off, but unfortunately, Grea’s whining grew loud enough to become impossible to ignore and Asterios had to release the demon lady forgotten in the air by the edge of the bed so that she could join them for the night. As fun as it was teasing their sister-mate back, none of the girls would ever deprive Grea of her right and satisfaction of falling asleep next to their man.

In the morning, Asterios woke up pretty much at the crack of dawn, with the first rays of warm sunlight falling onto his face through the massive spaces in the side of Selene’s grand bedchamber. Surprisingly, he felt no additional weight on top of him, and as he attempted to move his limbs, they didn’t struggle against any obstacles.

Opening his eyes, he found himself in an empty bed. But, before he could even begin wondering about such a rare occurrence, movement caught his attention and he watched the girls walk into the room with radiant smiles on their faces. They were all dressed in ceremonial robes from Selene’s realm, displaying one shoulder, one leg, and lots of cleavage, each one in their respective color.

Well, all but one person.

His sweet Summoner colleague strolled in the middle of the single line they created and stuck out like a sore thumb. Ast’s brows rose by quite a lot at the sight of the short blue-haired lady appearing almost fully naked. Her gorgeous body was adorned only by a thin red ribbon that struggled to conceal Tina’s girly parts, both above and below. Her generous bust especially strained against the decorative band going over her nipples.

That alluring display demanded all of Ast’s focus and he could barely make out the cheerful happy birthday song the other girls had on their lips while slowly surrounding the bed, not to mention the incredibly intricate cake in the shape of a sleeping Asterios in his full True Dragon form which the heavily blushing Summoner lady held in front of her appetizing tummy.

Asterios lifted himself on his elbows and watched the six dazzling beauties sway to the rhythm of their celebratory chant. Miria and Selene took the left side of the bed, Tina and Silvia stood at its foot, while Grea and Bryn positioned themselves on the right. They all looked at him with warm expressions and a little twinkle in their eyes. It was pretty obvious they were proud and amused to see his astonished expression.

He could only stare back at them with a matching smile of his own, drawn to their honest wishes and clear feelings of appreciation which he didn’t even have to sense through their deep bonds. Simply their demeanor and loving gazes conveyed every single thing. That and the effort they put into creating this memorable scene.

As the song finally neared its end after about five minutes straight, they all exchanged glances and wrapped it up with one last simultaneous, “Happy birthday, Master!”

Asterios took in all the grins and shy smiles directed at him and chuckled softly. “Now, I was pretty sure you would somehow extract the date from Mom, but I certainly did not expect such a grand ceremony right from the very morning.”

Miria giggled adorably while bouncing in place. “It was my idea, Master! I really, really wanted to wish you a happy birthday at midnight but we all agreed that morning feels much better! And you were still busy with Grea at that time so we missed the chance anyway.”

“You could have just walked in on us if you wanted. That would have been a real something.” The person in question snickered.

“I’m glad you didn’t.” He smirked at the cheerful panthergirl. “Though, I think at least one person would have fit the theme of our meeting yesterday. Will I get to hear the story behind that?”

Tina’s cheeks bloomed with even more crimson as Asterios moved his eyes to her scantily covered figure. She tried her best to stand still and proud with the cake in her hands, but she couldn’t stop her thighs from rubbing together a little bit in what could be either some anxiety or embarrassment. Coincidentally, that only made her look even more enticing and alluring.

“B-Before that… You need to make a wish…” She stuttered a little when answering, escaping to the side with her pretty eyes.

There didn’t seem to be any candles on the masterfully sculpted cake, but before Asterios could question her, Tina got onto the bed on her knees and slowly and carefully crawled towards him, watching not to tilt the platter. He silently watched the lovely girl arrive at his spot and sit down on his extended legs, stopping just short of his chest. Not letting his gaze roam over her attractive curves was a challenge, but it was one Asterios was willing to succeed at, and he gathered his willpower to focus on both the cake and the server’s elegant face.

Shooting him a subtle grin, Tina touched the Dragon’s back and he immediately felt a faint pulse of mana travel through the sculpture. The beast’s snout parted and its upper jaw rose just as a tiny rolling flame burst forward, spooking Asterios a little. As it dissipated, it revealed twenty small candles on the Dragon’s tongue.

“Quickly, before the cake burns from the inside,” Selene urged him with a ladylike chuckle.

“Don’t forget the wish,” Silvia added.

“Uhhh… You should have warned me. This isn’t exactly something you can come up with within a second or two.” He shook his head with a wry smile. “I have no idea what I could wish for. Bit by bit, all my wishes are already coming true. Strength, money, powerful summons, a loving family of incredible ladies, what else could I want?”

“Just pick something random then, Master! It’s starting to melt!” Miria squeaked in panic, watching the cake intently.

“Alright, alright. I guess there’s something, though it’s not exactly the most important thing now.” He laughed openly and snuffed out the chubby candles, saving the culinary art from destruction.

“Perhaps it wasn’t the most clever plan to put them in there,” Bryn commented as they all sighed in relief.

“But it certainly looked amazing,” Asterios replied, taking the cake off Tina’s hands and setting it down next to them so it was safe from any accidents. “Now, what do I do with you?”

Tina remained seated in front of him and clearly had no idea what to do with her hands. They kept moving from her thighs to her tummy and wrapping themselves around her arms, which seemed like the worst place to choose as it only emphasized her charms to his eyes. Additionally, with each movement, the scarlet ribbon threatened them with slipping off the hidden secrets.

“Well, I would suggest unpacking your little present and perhaps checking if there are no surprises hidden in any of the three gaps it's equipped with. You do possess the perfect tool to reach far and deep enough.” Grea smirked at him impishly.

“Professor!” Tina squeaked at her nervously. “This is not what it is! I have a much better gift than my body to give him!”

“I would have been fine even without you having anything special for me, but I’m certainly looking forward to it now.” Asterios reached out to caress her cheek and bring her blue eyes to meet his. “But, if this ribbon is not part of the present, what do I owe this incredible sight? You aren’t exactly the first person I would expect to find in such a getup. Not to say that it doesn’t suit you. I definitely love it.”

She flushed crimson once more but directed a warm smile his way. Then, she sighed softly.

“It was a bet,” Tina admitted. “And I shouldn’t really have lost it… if not for a silly mistake. After getting the present I wanted, I completely forgot to report that I was done and instead focused on finding the best wrapping and adornments I could possibly find. I only realized my mistake when we gathered to discuss our gifts. Now, I have to… wear this… for the entire day…”

She continuously evaded eye contact, clearly embarrassed and ashamed of her somewhat airheaded moment.

“All the time?” Asterios raised a surprised brow at her.

“No!” she quickly denied, twirling her fingers. “Only when we are alone…”

“Good. As long as you are not uncomfortable with it. For me, just seeing you agree to show up once in this is enough. Thank you for the treat.” He winked at her and leaned forward to present Tina with a loving peck.

“Alright! Presents time!” Miria suddenly shouted gleefully, spooking the Summoner girl enough to make her jump. “Me first! Me first!”

Asterios chuckled together with Tina and helped her step off him so she could get into the queue too. She left him with a shy but definitely teasing glance over her shoulder as she wiggled her juicy butt at him while crawling away, quickly growing flustered afterward due to how shameless the action was.

A grinning panthergirl soon took her place and Miria threw herself at Asterios with something relatively flat wrapped in a fabric patterned with lots of tiny cat silhouettes.

“Here. For you, Master. I hope you like it.” She watched him intently, her tail smacking the sheets with how lively it was from her intense anticipation.

Without further ado, he loosened the string holding everything together and carefully took the fabric off. Behind it, he found a standing frame for a medium-sized painting, but instead of an artistic depiction of anything, it held a piece of bark carved into the shape of a heart and bearing two initials. He didn’t need to ask who they represented.

“Is this what I think it is?” he asked while grazing over the glass protecting the wood.

“Yep! It’s from the tree under which you made me into your mate, Master!” She giggled timidly. “I’ll never forget that night in my life. I hope this will remind you of it too.”

“I don’t know if I should carry it with me everywhere or place it down next to our bed in Glimmervale.” Asterios chuckled. “Thank you. I’ll cherish it.”

Miria lunged at him to wrap Asterios in a warm hug before reluctantly slipping away. She swapped places with Selene as the fox lady brought forth a small wooden box of pure white color and presented it to him. Lifting the lid, Asterios found a glass vial full of gray liquid twinkling like a starry sky. 

“You’ve always been taking such good care of my tails, my Lord, so now it’s my turn to show proper respect and affection to your beautiful scales. This oil should give them a respectful sheen and nourish your skin at the same time. I apologize for only this much but the ingredients are hard to procure,” she explained.

“I can’t wait to try it out.” He nodded at her, rotating the flask covered in a scaly pattern within his fingers.

“And so do I,” Selene added with a teasing smirk before moving aside.

Tina returned to his front next, this time holding onto another packaged gift rather than a cake. A quite sizable rectangular box of black shade rested atop her palms. It was close to impossible to guess what could be hidden behind the cover. She gave it to him without a word and observed his reaction like the others. Lifting the lid, Asterios immediately recognized the thick book with a hard leather cover. It was impossible for him to ever mistake it for another with how much time he’d spent going through it again and again.

“How did you…?” He raised his stunned gaze to meet Tina’s blue eyes which seemed to smile at him with pure joy.

“It’s a secret.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “It wasn’t easy but it was definitely worth it. And if you are worried about all the notes you left for others, I copied them onto the replacement. This here is the original.”

“I don’t know what to say…” Asterios shook his head. “Though knowing how attentive you’ve always been, perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised you knew which books and grimoires I worked with.”

Tina let out an awkward giggle. “I didn’t watch you that attentively. It took a bit to find it.”

“I’m just teasing.” He smirked. “I really appreciate it. You must have been forced to pull a few strings to ransack the library. I know how protective the academy is of its archives.”

After sharing a quick kiss, they moved along, and Grea climbed on top of him. Her packaging was even smaller than Selene’s. Asterios took it with visible curiosity and lifted the lid of a box sizable enough to house a ring or something of a similar size. He wasn’t that far off with his guess as a pretty necklace rested on a puffy cushion.

“With this, you have me two by two. I have to admit, it’s another one I have no idea about. It’s very nice, though. I do feel like it would fit you more than me,” he mused.

Looking up at Grea, he paused for a fraction of a second. Gone was the teasing, mischievous, and playful woman. Her usual cockiness and complete lack of shame were replaced by a serene, somewhat sorrowful expression. Grea’s face was adorned with a melancholic smile.

Immediately, Asterios scooted closer to his demon lover and rested Grea’s forehead against his, affectionately caressing the nape of her neck. She kept looking at the necklace while accepting the warm hug. Asterios gave her as much time as she needed to speak her mind.

“This necklace… It was hers…” Grea began. “I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it, no matter how much it reminded me of the accident… It’s… It’s like the proof of my love… I bought it for her and she accepted it… And if I were to throw it away, I’m not sure if I could ever love again… But, now, thanks to you, I think I’m ready to… to present that proof of my feelings to someone else… To you… If you are willing to accept it…”

“Grea, you know I already accept all of you. It’s an honor to be the one you consider worthy of your love.” Pecking her cheek, he unhurriedly put the necklace on and let it hang off his neck. “I will make sure it’s always with me. One way or another. I won’t let it get damaged or lost ever. I swear, you don’t need to be afraid to love anymore. I’ll always be by your side, no matter what happens.”

“Thanks…” she whispered with a charming smile. “Maybe it’s time for me to finally grow up a little again…”

“We are who we are. Our past shapes us into what we become. Don’t try to forcefully change back into who you were a long time ago.” Asterios pulled her even closer, brushed over her back gently, and slipped a playful squeeze to her sensitive tail. “Besides, I would miss your crass humor. It’s what I’ve always known.”

She snickered lightly and grinned at him. “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’ve never been a prude. I’m a demon in the end. But, I stand by what I said. Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without your support. And your love.”

They shared a brief moment before she placed a chaste peck on his forehead and slowly slipped away. The girls quickly stepped closer to assist Grea and she accepted their help with a gentle smile. They all knew how weakened her emotional side could make her.

Silvia brought her gift next, sitting down by Ast’s side like a noble lady should. Her present was no bigger than a palm and Asterios accepted it with gratitude, tenderly unwrapping the ginger fabric.

“I think I’m beginning to see the pattern here.” He smirked at the princess lightly while holding on to the small, reflective oval with a patterned wooden edge. “This wouldn’t happen to be the very same mirror which we…?”

She smiled at him warmly. “It would. I managed to save a piece of it before it was thrown out. But, that’s not all. Infuse some of your mana into it.”

Curious, Asterios did as instructed. His eyes widened as a very peculiar picture was cast into his view. Inside the small mirror, a single frame of an image he remembered clearly was captured perfectly. It was the passionate moment he’d shared with the fiery princess while coupled with her in front of the dresser. 

Save for one detail.

The perspective showed them from the other side of the mirror as if it were a window to the world. He could clearly see Silvia's palms pressing into the surface from within, the point of their sensual connection with him behind her, and the pure bliss on their faces as they both reached the peak of their pleasure, adorned by the charming sparks of Silvia’s flaming hair.

The picture faded as quickly as it appeared and he glanced up at his red-haired lover. Silvia’s cheeks were tinged with a trace of rosiness as she smiled at him softly.

“We have a magician at the castle who can read the memories of mirrors. I managed to save only this single moment since the surface was broken to pieces by the servants. It was the most powerful picture reflected by the mirror during its life and became embedded in its core,” she explained calmly. “Of course, as long as you don’t share your mana with it, it will remain a normal mirror.”

“That’s quite a dangerous gift, my lady.” He chuckled lightly. “I’ll need to be very careful with it.”

They shared a quick kiss and everyone turned to the last person in the room. It was then that Asterios noticed the massive package Bryn was holding by her side, which was almost as tall as her. The girls had to help her place it on the bed in front of him as Asterios stared at the mysterious box in awe.

“Okay, it’s definitely going to be a tie. I can already tell there is nothing I could come up with from my past that would be this big.” He smirked at his winged lover. “This thing is as big as a door. Is that what it is?”

Bryn blushed a bit and shook her head. “No, Master. It’s actually not that big, but it’s been secured like this to avoid getting any scratches on the surface. Let me help you unpack it.”

They opened the long box, which turned out to be a massive suitcase filled with clean rags and cushions, and a powerful sheen of precious gold greeted them. Inside, lay two batches of metal plates which undoubtedly followed the shape of wings.

“This is a set of wing armor which covers the upper edges with decorative plates. In the past, it’s been worn by the highest-standing members of our race during official gatherings and important meetings. It’s a symbol of status, respect, honor, and leadership,” she explained. “It would be my greatest pleasure if you accepted these, even if you don’t intend to ever wear them in public.”

“Of course, I will accept, Bryn. And I will definitely wear them with pride. Whenever we actually will be able to publicly show my wings, if that’s alright with you.” Asterios made a respectful bow towards the Valkyrie. “But… Is this really all? This design seems especially… radiant. I don’t feel like this was commissioned exactly for me.”

Bryn glanced away sheepishly. “Well… It might have belonged to the first Sky Queen in the past, so…”

He snorted and shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll be able to wear them in your realm either, right?”

“No, most likely not. At least for a little while.” She smiled timidly.

“I’ll treasure these anyway. And I promise to wear them for you whenever you wish to witness their greatness.” He winked at her. “And maybe, you can sometimes try them out too. I have a feeling that they would look perfect on you.”

Blushing heavily now, Bryn hastily retreated from the bed and rejoined the girls. Asterios sighed softly and looked at all the gifts he’d received. It was a grand haul of invaluable relics and items. It was more than obvious how much effort and thought the ladies had put into preparing these.

“Once again, thank you all for your incredible gifts. Just the beautiful cake was more than enough, but I’ve been showered with something unimaginable. You’ve set the bar really high and I can only hope to match it during your birthdays.” He smiled at them as he met each person’s eyes.

They all chuckled together and closed in to wrap him up in a big group hug. After a cordial moment, they got up and moved the gifts and boxes off the bed, not forgetting about the glorious draconic cake. Even as Asterios dressed up, Tina remained in her quite revealing outfit, shooting him shy glances, but clearly intended to follow through with her punishment to the very end, which he certainly admired. Just like a few other things.

~Now, as regretful I am to interrupt this precious morning of yours, I’m afraid your presence is being requested, Master,~ Umbra chimed in just as they finished everything, materializing his raven shape on his shoulder. ~The underground lair construction team requires some advice.~

“Right. I can’t laze around all day just because it’s my birthday, can I?” Asterios chuckled. “Let’s get to it.”

“Let’s jump in, girls and birthday boy.” Grea summoned her gate with a smirk.

As Asterios turned towards it, Umbra glanced back and the ladies showed him a thumbs up, following after the duo shortly.

The first phase of their plan was a success.

Now onto phases two and three.


Chapter 22
The Beginning of Surprises

Walking through the gate, Asterios carried no expectations, but they were still greatly exceeded. For about half a day's worth of work, the underground lair was really coming incredibly close to its counterpart from the elven lands. The one most striking difference was most likely only the lack of the artificial sun and moon that should be illuminating the whole cavern. The walls were still just walls too, not yet hidden behind a cozy illusion.

Yet, everything else was pretty much finished. The previously empty space had been filled with thoughtfully placed trees, bushes, hedges, paths, and all other kinds of floral designs or decorations. It felt just like Althea’s previous lair, but not to the tiniest detail. And that was good since they weren’t aiming to simply recreate it one-to-one.

Althea was beginning a new chapter in her long life. Having something familiar by her side would help keep the warm memories fresh, but it was a good idea to introduce some gentle change too, which would symbolize her change. A mix of both approaches, one could say.

Hearing steps behind his back, Asterios glanced over his shoulder and watched the girls join him. They had slipped out of their ceremonial robes already and returned to their usual attire and gear, which was much easier to go around in while working and taking care of other things. Besides, he did not doubt that it was not the last time he would get to see them in those charming dresses.

Meeting his gaze, Tina flushed a little and lowered her face shyly while looking up at him. Asterios raised a brow at his blue-haired girlfriend and she made a few quick glances around. Still smiling at him adorably, she grasped the front of her skirt and lifted it gingerly. Reaching far enough, she brought an invigorating image to Ast’s eyes, flashing him the cute red ribbon still being the only thing functioning as her underwear. After noticing that he had noticed, she hastily covered herself and blushed even deeper, looking away.

She really had to wear it for the entire day.

Soon, everyone’s attention was brought to more pressing matters as Radir, Suanori, and the elf duo arrived in front of them. Cynthia stepped forward with a big smile.

“What do you think? Will it do?” She gestured around, spreading her arms wide.

“With a little bit more here and there, it will be perfect.” He nodded appreciatively. “You didn’t have to rush it so much, though.”

“Oh, we haven’t. Things just flowed. And still flow,” Suanori answered with a light chuckle. “Save for the formations on the walls. Those are taking quite some time due to their complexity.”

“Having some issues, old man? Getting out of touch already?” Grea grinned at her father and he smirked back at her.

“Come here and let’s see who is losing their touch. I would be surprised to see you remember even half of the shit after scoring yourself that handsome boyfriend of yours,” he replied, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Are you implying that I’ve been slacking off on my responsibilities?” She mirrored the motion and squinted at him.

“I bet you are working hard on your responsibilities multiple times a week.” Radir snickered. “Just perhaps not the ones you should be.”

“That’s it! I’m going to show you why exactly your generation is already obsolete!” Grea huffed and stomped his way, stopping by Ast’s side to place a peck on his cheek. “Don’t wait on me, love. I’ll catch up with you later.”

She grabbed her father by the scruff of his neck and led the man away as they started chatting quite vehemently. Asterios could only shake his head at their interactions. He turned back to the rest of the team after his eccentric mate disappeared from their sight.

“Need any help here?” He glanced at the remaining trio.

“I could use some. It gets much easier to work on the terrain with the support of your mana,” Suanori responded. “We’ll be done faster that way. And I’m pretty sure Imadil and Cynthia could use some of your energy too.”

“We are constructing an artifact that shall transfer real sunlight and moonlight depending on the time of the day, sending it here to illuminate this cavern,” Cynthia chimed in. “It's quite an ambitious project that’s a bit out of our area of expertise, but it should be doable. You might have to refill the part embedded into the ceiling once in a while, though.”

“Sounds good. Just let me know what to do.” He smiled and glanced at his mates.

“We’ll leave you to your work, then. It’s going to progress much quicker and smoother without any… distractions.” Tina chuckled quietly as her charming cheeks colored a bit.

He smirked at her as a few giggles joined them and followed the trio as the ladies left through their own gates. Suanori pulled him right into their work and his thoughts focused solely on finishing Althea’s lair as soon as possible and in the best way they could achieve it. A good day of honest effort was always met with a satisfying evening of rest. Which, as he’d assumed, would be even more entertaining than usual with the girls definitely planning something more for the night of his birthday.

Time flew rather fast and a few hours passed quickly. It was a good moment to take a break for lunch as they’d made some great progress. The formations in the walls weren’t yet fully done, but the magical contraption was mounted in the ceiling. Imadil and Cynthia had to get back to the surface to continue with the next part, which required them to set up panels that would absorb sunlight and moonlight.

Before he could open a portal to one of the girls, though, Asterios watched Umbra materialize himself out of the shadows right in front of him. The towering, misty form of the Lord of Darkness met his curious gaze.

~It is time,~ Umbra declared.

“Why do I feel like you don’t mean lunch?” Asterios chuckled.

~Please, come with me, Master,~ his summon continued.

“Uh oh. Lead the way, then.” He shrugged mentally and let the darkness consume him.

In a flash, the shadows receded and revealed the new surroundings. Asterios was a bit confused as he recognized one of the gates in the newly built defensive wall, most likely the southern one if he remembered correctly. But, his confusion was quickly replaced with surprise as he noticed the decorations adorning the fortifications and the town behind them.

Plenty of crimson cloth hung over everything, creating long rows of arches made with expensive-looking materials. Some shield-shaped tapestries joined them here and there, also of the same color, albeit slightly darker. On those tapestries, he could make out the embroidered shape of a True Dragon captured mid-flight from overhead. It was all black and menacing. Above it, near the very top of the ornamental shield, a curved, wide crown of whitish silver gleamed in the sunlight. Depending on the angle it was looked at, it shimmered with all colors of the rainbow.

A giggle reached his ears and brought him out of his brief stupor. Glancing back, he saw his six beautiful mates approaching him dressed in those brilliant robes once more. With how much Miria was beaming at him, he had no doubt she was the source of that cute giggle from earlier.

“I told you Master would like them.” She prodded Bryn with her elbow.

“You are acting like they were your idea and design.” Selene chuckled daintily.

“Wasn’t I the one who insisted on the Dragon?” The panthergirl pouted at the fox lady.

“Like that element could have been missed in the first place, kitty girl.” Grea snickered. “Now, cease the useless banter, we have work to do, ladies.”

As they stopped in front of him, smiling warmly, Asterios roamed his gaze over their gorgeous faces. “What are those exactly?”

“You’ll learn in due time.” Silvia stepped forward and took his hand into hers, pressing a loving kiss onto his lips.

“They are celebratory decorations, what else?” Tina let out a soft giggle as she took his other hand and also briefly joined their mouths together.

“Please, tell me you didn’t hang these all around the town.” He stared between the two of them with an astonished expression.

“I don’t think Master likes us lying, so we won’t!” Miria grinned cheerfully, proud of her answer.

He sighed lightly and let his two bodyguards lead him past the gate, with the others following around them. “So, how far did you go with this?”

“Eh, not that far. We kept everything inside the walls. Ulyssen was really against throwing all this cloth over the forest.” Grea huffed as if the man had personally wronged her somehow. “But we made sure the town is super nice for you.”

His question wasn’t exactly answered but Asterios decided not to try prodding the girls for more information any further. They were clearly intent on keeping him in the dark with deflective and playful answers.

As they walked, he decided to alter his clothing a little bit to match their official theme. He kept the dark crimson cloak on but swapped his upper garments for a scarlet shirt and black vest with the draconic buttons he’d used during the gala he attended with Silvia and the others in the past. 

All in all, he looked formal enough while retaining some of his somewhat fierce style. And the girls certainly approved.

The further they moved, the more decorations were attached to various windows, balconies, and house walls, or even hung right over their heads, connecting both sides of the street. Besides fabrics and cloths, plenty of flowers fitting the red and black palette could be spotted at every angle. Draconic motifs and themes dominated the ornaments, though he could spot some quite characteristic details that referred to Summoning Magic and spiritual energy itself.

While the streets weren’t completely empty, the people they passed could be counted on the fingers of one or two hands. Asterios had never seen Glimmervale so dead, so devoid of the usual bustling activity. He couldn’t decide if he was thrilled or scared to learn the reason behind that.

Soon enough, they arrived at the edge of the main square. At that very moment, Asterios stopped to gawk at the impossible number of people that filled the place to the very brim. Most likely everyone currently present in Glimmervale was gathered here. Lots of laughter and loud chatting filled the air alongside pleasant and lively music played by a traveling band of minstrels. Though, one of them was the centerpiece of the entire show, with the rest of the group playing a more supporting role.

But, before he could examine the unusually charismatic woman majestically playing her intricate violin while surrounded by floating smudges of various shades, something smashed lightly into his back and he found Miria’s ecstatic face right over his shoulder.

“Welcome to your birthday party, Master!” She nuzzled her cheek into his, purring lovingly straight into his ear. “You must be starving after sharing so much of your mana with Suanori and the others. Let’s grab you something to eat before the news about your arrival spreads to everyone and it turns into complete chaos!”

Tina and Silvia relinquished their hold on him and let Miria drag Asterios into the crowd. The girls chuckled to themselves and went right after them, knowing well where the panthergirl was heading. As she’d predicted, people began noticing his arrival and shooting him wide smiles while waving, nodding respectfully, or trying to say something over the loud noise, which was nigh impossible.

Miria brought him to the northwestern corner of the plaza, right by Venuzathor’s podium, which stood behind the prepared stage, making it look like the massive Dracodon was keeping an eye on the performers as well as on all the visitors. It didn’t seem like the music and shouting bothered him in the slightest or disturbed his nap.

Rows and columns of tables set with a plethora of foods and drinks filled the area. Everything was easily accessible as the benches and chairs had been moved away so as not to block anyone from getting some for themselves. Naturally, all of them were taken to the very last spot and a lot of people simply ate or drank standing, chatting with their conversation partners.

“What would you like to get, Master?” Miria pushed herself into his side and looked up at him while cutely tilting her head.

“Anything is fine, honestly. I’ll let you choose. That way, we can enjoy the food together.” He ruffled through her hair and she bolted away after shooting him one more beaming smile.

“Then, I think I know exactly what you might like to drink, my Lord, fufufu~” Selene took her place from the other side and directed a sly smirk at him while guiding them to the end of the tables.

Arriving at their destination, they stood in front of a collection of kegs and barrels full of various alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages. The queue to each of the bartenders was hilariously long, especially for the stronger drinks. But, as Selene waved at one of the demons manning the taps, the man shouted something to his line and people hastily scattered, making space for them to approach, looking their way joyfully and raising mugs in greeting.

Ast’s brows shot to his hairline as he finally got a good look at the ash-skinned demon man. “Svertaniel?”

“Yours truly.” His old companion smiled while leaning over the counter. “Glad to see you doing alright. Or perhaps better than alright.”

“Not to mean any offense, but what are you doing here? Filling people’s drinks no less?” Asterios shook hands with him and the man gestured behind his back.

“A certain merchant contacted me and asked if I wouldn’t like to escort a delivery of some high-quality alcohol from the Demon Continent so that it could safely make it to one of the local lords’ birthday and I jumped right on that ship,” Svertaniel explained, stepping back to pour another mug from his keg and setting it down between them. “Would you like to take a sip, Your Lordship?”

Asterios glanced into the wooden cup and his eyes widened in a flash. “Wait… Isn’t this…”

“Dragon’s Piss. A drink without which your grand banquet wouldn’t feel complete, my Lord.” Selene hugged him and her palm joined his own around the mug, bringing it to her mouth to take a few quick gulps.

“Captain Moreso sends his regards,” Svertaniel continued. “A shame he couldn’t join us, but his spirit lives with us in this… spirit.”

The fox lady sighed heavily after pulling the cup away and a faint shudder passed through her body. Asterios snickered and wiped her mouth with his finger as some remains of the enchanting liquid still burned with rainbowy flames above her lip.

“Careful. You don’t want to end up like that time with all those people around, do you?” He smirked at her.

“You can always refresh me before we reach that point, right, my Lord?” She grinned impishly and pecked his cheek.

“Guys! I got the food!” Miria’s voice reached their ears and they looked back.

The panthergirl was struggling to hold onto six full platters while balancing them on her extended arms. Before she could drop any of them, the other girls ran to her help and took a few portions off her hands. Asterios nodded politely at Svertaniel and followed them to a different spot where they could eat in relative peace.

As they dug into various meats and salads, Selene urged him to sip on his Dragon’s Piss, describing it as the greatest experience of her life, and certainly worthy of his own draconic origins. He agreed to taste it, but not without reinforcing himself with that very lineage, making sure no one noticed anything.

The liquid burned like molten lava but carried a tinge of almost impossible sweetness. It surprised him so much that Asterios choked a little and let out colorful flames as he coughed into his hand, making the girls laugh at the flashing spectacle. A bit more aware, he was able to take a few more controlled sips before relinquishing the mug to the real connoisseur. Thankfully, Silvia had grabbed more drinks for them all and shared her delicate wine with him while Miria continued to feed their master and lover different dishes.

“Oh my, I would have never thought I would get to know someone this important.” A slightly familiar feminine voice made Asterios stop receiving Miria’s treats for a moment as he tried to place it properly in his memories.

The other ladies moved aside and revealed a blond-haired lady with golden eyes and a charming smile, emanating the warm aura of a mature woman. Even though she did not wear Adventurer’s Guild uniform, that much was enough for Ast’s mind to connect the dots.

“Venera? You too?” He gaped at one of their advisors from the past.

“I couldn’t reject an invitation to a friend’s birthday, could I? It’s my honor, Lord Asterios.” She curtsied respectfully. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Ven! I missed you!” Miria launched herself at the woman and started giggling while jumping with her in a hug.

“For sure. Our constant journeys kept us so busy we kind of forgot to drop by and check how you are doing at your post.” He responded with a polite greeting of his own.

“They certainly have. From looking for lost children to looking after an entire town. That’s a lot of progress in less than a year. I still can’t believe it. In my memories, you three are no more than fresh adventurers looking for some thrill and more experience.” Venera laughed lightly. “And don’t worry. People come, people go. It’s a core part of this profession. We are but a step on the adventurers’ path to glory. And I’m proud to be one of yours, even if a small one.”

“You are more than that and you know it.” Selene shared a quick hug with her too. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here. Perhaps Master could ensure that we can stay in touch no matter the distance in the future.”

Asterios rolled his eyes at the mischievous look his vulpine mate directed at him and shook his head. “We’ll consider it. For now, I’m glad to see you, though certainly surprised by your presence. But, don’t take it personally. I had no idea any of these people would be here, not to mention our past friends and allies. I had an inkling that the girls were preparing something for the evening, but a grand festival for the entire town certainly wasn’t it.”

“You can’t be as shocked as I was about the invitation and the news it carried. Or your new appearance. I must say, these eyes suit you. You’ve become much more regal and proud,” she complimented him with a quiet chuckle.

“It is true that Asterios possesses all the qualities of a respected leader and admired monarch,” Silvia joined in, showing up by his side. “My Father knew what he was doing when choosing him for Glimmervale’s governor.”

“I think you make an amazing couple, Princess.” Venera curtsied towards her. “Oh, pardon me but as much as I would like to chat more, it looks like my time is up. I promised some of my colleagues from this place to join them for the festivities. I hope we’ll be able to meet later in the evening.”

Ast’s group nodded at her and she pushed to the crowd to reach a duo of girls waving at her. They quickly recognized Ellie with Truvi on her shoulders and chuckled at the sight. It looked like the trio of receptionists had already hit it off rather well during their short time.

He turned back to the girls who were grinning and smiling at him. “Well, who else did you bring here? Or am I going to keep finding out on my own for the rest of the—”

A loud chime of a bell interrupted him and they all jumped a little, laughing it off together afterward. It was a tune they knew all too well. An announcement was coming, and since the people were already gathered, they directed their gazes to the small stage. As expected, the members of the Committee lined up in front of the bards and minstrels, with Ulyssen taking place before the sound-enhancing artifact.

Asterios had a feeling that he was in for a lot more surprises today.


Chapter 23
Woes of a Ruler

The crowd fell silent after a good few seconds of Ulyssen holding his hand in the air. It could still be considered an achievement with so many people gathered around the plaza. Their willingness to comply with his unspoken request so fast only proved that everyone was eager to hear him out more than enjoy the grand festivities.

Roaming his gaze over the gathered townsfolk and travelers, the mature elf man joined his hands behind his back. “I apologize for interrupting your fun, dear friends, but I would like to officially welcome all of you to our lord’s birthday ceremony. Now that the star of the show has finally shown up, we can begin the real festivities. Please, give a warm welcome to our host, Lord Asterios.”

As he looked towards Ast’s party, all the heads turned their way and people hastily stepped aside, making a straight corridor for the stage. Asterios smiled awkwardly at all the attention as hundreds of folks cheered, shouted, and whistled at him. The girls gave him a gentle push to get him going, sending him off with big smiles.

Asterios kept nodding and waving at the crowd in response to all the applause as he slowly made his way to the wooden stage. He recognized many faces of the residents he often passed on the streets or met in various shops and establishments all over Glimmervale. Their elation and happiness felt honest and did in fact make him a little warm on the inside.

Reaching the side, he climbed the stairs leading to the platform. The band of minstrels was just wrapping up their preparations to go down for the moment and he caught sight of the woman he’d assumed was leading their earlier performance. She closed the ornamental black and silver case that stored her violin and stood up, throwing it over her shoulder to let it hang on her back.

Her skin had a slightly pinkish tint to it but not exactly enough to call it pink. Such carnation further emphasized her pretty amethyst eyes and shoulder-long black hair mixed with greenish highlights and endings. Her sharp ears poked out of it as they seemed long and vertically aligned, but not exactly as long as all the elves he’d met. And that notion was further enhanced by the fact that two thin tails poked out of the cut-out window at the small of her back, similar to Grea’s sexy appendage.

She wore tight-fitting robes of silver and black colors, clearly designed in the best way to create a mesmerizing composition with their floral patterns while also retaining full mobility. Such an aspect was definitely an important element of a traveling bard’s attire. They showed lots of her shoulders, toned legs, and undergarments in the form of a white and green sleeveless tunic, also adorned with plenty of natural formations.

“Compliments to your and your friends’ performance.” Asterios nodded at her respectfully. “I hope you aren’t leaving already because I’m looking very forward to hearing more of your music.”

The mysterious muse reciprocated the smile with one of her own. “You honor us, Lord Asterios. Please, do not worry. We’ll be taking a short break before giving it our all to entertain you and your guests. I, Viona Caline, will be at your service for this event, My Lord, and so will my colleagues. We hope you will enjoy our show. Now, don’t let me hold you back any longer.”

With an elegant bow, she hopped forward by his side. Asterios turned after her as the very edge of the platform was right behind him and he was still blocking the narrow stairs, but he watched in amusement as the woman’s feet didn’t connect back with the stage and instead hovered in the air as a barely visible current hugged her figure and carried her safely to the ground. She shot him one more smile before merging with the crowd.

Thanks to successfully enhancing his eyes in time, he’d been able to grasp more details about the mystical way she’d descended off the platform and Asterios was sure that he saw a greenish torrent making her robes flutter.

It was the work of a minor spirit, for sure. One that didn’t seem like a summoned entity.

Having delayed his arrival long enough already, Asterios let the interesting lady fade from his sight and allowed the rest of the bards to use the stairs the intended way. He shared brief greetings with the entire Committee before stopping next to Ulyssen, who faced the cheering population once more.

“Thank you, thank you, this should be enough. I assure you Lord Asterios understood your good intentions and wishes well.” The elf man chuckled into the artifact and they slowly quietened down. “As you all know, we are gathered here today to celebrate our lord’s twentieth birthday. Albeit young in human terms, I think we are all aware of just how much wisdom and experience he already has under his belt. The quick development of Glimmervale is proof enough, I would say.”

Some shouts of agreement and whistles of approval rolled through the crowd before he could carry on.

“It’s been a long time since we hosted a public celebration for our overseer’s and guardian’s yearly anniversary so I just wanted to thank everyone for putting so much effort into ensuring that this event is a huge success. I hope we will all be able to have a good time here with the activities our little square offers. Now, I believe you’ve waited enough and we can finally move on to the next stage of our celebrations. Right after a few words from our gracious lord himself.” Ulyssen finished with a formal bow and moved away from the artifact.

With no other option, Asterios took his place and sighed softly. “Greetings, everybody. It’s been a while since I’ve seen so many of you gathered here and I’m sure it was a very memorable moment back then. Though, depending on how this night goes, and believe me when I say that I have not the slightest idea about that, perhaps we will be experiencing an even more memorable one.”

Brief applause of approval echoed off the buildings before the silence returned a moment later.

“As most of you might already know, grand speeches aren’t really my thing so I’ll keep it short. Not that I could have even prepared for this as someone thought it would be a great idea to keep all of this a secret from me.” The crowd chuckled in amusement as he smirked to himself. “Thank you, everyone, for showing up for this surprise party. I appreciate your presence and good wishes. In return for your support, I can only promise to always strive to make our lives here better and better because this position has been given to me for that exact reason. Let us enjoy tonight’s festivities for as long as this magical moment lasts. From what I can see, we might not exactly have all the time in the world to do that.”

Speaking the last words, he looked to the sky at the unhurriedly gathering clouds, gradually covering the slowly transitioning amber atmosphere of the upcoming evening. They didn’t exactly guarantee rain, but the chance was present nevertheless, and it certainly would be a bit different with a grayish blanket above their heads instead of a charming panorama.

The earth shook a little, making everyone gasp in shock, and a low rumbling clicking sound echoed through the entire square. A second later, Venuzathor directed his massive head to the same sky and released a long, low-pitched roar that sent a moderate shockwave over all the people and structures. 

A thick beam of blue lightning shot out of his scary jaws and struck the clouds above them. In a flash, the muddled firmament cleared up for as far as they could see, once again revealing the beauty of the first phases of the slowly setting sun. The roar stopped soon after and Venuzathor returned to his midday nap like nothing happened.

Ulyssen swiped in to take hold of the artifact and smiled joyfully at the gathered. “On that note, let us begin the gifting ceremony!”

Asterios looked at the man with raised brows and finally noticed that the other members of the Committee had brought in what looked like a fairly decent copy of the dark crimson throne sitting in his red volcano. He suddenly realized why the girls had asked him to describe it in as much detail as possible while also letting them take a peek at his memories, which felt a bit fuzzy to them, most likely due to the nature of that special place.

He was led by Ted and Danny to take a seat on the fancy stone chair and chose to oblige. Running away wasn’t really an option and people were already starting to form a line for what he believed would be a long queue of more or less meaningful presents. The girls smirked and grinned at him from the side like the perfect schemers that they were.

The first person to show up in front of him was someone he knew rather well and once again had not expected to see. Fievedem walked up to the throne with a delicate smile and a thick book wrapped in an emerald ribbon in her hands.

“Hello. This is my personal copy of one of my favorite takes on Elven Summoning Magic which I didn’t get a chance to discuss with you back then. It contains my notes and thoughts on the most interesting topics. I hope you can accept this small gift and that we will get an opportunity to have a long conversation on your insights someday.”

Naturally, he accepted the offering with gratitude but it was quickly taken away from his hands before he could even examine the cover of the magical tome. Danny put it down on one of the tables next to the throne while Ted noted something in his notebook. Having enough time for one more smile and a nod, Fievedem was escorted aside by Merfinna while Esotvi brought in the next person.

For a good while, Asterios was stuck in a perpetual loop of greeting everyone and accepting the presents off their hands, which then would hastily be stolen from his grasp and put away alongside the pile of goods that just kept growing and growing. As much as he wanted to be polite and show his appreciation for everyone’s thoughtful choices and kind words, he was limited in his attempts to do so. Perhaps for the first time, Asterios was truly experiencing what it was like to be the leader of a small nation with finite time to interact with his subjects.

Amongst the residents, travelers, and adventurers, he of course briefly met many people from his close circles. Ellie and Truvi pitched in for a joint gift in the form of a well-tailored Adventurer’s Guild uniform for men, which they’d decorated with their own modifications and little additions. It honestly looked more like something a guildmaster would wear rather than a normal employee but it might have been their intention from the very beginning. 

Sunori didn’t seem to mind as she came in with the magical bracelet which could turn into a staff and take other forms that he remembered from their delve into the overflowing dungeon from back in the Dungeon War. She insisted that it was alright for her to gift it to him as she had been promised something much better by their Spellsong friends as part of the initiative to strengthen their allies.

So, one by one, men and women both left him with a mountain or two of treasures. He could already feel the girls going to call it his hoard after the ceremony. Thankfully, the queue moved rather fast so it didn’t look like he would be glued to his throne for long hours and he did his best not to appear tired of the official proceedings. It was honestly a good training of willpower. And, as the local lord, he did have the responsibility to improve in political matters too. He could only get so far on his lineage like with the few major rulers he’d currently interacted with.

By the end of it, two more tables had been necessary to be brought onto the stage to hold onto all the gifts and presents, which didn’t really surprise Asterios. It plainly wasn’t possible to predict what people would bring and how many would be willing to give something alongside their birthday wishes. There was no pressure or judgment and some individuals approached the throne simply to pay their respects, which Asterios appreciated too.

After the last person did their thing and returned to the chattering crowd, Ulyssen approached the artifact once more and cleared his throat to capture everyone’s attention. Since Danny and Ted remained by Ast’s side, Asterios decided to stay seated and wait for further instructions.

“In the name of our kind lord, I thank you all for your thoughtful gifts. With the gifting ceremony finished, we may finally get to enjoy the evening to the fullest. Let’s show everyone how Glimmervale celebrates its caretaker!” The elf spread his arms wide and the crowd cheered at his words. “As for the matter of the little announcement you are all eagerly awaiting, we’ll get back to you later in the night, so if you are interested in witnessing it yourself, try not to spend too much time in the beverage section. Some of the rare drinks offered there can be a real challenge to pass up on.”

More laughing followed as the girls walked onto the stage and Silvia helped Asterios up. “Come on. We have another place to be at.”

“There’s still more?” He chuckled wryly. “Man, you really went all out on this. No surprise Althea kept me so far away during our practice. It’s all starting to make sense.”

“It will make much more sense after the next part.” Tina giggled at him. “This was just the appetizer.”

“I thought that was Grea.” Asterios smirked at her and the demon lady cackled to herself as the timid Summoner Girl blushed lightly.

“And you always tell us not to encourage her, Master.” Miria pouted cutely.

“Well, since it’s my birthday, I might as well let it loose for a single day in the year.” He shrugged and Grea shut up in an instant, her eyes going wide.

“Wait. Then if I kidnapped you today instead of last night…?” She stared at him intently.

He only grinned in response but that was enough to make the naughty woman shiver and whine in disappointment. She started hitting her forehead while calling herself stupid repeatedly, getting the other girls to laugh at her silly antics. Only Tina seemed to stay silent as she glanced up at Asterios with an unreadable gaze and rosy cheeks.

They walked off the stage together and the ladies led Asterios through the sea of celebration. As they reached the edge of the market square, a familiar pair of demons crossed their path. They stopped as Radir and his companion also spotted them.

It came as a slight surprise as the demon man was found walking side by side with Governor Rowena, the demon woman who had seemed to hold some kind of a grudge against him. What was more, he held her relatively close with one arm draped over her shoulders while the lady glared at them with her arms crossed over her chest.

The demon man smirked at him. “Already heading off? I guess you aren’t exactly a people person. Or are common parties just above the magnificent Dragons?”

“What about you two, then? Coming late to the party?” Asterios raised a brow at him and mirrored the woman’s stance.

“Or they are coming late.” Grea snickered and Rowena shot her a furious look.

Radir laughed and shook his head. “The party out there is just way too stuffy for the old me. And Miss Rowena shares that opinion so we decided to have some fun under the perfectly clear sky.”

“Oh, they will find plenty of fun, for sure,” his daughter added with a grin.

“Shut it!” Rowena snapped at her. “He is dreaming if he thinks he is going to get any fun out of me tonight!”

Grea scanned her figure with slightly squinted eyes and snorted at Asterios. “I guarantee you she is going to bend forward to the fucking ground for him after a good cup or two.”

“You are asking for it!” The Governor growled at her but Radir held the woman steady.

“No, you shut it. I know your type well, acting like a tough bitter bitch while your cooch is burning with the reminiscent memories of a good time.” Grea scoffed. “Before you can swallow a dick, you first need to swallow your fucking pride. You think you can fix him? You need to fix yourself to even begin. Pathetic.”

She walked forward and passed the woman while bumping shoulders with her, not looking back even once. Asterios nodded at Radir with a silent apology and went after his infuriated mate. The girls followed shortly after them.

“I’ve never seen you so worked up about your father before,” Asterios said softly as he wound his arm around her waist.

Grea slowed down and sighed heavily. “We talked a lot after you brought us together. Bit by bit. About many things. Including our respective pasts. You can say that we decided to open ourselves to each other a bit more. I won’t imply that we fully understood each other, but I guess we aren’t so different in the end. We just chose different ways of coping with how the world has fucked us in the ass with a barbed stick, stolen something precious from us with a single swipe.”

After a brief moment of thought, Asterios realized that both the father and the daughter had lost their loved ones due to an accident that might have been caused by their own hands. They both blamed themselves greatly for it. While Radir turned towards pleasure to try and forget, Grea chose self-inflicted pain to always remember her mistake. It was silly just how much a single family had suffered over a generation.

He stopped his fragile lover and turned Grea around to pull her into an affectionate hug. She didn’t fight back, only allowed him to dote on her while melting into his embrace. For a little while, nothing more than comfortable silence surrounded them, with the muffled noise of celebrations echoing in the background.

“So, while I’m certainly not going to stop giving him shit as usual, I do want him to find someone who can heal his heart just like you healed mine,” Grea continued quietly. “He had plenty of affairs, loads of casual flings, but if any of those bitches thinks she is the one, she has to really show it. Acting like a stuck-up whore while sending him hopeful hints ain’t it. If she can’t be open with him, he will never open up to her. I hate sluts like that so much.”

“It’s okay. No need to get your blood boiling. You’ve already told her your piece and the rest is in her hands. We’ll make sure her intentions are pure before she can win him over,” Asterios whispered into her ear, caressing the back of her head.

She snickered into his neck. “I don’t think that’s the correct word. She wants to bounce on his cock as much as I want to jump on yours.”

“You know what I meant.” He chuckled back at her. “Now, come on. You were going to blow my mind before we got sidetracked.”

Grea snorted as she pulled away. “Is this how you feel with me around all the time? Gods, I must be insufferable.”

“Just the right amount.” He grasped her tender butt firmly and devoured her lips for a second. “Go.”

Giggling impishly, she sashayed forward, swaying her hips deliciously. The ladies joined them and they headed for the castle together.


Chapter 24
The Dawn of the Dragon Valley

Reaching the sectioned bridge leading to the central island, Asterios stopped them and put his hands on his hips. “Seriously? Even the castle?”

The girls chuckled as he shook his head. The outer defenses of the castle were also decorated with plenty of tapestries displaying the black Dragon on the crimson shield. They ran in a perfectly spaced row alongside the walls. But, he could also see more of the similar ornaments hanging off their very home whenever he focused on his vision.

“Come on, Master. It’s just some fabric. Let’s get inside.” Miria beamed at him, tugging at his arm.

“It doesn’t feel like just some fabric to me.” He smirked at her but did not resist.

They all crossed the bridges while Asterios curiously looked around at the ropes of crimson adornments surrounding the junction. He decided not to bring the subject up anymore and tried to get used to it. There was no doubt that more surprises of such kind awaited him in the very fortress.

As they neared the castle, the massive gate leading into the inner areas slowly swung open on its own. Some guards must have surely stayed behind to operate it for them. Naturally, not every single person was celebrating. Someone had to keep an eye on the town and its surroundings. Those positions and jobs were too important. Therefore, Asterios nodded respectfully to all the sentries they passed, making sure that they noticed his appreciation.

Right before the very entrance to the castle, a group of knights stood a decorative watch, one row per side. He quickly recognized the mix of young men. They belonged to the squad King Welrond had sent to them for help. The rude troublemakers.

Judging by their expressions, they weren’t exactly pleased to be out there. They schooled their faces rather well, but nothing could escape Ast’s attentive gaze. And he wasn’t really surprised. It would not be impossible for their assignment to have been chosen specifically to curb their behavior from earlier.

Not wanting to antagonize them, he directed the same nod to the group too and entered the castle with the girls. Right from the very first step, a gaggle of maids welcomed them, led by Camille and Yumi. The two head maids approached them and offered to act as guides, also mentioning refreshments before heading for the main hall.

Since the ladies didn’t intend to separate from Asterios, they accepted only a glass of wine each and followed the two personal maids straight to the audience chamber. The rest of the servants scattered to tend to their responsibilities. They met one of them again in front of the doors to their final destination, who received their empty glasses before Camille and Yumi pushed the gates open and stepped forward.

“Now entering, Asterios Hestizo, the wise governor of the land of opportunities, Glimmervale,” said the young elf maid.

“And his esteemed companions, Miria Blackclaw, Selene the Moonborn, Tina Nobelle, Grea Asgeir, Silvia Solaris, Bryn the Valkyrie,” added her human colleague.

The quiet chatter filling the hall gradually died down as Asterios turned to his beloved princess. “I think it’s the first time I actually heard anyone introduce you by full name.”

She graced him with a soft smile. “I’m not here as the princess today but as one of your women. It’s only natural that the person of relatively highest standing is not overshadowed by their retinue.”

“Huh. I would have thought the kingdom’s princess is higher than one of its local lords.” He raised a brow at her but she stayed silent, still holding his gaze with that gentle smile of hers.

Asterios shrugged mentally and refocused on the matters ahead since they were nearing the core of the party. As he’d expected, the audience hall had been touched on with the same kind of decorations as everything they’d passed on their way here. However, it seemed that even the butlers serving the guests included tiny bits of crimson red into their usual attire, displaying the color with their accents, ties, bows, or even shirts.

The throne sat empty while the space in front of it was set for a small ball. On the sides, a few round tables were lined up with enough distance between them to allow the separate groups to converse more or less privately, not bothering the other parties. The servants continued to resupply food and drinks whenever it was consumed, minimizing their presence as much as they could.

As for the guests themselves, Asterios was at the same time glad that he could only see the people he could recognize and slightly terrified because they were no other than all the rulers he’d interacted with in the past, plus some honorable mentions in the form of a noble family or two, or his higher-standing acquaintances. Certainly, Welrond, Grotger, Zegion, and Civienne garnered a lot of attention casually standing together.

An amused giggle reached his ears and he found his mother dressed in a dazzling evening dress with her hair styled into a respectful bun by his side. For the first time in his life, she’d dressed like a rich merchant or a noble, lacking nothing in terms of accessories and jewelry.

“It’s too early to be stunned, you know?” She grinned at him.

“What’s the occasion?” He chuckled at her. “And don’t say my birthday. You’ve never dressed up so much even for the royal banquet.”

“What’s some little snob party in front of your twentieth birthday?” Kindra batted her eyelashes at him but he completely didn’t buy it and she knew it well. “Fine. Maybe I just never had a chance before because I was hiding my lineage? No? Alright. You’ll see soon. Join us by the table closest to the throne whenever you are ready. Take your time. Many people would love to chat with you.”

Not giving him even a chance to talk back, she twirled herself and trotted away with a giggle that spelled trouble. With capital letters.

“I swear, I’m going to go crazy tonight.” Asterios sighed, making his entourage chuckle mirthfully.

He took his mother’s advice to his heart and glanced around the hall. The girls split from him, leaving Asterios with a chaste peck on the cheek each, and scattered around the tables, interacting with some guests too. He saw someone approaching him before figuring out who to head for himself.

“Principal Teireshia?” His brows rose in mild surprise.

The older woman smiled warmly, dressed in her usual, somewhat witchy robes, but much more official. “But of course. I could not miss your big day. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“What?” He snorted quietly, confused a bit by her words.

“Oh, nothing, my dear. Let’s just say that I’m not here only for entertainment.” She gave him a mysterious smirk with a clearly amused twinkle in her wise eyes. “In any way, I’m glad to see you doing fine. I can tell how much stronger you got since the last time we saw each other just by looking at you.”

“Yet I didn’t make that much progress with my Summoning Magic,” he commented, not even trying to pick the woman’s mind, knowing that it was plainly impossible once she set it on something.

“It wasn’t Summoning Magic which you lacked in. Remember, while spreading yourself too thin can be detrimental for common Summoners, focusing on only a single thing won’t let you achieve the pinnacle of your potential. Though, we all know you aren’t a common Summoner.” Principal Teireshia winked at him. “As for my gift, I’m afraid you will need to wait a little longer. There’s something I need before I’m able to offer it to you.”

“That’s alright. Please, take your time.” Asterios made a respectful bow. “And thank you for your words of wisdom. They’ve always proven to be valuable to me.”

“Good, good.” She reached out to pat his head with a motherly smile. “Remember them deeply as it won’t be long before yours will be expected to do the same.”

She left after that while Asterios chuckled to himself. Everyone kept speaking in riddles this evening. Though, he could imagine that the woman meant her old suggestion for him to teach at Rosewind whenever he was available.

Moving to one of the tables with the aim to moisten his throat, Asterios joined a pair of nobles taking a break for a snack by it. Viscount and Viscountess Nobelle both nodded at him politely before joining him.

“A banquet worthy of a lord.” Viscount Thomas raised a toast to him with his glass.

“Or a king.” Lady Luna graced him with a soft smirk, mirroring her husband.

“Yeah. Everyone outdid themselves, for sure. To the girls, I might as well be one.” Asterios chuckled, picking a free glass and raising it too. “I must ask, though, are the two of you truly fine with… this arrangement?”

Thomas’ eyes widened briefly and he shot a quick glance at his wife. “Uhh… What could you mean by that?”

“Well… Your daughter and me,” Asterios clarified, which made the man laugh wryly before nodding to himself.

He then let out a slow sigh while rubbing his eyes. “Honestly, I didn’t think there would be this many…”

Lady Luna swatted him on the shoulder. “We are of course happy that Tina is happy with her new family. We want to support her in whatever she chooses. She is a smart girl, even if a little bit too smitten at times. And I believe she’d made a great choice.”

“Yeah, what my lovely wife says. And it’s not like anyone will be able to oppose you in the future.” Thomas laughed again, more heartily this time. “Though, you certainly have my admiration in one aspect. I can’t imagine myself being able to handle so many ladies in my life.”

At this point, Asterios was starting to really wonder if their words were truly just a coincidence or if literally everyone here was in cahoots with each other, their goal to make him explode with this weird feeling of something going on that exceeded the scope of his birthday. He could check it with the girls, but he wanted to abstain from connecting too deeply with them so as not to jeopardize their chances to surprise him with their plans as there was no doubt that they were major players in making sure that this evening was the best experience of his life. Miria wasn’t the greatest at hiding her tornado of thoughts from him. Especially when she knew he was looking.

“I see,” was all he could reply. “I’m thankful. Tina deserves everything that’s best. If things developed differently, I’m sure I would be treasuring her as my sole lover or wife as someone this dedicated and affectionate would undoubtedly reach me with her deep feelings, no matter how blind I would have remained past my school years.”

Tina’s mother giggled sweetly and stepped forward to pull him into a delicate hug. “I would be thrilled no matter the situation. I’m proud of you. And her. Our family’s history has already proven that our daughters have the tendency to set their eyes on partners who require quite some effort to woo them. And so far, it’s always been a perfect match.”

Asterios could see the small blush on Thomas’ face as the man glanced away, slightly embarrassed. He could barely hold in his snort, definitely being able to see how Lady Luna had to chase after her man a little just like her daughter. The only difference was in the fact that Tina wasn’t as interested in controlling everything as she was. Or she just couldn’t fully develop that talent due to Ast’s somewhat assertive nature.

Separating from the woman, Asterios shared one more drink with the parents of his beloved mate and walked away. He passed by a few other noble families he recognized from Rosewind, and one or two fresh ones, who had moved in from other places. They weren’t really that familiar to him yet, but the Committee had introduced him to all the important arrivals as it was his responsibility as the local governor to handle the nobles alongside the advisors. To some extent, it was like he was the advisor in noble and kingdom affairs to them.

Everyone congratulated him and shared their best wishes for his birthday, offering some minor gifts along the way. Each time he was given something, Yumi was right by his side and took the present off his hands to free them, bringing the goods to the side of the throne. 

For a little while, Asterios was safe from the anxious, underlying conversations as he conversed with those people. They acted like typical nobles, some more haughty, some more humble. He began to think that maybe it was just that his close circles were so damn teasing by nature that he’d started to see that slyness in all of his friends.

Then, he was approached by an unforgettable trio, a respected man, his mature wife, and their polite daughter. Asterios firmly shook hands with Marquess Wilhelm, placed a humble kiss on the back of Marchioness Helga’s hand, and nodded appreciatively at Irelia’s knightly salute. The little lady looked especially cute and formal in an official uniform which no longer was only stylized after a royal knight but certainly had some real spark in itself. The deep red and black palette suited her amazingly.

“I’m honored to see you and your family here, Marquees Richtenstein.” Asterios smiled as he turned to the man.

“But what you are saying! It’s our honor!” Wilhelm laughed loudly. “It would not be surprising if we were forbidden from attending any of your events after our past grievances, yet we’ve been respectfully invited to such an important banquet! Not to mention being allowed to settle down in your town!”

“Technically, it’s the king’s town. I’m only managing it in his name. It would be really unprofessional to let my personal grudges discriminate against his subjects.” Asterios chuckled lightly. “What’s in the past, is in the past. I’m just happy to see more familiar faces. And to see Irelia’s growth into an incredible Knight.”

“We owe that to you, My Lord,” Lady Helga said gratefully. “Both for sparing her back then and for lending her a hand in her recent troubles. It’s shameful to admit, but you’ve been doing a better job at caring for her than her parents should.”

“Future is what counts. I’m sure Irelia can find it in her kind heart to forgive you and appreciate your feelings. In the end, family is her most important treasure.” He glanced at the girl with a wink.

“I already did,” Irelia replied. “Everyone makes mistakes. As a family, we are stronger together, united.”

Her mother sighed heavily, brushing off the edges of her eyes. “If only we weren’t so blind, you wouldn’t have to mature so quickly…”

Asterios knelt in front of Irelia and placed a hand on her shoulder. “This maturity might be what’s always been your daughter’s talent. She is a strong girl. And her love for her family is its shield while she herself is the sword.”

A trace of rosiness tinged Irelia’s cheeks as Lady Helga sobbed quietly. Asterios patted her shoulder before standing up and leaving the family on their own for now. They would have many more chances to speak tonight. He couldn’t ignore the elephant in the room forever. Or all four of them.

As he approached the table with the respective monarchs, Welrond grinned at him while crossing his arms. “Finally. I was starting to think you were avoiding us. Isn’t it a common hospitality to approach the big figures first?”

“It just shows that he is a man of the people rather than the snobby elite.” Zegion snickered, downing a shot of what seemed to be Dragon’s Piss. “It’s refreshing.”

The king harrumphed while Grotger laughed openly. “I’m all in as long as I can watch this guy’s impatient ticks. No one else can make him so anxious.”

“I am surprised you aren’t, considering the weight of the current situation,” Civienne stated calmly with her usual, icy tone.

“I admit nothing.” Asterios smirked faintly. “And I certainly did not expect the great rulers to be present for my little birthday party. Well, maybe except for King Welrond since Silvia is attending.”

“Damn straight.” The patriarch snorted, earning himself a glare from his human friend.

“Well, we are here to congratulate you on your twentieth birthday, Asterios.” Welrond ignored the short man and spread his arms. “And offer you a gift, as long as you are ready.”

“Ummm… Should I be worried?” Asterios chuckled wryly.

“I think it’s too late for that,” the Elf Queen replied. “You reap what you sow, as humans like to say.”

“And it certainly helps to have a demon of a mother,” Grotger added heartily. “No offense, Zegion.”

“None taken.” The Demon King nodded. “She’s a real devil incarnate. I would not be surprised to learn that her lineage comes from one of our great ancestors. Or further back.”

“Okay. What’s this about?” Asterios set his hands on his hips and raised a brow at them.

“Don’t get your breeches in a twist, young man.” Welrond shot a wide grin at him. “And, for the record, it was not our idea.”

The four monarchs glanced past him and Asterios looked over his shoulder. All six of his mates were approaching them with a sizable golden chest in their hands. It was big enough to let them comfortably carry two people per side, with the front directed at him. They were all smiling as they walked the crimson carpet with everyone else gathering at its edges.

They stopped before Asterios and Kindra appeared by his side, laying a hand on the golden chest. “Are you ready for your gift now?”

Asterios swallowed thickly. “I don’t think I’ll ever be.”

The girls chuckled and the ladies on the sides raised the lid. Crimson cushioning filled the treasure box, looking as exquisite as the finest silk. A sole rolled-up scroll made of shiny, black metal rested on the soft fabric, top and bottom tubes stylized after a Dragon’s head facing opposite ways.

Kindra picked it up and opened the scroll, revealing a deep crimson paper, or something of a similar consistency, with clear, black writing all over it. The page wasn’t too long, but she still had to spread her arms between her head and belly to display the entire contents. At the very bottom, four royal sigils were stamped in scarlet wax. One more circular blob remained unused at the end of the row. Asterios could recognize at least one of them, belonging to Silvia’s family.

“What’s this?” he asked no one in particular.

“Dragon Valley’s Declaration of Independence,” his mother answered proudly.

“What of the what now?” Asterios blinked at her in complete befuddlement, making her giggle.

“The moment you sign this, young man, Glimmervale becomes the capital of a new nation, your nation,” Welrond explained. “Unfortunately, all the paperwork is already finalized and prepared for the last step all over our own kingdoms, just waiting for the signal to be authorized, so the name is unnegotiable. Hopefully, your subjects know you well enough to have picked one that will suit you.”

Asterios stared between them blankly.

“Way to go, lad!” Grotger laughed deeply, smacking him on the thigh. “First you steal his trade, then his daughter, and now an entire city! I can’t wait to see what you have in your sights next!”

“Perhaps the very source of that trade,” the Human King snapped back at him. “It would definitely be cheaper to annex the mines instead of haggling with the greedy dwarves.”

The dwarf fell silent in a blink, leaving only the Demon King to snicker under his nose.

Civienne sighed heavily, shaking her head. “You are all children… I really pity your nations…”

“But… What… How would this even work?” Asterios was too stunned to pay attention to their bickering. “What about the people?”

“The residents of Glimmervale took part in a local referendum over the course of the last twenty-four hours, more or less,” his mother began to answer. “Everyone was briefed about the situation and requested to make a vote according to their wishes. The voting has naturally been supervised by the kingdom’s officials all the way through. For the result to be positive, everyone would have to agree. The consensus needed to be unanimous. As for what we ended up at…”

Camille appeared opposite her and brought forth a less ornamental scroll. Unrolling it, she showed the text to Asterios. One thing stood out amongst the other lines. It was a quite high number, slashed by another.

Both sides were completely equal. Its implication was simple.

“No way…” Asterios muttered under his breath.

“You made a quite memorable impression on the people of Glimmervale,” Silvia said with a soft chuckle.

“The town always being quite autonomous certainly helped.” Tina giggled next to her.

“A great ruler easily finds willing subjects.” Bryn nodded sagely.

“This is… insane.” He shook his head. “How are you even okay with this?”

The four rulers exchanged glances as he turned their way.

“Well, it certainly makes a bunch of things easier.” Patriarch Grotger grunted.

“We believe that allying ourselves with you shall bring us a bounty of benefits in the future,” Queen Civienne added.

“You’ve already been pretty much ruling over this place so only the formal and political aspects change.” King Welrond shrugged. “Welcome to the royal world, young man. Good luck handling your nobles.”

“My nobles? So all those families that moved in are going to end up under me?” Ast’s brows shot to his hairline. “Wait. What about Silvia?”

The person in question blushed gracefully a tiny bit as her father chuckled amusedly. “Looks like no matter how hard we tried, she won’t be able to escape her fate of entering a political marriage.”

“Stone balls!” Grotger cursed suddenly. “I didn’t think of that! You sly fox! You are already trying to get ahead of us!”

“Damn. I don’t think I’ll be able to catch up. Unless I adopt some little princess.” Zegion rubbed the back of his neck. “What about you, Your Elven Majesty?”

Civienne glared at him briefly, answering without the need for words.

“And Tina?” Asterios glanced between his blue-haired lover and Silvia’s father.

“Her division remains under my command, of course. Nothing stands against her continuing her service, though. It doesn’t matter that she will be a princess or even queen of another nation in the foreseeable future. As long as she can stay true to the oaths she has taken during her initiation, she can continue to be part of the Royal Division. As long as she doesn’t abuse her authority to achieve personal gains in the name of her homeland,” the man responded. “Not all members of the Royal Division have been born in the kingdom and it’s not an aspect that disqualifies anyone from joining. Good people can be found everywhere, not just inside our borders. Besides, it’s certain that her division won’t really stay the same after this. It will need to transform too. We can give you the details later as my people are still working on them, but it should be viewed as something akin to a joint force in the symbol of an alliance. She aids us, we aid her in certain matters. That kind of a deal.”

“I will be happy to remain in your service, Your Majesty,” Tina chimed in with an adorable smile.

“You know who won’t be? The newly assigned knights.” Asterios smirked at her and she chuckled softly.

“I don’t think they will bring you any more trouble.” Welrond snickered.

“Why is that?” Asterios frowned in slight confusion.

“The importance of their mission will change drastically,” the man answered. “You won’t be my vassal anymore but a monarch of another nation. They won’t be able to piss you off or they risk sparking an international conflict that could very well lead to war. They will need to stay on their best behavior if they don’t want to be trialed for their incompetence in handling royal affairs. Or beheaded on the spot by the local ruler. Who knows what kind of temperament will he have?”

“Oh, it’s going to suck for them soooooo much.” Grea sniggered mischievously.

“That would be one hell short of a war.” Asterios rolled his eyes. “Our forces can barely hold a city during a monster stampede.”

Welrond laughed openly at him. “I wouldn’t be so sure. These mighty walls are admirable on their own, and who knows what kind of elven master magic they are hiding on the inside? There is no doubt that Glimmervale is no longer the same town I knew of in the past. Additionally, new weapons, armor, equipment, adventurers. Not to mention the scary Dracodon or the support of Spellsongs. And do I even note the actual Dragon in their army? It would raze half of our lands in the time it takes us to pierce the defenses of its lair.”

“Let’s maybe try to avoid that?” Miria giggled timidly. “I kind of liked it out there.”

Everyone laughed together before an awkward silence descended upon them, only partially affected by the occasional quiet murmurs and whispers of the gathered guests, still awaiting the continuation of this ceremony.

Asterios roamed his gaze over everyone, ending at his beautiful mates. “It doesn’t look like I have any other choice.”

They smiled at him half-apologetically and half-excitedly.

“I’ll just need all the help you can provide. Especially the two of you, Tina, Silvia.” He took a deep breath and turned his attention to the declaration. “How am I supposed to do this?”

Just as he finished the last word, Yumi appeared next to him with a palm-sized box. It was adorned with similar draconic patterns. She lifted the lid and revealed a royal sigil with the top shaped into the head of a True Dragon, with a little bit of its long neck. Bowing respectfully, she presented it to Asterios.

He picked the stamp up and inspected its bottom. It depicted the familiar design of a True Dragon mid-flight captured from above with a crown in front of it and both symbols fitted into a neat shield frame. All the decorations suddenly gained a new meaning. He chuckled to himself and looked up.

Calling forth a small flame over his other palm, he heated the sigil up until the black metal almost glowed. The girls had already closed the chest they were holding and his mother put the document atop it. He pressed the blazing symbol into the wax, clearly hot enough to melt it again and add the fifth royal mark to the row. After he pulled his hand away, everyone capable of it, started applauding loudly.

“This is not going to end well.” Asterios sighed heavily despite the grin on his lips.


Chapter 25
Pledge After Pledge

The cheerful applause continued for quite a while as Asterios held the signed document up and displayed it to everyone. Before he stashed it back into the ornate chest, the other rulers joined his side and they posed with it for the small public. An event like this had been unthinkable in the past, but with everything that happened since he’d been kicked out of the academy, he had a feeling something similar would take place sooner or later. Especially after he’d accepted the Lizardkin.

Having enough of the formalities, the monarchs separated and he placed the rolled-up scroll on the soft cushion. The girls closed the box, bringing it to his throne just like everything else. The pile of goods surrounding it couldn’t compare to the hoard from the market square, but it was still much more than Asterios had expected to ever see during his birthday.

“So… What do you think, Master?” Miria walked up to him and glanced at his face with a shy smile.

He reached out to lovingly thread his fingers through her black hair and chuckled softly. “I can see now where all those tapestries and insignias come from. I can’t believe you actually did this.”

A giggle arrived by their side and Kindra showed up with a grin. “We barely did anything. It was your royal friends who presented us with the perfect tools to make this once-dream into reality.”

“Whose dream?” Asterios shook his head at her.

“Don’t lie to me, Asti. It’s always been your aspiration to lead others, even if it started to exhibit itself through your lovely summons.” She smirked at him. “But, let’s just say that the women you have surrounded yourself with don’t fall short of that ambition themselves.”

He snorted at her. “I guess neither of us can run from our destiny. It didn’t work for you, and neither for me.”

She rolled her eyes playfully. “I’m just a simple soon-to-be head of the family. It’s nothing to be compared in front of the Dragon King.”

“Yet.” Sneaking a glance at Silvia’s father, Asterios winked at her.

His mother pouted adorably, evoking an honest laugh from both him and the snuggly panthergirl. The fact that Kindra hadn’t rebutted his words or quipped back at him was proof that slowly but surely something might be going on between the eccentric pair. He hoped it would develop further as much as Silvia did.

Speaking of the devil, the fiery princess joined them with a noble smile and nodded politely at Kindra. “You should take the throne, Your Majesty. Your people are waiting to pay their respects to their new ruler and guardian.”

Asterios sighed while turning towards the decorative seat. “It feels so weird being called that. I’ve always been just an unknown.”

“Maybe we should address you as My Lord instead?” Selene chimed in as the rest of the ladies also gathered around them.

“At least that’s something I’m somewhat used to.” He snickered under his nose.

“And Dragon Lord sounds so much better than Dragon King!” Grea celebrated with a little dance, making him wonder if this had been their goal from the very beginning of this brief chat.

“Not as great as Dragon Emperor.” Tina blushed sweetly.

“I’m not about to conquer half of the realm for this to be even remotely true.” A mirthful laugh escaped Ast’s throat. “Yet.”

That evoked an amused chuckle from his lovers and they all shared a few nods. Kindra trotted closer to leave a motherly peck on his forehead and scurried away to gods knew where. He headed for the draconic throne and stopped in front of it, putting his fists on his hips.

With a quiet sigh, he shook his head.

There was only one, as expected.

Before he could complain to anyone, a faint green glow covered the floor by its sides, and wooden tendrils began rising from the magical light. He and the girls watched as smooth vines formed six slightly smaller chairs in a single row, with his real one in the very middle. 

Taking a glance over his shoulder, he spotted Althea on the far side of the chamber, directing a gentle smile his way. He wanted to come and thank her, especially since she seemed almost cast aside since the start of the celebrations, but he couldn’t run away from his responsibilities any longer. At least for a little while.

Asterios sat down at his place and the ladies followed. Tina and Silvia took his right and left, then the rest of his lovers seated themselves seemingly at random. People began approaching them and congratulating him once more. Thankfully, they didn’t bear any additional gifts this time. Asterios would feel really bad for receiving so much.

Soon, it was Marquess Richtenstein’s family’s turn and the man shared his best wishes with him alongside his wife. He wondered why their daughter was missing, but received an answer to that question just a moment later. Irelia followed after her parents at her own place in the queue.

“Greetings, Lord Hestizo. I’m afraid I do not possess much at this point in time, and I didn’t want to rely on the generous support of my parents, thus I would be honored if you graciously accepted this small gift of mine.” She dropped to one knee, unsheathed a simple, worn shortsword, and presented it up to him with both hands while bowing her head. “This is the first and only practice sword I received at the start of my path. It’s the symbol of my beliefs and a priceless treasure to me.”

Without a moment of hesitation, Asterios stood up and walked down the few steps leading to his dais. “I respectfully accept this invaluable gift of yours, Irelia Richtenstein. I shall look at it in times when my convictions are shaken to remind myself of your valiant heart.”

He felt a little uncertain speaking loftily like that but knew that it would sound even more honorable to the young, aspiring Knight when in front of so many important figures. Perhaps it was time for him to get used to that too. Silvia’s and Tina’s noble coaching lessons were precious at times like this.

Grabbing the hilt of the worn sword, which also showed a great deal of care and proper maintenance over the long years of its service, he lowered himself to hover a bit closer to the kneeling girl.

“After we are done with the celebrations, please visit our Spellsong friends so that they can craft the best possible sword for you,” Asterios whispered with a warm smile. “Tell them that they are to use our secret technique.”

Irelia raised her face a bit to look at him with slightly widened eyes. “My Lord… This is too much…”

“You are worth it.” He winked at her. “Let’s just take it as an investment on my part.”

She bit her lip gently as her eyes darted slowly from his crimson irises to the ground a few times. “I… I admit I was going to ask for a favor later… But after this…”

“I’m listening.” Asterios stood up and stared down at her proudly.

“My Lord, I’m aware that I’m not yet a full-fledged Knight, nor even an apprentice, but I wish to take a Knight’s Oath with you,” Irelia announced, raising her voice to the usual level, clearly making sure that everyone heard her.

Some murmurs broke out amongst the attendees and Irelia’s parents looked quite shocked, definitely not informed about their daughter’s plans. Asterios was aware of the Knight’s Oath, which was a pledge to become the chosen person’s sword and shield, pretty much dedicating the life of the Knight to the target of their respect. It was the highest honor one treading down this path could bestow on another, but also the greatest shame if they broke their word. Being a Knight was almost a religious effort.

Taking a deep breath, Asterios rested the tip of the training sword on the ground and put his hands on the pommel, keeping the weapon straight in front of him. “Very well.”

Irelia then launched into a slow and respectful declaration, swearing her honor, loyalty, dedication, and full support to him. There were a few aspects that sounded a bit too unfair or restricting to Asterios, but it wasn’t possible to do anything without disrespecting the pledge. Some customs and traditions had to be honored.

At least publicly.

After the young lady finished and awaited his next words in silence, Asterios looked over his right shoulder. “My love?”

Tina’s brows rose in surprise and her head swiveled from side to side before facing him again. “Me?”

He nodded and she swallowed lightly before standing up and reaching his side.

“What do you need?” she whispered to him.

“This might be my birthday, and a big celebration you girls planned for me, but I’m not going to forget who it was that led Glimmervale by my side. At least on paper.” He smiled at her lovingly. “I know just how much time and effort you spent to resolve matters on your own, without having to bother me. Not to discredit Silvia’s assistance, of course, as she helped you out here and there. I might have been the lord, but you were the lady, and from now on, all of us will be ruling over this place together. So, will you lend me a hand?”

She reciprocated the smile with one of her own and shared a gentle nod with Asterios. 

He raised the sword and she rested a hand over his as he aimed it above Irelia’s figure. “Irelia Richtenstein, I hereby accept your oath and swear to never betray your trust and beliefs. As of today, I appoint you as the Knight-In-Training of the Crimson Order’s Dragon Knights. Represent us with honor on your journey to become a respected Knight. I am eagerly awaiting your graduation and look forward to your noble service.”

Both of them guided the tip of the sword to touch both of Irelia’s shoulders before taking it away. She stood up and bowed with one fist over her heart. The hall filled with another round of applause and Asterios could spot a faint trace of pleasant rosiness on the young girl’s cheeks. She tried her best not to show how proud and excited she felt, remaining as dignified as she could.

“It looks like you will need more than just a sword now,” Asterios commented amidst the noise. “That will be all. You are free to reunite with your family and celebrate. It’s a day to be proud of.”

Irelia straightened up and struck her heels together before turning around and gracefully walking away. Asterios took a peek at his blue-haired partner and Tina smiled tenderly at him. She stood on her tiptoes and stole a chaste peck from his lips. They faced the throne again together, noticing that someone had grown a vertical stand for the sword they had received out of more vines. Chuckling together, they set it at its designated spot and sat down once more.

Cynthia and Imadil arrived next and Asterios chatted with them briefly, mentioning the promise he’d given to Irelia. The elves were happy to aid the young girl’s efforts and could barely wait to get back to their workshop. They hadn’t worked on that many weapons and gear for teenage users so it excited them. A good challenge was always great fun, as they said.

There was a brief break in the congratulations, during which Asterios exchanged a few words with his precious companions, but Tina’s wide smile brought him back to focus on the current matters. Principal Teireshia approached them and stopped in front of the throne.

“Congratulations, My Lord, My Ladies. I can’t wait to see Dragon Valley thrive under your rule. With three talented Summoners at its helm, we are bound to see some even more revolutionary changes, I believe,” the older woman said.

“Thank you, Principal.” Tina nodded daintily.

“Now, as I mentioned before, I would like to make an offer as my gift for you, Lord Asterios.” The principal met Ast’s eyes. “Though, I won’t lie, your approval will benefit both sides so it’s not completely selfless.”

“That only makes it more honest and trustworthy,” Silvia commented and exchanged nods with Asterios. “We are listening.”

“Rosewind’s Academy wishes to form a relationship with Dragon Valley and introduce an exchange program. In the beginning, we would like to send our students to your land and have them experience the various wonders of Summoning Magic that already have and will gather here in the future. It wouldn’t hurt to host a few brief meetings where questions could be asked or a small presentation held. We are aware of your busy schedules, thus we do not expect any of you to visit the school yourselves and teach there. This could be a valuable middle-ground. Plus, if my information network isn’t failing me, you might soon be in possession of a great training facility inside your borders, My Lord. We hope to gain access to it, working together in its exploration,” the woman explained.

Asterios chuckled. He had a feeling that her informants were closer than anyone would think.

“As for what Your Lordship would gain from this besides whatever agreements related to the training facility we come to, in the near future, we would like to host the members of the Crimson Order at our academy at the same time as our students arrive here. They could gain valuable information and experience in fighting various beasts and monstrous entities. I think it would be beneficial for both sides to partake in duels against each other or similar exercises. What do you think, My Lord, My Ladies?” She finished with a small bow.

The girls exchanged glances amongst themselves and Asterios, holding a quick mental conversation together. They were all on the same page so it didn’t go on for long, ending as soon as it began in everyone’s eyes.

“We think this is an interesting idea. Perhaps we should discuss it in more detail later. But, right now, we are definitely intrigued by this offer of cooperation and kindly accept your good intentions, Principal Teireshia,” Asterios replied.

“I’m honored.” The mature lady bowed. “Let us know when, and we will be ready to meet and negotiate. The newly appointed Council has expressed their approval of this idea already. I can request them to travel here for the meeting if necessary.”

“There is no need.” Silvia showed a kind smile. “After the celebratory mood settles down, we will visit the academy personally. It will be a good opportunity to evaluate the changes your institution has undergone since the last time we spoke. Lord Asterios should first consult his aides too.”

Lord Asterios sighed inwardly. He should have figured that the Committee would remain in place too, though in a slightly different form. Every ruler needed trustworthy officers, and the current administrators had proven themselves to him and the people. The current election system was very respected so he had to figure out a way to keep it somehow. He certainly didn’t want to suddenly usurp all the decisive power. Perhaps a system where the ruler’s aides would rotate based on merit and other aspects could be beneficial for his new image.

“Very well, My Lady. I wish you a pleasant night, then. If you will require my presence, I decided to pay a visit to the market square and experience the festival there. Till next time,” Madam Teireshia replied and excused herself.

“How do you feel about being a Lady rather than Highness?” Asterios leaned towards his beautiful princess.

Silvia met his gaze and gave him a tiny shrug. “The majority of people I met knew me as a simple adventurer so it’s not like any changes in the way others address me are of any importance. Technically, I’m currently in a weird in-between thanks to us being our own royalty now, but after we are officially wed, things will be much simpler. No matter what, I’ll always be the human princess to my people. But, I enjoy having my own standing alongside you. One we all have worked together to achieve.”

Tina nodded at that and the other girls shot Asterios warm glances too. After a moment, another visitor reached them. For the first time since dawn, Althea showed herself before him. He had no doubts she had interacted with the girls multiple times in preparation for the event.

“Althea. May I know why it seems like you are keeping yourself away from us and the celebration in general?” he asked curiously before she said anything.

“I did not want to intrude on your important day, My Lord. I’m new here, and while certainly a friend, I’m not a mate, therefore me standing or sitting by your side isn’t proper. As for me preferring to skirt around the edges of the crowd, you may blame my long seclusion for that. When it’s necessary, I shall mingle, but I enjoy myself just observing everyone by my lonesome,” Althea answered with a respectful curtsy.

“You might not be one of my mates, but you are just as important,” Asterios countered. “Aren’t you my mentor? My teacher? That sounds like a position to be revered. I won’t force you, naturally, but if you are willing, I would be glad to have you with us. Unless you don’t want people to make unnecessary assumptions from such an arrangement.”

The Dragon lady chuckled quietly and shook her head. “It doesn’t bother me, My Lord. And you are right. It’s been a long time since my last official banquet. It’s often customary for the mentor to stand behind the pupil. But, before I do that, let me finally offer you a birthday gift of my own.”

With a delicate wave of her hand, an emerald flame twirled around her wrist and fingers before gathering in Althea’s palm. A flat, triangular plate of a similar color materialized there, slightly bigger than her hand. Asterios and the girls quickly recognized the item. It was a Dragon’s scale.

“We’ll talk about that later,” Althea said quietly as she caught his gaze following the dissipating flame while noting that she didn’t seem to wear anything with spatial storage. “It would honor me if you accepted this scale I’m offering you, Asterios. As you might have guessed, it’s one of my own, as a certain custom amongst my people dictates.”

He examined the shiny plate ponderingly. “What does it signify if I may ask?”

“When a mentor takes pride in a disciple, they can show their trust in them by presenting that person with one of their scales, extracted in a very special ritual. Once removed, that single scale does not grow back,” she explained. “It’s an unspoken oath that the mentor will aspire to teach their student everything they know, no matter if that knowledge and experience may possibly endanger themselves. To everyone else, there will be no difference in the mentor’s true body, but the holder of such a scale will instantly know the location of the created weak point. Pour some of your lineage into it.”

Asterios stared into her gorgeous, green eyes for a brief moment before doing as told. Something connected with his energy, and in his mind, an image of Althea’s draconic form appeared. He immediately knew where the scale had come from, sensing the tiny window of vulnerability… right next to her heart.

Exhaling softly, he refocused on her. “Does it always come from around that place?”

“No. There are no requirements. One might as well choose their claw or tail for the ritual. But, the closer to the vitals, the more serious and symbolic the oath is. It portrays the mentor’s trust in their disciple. It’s synonymous with saying that one’s knowledge, experience, as well as their very life, are now in the pupil’s hands.”

“That does sound serious. And honorable.” He nodded respectfully. “If that really is your wish, then I’m not going to reject this goodwill.”

“I think of myself as a decent judge of character. Especially after the time we spent working together.” She smiled softly.

“Do you still keep your mentor’s scale with you?” Asterios asked out of pure curiosity.

Althea’s expression shifted a bit into something akin to gloomy or somber. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to show it to you, My Lord, because I, in fact, did not receive this honor from my mentor.”

He sensed a story there and decided not to pry any further into the Dragon lady’s personal life yet. “I apologize for being insensitive in asking about something very private. Let us refocus on the more joyous proceedings.”

Asterios stood up and walked closer to ceremonially accept the scale, hiding it away shortly after. It wasn’t something that should be put up on display. Its value and importance was simply too high. It was a gift he was meant to hold onto privately.

Althea then moved up the steps with him and stopped slightly behind his throne just as she’d said she would, showing a little more than half of her figure. Some more small gifts followed before the congratulations ended. Yet, Asterios had a feeling that it still wasn’t all of them. Something told him that the other rulers would still approach him with additional offers separate from their joint declaration.

Finally freed from his throne, he took the girls aside to take a sip of some wine and grab a snack for them all. As they were chatting about the ceremony and presents, the four monarchs joined them and they turned to meet their guests.

“Having fun playing king?” Welrond snickered at Asterios.

“It’s… something.” He chuckled wryly.

“Well, it’s just the beginning. Before you kick back and relax here, there is one more thing to be taken care of,” the Human King stated.

“Which is?” Asterios raised a brow at the man.

“You gotta tell the people!” Silvia’s father patted him on the shoulder. “Your new subjects are impatiently awaiting the official announcement! Come on, let’s get you back on that stage and return here to have some fun in a flash! I don’t want to miss the dance!”

Asterios rolled his eyes with a sigh. “Of course. Let’s get this over with. The longer we take, the higher the chances of even more surprises surprising me.”

The ladies chuckled at him as he smirked their way. Judging by their conspirational glances, the night wasn’t over yet.


Chapter 26
A Great Start

“Too bad you can’t just turn into a Dragon and fly out there, Master.” Miria pouted adorably at Asterios. “It would make such an amazing entrance.”

“You just want to ride him into the crowd.” Selene smirked at the panthergirl, who giggled shyly.

“We could all join, but alas.” Bryn shook her head while spreading her arms.

“Yeah, sorry, but these kinds of stunts will come later.” Asterios chuckled at them. “I  have no doubt we’ll reach the point where most of my lineage is publicly revealed, but this is not that time yet. Let’s first make sure the beginning of our new little town-state proceeds without any major hiccups.”

“Do you have an exact moment in mind where you would like to become open about your origins?” Grea raised a curious brow at him.

“I’m not fully sure.” He shrugged lightly. “I need to get a better grasp on my talents before we go that way. I bet Althea’s help will be extremely valuable with that. There are many things related to draconic energies I still need to learn about before I can flaunt myself to the world.”

“But it will happen,” she stated with a small nod.

“Definitely.” He nodded back at her. “It can be as much an advantage as it can be a drawback and risk. I just want to make sure that the latter are reduced as much as possible. Our safety, and the safety of our people, should come as a priority. But, it would be good to make the realm aware of the return of the Dragons. If it turns out that our future children will be born as ones, I want their homeworld to be a welcoming place where they can comfortably grow up without having to run through dimensions to escape violence, hunts, and prejudice.”

The girls’ cheeks grew a tad rosier as Asterios met their eyes one by one after his unexpected exclamation. Especially Miria and Tina were getting as red as a tomato, avoiding his gaze to timidly stare at their nice shoes. As he finally turned to Althea, who kept herself relatively close but still far enough not to intrude on their time without an invitation, the Dragon lady graced him with a soft smile.

“You are correct. The chances of that, and I mean your children being born as True Dragons, aren’t high on their own, but let’s just say that there are ways to further raise them according to one’s wishes,” she explained, easily guessing his unasked question with just one look. “But, we’ll cover that during one of our future lectures. We should keep to our current schedule and order. Unless you have a particular interest in this topic and would like to modify it a little bit?”

Everyone glanced away as she roamed her emerald eyes over the blushing faces of the other women this time.

“I think it can wait.” Asterios smirked at his mentor. “At least until we are in private.”

“Wise words.” Althea picked a cherry from the nearby bowl and popped it in her mouth, announcing the end of that conversation and allowing the girls to relax.

“Clock’s ticking. People will soon start wondering if their soon-to-be leader didn’t suddenly chicken out at the very last moment. Just imagine that.” Zegion snickered under his nose, acting like he wasn’t paying attention to anyone, only focusing on the snacks placed on the tables.

“Well, I can’t exactly fly us there on my back like Miria wished me to, but I think I have a different idea.” Asterios grinned at his feline mate as the panthergirl looked up at him curiously. “Do you think we can manage this, Umbra?”

After a brief moment of silence, the Lord of Shadows responded in their heads. ~Piece of cake. Will I need to protect everyone too?~

“I have it all under control. Thanks.” Asterios shook his head. “Right. Let’s make sure our loyal subjects get an amazing show. I’ll see you all on the stage.”

With a mischievous wink directed at his lovers, he turned around and started walking away. As his pace evenly increased, they all noticed the direction he was heading in. When he passed from a jog into a run, no one had any doubts about it anymore. Hitting full sprint, Asterios pushed the balcony doors open and dove forward over the railing, disappearing from their sight.

With a flash of crimson light, a red, glowing smudge shot upwards, passing by the open balcony in a blink. The girls ran outside alongside the monarchs and watched in awe as a massive flaming figure of a True Dragon made of pure crimson fire ascended into the night sky while spinning gracefully. Ast’s mates clearly remembered that ability of his from their time in Bryn’s world and it brought reminiscent smiles to their lips.

Reaching the peak of its ascent, the fiery magical shape of a True Dragon stopped in a vertical position and spread its flaming wings wide. A powerful roar split the air and echoed throughout the town and its surroundings. Everyone on the balcony could pinpoint the moment when Glimmervale’s streets fell silent, no longer filled with the muffled noise of partying and celebrations.

As Asterios’ blazing avatar did a flip to the back and began descending at a rounded angle, the girls and the rulers noticed deep shadows pooling under their feet. They exchanged knowing glances and soon plunged into the darkness all together.

The magical manifestation of a True Dragon fell from the sky until it reached the roofs of Glimmervale’s buildings. Asterios then pulled up a little bit and flew over the streets at a relatively quick pace. His silhouette flashed above the mesmerized crowd, bathing the residents and travelers in a scarlet glow.

He did three full laps before heading for the stage, where he spun around while rising once more, and rushed right for the wooden contraption. People gasped as the flaming shape crashed into the floor, spreading violent fire in every direction like a small tsunami. But, before any flames could reach the observers, they dissipated and revealed a new group of people right behind Ulyssen, who had been notified by Asterios to prepare for this moment.

Asterios, in turn, knelt on one knee and with his fist pressed into the ground with Tina, Silvia, Miria, Selene, Grea, Bryn, and Althea by his sides. A little bit away, Welrond, Grotger, Zegion, and Civienne grouped up into their own little team. The stage was wide enough for them all to stand in one row with a pause between the two lines.

Ulyssen stopped looking at them with a wide smile and turned to the voice-enhancing artifact. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome Lord Asterios and his entourage once more. This time, as many of you might be aware, joined by respectable leaders of our many neighboring and not nations, King Welrond the Fifth, Patriarch Grotger of the Damascu Clan, King Zegion the Pulverizer, and Queen Civienne Innanis of the Elves.”

The gathered people applauded the new arrivals until Ulyssen raised a hand.

“Now, allow me to make some space for Lord Asterios so he can address everyone properly,” the man said and retreated with a simple bow.

Asterios took a breath, glanced at his lovely mates, and took the Committee member’s place. “Greetings again, everyone. I hope you are having lots of fun and that my brief interruption doesn’t ruin any of it by accident. My little magic trick might have been a tad too flashy, but I thought it would fit the theme well. I’m fairly sure you are already aware of the nature of my second appearance on this stage, so I’ll keep it short. As of right now, I have officially accepted my role as Glimmervale’s and Dragon Valley’s lord by signing the Declaration of Independence that you all have worked together to bring forth.”

Before he could continue, the crowd exploded in cheers. Hats, gloves, and random items flew into the air as people celebrated. Either on their own or with their neighbors. Asterios smiled wryly while waiting. He certainly hadn’t expected such a powerful reaction. Giving people a moment to express their joy, he waited without shushing the crowd down. Thankfully, it didn’t take long until the plaza turned relatively silent again with all the eyes focused on him.

“First things first, then.” Asterios glanced over the small ocean of heads. “We definitely aren’t changing the city’s name. New nation on the map called Dragon Valley, sure, but Glimmervale remains as its capital. For now. We shouldn’t forget our origins. Plus, I heard there is a certain part of the year when the name truly shines and I can’t wait to experience that.”

A mix of chuckles bounced off the facades of the nearby buildings alongside a wave of nods.

“And I say we because just as Tina and I have been given the right to oversee Glimmervale together in the past, we are going to continue that notion from today on with the inclusion of my other amazing partners and my new mentor,” he continued, glancing at the girls and Althea. “Naturally, each of us possesses a different set of skills and knowledge, so no one is going to make decisions on their own without consulting with the rest of us. But you can still bring your worries and suggestions to whoever you wish. Additionally, the Committee will naturally remain as our advisors and aid us with their precious experience. Not much is going to change regarding its function, but the Committee members themselves will share more details about that topic at a later date. No need to bore you all with stiff regulations.”

Some more laughs traveled through the air but quietened down fairly quickly.

“Therefore, before we return to our grand festivities, myself and all the ladies just wanted to give all of you our heartfelt thanks for your faith in us. We promise not to disappoint and do whatever we can to make Dragon Valley thrive. Who knows? Maybe one day it will become the central hub of the whole realm?” Asterios finished and the girls reached his sides so they could wave together and perform a respectful bow to even more cheers.

They retreated from the artifact while King Welrond passed them and stopped in front of it. Seeing the human ruler take the speaking spot, the crowd slowly calmed down, eager to see what was coming next.

“Greetings, everyone. Allow me to officially congratulate you and Lord Asterios on this historic achievement. Some might think that losing a piece of my kingdom can only be seen as something detrimental from our side, but I’m honestly glad all of this happened and I’m looking forward to Dragon Valley’s fruitful partnership with the Human Kingdom. In the end, your new rulers have your complete support. Otherwise, the referendum wouldn’t have passed through. Therefore, I’m certain both of our nations will be able to thrive under these new conditions. As my daughter and I believe, happy people are the true pillar of a great kingdom.” He gave his own short speech, receiving a round of his own applause and cheers. “And I can personally vouch for Asterios and his good heart as his honest efforts made our lands much, much safer by uprooting an evil cult hiding in the shadows of our homes. If anyone can keep this place well-protected, it’s him. We owe Asterios a massive favor. One we can hopefully repay through this solid alliance.”

Silvia rolled her eyes lightly, causing Tina to chuckle quietly. Her father was really building his position and image during Ast’s big moment, but they all knew it was simply part of being a monarch. Who could let such an opportunity to get in the good graces of another community pass just like that?

Welrond backed away and Patriarch Grotger trotted to the artifact next, grabbing the tall pole to angle it towards his face. It looked somewhat comical, but no one dared to laugh openly.

“I hate big speeches like this so let’s get this done quickly. The Damascu Clan owes Asterios a lot too, both in terms of safety and intercontinental trade, so we are happy he is making a place of his own. I sure as hell am going to continue our relationship. You might notice its benefits through the heaps of Damascu Ore that are going to support the development of your little town soon. And, we might be working on something even better together already. This is going to rock. You will see.” The short man pushed the artifact up and waddled back to his spot with that unbothered swagger of his.

Surprisingly, it was Queen Civienne who moved next. Asterios thought they were stepping up chronologically, but it seemed unlikely now.

“May the Tree bless you all, both elf, human, and other races,” she began with a kind of ritualistic gesture, which many elves reciprocated. “As you might be aware, our nation also worked with Asterios to take down the evil cult plaguing our realm, but that’s not all. If not for him, someone dear to me would have most likely lost their life. I’m unspeakably grateful for his aid during those dark hours, which coincidentally could have ended with a tragedy befalling the Garden of Sinners and the entire Elf Nation. I now not only hold a personal favor towards Asterios, but through his valiant efforts during his diplomatic delegation as the Human Kingdom’s representatives, he and his close companions earned the right to be called one of us. Therefore, I ask all elves present here to consider this place their second home. This budding kingdom is led by our sworn blood and we are obliged to support our own however best we can. The Tree wills it, and so do I.”

This time, the applause was much quieter, all because the elven part of the crowd didn’t participate. Instead, the elves fell to one knee and bowed their heads as the queen spoke her last words, including even Ulyssen. An honorable moment passed before the icy lady curtsied lightly and turned away.

The moment Asterios saw the huge smirk on Zegion’s lips, he and the girls knew the next part was going to be something special.

“Alright, folks, demon, and demon-not. Since I’m strong enough to take care of my own issues, I’m unfortunately not going to join this favor party for being saved in times of great need. Why am I here then, you ask? Well, I can respect strength, and nothing makes a more powerful statement than a random guy waltzing into one of your sacred sites and turning it into dust and pebbles with a snap of his fingers.” The Demon King snickered loudly. “I had the pleasure of challenging Asterios shortly after, and I have to admit, he almost gave me a run for my money. It was back then, and with how absurdly quickly he and his ladies are growing, I’m almost certain I wouldn’t be able to come out alive from a serious duel. So, now that I have such a perfect opponent to test myself against, I’m not going to let anyone mess with him or his now or ever. Am I making myself clear enough? The demons will not stand idly and crush anyone who tries anything funny here. That includes demons too so watch yourselves, peeps.”

He glared at the crowd intensely while met with complete silence. His speech was so different from the other ones that people didn’t know what to do. Zegion didn’t wait for any other reaction and proudly joined the ranks of his fellow rulers, who looked at him weirdly. All he did in response was smirk back at them.

Before the long, awkward silence spread for too long, Ulyssen stepped forward. “And on that note, let’s wrap this incredible announcement up and—”

Suddenly, the ground shook. It wasn’t a violent tremor, but the vibrations were noticeable, and he paused mid-sentence. The crowd began looking around and at their feet as everything trembled more and more. Slowly, it began reaching the level where many tripped or had to support themselves against their friends and companions.

~This isn’t a natural earthquake,~ Tia chimed in with a slightly anxious tone.

Venuzathor woke up and directed his head to the sky, gazing far past the walls of the city. ~Spiritual energy in the direction of the contaminated summoning circle has spiked greatly. It’s flooding to the surface.~

~I concur,~ Umbra confirmed. ~Something is happening, and I have a feeling it’s connected to the dungeon.~

“He just had to jinx us.” Asterios cursed under his nose and thanked his friends for talking mentally so as not to spread more panic amongst the people. “Selene! Bryn! Protect everyone!”

~My scouts report a few spiritual signatures heading our way. Nothing of a serious level,~ the Dracodon commented.

“I’ll take care of it,” Asterios replied as his two mates jumped into action. “Miria, Silvia, Bryn, stay here and protect our guests.”

The air grew heavy as intense spiritual pressure filled the square, Selene standing behind everyone with ten tails out and a focused expression, spreading her mana through the market to reinforce the buildings. Golden glow encased the people one by one as Bryn activated her shields around everyone. Asterios materialized his wings and soared into the sky, followed by Tina with her feathery ones borrowed from Esil, and Grea who rose from the ground with Aura’s help.

The trio rushed towards the dungeon without stalling. They noticed a presence next to them and saw Althea in her true form slithering through the air, joining them after sneaking out of the main square with Umbra’s assistance. Asterios shared a nod with his mentor and they sped up.

Soon, they all sensed the enemies and focused their gazes. Quick shadowy smudges darted through the trees in various directions. Sharing a nod of understanding between them, they split and headed for different targets. Asterios summoned his greatsword, transformed his hands and forearms as Althea had taught him, and dove for the monster like a hawk.

Not wanting to immediately kill the entity, he slammed into the ground in front of it, sending the shadowy beast flying backward. He pulled his sword out of the crater he had created and examined his opponent. From what he could see, it resembled a weird mix of a bear and scorpion, more or less. Its entire body was black and leaking fumes of the same shade, almost as if it was bleeding its own form. The only clear features were the glowing purple eyes, full of contaminated energy.

As he decided to make a move, the weird beast jumped forward… and dove into its shadow.

“This… is going to complicate things.” Asterios sighed. “Umbra?”

A moment later, a much heavier shadow pooled in front of him and the monster flew out of it like it had been launched from a crossbow, slamming into the nearby tree. Asterios wasted no time and charged at the entity, filling his sword with draconic mana of crimson lineage. His greatsword burst into red flames and cleaved through the being of darkness, revealing that it in fact had a material body inside the swirling darkness. It was just as dark and ominous.

And now clearly dead.

Tina descended next to Asterios a second later, followed by Grea, and then Althea, back in her humanoid form.

“All the assailants have been dispatched,” the blue-haired girl reported. “It looks like the trembling has subsided too.”

“Do you think it’s what I think it is?” Grea raised a brow at the others.

“A dungeon opening up its depths to the surface world.” Althea nodded.

“And looks like it has even sent us a welcoming party.” The demon lady smirked. “It’s clearly making itself known. I don’t think we can expect any more monsters outside of its halls. It shouldn’t be as stupid as to break on its first day. Too much essence simply lost.”

“We’ll need to post some guards at its entrance just in case,” Asterios said. “But first, let’s see what the site looks like.”

Everyone agreed and they jumped on Althea’s back after she offered them a quick ride. They sailed above the green crowns and soon reached the clearing where the circle had burst in the past. Now, a weird portal-like splash of darkness decorated the ground. It swirled clockwise while black smoke seeped onto the grass past its edges. They stopped above the entrance and studied it briefly.

“Ominous.” Tina shuddered. “It looks like its affinity is going to be darkness or shadows.”

“Or void,” Grea added. “Who knows what fuckery did that giant tear we had to close before cause. All in all, it doesn’t seem like the most comfortable dungeon to practice in. Shit’s spooky.”

“Did you all fight shadowy monsters?” Asterios asked.

“Mine looked like animated rocks surrounded by purplish energy,” Althea replied.

“I had to blast a trio of something looking like bipedal wolves the size of a dwarf. Little fuckers were nimble as fuck.” Grea clicked her tongue. “And yeah, their eyes were purple, like Umbra’s.”

“I think I fought a… Slime? It was kind of shapeless but took the form of an oily black blob most of the time. Hydran had to lock all of it inside a water prison or it seemed to regenerate from the tiniest piece.” Tina made a slightly sick face.

“That sounds like a decent variation. We will have to investigate.” Asterios nodded at them. “But, right now, let’s get back and check on the town.”

“I’ll leave Aura here to keep an eye on this hole until we send some reinforcements in,” Grea suggested. “There are other holes that require your undivided attention tonight.”

Asterios rolled his eyes at the suggestive glance his demon lover directed at him and didn’t miss the rosy flush budding on Tina’s moonlit cheeks.

He pulled the horny lady for a sensual kiss, pecked the timid girl lovingly on the lips, and they headed back still on Althea’s long draconic body.


Chapter 27
New Roles

Althea slowed down shortly before reaching Glimmervale. Finding a gap between the trees, she slithered through the spaced crowns and wriggled around the thick trunks until she could fully stop. Asterios helped Grea and Tina jump off their draconic friend and the Dragon lady returned to her humanoid form.

“It would have been so epic if we just flew back there like this,” Grea commented, looking towards the town.

“Some people might think Althea is the source of the commotion and that could cause panic.” Tina chuckled softly.

“One day,” Asterios said, meeting his mentor’s gentle gaze. “One step at a time. And we have plenty of them to make. The dungeon couldn’t have picked a worse moment to show up.”

His crimson-skinned demon lover groaned. “Shit just keeps piling up and up. As if taking over Glimmervale wasn’t complex enough already. The following days are going to suck so much.”

“It’s not only days that will.” Tina found Ast’s eyes with a clear blush on her sweet cheeks and started walking away.

“Did she just…?” Grea stared between her back and Ast’s face with an open mouth.

Asterios snickered under his nose and went after his blue-haired girlfriend while the demon woman tried to fight off her surprise. He caught up to Tina fairly quickly as she wasn’t making any effort to escape them and joined her side. She was still rosy after her earlier tease and had some trouble looking up at him.

“How are you feeling?” He joined their fingers, bringing a tender smile onto her delicate lips.

“To be honest, I think I need to lean onto you for a moment.” Tina giggled shyly. “I underestimated a little just how much rubbing sudden movements can cause.”

“You good? Maybe you should take the strap off before it burns you where neither of us would like it to.” Asterios pulled her a bit closer just as she wished.

“Everything is alright. It’s not exactly that uncomfortable,” she replied, turning even redder. “And I can’t take it off. Not yet.”

“Alright. Just don’t overdo it because of Grea’s silly games.” He leaned to the side and placed a loving kiss on her cheek.

Tina nodded and they entered the town, followed by the other two. Since the streets were mostly empty, it didn’t take them long to return to the main square, where the majority of residents and travelers were still located. Thankfully, it looked like the situation was under control and no one was panicking after the tremors had subsided.

Someone spotted them and people parted to make way for him and the ladies. Asterios headed straight for the stage, where the rest of his mates awaited them, along with the rulers and the Committee. He nodded at the group while passing by everyone.

“Great job,” he said with a smile and stood in the center, turning to the gathered. “Thank you everyone for waiting patiently for our return. I’m glad to see that no one was hurt by the unexpected quake. To shed some light on the rude surprise, I can tell you that we are facing a small structural issue in the area where the monster incident originated. If you recall, a strong explosion shook the place on that night too. But, don’t worry. It’s not a repeat of that time.”

The crowd released a collective sigh of relief while some people exchanged a few words about the big clash from the past.

“The patched-up earth moved under the ground and rumbled in the process. There is no immediate danger unless someone wanders into the place. Therefore, we will be restricting the area for a little while to make sure no one gets accidentally hurt on their morning walk. Our people are keeping an eye on it, so for now, let’s return to the festivities and we will take care of this new issue in the morning. I would hate for this tiny hiccup to ruin all the effort everyone put into making this day a memorable experience,” Asterios continued and wrapped his speech up with a slight bow.

He was met with happy cheers and a lot of nodding. In a flash, the party was back on its tracks, ramping up pretty much the moment the crowd realized that Asterios was finished addressing them. With one last wave, he turned to the rulers and his ladies while Ulyssen stepped forward to announce the next segment of their planned entertainment section.

“We’ll talk about this back in the castle,” Welrond said, understanding the situation and voicing out the thoughts of his peers.

They started walking off the raised platform one by one. At the same time, the band of bards was making their way up for their next performance. Zegion almost bumped into Viona while chatting up the Human King and he paused briefly after noticing the woman.

“Oh. An exquisite flower such as yourself isn’t a common sight these days. Be sure to hold your chin up and don’t let people’s words get to you.” The Demon King grinned at her.

“Thank you, My Lord. I appreciate your kind words.” She curtsied very respectfully.

“Now, now. There’s no need for that. You must have been brought up by the elves if I’m not mistaken. You don’t need to bow so much to me like the other demons. That frozen-hearted lady is closer to your boss than me.” He snickered, pointing at the Elf Queen.

“You are correct, My Lord, but I would never dare to forget my roots as I respect both of my parents greatly. I’m their joined flesh and blood and like to think that I belong to both places. Pardon my audacity, please.” Viona smiled softly.

Zegion snorted and waved her off. “Don’t even mention it, girl. We are happy to have a talented lass like you with us. Now, off you go. Your team of wandering minstrels is waiting for you.”

She curtsied one last time and hurried to join the other musicians. Ast’s group gathered at the foot of the steps and Bryn glanced at the demon ruler.

“What’s so special about that lady?” she asked curiously.

“She’s a hybrid,” he answered.

“Ah.” Asterios nodded to himself. “That’s why it was so difficult to place her.”

“What’s a hybrid?” Miria tilted her head adorably.

“While hybrid is the correct scientific term, it often receives a somewhat degrading or derogatory meaning around the world, so people like that musical girlie prefer to be called demis instead,” Zegion shared. “Basically, they are halves. Two races mixed together. Most of the time, the child born from compatible relationships inherits the mother’s traits, but once in a while a more balanced outcome surfaces. From what I understood, her mother was an elf and her father was a demon.”

“You can notice that she’s generally closer to an elf in terms of general appearance, but still retains characteristic traits of some demons, like her tails in this case,” Asterios added.

“I see.” The panthergirl rubbed her chin ponderingly. “And is that bad?”

“It isn’t.” Silvia shook her head. “But, in the past, mixed children weren’t as welcome and some remnants of such beliefs can still be found all around our realm, considering them as something lesser. Us humans won’t pay too much attention to her looks, but for demons and elves, she will appear very clearly as someone much different from them after a single glance.”

“People will always find a way to ostracize others.” Selene sighed heavily.

“I’m not surprised she became a wandering minstrel. She isn’t tied to a single place that way and can always move if she encounters any enmity,” Tina commented thoughtfully.

“Well, she also seems like someone who loves what she is doing.” Asterios glanced up at the enchanting woman preparing to start their next song. “We shouldn’t assume too much without talking a little more with the person in question.”

“We might not have the chance to if she leaves after the festival, no?” Miria pouted cutely and wrinkled her nose.

“I have a feeling she isn’t going to depart immediately.” Althea smiled gently.

Grea laughed and looped her arm over the Dragon lady’s shoulders. “Same here. If she wants to make it big in the musical world, there is no better place for inspiration than a new, budding nation with a fierce leader who has already proven himself in a battle that’s been retold plenty of times all over the Human Kingdom.”

“And I’m sure Master will make sure that everyone is welcomed here! No matter their race!” Miria jumped in place with her fist raised into the air.

Asterios chuckled at his feline mate and scratched behind her fluffy ear. “That’s the plan. But, that’s for the future. Right now, I think we have other matters to focus on.”

“Party time!” Grea cackled and stole Bryn’s wrist, pulling the startled Valkyrie into the crowd.

The others laughed too and joined the festivities, aiming to have some fun before returning to the castle. Everyone split up and headed for different attractions. As for Asterios, he was constantly captured by one of his lovers to accompany them in their choice of entertainment. He had nothing against having some fun with them all around the plaza as it would also let him spend time amongst the people, exchanging a few words with random residents here and there.

Selene could be found in the beverages section, to no one’s surprise. Asterios and Miria made sure she wouldn’t drink herself to sleep this time, practically inhaling the fabled Dragon’s Piss in front of their eyes. She slowed down only after he agreed to join her for a round or two, thankfully being able to stomach the powerful alcohol a little better now thanks to his developing physique and draconic traits.

Plus, Tia’s insane regenerative power definitely helped.

Grea tried to dance Bryn’s feet off so he decided to save his winged lover and take the overly energetic woman for a real spin. Viona noticed their literal battle of dancing wills in the middle of the moving crowd and further brought up the intensity of the music her assembled band played. Soon, everyone was laughing and cheering them on as their new leaders spun around and zoomed from place to place in a total war.

In the end, the scholar lost, tiring way quicker, which was to be expected.

Surprisingly, Miria didn’t cause any mayhem or chaos in the main square and instead sat down with Ellie, Venera, and Truvi to chat with them and other people. She did perk up when Asterios arrived, instantly jumping into his arms and demanding to sit in his lap, making the girls chuckle at her massive grin and loud, lovely purrs as he caressed his snuggly panthergirl.

They were soon joined by Tina and Silvia, bringing some snacks and drinks for everyone. Before they noticed, many of their friends also gathered around them and their small chatting group turned into something much larger. Even Rudy’s team was present, sharing exciting tales with everyone. They all enjoyed the incredible performance of the visiting bards while talking about random topics.

Getting their fill of everyone’s hospitality, they headed back to the castle after an hour or two. As the rulers and overseers of the place, they couldn’t ignore their high-profile guests for too long. Especially not after all the goodwill the kings and the queen had shown them.

“It’s so much quieter here.” Miria purred, draped all over Ast’s left arm. “And more… dignified.”

Silvia chuckled softly and nodded. “You will get used to it soon. Royal banquets are a fairly common event. Many will definitely want to meet with us to negotiate plenty of matters and there is no better way to do that than to host a seemingly casual evening that everyone can enjoy.”

“As much as I love directing and managing, all of this sounds like a pain, honestly,” Asterios commented, causing the girls to chuckle. “I’m really glad I have all of you with me. If you are willing to help, of course.”

“What are you even saying?” Tina frowned at him playfully. “We are all in this together. Just let us know where you need our help and consider it done.”

“Oh, really? Fine, then. I think I would love for you, my little charming queen, to supervise our military affairs alongside Ted and the others. What do you say?” He raised a brow at her.

“Uhhh…” She flushed a tiny bit with a shy smile.

“I think that’s a great idea,” Silvia chimed in. “Tina has a real talent in that segment. She’s also already learned so much from her service within the Royal Division. Not to mention all the prior knowledge she has amassed before joining.”

“If you say so…” The Summoner girl’s smile grew more beautiful.

“I can help with official and royal affairs, of course,” the flaming princess continued. “There are many things that require our attention right after the forming of Dragon Valley. We don’t need to build everything from scratch, thankfully. If you don’t mind, we can base most of our laws and regulations on the existing systems, introducing only slight alterations as we see fit.”

“That will certainly be much easier for people who have been living here for years.” Asterios nodded appreciatively. “There won’t be any problems with us practically stealing the templates from your father?”

“Of course not.” Silvia smiled at him softly. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see him and his advisors copy any interesting changes we start introducing into them. If you look at it from their perspective, we are basically coming up with new ideas and fixes that they might have overlooked pretty much for free.”

“I really don’t want to go out and talk with random people so gimme something like the research and development sector to look over,” Grea whined, acting as if she was fainting. “I guess I’ll deal with the necessary responsibilities when truly needed. No one should blame the researcher for holing themselves in their lab, right?”

“There’s one more thing I think would suit you rather well.” Asterios smirked at his demon lover. “We could use someone experienced and knowledgeable for any dealings related to education. Who’s better than one of the best professors of Rosewind’s Academy to look over our schools?”

“Buttering me up will get you nowhere, good sir.” She scoffed at him, crossing her arms under her perky chest and leveling him with a glare. “Ugh, what would you do without me? Fine, I’ll do it. But my efforts better be rewarded properly. I expect double if not triple my current payments.”

Licking her lips, she roamed her gaze all over Ast’s figure, pausing just briefly at a certain point. When their eyes met, hers were smiling mischievously, full of expectant hunger.

“You will have to negotiate that with my mother.” He winked at her slyly. “She’ll definitely be happy to take over the finances and mercantile concerns alongside Esotvi. Salaries fall under that category, no?”

Grea groaned in dismay as others laughed at her pain.

“Who do we have left?” Asterios continued, taking a peek at the rest of his beloved women. “Selene? Considering your previous position back in your realm and the fact that you were almost your own nation’s queen, you wouldn’t perchance want to handle general community matters with me?”

“It would honor me, my Lord.” The fox lady curtsied politely. “My experience in dealing with various guilds, sects, and organizations should prove useful to you. I do feel like we work rather well with Danny. And, when you inevitably start becoming worshiped like the god you are, I shall do my best to lead your followers on their path of reverence.”

“We are starting no cults.” He shuddered.

She simply kept smiling at him innocently, but the foxy spark in her dazzling blue eyes told a different story.

“If I may, Master.” Bryn raised a hand and he turned to the winged beauty. “I would like to offer my aid with international affairs. If you require it, I shall represent us on external fronts and negotiate on our behalf. Naturally, with Silvia’s assistance and guidance when it comes to certain cultural aspects of this realm.”

“That would be amazing!” Miria beamed at her, rocking on her soles. “Bryn is already doing that with her people! She is good, isn’t she, Master?”

“Definitely,” Asterios agreed.

“Meanwhile, I can’t think of anything I could be good at…” Her ears flopped down as she looked to the ground.

He grazed her cheek and pulled her chin up to meet her gloomy eyes. “Now, that’s not true and we all know it. Everyone here brings something valuable to the table.”

“What do I bring in, then?” she asked timidly.

“First of all, knowledge and experience as a hunter. It can be of great help in many aspects of our new life. But, there’s also one other thing I feel like you were always meant to take charge of. Can you guess what it is?” He grinned at her.

Miria shook her head, her ears perking back up as her curiosity increased.

“Adventuring.” Asterios pecked her pouty lips. “You are courageous, bold, and expeditious. Considering the recent developments in our neighboring area, I say that we are lucky to have you. Wouldn’t you love to work alongside Guildmaster Suanori in managing and assisting adventurers? She from her office in the guild, you from the open field where you belong to? Newbies could use an experienced delver to coach them.”

“Do you really think I’m smart and experienced enough?” She blinked a few times while pushing herself more into him.

The other girls moved closer too and surrounded them with a big hug.

“We all know it,” he responded, nuzzling his cheek into hers. “How many people can boast downing a Skeletal Dragon, hm?”

Miria giggled adorably and grinned at them. After some comfortable cuddling, they separated briefly. Asterios was approached by the other rulers as he was chatting about some of the laws with Silvia.

“A moment of your time, young man?” Welrond raised a glass of wine at them and they mirrored the motion.

“Regarding the tremor, I assume?” Asterios replied after taking a sip with everyone.

“Correct.” Zegion nodded. “A decent speech to reassure people but you need a bit more experience. I suggest you let Welrond’s girl do those for you.”

“I’ll try to remember that. Silvia definitely has a way with her words.” Asterios exchanged glances with her and they both smiled. “Now, her father is already aware, but not all of you might be. It looks like a dungeon has formed where the source of our past troubles was located. It chose that moment earlier to come out and say hello.”

“Ha! This place has literally everything! A free dungeon on the day of its founding! Ancestors be damned!” Grotger laughed haughtily.

“Do you require our help with it?” Civienne asked.

“Thank you for your offer but I’m confident we can handle it this time.” Asterios nodded his head respectfully. “It’s a new dungeon so it shouldn’t pose that much of a problem, but we aren’t going to take it lightly either. That area has a history of twisting things so we are expecting some deviations in its case too. Even the entrance looks like a pool of shadows. I promise to share the details with all of you as soon as we conclude our initial investigation tomorrow.”

“That’s good. It’s an amazing opportunity for the town. And, knowing you, it will turn into something outrageous.” Welrond chuckled.

“We’ll see about that, Dad. But, in the end, all of us should benefit from this development.” Silvia chuckled with him.

They continued to discuss some of their expectations and predictions regarding the dungeon, even going as far as to make some bets amongst themselves to spice up the waiting game. Asterios could only shake his head with a wry smile while watching the mighty rulers act so casually with each other.

Just as Grotger and Zegion were arguing about the number of floors, something caught Ast’s attention and he turned to one of the double doors leading out of the audience hall, catching a fleeting bit of light blue dress in the closing gap. Curious, he excused himself from the discussion and followed the unusual trail that seemed to call for him.

Stepping out of the chamber, he again caught the last bits of someone’s figure disappearing behind a corner this time. But, the sight he’d witnessed made his brows rise in surprise and confusion. If his mind wasn’t planning tricks on him, a plump, petite rump was the last thing he’d spotted.

Arriving at the intersection and peering into another hallway, his suspicions were proven right. He caught a little bit more this time, in the form of a soft thigh and a wisp of dark azure hair. Glancing down at his feet, he found a discarded sky-colored robe lying in a messy heap.

Picking it off the floor, he stood up, noticing a single eye staring at him inquisitively from another bend ahead. It disappeared immediately along with the rest of its blue-haired head and a quiet giggle.

Asterios smirked to himself and picked up his pace.

A certain someone seemed to feel a tiny bit playful tonight.


Chapter 28
Bundle of Delight ❤

Storing the pretty dress in his spatial storage, Asterios resumed his pursuit. But, he knew that his target was abusing their deep connection to always remain a single step ahead, showing off only the intended tidbits to him. If they continued like that, he wouldn’t get anywhere.

Therefore, recalling the short lessons he had already shared with his wise mentor, Asterios tuned himself out of the mental connection he shared with the girls and focused his efforts on erasing his spiritual presence. Succeeding at that task wasn’t yet simple for him due to all that powerful draconic energy coursing through his body, but he was slowly getting there.

Taking slow, deliberate steps, Asterios channeled all his mana back to its roots, his spiritual sources. He could feel relatively weaker and more sluggish as the constant reinforcement of the black, red, and now green energies gradually dissipated. He had already gotten used to their availability, which was tough at the very beginning too.

Reaching a satisfying level, he slowed down even more, approaching the edge of the corridor carefully. Arriving at the bend, he waited for a few long seconds before thrusting himself into the open intersection.

A surprised gasp welcomed him as Tina had been aiming to check on his progress just then and almost walked face-first into his chest. As he had expected, her charming, soft body was kept semi-decent only by the thin red tape artfully covering her girly bits. It was hard not to admire her clearly accentuated beauty.

“What are you playing at?” Asterios asked, taking a step closer.

Tina’s cheeks burned crimson as she smiled mischievously and suddenly pushed his chest with all her strength.

“Catch me if you can!” she shouted while bolting off in the opposite direction.

Asterios regained his balance and watched her almost naked figure make a dash for it to the accompaniment of soft plops created by Tina’s bare feet hitting the ceramic tiles. She was going fast, and if he just kept standing there appreciating her mesmerizing curves and enchanting hair, he would be left in the dust. Reenabling his spiritual circulation, he shook his head and began his hunt.

He chased after the quick-footed Summoner girl for a good minute before getting close. They passed through numerous hallways and chambers, which had initially surprised him. But, considering Tina’s usual shyness, he knew she wouldn’t have done something so bold if she wasn’t certain they wouldn’t run into anyone from the staff. Otherwise, she would have straight up fainted from embarrassment.

Thankfully, most if not all of the servants were busy tending to the guests and she had chosen the least crowded section of the castle for their unexpected contest.

When he was finally at arm’s length of his escaping prey, Tina made a sharp turn at another intersection and surprised him with a splash of water covering the ground right after it. She laughed charmingly as he fought not to slip and instead slid to the other wall. Shooting him one last grin, she disappeared ahead again.

If Tina was going to play dirty, so would he.

Materializing his wings, Asterios shot forward, doing his best to remain as quiet as possible. His shoes no longer squeaked and thudded on the solid floor, depriving his mischievous lover of the sound cues. Enhancing his hearing with draconic mana, he could accurately track and even predict her movements from the light noise her feet made as she ran and shifted weight in preparation for a turn.

Having all those details in mind, Asterios took a different route than her and soon arrived at the edge of the castle’s corridors, represented by a decorative wall full of wide, empty arches looking right at the inner gardens. He didn’t slow down as he reached the fancy portals and burst right through one of the gaps.

Tina completely hadn’t expected him to suddenly charge at her from that lucky angle as she was still looking back over her shoulder to locate him. Her head snapped to the side just in time to catch a glimpse of his speeding figure and her eyes widened in shock moments before they collided.

Naturally, as much as Asterios wanted to simply slam into her and catch the elusive quarry, he wasn’t going to hurt his short lover. He hugged Tina dearly and wrapped them up with his wings, cushioning their fall. They bounced off the grassy ground a few times before being stopped by a nearby hedge, a muffled chuckle leaving the sealed confines of his draconic appendages.

Lying on his back, he retracted his wings to shine some moonlight on the lady in his arms and found Tina resting on his chest while panting heavily. An amused smile decorated her delicious lips along with an alluring flush all over her cheeks. She stared down into Ast’s eyes with as much intensity as he directed back at her.

Before they exchanged any words, Tina wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned down to join their lips in a sensual moment. Asterios reciprocated her honest efforts with his own passionate kisses while sitting them both up. Even Tina’s legs found their way to lock him up in her affectionate hug, winding together behind his back.

When they finally had enough of each other’s lips, he stood up and helped Tina to her feet. She reluctantly slid off him with one last peck and kept blushing timidly from up close.

“What suddenly brought this up if I may ask?” Asterios raised a curious brow at the almost nude lady.

“Well, it’s been hours since the morning and you still haven’t unpacked this present of yours.” She nibbled on her bottom lip gently. “But, honestly, I was slowly starting to lose my mind.”

Seeing how she fidgeted in his arms, stepping from foot to foot, he understood clearly what she meant and chuckled warmly.

“As I said earlier, you really didn’t have to go along with Grea’s teasing for this long.” Asterios brushed a lock of her azure hair behind her ear.

“That wouldn’t have been fair. I did lose that bet. We all agreed to wear this ribbon until you take it off yourself.” She pushed her cheek into his palm.

“Then you should have tried to tempt me much earlier.” He smirked softly. “Or were the little glimpses of your pretty parts covered by this red tape just that and I was too slow to pick up on it?”

Tina’s face turned all rosy as she let out a barely audible, timid giggle. “Maybe I did tease you a bit too much. I didn’t expect it to be so… fun and thrilling. To think that someone could have noticed… I still shudder at the very thought.”

They laughed together and shared one more light kiss.

“But, I kind of enjoyed… this.” She glanced down at the red paths running all over her delicate skin.

“By this, do you mean this?” Asterios trailed his fingers down her front and slipped one underneath the strap heading straight south.

Tina raised her eyes and observed him with anticipation. When he tugged on the scarlet material a little bit, her mouth opened adorably and a quiet gasp escaped her lips. She tried to seal them shut by biting into her lower lip, but the more he dragged the band up and down, the louder her gasps and enticing whimpers became.

Her mouth fell completely open, contrary to all her wishes, the moment he put more strength into it, bringing the tape up enough to almost cause the petals of her covered flower to slip past the material’s edges. Tina’s gasps turned sharp and quick as she raised herself to her tiptoes, fighting off the pleasant pressure wedging into her sensitive parts.

She sighed shakily when he let go, a light tremble passing through her entire body. Her thighs clamped together and Asterios lent her his chest to regain balance, lovingly trailing his palm over her back. When Tina finally looked up at him, he pecked her on the forehead.

“I would say you endured enough of this torture, don’t you agree?” He smiled playfully.

Swallowing her saliva, Tina nodded slowly. Asterios wrapped her up with his arms and pulled her into a devoted kiss, making his beloved colleague hum appreciatively. She invited his tongue to lead hers and relished the way he made them dance together while his fingers explored her tender bottom.

But, the time to part came too soon and she stared longingly at Ast’s face as it drew back and began heading south with a mischievous expression. She took a deep breath as he started leaving a sucky trail on the side of her neck and then over her shoulders. As it arrived in front of the crisscrossing material over her considerable peaks, he used his tongue to drag it aside.

“Mmmm…” Tina let out a quiet moan when he played with her generous breast.

After a whole day of rubbing against the soft and delicate fabric, she felt like she could cum just from having her nipples caressed with the gentlest care. Ast’s slow and steady licks were a blessing and a curse at the same time. She threaded her fingers into his white hair and held him close to her breast, nudging one of his hands towards the other one. He complied with her request and brushed against her erect nipple with the tip of his finger too, tracing circles around it.

“Yes…” she whispered into the air. “But there are three strips you need to cut…”

He looked up to meet her eyes and held her gaze while moving lower and lower. She widened her stance just a little bit, allowing him a more comfortable access to her valley below. Asterios arrived at the apex of her thighs and kept kissing all around it. When the hint of anticipation started slowly turning into a note of frustration, he bit into the red line and tore it in half with his sharp teeth, noting its quite damp state.

The moment the two separate ends swung apart, multiple droplets of Tina’s eagerness rained down on Ast’s chin and the grass below them. She was positively leaking liquid yearning and he could feel the heat emanating from her sealed, slightly reddened slit. Without further ado, he unhurriedly lapped his tongue from the bottom to the top, scooping all the fragrant nectar on his way.

“Ooooooohhhhhhh…” Tina sighed dreamily and shook again, digging her fingers into his scalp for support.

Spreading her beautiful pussy with his fingers, he repeated the motion, this time caressing her inner flesh too. Tina jumped when the tip of his tongue stumbled on her clit and her legs clamped around his head.

“Ah! Wait! Ah, ah, ah, ah, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

She suddenly convulsed strongly as he lightly suckled on her shy pearl and a warm trickle of nectar gushed at his lips. He continued to caress Tina’s pink lily through her strong high, unbothered by the mighty squeezing her soft thighs assaulted his cheeks with. Tina shivered once more before releasing a delighted sigh.

“I’m so sorry… Because it’s been rubbing against me for so long, I’m so damn sensitive down there… I came like the moment you touched me…” She breathed heavily, looking down at him with an embarrassed smile.

“That’s good. I can reward your dedication with so many orgasms.” He smirked at her from between her folds.

“Wha—Ah!” Tina squealed joyfully as he lifted her without a warning and pressed her back into a nearby column.

His lips remained joined with her pussy, making out with it without a moment of rest as she had been raised high into the air. Her legs crossed behind his neck, locking Asterios tightly against her dripping flower. She started breathing laboriously again under the influence of another incoming peak.

“Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… Ast… Pull me lower… Ahhh… I’m above the hedges… Someone will see…” Tina complained without the demanding tone to match it, sounding like someone who was very much willing to stay where they were.

“Then let them see how much I love you.” His reply came muffled, for obvious reasons.

She inhaled quickly as he attacked her pearl once more, tugging on his short hair in response. His tongue pushed deep into her channel and caressed all of it along the way, coming up to her clit to tickle it at the end of each cycle. He followed it with more sucking and nibbling, quickly driving her crazy. Tina couldn’t help it, her knees jostled to the rhythm of her impending explosion and kept driving Ast’s mouth stronger against her wet lower lips.

“Ahhh! Ahhhh! I’m cumming again! Asssttttttttt!”

A loud, reverberating moan echoed through the air before she slumped a bit, regathering herself from another orgasm. She gasped when she felt his tongue exploring her again.

“Stop it!” She smacked Asterios on the head, then looked aside shyly. “I don’t want to be the only one feeling good…”

He nodded at her and she yelped as her body suddenly spun vertically, with her face arriving at the height of Ast’s crotch within a single blink. Looking down, or rather up in her case, she saw him gripping the stripes crossing over her chest to hold her upside down while delicately kissing her slit. Tina fixed her ankles to push her pretty pussy closer to him and focused on the task ahead of her. She could already see it bulging out of its confines.

With quick and skilled movements, she unblocked Ast’s pants and let them fall to the ground. His underwear followed shortly and she smiled as his manhood appeared bare in front of her eyes, and most importantly, her lips. Giving it an affectionate peck on the tip, she lovingly enveloped it with her lips, beginning to tenderly rub it up and down.

“Mhmmmm… Mmmmm… Mhmmmmm… Ahhhmmm…”

Tina’s muffled moans reached Ast’s ears as he feasted on her precious place. From his position, he could clearly see not just the alluring bits of her feminine mound, but also her smooth stomach, generous breasts, and the way her pouty lips caressed his member with pure devotion. Sighing into Tina’s pussy lightly, he returned his focus to giving her as much pleasure as he could too.

She sucked him stronger by surprise when he slipped a finger into her hot embrace, delegating his tongue to continuous care of her sensitive bud. He smiled to himself when Tina too increased her efforts to make him cum, stroking his length with one delicate hand and rubbing his jewels with the other, of course, never stopping licking him all over while trying to suck his soul out.

He could feel her tight pussy squeezing his finger even more so he employed another one and poked her even faster. Tina’s muted gasps and moans became louder and her hips bucked to welcome him even further. Right before she came again, she attempted to take him deeper into her throat, and even succeeded briefly, but the amazing explosion of her high caused her to cough and she cried out in pleasure without getting silenced by Ast’s cock anymore.

When he was going to set her down, Tina hastily recaptured his hard manhood and continued to work on him through the aftereffects of her peak, trembling lightly. Undeterred by her heavy breathing, she was determined to make Asterios cum and he was happy to let her coax a big load out of him. Groaning softly as she repeatedly squeezed his tip against the back of her throat, he finally joined her and released a few waves of cloudy liquid into her eager mouth, watching as she hungrily gulped it down even when upside down.

Waiting for Tina to finish licking him all over, he carefully rotated his short lover and let her stand on her own feet. With a little wobble, Tina chuckled adorably and smiled at him proudly.

“Did I do good?” she asked innocently.

“Words aren’t enough to answer that.” He smiled back, pecking her lips.

She kissed him dearly and pulled on his coat. A little moan escaped her mouth as she bumped into the pillar and looked Asterios deep in the eyes. He understood her intentions clearly and his remaining clothes burned away with a crimson flame. Tina caressed his cheek with one hand, trailing the other one down to spread herself for him invitingly. Peering back into her blue eyes, he brought her leg behind his waist and pressed his tip into her entrance.

“Please…” Tina whispered, nibbling on his lower lip.

They both sighed contentedly as he lazily sheathed himself in her welcoming passage. She shivered lightly and continued biting his mouth as he moved back and forth through her wetness. Little moans and quiet whimpers escaped her throat right away. Their loving pace was gradually becoming faster and faster.

“More…” She thrust her hips forward to meet his movements.

Asterios pulled her into his swaying waist by holding onto Tina’s soft thigh and his underbelly was soon smacking against her pussy lips with alluring, wet slapping. She shivered a little bit each time a light bump tickled her clit, turning her more and more vocal.

“Ahhh… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… This time… Let’s cum together… Ahhh… Okay?” Tina gazed into his gleaming eyes pleadingly.

“Your wish is my command, my queen.” Asterios brought her palm between them and kissed it politely.

She beamed at him lovingly and hugged him. Their rhythm became erratic and nothing more than mutual pounding in search of another peak in their beloved’s embrace. Tina moaned openly into Ast’s ear and he let out a quiet growl back into hers, causing her to chuckle right before the last thrust that made them cum hard. With how sensitive she was, it was no surprise she could peak so fast again and again.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” Tina cried out, breaking her chuckle in the middle and raking her short nails over Ast’s firm back.

He pumped into her a few more times, filling her up with his hot seed, kissing her cheek repeatedly. She drew her face back off his shoulder and kissed him passionately. A quiet moment passed between them, with their precious places still joined together, before he spoke up.

“Thank you for this unbelievable gift, Tina. I loved every second of it.” Asterios rested his forehead against hers.

She giggled mysteriously. “But you haven’t yet explored the final part of it, have you?”

Raising a confused brow at her, Asterios watched her extract herself from him and turn around, thrusting her plump behind in his direction. Peeking back at him over her shoulder with a warm smile, she spread her cheeks to uncover one more part that was still hidden behind the loosely hanging strip of crimson ribbon.

“Are you sure?” He found her eyes and searched them for an honest answer.

Tina nodded without an ounce of hesitation. She twirled herself around and summoned a familiar bottle of viscous liquid from her spatial ring. Stepping closer to him, she stole Ast’s lips while rubbing the solution all over his length, even giving his orbs a little treat in the meantime. Thanks to the mix of his draconic prowess with Tia’s blessing, he was as ready for her as always.

With one last peck, Tina hid the vial away and pressed her chest into the pillar, pushing her butt towards him while arching her back. As she held herself open invitingly, Asterios ran his palms along her dazzling sides and aimed himself at her tight, cute ring. Tina nibbled on her bottom lip, watching him prepare to enter her other entrance for the first time.

“Oh! Oh, gods!” She gasped out loud to him spreading her narrow hole. “Ugh! The worst!”

“We don—”

“No, no, no!” She quickly waved him off without looking back, holding herself steady with the other hand on the pillar. “This is good! I meant Professor Grea! She is just a huge damn liar! She made it look so effortless! Ahhhhhmmm… Go on, shortie, just shove it in right away with this my ass… Great advice…”

Asterios chuckled. “Well, that’s pretty much what we are doing.”

He continued to delicately push further into Tina’s narrow backdoor bit by bit, waiting for her to grow accustomed to the new sensation. It didn’t take him long to fully sheathe his length in her and he hugged her lovingly from behind.

“I have to say, this definitely feels completely different…” She pressed her cheek into his with a delighted sigh. “But the good different… Will you start moving now? I think my... my... butt... is loose enough now...”

Carefully holding her around her plump thighs, Asterios drew his hips back and pushed forth again. Tina shuddered during the escape and moaned deeply during the return. That cycle continued for a good minute or two, with her enjoying it more and more with each repetition.

“Ahhhh… Ahhhhh… You can go a bit rougher… Ahhhh…” She met his eyes for the first time since they had started this round and bit her lip charmingly.

Taking that as a good sign, Asterios moved his fingers to her incredible breasts and started thrusting with more vigor, kneading her sensitive peaks along the way. He had no more issues plunging his cock into Tina’s rear depths anymore and they enjoyed the new closeness greatly. He was pretty sure she wasn’t as obsessed with it as their demon friend, but she still welcomed the change not just for his sake but for her own pleasure too.

“Ahhhh… Ast?” Tina found his gaze once more.

“Yes?” He leaned forward to bring their faces closer.

“Can I face you?” she asked hopefully.

Asterios slowly pulled out and turned her around. Tina’s cheeks flushed even more as he lifted both of her legs and rested her ankles on his shoulders one by one, supporting her weight with his palms under her round butt. Resting against the column, she could clearly see her pussy and his member now pointing below it, at something a bit more hidden.

She inhaled heavily while watching his length push into that invisible opening and disappear inside her. He brought his forehead against hers and started thrusting with care, slamming his waist into her bottom. Tina let her voice be heard, groaning a bit with an alluring undertone, pleased with their lovemaking.

But, with their new position, a curious idea dawned on her and she watched Ast’s face for his reaction as her fingers neared her idle girly mound and began rubbing herself slowly at first. Her moans grew louder as her lips opened more with two pleasant sensations now joined together.

“You look so hot when you touch yourself…” Asterios whispered while looking down at her.

“Ahhh!”

Tina shivered and shoved two fingers into her pussy, starting to thrust them inside in sync with Ast’s hammering.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhh! Cumming!”

She clenched her teeth and halted her motions, but Asterios didn’t. He pounded into her butt through her orgasm, warm trickles of cum splashing his abdomen from between Tina’s fingers, which were getting bumped into her smooth channel by his action nevertheless.

Before long, she was slapping her hand against her folds again. “Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhhh! Another one! Again! Ahhhhh! With me! Please! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Asterios grunted and shoved himself to the very base just as she burst for the second time in a row. He joined their lips in a wild kiss as she came all over him once more, filling her other passage with his milky cream too. A few additional bumps later, she received it all, gently massaging her folds in post-orgasmic bliss, which leaked a few small trails of love nectar as they breathed into each other’s faces.

“That was… Amazing…” Tina sighed, completely spent.

“Yeah… I could feel you squeeze me even more when you pushed your fingers in…” Asterios agreed.

She chuckled sweetly. “Just don’t tell Professor, okay? Pretty please?”

“Your secret is safe with me.” He mimed sealing his mouth shut.

“Thank you.” She smiled at him warmly and pecked his lips. “Now, we better clean up before certain someones find us—”

“And who could that be?” A new voice reached their ears from behind Asterios.

They both looked towards its source and saw Selene coming out of the nearby hedge path with a ladylike smile. One by one, the other ladies revealed themselves from various directions too, wearing similar, soft expressions.

Tina pulled Asterios closer and put her mouth by his ear. “If you want to get anything else done tonight, run.”

Easy to say, he didn’t get a chance to listen to her advice.

And unexpectedly, the garden was a mess by the end of the night.


Chapter 29
In the Need of Steeds

A fluffy something tickled Ast’s nose and he barely held himself back from sneezing without control. And he was extremely thankful to himself for not doing that as opening his eyes revealed a charming sight that could have been utterly ruined by such action. Even ignoring the fact how painful it could have been for the person on the receiving end.

Selene lay snuggled to his chest as they rested on their sides, facing each other. She had nestled her face in the crook of his neck, effectively bringing her long, soft ears right in front of his nose and lips. Those heavenly triangles twitched occasionally, which he already recognized as a sign of his favorite fox lady being awake. They had that very specific, quirky way of flicking if she was.

And just as he’d guessed, his vulpine mate kissed his neck tenderly before drawing herself a little bit to the back and looking up at him, sensing him being awake too. A dazzling smile blossomed on her ladylike face. He responded with a warm smile of his own and brushed his finger over her cheek.

“You are not Tina.” Asterios smirked lightly.

She chuckled quietly. “Are you disappointed, my Lord?”

Pulling her closer, he pressed them together and started tickling her ears with his lips, leaving affectionate pecks all over their long edges. “I never could be. It’s just a little different from what I remember before falling asleep.”

Sighing with pure delight, Selene took hold of his palms and guided them down her smooth back, leading them straight to her bushy tail. An almost silent gasp escaped her throat when his fingers sank into the pleasant fluffiness. A little shiver shook her entire frame whenever Asterios dragged his hands through it.

“Let’s just say… That some of us were a bit fidgety… After the evening we had… And the initial arrangements did not prevail...” she whispered, wholeheartedly enjoying the loving caresses without a hint of shame.

Asterios took a peek around and noticed their demon friend sprawled spread-eagle behind his back with her calves pressed into the headboard and understood who Selene had in mind. Bryn was still asleep too, with her face barely peeking out from between Grea’s thighs, seemingly unbothered by the lewd woman’s ass resting right under her chin. That combination made him snicker quietly.

While Miria lay comfortably behind Selene, curled into a cute ball of dormant joy, two of Ast’s beloved ladies were missing. Tina and Silvia were gone from the bed. It was a bit surprising considering the fact that last night’s focus was mostly on the timid Summoner girl, with them hugging each other dearly when they finally reached the bed and decided to get some sleep.

The person in question chose that moment to return and he tilted his head to watch the door to their chambers open. Tina and Silvia walked in with delicate smiles, but they weren’t alone. Althea followed them, entering as the last person. For a moment, Ast’s eyes wandered between Grea’s open display of everything she had to offer and the face of the guest his pair of noble girlfriends brought in.

Noticing his inquisitive gaze, she lightly shook her head. “You don’t have to worry. I'm no stranger to such sights. My kind often enjoyed resting together in their humanoid forms as much as the draconic ones. Sometimes we would fall asleep in one and wake up in another, forming a small puddle of bodies to climb out of because of how entwined our serpentine shapes became. I have been part of such arrangements plenty of times. My only concern is my presence in front of your arrangement. I hope it’s not bothering anyone. Otherwise, I shall respectfully take my leave and wait outside.”

“I think we all know Professor’s views on that topic.” The edge of Tina’s lips curled up ever so slightly.

Besides Grea, the other ladies were almost fully covered, and he felt that Selene didn’t mind in the slightest. Knowing Miria, she also quickly got casual around people she considered friends, choosing to throw herself onto him first thing in the morning for some ear scratches and hugs just like she had done multiple times with Yumi and others.

“That's an interesting piece of trivia. Personally, I don’t mind, and that seems to be the general consensus here considering they invited you in. I’d only wonder a little about Bryn as our winged friend might be a bit shy about her figure once in a while and we wouldn’t want her to feel uneasy.” He made sure to tuck the gorgeous Valkyrie in a bit more after gently pushing the salacious demon lady off.

“As we had a chance to share a pleasant chat in the baths recently, I don’t think she is troubled by it. We had a great time discussing the then-upcoming events of your birthday.” Silvia added. “And, well, you two did share a date pretty much right in Althea’s home.”

“So that’s why you kicked me out for those so-called ladies’ nights.” Asterios shook his head with a chuckle, redirecting his focus to the blue-haired lady. “Where have you been this early?”

“I woke up an hour ago and simply couldn’t sleep anymore with how energized I felt so I snuck out of your arms after a while. I could have stayed for a bit longer, but as amazing as it would be, it felt like a waste of time. Unfortunately, I woke Silvia up,” Tina admitted with a sweet blush.

“There is always something to do around the castle. Especially now that we are our own nation. How does it feel to wake up as a king?” Silvia asked while moving closer and sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Honestly, a certain someone made me forget about all of that with their incredible gift.” He glanced at his blue-haired lover, further raising the intensity of the rosy shade on her face. “But now that you’ve reminded me, I guess there are lots of responsibilities I need to tend to.”

“I spoke with my squad and assigned them to keep an eye on the dungeon. Mostly to make sure no one gets hurt due to an unhealthy amount of curiosity. Aura deserved a break and Grea was and still is out of commission as it seems,” Tina said, rolling her eyes at the crimson-skinned woman.

“Thanks.” Asterios nodded at her appreciatively and raised himself to a sitting position, still holding Selene gently against his chest. “We’ll need to let people know about it soon. I don’t want to lie to everyone unless it’s unavoidable. The first thing they experience on the day of their new lives shouldn't be their lord hiding things from them.”

“I agree. We can make a quick delve for a floor or two to find out a little more about it and then share the news,” Silvia said. “No one should be displeased with us locking it up for some time after that since all new dungeons should be examined thoroughly first. And people should be aware that there’s a chance this one could be anomalous.”

“Before that, there’s one more thing I talked about with Kathy and the others,” Tina butted in, also coming to perch herself on the mattress.

“Any issues?” Asterios turned to her.

“Not exactly. After I explained that I would be overseeing the military matters of Glimmervale, they asked if it was possible for them to join us. They want to be part of our forces,” she replied.

“Wouldn’t they have to quit their current service in the Royal Division for that?” He frowned lightly. “Silvia’s dad mentioned setting things up so that you and your squad can still work with us while retaining their status in the Human Kingdom. This wouldn’t let them.”

“Yes, and they still want to stay.” Tina smiled a little anxiously. “I would take them under me if this happens.”

“I understand, but what about you? About your dream? You’ve finally become part of the Royal Division you admired so much, and this will force you to quit so soon.” Asterios looked at her worriedly.

“I know. Joining it was the second best thing that happened to me in my entire life.” She gazed back at him with an affectionate expression. “And I’m extremely grateful to you for making it happen. But, plans change, and so does life. I might have to part ways with the Royal Division, but we can start our own right here. One day, maybe it will become just as recognizable and well-known. Can you imagine that?”

“Dragon Division!” Miria suddenly bolted upright to a sitting position, spooking everyone as she flashed them her modest charms. “Dragon Riders! We need to have Dragon Riders!”

She threw herself at Ast’s arm with a massive grin and purred excitedly into his cheek, right above Selene’s fluffy ears. The fox lady chuckled and wiggled herself to the side to make some space for her, putting Asterios between the two of them as a result. Thankfully, even after the spirited panthergirl had shoved the covers off them, the warm blanket still mostly covered their waists.

“As much as I would love to agree with you, I think we all know that it wouldn’t really work.” Asterios laughed, kissing Miria’s rounded treasures now. “Can you imagine True Dragons serving as some humans’ mounts? Especially the younger ones?”

“That is true,” Althea agreed. “Especially the young ones are full of pride and their own ego. They are extremely picky with their slaves, not to mention servants or aides. And they don’t use words to voice out their distaste.”

Miria pouted at Asterios and hugged him closer, not bothering to hide her disappointment even though she understood what they meant from her own experience.

“What about Wyverns?” Grea groaned groggily as she flopped herself over on her belly, yawning heavily.

That motion woke Bryn up too and the poor Valkyrie’s golden eyes widened slightly at the sight of a nearby red butt next to her. After sighing softly, she took a glance around for more unexpected angles and sat up to join everyone, delicately hugging the sheets to her smooth thighs. She shared a warm smile with Asterios as he lovingly brushed the back of her other hand.

“I think calling them Dragon Riders while using Wyverns would seem presumptuous,” Silvia commented. “But maybe people wouldn’t care that much and see it as us trying to employ anything that closely resembles a real Dragon while obviously being unable to bring forth the original.”

“What about Lesser Dragons?” Selene pondered out loud. “They are still Dragons that people are aware of. At least it looked like that to me after we learned about Silvia’s magical techniques finding inspiration from elven culture, where Lesser Dragons other than Althea lived in the past too, no?”

“You are right!” Miria gasped excitedly. “It might be dangerous with True Dragons, but can you summon Lesser ones, Master? That would be amazing! We could even enter their realm to learn more about them!”

“It could work.” Silvia stroked her chin. “We could negotiate a similar deal with one of their leaders as what my ancestors and the winged lion patriarch agreed upon in the past. It would fit Dragon Valley incredibly well too. We would practically bring Lesser Dragons back to this realm. People would be thrilled to simply gaze upon those legendary creatures.”

“Once again, as much as I would love for this to work, I don’t think it will be that easy.” Asterios chuckled wryly.

“But, why?” The excitement faded slightly from the adorable panthergirl’s face.

He pointed at himself. “True Dragon, remember? We don’t get too well with Lesser Dragons if you haven’t forgotten. Althea barely saw me and she immediately cowered in fear. No offense.”

“None taken. You aren’t mistaken there. Considering my weakened state, I could not react in any other way. I stood no chance against you if things turned violent,” the Dragon lady admitted honestly.

“And that brings me to the two possible reactions I think we can expect from other Lesser Dragons,” he continued. “Even if we managed to summon one and convinced them to our cause, the others might not take too kindly to that. After stepping through the gate to their realm, I suspect they would either run away in fear or band up together to try and fight me off, protecting their friends and families. They could very well assume that I forced the person I summoned to do this.”

Miria’s expression turned sour as she realized he was right. “What if Althea helped us? She could vouch for you. That would make two Lesser Dragons knowing your kind nature. And… If she could become your mate… She could travel with us to convince the others… Maybe we could even find her old friends who escaped your realm?”

Asterios thought her words over and had to agree that even though his beloved feline mate was again trying to rope their new friend into their growing family, her suggestions were certainly pretty smart. Especially the bit about locating Althea’s family, maybe even her mentor.

He glanced Althea’s way with a thoughtful expression. “What do you think? Could it work? Let’s assume Tina would be holding the ritual, with me supporting it through my draconic energies. Could you participate and somehow make us seem less hostile and violent? As for the other part of Miria’s suggestion, we can always simply wait until I can move through realms with that tearing ability.”

“I can’t guarantee positive results, but I could try,” Althea replied. “I’m not that well-versed in Summoning Magic so I would require your assistance, but we might be able to use my essence as a bridge to connect with Lesser Dragons I knew who hopefully are still alive. We would have the highest chances of convincing them, then. Many enjoyed their time in this world and could still dream about returning here. If you offered them your protection, they would follow.”

“It’s settled, then.” Grea sat up cross-legged, not bothering to cover even the tiniest bit of her unnecessary exposure. “You are in time for another good summoning anyway. Let’s make it a useful one and have shortie become the mommy of Lesser Dragons.”

Tina blushed heavily at the cheeky grin the nude professor directed at her. “But why me and not Asterios? He is the Dragon Lord here.”

Asterios gently extracted himself out of the embrace of his two beastfolk mates and crawled closer to her, placing a gentle peck on her forehead. “And all of you are my Dragon Ladies. Don’t you forget that. Besides, you are supposed to handle the military affairs, as well as your squad. I think negotiating the service of their magnificent mounts falls under that category.”

She squinted at him with a cute pout. “You aren’t trying to put me on a pedestal through another summoning again, are you?”

He laughed and kissed her pretty nose. “Not in the slightest. I both want all of us to contribute together and believe that you acting as the core pillar can make us more approachable. I will naturally do it with you. And perhaps Grea if you don’t want to kick her out of it for fun.”

“Hey! Don’t you even dare!” The demon in question stared at them with wide eyes and an expression of mock offense.

Tina smirked while stealing a peck from Asterios. “Mmmm. Maybe I should.”

“You little rascal! That’s how you repay me for introducing you to the wonders of heavenly pleasure?” Grea huffed and launched herself at the smaller girl.

They crashed onto the bed and started rolling all over it, chuckling and laughing heartily. The others watched in amusement as their two friends bickered amongst themselves by wrestling out of the control of the other person. It also brought them a few interesting sights due to Grea’s lack of attire.

“Okay, enough playing around, we have things to do.” Asterios broke up the fight by yanking Grea off Tina by her springy tail. “We need to see the dungeon. Who is coming?”

Since they were planning only to take a short dip, Tina and Silvia decided to stay behind and look into a few other matters requiring their attention, remaining in contact with Asterios and the rest. Grea also escaped to her lab, spewing some excuses related to her father and plenty of other magical matters.

So, after a quick breakfast, the rest plus Althea headed out with Umbra’s assistance. He wondered briefly what happened to the other rulers, but the Lord of Shadows explained that they had returned to their homes at some point in the night, also with his help. Since they were connected to Asterios, he could move them at any point if they required a meeting. And Asterios could speak with them mentally as well.

Appearing close to the circular splash of darkness, they found Kathy tending to her winged tiger and the woman hastily jogged to them after noticing their arrival. She saluted respectfully and stood at attention in front of Miria, Selene, Bryn, Althea, and Asterios.

“Good morning, My Lord, My Ladies,” she spoke first. “Are you going to check on the entrance?”

“We are. Anything to report?” Asterios glanced around.

“It’s been quiet and calm, sir. One person approached the area but withdrew after being confronted by one of my colleagues. It was a woman with black hair, silvery-black robes, and carrying a metal case on her back. She might have been an elf but we aren’t sure,” Kathy answered.

“Must have been Viona.” Bryn nodded to herself.

“I guess we shouldn’t be surprised. Bards have a sixth sense for interesting opportunities and events.” Selene showed a ladylike smile.

“Thankfully she doesn’t seem too reckless. Unless she slipped past you and we’ll find her inside.” Asterios sighed lightly, returning his attention to Kathy. “I heard about your request. Are you completely serious about it?”

She nodded decisively. “It’s our dream and wish. We are aware that we are nothing more than a reserve team, but I swear we won’t disappoint. Our men have grown close with the captain and are reluctant to even think about getting separated in the future.”

“Alright. I don’t doubt your prowess.” He smiled and walked past the confident woman, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Since you will most likely need to part with your steeds, we will work on something appropriate soon. Keep up the good work.”

Looking after him with great surprise, Kathy watched Asterios and the ladies move closer to the swirling pool of darkness, which seemed deeper in the very middle.

“How do we even enter this thing?” Miria frowned while leaning over the edge of the ominous mist.

“It should be safe to jump right in,” Abyss’ voice suddenly came from next to her.

“Ah!” She jumped a foot in the air and grabbed Ast’s arm in fright. “Can you please stop doing that?!”

Everybody laughed as the panthergirl glared at their unruly guest.

The mysterious woman seemingly ignored her as she glanced at Asterios. “Do you mind if I accompany you? Naturally, I won’t interfere.”

“Weren’t you pretty much stalking us this entire time anyway?” He shrugged. “What’s the difference?”

“This place feels a bit different. It’s Void-touched, first of all. It also gives off unusual spatial fluctuations. I would like to examine it closely. We could also use that time to have a little chat about matters concerning us,” she explained.

“As we expected, this is no normal dungeon,” Bryn said.

“Let’s just hope we don’t land in a different realm.” Selene chuckled softly.

No one had anything against Abyss’ presence and they readied themselves to delve into the dark stain. They all joined hands just in case, save for the mocha-skinned lady, and leaped forward. The surface rippled like water but they went through this liquid-like substance without experiencing any wetness. For a few seconds, nothing but black emptiness surrounded them before they landed on the hard ground as if they had been falling for long minutes. Surprisingly, they experienced barely any impact.

“This place seems much more complex than the other dungeons we have been in,” Selene commented while looking around.

They were located in the middle of what seemed to be a replica of a very simple village. It could barely be called that, actually. While plenty of wooden huts and primitive houses surrounded the area with a high ceiling, they were closer to empty husks or unfinished templates. They lacked window panes and doors, appearing quite crooked here and there too. The spaces and paths between them didn’t feel thought out either.

And what was the eeriest, were the colors.

Everything was in shades of dark gray and black. The wood was mostly in the latter color while the earth, the ground, and the crowns of the scarce trees appeared to be slightly lighter. All in all, the weird place felt like a real village, and at the same time, it didn’t. Especially with the extremely high ceiling which could very well imitate a night sky.

“Some more light, Bryn?” Asterios requested and the Valkyrie brought up a glowing orb.

To their surprise, it didn’t shine in its usual golden radiance but with a silvery hue instead. They noticed that their own colors appeared slightly muted too, though not as much as to lose all of their intensity.

“Fascinating,” Abyss commented, appearing next to them a moment later.

“What is?” Miria wrinkled her nose at the woman.

“This composition has certainly been part of a different realm at some point in time. It became crooked while moved or reimagined here, but the traces are noticeable,” Abyss answered idly.

“I had a feeling a new dungeon would have had a hard time putting up something like this that fast,” Asterios said.

“Enemy inbound,” Bryn informed them, noticing shadows moving between the structures.

“Let’s take a quick look around and get out. Now, get ready for the welcoming party,” he quickly replied and exchanged nods with the girls.


Chapter 30
Strength in Numbers

Just as Asterios and the girls set up a simple square formation, the first monsters ran into the open.

“What the hell are those?” He frowned at the very unfamiliar sight.

They were quickly surrounded by bipedal entities about half their size. At least in terms of height. They were still pretty stocky and perhaps even round. But, the fact that they were moving on two legs was the only real aspect they had in common with Ast’s group.

After a brief moment, he realized that they were ants. Weird and bipedal but still ants. Their ground legs were thicker while the four pairs coming out of their short thoraxes were much thinner, ending in pincers. Those pincers were strong and agile enough to hold onto primitive weapons. The ants didn’t lack their bulbous heads with giant pincers and trembling antennas. Their entire bodies were black, gleaming a bit in the silvery light coming from Bryn’s spell as it landed on the smooth chitin.

“Curious.” Abyss stroked her chin nonchalantly. “Judging by your reaction, I take it they aren’t native to your world?”

Asterios shook his head, replacing two tokens in his greatsword. “I’ve seen no mention of these things in any compendiums. You know of them?”

She nodded lightly. “Antrunners, yes. I observed their realm for a little while in the past. They have many variants and usually serve a single queen. Their strength lies in numbers, but it looks like you are lucky. Black Antrunners are the weakest. They also seem to be workers.”

Miria shuddered faintly. “Is this dungeon a giant anthill?”

“Who knows?” Asterios shrugged, watching the small ant-men surround them warily. “A more important question is, are they monsters or people?”

“They are vermin, just like Goblins. Only a little bit more organized,” Abyss replied without much emotion. “Besides, they are this dungeon’s creation. No matter how anomalous this place is, pulling living beings from other realms is no easy feat, compared to structures or land formations. We most likely won’t stumble on true existences until the very Core. If ever.”

“Good enough.” He sighed. “Let’s clean them up, then. And be careful. I know you are all strong, but this is a new enemy. Just to be safe, don’t make too many assumptions related to normal ants.”

“Got it, Master!” Miria stepped closer to peck his cheek, which kind of became a pre-battle ritual to her, and lunged at the bipedal insects.

Selene just chuckled softly, bringing out a few more tails to support herself and the others. Bryn floated her light source higher and increased its intensity. Somehow, she was able to direct its glow right at their enemies, making them recoil a bit from the blinding assault while her teammates were safe from it. Althea remained close to Ast’s side for now, transforming her arms into their emerald draconic form.

When the fierce panthergirl crashed into the first line of monsters, slashing about seven of them into pieces with her sharp shortswords, he shoved his own weapon into the muddy ground and it glowed with blue energy. One by one, javelins of ice formed around his body, hanging in the air without any support. He glanced at the Dragon lady and gestured at her to help herself to the deadly buffet and grabbed one of the floating spikes.

The two of them soon began raining the long spears into the gathering of black ants, skewering multiple targets with each throw. As Abyss had mentioned, they didn’t feel exactly strong, either in terms of durability or individual power. The occasional crude swords or pikes were of no help to the poor colony.

Asterios continued gathering information through his and the girls’ eyes while Miria and Selene wreaked chaos around the transfigured structures. His feline mate mercilessly cut through her opponents with a big grin, clearly missing the rush of a good battle. As for the fox lady, she wasn’t that far behind her beastfolk friend, wielding her great katana to have some fun in melee range too. Supported by the javelins thrown by the other two, they quickly reduced the enemy’s numbers with each passing second.

From what Asterios could see, the worker ants didn’t possess any meaningful abilities or magic. They relied on their mandibles and weapons most of the time. While their chitin armor felt tough enough to block a simple swing or a normal blade, it stood no chance against anything sharpened with mana or simply being the product of the talented Spellsong family’s forges. He made a mental note to test some blunt weapons against these monsters later to help the future adventurers delving here. 

If the floor remained the same. They knew barely anything about this place and its Core.

One thing was certain, though. Abyss hadn’t been wrong in saying that the Antrunners relied on numbers. There was almost no end to them, no matter how quickly the girls erased their opponents from the land of living. For each fallen bipedal ant, two or three more stepped forward.

Additionally, Asterios realized that their antennas weren’t simply moving and shaking at random, which felt more than obvious. But, a few minutes into the battle, he figured out the main reason behind those motions. While the ants weren’t really communicating mentally like a hivemind, they still exchanged a lot of information with each other, letting them coordinate their actions and attacks just as well.

The event that had allowed him to understand this phenomenon had been accidentally crafted by one of the ice spears missing its target and shaving off a single antenna from some random Antrunner’s head. The maimed monster lost its decisiveness and started hesitating before doing anything, often changing its mind a few times mid-action, swiveling its attention from side to side as its lone feeler buzzed with activity, most likely trying to parse way too many words, images, or senses at once.

It was a good tip for the future.

“We’ll get nowhere if we continue like this,” Althea commented calmly, no real worry apparent in her gentle voice. “Is this enough for the first scouting expedition?”

“I would like to at least beat the first boss if there is any and check if the second floor changes,” Asterios replied, releasing a tired sigh as his eyes roamed over the uncountable number of dismembered corpses and the fighting monsters. “I didn’t really want to burn or utterly destroy the very first floor but we might not have a choice in that matter.”

The Dragon lady looked thoughtful for a moment before turning her face to him. “I do have an idea that could work. It’s not guaranteed, though.”

“Anything is better than causing a natural disaster.” He smirked at her. “What do you need?”

“I’ll need to focus on cycling through various attempts while watching their reaction. It will be easier in this form so I would ask you to protect me in the meanwhile, letting one or two monsters close as test subjects,” she explained. “If this succeeds, I believe I will be able to gather all of them in one place.”

“I have a better idea if you can concentrate while someone else is moving you. And if you don’t mind my touch.” Asterios raised a curious brow at her.

“I do not. Any more convenient solutions are welcome.” Althea smiled at him delicately.

“Begin then.” He nodded.

~Take care of yourselves and each other for a moment, girls. I’ll need to help Althea with something. Umbra, assist them if anything happens,~ Asterios added mentally, receiving affirmative pings in return.

Within a blink, he brought out his wings and gently scooped Althea off the ground into a princess carry. She didn’t even stir as he rested her against his chest and flapped strongly to get them off the ground. Trying not to move too erratically, he flew slowly above the heads of the monster ants, just right out of their reach. A few thrown weapons and projectiles aimed at them but he was easily able to dodge everything.

He made a circle over the innermost section of the melancholic village and noted just how many enemies they were really facing. Any less experienced or weaker adventures would have ended up swarmed long ago, with dozens and dozens of bipedal ants piled on top of them. Thankfully, Miria and Selene never allowed them to do that, and Bryn threw in a perfectly timed and placed barrier to break off the worst moments.

But, even if throwing themselves in droves at the invaders would have worked for the ants somehow, Asterios knew that his incredible ladies would simply go all out and obliterate the entire floor before risking getting hurt. At least in Selene’s case. Miria would simply dive into her bloodline and shred through everything at an inhuman pace.

As he was making another lap, some of the monsters below him jerked their heads up. It became apparent that they were paying much more attention to him and Althea now, at least as long as he moved in their close vicinity. The Dragon lady was still deeply focused on whatever she was doing, with her eyes closed and hands joined in a circle, inside which a few greenish particles spun around.

“If getting their attention is your goal, then you are on a good path,” Asterios said, trying to aid Althea in whatever process she was going through.

Shortly after, more and more ants diverted their focus from their current actions to look up at them, the effect spanning over a much wider area. When he flew above either Miria or Selene, that allowed his skilled mates to decimate their opponents, who suddenly became defenseless for a period of time. Just this much was a decent outcome, but Asterios knew that it wasn’t what his mentor was aiming for.

He didn’t have to wait for long as Althea opened her emerald eyes and found his. “I think I got it. Just toss me up and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Nodding a little hesitantly, Asterios did as he was told and threw her a few meters above his head. Althea smacked her palms together and a wave of warmth shot in every direction, quickly passing through the entire swarm, causing them to jerk their heads towards its source, stopping everything else they had been doing. Asterios felt a surprising, sweet taste in his mouth and his nose tickled a little.

Without wings or other means to support herself, Althea began falling towards the ground at a rapid pace. He wanted to dive after her, but their eyes met briefly as she repositioned herself in the air and he decided to trust the Dragon lady. She crashed into the ground, landing on her feet, and cracking the earth a bit.

That very moment, every single ant in sight rushed towards her.

Althea had maybe a second or two to call for green tendrils and roots which enveloped her in a cocoon of crisscrossing vines, leaving small gaps in its surface. In front of his eyes, the monster wave flooded her position and began desperately piling up on itself, soon forming a massive mountain of bodies.

As impressive and scary as it looked, Asterios couldn’t simply watch it in fascination. Althea was right under that huge gathering. He snapped his fingers and his greatsword sailed through the air, landing in his hand. Replacing the spent crystal sigil, he slotted another and activated it instantly.

~Umbra? Bryn?~ Asterios called mentally and his companions confirmed their readiness. ~Now.~

He chucked his weapon down, letting it pierce into the wriggling anthill. A golden barrier rose from the ground, surrounding it as the last monster jumped onto the pile. A second later, a white flash illuminated the gaps between the ants’ bodies, and ice burst out from within. The entire peak ended up frozen solid in a blink, no longer moving.

Flying to the ground, he reunited with all the ladies, remnants of Umbra’s shadow pulling away from Althea’s green robes. Unsurprisingly, Abyss floated next to them too, staring at the sculpture with a calm and calculative gaze. Nothing else skittered around the village as far as they could tell.

“Their numbers were immense,” Selene spoke up first, taking a deep breath. “I’m afraid this arrangement would be an issue for many adventurers, even of C or B-rank. Considering that this is the first floor, we either missed a crucial aspect of it or this dungeon doesn’t play around.”

“Sometimes, new dungeons are like that,” Asterios said. “Their knowledge of the outside world is somewhat limited and they end up overestimating its inhabitants. It’s a failure only for those who die since it gets its essence nevertheless. But, it might tone things down after realizing barely anyone is able to move deeper and expend more mana.”

“Being an adventurer sent to investigate new dungeons must be an extremely dangerous profession.” Bryn nodded to herself.

“Never mind that! What was the thing you did out there, Althea? It caught them so good!” Miria beamed at their draconic friend.

“Pheromones.” The Dragon lady smiled warmly. “I tried various variations and combinations usually used by the ants we know, hoping to get a reaction out of them. Trail pheromones were enough to make them curious and confused for a moment, but only when I replicated the ones that are supposed to be emitted by the queen when she is in danger they had the reaction I was aiming for. I wasn’t certain it would work on their species and colony specifically, but it looks like dungeon monsters are a bit easier to fool.”

“Smart.” Asterios nodded with respect. “But, returning to Selene’s comment, that wouldn’t be as big of a problem if we hadn’t landed here out of a portal or something. I’m not sure how we can even run away. I didn’t see the swirling darkness over the ceiling while flying around. Umbra? What about your abilities?”

~Slight interference, but I will have no trouble moving us outside. As for the entrance, I sense two signatures with similar energy at opposing ends of this massive chamber,~ his familiar replied.

“I bet one leads to the surface and the other to the boss room!” Miria jumped around, moving closer to Asterios.

“We’ll have to check that. Hopefully, they can be distinguished from each other.” He chuckled at her adorable expression, wiping her cheek off some leftover black blood and bug juices. “This brings up memories.”

She shivered and pushed herself into his embrace. “I hated getting covered in that bug’s insides. And the scorpions’ too.”

Laughing, he pecked her forehead. Miria had her way of finding herself in the splash zone almost every time.

“What now?” Bryn asked, looking at the frozen hill.

“You go and examine the portals, my Lord. I’ll take care of these insects and bring you your sword.” Selene smiled at him daintily.

“I’ll remain to help, just in case,” Althea added.

Asterios, Miria, and Bryn headed in the direction pointed by Umbra, knowing well that Abyss was following them. They didn’t stumble on any more ants and arrived in front of a familiar pond of swirling darkness. It was hard to tell if it was any different, and none of them were able to guess its exit point.

So, they chose to visit the other one first. Before they arrived, the cavern shook and they turned around to watch the ice mountain crumble into pieces, creating a small avalanche. They had missed the trigger, but the effect was still quite spectacular. A moment later, they found an exact copy of the other dark pool.

“They are the same, aren’t they?” Miria pouted, putting her fists on her hips. “Is it up to chance?”

“No, they aren’t,” Abyss joined in, capturing everyone’s attention. “They are spinning in different directions.”

Her comment made them look at the pool again and notice the clear swirl on its surface, going clockwise.

“Anyone remember which direction the entrance spun? I, unfortunately, didn’t pay attention to that detail.” Miria sighed lightly, most likely disappointed in herself.

“I think it was clockwise too,” Bryn answered.

“Correct,” Abyss confirmed.

“Then the most logical assumption would be that this one leads further down and the other back up.” Asterios scratched his head. “There’s only one way to check.”

Selene and Althea came to them a minute later and they all agreed to see if the portal led to the boss room, another floor, or perhaps the surface. The fox lady suggested leaving someone behind to see if the pool remained or became unusable somehow like the gates in other dungeons. Abyss volunteered, not wanting to split Asterios from his team, but everyone knew she just wanted to be the one to observe things.

Holding hands, the rest of them jumped into the sinister lake, experiencing the same falling sensation, just much shorter. It felt like they touched the ground moments after disappearing under the black surface. Glancing around, they saw a smaller but still wide, irregular chamber with no visible exits or pools of shadow.

What was visible though, was a huge ant staring at them from the other end of the cavern. It was easily three or four meters tall while standing horizontally with all legs on the ground, and at least twice if not thrice as long. They felt like its general shape would allow it to stand up too, but there was simply not enough space to do that.

“I knew queens are supposed to be bigger, but isn’t that a bit too much?” Asterios chuckled wryly. “And shouldn’t she be a little more stationary, focusing on laying eggs?”

“She might not possess that function if she’s the dungeon’s creation, my Lord.” Selene shrugged.

“I’m definitely getting her intestines all over me, aren’t I?” Miria wrinkled her nose.

He chuckled and plopped his hand on her fluffy hair. “It’s okay. I’ll deal with her.”

She looked at him while tilting her head but he only smiled back and went past them.

The queen was already rushing their way, stomping hastily on the ground with her heavy legs, sending little tremors through the chamber. Before she could reach them, Asterios broke into a run too and a crimson mist surrounded his figure. After growing quickly, it receded and revealed his draconic form in all its glory just before the two of them crashed into each other.

Asterios was bigger than the oversized ant as a True Dragon but the limits of the cavern applied to him too. What he had over the queen were his much more nimble limbs and tough scales. He ducked his neck under the monster’s snapping mandibles and tackled the big insect, flapping his wings to add more momentum to his move. He rolled them on the ground, ending up on top.

The ant queen fought back, trying to push him away with her thin legs, but they couldn’t find a good purchase against his natural armor. He was worried only about her sharp jaws, but after biting into her neck, he could keep them away from his body. He had to give it to the queen, she was certainly tough and relentless. No matter how hard he pulled, he couldn’t simply rip her head off and call it a day.

She somehow managed to rock them enough to flip them over. With Asterios ending up below her, she attempted to skewer him with the tips of her mandibles but he evaded each stab with minimal effort. His claws, wreathed in tidbits of black energy, slashed against her abdomen and created multiple gashes in it, which leaked tons of black blood and similar liquids.

He grasped one of her pincers and yanked her head to the side. At the same time, safe for a while, he caught one of the legs on the opposite side and pulled with all his strength. Compared to the neck, the joints put up barely any resistance before snapping with a satisfying crunch.

That pushed the queen into some kind of a rage and her might nearly doubled. He was being dragged around just by that single mandible he had latched onto as the ant thrashed around, slamming him repeatedly into the ground. For something smaller than him, she was damn strong. But, he had already expected that, considering he was fighting a literal ant.

His choice was to either let go and face the furious monster on even ground or come up with something quickly. Recalling their earlier encounter with the workers, he glanced at the queen’s head and decided to give his idea a try. Maybe she wasn’t communicating with anything or anyone else, but the moment he snapped his jaws at her antennas and chewed one of them off, the ant spasmed and stumbled, either from pain or disorientation.

Earning himself an opening, he flipped his opponent again and pinned the queen down with his legs. Grabbing her mandibles and stretching them open, he took a deep breath and released a condensed inferno right into her jaws. Her carapace glowed from inside as the flames boiled the monster’s intestines alive.

When he heard faint popping and crackling, Asterios flapped his wings and jumped back, covering the ladies with his wing. A moment later, a muted explosion echoed off the cavern’s walls and hot liquid splashed his body, the walls, the ceiling, and the ground. Silence fell upon the chamber afterward.

Asterios withdrew his wing and revealed the freshly-painted place to the women. The queen’s corpse lay on its back while all its sections were burst open. Miria looked over at Asterios and watched the black and gray intestines slowly dripping down his scales and membranes, steaming slightly. He chuckled at her, moved away for a second, and shook himself like a dog, getting rid of as much of it as he could. Returning to them, he shrunk back to his humanoid form.

“Scales are quite useful.” He smiled at them. “Everyone good?”

They all nodded and proceeded to look around. Two gateways appeared on opposite ends of the chamber, as they had expected. While they took a peek at them, Miria came closer to the queen’s corpse and spotted the magical core, which was twice as big as her fist. Asterios asked Umbra to get in touch with Abyss and she confirmed that the pool on her side was still gone.

To test things out, they sent Miria into the counterclockwise spinning one and the panthergirl fell back into the previous floor exactly where they had landed the first time, close to the shattered frozen ants. She regrouped with Abyss while the others jumped into the clockwise swirling portal, experiencing a few long seconds of transfer before landing on the next floor.

Compared to the first one, it was more like a stone structure or catacombs rather than a village in the open. Dark blue walls and ceiling surrounded them as they stood in a spacious room with multiple doorless exits. A silver fire burned atop sporadic sconces and torches.

“Alright. It doesn’t seem like this whole dungeon is insect-themed,” Asterios commented. “Let’s get out for now. We have plenty of information to share with Suanori and the others.”

Umbra started transferring the ladies to the surface while he moved himself, continuing to practice Shadow Movement on his own. Reappearing next to the entrance to the dungeon, he waited with Selene, Bryn, and Althea for the other duo to join them. They were curious how that would happen.

After Miria told him she was going to jump into the assumed exit portal, he watched her get spit out by the entrance at most likely the same or even higher speed. She realized her position after achieving the peak of her flight path and panicked since she was nowhere close to the edge. Selene chuckled and caught her with spiritual energy, bringing the panthergirl to them. Abyss simply floated out of the portal on her mysterious cloud-feet.

“We’ll have to figure out a way of leaving this dungeon without that happening.” Asterios laughed alongside the others. “Let’s get in touch with Suanori.”

He reached out through their connection while Selene went to let Tina’s squad know that they were leaving. The guildmaster reached back pretty much instantly.

~Good timing. We’ve just finished the last bits of our underground project. Shall we talk there?~ she asked with a smile in her voice.

~Very well. We’ll be there in a moment.~ He smiled too, glancing at their hopefully unsuspecting Lesser Dragon friend.


Chapter 31
Soul Storage

“Well, then. There’s a place we need to visit now. Are you still with us, Abyss?” Asterios turned to their mysterious ally.

The dark-skinned woman’s attention moved from the swirling pool to him. “If you don’t require my assistance within that place, I shall retire from this realm briefly. Our recent expedition provided me with some interesting information. I might be able to offer you some useful hints and tips regarding this occurrence after consulting my libraries.”

“That would be appreciated.” He nodded at her. “This dungeon is special so any advantage we find is worth exploring. We’ll be awaiting our next meeting.”

“Just don’t sneak up on us like that, please.” Miria shuddered lightly, hugging Ast’s arm.

He was pretty sure he noticed the slightest curl at the edge of Abyss’ mouth before the woman’s figure disappeared in a swirl of purplish mist. She really liked messing with people, didn’t she? Or maybe just with them.

With that out of the way for now, Asterios began leading the others away from the dungeon. He jumped on Miria’s back to let her serve as his proud mount while Selene carried Althea and Bryn. The two impressive beasts raced through the forest while smiling at each other internally. Neither could deny that simply running through nature wasn’t their second nature.

Soon, they arrived in front of the sealed entrance to the underground tunnel, which was now hidden beneath an illusory formation. Naturally, the moment they got close, it thinned out, partially uncovering its secrets. They dove into the spacious tunnel illuminated by green crystals.

Thanks to the beastfolk duo, it didn’t take them long to find themselves in front of a massive gate depicting the body of a coiled Lesser Dragon. Everyone dismounted and gathered near it. The curiosity and wonder were obvious on their draconic friend’s face even with how gentle and collected she usually remained.

“Now, if you would mind placing your palm in the indent with some of your blood on it.” Asterios gestured at Althea, pointing towards a deep imprint of a hand.

Surprisingly, she didn’t question him about anything but simply did as she was requested. Creating a shallow cut in her palm with one of her quickly-transformed talons, she shared her blood with the monument. Immediately, multiple pathways lit up from the point of connection and the whole gate glowed with formations, which crested in the Lesser Dragon depiction’s eyes.

With a mighty rumble, the gate began opening inwards at a fairly quick pace and revealed a pleasant forest under an almost fully clear blue sky. The trees were spaced a bit more than above the ground, but in the end, everything seemed to be very similar to a certain other location all of them knew. And Althea didn’t miss that.

“So that’s why there’s been so much earth movement and natural changes underneath the town recently.” She nodded to herself in understanding. “I was starting to worry that the dungeon you learned about during your return was expanding this far.”

“That would have been scary,” Bryn commented.

“Let’s not just stand here and meet with those who made this entire thing possible.” Asterios chuckled lightly and they wandered inside, the gate closing on its own.

Althea kept examining the beautiful trees, bushes, and flower formations as they made it through the forest garden. The atmosphere was calming and impressive, though lacking things like the usual sounds and noise of fauna. Especially the winged one.

Unfortunately, having any other living beings down here would be an immense challenge. That would require a true ecosystem or else the creatures wouldn’t survive for long. Though, perhaps with Althea’s attention and the real resources planted in this cavern, it would be enough to support some critters. They did have a legitimate underground stream flowing through the chamber.

After a few minutes of strolling around, they wandered into the vicinity of a wooden bower. Althea’s eyes sparkled with understanding and she directed an appreciative smile at Asterios and the girls. Noticing a few silhouettes hanging out inside the charming construction, they slowly joined them.

“Welcome to your new home, Lady Dragon.” Cynthia stood up to make a light bow, followed by her father, Suanori, and Radir.

“My home?” The person in question raised a brow at them.

“We figured out that while you certainly are going to appreciate the newly gained freedom, you spent so much time inside your mesmerizing lair that any other place might not seem as comfortable as its spacious confines. At least initially,” Asterios added. “Therefore, we recreated it underneath our city, also digging a tunnel leading past its bounds so that you are both protected and capable of moving out without being seen.”

“That’s… very considerate of you.” Althea brushed her fingers over the surface of one of the supporting posts. “And… the cottage?”

“Rather than copy it, we decided to move its entirety,” Suanori answered with a respectful nod. “We felt like it would definitely hold much more sentimental value than anything else and trying to reconstruct it might be discourteous. Of course, Asterios helped with that endeavor.”

“Master can now move entire buildings through the shadows!” Miria beamed at the draconic lady, as proud of her master’s prowess as if it was her own.

“Thank you.” Althea sighed softly. “I will honestly admit that this means a lot to me. I feel much more at peace already. Knowing that I have a home which I can always return to, and which doesn’t serve as my prison, fills me with a rather pleasant fondness.”

“Of course, you may always join us at the castle,” Selene said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The Dragon lady smiled at her. “I don’t doubt you didn’t mean to kick me out by introducing me to this place.”

Asterios snorted quietly. “Not a chance. As you said yourself, it’s not a prison. We just wanted you to feel comfortable and also do something for you after everything you’ve already done for us.”

“I haven’t done much yet, but perhaps it’s time we changed that.” Althea chuckled back at him. “I think this will be a perfect place to hold our lessons and practice in, don’t you think? As long as it’s not too fragile.”

“No need to worry.” Radir grinned at them. “Just try not to shatter the core in the ceiling and all is good. As long as any being strongly connected to nature resides near it, this entire place can regenerate almost indefinitely. With either you or Asterios, or more accurately the friend he is renting a room in his body to, a tree will be back to its full glory in less than ten minutes. The walls and the ceiling are highly protected too so pay no mind to the arrays responsible for the illusions.”

“Perfect. Thank you.” She made a polite bow towards the team of constructors, turning to Asterios. “Shall we begin our first class, then?”

“I’m more than just eager but allow me to share some news with them.” He smirked excitedly.

Althea gestured at him to go on while she went on to wander around the bower and its close surroundings. Asterios and the girls proceeded to fill Suanori and the others in on the dungeon situation, sharing whatever they could.

“I see. That does sound quite dangerous. And it looks like each floor might be a completely different theme. That’s a first, for sure. Plus who knows if they don’t rotate with each shuffle.” The guildmaster stroked her chin while analyzing the new information.

“Still, we can’t keep this a secret from everyone for too long,” Asterios added. “After someone discovers the truth, they might demand not just an explanation but also access. Or spread rumors we are trying to monopolize it, even if the Adventurer’s Guild supports our decision.”

“What would you do then, Master?” Miria tilted her head cutely.

“Let everyone know about the dungeon so the rumors turn into truth and are spread even further while announcing that the first days or weeks after the discovery will be strictly managed by the guild with the goal of investigating and learning more about challenges awaiting the brave delvers. That will buy us time to check it out while also allowing some strong individuals to go in too if they acknowledge the danger,” he explained.

“Not a bad approach,” Suanori agreed. “I’ll have to broach the subject with your mother and the others so we can set up the most crucial facilities and services in the camp around the entrance in the meantime. Do I have permission to make a public announcement, My Lord?”

Asterios shook his head with an amused smile. “Go on. It will be good not to be the only one to speak publicly. As much as I’ve been titled The Lord, everyone should know that I’m not a despot.”

“We’ll get back to our responsibilities, then,” Imadil joined in with a nod. “It was entertaining to work on this project but we have plenty of other ones awaiting our attention.”

“Same here. I gotta get back to Grea. We’ve been making decent progress together. I know you are still waiting for some good news about that seal of yours. Shitty barrier gets more complex the further we push it in.” Radir grumbled under his nose.

Therefore, they bid farewell and Umbra helped everyone return to their offices, homes, or workshops. Not long after, Althea returned to the bower and she sat down with Asterios and the girls. Looking at the ladies by his sides, he wondered who should be more excited about this because his mates looked just so thrilled to listen in, almost making him chuckle out loud.

“We’ve covered some basics already and you are making good progress with reaching for and controlling your inner Dragon. Or rather, should I say Dragons?” Althea offered a delicate smirk, making the girls smile at him. “But, you still have a long way ahead if you want to master your lineage. It’s not simply about how fast you can shift your body or specific limbs, or how hard you can breathe fire. There are skills and abilities a True Dragon such as yourself could use to his great advantage in various situations. Just as valuable knowledge related to both our species.”

“What are you going to teach Master today?” Miria practically bounced in her seat, leaning forward onto the circular table between them.

The Dragon lady chuckled at her enthusiasm. “Something simple, but something that might become much more. Tell me, young one, what happens to your attire and equipment when you transform?”

Asterios wondered if the question was aimed at him, but after noting that she was still making eye contact with the knowledge-hungry panthergirl, he stayed silent.

“Uhhh… It kind of… transforms too? I’m pretty sure it turns spiritual and perhaps becomes the fur I’m covered with? At least that’s what I heard from others in our tribe.” Miria furrowed her brows in mental effort.

“You aren’t exactly wrong, but you aren’t exactly right either.” Althea smiled at her, making the feline girl even more confused. “Your possessions truly become spiritual energy but they are then stored within the depths of your soul. When you transform, you subconsciously transfer them there, and when you turn back, you subconsciously bring them back too. But, what happens subconsciously, isn’t exactly impossible to happen… consciously.”

Still smiling, Althea flicked her wrist upwards, palm facing the sky, and an emerald flame swirled atop it. A moment later, it receded and revealed a simple but pretty ring. She picked it up in her fingers and played with it in front of their eyes.

“So, what you are saying is that we can store things… in our souls? Like spatial storage?” Asterios raised a brow at her, recalling the moment when she had brought out the scale she offered to him earlier.

“Unfortunately, it’s not so simple for everyone. And not as spacious. There’s a reason why it happens subconsciously. Trying to push too much foreign, converted energy into your source could damage it,” Althea continued her explanation. “Fortunately, it’s a bit different for Dragons. Especially True Dragons who possess grand Inner Sanctums. How else do you think you were able to manifest Tia’s tree and her very person in there?”

Ast’s eyes widened at that revelation. “I thought all of that was… kind of like a very real illusion. That space with volcanoes is so vast…”

“And full of energy, isn’t it?” She nodded at him fondly. “There can’t be something out of nothing. You could feel the power emanating from those volcanoes, from your volcano, or from Tia herself. In her case, while you absorbed her essence into your third source, that process didn’t get rid of what you could call her soul. You basically stored her inside your big draconic spatial warehouse, allowing her to materialize in it through that very spiritual energy.”

A fleeting giggle echoed through his mind as Asterios remained flabbergasted. He had always felt like that space and everything connected to it was somewhat spiritual or linked with his source, but he had no idea it was so real as to literally… allow him to store real things inside. Including people, so it seemed.

“I know what you are thinking, and no, it’s not as easy to do it with people, though not completely impossible. Just think how much spiritual energy we are talking about here when compared to inanimate objects. Only true masters could begin to think of such a feat. Only the oldest True Dragons. There is so much that can go wrong turning someone’s body into spiritual energy and back, not to mention the strain it puts on the caster. Though, it’s a different case when who or what you are trying to store doesn’t have a body anymore.”

“That’s amazing.” Selene didn’t hide her awed tone. “But forgetting about people, this means that—”

“We can do it too?!” Miria bolted upright with her palms slamming the table, buzzing with energy.

Althea chuckled at their enthusiasm. “Correction, young one. You are already doing it. Just not deliberately.”

The panthergirl wormed her way out of the circular bench and stood at the entrance to the bower. “How do I do it deliberately, then? I can, right? Do I need a lot of training?”

“Your mind is already well used to the process. All you need is to become conscious of it. For now, try to change your forms and focus on everything else other than your body,” the Dragon lady instructed her.

Miria nodded lively and clenched her fists in front of her chest, closing her eyes shut. The black mist swirled around her and soon obstructed her from their view. Asterios was sure she took a bit longer than usual considering her skill in transforming before a majestic black panther appeared before them.

She regarded them with a determined gaze and turned back. “I think I saw something new. Yes, I know I saw it.”

“Good.” Althea nodded. “Now try to change only that new part you noticed. It might be easier if you focus on a single thing.”

Thinking it over for a moment, Miria unsheathed one of her shortswords and held it in the front. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes again and focused. Everyone immediately spotted the black wisps licking around the pommel she grasped tightly, staring at the spectacle with wide, excited eyes. But, seconds passed and passed, and nothing more than those tiny tongues of smoke came forth.

“You might need to put a bit more effort into your first conscious transfer. Just do your best. We are here with you to help you if anything happens. Your mate is with you,” Althea tried bolstering Miria’s confidence.

At first, it didn’t seem to work, but just as the panthergirl started lightly growling from the effort, her cute forehead getting adorned with a frown and a single angry vein, the black mist exploded from her hands, covering her entire frame. It dissipated momentarily as she waved through it, scrunching her adorable nose.

That was when Miria paused mid-motion. She was waving her empty palms. There had been no loud clang during the explosive event. There also was no sword in her grip.

Miria laughed heartily while jumping up and down, pumping her fist in a cheerful victory. “YES! I did it, Master! Did you see? Did you see? The sword is GONE!” 

But, the sword wasn’t the only thing gone.

When Miria’s eyes met Selene’s gaze, the fox lady had an impish grin on her lips. Turning to Bryn, she saw the Valkyrie glancing away with a slight flush to her cheeks, still stealing a few peeks at her. As for Asterios, his brows were high up his forehead as his attention was nowhere close to Miria’s elated face.

Following his eyes, she looked down, and immediately let out a girly squeal.

She was totally naked.

Her hands hastily shot down her front and clasped over her underbelly as she started growing incredibly redder and redder by the second. She dropped her gaze to the ground, her ears laying low as she hid the little patch of fur decorating her skin just above her feminine parts. As expected, it was the only thing she could grow conscious of during an accident like that.

To her credit, even completely ashamed like such, she was still trying to summon at least some parts of her attire back as the familiar wisps of black smoke licked her exposed skin. It was clearly too difficult though, so Asterios stood up and moved to stand in front of her, causing the lovely feline lady to flinch and turn even more scarlet.

He smiled fondly and cupped her cheek, bringing her beautiful and fierce eyes up to his. “You are too distressed. It’s alright. No need to panic. Take a deep breath and bring it all back. It’s nothing for an incredible girl like you.”

As he placed a reassuring peck on her soft lips, she realized Asterios was shielding her from the others with his own body. Kissing him back appreciatively, she brought her hands up to grasp his clothes and rested their foreheads together. Following his advice, she calmed herself down, enjoying his palm on her cheek. A wave of black mist swirled around her figure from bottom to top and she was back to her original appearance in a blink.

“There you go. I’m so proud of you.” Asterios took a step back.

She giggled quietly and chased after him, stealing his lips for a tender kiss. “I love you, Master.”

He hugged her tightly and rubbed their cheeks together, listening to her sweet purring. They both returned their attention to the middle of the bower just to see Selene coming out of her fox form behind it, a deep frown on her smooth forehead. She sighed tiredly before looking up at them.

“I can’t believe how difficult this is,” she complained with a light huff.

“I’m afraid your sister-mate has years of experience over you in this field.” Althea chuckled softly.

Miria grinned at her friend while showing her tongue and the victory sign, clutching onto Ast’s side. A hint of rosiness still tinted her adorable cheeks, making everyone laugh in amusement.

The Dragon lady stood up and walked up to the pair, holding out a palm with the ring towards Asterios. He picked it up, focused on the sensation of changing forms, noticed a few different tugging strings at the beginning of the process, and a crimson flame consumed the trinket a moment later.

“As expected.” Selene huffed again, crossing her arms under her chest.

He simply smiled at the sly vixen, clearly noticing the playful smirk announcing that she was nowhere close to being annoyed or angry with him. She was definitely just acting a little jealous to further boost Miria’s confidence.

“So, the ring is now in that weird realm, somewhere on the ground?” Asterios turned to Althea as they all sat down again.

“Most likely close to the crimson throne, yes.” The Dragon lady nodded.

“And… can Tia interact with it?” He stroked his chin.

“Naturally,” she confirmed.

“That… opens quite a few possibilities.” Asterios smirked. “Perhaps we’ll help our Dryad friend feel more at home within me by bringing some stuff in as a matter of practice.”

“Good idea, Master,” Bryn approved.

“It’s too bad we can’t just have Master materialize Tia here like everything else.” Miria pouted with a sad frown.

~I appreciate your efforts and consideration a lot already,~ the person in question answered in their minds. ~Unfortunately, I don’t have a body, as Althea said earlier. The one made inside here, can’t be brought out as it’s not a true body. Perhaps if I still had my Tree, somewhere in the future he would be able to transfer it into his Inner Sanctum and take it out with my consciousness inside it. Trying it with people is too dangerous. Who knows what could happen after we split someone’s soul from their body temporarily to insert mine into it while bringing it out of his sanctum? I don’t want anyone to take such risks, even if it might be possible to separate the essence, the soul, from the energy. Even Asterios, whom I’m part of now. Even so, it’s not like we can just swap places.~

While Althea nodded somberly, Asterios and Miria exchanged glances. In just a second, the very same realization fell upon them, both recalling something very special from their past. As their minds pretty much became one with that memory, only a single thought appeared in their heads.

It couldn’t work, could it?


Chapter 32
Two Souls, One Body

“Perhaps… It’s not that impossible…” Asterios rubbed his chin while pondering over the joint thought he and Miria had.

Everyone’s attention turned to him, and he could feel Tia’s curiosity and slight confusion too.

~What do you mean?~ the Dryad asked, and he could clearly imagine her tilting her head a little.

Miria beamed at him, choosing Asterios as the correct target for her words and gestures as Tia was technically looking at the world through his eyes. “A long time ago, shortly after we met, Master used a super powerful and dangerous technique to save me! It made us swap bodies for a moment! It was so weird and incredible!”

She giggled and flushed after he smirked softly, both of them recalling all the details of that fateful encounter and how it had changed the course of their lives for the second time.

~I appreciate the thought, but I truly wouldn’t like to endanger Asterios for the sake of spending a few minutes in the outside world.~ They could sense Tia shaking her head.

“That was back when Master wasn’t as strong as he is today!” Miria replied, still as excited. “Most of his power and lineage were sealed so he had to use a risky method to succeed. You wouldn’t need that crystal now, Master, would you?”

He showed a reminiscing smile. “No, certainly not. Especially with Bryn watching over me with her healing techniques. But, I think you are correct. My current strength and endurance should be more than enough to handle the strain of this spell.”

“How does this work?” Selene asked, humming to herself as her tail swayed enchantingly.

“Listening to Althea’s explanation about storing things inside me and then Tia’s words about souls and bodies and my Inner Sanctum made me realize that those things are all somewhat connected with the Summoner technique the two of us used in the past,” Asterios responded, carrying his gaze over all the ladies. “There’s almost no doubt that our souls are turned into spiritual energy and essence so that they can be swapped between the two of us.”

“Summoning Magic is truly magnificent.” Althea showed a gentle but still awed expression. “It’s no wonder that your father focused on mastering it and used it to call upon your mother for assistance. The number and variety of abilities that Summoners possess in their arsenal is legendary. Combined with draconic might? I’m afraid something unparalleled might be born.”

“Just like Master?” Bryn glanced Ast’s way and they all understood her implication even before she continued. “He was born from a union of master and familiar in the end, was he not? With the added element of draconic ancestry. Two of them, to be exact.”

Asterios frowned lightly. “Perhaps my infatuation with summoned beasts isn’t a completely incidental element of my personality. I honestly never thought about this from that angle because Red’s lineage simply overshadows everything else, but you are right, the connection we share was a huge part of Red’s and Kaguya’s lives too.”

Miria trotted closer to him and nuzzled her cheek into his. “It’s still you, though, Master. The way you care for your beasts is different from Red. We didn’t see any other entities in his magical entourage besides Kaguya. Maybe his feelings for her were real, but I feel like he wouldn’t be so kind and selfless towards his summoned companions as you are.”

Letting her pamper him for a few seconds, Asterios nodded and reciprocated her affection with some tender pecks. “I know. Don’t worry. Nevertheless, returning to the main topic, while it’s true that Summoning Magic is magnificent, and so is the body swap technique, ultimately it’s exactly that, meaning Summoning Magic.”

“I don’t think I follow, Master.” Bryn’s forehead furrowed a tiny bit.

“Well, I’m sure we share some kind of a connection, me and Tia, but I wouldn’t think she is technically my summon right now,” he explained his thinking process, watching the understanding dawn on his mates’ faces. “She is neither that nor my draconic mate, so we are dealing with a possible third type of bond here. Because, how exactly do we classify something or someone functioning as my source? You kind of fused with it, Tia, right?”

~You are more or less correct,~ the Dryad confirmed. ~I did merge my spiritual essence with yours and my spiritual energy with its natural spiritual energy and my soul now lives inside of you and it. That’s how you are able to make use of my abilities and powers.~

“But we have no idea if Master’s techniques will have any effect on you.” Selene scratched her head. “You didn’t form a proper contract. Not to mention you possibly being considered coming from this realm.”

“Could it be fixed by Master mating with Tia?” Miria scrunched her nose cutely.

“Is that even possible with her being a cluster of essence with a spiritual avatar inside my Inner Sanctum?” he mused too.

~I can assure you that we should be capable of proper copulation,~ Tia reassured them. ~Our avatars might be spiritual in that place, but just as it is possible to be hurt there, it is also possible to experience all the other physical aspects of being a living entity.~

“That is true.” Althea nodded. “If you remember, we spoke about the danger of connecting with other Dragons through that mysterious land and getting into a fight.”

“Now I wonder if Master’s bonds can properly form there too and if his rituals can settle in without an issue,” Bryn added.

“No matter what, it seems that I’ve grown a bit too used to my draconic lineage.” Asterios interrupted the current line of thoughts and everyone refocused on him. “I’ve been pushing it further and further by sparing it most of my attention, alongside the tools and magical elements that can support it. Yet, I should never forget my roots. Summoning Magic was the first thing I mastered. I should be expanding on it much more too, looking for ways to combine it with my lineage to make it stronger, just like in this case.”

“What are you going to do, then, my Lord?” Selene asked.

“I say it’s at least worth a try. The technique, I mean,” he answered with a light shrug. “We can learn more about the Inner Sanctum through that experiment.”

“That’s going to be so exciting!” Miria clapped joyfully before her ears and expression turned a bit more dejected. “Too bad we won’t be able to see it…”

He stole her sweet lips for a few more loving kisses and cheered up the energetic panthergirl as much as he could. They all settled down on the circular bench once more, with Miria snuggled to his side. After exchanging a nod with the others, especially Althea, Asterios closed his eyes and repeated the steps to enter that inner world of his the Dragon lady had taught him. 

※ ※ ※

It didn’t take long before he woke up in that dark space. Same as a few of his recent attempts, he didn’t appear in the middle of nowhere but came to be sitting atop his crimson throne as the red lava bubbled around the edges of the volcano’s inner chamber. 

But, he wasn’t alone.

His gaze wandered to the silhouette of the person currently entering his throne room from the only entrance on the horizontal plane. The scarlet glow soon illuminated Tia’s light brown body and slightly darker hair. Or more like vine-like dreadlocks. She looked even more magical with her timber-resembling figure basked in the reddish light.

As she neared his position, the scarce bits protecting Tia’s modesty retreated off her body. With a sensual motion, her sculpted, perky chest and hairless feminine bits were presented proudly to the world. Asterios raised a brow at that, but she either didn’t notice or ignored it as she reached the throne and crawled into his lap, taking his face into her smooth palms.

He was thankful for all the lessons Althea had given him. Being able to materialize his clothes alongside his body in this space with almost a hundred percent certainty was extremely useful in the current situation.

“Tia?” Asterios spoke up, staring into her deep, bright green eyes.

She paused briefly, sensing his slight puzzlement. “Is something wrong? Am I rushing the ritual too much?”

He smiled at her as she scanned his face carefully. “I didn’t come here to claim you.”

“Oh. My apologies.” Her eyes widened briefly and she slowly stepped off his thighs, letting her private parts become daintily covered again. “I seem to have misinterpreted your intentions. You wish to try it out with just our current connection, yes?”

“Yes.” Asterios nodded. “Sorry for being a bit too vague before jumping in here. I wasn’t intending on making you become my bonded mate.”

“I wouldn’t mind.” Tia responded with a dazzling smile. “Though, perhaps you should grace Althea with your touch first as she got to know you before me. I almost did her dirty. It’s been way too long since I was in a real body with its accompanying urges.”

He chose to ignore the last part for now and also stood up from the throne. “What more can you tell me about your body, in fact? Or our bodies inside here? I know they are a spiritual representation to some extent.”

“While that is true, it doesn’t mean they are any less real,” she replied with a charming wink. “But the fact that they were born in this place is an important aspect to consider. These spiritual bodies can’t leave this spiritual realm as you already know.”

“And that’s why I assume we can’t swap my outside, fleshy body with your inside, spiritual one through the swapping technique.” Asterios rubbed his chin.

“Technically, it shouldn’t be possible.” Tia shook her head.

“But, you also said that I’m now your Tree, and it was your anchor in the past, allowing you to step into the real world, correct?” He looked back up at her smiling face.

“Correct.” She nodded. “Unfortunately, I can’t feel that ability right now. I can’t simply draw myself out of your physical body while using it as the base of my frame. Perhaps it’s because that process would need to use your blood, flesh, and all the other organic elements to create my manifestation. I imagine that wouldn’t end well for you.”

A light shudder passed through Ast’s spine as he imagined Tia literally melting out of his body like in the case of some asexual floral species that reproduce by making copies of themselves. He was partially glad and relieved it wasn’t an option for them.

“Well, we can speculate forever, but without actually being able to do any magic in here, it won’t matter what kind of epiphany we might stumble onto.” He chuckled to himself. “Let’s try this out first and hope that the deep connection we share is enough.”

“I would like to hope it is not…” Tia whispered under her breath but Asterios still caught it somehow.

His senses inside this place were kind of insane.

Taking a deep breath, he calmed down his thoughts and emotions before considering the steps of the body-swapping ritual and how he could follow them while he was nothing more than a spiritual construct. He decided to simply go with the flow as it was nothing more than a test.

Tia had already revisited his memories of that day so she knew what to do too. When Asterios looked around for a sharp object to try drawing his blood with, she stepped closer to him and took hold of his hand. Bringing it to her lips, she placed a delicate kiss on the inner side of his palm and opened her mouth while glancing at him.

He watched the enchanting Dryad bite delicately but firmly into his fake flesh, and surely, crimson blood soon flowed out of two puncture points. It looked like Tia could enlarge and sharpen her canines at will. Which, in fact, wasn’t that surprising considering that her entire body resembled a living tree.

Without wasting their time, he thanked her with an appreciative nod and quickly drew the necessary sigils on her forehead. Then, she tilted her neck to the back and allowed Asterios to drip some of his blood into her mouth, swallowing the scarlet delicacy with pleasure, her brown cheeks turning a deeper shade. Perhaps it was quite tasty for Dryads. Or it was very different inside his Inner Sanctum.

Afterward, Asterios recreated the necessary formation on his own chest, this time without the need to employ the help of any shady and dangerous crystals. Verifying that everything was correct, he also traced a few additional arrays on the floor. They weren’t being attacked by a swarm of enemies and thus had all the time they needed to make the ritual as safe as possible.

A few final checks later, he invited Tia to join him in the middle of the magic circle and they sat down while holding hands. Closing their eyes, they dove deep into their minds and focused on their connection. Asterios triggered the spell and looked around for something that would allow him to give control of his physical body to Tia, even if it was extremely brief and limited in what she could do.

He wasn’t sure what would happen with his presence if that succeeded. Would he simply remain here in this space while she left in his place? Was he going to suddenly land in her spiritual body or the giant tree that had sprouted in the land between the ancestral grounds?

But, he didn’t have to ponder that for too long as he felt a very familiar tug on his consciousness and his mind swirled inwards.

※ ※ ※

Asterios opened his eyes to the sight of the ladies in front and around him, just like he remembered. Though, it didn’t feel like he was the one to have opened his eyes. He certainly didn’t feel like he could now move them or even blink as they stared right at Althea, who sat opposite him.

“Master? Are you alright?” Miria’s voice reached his right ear.

His face moved towards hers and he looked at the worried panthergirl. But, it was like he was looking at her from a slight distance. It was hard to explain. The only thing he was certain about was the fact that he definitely wasn’t in control anymore. No matter how hard he meant to respond, no words left his mouth.

He then looked down at his hands, squeezing his fingers into fists a few times, and then gently extracted himself from his feline mate’s embrace. No one stopped him as he stepped out of the bower and moved his arms and legs a bit like he was stretching.

“I… I can’t believe it…” He heard his voice come out of his mouth without his intention to speak. “It really worked? I’m outside?”

~It looks like it did.~ Asterios chuckled in his mind and saw himself flinch.

“I can hear two Masters?!” Miria gasped from behind him and his body turned around to see all the women had followed him.

“Tia?” Althea hesitantly called out to him.

He could feel the massive, overjoyed smile rising on his lips, and in the next moment, he was charging at the emerald-haired lady, sweeping her into a very affectionate hug. 

“Oh, Althea… It’s been so long…” His left arm wrapped around her waist while his right hand threaded through her straight locks. “I missed your touch so much… Your soft skin… Your fragrant hair… Your tender hands…”

As Tia poured her heart out to her old friend, she began placing delicate kisses all over the draconic lady’s cheeks, hair, and then neck. It was clear that she missed the physical sensations, deprived of them for ages, and possibly convinced that she would not be able to experience them for many more centuries ahead.

But, both he and Tia noticed just how still and frozen Althea became and his Dryad chauffeur drew back, glancing at her close friend’s face. Althea’s eyes were wide to the brim and a delicate, ladylike flush tinged her beautiful cheeks. It was at that time that Tia realized just what she had done and Ast’s body jumped back frantically.

“Oh, my. I’m so sorry. I got so lost in the moment I forgot this isn’t myself.” Tia glanced at his figure all over, running her hands against his arms, chest, and stomach, ending up at his crotch, where she lightly cupped it and felt its warmth as the confines around it tightened slowly. “So, this is how a hot-blooded male of a fleshy species feels. It’s kind of fascinating.”

“Stop groping Master with that filthy expression!” Miria shouted with a faint growl reverberating in her throat.

Everyone turned to her and she immediately stopped, her pupils narrowing to thin slits as she fidgeted uncomfortably.

“Uhhh… Sorry… I… I have some bad memories with Master’s body being taken over…” she admitted honestly.

Selene was by her side right away, running her fingers through the panthergirl’s hair to help her relax.

“Ah, yes, I understand,” Tia answered in his voice. “Don’t apologize. Please, tell me if anything I do makes any of you uncomfortable. Save for you, Althea. You wouldn’t have been so shocked and embarrassed if you had lain with him already.”

“Tia!” The person in question gasped as Ast’s body smirked at her.

“Don’t you Tia me.” Controlled Asterios huffed. “I can’t see why you are holding back in front of such an amazing and strong male. Finding a kind True Dragon is a miracle. Or is it because of me? Were the relaxing nights we spent together something more than physical affection between friends? Are you perhaps still waiting for my return? What if he could take us both, then?”

“Stop!” Althea sent her friend, in Ast’s body, a tender glare. “We are not talking about that in front of others!”

She then softened a bit again and released a quiet sigh, cupping up Ast’s cheeks as they still stood in front of each other. 

“I truly appreciate the affection you have shown me. I was a panicked wreck around the time we met and your gentle reassurance has guided me to proper recovery. Including the casual intimate moments we shared. And for that, you have my sincere thanks.” She smiled warmly.

Asterios then watched as Althea hesitated for just a second before leaning forward and joining their lips in a chaste kiss. It was just a few delicate pecks but he could tell that they were filled with appreciation and emotions, which reached Tia properly. He could also tell that those emotions were what the both of them had said, a very close friendship with mutual respect and satisfaction. There were no misunderstandings between the two so Althea did not need to further respond to Tia’s barrage of questions.

Their Dryad friend chuckled through his body, though it was quite close to a giggle. “You are still a master of distraction and avoiding answering unwanted queries. We both know your needs are no longer dormant, Althea. It’s commendable you managed to suppress them for so long. I would have offered to take care of them using this handsome male body, but that wouldn’t be right for Asterios and his mates. He should be the one in control. Besides, it looks like my time is up.”

Althea rolled her eyes but a faint smile curled up the corners of her mouth.

Tia stepped back and pointed a finger at her. “Remember, I can feel most things he does. You aren’t the only one who has awakened after a long time. Don’t make me wait too long. Even trees can grow impatient.”

She then stumbled a bit and Asterios felt the pull again. His perspective swirled but didn’t shift. It felt like he was tugged forward through a solid wall, reclaiming control of his own body. It still took long enough for him to start falling, but Bryn was by his side right away, supporting him against herself.

“Are you alright, Master?” She examined him with one of her hands glowing gold.

“More or less.” He groaned. “It was slightly different from back then. Working with only a single physical body might be making this entire thing kind of wonky.”

~I can’t really make any comparisons but I can say that I felt even more alive than when I was in my natural body.~ Tia giggled in their minds. ~Thank you dearly for this opportunity. Even if it was just a few minutes, it meant a lot to me.~

“Perhaps next time we can figure out how to keep it up for longer. Maybe draw the formation on my physical body ahead of time too.” Asterios mused.

“How did it feel to you, my Lord?” Selene’s long ears flicked curiously.

“Like I was tied up and to a horse, taken for a wild ride.” He laughed. “I could see and feel everything but was nothing more than a spectator. Though, honestly, I haven’t really tried to exert control over Tia’s reign.”

“Considering your draconic might, you might have been able to wrench it back out of her hands,” Althea said softly, her cheeks still retaining the faintest trace of rosiness from the earlier kiss.

“Speaking of draconic might, there is an aspect related to it that I noticed amongst my mates and wanted to ask about. That is if we are continuing the lessons today.” Asterios glanced at her.

She was visibly more than happy to step away from the slightly more intimate topics her mischievous best friend had brought in and nodded gladly. “Of course. I shall always offer you my knowledge and experience. What is the matter that caught your interest?”

“Let me call for Tina and Silvia and we’ll demonstrate.” He smiled proudly.


Chapter 33
Draconic Augments

A few short minutes after Asterios got in touch with his two noble mates, a single crimson gate opened next to him and the duo walked out of it. Silvia stepped onto the grass first, followed by Tina. They glanced around curiously before nodding at everyone in a greeting.

“I hope you weren’t doing anything important.” Asterios smiled at them apologetically.

The red-haired princess shook her head gently. “I have taken care of the most crucial matters and was in the middle of handling the less urgent ones. Things are moving forward without much trouble. Thanks to the fact that Glimmervale was using most of our kingdom’s systems, it’s much easier to make sure that everything is in order.”

“Same here,” Tina agreed. “Though, it won’t work exactly as well for our military. It’s more like we will need to build everything from scratch. But, we have a talented and experienced man on the right station so there isn’t that much to worry about. I’m learning a lot too. We’ll have to experiment the most with my squad.”

“Glad to hear that.” He moved closer to them and shared a brief peck with both of his amazing lovers, appreciating their efforts greatly.

“What is it that you need us for, then? I admit that I wasn’t following the proceedings of this meeting too deeply,” Silvia said.

He and the other girls quickly filled the duo in on the recent events, making both ladies surprised to learn that Tia had been able to act through Asterios, even if for a very short time. By the end of the brief explanation, everyone turned to him and Althea. Tina and Silvia had the most curious expressions, wondering what their beloved had meant by pointing out the two of them.

“Alright. Bit by bit, I have been noticing some small changes and alterations to Silvia’s and Tina’s abilities. Naturally, it doesn’t revolve only around them, but they just seem to display the difference the most discernibly,” Asterios began, rubbing his chin while trying to find the correct words. “It's no secret to all of us that each one of them grows alongside me as my mates. It was one of the important elements of our deep connection that we learned about in the past. Yet, while they progress in their own, unique ways, they also seem to sometimes slightly take after… me.”

Althea nodded patiently. “I assume you are aware of the true nature of those bonds. As we have previously established, True Dragons often simply reduce those to a connection that benefits mostly them, strikingly ignoring the other side. The more females you bind to yourself, the stronger you get. The deeper your bonds become, the more of their power you can usurp. Just like you did during the fight with the serpent. You reached into the web of your relationships and pulled their energy to strengthen yourself.”

At that, all the ladies nodded, remembering the mesmerizing image of Ast’s draconic form enshrouded by various colors of their mana, which had granted him various effects and advantages.

“But, while that approach is the most common amongst True Dragons, you also are already aware that this connection goes both ways,” she continued calmly. “Instead of thwarting it, you keep it wide open at all times, giving as much as you are taking. Perhaps giving more until recently. You shouldn’t be shocked that they develop quickly while being constantly granted the privilege to bask in your draconic might. I have heard that you even allow your mates to draw upon your energies to enhance their own techniques and bodies. It’s only natural that they show little signs of change throughout those as they are handling foreign mana.”

“While that is true, it isn’t exactly what I have in mind.” Asterios chuckled warmly. “Tina, Silvia, could you please recreate the last part of your little duel from the day when we received our new gear from Imadil and Cynthia?”

“How much of it?” Tina asked, already switching her ring into the form of her powerful gloves.

“Your breath attack,” he replied and both girls nodded.

As they put some distance between each other, Bryn raised a simple barrier to protect the surroundings in case anything unexpected happened. Then, they all watched Tina finish her techniques and cover herself in dark blue scales borrowed from Firo and white wings taken from Esil. Silvia materialized her amber spiritual armor and flaming tiara.

A moment of unspoken agreement passed between them before the blue-haired girl lowered her stance and drew upon more of Ast’s energy, rearing her head back. The fiery princess prepared to deflect the pressurized stream and did exactly that, redirecting the cutting line into the barrier. She then blinked through her flames and appeared behind Tina, who canceled her attack on her own this time, without the need of taking a blow right into her chin. The two exchanged smiles and quickly jogged back to everyone.

“I see what you mean.” Althea hummed to herself as she walked around them.

“Is that normal?” Asterios raised a brow at her, doing the same. “Tina technically doesn’t have a summon that should give her a tail. And Silvia’s armor morphed from smooth plates to Dragon scales a little bit ago. I might be overthinking this, but I can’t really help it.”

Just like he’d said, the draconic elements in the figures of both ladies were more than apparent. But, while in Silvia’s case, it could still be swept under some kind of a pretense, no one could deny the pretty draconic tail currently sticking out of Tina’s lower back. Even the owner was somewhat taken aback, making it wave from side to side in an effort to make more controlled movements.

“Are they becoming Dragons?” Miria couldn’t hold her excitement in anymore and jumped up and down next to Asterios, staring between him and his mentor with wide eyes.

The emerald-haired lady chuckled delicately. “Not exactly, no. But this is a rare sight. You are becoming more and more attuned with draconic mana. All of you. It just seems that it is more visible for the humans of your group as, no offense, they can be considered the most plain of races.”

“What does that mean exactly?” Selene asked.

“It means that someone loves you very much.” Althea showed a tiny smirk and the girls all turned to Asterios. “Both emotionally and physically.”

That drew a few rosy blushes from the crowd and Asterios certainly wasn’t spared. Everyone knew what the ancient Lesser Dragon was talking about without her having to state the obvious.

“You see, as I said earlier, the connection is usually focused one way, rarely both ways, but extremely seldom it comes to a level where the very essence of life is freely shared away,” she continued with an amused expression. “I know that you are aware of what spiritual energy and essence are, and how semen is one of the best carriers of both, but the essence Asterios is sharing with you so abundantly is special. In the end, while filling your wombs with seed, he chooses to make it as spiritually potent as possible, be it consciously or not. He expends his draconic nature for your sake. Something, as you can imagine, that wouldn’t even go through the mind of a real True Dragon.”

Miria, Tina, and Bryn were now positively red as Althea openly spoke of the matter. Yet, Asterios could easily tell that the gazes all his mates directed at him were full of appreciation and admiration rather than real embarrassment.

“So... This is because… I release so much inside them?” Asterios cleared his throat and broke the brief silence.

“Alongside your explicit desire to make your mates stronger, yes.” Althea nodded softly. “While it’s nothing new for True Dragons to have copious amounts of coupling with their peerage, almost always ending with deep releases, it’s usually just that, sex for carnal pleasure with the desire to mark what belongs to them. You put so much intent into it that those protective spells you are using must be barely holding the potency of your seed back at this point. Thankfully, they don’t stop the transfer of your draconic essence.”

The eerie silence lasted for quite a bit longer this time as the ramifications of what Ast’s wise mentor had said slowly sank into everyone’s minds.

“Should we… be more careful?” Miria giggled shyly with her face as crimson as a ripe tomato.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll teach Asterios how to properly control his virility. It would be detrimental for you to start holding back now.” Althea winked at the panthergirl, making her squirm even more.

“Could we receive a summary of what all of this means for us specifically?” Tina asked quietly.

“Of course. Let me put it into simple words.” The Dragon lady pondered it over for a moment before returning her focus to Ast’s mates. “Your bodies are changing in a way that makes them more accustomed to draconic energy, capable of using greater amounts of it at greater levels. You won’t really turn into part-Dragons but you will be able to manifest certain characteristics through that thanks to all the essence you are receiving from your beloved during your intimate moments. You will be able to draw upon more from him on your own through the bond you all share, becoming gradually stronger and tougher. Do not hesitate to use it as it’s going to be one of your biggest advantages not many possess.”

“How much of an advantage?” Asterios glanced over the ladies curiously.

“It’s said that the weakest point of a True Dragon is their peerage. In a normal scenario, by taking down one’s slaves, servants, aides, and mates, you take away lots of power from the owner of all those bonds. None of those people or entities are ever stronger than the True Dragon keeping them under their thumb. They are the weakest links.” Althea nodded at them approvingly. “But you are not. You are different. You are strengthened by your Dragon. You might not be his match, but you don’t lag behind like the usual, unpowered bonded, whose main purpose is to serve as a source of more strength or simply carnal entertainment. Fighting against another Dragon’s peerage, you are highly advantageous, and perhaps even hold an element of surprise as no normal True Dragon would ever expect one of their kin to be so giving.”

“That does sound like a decent strategic advantage,” Silvia agreed with her.

Althea raised a finger. “Just be aware that while different from other peerages, this is also the greatest weakness for you.”

“How so?” Bryn furrowed her brows in confusion.

“While for most True Dragons, the members of their peerage are quite expendable, that isn’t the case for you.” Ast’s mentor sent him a warm smile. “You are a group that would fight for each other’s lives. While stronger than most peerages, you can still become a target for your enemies to hurt your master if they learn about those sentiments. I can imagine he wouldn’t take lightly to the death of any of you. Another True Dragon would at best feel furious that someone dared to take what’s theirs, effectively depriving them of their possession.”

“They really are total jerks, aren’t they?” Asterios sighed heavily. “Do True Dragons even fall in love? Doesn’t sound like something they are capable of.”

“It does happen from time to time.” Althea let out a quiet snort to the side. “It mostly unveils itself in the form of dominated females falling for the males who conquered them. Rarely the one in power develops anything deeper for those below them. It’s usually the need to make something or someone theirs. There is a reason why hoards are associated so strongly with True Dragons.”

“Many Pantherkin females want to find males who are stronger than them so that they can find the right person to submit to, but it’s never this… wicked.” Miria shook her head with her ears lowered. “Those in power are expected to care for their mates, even if they can be a bit rough with that. But no one seeks others to own them this maliciously. Usually.”

“We don’t need to understand.” Asterios reached out to stroke her adorable ears. “Let’s simply focus on those aspects of draconic culture that apply to us. It’s their loss if they are going to miss out on so much affection they could possibly get from their lovers.”

She began purring quietly as her mood slowly improved. No one else said anything as it was fairly obvious that they all agreed with the duo.

“Nevertheless, I will need to study your bodies and spiritual circuits more to further understand what exactly is happening to all of you thanks to how open and close you are with each other.” Althea wisely changed the topic. “Taking lesser species and races as True Mates is just that rare. I hope you won’t mind that.”

“We’ll gladly work with you if it’s going to make us and my Lord stronger.” Selene accepted the offer right away, speaking for them all as it seemed.

“An excellent choice. Especially with how quickly his presence is growing.” The female Lesser Dragon nodded to herself.

“That’s actually another thing I was going to ask about at some point,” Asterios interjected. “I had quite a few preventive measures put onto me to assure that my draconic energies don’t leak out. My parents seemed to be on the run most of the time, moving from realm to realm. With my ancestry fully unleashed and me making active use of it, am I in danger of someone somehow noticing my existence? Someone who might have been tracking them, perhaps?”

As she mulled over his question, Althea gestured at them to follow her back into the wooden bower so they could sit down and talk comfortably. After a moment, she spoke up to answer his query.

“First of all, you are doing a decent job at subconsciously suppressing your draconic presence. We’ll practice it more soon so that you will be able to move unrecognized by most of the quite sensitive entities. Though, naturally, it won’t matter much in front of other Dragons, both True and Lesser,” she replied. “Now, that’s partially thanks to your age and experience. Due to your mighty lineages, they would have acted like beacons with that raw, uncontrolled power seeping into your surroundings so I can understand the methods your parents chose, even if I don’t exactly support them. They were still selfish and less than appropriate methods.”

All of the ladies seemingly agreed with that statement, nodding unanimously.

“You don’t have to worry about someone jumping into this realm and instantly locking onto you even if you are in your True Dragon form. Even with someone who would be looking for signs of another True Dragon in this world. From what you have told me, they would be searching for your father’s signature, not yours. While certainly similar, they are still unique. You are both different members of the Crimson bloodline,” Althea explained.

“That’s at least partially reassuring,” Silvia said. “With how scary and strong True Dragons seem to be portrayed, one could think they are able to even peer through the realms themselves.”

“And this brings another thing into consideration here,” Asterios picked up right after her. “My ability to tear through realms.”

“Ah, yes. We’ve been wondering if it leaves traces if Ast uses it and if it can be followed back.” Tina nodded lightly.

“Certainly, a smart thing to worry about,” Althea complimented them. “From what I can tell, this ability can’t be sensed from far, far away. It does send a ripple through the fabric of dimensions and near both points of the passage, but all of that is more or less local. Unless either entrance opens next to someone or passes by an unfathomable entity on its way between both ends, it won’t make itself apparent.”

“Then I should be able to train with it without looking over my shoulder each time I use it. As long as I keep the destination in mind, that is.” He chuckled in relief and some excitement.

“That said, all spiritual energy leaves faint traces behind. If someone knows what to look for, they might understand the nature of the spell or ability that was invoked at that certain spot. Naturally, figuring out where the interdimensional breach has connected is on a whole other level. Not impossible, but improbable,” she added. “Therefore, your parents were most likely all the time on the run primarily in fear of your draconic awakening leaving the most traces behind. After ensuring that you wouldn’t awaken, leaving you alone wasn’t that much of an issue. In the end, members of humanoid races bearing some faint signs of draconic blood in them aren’t unheard of and you could have passed as one.”

“Leaving my Lord’s hometown was a good decision, then,” Selene said. “And the other location is in Bryn’s world, deep under the ground. We are fairly safe now.”

“It won’t remain like this forever. Especially with our plans to reveal the draconic nature of Glimmervale and Dragon Valley in the near future,” Silvia mused. “But, if we don’t want Asterios to be forced to hide and lie forever, we must grow stronger. Not just him, but all of us.”

“I’m always training hard to be worthy of standing by Master’s side!” Miria shouted passionately, raising her fist into the air.

“You aren’t the only one.” Selene smirked lightly as she gazed upon her arms, clearly looking at the hidden patterns beneath her sleeves.

“We should grow Master’s forces too. Strength lies in numbers. The more allies we have, the better.” Bryn stared into the distance, most likely going through her thoughts and plans regarding her kind and not only.

Tina smiled proudly. “That’s exactly where our own great nation comes into play. We have a good base to build on.”

While the girls psyched themselves up, Asterios and Althea exchanged glances and he couldn’t help but chuckle wryly. His mentor shook her head gently, a somewhat amused expression on her noble face. It was clear that she was enjoying witnessing their interactions as a draconic peerage, just that much different from what she was used to.

“We have a lot of work still to do. We shouldn’t keep wasting time here.” Silvia dragged them out of their thoughts a moment later.

The ladies agreed with her and began standing up. One by one, they moved to Asterios to share a quick peck and some affectionate nuzzles with him before disappearing either into their own gates or into Umbra’s shadows. Soon, they were all gone, leaving just him and Althea sitting across each other.

“You’ve found incredibly valuable mates. Treasure them.” The Dragon lady regarded him with a gentle smile.

“I might be the luckiest True Dragon alive.” Asterios grinned proudly. “So, should we follow their example and make good use of the time we have on our hands too?”

“That would be wise. With the threat of the new dungeon and your other responsibilities, every second is precious. Life of a Dragon Lord is never slow and simple.” She smirked impishly.

Groaning and rolling his eyes, Asterios slumped onto the table between them. He really would need to get used to that new position of his. 


Chapter 34
The Good and The Bad of Mentorship

After a short while of simply lying atop the round table and contemplating his existence in silence, Asterios rose up again and glanced his mentor’s way. “What do you suggest then?”

“We have plenty of options. It all depends on what you would like to learn more about,” Althea mused ponderingly. “But, if I was given the choice to suggest something, I think it’s a good moment for some more physical exercise again. This time with your fully draconic form.”

“I see.” He nodded. “I did receive some instructions from Venuzathor back then but I admit I’ve been mostly following his advice to give more freedom to my instincts.”

“And that's good advice for a new, young Dragon,” she agreed. “He must have judged your reasonable half more than satisfactory. But, if you are considering summoning a Lesser Dragon, or making your way into one of the realms where we have settled down, you might need some more practice against my kin. Just in case things turn violent. You might be strong, but your opponents would have decades of experience over you.”

“That’s certainly true. And honestly, I’m a little curious how I would fare against you without the influence of that nasty poison.” Asterios smiled at her excitedly. “Before we move onto that though, I’ve just thought of something related to our recent lesson and I would like to ask for your input.”

“Very well. I commend your wits and dedication. It wasn’t long before you came up with questions for me.” She smiled back, fixing her posture and turning back into an attentive teacher.

“We talked about how my bonds and specifically my couplings change the girls slightly, making their bodies more accustomed to my energies and so on, but our group has already witnessed something similar without that intimate connection. I’m wondering what’s the relation between these two cases since the beings we met have much more pronounced features and even plainly visible bloodline influence. I’m of course talking about the Lizardkin from Miria’s and Selene’s realm, who call themselves Dragonkin and True Dragonkin,” he said.

“Ah, yes, them.” Althea pondered briefly. “Would you mind if we revisited your memories related to those people and their history?”

“Not in the slightest.” He shook his head and they both became deeply focused.

For a few long minutes, Asterios shared everything with Althea once more, paying more attention to the explanation of the village chief and all the other details related to the deceased True Dragon. She had already heard and seen bits of that before but it was of no issue to delve into his past again.

“Alright. I can see where your potential confusion might be coming from.” His mentor sighed softly. “While the effects might seem somewhat similar, the bonds in your and their case can’t be more different. I’m afraid you wouldn’t even call it a bond with your perception of such things.”

“They were made slaves, right? Formed a contract with that Dragon. Additionally, they did receive quite significant and almost instant benefits from it. From the outside, it might even look like they have gotten more than what my mates are getting,” Asterios replied, observing her curiously.

“They were made slaves, yes. And nothing more,” Althea stated firmly. “What bound them was no equal connection you offer to your mates. They were enslaved in the truest sense of that word. The ritual used for such a purpose is much different even from those you have been using to recruit the members of your peerage that aren’t meant to become its true members. It’s more serious and definitely more vile.”

Since it looked like she was considering her wording or even the very notion of explaining it to him, Asterios gave his somewhat worried mentor all the time she needed to come to a solid decision. He was in no delusion that the older and wiser woman kept certain things to herself while teaching him. At least temporarily, until he proved himself enough to thwart her inner anxiety. She might have joined him, but it wasn’t so easy to discard years of fear and bad experiences.

It didn’t take long before Althea met his eyes with a resolved gaze. “I guess it would be smart for you to know how those things work so as not to be surprised by a future encounter. That Dragon lured those people into submitting themselves to him fully, bodies and souls. Through that ritual, he became the owner of their lives while mercifully granting them the position of a slave. He basically remodeled them with his flames into the perfect puppets that could be snuffed out with a snap of his fingers.”

“Damn. That sounds quite harsh. With the way I take slaves, they can at least try to resist my influence, right?” he asked concernedly.

“Yes. And even a bit more thanks to your kind nature.” She nodded. “But, back to them. With the assurance that they wouldn’t even be able to think of betraying him, pretty much brainwashed too, that Dragon also chose to alter their very essence with his own. He did not share it with them like you do, oh no, he took his and used it to force theirs to change like a potter playing with wet clay. They gained a bunch of benefits almost instantly, but at what cost? All the future generations were now fated to be born the same way, unable to do anything about that. You have seen yourself how desperate it has made those Lizardkin after their lord passed away. They were slowly losing their sanity until you came.”

“What about my children?” Asterios frowned lightly. “I know it’s a bit different but will I have any effect on them? And then on their children?”

“Oh, yes, certainly.” Althea chuckled warmly. “But it will be up to you if you want to pass on your draconic heritage to your successors or only let a small part of it enhance them as they assume their mother’s ancestry instead. Nothing as bad as you might imagine. No special ways to control them besides your pure draconic might, which you might have experienced a bit through your father’s echo. And if you choose the latter, the effects will gradually fade with each generation, though decently slow, of course, as your blood gets more diluted.”

“That might explain why Red was so unhappy about my birth. Kaguya must have convinced him to give her a real baby rather than an enhanced version of hers. That led to the accident with his Hearts, which might have not happened if not for that. I might be an accident in some sense too.” He snickered while shaking his head.

“In any way, that’s related to the situation where you father children with your mates personally. To make the comparison more accurate, let’s assume you would bind another community to yourself like you did with the Lizardkin, but without any prior draconic influence over them,” she continued. “With the way you form the contract, their descendants will be able to receive some minor boons along the way, but they won’t be too significant, and you won’t be able to exert the same mental influence over them as that Dragon. They will have a choice to remain under you or strike it out on their own. However, most if not all won’t do that due to the potential losses accompanying such a decision. And it’s quite obvious that their parents are going to raise them with a quite idolized image of you.”

“I see. That does clear it up a bit.” Asterios nodded to himself. “I don’t think I would ever want to literally change someone from their very core and ensure that I have full control over their death if they think about defying my word. But, with all that, it also means I could technically use part of that ritual to positively alter people without that lethal rule, no?”

“Possibly, but that’s extremely dangerous. Those gifts could be turned against you, even if not fully consciously. You might not want to brainwash your subjects but your enemies will not be as reserved, potentially forcing you to face your own people with no other option than to cull them down,” Althea warned him. “The other Dragon would simply snap their fingers and end them all at once, getting rid of the problem once and for all. You won’t have such a failsafe in your hands. A great boon like this shouldn’t be offered to many as it might paint a target on their backs.”

“Of course. I was simply speculating. Thanks for your advice.” He lowered his head slightly.

“I shall fill you in on the details of that ritual in a bit. I trust you won’t abuse that knowledge. Even if I can’t exactly demand or force you to act a certain way, it is my duty as your mentor to do whatever I can to ensure that you remain faithful to our chosen path.” She smiled wistfully.

“It might not be more than a verbal vow, but I promise to be the best disciple I can.” Asterios tried to reassure the emerald-haired lady a little. “Though, would you perhaps mind telling me more about that? The whole mentor-disciple thing amongst your people. You did honor me with your scale back during the festivities and it made me quite curious. As long as it’s not too early, of course.”

He still remembered the faint pain and melancholy in her eyes after he’d asked about her own mentor and Asterios didn’t want to be too forceful in pursuing that topic. It definitely was at least a slightly sensitive spot for his teacher.

“I wouldn’t. I did promise to be the best mentor for you too, didn’t I?” Althea showed the tiniest smirk on her gentle face. “As you might have guessed from my earlier mention of sleeping piles, our communities are quite socially open. True Dragons often prefer seclusion, tolerating the presence of the family they started within their personal lairs. Lesser Dragons prefer to form big communities we sometimes call nests. As you can imagine, strength in numbers does play quite a big role in that decision.”

“So that you have better chances of going against a True Dragon,” Asterios replied and she nodded.

“Regardless, not all Lesser Dragons mate in unchanging pairs. That would obviously not stand for True Dragons as they would rather kill the one they mated with than let them get anywhere close to another. The paired mates that bear a child usually teach the young on their own, with either the mother or the father assuming the role of a mentor. Even some temporary pairs stay together to see through that process, going their own way after their descendants mature enough,” she began.

“Were one of your parents your mentor, then?” He could see why it might be a tough topic for her with them potentially being unable to finish that training for whatever reason, possibly tragic.

“No.” She shook her head and glanced to the side. “My parents weren’t a mated pair. They were a true part of a nest, having a bunch of children with different partners over their long life. All of them were left in the hands of the nest’s caregivers, which is another benefit of our communities. You can compare it to a human orphanage but without being orphaned. Perhaps a nursing school. The young grow up and learn together amongst themselves, being taken care of by designated nest mothers who are both wise and loving.”

“Sounds like a big family,” Asterios thought out loud.

“And it certainly feels like it.” A more tender smile curled the edges of Althea’s lips up a tiny bit. “That family can’t exactly teach you everything so it’s visited by mentors now and then, either local or wandering ones. If a certain child catches their eye, they are allowed to try to convince them to come under their wing as their pupil or pupils. Which usually doesn’t take much as most youngsters look up to those proud and well-respected figures, dreaming of being picked up by a known master, especially a wandering one as it’s a certain way to see more of the world.”

“I can imagine. Wanderlust is an extremely strong emotion. I too dreamed of leaving Rosewind to experience more of the kingdom and the rest of this realm. It did take a while as I knew the lack of my presence would make my mother sad.” He reminisced about the not-so-old past which felt like decades now.

A comfortable silence fell upon them both as they revisited their old memories, looking at each other without exactly perceiving anything in front of them. Asterios returned from his trip down the memory lane first, followed shortly by his draconic mentor. 

After no one spoke for a little while, Althea raised a somewhat amused brow at him. “I can tell you really want to ask about something and you should know that there are no improper questions between a mentor and their disciple. That’s the entire point of such a relationship.”

“Alright.” Asterios smiled wryly. “In our schools, the students also sometimes look up to their teachers and professors. Now and then, it also happens to turn into something akin to a crush on the older and knowledgeable figure of authority. So, I got kind of curious if there are some social norms related to the mentor-disciple relationship your people foster as it seems even more personal.”

His question was met with a graceful chuckle. “If you are asking if there is anything preventing them from becoming a mated pair, then know that there isn’t. It’s actually fairly common. Some share casual moments of intimacy as part of their lessons about life or simply from attraction, splitting after graduating from under the mentor’s wings, but some do find their partners for life that way. I personally knew plenty of males and females who desired nothing else, hoping for their fated mentor to one day show up and take them on their destined journey. Or even settle down in the nest. It was actually the option that really made some girls swoon since it indicated that they were special enough to change their mentor’s way of living, making them settle down for both of them.”

“I bet the boys preferred to be taken on an adventure?” Asterios smirked knowingly.

“Not necessarily.” Althea playfully waved a finger at him. “I would say the ratio was fairly even. I am aware of the notion of a stay-at-home wife many humanoid races seem to favor, but it doesn’t exist amongst our kin the same way. The nests are very often led by female Dragons or a mated pair, but that doesn’t really affect our gender roles.”

“It also depends on the region in this realm. Just try to mention that in a place or two and you might end up chased away at best.” He snickered. “I think Rudy comes from such a region. Not that adventurer women aren’t the norm anywhere, but yeah.”

“The warrior woman who is actively trying to hit on me?” She allowed herself to laugh quietly too. “I can see that. She is full of energy and confidence. If she was a wandering mentor, both males and females would be lining up for her disciple spot.”

“Really, it’s a mystery how she still hasn’t found anyone.” Asterios snorted.

“From what I know, she seems to have a tendency to pick the wrong targets for her efforts,” Althea replied, making him do it again.

When they tamed down the comical mood, Asterios met Althea’s eyes again. “What about you? Were you also excited to find an amazing mentor? I bet you wanted to explore more.”

“You aren’t wrong about the latter part. But no, I wasn’t swooning over our prospective mentors like some of my friends. Perhaps that was part of the problem.” The mood quickly turned quite somber.

“I apologize. If you would like, let’s start—”

“No, it’s alright,” she cut him off. “We were going to talk about my mentor one day anyway. It’s a topic that makes any disciple curious to their limits. You wouldn’t believe how much I pestered my own mentor to talk about his mentor after he once brought them up. I wasn’t as considerate as you during my youth.”

“That’s really hard to imagine.” He scoffed politely. “You are such a gentle and refined lady. Tia said the same thing.”

“I might not have been a scoundrel, but like plenty of other nest-born, I was quite lively and excitable at times too.” Althea displayed a challenging smirk. “Nevertheless, I didn’t dream about falling in love with my mentor. I did desire a good relationship with one, for sure, but more in the form of a parental figure. Somehow, I was quite lucky to catch the eye of an individual who was known for his teachings but also never took a direct disciple. It was the best day of my life and my nest sisters were so jealous, instantly spinning wonderful tales about us even before we left.”

She rolled her eyes mirthfully before continuing.

“And the years that followed were extremely productive. I learned a lot and experienced a fair share of meaningful encounters by his side. He saw the potential in me and was glad to see it grow rather quickly, even exceeding his expectations at certain times. After almost three decades, I was nearing the level of being worthy to receive his scale and I just knew it. Not to sound too conceited, but we were slowly closing on being equals or even going further than that. And the day finally came.”

From the change in Althea’s expression and the long sigh she released, Asterios already knew things weren’t going to end too well.

“Back in my original nest, I was offered his scale with a big, proud smile. But alongside it, was the offer to become his paired mate. Since I was never interested in that and we haven’t really shared any intimate moments over the years, I told him that I would be honored to receive this token of trust but have to decline his proposition.” She smiled wryly. “Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to be expecting that.”

Asterios wanted to say something but she shook her head at him so he remained silent.

“It’s not as bad as you might be imagining. Though, he did hesitate and finally withdrew both offers. We remained in the nest for a few days before moving out again. When I asked him about my mentorship, he simply said that I wasn’t yet ready to graduate. Now, I’ll let you know that you don’t need to receive your mentor’s scale to do that. It’s just something special, a symbol of prestige. He could have released me at any time without offering it to me. Well, he didn’t.”

Another sigh escaped her tense lips before she finished her story.

“In the end, I stayed with him for two more years, but I noticed the change in his lessons almost right away. I deluded myself into thinking that he might just be a bit dejected by my rejection and needed some time and space. His much colder attitude didn’t change, unfortunately, and I soon didn’t really have much to learn from him. I understood that he was keeping me around in hopes that I would change my mind instead. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t. So, I did the only thing I could in that situation. I left without his blessing.”

“I assume it's quite an important thing,” Asterios said softly.

“It’s not the end of the world, of course, but it can become a bit difficult when your mentor is quite well-known and renowned, you see.” She spread her arms and shrugged helplessly. “Even my own nest began viewing me as the ungrateful disciple he has painted me as, withholding the part about his offer. Trying to fight against his word was pointless. I didn’t plan on settling down back there anyway so I simply started my own journey right away.”

“What a spiteful bastard.” Asterios rubbed his eyes. “I now wonder if he really was a mentor or if it was just an excuse to find himself a capable mate that would rely on him.”

“We will never know. I’m not sure if that was his motive from the beginning or if those feelings appeared somewhere along the way. I don’t intend to figure it out either because what’s the point in that?” Althea chuckled once more and tried to smile warmly at him.

“Right. Sorry. I didn’t intend to baselessly slander him either. I should be thankful to him for at least one thing, sharing his extensive knowledge with you, a much better mentor than that. It’s an honor to receive your instructions, and your precious scale, without any additional conditions.” Standing up, Asterios made a respectful bow towards his wronged teacher.

Althea stood up too and raised his shoulders. “And I’m just as proud to assist someone much greater than myself. If he or anyone else heard that I’m mentoring a True Dragon without being enslaved, they would all lose their minds.”

“Perhaps it would be quite entertaining to witness that.” He grinned at her, letting some of his draconic side leak into his usually kind and considerate personality. “If he or your nest are still out there.”

Both of her brows rose at that statement before slowly returning to their proper position, preceding an answer in the form of an intrigued smile. “That does sound somewhat… alluring.”

A hint of that past lively and excitable young Lesser Dragon sparkled in Althea’s wise deep green eyes as they stared at each other intently.

“Before that, I believe we were about to practice a little. Nothing allows you to discard negative emotions like a good, hearty brawl. I think you can take out your frustrations on me much more seriously than you would ever be able to do so on your mentor without accidentally killing him in the process.” Asterios smirked, stepping back. “Shall we?”

Althea graced him with a hint of a smirk too and they walked out of the bower.


Chapter 35
To Hurt, Not Wound

“Alright. This should be a good place.” Althea nodded to herself after they stopped walking.

Asterios glanced around. “Aren’t you worried about scarring the trees and the ground?”

She shook her head. “I can feel Tia’s energy deeply infused with this entire place and mine responds to it almost effortlessly. It will be much easier to fix the landscape and regrow the damaged trees here than anywhere on the surface.”

“I guess you are right. It just feels a bit wrong after putting so much work into making this chamber as beautiful as possible.” He shrugged to himself and moved his eyes back to his mentor’s face. “Where do we begin, then?”

“We’ll start with a simple assessment and see where we should go from that point,” Althea answered with a warm smile. “I’ve already seen you in a few fights and we thankfully don’t have to start from scratch. Venuzathor seems to have done decent work at aiding the growth of the handling of your draconic body.”

“Sounds right.” Asterios nodded.

“We will charge at each other and try to focus on restricting movement. Cover your claws with a layer of mana for this exercise.” Instructing him on what to do, she lowered her stance.

In just a moment, they both were ready to start and Althea made the first move, knowing that Ast’s quick reflexes would pick up on the flex of her muscles right away. To the untrained eye, it would look like they bolted forward at the same time. After a few steps, the mystical mist surrounded their respective bodies and they turned into Dragons, with Althea achieving it a little faster.

Still, Ast’s general size and mass were noticeably larger than hers due to Althea’s body being a long rather than bulky build and he crashed into her with a growl. They rolled on the ground in a tussle, already knocking down a tree or two on their path. 

Asterios tried to pin his teacher to the ground, but it was like attempting to hold onto a massive, wriggling snake, which also could easily chew your head off. Not to mention breathing fire.

Soon, they stopped tumbling around and he ended up on top, pressing his weight down onto the Lesser Dragon lady, who snapped her jaws at him defiantly and did her best to scratch at him with her front legs. Even with his advantageous position, he found it rather hard to completely pacify her without risking causing his sparring partner some unnecessary wounds.

Then, something yanked him back by his lower half and his tail, sending him bouncing off the ground and into the distance. He instantly knew Althea had managed to play him, acting like he had the upper hand in their previous position. Instead, she had sneakily wrapped her much thicker tail around him and used it like a sling.

Seeing the emerald serpent already rushing at him with controlled killing intent, he wasted no time in calling forth a jet of black flames, choosing to focus on his dark lineage while sending his fire against her. He knew that it wouldn’t result in too much damage as Althea would be able to simply escape from the stream before it touched her body for long enough, but it still served as a great distraction when aimed straight at her head.

It was obvious that she was planning to rush through the initial heat and surprise Asterios with that bold move. However, unfortunately, that just gave him an opportunity to pounce on her while the black obstruction still sealed her eyesight. Thanks to Althea’s lunge, they ended up close enough for her to be unable to respond to her other senses warning her about his response.

This time, Asterios made sure to bite down on the lower segment of Althea’s long body and bring it up and between them so as to prevent it from taking him by surprise again. She thrashed underneath him even more, building her own, green flames in the back of her throat, but he smacked her draconic head to the side just in time, holding it to the ground as her jaws spewed a bright stream of relentless fire.

He almost succeeded for long enough for Althea to accept his victory, but she wasn’t yet done.

The earth around them cracked faintly in seemingly random spots before thick and sturdy vines burst out of those places. They first dragged Ast’s claw away from her snout and let the flames blind him in turn. That brief second was enough for her to pull some trick on him and extract herself from his grasp.

But, rather than get away, Althea once more crashed their draconic frames together. In just a moment, she managed to coil herself around Ast’s body from top to bottom like a big and deadly constrictor snake. One or two of his legs poked out of the spiralling hold but that wasn’t enough to help him in their current setting. Not without drawing real blood.

“You have been caught unawares by your enemy. What will you do?” Althea asked with a bit of effort present in her slightly rumbly but still soothing voice.

“If this was a real fight, I would have sharpened my claws and pierced your scales with them, extracting myself from this disadvantageous position,” Asterios replied. “My strength is higher than yours.”

“Correct. Anything else?” she prodded him further.

“If this was a future battle with the two of us seriously going after each other’s throats, I’m fairly sure I would be able to strike your weak point and kill you with one precise move through the former spot of the scale you had offered to me,” he added.

“Also right, though I truly hope it never comes to that and that you will never give me a reason to desire your downfall,” Althea replied with a tinge of sadness in her voice.

“As long as you yourself never turn on any of us through dubious and malevolent designs,” Asterios fired back. “I would be just as mournful to have to put such a great teacher and person down due to their sudden corruption.”

“Let’s ensure that we watch each other closely, then.” She offered a smile in return. “But, back to our current predicament, you need me unscathed. No harm can befall unto me during our scuffle. What can you do before I squeeze the life out of you?”

Asterios thought for a moment while the powerful coil continued to crush him with increasing force. Ignoring the knowledge that she would stop before going too far, he tried to imagine himself in a truly perilous situation. Figuring out a risky but possibly surprising solution, he simply grinned back at her without a word of explanation.

Althea’s eyes widened briefly as the familiar crimson-black cloud of magical particles swirled around Ast’s body and the object of her hold disappeared. She had but a fraction of a second as it began to clear up to see his humanoid form flying right at her chin from below and couldn’t avoid getting slugged into her lower jaw. Right on contact, he transformed again and closed his blunted fangs around her throat.

Using all his strength, he smacked her head into the trees and the ground, aiming to daze his opponent. There were a few rock formations present in this little underground world and he used those for his aid too. Althea jerked with each impact until he tossed her aside. Before she recollected herself, he was pinning her down once more, wary of any further tricks.

“Well done…” she praised him with a light groan. “Though a very bold maneuver… One that I would not expect from a True Dragon…”

He chuckled and lessened the pressure. “That’s my biggest advantage, I think. Others don’t know that I’m a fraud.”

Watching his mentor turn back to her human form, he followed suit and soon stood next to her, catching her arm as she stumbled a little. Althea thanked him with a grateful smile and continued to regain her balance while rubbing her forehead.

“Certainly, but we can’t rely on that strategy every time,” she said with a soft sigh.

“What do you suggest, then?” He raised a curious brow at her, quite eager to hear some valuable feedback from the experienced Lesser Dragon.

“We need to work on the use of your elements outside of your body rather than just in the form of a breath attack,” Althea replied, finding his eyes. “You’ve seen me call upon those vines earlier.”

“Yes.” Asterios nodded.

“While your crimson half focuses mostly on physical power, unrelenting flames, and the most dominant aura of intimidation, your onyx half should be able to employ the help of shadows,” she explained. “But, that’s only one of the possibilities. While Lesser Dragons are fire resistant, we aren’t exactly immune to them or heat. Drawing on your crimson lineage, with some practice, you should be able to wreath your draconic form in a blanket of superheated inferno that would at least burn us or even True Dragons to an uncomfortable level, forcing your captor to either endure the agony or release you.”

“I see. Something like the borrowed application of mana from my mates I have used before but a bit more personal, right?” He stroked his chin.

“More or less, yes. But if you want something more effective while still in the category of physical techniques, there are a few moves that put Lesser Dragons in very uncomfortable situations,” Althea continued. “Since we don’t have any other possible targets to practice with, I’ll transform back in just a moment. Though, try to be gentle with me.”

The faint smirk hiding at the corner of the Dragon lady’s lips told Asterios that she was more teasing him rather than pleading for his mercy and he chuckled quietly with a nod of agreement. She was soon back in her serpentine shape.

“First and the most vile method to put one of us in tremendous pain regardless of gender revolves around our lower end. To be specific, our back legs.” Althea repositioned herself so that the mentioned segment of her body stood right in front of Asterios. “You might not be able to close your claws around the diameter of my body but you should be able to hold onto it firmly. Put one claw before and one after my legs. Then, pull vertically in opposite directions. Just don’t go too far.”

He returned to his draconic body too and followed her instructions. The moment his claws touched her scales, Althea grit her teeth and looked ahead. Gradually, Asterios put more and more strength into his grip and watched the scales in front of him twist a little bit from the conflicting directions he applied to her cylindrical form.

Then, after passing a certain threshold, Althea shivered and let out a pained growl, her body spasming a little at regular intervals. Her agonizing whines grew louder and more intense the further he got and quickly reached the point where most of her long body twisted in pain by itself while trying its best not to affect the area he was holding onto so as not to make things even worse. There was no doubt she was unable to fight back in such a state.

Not wanting to torture her unnecessarily, he let go after understanding the lesson and Althea dropped to the ground with one last whimper of relief. Her bottom end still shook sporadically.

“That looked quite serious. Are you alright? How does this even work?” Asterios looked at her with some concern, tenderly brushing his snout against the side of hers.

“As most living beings, there are a few crucial organs located between our back legs, including our genitals.” She let out a strained chuckle. “But due to the shape of our body, it’s much easier to painfully stretch that area and pretty much every inch of our serpentine form. As you can imagine, such a feat is incomparably harder to achieve on True Dragons or even simple humanoids like your human form.”

“Damn. That’s vicious. Are you really going to be okay?” he asked, taking a peek at her rear.

“Don’t worry. I’ve been through worse. I’m actually grateful for your presence as the last time I had a chance to practice enduring this move was back when I was under my mentor. It’s not as easy to do it to yourself. The discomfort will fade in a moment.” She tried to stand up on shaky legs and Asterios offered her his body for support. “Now, while using two claws is a fine tactic, you won’t always be able to. Therefore, you can also use your jaws instead of one. It’s much more difficult to judge the intensity of this hold with that, though.”

“I’m glad you showed me the other way first.” He snickered wryly. “What’s next?”

“My front legs,” she responded, changing her position again. “And this time, it’s better to use your jaws. You’ll need all the strength you can muster to pull this out. Press my head to the ground using your body or your leg, bite down on my form about a meter behind my shoulders, and pull up, twisting me into a curve as far as you can.”

“Sounds intense again. I can’t say I enjoy putting you in so much pain like this,” Asterios commented even as he followed his mentor’s guidance.

“Sore joints and slightly stretched sensitive organs are much simpler to treat than blood loss and sliced flesh. I do appreciate your concern, though.” She chuckled again and he could recognize the smile in her draconic snout. “Now, get on with it. The better you get at this, the safer your opponent will be in case of necessary incapacitation.”

Nodding, he closed his jaws behind her front legs, making sure that his fangs were dulled with mana too, and put his weight on top of Althea’s forehead, pinning it to the grass with one mighty leg. To not make it too easy for him, she began struggling a bit, but he didn’t give her any space to inconvenience him and yanked his hold up.

Almost immediately, Althea let out a light growl of distress, and her serpentine body formed a letter S around the part he bit on. This was much harder than the other technique as he had to fight against her thrashing tail trying to pull everything back to a straight position. 

But, he pulled with everything he had and soon the curve bent more towards Althea’s front and she wailed in distress, clawing at the earth desperately. He heard some bones crack and reposition but didn’t stop until the Lesser Dragon in his grip became a prisoner to her pain, leaving herself at his mercy, unable to try anything against him anymore. Only then did he slowly and gradually unbend her body, careful not to strain it even more by letting go of it too quickly.

A somewhat pathetic moan escaped Althea’s throat as she rested on the ground, back to her proper shape. Asterios transformed first this time and knelt by the side of her snout, gently brushing his hand against her scales. He couldn’t do much because she wasn’t fully bonded to him like the girls were, but it was still possible to share some of Tia’s restorative energy with any being he touched. A more relieved sigh ruffled the grass in front of her nose as Althea recovered from their stretching class.

“I think it would be more fair if you showed me some techniques against True Dragons too.” He smiled warmly. “As long as you know any.”

“I was going to tell you some, of course, but practice might be a bit more difficult. I can’t use those tricks as easily as another True Dragon would due to the limitations of my physique. But, I can at least try.” She huffed calmly, enjoying his scratches.

“You definitely know at least one or two that will make me squirm under you. I’m really looking forward to seeing that.” Asterios grinned excitedly.

Althea let out a rumbling laugh and regarded him with a certain mirthful glint in her emerald eye. She stared at his face for a bit longer before announcing the end of their short break. They still had plenty of moves to test out.

And so, for the next three days, she and Asterios spent a lot of time together in the rebuilt lair. They fought, battled, and practiced techniques and stretches, alongside holding normal classes that expanded his knowledge regarding Lesser Dragons and Dragons in general. However, they mostly focused on the former as he reaffirmed his stance on securing a good contract with some of the serpentine entities for his troops. He needed to become proficient in crippling his opponents without killing or maiming them. What he was taught meant to hurt but not wound.

The girls worked on their respective segments and responsibilities too. Tina and Silvia were often buried in books and documents to make sure that all the laws and regulations from before fit their new nation. Finding any suspicious or unnecessary ones, they took them out or altered the wording to make it close to impossible to abuse by any side. Miria helped out at the Adventurer’s Guild with Selene while Grea and Bryn were busy with their own matters, off-world most of the time.

As Asterios returned to their bedchamber in the castle after another late session with Althea, he raised a curious brow in the direction of the comfy mattress calling to him with the presence of his precious mates.

“Grea’s still missing?” He asked as his clothes dematerialized with a roll of crimson flames.

“Last time I checked, she was in their workshops,” Silvia answered.

Climbing up onto the mattress to join the five of them, Asterios dropped on his back and sighed.

~Hey, you good there? We are all in bed now.~ He reached out to the demon lady through their bond.

~Sorry. I’m in the middle of something important. I really can’t stop right now, not when we are just so close,~ she apologized with an anxious chuckle. ~Go on without me. I’ll have Umbra drop me in later or I’ll simply crash in here so as not to disturb you guys. It was a good idea to bring some beds in here. Have a good night, love.~

And with those words, she was gone, focusing on whatever she was doing again.

“That’s surprising.” Bryn’s brows rose a little.

“Yeah. Professor wouldn’t ever skip our family nights. She loves sleeping between Ast and us too much for that.” Tina nodded thoughtfully. “It really must be something serious for her to give up the opportunity to get handsy with all of us and try to turn it into something more.”

The family nights the blue-haired Summoner girl mentioned referred to the sleeping arrangements when they all piled up in the bed together. It had been Grea’s idea to name those specific days, though her initial suggestion of calling them harem nights was fast shelved away for Miria’s offer instead.

“Her loss.” Selene shrugged. “More Master for us.”

She chuckled slyly and embraced Asterios from the side, tickling his waist with her bushy tail. The other women found their comfy spots a moment later and they all dozed off with pleasant smiles on their faces. Not hearing a pleading request to turn it into an orgy at least three times before falling asleep was a relaxing occurrence.

In the morning, Asterios woke up to all of them already gone, save for one person. A fully naked Grea lay on top of him, with the sheets separating the two. She hadn’t even bothered to slip in during the night, passing out outside. Snickering to himself, he gently shuffled the crimson-skinned beauty under the material and pulled her into him dearly. 

She sighed blissfully and missed a kiss on his collarbone, puckering the empty air. “Love you…”

The absentminded whisper of affection from the unconscious lady made him chuckle again and he stayed with his demon lover for about half an hour more, letting her warm up from his body heat. After that, he tucked her in and placed a tender peck on her cheek before moving out.

~Master, the guildmaster would like to see you now that you are awake,~ Miria said to him telepathically shortly after.

He sent her a mental nod and moved himself through the shadows to her location. As his eyes cleared up, he noticed that he was close to the shadowy dungeon. But, the surroundings were much different now.

In front of him stood a decently sizable encampment consisting of big, colorful tents and a bunch of wooden cabins. It was easy to recognize their purpose as each construction sported an informative flag at its top with well-known symbols associated with certain professions or services. Around the entire area, stood a circle of evenly-placed black metal poles, looking like an unfinished fence lacking boards or other filling.

Admiring the little adventuring village, Asterios walked forward. The moment he got close to the edge, the two nearby poles flashed with arcane symbols and he felt himself slow down. The sensation was comparable to suddenly walking into deep water as his movements became much harder to conduct until it was almost impossible for him to go further. Returning didn’t seem like an issue.

A giggle caught his attention and he found his feline mate grinning at him with an excited spark in her black eyes. “Amazing, isn’t it? Without one of these, no one can approach the camp.”

She shook her wrist and showed a simple but pretty bracelet with a red gem.

“Radir and Imadil made these. Only authorized personnel can go in right now. Suanori wanted to have control over who could access the dungeon right now. But, she will explain more personally, Master.” Miria giggled, trotted up to him, and slid her fingers into his, immediately dispelling the pushing force. “Come on, Master. I’m so excited to show you what we came up with.”

She pecked his cheek and began dragging him forward.

He too was eager to witness their efforts. Miria was clearly finding herself in her assigned adventurer work.


Chapter 36
The Trifecta of Academics

Crossing the line of the first tents and cabins, Asterios noticed that even the ground had been paved from that point onwards to prepare it for the upcoming rush of people and avoid the creation of muddy trails and puddles. Parts of those paths were reinforced with flat stone tiles which clearly was the goal for all of them, just not yet fully finished.

The encampment wasn’t exactly empty but it certainly wasn’t bustling with life. Several people milled about while preparing their shops, stores, locums of their services, and such. He recognized some of his mother’s employees and subordinates from other companies and houses she had most likely given the privilege to join the operations. It was fairly obvious that she would be the main administrator alongside the guildmaster.

Guild employees wandered about the camp too, watching over the others and making sure that the preparations were on a good track. They often held onto small boards with paper notes, marking certain things listed in their assignments or whatever they were carrying out. He recognized some faces too but many seemed new. It wasn’t surprising as their local guild was growing by the day.

He attracted a few gazes and glances with Miria on his arm but people quickly continued with their business after recognizing who the new person was. Miria soon led him to one of the fanciest tents, though not the most eye-catching. Asterios could guess that the awe-inspiring pavilion belonged to the Hestizos.

Still, they entered the multi-segmented structure and headed straight for the furthest section, hidden behind an actual door and wooden wall instead of sheets of material. Some guild employees nodded at them with polite smiles as they added finishing touches to the field guild hall.

After passing through the door, they stepped into a simple office with a neat desk, some shelves, a coffee table, and a bunch of chairs. Suanori stood up from her spot at the end of the room and greeted them with a grin.

“Not so bad for a mobile command center, isn’t it?” She put her fists on her sides.

“Definitely.” Asterios nodded. “I’ll judge your organization skills after this whole operation starts. I’m certainly curious how this place will compare to the one we visited with Miria in the past. Though, I would like to hear some of the details first if possible.”

“Ours will be so much better! I even went there to take a look at their camp a few times!” Miria puffed out her chest proudly. “This is just the beginning!”

He chuckled and scratched behind her adorable ears.

“As for the details, that’s exactly what I require your presence for,” Suanori replied. “We should be done before the evening. Miria was and is a great help. The public knows about the dungeon as we made an initial introduction in the main square and is very excited so we decided to introduce the dungeon in a few steps so as to not make everyone wait too long.”

“And those steps are?” He raised a curious brow at the guildmaster.

“First, you will be the one permitted to enter the dungeon and clear the floors, sharing with us whatever you have learned. Second, the cleared and verified floors will be open to the public, but we will limit access to adventurers authorized by us until we deem things relatively safe. It will be based on the usual ranks and will get lower the more we learn,” she began explaining. “Then, after a few floors are investigated and approved, we’ll open the camp further and be a bit less controlling on who gets in. Naturally, we’ll still be logging everyone and overseeing things. The stores and workshops have the same responsibility. They answer before the Chief Dungeon Commerce Director, who is your mother, and then me.”

“Sounds good. From the looks of things, you do seem to have everything well under control,” Asterios praised them and kept lovingly stroking Miria’s ears to reward her efforts.

“I also considered letting some renowned adventurers and verified delvers attempt the first clears too, just in case you and yours would be busy. We don’t want to demand you to dedicate all your time to its exploration from now till the last floor. Your parties would be safer, of course, but I think this might be a decent idea to show the off-town visitors that we aren’t completely hoarding the dungeon to ourselves but simply take its first exploration seriously, looking for competent individuals,” Suanori added.

“I don’t see a problem with that as long as they understand that gathering information is the main focus of that job.” He nodded approvingly. “Our goal is to use this dungeon for training in the future so we shouldn’t rush it for the public to be able to get in earlier.”

“I agree.” She smiled kindly. “You’ve already cleared the first floor so we can confirm if anything changed when you go down a second time. When would you like to try?”

“This afternoon should be alright. I’ll talk with Althea. She won’t mind wrapping up our lessons earlier. And most likely would enjoy a good delve too. I bet she could teach us a lot on our way down.” Asterios smiled back. “As long as none of the girls has—”

~Young man, do you have a moment?~ Welrond’s voice resounded in Ast’s head and he paused.

Suanori noticed the change and quickly understood what was happening, possibly sensing the incoming conversation by being part of the connection too. It didn’t feel like Silvia’s father was aiming to talk with him through fully secure and private means. The guildmaster gestured at Asterios to continue and sat down in the resting area, quickly joined by Miria, who dragged the elf lady into a casual chat.

~What is it?~ he replied.

~There is a matter regarding Glimmervale that requires some of your attention. Would you have time to join us today to resolve it?~ the man asked.

~Do you know how long it might take?~ Asterios queried.

~Not long, I suppose. There are a few people we would like you to meet. And by we, I mean all of us rulers. It’s related to your plans about the academy,~ Welrond gave him some more details.

~Then I guess I should be able to come in a bit if that’s not too soon. What exactly needs my attention if you can share?~ Curiosity gripped Asterios after the mention of the academy.

~We banded up and gathered a bunch of experts, but… they might need some convincing. At least a few of them do.~ The king chuckled wryly. ~Let’s just say that our idea is a little novel and not everyone is on board. But, after some consideration, we agreed that the creation of a new nation is already something quite novel so why not try out even more fresh approaches?~

~Sure. Anything I should prepare? Where do I go?~ Asterios nodded mentally.

~It would be good to take at least some of your ladies with you. As for the location, the Damascu Clan peninsula. You can say it was the best middle ground all of us have access to through various methods of quick transportation. We didn’t want to show off your summon’s shadows before everyone was in. We can after we shake on it. Let us know when you arrive.~

And with that, the connection snapped shut and Asterios refocused on the two ladies in the room.

“Well, let’s play it safe and book our next delve for the evening. I have somewhere to go,” he said.

“I heard. That’s alright. We can merge it with the official opening. That will be good for publicity.” Suanori winked at him and he snickered.

Kindra was really starting to rub off on a lot of women in his close vicinity.

“Come on, Miria. Let’s ask the others and see who is interested in a little trip.” He extended his hand to his feline lover and the cute panthergirl lunged into his embrace.

They both waved at their elf friend and left the office. Asterios conveyed the recent events to Althea and she easily approved of his altered schedule, agreeing to accompany them during both scenarios. Miria jumped to her through Umbra’s shadows to make the transfer easier on their draconic ally while Asterios reached out to his other partners.

Out of them all, Tina, Silvia, and Selene volunteered for the first meeting. As for the latter expedition, it was still up for discussion if all of them should come or if they should make do with a smaller party. The princess suggested taking Irelia with them to give her some more practical experience and the girls were quite supportive of that idea, talking down any worries their beloved had, reminding him just how strong he was, certainly capable of protecting the already capable young knight.

Nevertheless, after they were all in agreement regarding the first event, he moved himself to Welrond’s location while Umbra transported Miria and Althea alongside his journey through the darkness. Obviously, the shadowy lord was quicker than him but timed their arrival to happen at the same time. The trio surfaced inside a spacious chamber with an open roof, which had a dwarven touch to it. A few crimson gates opened by their side and the remaining ladies joined up with them.

Besides Silvia’s father, Patriarch Grotger, King Zegion, and Queen Civienne, a few other people were present at the gathering, both men and women. One silver-skinned dwarf man, a mature human pair, three female demons from various clans, and two handsome elf men. Everyone stared at Ast’s entrance with various expressions, most revolving around surprise, slight awe, but also hidden disdain. He guessed that those were the troublesome bunch.

“Greetings, everyone.” Asterios nodded respectfully at the group.

“Welcome, Lord Hestizo. I’m glad you could find a moment in your busy schedule to join us,” Welrond answered with a sneaky smirk.

Asterios barely held back his eye roll.

If that was how they wanted to play, he would at least try to match their game.

“I wouldn’t think of ignoring an invitation from any of my friends and allies. Especially when it’s related to me and mine. How may I help you and your guests?” He glanced over the group once more, trying to judge everyone’s character.

“So, this is the lad of a supposedly new nation, huh?” The dwarf man stroked his lush dark blue beard. “I imagined him a little differently.”

“He could easily be my kid,” the older human man added with a sniff. “Doesn’t bode well for the people when a young, aspiring guy takes the reins and thinks he can manage a country with almost no prior experience. Did you even finish your school?”

Asterios chuckled at that as Tina and Miria frowned unamusedly. 

He shrugged and pointed behind him at Silvia and then Althea. “I might be new to this, but I have knowledgeable and talented advisors, with some being older than at least one of the kingdoms gathered here.”

“That sounds like something a puppet ruler would say,” the human woman joined her companion. “How can we be sure that you aren’t under her thumb, then?”

A few gasps echoed through the spacious hall. Asterios noted that they came mostly from the demons and the elves.

“Are you fucking serious?!” The orange-skinned demon girl grasped her hair as she stared in utter disbelief at the previous speaker.

“Typical human.” One of the elf men sneered at her.

Asterios was more amused than offended, taking a peek at the other rulers to judge the situation, but they were keeping themselves scarce for him to continue taking the stage. Before he could answer, though, Althea took a step forward.

“I might be his mentor, but I’m bound by an oath of servitude. One I took willingly, allow me to clarify.” She gestured at Asterios with a seemingly polite smile. “Besides, even if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be able to stand against his might.”

“I did hear about a strong, quickly-advancing S-rank adventurer, but…” One of the other demon girls nibbled on her bottom lip with a note of uncertainty in her tone.

“Might? At this age? Hard to imagine.” The dwarf chuckled heartily. “The lasses certainly appear strong, perhaps carrying his ass around, but I can’t really feel much from him. Unless you mean that kind of might.”

Meeting his eyes, Asterios stopped concealing his aura and let his presence fill the room, which made everyone but his group and the rulers flinch. He didn’t stop there and raised the spiritual pressure of his draconic heritage as his vicious crimson eyes almost glowed with power. The dwarf fell on his butt, the humans’ legs gave out, the demons stumbled a bit but mostly clenched their thighs with gaping mouths, and the elves respectfully dropped to one knee, saving themselves from an unsightly descent.

Withdrawing the pressure but leaving the presence, Asterios turned to the rulers. “What exactly is the point of this meeting?”

“You see, we had this interesting idea,” the Demon King began. “You are planning to start a Knight Academy in your capital, and good old Welrond here asked us to suggest some professors and masters if possible. It was tough until I locked on a few Spellblades from my place. Then, we thought about it for a moment and came up with the idea of the Trifecta.”

“Trifecta?” Asterios frowned slightly.

“Instead of one academy, there would be three, but all connected together,” Civienne continued. “One for melee combat, one for ranged combat, and one for magic. They would form a triangle around Glimmervale and function as one unit. People would be able to sign up for specific paths and either attend classes at only one of the institutions or even all of them depending on their choice. And on the availability of proper instructors for those subjects.”

“It could form a nice ring around the city and become its own little district, with housing between the academies, and even other fitting locations and establishments. We’ve heard that Glimmervale is being planned out in a similar fashion to the Ring City from the Demon Continent,” Grotger added after her.

“Therefore, we pitched the idea to some of the known, experienced, and mostly respected experts in various fields to invite them into the idea. More like a hunt for the first investors than anything else. We would need many more people willing to cooperate for this to work. Many, Many more than with the previous idea.” Welrond sighed heavily. “But, if we manage to secure the support of at least those masters who have joined us today, I believe they could then be of help in convincing more people to sign up. The thing is, as you can imagine, even with your decently known public image, not everyone is instantly convinced, and there are some skeptical individuals. Especially considering the fact that the four of us are suddenly supporting this new monarch. It does look a little like we are manipulating this, doesn’t it?”

The man’s chuckle was somewhat amused, but Asterios could tell that Silvia’s father was rather tired of such notions. They must have been more common than Asterios would have thought.

“Basically, some people do know that you’ve been an S-rank before starting your new nation, mostly humans and elves, but many are doubtful and some straight up don’t believe that you are solid enough not to crumble in the big world,” the princess shared with a soft shake of her head, pretty much mirroring Ast’s thoughts. “Including the people here. So, a presentation would be advised.”

“Something like our duel but on an international scale would be good,” Tina chimed in. “Though, even the recording of its memory could work decently well if we spread it more.”

“Is it possible to host something like Bryn’s War Games but with cross-country participation?” Selene mused while tapping her lips.

“That would be awesome!” Miria jumped in place. “Much better than simply sending Master over to wipe out a fraction of some innocent landscape to prove a point.”

A few eyes widened at her quite shocking statement.

“Hmmm… This idea of a joint institution sounds quite interesting… Our Dragon Guard would be able to master multiple skills from those three fields…” Asterios pondered out loud too.

“Dragon Guard?” Welrond raised a brow at him.

He waved his hand dismissively. “Name still pending. Don’t get too attached. Our equivalent of your Royal Division. The elite of the elite, basically.”

“I support this notion,” Althea said with a polite tone. “It might be harder to achieve, but the result would be completely worth it. I’ve watched multiple institutions rise and crumble, but none attempted to unite all the paths in one place. And I believe we have what is necessary to at least try to succeed.”

“Alright. We might as well go all out.” Asterios nodded at her and turned to the gathered participants. “So, I don’t think anyone has a problem with my knowledgeable and experienced advisors. Unless you doubt King Welrond’s own daughter and his competence at raising his princess as the successor to the throne. If anyone is still wondering, yes, we are courting. Though the result of that process is rather set already so I’m inclined to believe that she will offer me her honest support. You should be aware of the Hestizos, and the Nobelles are just as competent. Let’s exclude the mysterious, ancient sage lady from the equation for your benefit. This still should be enough to prove the competence of my people. Just look at Tyrienheim, Rosewind, and Glimmervale itself since the day we stepped in as the local lords. Am I wrong anywhere?”

Nothing but silence answered him, though he could see the elven chosen nod their heads. The demon girls gave him a noncommittal shrug. He had a feeling that they weren’t as worried about this side of the technicalities as the others.

“The issue seems to be with me. So, let’s just resolve it right now. My might is in question. Who still believes that I can’t handle myself and what’s to come?” He roamed his gaze over the group.

The elves made respectful bows with their hands over their hearts and stepped back, whispering something about the Hero of the Tree. The humans took the challenge and stepped forward with light frowns. The dwarf stroked his beard for a moment, glanced at his patriarch, and finally shrugged while moving closer too. As for the demons, the women exchanged glances, whispered something amongst themselves, and also decided to opt out.

“Are you just professors and teachers or can you stand back by your claims with your own strength too?” Asterios raised a brow at the trio, making the humans bristle a little.

“We are both distinguished masters at our respective academies, and I’m personally a former Grand Commander, now Order Master. There isn’t a Knight who graduated that would ever let their skills rot for the sake of academics,” the woman said with a jaded edge.

Glancing at Welrond, Asterios received a nod from the king. He briefly wondered if either of the two belonged to the academy that had failed Irelia. It would be such a wild turn of events if the top brass of that institution suddenly ended up teaching at his schools. 

After getting slightly humbled and their methods revised, of course.

Since the dwarf grunted in confirmation, Asterios didn’t ask for more clarification. “You three against me, then. My companion will protect the structure of this place so go all out. I won’t be holding back and I would rather not kill you by accident. Dead teachers won’t be of help to me. Everything clear?”

But, it seemed like the demons’ decision wasn’t completely unanimous as one of them took a hesitant step forward, finding Ast’s eyes with a flash of doubt.

“Furiosa! What are you doing?” another demon girl hissed at her and grabbed her arm.

“Changed your mind?” he asked without sounding rude or offended.

“I…” She wavered even more, glancing back at her stunned companions, before taking a deep breath and straightening her back. “I simply want to fight you.”

“I see. I value honesty and admire yours. You can join.” Asterios smiled at her kindly. “Well, then. I’m now in a good mood. Whoever manages to wound me will receive a personal favor in return.”

He winked at the demon girl and she quickly perked up, pushing through her anxiety with a flash of motivation. Her two friends whimpered in dismay, most likely cursing themselves for losing the chance. Meanwhile, Selene finished setting up a cylindrical barrier around them and held its core above one of her palms, seven tails swaying behind her back. He could tell that she didn’t deem his opponents to be worthy of requiring more, as long as he himself didn’t focus on ruining her technique.

As the rulers and his other mates stepped out of the protective area, Asterios and his four challengers took their positions. They all brought their gear out of spatial artifacts, proving that they weren’t really small fry.

The dwarf wore two waist bags and a blocky backpack almost bigger than his body. They all seemed to be made of wood or some other material and had weird open pipes poking out at convenient angles. The humans summoned full plate armor, even including incredible helmets. Their weapons were a longsword and a spear with a tower shield each. The demon girl remained protected by reinforced leather and held a weirdly small for her intense aura shortsword in both hands. Its surface glowed with magical patterns, though.

“No weapon?” she asked and tilted her head.

“I won’t need it.” Asterios smirked softly. “Start when you are—”

A crack of lightning echoed through the hall and the spearwoman shot forward with a shocking burst of speed, becoming a blur in a blink. She reappeared in front of Asterios with the blade of her polearm thrust up in his face, stopped by his hand grabbing it just inches from his eye as some old dust rolled around them from the air pressure of the attack.

“Hah.” The woman snorted. “Looks like I won.”

“That would have been disappointing, wouldn’t it?” Asterios chuckled and he could feel the woman’s confusion, practically seeing her widening eyes behind the almost fully solid visor.

His hand was no longer covered in delicate skin as it held onto the sharp edges but with tough, beautiful crimson scales. There was no sign of even a scratch inside his closed palm.

Before she could finish trying to understand what had happened, he landed a heavy kick on her massive shield. She was sent flying back almost as fast as she had approached, smashing into a barely visible cerulean barrier behind her teammates and bouncing off it right onto the ground with a pained groan. There was now a deep footprint in the protective sheet of metal she kept over her right arm.

Asterios nonchalantly flexed the fingers of the hand he had used to block her attack and grasped his dark red coat with both, flinging it off to the side and letting it dissolve into crimson flames. Then, he simply tore his top off and let it experience the same process. Now, everyone could see that not just his hands became protected by the red scales but the extra durable layer extended over his entire arms, shoulders, the sides of his neck and torso, leaving just the center of his chiseled chest and stomach somewhat vulnerable so as not to make it impossible to win the bet he had offered.

And, of course, he didn’t forget one of his favorite features. 

The intimidating horns.

Cracking his neck, he motioned at his opponents to come forth.

“Let’s go. I don’t have an entire day for this. Running a country is a serious endeavor.”


Chapter 37
Fire Versus Fire

The armored woman was being helped up by her friend while the dwarf offered them some kind of a round potion flask that came out of one of his backpack’s openings. The demon girl simply stared at Asterios with amazement on her violet face. As the group regathered themselves and prepared for their next move, he examined her a little closer. 

Considering that half of his current opponents were almost fully covered, she was pretty much the only one he could directly appreciate.

In terms of height, the clearly fit woman was a close match to him if they counted her horns. Two fairly thin and slightly curled-up protrusions extended from her forehead, angled to the center, and straightened up near it for a little bit by their ends. She had pink eyes with vertical pupils and a few light scars decorated her colorful skin. Only some graced her face while quite a lot of them were visible through the gaps in her leather armor, mostly around her arms, shoulders, and powerful thighs. She had a finger-thin tail that seemed to subconsciously create shapes with its tip, curling slightly.

It felt like she had lots of experience under her belt and Asterios made a mental note to himself to keep an eye on the shortsword wielder. She might prove to be the most dangerous one.

But, his internal musings were interrupted by a weird whizzing sound and he spotted another glass flask making its way towards him through the air. He didn’t wait for it to land on him and stepped back out of its range. The transparent container broke on the floor and a thick cloud of yellow smoke separated him from the challengers.

The dwarf must be an alchemist or something similar. He might fall under the ranged and magical branches of the planned three-way academy.

Asterios waited for a surprise attack while boosting his senses even further. If a show of might was what they were expecting, he was going to provide them exactly with that and let the challengers come to him. He didn’t exactly underestimate them, knowing that they had to be strong and had more than decent chances of winning the little bet, but that didn’t stop him from challenging himself too. Especially now after he had spent some time on Althea’s lessons.

Unfortunately, nothing seemed to come so he decided to act first. Gathering mana in his palms, he made them light up with crimson flames. Spreading his arms wide, he quickly smacked his hands together in the front, sending a thin wave of fire toward the smoke. The force that followed it blew the cloud away and the fiery wall hit the contenders on the other side before they could get away.

The demon girl squealed in shock and let the fire roll over her as she covered her eyes and other sensitive parts. The dwarf’s beard got singed at the edge before the two humans blocked the flames with their armored bodies. Judging by everyone’s positions, they were cooperating in springing a trap for Asterios, but it failed to happen now that he had chosen not to charge straight at them.

Still, they hadn’t been caught completely unaware and unprepared.

The short alchemist smashed another vial on the floor behind the humans and it emitted powerful, blinding white light, forcing Asterios to close and cover his eyes. As the others remained unaffected, they jumped at the opportunity right away.

Even though Asterios temporarily couldn’t see, he wasn’t deaf. His hearing, paired with other, more advanced senses, like the awareness of his spiritual presence which was filling the room being disturbed, allowed him to visualize everyone’s movements. The human pair was flanking him from both sides while the demon girl prepared something, whispering to her blade.

An almost fully silent projectile soared at him but Asterios caught it at the last second. He was glad he had been careful with his strength as it clearly was the alchemist’s flask. Who knew what would have happened if it had gotten crushed? He couldn’t rule out the possibility of the man throwing powerful bombs at him.

So, to test that, he pulled his arm back and turned his head towards the dwarf, with his eyes still closed. The stocky man blanched after realizing that Asterios was staring right at him.

“Oh, shi—”

He barely had any time to jump away before his own creation crashed at his feet, catching him mid-lunge. Since there were no shields and armor next to him this time, he suffered the full blow of the mixture. The air shook violently as it exploded, sending him tumbling into one of the barriers.

At the same time, the pair of Knights coordinated their attacks and struck together from the sides. The swordsman aimed at his legs while the spearwoman targeted his head, forcing him to choose to defend either since reaching for one point would put the other one out of his reach.

Which would have been a problem if Asterios was any other normal person.

Infusing his legs with more draconic mana, thrust himself up just a tiny bit and spun around his own axis while ending in a horizontal position. Both blades missed his scales by a hair’s breadth, to the utmost shock of the attackers at such a chaotic maneuver.

But, that was just the beginning.

Stopping his rotations, Asterios stepped strongly on the sword as he landed on the floor once more, grabbing the long shaft of the spear with his right hand. Keeping the weapon under the sole of his boot stuck to the floor, he flexed the muscles of his arm and swung the polearm at the man.

Alongside its female wielder.

The spearwoman released an undignified squeak as she was yanked off her feet and they both grunted heavily with her partner as their armors crashed into each other with a loud metallic thunk. They were sent rolling in each other’s embrace, leaving their weapons behind, one under Ast’s foot, the other in his grasp.

Taking a quick glance at them, he assumed that those weren’t their best of the best, most likely because their owners hadn’t judged his challenge worthy of bringing out their heaviest hitters. It would be really disappointing if the top Knights wielded barely magical blades and shields made from metals that couldn’t withstand a single kick of his.

Even if that kick had come from an empowered True Dragon.

Tossing the two weapons aside, he opened his mouth to taunt the human pair but focused on another flying flask. Surprisingly, it wasn’t moving towards him. His senses flared and Asterios reacted almost purely on instinct, immediately ignoring the glass container.

It was a simple distraction.

He could feel the demon girl appear right behind him with a mighty attack at the ready, and then drop onto the ground with a squawk. The chamber trembled as her missed blow struck the floor, creating a long fissure past his side, which emitted freezing cold alongside whitish mist.

“How did you—” the woman muttered in disbelief as he glanced at her over his shoulder. “Wha—?”

She was staring at his tail in pure confusion and awe. Unsurprising, considering the fact that it hadn’t been there a moment ago, suddenly tripping her mid-attack. As she looked up and met Ast’s faint smirk, her violet cheeks darkened and she hastily rolled into a crouch before jumping away.

With a flick of her wrist, her sword’s runes glowed brightly and a silvery glow surrounded its blade, extending its surface into that of a greatsword without the considerable weight usually accompanying such weapons. She swung it at him ferociously and fast arcs of energy zoomed towards Asterios from a short distance, forcing him to evade the barrage.

Dodging the magical cuts, he caught the sight of the Demon King grinning at the show. Their eyes met and the man winked at him while mouthing Spellsword with a proud expression.

That explained a few things. Including the puny shortsword in her hands.

Deciding that he had seen enough, fairly sure that the human Knights excelled more in defensive techniques rather than offensive and that the dwarf worked best with more direct attackers he could support with his concoctions, Asterios prepared for the grand finale. He infused his brain and eyes with both draconic energies and everything slowed by about half of its usual speed. Faint wisps of black and red smoke wafted from his body as he locked his ferocious eyes on the female demon in front of him.

She shuddered at that, sensing the sudden change in the air. Without a warning, Asterios stepped forward, though, for her, he could have very well sprinted. He danced around the incoming projectiles without much effort, causing her eyes to widen to the brim in utter disbelief as he arrived in her face in a second or two.

Spinning around in a blur, he launched a split-kick into her stomach and the woman’s body shot straight up into the air, becoming a small point across the blue background as a loud smack rolled around the hall.

To her credit, she never let go of her sword.

Turning to the armored pair, Asterios saw them a little roughed up but in the middle of preparing for another move. Without waiting for them to finish, he inhaled more air than humanly possible and breathed a focused stream of bright crimson fire at their figures. They managed to put their shields up in time, but the ferocious inferno swallowed them whole.

Asterios walked forward while keeping up the relentless torrent. And the closer he got, the more intense the heat of his breath became. Arriving at point blank with the shields, he watched them turn red and then orange, somehow managing not to melt, proving that they might have been a more decorative set but not completely impractical.

Unbothered by their state, he grabbed the edges linked in the middle and yanked them to the side, bending the two sheets like fresh clay. His flames struck the people behind them directly and screams of panic filled the air as the armors began heating up too. He could tell that while their wearers did experience a sudden temperature rise, they weren’t really in any danger, save for some weak burns afterward.

Their armor was clearly enchanted.

Nevertheless, after it turned dark amber too, he stopped his flaming breath and tore the shields fully from their grasp. Then, he moved behind the duo and grabbed their arms. Twisting them behind, he locked their elbows and forced their backs together. Before the metal began cooling down, he coiled their bracers and upper arm plates into two tight spirals. Ensuring that they were hardening again, he kicked the pair away and watched them stumble around as they tried to work together so as not to fall. It was quite a challenge with their entire gear basically melted into one and stiff like a board.

Looking the dwarf’s way, Asterios found the short man with two different vials in his hands and frozen mid-action. When their eyes met, he sighed while shaking his bearded head and tossed them both to the sides, most likely unable to use them earlier due to Asterios being too close to his allies.

The round flasks shattered, and one exploded with a gigantic wave of sharp earth spikes that formed a line of jagged mountains, while the other mirrored it in the opposite direction with its base being white ice instead. At least one of those had been intended as a defensive technique but the dwarf understood that they wouldn’t have done much in front of his opponent.

They were still impressive, though.

Glancing up, Asterios jogged a few steps away from his current position and jumped up, flipping himself backward into a somersault. His leg connected with the returning body of the demon girl while upside down and she received a powerful kick which sent her into the side barrier instead of the hard ground. It still hurt, judging by the pained grunt she let out, but after bouncing off it and the floor, she rose to her elbows with a determined scowl.

It lessened a bit after she noticed her human teammates awkwardly waddling around while glued together and the dwarf who had clearly surrendered and simply sat down with his chin resting atop his palms. The trio had been defeated in that short moment she had been in the sky.

“It’s now you and me.” Asterios smiled at her. “Would you like to continue?”

She glared at him briefly before getting up to her feet, her shortsword’s sigils starting to glow again. “The Rageblade Clan does not surrender.”

He nodded approvingly at her resolute expression. It felt like it was only now that the violet lady was starting to get serious. With the others out of the picture, she could rage around the battlefield as much as she wanted.

“Very well. I shall respond to your tenacity accordingly and get serious too.” Asterios flicked his wrist and deep crimson flames rolled off it, forming his intimidating, draconic greatsword.

“A Spellslinger!” one of the elf men exclaimed in astonishment.

The demon woman looked impressed with his weapon, including the fact that he could wield it in one hand if he only wanted to. She took a position and her own blade burst into purple flames, extending itself into the length of a longsword. He ejected one of his crystal tokens with a whizz of pressurized air and slotted a different one, resting the greatsword on his shoulder.

He gestured at her, and their little duel began.

Rather than lunge at him, she shouted ferociously and stabbed her fiery blade into the stone tiles. Continuing to scream, she held onto its hilt with both hands. The purple flames burst outwards in a circle around her, whooshing wildly and causing her dark blue hair to flutter in the spiritual wind.

After yanking the sword out, her entire body was wreathed in its fire, licking at her skin in various places. Her eyes glowed fiercely and she grinned at Asterios in honest excitement. She giggled a little crazily and finally charged forward with a burst of purplish flames giving her a mighty push.

Asterios spun his greatsword and also shoved it into the ground. One of the tokens glowed and a tall wave of azure water flowed ahead, filling almost the entire width of the spacious chamber. He expected the woman to burn through it but she surprised him by suddenly appearing above the top edge. She skipped through the air with little explosions of fire underneath her shoes, cackling like mad as she dropped right onto him.

He met her overhead strike with his blade held horizontally and got surprised again, this time with the power behind her developed but still slim arms. The flooring cracked underneath him as he redirected the force to the side, letting her magical shortsword slide away. She immediately followed with a flurry of cuts, continuously aiming at his stomach and face.

Evading the last one in her combo, he spun around, dragging his sword alongside the rotation, aiming to slice through his opponent’s belly from up close. He briefly worried that it might be too much for the lightly armored magical girl as he watched his extremely sharp blade near the exposed bit of her skin present between her shorts and her top.

But, as the dangerous edge scraped against her body, it raised purplish sparks from the contact. Some light flames licked it too as it slid over its target, leaving only a faint glowing purple line behind its path, which quickly turned white like the rest of the woman’s scars.

That was quite an amazing ability.

They split and faced each other again. She grinned at him ferally, knowing well that he understood her defenses. Even though she looked like a crazy barbarian, she didn’t lack intelligence in that scary state of hers. Just some urges might be slightly enhanced.

The purple flames exploded under her soles again and she zigzagged over the floor at an impressive speed, practically gliding over the stone surface. She used her momentum to take unexpected swings at him, changing her direction and angle randomly. He blocked most of them but certainly had to focus a bit more.

And considering that he couldn’t use his enhanced perception for too long without repercussions, he had to wrap this up soon if he wanted to completely overpower the last contender too.

At least without whipping out the Big Bad Dragon.

He activated another crystal sigil and his blade glowed green. Before the demon girl could step back, an intense wind swirled around Asterios and created some more cuts in her skin and armor, evoking more pretty purple sparks in the process. She covered her face with her elbows and let the current blow her away.

In the meanwhile, Asterios drew on both draconic energies again, fused it into his sword, and added Silvia’s too. A mix of crimson, onyx, and amber glow covered the weapon, with tongues of multi-colored flames licking the air around it. The intense heat such a mix emanated started melting the stone tiles as he held the blade low in both hands.

The woman’s mouth formed a perfect little “o” as she observed the gleaming greatsword. She then snickered loudly and began holding her shortsword in the front. With a mighty shout, she directed all the fire she had in and around her into the magical blade. It turned into a massive, flat pillar of ominous purple inferno easily three times as big as her muscular frame.

There was no doubt that her skin was no longer protected. She put everything in the next attack.

Asterios prepared his own from below while she launched herself high into the air and held hers above her head, laughing maniacally. He pushed himself off too with a wide smile. Their swords burst into even more ferocious infernos as they headed towards each other at a sharp angle, two colors turning the chamber into crimson-purple halves.

Their swords clashed in mid-air and the fire exploded with a quaking boom, causing the barrier to flicker. The two energies fought against each other for a second before a flash of realization passed through the girl’s angry eyes. In the next moment, Ast’s blade swiped right through hers, breaking the flaming spell around it and bursting with his mixed fire, swallowing her whole.

She flew out of the multicolored ball of fire with a smoking trail, hit the edge of the arena with enough force to bounce back halfway to the point of their clash, and began falling. Rather than crashing into the ground, she fell into Ast’s arms with only a faint grunt. As she looked up at his smiling face, slightly singed from their violent encounter, the self-inflicted madness retreated from her eyes.

“Do you yield now?” He raised a kind, questioning brow at her.

Sighing softly, she fixed her posture while leaning on him. “I stand no chance against your might…”

He nodded at that, loosening his grip on her, and then flinched at a sudden prick of pain in his lower abdomen. Looking down, he saw the girl’s nails wreathed with the familiar purple flames while pressed into his skin, with four distinct lines running down his stomach, faintly dripping with his blood.

“But I’m not simply all brawn no brain,” she added with a fiendish smirk. “I did not say that I surrender.”

Chuckling, he nodded at her proud but still hesitant gaze, watching her expression relax and light up as he confirmed she hadn’t cheated and won the bet. She giggled adorably while pushing herself off him and pumping her fist. That sudden motion made her wobble on her feet and she fell back into Ast’s chest, a bit more shy about it this time as her violet cheeks flushed more. He could see her thin tail flicking wildly behind her pert butt.

“Alright. If you already have a wish in mind, feel free to let me know. If not, think about it for as long as you need. In the meanwhile, let’s help those tin sculptures out of their prison and rejoin everyone.” Asterios gestured at the humans with his eyes and she snickered with a nod.


Chapter 38
Stories to Be Told

As Asterios let go of Furiosa and gradually dismissed his draconic features, Selene took down the barrier so that everyone else could approach them too. The sly demon girl watched with wide eyes as the red marks her nails had left on his stomach were disappearing right in front of her, fully gone in seconds. Seeing her shocked expression, he simply smirked at his opponent and winked.

Silvia and Tina helped release the arm-locked humans. While the princess heated their armor once more, her noble friend made sure that the owners didn’t suffer any injuries from that by covering their bodies with a protective layer of cool water. They were free in just a moment, though the metal plates over their entire arms were now ruined and in need of replacement.

A small price for not getting hurt in the duel, really. Asterios was fairly sure they wouldn’t have been able to withstand the same level of beating as the demon girl.

The dwarf didn’t need much assistance and went alone to collect some remains of his shattered bottles. From what they could see, he searched for the stoppers which had been sealing the containers shut. Those parts shouldn’t have been destroyed or damaged too much. At least as long as they hadn’t been attached to the explosive flasks.

King Welrond and the other monarchs seemed satisfied with the presentation. Save for Civienne, who was as hard to read as usual. But, it was fairly obvious that she didn’t mean anything bad by it. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have brought such devout followers with her, who were currently fighting to contain their awe and excitement over what Asterios had shown. He had managed to capture the elves, even if they had been relatively favorable towards him from the start.

It was hard to judge the humans’ minds but he would worry about them in a moment. The demons were definitely not a problem. Furiosa had to be already convinced by what they had gone through, and her companions wore just as amazed and reverent expressions on their colorful faces. As King Zegion had said in the past, his kin valued personal power and Asterios had displayed quite a decent chunk of it.

With his wounds fully healed, he resummoned his attire just as everyone else found their way to the center of the chamber. A tinge of disappointment flashed through the demons’ eyes and he chuckled quietly. It wasn’t only strength their kin valued greatly and desired. But those possessing it clearly had it much easier.

Putting his hands on his hips, Asterios turned to the violet-skinned Spellsword. “So, do you have anything in mind already or should we move on with the meeting?”

Furiosa’s gaze lingered on his for a moment, then moved past him, most likely to the ladies standing slightly behind Asterios, and finally returned to his face. She mulled it over in her head before biting on her lower lip and gathering enough determination to speak up.

“I might have one, Your Majesty. If I haven’t assumed wrong, the females behind you belong to your harem, right? I can see that you are joined with two noble humans and two quite exotic women whose race I do not recognize. Possibly also an elf.” She glanced at Althea before refocusing on him. “But, if you wouldn’t mind, Your Majesty, I would like to offer my candidature as your demon. You have seen yourself that I would not embarrass you in battle. I wish for the permission to court you.”

The other demon girls flanking her sides gasped with incredulous looks. Their friend was really getting ahead of them just because of one single decision. However, Asterios wasn’t fully sure if they were shocked by that or the fact that she had dared to request to become his wife this straightforwardly.

“I’m afraid this would be hard to consider a personal favor of mine as it involves the opinion of all my current mates. Each of them is an important member of my family, not just a woman I took a fancy to during my journeys.” He chuckled softly. “Besides, the spot for my demon woman is technically already taken. These ladies are not all of my family.”

“I see.” Furiosa smiled a bit shyly. “May I ask who, at least?”

“I’m not sure if you will recognize her as she spent a lot of her life amongst humans, but yes, you may. My current demon lover is Grea Asgeir,” Asterios replied.

“Asgeir?!” one of her friends squeaked, the blue-skinned one, and all of them looked at him with eyes wide to the brim.

“I’m sorry, but do you really mean that Asgeir?” Furiosa asked hesitantly.

“Well, Radir’s daughter?” He raised a brow at them.

“Oh, sweet lord…” The squeaker fainted into the arms of the orange demon girl while Furiosa shook her head with a quiet laugh.

“Domina is a Sealing Magic nut. But ignoring her, there is hardly any demon who doesn’t know of the Chastity Enforcer and his mastery over that field. He is her idol,” she explained. “We can hardly compete against a daughter of someone like that. I bet she is just as amazing on her own. What a pity.”

Asterios rested a hand on her shoulder. “I can’t say anything about your friends, but you are quite something too. While I’m not going to simply accept you as one of my women, you don’t need permission to try and court me. It won’t be as easy as you think since you need to win over a total of seven people including me, but you can try your best. Right now, let’s simply start as friends. If we end up working together on the academy project, we’ll certainly have many chances to run into each other.”

“Sisters,” Furiosa corrected him. “And thank you, Your Majesty. I can speak for all of us regarding this and we are more than honored to be part of something this exciting. Especially with someone this amazing at the top.”

“Sisters? Quite a colorful family you have there.” His gaze wandered over the violet-blue-orange trio and the last girl snickered at him.

“Our mother is quite a hoe,” she said with a big grin.

Furiosa rolled her eyes at that. “What Omnia meant to say is that our mother has multiple husbands. We are technically half-sisters, each having a different father. They all belong to different clans and she decided that we would all grow up with them to inherit their techniques. Personally, I think she just doesn’t care about her kids and wants to push away any responsibility while chasing after her next conquest.”

“I guess the names are quite a hint. They do sound like something one person came up with.” Selene chuckled softly.

“Yeah. She doesn’t let anyone else pick them.” The violet girl nodded. “I was supposedly extremely standoffish during birth, Domina hogged all the attention and ordered everyone around with her cries, while Omnia wanted to do everything on her own. I guess she can get names right, at least, considering how we turned out.”

“Anyway, I’m looking forward to our cooperation.” Asterios smiled at the duo, the third sister still remaining unconscious. “Now, as for our little test, was this convincing enough or do we have a need to further discuss my power?”

He examined the battered humans and the grumpy dwarf as they stared back at him.

“Your best is indeed quite impressive,” the short man muttered reluctantly.

“Pardon?” Asterios frowned lightly.

The dwarf looked up at him confusedly.

“That wasn’t close to my best,” Asterios added.

The challengers all exchanged glances while looking at him weirdly. Even Furiosa was a bit surprised, perhaps having assumed that their little bout had brought out one of his strongest moves to counter her attack.

“What’s your best, then?” Omnia finally asked with a note of curiosity in her tone.

Asterios pondered about it for a moment. He didn’t think it was the time to show them his true nature yet. Some members of this gathering felt like they could be trusted, but he wasn’t yet sure about all of them. Especially the humans.

So, he turned to Silvia instead. “Would you mind helping me demonstrate?”

She nodded gently and stepped closer. Reading his intentions, she entered the stage of Aura Manifestation, bringing out her amber armor and the flaming tiara above her head. The spiritual plates were covered in a scaly pattern even more than before, clearly getting more detailed with time. After using Aura Materialization to manipulate her artifact gem into an intricate battle staff, she looked truly dangerous and ferocious.

“This here would be me while I was fighting the four of you.” Asterios gestured at the flaming princess. “And this would be me if I decided to get a bit more serious.”

At his nod, a torrent of orange fire swallowed her whole figure and Silvia soon emerged as a fiery humanoid entity purely made of vicious flames. Her shapely body was perfectly smooth and the only distinct features were the glowing, almond shapes of her eyes and the long hair of a flicking inferno. She levitated above the ground while melting a circle underneath her into a boiling puddle. To any random spectator, she was no short of a goddess of fire.

That got quite a reaction from the gathered, save from Welrond, who had already experienced Silvia’s Aura Unification on his own skin. Even the Demon King looked impressed. But, many gazes quickly moved off the hot royal princess and fell upon Asterios. Most of them were quite calculative as their owners tried to guess just what kind of almighty technique he would show when pushed to his limits.

With another nod from Asterios, Silvia dismissed her godly form and accepted his hand as she floated down into his arms, avoiding the still-melting puddle. He placed a grateful peck on her warm cheek and let go of his beloved princess. She curtsied politely towards the audience and returned to his side, rejoining the other ladies.

“If you prove yourselves trustworthy, you might one day learn the extent of my power,” he said, meeting everyone’s gaze. “Now, does anyone want out?”

The elves and demons had obviously been in even before the entire argument so he simply shared a few nods with them to confirm their intent of participation. The dwarf was quick to jump in after them. As for the humans, they seemed a bit put off by their failure, but they clearly could see the potential of this arrangement and agreed to work with him too.

And just like that, those who had needed convincing were convinced.

Though, Asterios made a mental note to keep an eye on the human duo. No one said anything about their cooperation being a permanent thing. If their methods or behavior turned out to be unsuitable for what he wanted to create, they would quickly find themselves on the chopping block. 

Figuratively speaking, of course.

What followed next was a detailed discussion regarding the planned Trifecta Institute. Name still pending.

The technical things had to be figured out first. Welrond’s idea to put the academies on an elevated ground was accepted, though it had to be slightly altered since it was no longer about a single campus but three of them and the facilities between their locations. Easy to imagine, raising a ring of mountains past the first wall of Glimmervale wasn’t the best architectural design from many standpoints.

However, the three academies would still be placed slightly higher than the other parts of the academic ring to command respect and awe. Demons, dwarves, and elves would be soon dispatched to take care of construction, each race assigned to their respective school, knowing best how to facilitate their strengths. 

With that amount of workforce, it was predicted that the entire process wouldn’t take too long. At least the initial frameworks and skeleton foundations would be prepared fast, allowing the raising of the second wall to progress at the same time. With the help of Earth Mages from the Demon Continent, things would be much, much easier.

Of course, Asterios hadn’t forgotten about his talks with the Committee about the expansion of Glimmervale in terms of housing, farming, and all the other necessary aspects. After mentioning that to the monarchs, they assured him that those wouldn’t be a problem either. Past the academic ring, they could easily find enough space for those structures.

And if he was still worried about not having enough people to work on that, Silvia suggested announcing public recruitment for construction workers, promising various discounts and benefits for those wanting to settle down in the area. Cheaper housing was a great incentive for many, and a requirement like having to construct at least one or two more would ensure that no one tried to abuse the goodwill for their own interest. Welrond looked proud at his daughter’s suggestion, clearly satisfied with what she had learned from him and her teachers.

A few hours flew by during the heated discussion and Asterios had to return soon. Welrond promised to deliver a transcript of the meeting to the Committee and everyone else assured him that they would start working on what they had agreed on right away. Everyone seemed excited about the project and it all felt genuine. Even the Elf Queen showed the tiniest hint of a smile while reading through the passages related to her part of the responsibilities. Althea clearly hadn’t missed it and shot Asterios an amused glance.

Bidding farewell to their new friends, who also swore to begin looking for worthy investors and masters to join the academies, they returned to Glimmervale, reappearing in the castle. They stumbled upon Yumi and she invited them for dinner, to which they agreed. She and Camille served their group tasty dishes, working perfectly together.

In the middle of their small feast, Asterios turned to Althea. “What should we focus on during our upcoming lesson? We don’t have much time before the delve.”

She pondered over it for a moment before answering. “I think we can compromise a little here. We should still be able to hold our lesson inside the dungeon. What I have in mind would fit the situation rather well and might be of help during your attempt to succeed in summoning my kin.”

“Oh, that sounds exciting!” Miria clapped joyfully and Asterios had to wipe her mouth with a napkin as some sauce dripped down her chin.

He saw no issues with that arrangement and they quickly finished their dinner break. Then, Asterios checked the location of Suanori and found the guildmaster back in town. They took a stroll to the guild, greeting Ellie and the other receptionists, and arrived at the guildmaster’s office.

“Welcome back. You are a bit early. But, things are almost ready if you wish to hop in soon. Though, I do have one small suggestion for you to consider,” Suanori began.

“We are listening.” Asterios nodded.

“You aren’t going straight for the Core in this run, right? We previously talked about showing people that we aren’t stingy with giving out access just because. If you are up, we can start right away. There is a willing party we approve of who could join you on this delve. Or you could join them. And you are already acquainted too.”

“Who?” Miria tilted her head cutely.

“Rudy’s squad.” Suanori showed a faint grin.

“Oh, that’s a great idea!” The panthergirl jumped in place and turned to Asterios. “You could take Irelia too and go with them as their guardian, Master! You and Althea would surely be enough to protect them if you aren’t going too deep!”

“You don’t want to join?” He raised a brow at her.

She giggled timidly. “Of course I would love to, Master. But I’m not as clingy as I was in the past anymore, am I? And I’m sure Suanori would find us something to do in the meantime. I really enjoyed helping out with this adventuring stuff.”

“There’s plenty to do,” Suanori agreed. “And she is good at it. People love talking to your bubbly mate. Miria’s cheerful enthusiasm is quite infectious.”

The feline in question blushed heavily at the praise and Asterios scratched behind her cute ear. “True. I don’t mind this either. It will give us another angle on the difficulty of the following floors. Our party would surely just blaze through them with quite absurd solutions, missing out on the simple ones that the less overpowered adventurers could spot.”

“So be it. They are in the lobby right now so you can get them on your way out. I’ll handle the rest. You don’t need to wait for any ceremonies or such. Just make yourselves seen and that’s all.” The guildmaster returned to her paperwork and they took that as a sign to leave.

Miria decided to stay with Suanori and Selene joined her. Silvia and Tina also left with a peck from each of them, heading out to talk with the Committee in Ast’s name. Althea remained by his side and they searched for Rudy and her friends, finding the rowdy party rather easily.

“So, it looks like you are in need of a babysitter,” Asterios teased after arriving at their table.

Rudy snorted but bit back her snarky response after noticing that he wasn’t alone. “Well, my mother always said I lack feminine touch so perhaps I wouldn’t mind getting pampered a little.”

He rolled his eyes at the obvious intentions of the strong woman in front of him. “Pack your toys and get ready to leave, then. Be on your best behavior and Miss Althea might consider a reward.”

She bolted upright in a blink, causing her companions to chuckle in amusement. Asterios wandered out of the guild while they tidied the table up after themselves. Althea caught up to his side and leaned into his ear.

“While I do enjoy the female form too, my preference aligns more with the slightly rougher, masculine constitution,” she whispered with a small smile and a faint trace of a blush.

Asterios smiled back at her as a fleeting giggle echoed through his mind, coming from the quite obvious source. He had wondered about Althea’s inclinations after listening to her life story and considering her stance towards her mentor, alongside her history with the giggly Dryad, but he guessed that this little statement cleared everything up.

Rudy’s chances of success dropped even lower now.

A moment later, the boisterous adventurer ran after them, followed by her colleagues. Asterios told them that they were going to pick up one more person before heading out and they strolled towards the castle, reaching the training grounds fairly quickly. There, they found Irelia, currently in the middle of practice with Kathy and her squad. The captain noticed them and they waited for the session to wrap up without interrupting its flow.

When Kathy stopped, it confused Irelia slightly, but her expression brightened after she realized who had come to visit. She exchanged respectful bows with her mentor and jogged up to Asterios and the others.

“Greetings, My Lord. Can I help you with anything today?” Irelia saluted to her heart and watched him expectantly, still breathing a bit fast.

“I have an offer for you. We are heading into a dungeon. If you would like, you could join this expedition to gain some experience. We won’t be going too deep,” he explained.

The girl’s eyes shone with joy before she schooled her expression. “It would be my pleasure, My Lord. I’m looking forward to learning from experienced adventurers.”

“Likewise, kid. We don’t get many chances to observe real Knights in action and you seem quite competent.” Rudy grinned at her while roughly ruffling Irelia’s hair.

“We should get you some armor first.” Asterios rubbed his chin.

“Oh, that won’t be necessary. I did as you told me, My Lord, and visited Mister Imadil. They insisted on making a full armored suit for me, not just a sword. I wasn’t able to change their minds. I have everything with me already, stored in this ring.” She showed a pendant hanging around her neck on a thin chain, which was pretty much a ring as she’d said. “I can summon it directly onto my body, so if that’s not a problem, I would prefer to do it before we enter the dungeon.”

“Alright. We are supposed to be seen so let’s do that in front of the camp.” Asterios nodded. “Let’s get going, then. Join your hands, everyone.”

They all did as he instructed and Asterios reached into himself to judge if he would be able to transfer this many people through the shadows without Umbra’s assistance. Ultimately, he decided against testing that out as he felt it was close to his limit and the two shared the burden.

The group resurfaced shortly before the invisible fence and he remembered the restriction. Rudy’s team had their own bracelets, so he handed one out to Irelia, making the girl promise to never go in without him or his mates. She swore to follow his guidance. He trusted Irelia but wanted to be sure. Though, with the surveillance around the dungeon, she most likely wouldn’t be let in anyway.

“Who is that?” Douhlim’s question brought Asterios back from his thoughts.

Turning towards the direction the dwarf was pointing at, he spotted a familiar figure prodding the magical barrier with a finger. “Looks like the reports were right. Well, let’s see what she has to say for herself.”

With his lead, they approached the sneaky bard. Somehow, she noticed them coming rather quickly, and Asterios caught a glint of greenish energy in the light breeze. Recognizing who was approaching her, Viona decided against running away.

“Good afternoon, My Lord.” She curtsied daintily with an anxious smile.

“Good afternoon to you too, Viona.” He nodded politely. “As you must be aware, the camp is still restricted to public access right now. Would you mind sharing why you can be seen snooping around it?”

“Guilty as charged.” She chuckled hesitantly. “I’ll be completely honest with you, My Lord. This new dungeon, and how your people are handling it, make me extremely curious and excited. I can assure you that I wasn’t trying to break in without permission. I might have been hoping to talk someone into inviting me in, though. I just feel like this could be a great opportunity for me. One that I shouldn’t miss no matter what. Save for less legitimate means, which I don’t want to attempt.”

He observed the peculiar bard for a moment. She seemed like an honest person to him. He certainly couldn’t blame her for her curiosity. It came with the profession, which clearly was her passion too. Thinking about his options briefly, Asterios came to a quick decision.

“You are a wandering artist, right?” he asked.

“Correct, My Lord,” she confirmed.

“But, you are staying around for a while,” he said.

“Also correct, My Lord,” she replied. “I usually wander from place to place to find one I feel comfortable in. I decided to remain here after the ceremony because my intuition was telling me that this might be the chance for me.”

“Is it just your intuition?” He raised a brow at her, slightly enhancing his eyes, and making it clear that they were following a certain glowing cluster of spiritual energy currently floating around the woman.

“So, you really can see them.” She showed a dazzling smile. “I apologize. Yes, the spirits that accompany me also feel at ease here. I gained the favor of another one too. That had to be a sign.”

“Tell me, then. Do you think you can handle yourself in a dungeon?” Asterios finally dropped the main question.

Viona’s eyes widened. “I… I can defend myself, but I’m not as strong as your companions, My Lord. I would be of use to you in a supporting position. My magic isn’t limited only to communicating with spirits but I also deal in casting various spells through my music. But, may I ask why?”

“I’ll answer that after you answer one more question.” He showed a soft smirk. “Would settling down be too much for your wanderlust? Or just setting a base of operations that you could return to often?”

Her eyes couldn’t get any wider at this point as she started figuring out his intentions. “No, My Lord. I’m not averse to staying in one place for a long time. Especially if we consider an incredible place like Glimmervale and the newly founded nation of Dragon Valley. For a bard, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Anyone would be glad to find their spot in such land.”

“Great.” Asterios chuckled. “I’ll get straight to the point, then. If you wouldn’t mind working closely with my nation, I think we can offer you a quite privileged position in comparison to other minstrels. I’m not sure if I can call it the royal bard, but we’ll see. You would be permitted to visit more places than before and accompany me and mine at various times of day or night. As a new nation, we need someone who could spread more tales about us. Truthful ones. Though, you have to understand that we would require you to keep some matters to yourself. We would be trusting you a lot. If your ethics allow that, let me know what you think about the offer.”

Viona remained silent for a few long seconds, blinking blankly at him. Only after one of the sprites zapped her with a tiny spark she managed to escape her sudden stupor.

She hastily bowed low with all the grace she could muster. “Viona Celine, at your service, My Lord. I swear not to divulge any secrets you don’t intend me to as long as they aren’t related to wrongful and unfair treatment of your citizens. Otherwise, I don’t think I would be able to stay silent.”

“Great. I’ll make sure to never give you any reason to question your morals, then.” Asterios grinned at her warmly and brought her back up. “Here’s an artifact giving you access to the camp. I’ll introduce you properly to everyone later. Right now, let us see what this dungeon has to offer.”


Chapter 39
Sea of Flames

Before entering the encampment, Asterios gave Irelia the signal to gear up and they watched as her new armor materialized out of thin air with a bright red gleam. Just as she had mentioned, Imadil and Cynthia prepared a full plate set for the young Knight, including a medium-sized heater shield and an impressive-looking longsword.

The armor had a deep crimson hue that glinted ferociously under sunlight, decorated with black details over its edges and certain elements like knuckles or such. Additionally, specific areas were more Dragon-themed than others. Her pauldrons took the form of Dragon heads, her shin guards resembled Dragon legs, and her forearm protection naturally mirrored that.

As for the sword, it had a black core with a dark red edge, clearly enchanted to its limits, which was visible through a plethora of runes and sigils decorating its surface. The hilt, wrist guards, and pommel fit the draconic setting too. The shield was kept relatively simple, made of perfectly smooth black metal, with the only decorative element being three finger-thick dark scarlet circuits of similar shape placed one inside another.

All in all, the little girl in training suddenly turned into a respectable young woman in even more incredible armor. With the serious, collected, but also somewhat eager expression on her charming face, Asterios could easily tell why Irelia preferred not to parade in her new gear. It would take one look for the knightly lady to steal and break the hearts of boys her age. The fitting ponytail she was currently sporting only further added to her elegance.

Everyone else got ready in their own way too. Rudy, Douhlim, and Tesser didn’t have to prepare much. They had all their gear on them already so they checked their little bags and pouches to verify if they didn’t lack anything important. Their weapons and other gear looked to be in a rather good condition too, with some pieces having been replaced since the last time Asterios had seen them.

Viona, in turn, took down the silver and black case that hung attached to her back and pulled out her personal instrument. Some people had already seen it during her performances, including everyone gathered here, but the regal and refined violin with a design that hinted towards elven craftsmanship evoked feelings of awe, admiration, and expectation.

Asterios was quite eager to see what she could do in a fight. Her music was top-notch and he was wondering if it directly translated to how impressive her magic was as the two aspects were obviously connected. She had undoubtedly not pulled the violin out simply to play them a nice tune during the delve.

With the preparations finished, Asterios and Althea exchanged nods and their little group decided on the main formation. Naturally, Irelia was at the front alongside Rudy. Tesser and Viona stood together in the center while Douhlim kept an eye on their backs. The guardian duo offered to stay behind them within a safe distance, both observing and protecting their efforts.

So, they walked through the camp with an excited step. Before reaching the entrance to the dungeon, they were stopped by two adventurers who checked their identities and logged the beginning of their delve. Then, the swirling pool of darkness entered everyone’s sight and they gaped at the mysterious portal in astonishment. Save for the draconic duo, of course.

“Alright. After jumping into this little pond, we’ll show up in a spacious cavern with a slightly ominous copy of a primitive village full of ants walking on two legs and the size of a dwarf. If nothing has changed since our last visit, at least. Since we don’t know what to exactly expect, be ready to end up surrounded right from the start,” Asterios briefed their group again even though they had talked a bit about his previous visit inside. “I’ll go first. Althea goes last. Try not to wait too long before your transfers.”

Receiving a wave of nods in response, he stepped over the edge of the pool and immediately sank into the purplish shadows, emerging on the other side in a blink. Landing on the ground from about waist-high, Asterios took a quick glance around and confirmed that the first floor hadn’t changed much. It felt a bit different, but the general layout seemed the same.

One by one, his companions made their way in too, all managing to land on their feet and hastily enter their formation. Even after about fifteen long seconds, there were no signs of the residents anywhere near the ugly huts and other structures. Still, Asterios could sense the little guys gradually sneaking up on them, waiting to raise their numbers before employing the same tactic he had already experienced on his own skin.

“As I thought. Their senses are extremely sharp. They are reluctant to approach us with you present.” Althea looked at Asterios. “If our friends here would have entered alone, they would have already been swarmed from all sides.”

“We can’t even see anything yet.” Rudy huffed, clenching her fingers more around the hilt of her greatsword.

“They are here, though. My spirits counted at least two hundred,” Viona shared and the strong woman’s eyes widened in shock.

“What do we do?” Douhlim asked, sweating a little bit.

“Before you do anything, I would like to hold my lesson,” the Dragon lady said calmly. “Asterios. You are getting proficient at masking your presence. You did rather well during our earlier meeting. But, when it comes to your and my kin, it’s not enough. Also including these Antrunners, apparently. Or it might be the Core’s influence.”

“Thanks. What should I be doing, then?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“They and we will be able to always sense what you are, no matter the situation. Let your presence be known, but rein in your aura. The first step is managing to separate those two aspects mentally. A helpful advice I can give you is to imagine a candle flame, with your presence being the actual fire, and your aura the heat around it. Try compressing the latter enough to fit it inside the boundaries of that flame,” Althea explained with a soft, encouraging tone.

“I see.” He nodded firmly and closed his eyes, immediately starting the exercise.

“As I said, your true nature will always be clear, but its strength will not. And that’s what the goal of this exercise is. Right now, the enemies can tell how powerful you are, which deters them from attacking head-on by instinct. If they were unable to judge your might, they would be much bolder. And the same rule applies to them. They never hide their strength. It would give you a huge advantage against them if you could mislead your opponent into assuming that you are weak. Your physical age as their kin would only aid that notion. Your current progress is unbelievable for someone this young.”

For about a minute, Asterios grappled with his spiritual energy internally. To make things even simpler, he used his spiritual center where his Dragon’s Hearts were located as a reimagination of the candle flame. With all the energy pulsing out of it in all directions, it wasn’t too hard to visualize those waves as his aura.

Though, controlling it wasn’t anywhere as simple as that.

The heat slipped and wriggled through his visualized fingers as he attempted to herd the invisible cloud into his chest. Quickly noticing that it wasn’t working as well as he imagined it would, he pondered over a different solution. Then, he remembered that he was in command of this energy, that it was his to do as he pleased, and it was like someone flipped a lever inside his mind.

At a single command, all the aura around him got sucked into his center. He even went as far as to drag it out of his circuits briefly but soon understood that it actually made him weaker. Therefore, Asterios experimented a little with his control and made sure to fine-tune it enough to fill the spiritual lines to the brim without spilling even the tiniest bit of mana outside of his body.

“Good, good. It’s not perfect, but for your first time, it’s truly extraordinary. Even standing right next to you, I can barely feel your strength. You would be able to fool the less attentive and careful of them,” Althea praised him warmly, bringing Asterios out of his inner turmoil.

“It’s rather tough to keep it all in check.” He released a strained sigh. “But not as tough as it might be for us to talk like this.”

~We could always converse mentally,~ his mentor suggested.

~True, but I feel like it could confuse the others as they would definitely be able to notice that they are missing out on something when I go along with your teachings and exercises,~ Asterios replied.

~There is always one more option,~ she mused.

Asterios considered his current companions once more. Nothing really changed since his last evaluation of them outside of the dungeon. Viona was most likely the only variable, even though she had given him her word not to divulge what he wouldn’t want her to. Hypothetically speaking, there was a chance that taking her in as his servant after revealing his true nature would effectively seal her mouth shut. He had a feeling that the gentle bard would be more than thrilled to join a True Dragon’s peerage.

“Very well. It will make things much easier and less awkward too.” He sighed once more, coming to a decision. “Get ready. They are moving in. We’ll let you warm up against these monsters, then I’ll clear the floor in one swoop. The main goal of this level is surviving against the horde and there doesn’t seem to be any tricks to speed it up. However, we’ll look around more with just me and my mates next time to not take unnecessary risks. Got it?”

The group seemed a tad confused by his words but they all nodded and refocused on their surroundings. At this very moment, the bipedal ants emerged from behind their huts, the antennas on their heads twitching fiercely. The sheer number of insectoid heads and torsos made everyone shiver but Irelia quickly regained her cool.

She bumped her shield with the pommel of her sword and the red circuits began glowing bright scarlet. But, that wasn’t all. The previously rather small heater shield started to expand into a truly impressive piece of defensive equipment, covering her figure fully. The crimson lines split in the middle and became filled with visible spiritual energy which plugged the space between the cut-outs, turning the shield into something even more marvelous to look at. The three newly created sections angled themselves slightly and it was now no longer completely flat, assuming a slightly slanted arrangement.

As the first row of monsters approached her, Irelia held onto her now much bigger shield tightly and rammed its flat center into the scary ants. A wave of crimson energy burst out of the glowing circuits, blowing tens of enemies into the air with how powerful the force was.

Rudy followed her opening right away, throwing herself into the fray while swinging her massive sword around. She left the fallen opponents for the others to deal with as she hacked and slashed the still-standing ones, taking one ant down per attack. Asterios noted that she moved with more grace and attention than before, clearly having worked on the agility of her battles rather than just pure strength.

Douhlim dove in to finish the insects on the floor, supporting the warrior woman with precise stabs and cuts. Since the duo was working well together in repelling the enemies from one side, Irelia switched her attention to the other end, using some kind of strengthened movement technique to dash between the other two and their opponents. She was somehow able to trigger the crimson explosion repeatedly by hitting her shield with her sword, sending bursts of force out to strike the ants from a distance. Loud thumping filled the cavern for a good while as she cleared up the close vicinity.

Then, a pleasant melody of Viona’s violin joined it and a chilly breeze swiped over the rocky ground. As it rolled around the feet and ankles of the monsters on their side, it covered the floor with an incredibly slick layer of ice. The ants began tripping instantly, finished off by Irelia’s sword and Tesser’s magical Wind Lance cast repeatedly. Asterios and Althea watched from the safe center of their formation, admiring their cooperation.

But, as good as their silent battle together was, it could only take them so far before something slipped through their defenses. Thankfully, before that happened, Viona enchanted her voice to become louder and clearer, starting to direct her companions with accurate and well-timed instructions, taking the position of their leader. Picking someone who could observe the entire battlefield was a smart move, though Asterios felt like they hadn’t exactly agreed on anyone in particular before the fight began.

And so, the possible danger was gone. The party dealt with the incoming enemies with minimal effort. Irelia continued to move from place to place and made use of her amazing shield and armor to protect everyone from getting completely swarmed. Viona’s quick remarks helped with that greatly. The others focused on dealing as much damage as possible, with Tesser healing the minor wounds they collected right away.

“This is enough,” Asterios suddenly said, releasing the grip on his aura and consciously spreading it out.

The Antrunners all flinched and hastily skittered away, putting some distance between them and his group, creating an empty circle around the party. The monsters kept hesitantly flicking their antennas at the adventurers, unsure what to do next.

“You should be able to clear them all up on your own, but it would take quite some time and unnecessarily tire you out. Since we are planning to go down a few floors, I would like you to have some fun out there too. Do you mind if I take over?” he asked, and after receiving a shake of the head from each person, he turned to Viona. “Now, I hope you will be able to prove that I did not make a mistake by trusting you. Althea, would you mind taking us into the air?”

“With pleasure.” The emerald-haired lady showed a delicate smile.

In the next moment, a dark green mist swallowed her and expanded quickly, soon revealing Althea’s breathtaking Lesser Dragon form. She coiled her long body a few times around everyone, creating a wall between them and the ants. Those little monsters had low chances of damaging her tough, enchanting scales.

Naturally, the reaction to such a display was to be expected. Pretty much everyone had to collect their jaws from the floor after she finished her transformation and grinned at them with her draconic snout. Irelia stumbled a little from shock, but Asterios was right next to her so he offered the young girl his side, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Viona’s pinkish skin turned completely pale as she gaped at the entity in front of her in disbelief.

“You were a Dragon?!” Rudy shouted, shocked, hesitant, but also quite ecstatic.

“Hop on. Leave questions for later.” Asterios chuckled and smacked the gobsmacked woman on the butt while passing by her with Irelia.

With a bit of effort, everyone found their way onto Althea’s back and she gently lifted off, causing a plethora of gasps and laughs as her passengers weren’t used to such forms of transport. After they moved high enough, they watched the ants try to throw their crude weapons at them without much success. Althea simply floated under the ceiling, her long form lightly billowing in place as her unique draconic magic kept her in the air.

“Fuck, there really is an army of them. This dungeon doesn’t fuck around.” Douhlim shuddered.

“Try not to fall. I’ll be right back with you in a moment,” Asterios said and winked at them.

Leaning to the back, he let himself fall off Althea’s body as crimson mist surrounded him. Everyone peered over the emerald edge to look after him and their eyes almost popped out of their sockets as a fierce True Dragon came into existence right in front of them. Spreading his wings wide, Asterios took flight just before crashing into the ground and soared up to their level. Without looking back, he let out a mighty roar that shook the cavern and dove back down.

His insides grew warm as a violent inferno gathered in the depths of his throat and he released a thick stream of bright crimson flames out of his jaws while gliding above the monsters and their crude houses. Making his fire breath cover as much ground as possible, he channeled his mixed energies into it, focusing on its spread after the initial impact.

Bit by bit, the ground turned into a melting sea of red and orange. Continuous popping filled the air alongside all the heat, coming from the exploding bodies of the insectoid dungeon monsters. As he made sure not to miss a single one, making rounds over the entire place, a hint of music reached his ears and he realized that Viona had joined the crackling and sizzling accompaniment with a rather well-fitting piece of melody one would easily associate with a grand battle. Or perhaps, a grand massacre, with one side completely dominating the other.

She really was quick to find inspiration for her art.

Noticing the appearance of two swirling pools of darkness at the opposite edges of the underground arena, Asterios stopped his assault and observed the burning carnage for a brief moment. Then, he soared up again and began spinning around his own axis. Spreading his control over fire far and wide, he made all the heat and flames flow towards him in thick tendrils, effectively sucking them out of the ground and wreathing them around himself. 

He soon turned into a suspended tornado. Sensing that the floor was now cooling down, he stopped the rotations and spread his wings, expelling the gathered energy into one last burst which served a more aesthetic purpose as bright crimson sparks charmingly fell through the air. With a few more flaps, he returned to Althea’s side, positioning himself in front of the others.

“The portal is now open. We can move forward,” he said in his slightly more booming voice.

“You can speak?!” Rudy gasped.

“Why wouldn’t he be able to?” Althea chuckled softly, though not without a note of draconic might in her voice.

“Has this… always been the case?” Tesser asked with a completely stunned expression.

Asterios moved closer to let the amazed Irelia touch his snout without falling. “If you are asking if I could have gone full Dragon during our first meeting, then no. There were some circumstances preventing me from bringing forth my true form.”

“Dragon Valley, eh?” Douhlim snickered. “Looks like the lasses knew exactly what they were doing there.”

Viona held her violin to her chest tightly, staring at him with awe. “Will I… ever be able to sing about this?”

He glanced her way and she trembled lightly. “Well, sometime in the near future, yes. We won’t remain in hiding forever. I guess the whole Dragon Valley is the proof of that.”

“And… What about some less direct lyrics? A bit more proverbial and creative?” she asked with a spark of hope in her eyes.

“Hmmm. It’s hard to judge without any examples. I would say it depends. I won’t stop you from writing anything but we would appreciate being the first ones to experience it before it goes out into the world,” he replied. “Now, let’s land first.”

“Thank you! I’ll make sure to not go too far!” Viona bowed eagerly with a pretty smile.

Asterios and Althea descended towards the pool swirling in the correct direction and landed right next to it. She transformed herself back right away, but he let himself stay as a True Dragon for a little longer since the others seemed to still be admiring his quite legendary form. Rudy and Viona finally gathered enough courage to pet his snout alongside Irelia.

“To think that we would see both a Lesser Dragon and a True Dragon side by side in the current age. And how many are really out there?” Tesser asked ponderingly.

“Honestly, we don’t really know about any other Dragons besides us in this realm.” Asterios shrugged his draconic shoulders. “But, they might be in hiding just like Althea was. We shall see soon. The creation of Dragon Valley should capture their attention if any of them are disguised as humans or members of other races. And no, Venuzathor isn’t secretly a Dragon even though his appearance is very similar.”

There were no more questions for a few minutes after as everyone simply admired his scales and fierce body. Then, to not delay them too much, Asterios instructed everyone to be ready for the boss, reminded them about its form from their first delve, and jumped into the pond first, still in his draconic form.

The others followed shortly after his emergence and they looked just as confused as he was. They hadn’t landed in the familiar boss room with the giant insect but rather in the stylish stone hallway of the catacomb-like second level. There clearly was no mistake.

“Weren’t we supposed to fight a boss right after the first floor?” Rudy was the first one to ask.

“We were.” Asterios nodded. “But it looks like the Core switched things up a little. Maybe we dispatched it too easily and it decided that it wasn’t worth the effort and resources.”

“True. Other dungeons usually place them every few floors, mostly five,” she agreed.

“Or it might have pulled the guardian back to its own chamber. This dungeon can’t be too vast. Even with its peculiarity, it didn’t have much time to develop. It might have judged our previous pace as threatening and refocused more on its own defenses,” Althea suggested.

“This dungeon is rather peculiar even for a young one,” Tesser commented. “Just the first floor felt like a straight murder attempt rather than forcing adventurers to expend as much effort and spiritual energy as possible before either continuing or leaving to bring more later.”

“I agree with the smartass.” Douhlim wrinkled his nose. “It’s super creepy. The Core might be fucked in the head because of where it spawned. Don’t forget the entire part about the portals showing up after you kill everything that moves. Does this mean that only one party can enter the whole floor at the same time? Sounds quite bad for business in my opinion.”

“Right. It truly feels different from the usual labyrinths. We’ll need to be extra careful, then. The two of us will step in if necessary. When worse comes to worst, I can bring you guys out with my familiar’s assistance,” Asterios reassured them. “But, the decision is yours. Do you want to continue and explore this place for real?”

The party exchanged glances and everyone nodded with various levels of determination.

They wouldn’t waste such a good opportunity to gain more experience with a powerful guardian watching over them.


Chapter 40
Spirit in Stone

Taking one last glance at the spacious hallway they had arrived in, Asterios changed back into his humanoid form. Everyone watched him with curiosity and some leftover traces of disbelief. Rudy and her friends were the most noticeable since they had known him for quite a long time and would have never imagined such a revelation.

“Do you wish to take the lead from here?” he asked the group.

The adventurers, the knight, and the bard exchanged glances.

“I think so,” Rudy said. “What are we going to do now?”

“We should first scout the floor to figure out if it’s another horde trap or if it has some quirk to it,” Viona replied. “I heard many dungeons employ the help of confusing levels meant to simply delay and tire out the delvers before the bigger challenges. I feel like these designs are a bit too elaborate for a bland death trap.”

“I agree with the musical lass.” Douhlim grunted. “Are you taking the charge?”

Her eyes widened a little as she looked between them. “I mean, I could try, but I thought it was only for the fighting?”

“I support your candidature.” Irelia nodded. “You must be very knowledgeable as a minstrel and your instructions felt appropriate. We should at least see how it goes, in my opinion.”

Rudy smacked the hesitant lady on the back. “It’s decided, then. This will make your tales even more interesting, no? How many bards can brag about leading a team of adventurers to vanquish an evil dungeon? It’s like you are the hero of your own story!”

The demon-elf demi smiled softly. “I’ll try. I can’t say I have lots of experience with it, though.”

“Just think about it as leading a group performance,” Althea advised her kindly.

Taking a moment to refocus, the party resumed their initial formation and started heading in one of the two available directions. Asterios and Althea fell behind them, observing the group and the dungeon attentively while walking side by side. For a little while, they stumbled on no traps or enemies.

“I see that you are not wasting any time,” she said at one point, breaking the silence between them.

“Huh?” He snapped out of his thoughts and glanced at his dazzling mentor.

“I can sense it. You are trying to practice what I taught you just earlier.” Althea showed a gentle smirk.

“Don’t worry. I can split my attention rather fine,” Asterios said.

“Oh, no, you misunderstood me.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t admonishing you. I was going to suggest a better way other than just keeping your draconic aura sealed inside the confines of your presence and tugging it around close to the edges.”

He was impressed she could sense or deduct that much from the fluctuations his action might be releasing. “Alright. What should I do, then?” 

“You can already imagine your aura as a heat around a flame. Try to visualize it as a perfect sphere around you. Now, I want you to let it out of your core, but only a little at first. Keep it condensed at about arm’s length for five minutes. After that, double the distance and hold it again. Then, double it once more and repeat the pause. Remain there for fifteen minutes and go backward through each step,” Althea explained.

“How exactly will that help?” Asterios asked curiously.

“It’s like muscle training,” she answered. “Repeatedly forcing them through different states is much more beneficial than just holding them tensed for long periods. And you won’t want to always keep your draconic aura under wraps. Through this, you will be able to manipulate its strength quicker and more accurately. Hiding or flaring it at the right moment can save your life. Or at least lots of trouble.”

He nodded appreciatively. “Thank you. I’ll do just that. There’s only one question that I think I know the answer to but still would like to be sure. The aura we are discussing is a different thing from the spiritual pressure many powerful beings can emanate, right? It’s often called aura too.”

“You are correct. To keep things unsophisticated, you can consider it as your secondary aura. A draconic aura, as I have called it earlier. The spiritual aura, which is often tied to your spiritual energy and its might, is the baseline, and you are already proficient in managing it and forcing a direction into it, like the so-called killing intent,” Althea continued sharing her knowledge with him. “Draconic aura is basically about spreading your draconic presence around you in a similar way. You can intimidate someone with your spiritual aura, but there might be beings who are resistant to such mental and physical pressure. Draconic aura is a different topic. It’s much stronger and more primal, reaching deeper into one’s subconscious mind and inborn instincts. It can literally manipulate weaker beings into submission.”

“Ah. So like the thing my father did to the people in the village he had left me in, yes?” Asterios stroked his chin ponderingly. “And maybe how I affected Miria and Selene during our test in the past, or Silvia during our duel? Or was that just my spiritual aura?”

“You are right once more.” She graced him with a proud smile. “His use was a conscious one while yours wasn’t. Your attempt to intimidate the princess succeeded through a mix of both as some of your draconic aura leaked into the killing intent you were exuding. A faint trace of it should have been present during the testing you conducted with your mates and the human guildmaster. As you can guess, this can have both pleasant and less comfortable uses.”

“Man, there’s so much more about being a Dragon than I would have ever imagined. It’s like learning a whole new branch of magic instead of it just being… natural.” He chuckled lightly. “Though it does make it exciting, for sure.”

“You are in a unique situation.” Althea allowed herself a warm chuckle too. “It is instinctual to most True Dragons thanks to their upbringing. But, you should think of it as an advantage rather than a disadvantage. They won’t think much about what they do and how they do it. You have an open mind. You can become much more proficient at this than they will ever care to be.”

“I swear to do my best, Teacher.” Asterios made a respectful bow, to which she nodded gratefully. “But I do wonder how accurate that assessment is since it seems like you know a lot about the inner workings of True Dragons and Dragons in general.”

“Know your enemy better than yourself. That’s the only way the weak can survive.” She met his eyes resolutely. “It’s the way of our people. And many other people below True Dragons. We had centuries to study our oppressors and learn about them. They don’t study themselves. At least the majority don’t, as you can imagine.”

“Yeah, I can acknowledge that.” He nodded to himself. “I bet those who do end up being the strongest and don’t share the secret to their power, like Red or Black. My father has clearly been looking into a lot of different stuff that True Dragons wouldn’t normally pay attention to, right?”

“I must say, I really enjoy having a bright student such as yourself.” Althea’s smile grew more exquisite, which made Asterios feel like he might be blushing a little under her delighted gaze.

Before he could respond, though, they both sensed a change of atmosphere. Immediately turning their faces forward, they saw the party take a cautious stance. Past them, two vaguely humanoid shapes shambled around with extremely slow movements, emitting the noise of scraping stone.

The entities had relatively smooth skin—or rather surface since it resembled dark gray stone—and it didn’t look like they had any joints. That didn’t stop them from being able to move on their sturdy legs, which bent rather naturally, contradicting the solid material they were made of. They kind of resembled a desert cactus as their limbs were attached to a blocky thorax without a neck. They had holes for eyes and mouths. A colorful mist wafted out of those openings, different for each monster.

“What in the everloving fuck is that?” Rudy scrunched her face. “Some weird kind of a Golem?”

“Eidolons,” a familiar voice answered.

“FUCK!” The adventurer woman almost jumped out of her skin as she spun around with an angry frown. “Warn a woman, would you?!”

Asterios snickered and walked closer to Abyss, who had just popped into existence between them. “Eidolons?”

She turned to him with that passive expression of hers. “Another replica of an entity from one of the worlds I have visited. They are necromantic spirits living inside stone bodies. The only way to defeat them is to shatter the crystal anchoring their souls to their frames, usually stuck in one of the holes. They are both highly resistant to physical and magical damage.”

He paid more attention to the weird creatures and noticed that the left one had a blue gem embedded in its eye while the right one showed a purple crystal at the roof of its mouth.

“And who the fuck are you even?” Rudy snarled at the mocha-skinned woman. “Another motherfucking Dragon?”

“No. She is something much more.” Althea joined Ast’s side.

“This is Abyss and I guess she is the closest to what you could call a goddess.” Asterios smirked as he gestured at their interdimensional ally.

“Personally, I do not enjoy considering myself a goddess. It’s too pretentious. You need just a little bit of power for mortals to start worshiping you,” Abyss responded, but her words didn’t stop everyone from paling once more.

Viona did have a faint twinkle in her eyes, though.

“Will we be able to handle these guys?” Asterios asked Umbra’s creator.

“You will. I can’t be so sure about your companions,” she answered matter-of-factly.

“I have an idea.” Viona captured their attention. “It will need time to succeed, though. As long as it’s not a magical or physical attack it should work fine, yes?”

Abyss nodded curtly.

“Let’s give it a try,” Tesser joined in. “What do you need us to do?”

They began discussing their plan while Asterios and the two ladies retreated. He wondered briefly why Abyss had decided to show up, but he figured out that she still wanted to study and examine this weird phenomenon so it was obvious she would be following them further in.

Soon enough, the party was ready for action. Viona closed her eyes and brought her violin up to her cheek, taking a focused position. Irelia and Rudy dove in to engage the enemies while Douhlim jogged up to him and the draconic lady. He handed Asterios and the others a pair of earplugs each, confusing him a little. The short man gestured at his own ears and sprinted away. Shrugging at Althea, Asterios put them in and she followed suit.

The melee fighters exchanged blows with the stone statues, mostly evading and blocking the heavy swipes of the weighty creatures. The Eidolons were slow but also as sturdy and resistant as Abyss had made them sound like. Tesser’s spells had no effect on them and the blades left no scratches on their surface. Even stabbing the crystals resulted in nothing. Asterios had a feeling that those were as tough as the gem their Skeletal Dragon opponent had embedded in its skull, if not more.

It was clear that there could be nothing done by the group other than kiting the monsters around and perhaps trying to get past them. Maybe the floor wasn’t a kill everything challenge like the one above and it truly had some kind of a quirk they needed to figure out. The Eidolons could simply be a nuisance. And danger, of course.

But, after about two minutes of watching his friends dodge and evade, Asterios noticed something else. The pressure in the air had been gradually rising and only now had he realized that it was actually because of vibrations. His eyes snapped to Viona and he understood that she had been playing since the very beginning and was ramping up her melody.

One more minute passed and the vibrations started making him feel uncomfortable. He could imagine how painful the music would be to his ears without the stoppers. His enhanced vision was fuzzy from the shaking. The others definitely had it even rougher.

Then, the melody seemed to reach its crescendo and the stone entities gradually came to a stop with janky movements. They put their arms around themselves as if they were in pain and shook. When they froze completely, he saw their gems crack and something akin to a wailing soul escaped from within, flying up and then dispersing, though he could not hear anything, of course. The crystals lost their glow and the Eidolons remained in their final positions, unmoving.

The vibrations ceased as Viona finished her performance. Rudy gave her thumbs up with a big grin as Irelia poked one of the monsters with her sword. Everyone removed their earplugs and walked up to the funny statues.

“Great job. Am I right to assume you used a high-frequency sound to shatter the gems?” Asterios praised the smart bard.

“I did.” Viona’s cheeks showed a trace of a blush. “I was wondering if that would be considered a physical attack too, but I hoped that the vibrations might damage the crystals from inside. I’m really glad it worked.”

“It was impressive,” the young Knight commented honestly.

“And damn uncomfortable.” Rudy groaned. “It’s hard to fight when your entire body is literally buzzing.”

“Worth it.” Douhlim snickered. “I liked how it tickled my balls.”

She smacked the dwarf on the back of his head so hard he almost toppled. But, when Asterios met Rudy’s eyes, she bit her lip and looked away with a delicate flush. He snorted quietly. She had definitely enjoyed at least some of those sensations too. He wouldn’t be surprised if she came to Viona later to ask for an encore.

“How did you do that, by the way?” Tesser asked, turning to the magical minstrel.

“It’s one of the techniques I employ during my performances. My wind spirit can carry the sound further and also make it louder. Once during my stay at a very exquisite inn, we overdid it a little and all the windows suddenly shattered. That’s what gave me the idea to try it here, intentionally focusing on making it as powerful as possible,” Viona explained.

“That’s vicious.” Rudy laughed. “I’ll have to remember not to fuck with any magical bards in the future lest they explode my tits off.”

“I think these are the key to this floor,” Irelia said, showing everyone the two cracked gems atop her hand.

“Why do you think so?” Althea raised a curious brow at the young girl.

“I saw a carving in the wall we passed that showed something similar,” she replied.

Asterios exchanged smiles with his mentor. They too had taken note of those sculpted pictures. Viona suggested checking it out and they followed their knightly friend as she guided them back to the nearest depiction.

And truly, it showed some race of people surrounding a magical formation. It quickly became clear that those were the Eidolons. A few of them danced past the edge of the circuit while the others took rather specific positions inside. The gems of the latter were definitely sculpted differently. Asterios and the others weren’t sure if it meant that they had to find special crystals or that they would become activated after entering the formation.

“Alright. According to this thing, we still need like eight of those gems. Let’s just hope that they don’t need to be intact. We are fucked if we will need to lure ten of those things into some weird array,” Rudy said with wince. “How do we get there, anyway?”

“It felt like these pictures were becoming more frequent in a certain direction,” Irelia noted.

“You seem to have an eye for art,” Viona commented with a soft smile.

The young girl blushed timidly. “My family owns a lot of paintings and sculptures. I always liked looking at them.”

“We don’t have any other hints so let’s try it,” the bard added.

Irelia guided them again, heading in more or less one way. As she had said, the carvings started appearing on more walls. While they differed from each other with some minor details, they always depicted the same scene of ten Eidolons standing inside the magical formation.

While moving forward, they stumbled on more enemies. To avoid having to experience Viona’s enhanced music too many times in quick succession, they lured the creatures until they gathered them into packs of three or four. 

The battles were still difficult since the stone statues hit like frenzied bears or worse, but the party managed to get through it with minor injuries healed by Tesser. Irelia proved to be a great addition to the team as she could use her artifact shield to receive powerful attacks on it without struggling too much.

In the meanwhile, Asterios kept practicing until Althea interrupted him once more.

“You are doing much better than I assumed you would,” she admitted. “There’s one more step in this exercise and I believe you are capable enough to introduce it into your rhythm. Basically, instead of following the same pattern each time, you are going to switch between the four states seemingly at random. To make it easier, I will be in control of the timing for now. Assume that zero is the concealed state and three is the most expanded.”

He nodded in agreement and they began right away. Asterios noticed how difficult it was right from the start. He had thought he had gotten used to the different states but it just wasn’t true. When Althea dictated the order at random, he struggled to expand or shrink his draconic aura to perfectly fit the desired state, getting slowed or stuck on those in between.

It quickly became clear that he really needed the change. With how fast he was progressing, he would have ingrained the single order too deeply into his subconscious mind and created a bad habit that could have hindered him in the future.

Thanks to that, he gained even more respect for his draconic mentor. Althea was attentive and experienced enough to judge when was the right moment to switch things up. It was truly a pleasure and honor to learn from her and he could tell that he would be getting so much stronger and better at draconic things under her tutelage.

About an hour later, they had twelve cracked gems and stood in front of an entrance to a wide chamber. Peering inside, they found a swarm of Eidolons surrounding a raised platform that glowed with purplish light. No one seemed to stand on the surface of the supposed array, which they couldn’t yet see. It truly felt like a place of power.

“They don’t seem to be alive,” Tesser commented after they stared at the unmoving statues for a while.

“Maybe they weren’t dancing in those depictions but actually… dead?” Irelia suggested.

“Possible.” Rudy sniffed. “Let’s go?”

They warily walked inside and passed a few frozen Eidolons, noticing that they did in fact lack their gems. It was a graveyard.

Arriving at the central stage, they examined the complex formation. Asterios had no idea about a single thing it consisted of. The whole array felt alien, like no magic or language he had ever stumbled on. But still, the human-sized circles present inside it at various points seemed rather clear.

Irelia carefully stepped into one but nothing happened. She exchanged glances with everyone and brought out one of the gems she was storing inside her spatial storage, a gift from the talented elves, of course.

The moment the crystal popped into the air, it shone with blinding purple light. The ring underneath her also activated and began releasing wisps of swirly energy that traveled throughout the air. Those spiritual strands began flying into the openings of the dead Eidolons, slowly waking them up.

“Get all the crystals out, quickly!” Viona shouted.

Since their party was smaller than the number of circles, they began hastily placing the gems inside the rings, jogging from place to place. Rudy’s party held onto them exclusively so Asterios and Althea simply watched their surroundings, looking for any immediate threats. The Eidolons looked like they needed time to fully awaken.

When the final gemstone touched the formation, the array exploded with a wave of mana which almost knocked everyone off their feet. All the Eidolons shuddered and stood up, releasing strong light from their holes. The army was no longer slumbering.

“Two portals!” Rudy pointed out and everyone noticed the familiar ponds of swirling darkness.

Without further ado, they ran towards the one leading further down and dove into it one after another. Escaping the impending swarm, they surfaced in a completely different environment. 

First, the tunnel looked… weird. It was kind of rounded like something had burrowed through it. But, second, the walls didn’t seem solid. At least from afar, their surface resembled… flesh. Dark gray but still flesh. Asterios had no doubt they felt tender and mushy in touch. And third, the atmosphere was definitely somewhat humid and smelled of death, decay, and something else.

“Oh. This is a quite unfortunate predicament,” Abyss said impassively while looking around.

Everyone turned to her.

If the goddess considered this place bad, just how fucked they really were?


Chapter 41
Just a Scratch

“And what exactly is this unfortunate predicament?” Rudy asked, looking around at the unusual cavern.

“I’m afraid we are not located inside a typical hallway. What you can see all around us are the insides of a Devourer. A living thing,” Abyss replied.

“A Devourer?” Asterios raised a brow at her.

“It’s not exactly a monster like the usual creatures you can stumble on in the wilds. It doesn’t have a brain, bones, or such. The Devourer is basically all intestines,” she continued her explanation. “They start as a little patch of flesh, slowly growing bigger and bigger as they consume other living beings. If no one notices their growth, they can cover an entire building or a dungeon floor like this one. The structure melts away while the Devourer retains its shape.”

“Wait. So we are in the stomach of a who knows how massive all-consuming monster?” Douhlim paled a little as he stepped away from the closest wall.

“In simple words, yes.” Abyss nodded faintly. “And our time is limited.”

“How so?” Irelia tilted her head lightly. “I don’t see any gastric acids or other dangerous substances. Can’t we just look for an exit?”

“The very environment is lethal. The air you are breathing is already slowly eroding you from inside. At first, you won’t notice a thing. Then, your throat and lungs will start itching. Soon, internal bleeding will join in and it will be a matter of seconds before you collapse, slowly decomposing into nutrients that are going to be absorbed by the Devourer through its flesh,” the mocha-skinned lady answered, looking down at the young Knight. “And you will be the first to fall.”

Irelia’s eyes widened and she swallowed thickly.

“Is it because she is a teenager?” Asterios frowned slightly.

“It certainly can be viewed as part of the reason, but not exactly.” Abyss shook her head. “Her body is healthy and trained, but only pure spiritual energy can fight off the Devourer’s toxin. You and your teacher are relatively safe for a good while. The adventurers can hold out for a few hours thanks to the years of experience they have with mana, but the human girl is still a novice with it. I suspect she will start showing first symptoms in less than half an hour, remaining alive up to an hour at best.”

“Shit.” He clicked his tongue as Irelia glanced at him with a bit of anxiety in her eyes. “This place is trying its hardest to get rid of us. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to bring you guys into the unknown.”

“We just have to figure out how to escape in less than half an hour, no?” Viona stepped forward. “There has to be a weak spot inside this creature or something. Are we not even going to try?”

Asterios understood that she was putting on a brave front as the elected leader of the team even if their current situation scared the creative bard a little. It was appreciated and a very good sign. She didn’t panic but instead thought about the mental health of her companions.

“I’m going to find this thing’s asshole and blast it right open!” Rudy sneered, swinging her weapon wildly.

“I don’t think it has one. But, we can always help with that.” Douhlim sniggered.

The party started raising their spirits with casual banter while Asterios dove into his mind.

~We can still take everyone out of here without an issue, right?~ he touched upon Umbra’s presence.

~Not a problem, Master. Both for you and for me,~ the Lord of Shadows answered.

~Use some of my mana on your young friend, Master. It should be potent enough to delay the negative effects of this beast’s acids. Even without the two of you sharing a bond,~ Tia added.

~I think it would be a good idea to at least register Irelia as your servant. She is already your sworn Knight so she shouldn’t have anything against it. And she has just learned the truth about you,~ Althea joined in too.

~Perhaps I should. Let’s take care of it after we are out of here. I’m not sure if everyone here will receive that offer so I would rather not hold the ritual in front of the entire group,~ Asterios replied to them. ~Be ready to move them out when things go south, Umbra.~

~What about you, Master?~ Umbra gently prodded his mind to indicate his attention.

~If this dungeon is so dangerous, we should reach its Core as soon as possible. I would hate to destroy it, but we first need to see if anything else can be done to lower the threat. We can’t let the adventurers in without ensuring this place isn’t a complete death trap. Much worse than the most dangerous dungeons,~ he answered. ~I might summon the others to help, but maybe just me and Althea will be enough if she doesn’t mind going with this plan. And I guess Abyss would be watching us.~

~It’s my duty as your mentor to stand by your side during any difficulties you might encounter,~ Althea said with a clearly noticeable smile in her warm tone.

~It’s decided, then.~ Asterios nodded to himself.

He cleared his throat to capture the attention of the others and they all turned to him.

“We can continue, or we can end here, it’s your choice. I can take us outside whenever you wish. Just remember that there’s no shame in retreating. Normally, you would have a chance to do that, but this dungeon is a bit special and doesn’t provide an opportunity to do so at your will. So, what do you want to do?” He spread his arms towards them.

They exchanged glances before Viona captured his gaze. “We will try. Please, save us if we fail to achieve meaningful results in time. I believe we should experience everything we can when someone as strong as you, My Lord, watches over our well-being. You can’t grow without challenging yourself.”

“Very well. Irelia, come here for a moment.” Asterios smiled at the young lady.

She quickly trotted to him and gazed up into his draconic eyes. Since most of her body was fully covered with incredible armor, he helped her take off her gauntlets and took hold of Irelia’s petite but firm hands. She turned a little rosy as they stood there facing each other with their hands intertwined, but she shuddered when a wave of powerful spiritual energy washed through her entire body, sighing quietly and closing her eyes.

Doing as instructed, Asterios gently shared Tia’s impressive mana with the young girl. He guided it through her inner circuits, giving Irelia time to catch on the flow and spread it on her own. As Abyss had said, she clearly wasn’t yet too proficient with it, but she understood the basics and slowly charged her spiritual lines to the brim with the almighty energy attuned to recovery and healing. 

At least to the extent that her immature human body allowed her to. She would definitely have been able to retain more of it with Ast’s help, but she wasn’t yet connected to him, unable to make use of his draconic benefits.

After a minute, they separated, and she took a deep breath. “I feel so warm inside. It’s like I can never get tired now. Is this how Dragons feel?”

He chuckled and patted her on the head. “No, not exactly. This energy comes from a Dryad. It will rejuvenate you for a while as its main affinity is related to life and healing. The less of it you spend, the longer you will stay safe.”

She nodded appreciatively and re-equipped her gloves. Directing one last smile of gratitude at Asterios, she jogged back to her temporary party. Viona exchanged glances with him and returned her focus to discussing their strategy. They were going to make the most out of this situation.

As the group ventured forward, Abyss spoke up by Ast’s side. “Their weapons and magic won’t be enough to hurt the Devourer’s flesh. Their chances of survival are rather slim.”

“But they do have a chance?” He looked at the mysterious woman.

“Yes. They would need to locate the youngest part of the Devourer, where the body is still not fully mature. Using Ice Magic or similarly cold techniques, they should be able to freeze the thinnest section and pierce through it,” she said calmly. “That is if this particular Devourer hasn’t enveloped the entire floor a long time ago, reaching its limits. That would make finding any weak points much harder.”

“And is it possible to determine the correct direction somehow?” Althea stroked her soft chin as she closely examined the fleshy tunnel.

“Of course. The difference is slight, but the color of the aged flesh is much darker. There are also more warts and deformations on it. The young flesh is smooth, tender, and supple. The scent is much more potent too, and thus even more corrosive,” Abyss replied.

“Let’s see if they figure it out, then.” Asterios smirked. “And even if they do, let’s hope there’s anything behind this creature’s furthest end. The newest part of its body doesn’t exactly have to overlap with the chamber housing the traversal portals. As far as we know, this might be the last defense of this dungeon, without any way to go further or escape.”

“Irelia and Viona are really smart girls. With the experience of the others, they should be fine,” the draconic lady smiled delicately. “As for us, I think we should make the best use of this situation too. Does anything serious happen when you do actually manage to wound the flesh, Abyss?”

“As long as you don’t touch the black blood that flows out of it and avoid inhaling more of its stench, then no. The Devourer has no other means of attacking besides its toxins and acids. As I mentioned, it doesn’t have a brain so it doesn’t think or even react. Everything is simply dictated by muscles, ligaments, and nerves,” Abyss shared more monster trivia with them.

“What do you have in mind, Althea?” Asterios was starting to get curious and excited.

His mentor’s eyes sparkled with excitement too. “A different exercise. One that will be the first step to mastering your ability to cross realms, I think. You should be ready to start tackling it. But, don’t get ahead of yourself. While these two aspects are related, you can’t rush through the first one to get to the other faster.”

“I won’t,” he promised.

“Good.” She nodded at him. “Now, transform just your arm. We will need it.”

Asterios quickly dismissed his right sleeve and turned his arm draconic from the tips of his fingers to his shoulder joint. He squeezed his fist a few times and looked to his teacher for further instructions.

Althea took his hand probingly. “As you can remember, you will need to rip a tear through the fabric of realms for your technique to work. You are already able to do a tiny cut. We should focus first on making you capable of increasing the size of that breach. I can’t say I speak from experience, but I believe the easiest way to get better at this is to focus on your claws. Eventually, you should even be able to do it with a thought, but that’s much further ahead.”

He regulated his breathing and prepared himself to receive her proper guidance now that she had made the introduction.

“Recall how you wreathed one of the energies around your claws during the fight with the serpent. Focus on a single finger. Infuse as much of your draconic mana into it and mold the outer edge into a sharp surface. You can use your claw as the base shape. At the same time, I want you to remember about concealing your draconic aura and keeping your draconic presence hidden away. You will need to succeed at all three of those to make sure that you are taking all the possible precautions to avoid leaving too noticeable traces. Now try it. You can start with just the first part. Until you get used to forming your slicing claw and cutting with it, you should focus on just that. And we are lucky to have a lot of surfaces for you to practice on.” She winked at him.

“And preferably, don’t bring out any of your flames,” Abyss added.

Raising his gaze, Asterios glanced ahead. “Right. The gasses here might be flammable. Should we warn them?”

“Your allies are wise enough to understand that too,” she answered.

Acknowledging that fact, he turned his attention to the new activity awaiting him. He reached into his core and drew from both of his Dragon’s Hearts. Directing the flow of his draconic energies through his arm and into his claw, he condensed them firmly, letting them swirl inside its tip.

The next part was similar to Miria’s technique so he was rather familiar with it. Carefully leaking his mana outside to avoid accidental ignition, he wrapped the crimson and onyx combination around his black claw. It took a moment but he succeeded in forming a sharp, sickle-shaped protrusion as an extension.

“Good. You will need to practice achieving this step more. The energies are still unstable,” Althea noted kindly. “Do it three times right now and we will move on to the next step, making use of the training dummy given to us by the dungeon.”

He followed her guidance and reformed his claw three times, achieving a slightly better composition at the end. Then, he examined the sharp shape from up close. It felt powerful and ominous. It might be possible to condense it enough to damage even Dragon scales in the future.

“Now, simply cut vertical slits in the Devourer’s flesh. Focus your mind on the sensation of its resistance and how it parts under your might. Start with short lines, then move on to longer ones. After you burn this feeling into the back of your mind, we will make it harder. I’m hoping that this exercise will help you visualize the immaterial fabric of dimensions later since you will definitely need to familiarize yourself with that spiritual feeling.” She gestured to the side with her soft palm.

Asterios slowed down a bit and approached the wall of dark gray flesh. He was hesitant at first, but quickly pushed through his reservations and sank the tip of his enhanced claw in the ugly meat. Fortunately, nothing attacked him or burst out of the wound, save for a trickle of black blood.

Not wanting to drag it out too much, he slowly made a hand-sized slit, trying his best to remember the feeling of resistance. Taking a few steps forward, he repeated the motion. And so, he simply cut, and cut, and cut more, making it almost mindless and natural after about ten minutes.

Then, he started increasing the size of his cuts, and after another fifteen minutes, he was able to reach the height of almost his whole body with them. He had to move much further away after each attempt since the blood and the toxins flowed out in much greater amounts. If their friends were leading them the wrong way, they would have a bit of an issue retracing their steps.

“Alright. That should be enough for the initial feeling. Now, continue doing that but start hiding your draconic presence at the same time. You might have not noticed, but it was becoming more discernible when you were focusing fully on cutting. We won’t have enough time to get you to master this, but the first steps are important,” Althea cut into his practice.

Nodding to himself, he started the slicing motion while thinning out his draconic presence and keeping it under wraps. Right away, it was clear that such a thing was not an easy task. The energy condensed over his claw began fluctuating, losing its sharp consistency and leaking out of its shape. That, in turn, created much more jagged cuts, and from what he had imagined, he needed as much precision as possible.

It took another fifteen minutes to get a hold of this complex task and he only began to grasp the proper mental focus to uphold both techniques. To think that he still needed to control his aura, and then actually add the realm-tearing intent or ability into it, was completely baffling. It certainly wasn’t easy, even for a True Dragon. He now understood why only a certain few were able to master this technique.

But, before they could move on to the third part of Althea’s intended exercise, their time was starting to run out. Soon, the mana Asterios had shared with Irelia would be gone and she would be at risk. He obviously didn’t want to progress his power at the cost of her pain and discomfort.

Thankfully, as he glanced around with more attention to his surroundings, he could notice the slight difference in the shade of the gray flesh. They were located in a newer section of the Devourer. And just at that moment, they were coming to a dead end, where the party looked anxiously at the ugly conjunction of evil meat.

“Is this it?” Rudy stabbed her greatsword into the wall a few times, which left no more than a scratch on the tender surface. “Are we fucked now?”

Viona frowned, running her hand against it. “I don’t know… My water spirit thought this was the right way… The flesh feels different here… Perhaps thinner…”

“Doesn’t change the fact that we can’t hurt it much here too,” Tesser commented.

“Well, we can at least try giving it our best shot, combining our techniques, no?” Douhlim suggested.

“But if it’s the wrong place, we will be wasting a lot of energy, and possibly putting ourselves in more danger from the wounds we inflict,” Irelia commented.

“You seem to have arrived at the correct place,” Abyss interrupted them and they glanced at the mysterious feminine entity. “Since you are running out of time, I suggest you leave the rest to your guardian. For the future, I shall give you advice. Ice is the best element to deal with the Devourer’s flesh.”

The convoluted praise coming from the emotionless woman cheered the group up and they exchanged smiles. Viona nodded at Asterios and they stepped aside to make way for him. He thanked them and walked up to the dead end, having an idea of what Abyss had in mind when she’d told them to let him handle it.

He extended his condensed claw much further than before, creating an almost literal sickle from the tip of his finger, and shoved it deep into the wall. This time, the hallway shivered as contractions rolled through it while he dragged his spiritual blade downwards. 

At first, the others couldn’t see much besides a neat tear in the ugly meat, but Asterios could tell that the sides of the torn crevice were looser than the other slits he had created. So, he repeated the motion, piercing deeper into the center of the incision, and cut down again.

A wet slap resounded through the air as the tendons snapped and a person-sized hole appeared in the gray flesh. On the other side sat a common-looking cavern, resembling something that someone just didn’t care enough for to design or decorate. The Core might have not expected anyone to find it.

After stepping into the small, uneven chamber, they saw two pools of darkness form on its opposite sides and happily hit high-fives. Another floor was successfully vanquished.

Then, just as they began walking to the next portal, everything shook violently. Everyone glanced over their shoulder and watched the fleshy tunnel spasm strongly. It emanated more toxins and acidic gasses, now much more visible than before.

“Looks like the Devourer didn’t like us tearing it a new one.” Douhlim snickered.

“Less yapping more jumping.” Rudy pushed him forward. “I don’t fancy getting my tits melted off at the last second.”

They chuckled together as the dwarf man dove unintentionally into the shadowy pond and hastily joined him one by one, hoping that the next deadly challenge would be a bit cleaner.


Chapter 42
Limits to Surpass

It took a moment for Asterios to notice that something wasn’t right. After he had jumped into the shrouded portal, he didn’t immediately show up in a different chamber or cavern. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed exactly, but it certainly felt like minutes at least. The pure darkness surrounding him didn’t help in establishing things.

Surprisingly, while suspended in that black, empty space, he could see himself perfectly well. According to his examinations, there were no sources of light present around him. That didn’t stop him from falling or floating through the weird limbo while checking himself over now and then for any possible changes.

Before he reached out to Althea or any of his mates in an attempt to gather more information about his state, he suddenly was underwater. It happened instantly, without any warning. There was no splash, no impact, no transition. At one moment, he was slowly flailing his limbs to feel out his nonexistent surroundings, and in the next one, there suddenly was some resistance to his movement and he couldn’t breathe.

Whatever the obstruction clouding his vision or senses was, it remained active. If not for that unexpected pressure and resistance, he most likely wouldn’t have noticed anything different. Still, that change didn’t alter his current predicament much. He continued to waddle through the air or water without any point of interest anywhere around him. As far as he was aware, the darkness surrounding him was endless.

Once more, he was considering asking for help, thinking of Umbra this time, so that he could quickly escape his predicament and check the others. If they had gotten separated, everyone else might have been stuck in their abyss too, struggling to leave the spatial trap or whatever it was. It was impossible to judge how deadly it was or how much time he and the others had before something serious happened to any of them.

Then, just as abruptly, he breached the surface of the mysterious liquid and instinctively gasped for air. His sight was still as useless as before and it couldn’t confirm anything. If not for his other senses, he wouldn’t be able to tell that he was submerged to his shoulders in something. It all felt eerie and extremely confusing, but maybe that was the point of this place, to mess with his perception or plunge him into madness.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, there was a platform floating at the level of his face. The dark stone structure closed onto him before stopping. Or it was he who had moved. It was getting irritating a bit being unable to fully confirm anything.

“What the hell? A frog?” Asterios snorted incredulously, hoisting himself onto the only visible surface.

Atop the flat platform, he found a massive statue of a frog in a sitting position. Its mouth was open and it felt like water or other liquid should be flowing out of it, but again, nothing was visible to his eyes. Maybe something was spilling out of the sculpture but it was as unperceivable as everything else.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen it for the last time.”

His head snapped to the side right after he pulled himself to a crouch as a soft and feminine voice echoed right next to him. He should have recognized the owner instantly, but he blamed the confusing place on dulling his senses and memories. Thankfully, it was Tia in her physical form and not some humanoid monster the dungeon had copied from some random realm.

He was also glad that the Dryad had decided to alter her appearance a little bit. Naturally, he had nothing against her enchanting light brown figure resembling the finest and smoothest timber sculpture in existence, but it was only natural that her alluring charms were a tad distracting. This time, Tia’s lady bits were modestly protected by a set of underwear made of green vines. Her bottoms were adorned with a thin veil of leaves and flowers which covered her supple behind.

“Tia? How the hell are you outside?” Asterios frowned as he walked up to his recent friend and companion.

She turned her gaze from the statue to him and smiled softly. Her silence and amused expression were enough to jolt Ast’s cognitive capabilities again and he rolled his eyes.

“Ah, yes, of course. I should have realized that sooner. If a giant, lethal intestine doesn’t work, maybe a straight mental assault will. We are inside my head, aren’t we?” he asked.

“That seems to be the case,” she replied.

“What about the others?” Asterios looked around.

“I’m afraid I know as much as you do, Master.” Tia shook her head. “We are isolated from the outside world. Trapped in your consciousness, one could say.”

“Right.” He sighed heavily. “And what’s with the giant frog? Is it the key to escaping from this place?”

“I’m not sure about that. But, I’m sure about one thing. That frog is a Gamatuka. A friend of mine. From the far past.” She placed her dainty palm on the statue’s surface and grazed it gently. “It seems that our union allowed me to influence this mental landscape of yours.”

“I see. I must thank you, then. Your friend is currently the only material and substantial thing in this weird place. Save for us.” Asterios examined the grand creature closely. “Any ideas on how to escape? As much as I enjoy your company, I’m afraid the others might be in trouble.”

Tia withdrew her hand and met Ast’s eyes with a warm smirk. “It looks like I’ll have to substitute for your absent teacher today. Well, it’s your fault for not securing a deeper bond with her already. I hope you don’t mind.”

Chuckling lightly, he smirked back. “As long as Althea won’t mind you cutting into her role, then I don’t see a reason why I would. And there’s no guarantee we would have been able to talk if we were True Mates.”

“I think you don’t believe that.” She giggled, stepping closer. “You can reach out to your mates, can’t you?”

Asterios wasn’t confident about it, but he had to admit that there was a slight difference between his intimate mates and the others under his servitude. It was subtle, but as Tia had said, he might be able to talk to the former mentally while the latter felt somewhat distant. That included Althea, of course. Only Umbra was exempt from it but Asterios guessed that it came from his affinity with the shadows and the void element, perhaps being able to bypass the dungeon’s influence.

“I really should have taken someone with us for this delve, shouldn’t I?” He smiled wryly at the pretty Dryad.

“Yes, I do agree that you should have taken someone before coming here.” Tia mirrored his smile with a bit more mischief in hers as she walked past him, trailing a finger over his arm and shoulder. “But all is not lost yet. I spent some time with a certain someone and should be able to guess what they would have wanted you to master in our current situation. Are you willing to listen to my lecture?”

Shaking his head at the first part of her response, Asterios followed her away from the sculpture. “It will be my pleasure to learn from an ancient being full of wisdom and knowledge. Please, bestow your valuable teachings on me.”

“Since you are asking so nicely and humbly, Dragon, I shall fulfill your wish.” She let out a seductive, echoing giggle again. “I think this should combine with your recent exercises rather well. Though, I’m sure you would be able to break out of this minor inconvenience on your own. There’s not much that can hold such an impressive True Dragon back.”

They shared a kind smile and Asterios took a deep breath, relaxing his muscles in preparation for another practice session. He had no idea if that motion would help him in any way considering the fact that they were inside his mind and thus completely immaterial constructs, but as long as it had a positive psychological effect.

Unfortunately, just as Tia’s supple lips parted to impart her wisdom on him, the frog statue burst into pieces, surprising them both greatly. Turning towards the rain of stone chunks, they saw an equally massive head of a snake glaring right at them. It didn’t take long for them to recognize the enemy.

“Really? Now we are going to have to fight off our past opponents? I should have expected that from a mental trap.” Asterios put his hands on his hips and sighed.

He could hear Tia click her tongue in annoyance. “How dare you interrupt us when I’m finally going to give my best friend’s pupil my first lesson.”

The ground rumbled, and it certainly wasn’t because of the snake’s movement. Asterios kept himself steady after the first tremors and watched as Tia’s greenish eyes glowed with more intensity, her dark brown vine dreadlocks whipping the air like conscious beings. She floated up a little, separating herself from the trembling floor.

Then, a dozen vines as thick as a mature tree’s trunk exploded out of the stone platform, soaring towards the avatar of the evil serpent they had fought not so long ago. Before the massive beast could react, they wrapped themselves around its sinuous body and locked it in place. The snake hissed angrily while trying to free itself but Tia’s bindings seemed invulnerable at the moment.

He thought she would bring her opponent down to her level and then deal with it, but Tia had a different idea. With a snap of her fingers, deadly thorns jutted out of the vines, turning them into a more elastic and agile version of a rose’s stalk. And, naturally, much more lethal.

Just their emergence evoked a pained hiss from the snake, piercing easily through its ominous scales. But, that wasn’t all. She flicked her palm to the side with a fluid motion and the vines tensed in a blink. The very next moment, they pulled in opposite directions and the noise of sliced flesh filled the dark space around them.

The serpent was cut into cubes which fell onto the floor with wet smacks, followed by a rain of dark violet blood. Only its head was spared the fate of complete mutilation. Though, it effectively didn’t matter as the entire snake disappeared in a puff of purple smoke a moment later, leaving only the glistening stains and cracked pavement as the evidence of its existence.

Tia’s feet touched the ground once more as the vicious vines retreated into the holes they had created by their arrival as if nothing had happened. She took a deep breath and released a pleased sigh, directing a joyous smile at Asterios.

“That felt good. It’s been ages since I had the chance to let my powers out. I know this is not actually real but the sensation is the same nonetheless.” Tia stretched her arms over her head, flexing her ensnaring figure in the process.

“Remind me to never get on your bad side.” Asterios grinned anxiously.

She winked at him impishly. “Be a good student and you won’t have to worry about anything, sweetheart.”

“Let’s get back to the lesson before anything else decides to put it on hold, then.” He nodded.

“Right. Where was I?” She tapped her lips thoughtfully while reaching his position. “Ah, yes. I believe we should be able to utilize your slicing training for our escape. Or rather, for your escape since I’ll have to stay here, just in slightly better conditions.”

“Oh?” Asterios raised a curious brow at her.

“Althea was trying to teach your mind how to imagine cutting through the fabric of dimensions. Right now, we have a different one in front of us, the fabric of your mind, which has been hijacked and is being used against its owner,” Tia began her explanation.

“And are you sure this is safe? Cutting through my own mind, I mean?” He scratched at the back of his head.

“I’m confident that you shouldn’t experience any discomfort as the shield you are usually putting around your mind is no longer yours at the moment. You can simply discard it and create a new one after you are out of its confines. Of course, I can’t guarantee anything, but I base my opinion on my past experiences,” she replied.

“I trust you.” Asterios nodded firmly.

She answered with a sweet smile that made his heart flutter lightly. It was hard not to admire the exotic beauty of her soft yet hard visage.

“I shall swear to never betray that trust.” Tia nodded back politely. “Now, besides telling you to just have a try at slicing the barrier open, I would like to impart on you a bit of my own, personal knowledge. This should be beneficial for you in the future. I held back from teaching you more about my exclusive traits but I can consider you ready now.”

“I’m honored.” He tried to smile appreciatively but couldn’t stop showing deep intrigue on his face, which was easily noticed by the playful Dryad.

“As you should be. Not often does a True Dragon gain the regenerative strength of an Arch Dryad. Not to mention without forcing her to submit first. We are skipping a bunch of important steps here.” She waggled her brows at him suggestively. “Now, you are definitely already aware of how destructive your draconic might can be, not just for your opponents, your surroundings, but also yourself. Your constitution and endurance might be almost godly, but your power isn’t any less unbelievable with those two Dragon’s Hearts you are hiding in your chest. It would be a problem to rely on their full output often, or even at any time, if not for the tiny little Dryad you seem to have locked up in your third source.”

Asterios wanted to argue that he hadn’t imprisoned her or anything, but he could tell that she was only teasing, trying to fish for any entertaining reactions from him. When he crossed his arms and smirked proudly, it wasn’t what she had been expecting, evoking a slightly raised brow from the sly treefolk lady. It wasn’t enough to throw her out of the loop, though, and she just grinned wider at him.

“Thanks to the infallible authority you possess on your poor prisoner, you can do anything with her,” Tia leaned closer to his face and whispered sensually, still managing to spin his little act of defiance back into her teasing play. 

Taking hold of his wrist, she slowly pulled it towards herself.

“Like for example reaching down, far down with that firm and unyielding hand of yours, and slipping your manly fingers deep into the core of her…” she trailed his palm south over her smooth light brown belly, sliding it just slightly under the edge of her underwear made of enchanting vines, “...power.”

He blinked when a different sensation than he had been expecting tickled his fingers. Smirking at him slyly, Tia stopped at her lower abdomen, short of her feminine secrets. A mix of refreshing warmth and chilliness flowed into Asterios through that connection. He released an involuntary sigh, closing his eyes briefly before opening them again to meet hers.

“In this form, the spiritual center of a Dryad can be considered to be located at her lower abdomen. For your first time, you will have to keep a clear image of it in your mind. Only then, you will be able to draw upon the purest form of my spiritual energy, one that will answer to your request to shape it however you wish to,” she continued her explanation, completely ignoring her recent, quite provocative actions. “If you take it from there, you can weave it into your draconic energies as they are utilized instead of weaving it alongside them. A Dryad’s mana is nature itself, and nature heals from within. Let your draconic energies run rampant through your circuits and order my energy to recover all the damage they cause right as they do so, or even before. With that, you will be able to push yourself and your techniques to another level.”

Asterios focused on the feeling of Tia’s powers coiling around him and did his best to memorize that sensation. It wasn’t easy with the alluring Dryad girl almost pressing herself into him and filling his nostrils with her foresty scent of fresh pines and morning drizzle. But, he didn’t want to disappoint his substitute mentor, no matter how teasing she was about her lesson.

Concluding that he had a good enough grasp on it, he exhaled slowly and took a step back, bringing his palm out of her underwear. His teacher pouted dejectedly but he could tell she was just playing with him. Her eyes were focused as they roamed over his frame, clearly taking in the spiritual changes instead of his visual appearance.

“I think I got it.” He squeezed his fingers into a fist a few times. “Will I have to get inside my mind to touch you each time I want to attempt this?”

“No, my silly student, though I wouldn’t mind if you did. You are always welcome to use this body of mine as your focus.” Tia giggled amusedly. “I’m not physical, material, real. I’m part of you. Just imagine yourself doing this and it should be enough to let you draw on my core energy. In the future, you will be able to do it without a second thought, but mastering this new technique doesn’t come easily.”

“Understood.” Asterios nodded. “What should I do now?”

“Run wild, Young Dragon. Let the beast out of its chains.” She gave him the fiercest and most excited smile he had seen so far on her serene face. “Forget about concealing your presence or aura this time. We are inside your mind. Think only about cutting through this barrier with everything you have. We don’t have time to waste, right?”

That he could do. Or, at least he assumed he could.

Diving deep into himself, Asterios reached for his draconic sources and let them fill his circuits to the brim, swirling together as a mix of crimson and onyx. He didn’t push them yet. Before that, he reimagined the moment he had just shared with Tia and tried to locate the passage through which he could receive her core energy. Replaying the scene helped a bit and he sensed a trickle of pure nature mana joining in.

Just as she’d said, he could shape it however he wanted. Experimenting a little for a moment, he then ordered it to fuse with the twin energies and watched as the greenish trail gradually disappeared into the red-black combination. Still, he could tell that it was there, that it was fused with it.

He nodded to signal to Tia that he was beginning and went with her suggestion.

The second that Asterios allowed both of his energies to run freely, he experienced an immense, almost uncontrollable explosion of spiritual pressure. He knew his draconic features had materialized themselves in a blink. His tail was hanging low, his wings were spread wide, his horns stood up proudly, and most of his body was covered in tough scales, especially his entire limbs.

His circuits were in complete turmoil. But, as much as the draconic energies rushed through them without care about anything in the world, the nature mana soothed and healed everything in their path. It wasn’t devoid of any discomfort but it was much less painful than he had ever felt when pushing himself to his limits, which additionally seemed much further.

Raising his right hand, turned fully draconic, of course, he wreathed his claw just as Althea had instructed him but focused on tearing through the blockade keeping him locked up in his mind instead of unknown realms. After a second, he felt resistance touch the tip of his claw but he kept pushing, feeding his technique more and more power.

With some serious effort, he pierced the obstruction, sensing his wrist jerk forward. His claw became stuck in an invisible wall. He could feel the freedom on the other side of the hole. It was calling to him. It was urging him forward so that he could check on his companions, so that he could protect them.

But, it was much harder to pull down than to pierce the veil. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel a trail of blood running from his nose.

A delicate hand cupped his cheek. “You are not pulling enough of my mana. It’s merely a trickle. You have to draw on more. Stop your considerate and cordial thoughts. You are a True Dragon. Be greedy. Be selfish. You have to take what’s yours by the right of conquest. Don’t request, seize it.”

He tried to follow Tia’s instructions but it still was not enough.

“Hmmm.” A thoughtful hum reached his ears. “Perhaps I was a bit too hasty in thinking that your true nature would take the lead after being fully released. Your subconscious control is commendable. Maybe this will help, then.”

In the next second, he felt her guide his left palm to her underbelly again. But, that wasn’t all. His lips brushed against something just as soft as Tia brought her mouth to his. She pulled him into a deep kiss, once more sharing the refreshing taste of her saliva, so close to wild forest berries.

And so, some kind of a cycle was completed. With two points of connection, Tia’s mana rushed into him and he made it work right away. He immediately felt better as the strain lessened, and regathering his wits and focus, he pushed his draconic might forth once more. With a strong swipe of his hand, he tore a sizable slit in the fabric of his mind. It opened slightly with a blurry image of some cavern. At least it wasn’t pitch black like their current location.

Withdrawing most of his energies, Asterios watched his work with a small smile. “I can’t believe you can enhance mana with another mana. This feels so insane.”

“Now you know why the Dragons were interested in me so much. Even though this particular piece of knowledge is not something they are aware of.” Tia giggled quietly.

“Just your regenerative capabilities are amazing,” he agreed. 

“Go now. You achieved your goal for today. Albeit not without a little help.” Tia’s greenish tongue flicked at her plump lips. “I hope this won’t be the last of our lessons.”

“I hope so too.” Asterios chuckled lightly. “We might need to arrange some kind of a schedule with Althea to facilitate time for them, though.”

“I’m certain she will gladly aid us.” She smiled sweetly and stepped forward to place a soft peck on his cheek. “Make sure she’s okay.”

They exchanged final glances and Asterios turned to the shimmering breach. Just as he was going to jump through, a vicious roar reverberated through the place. He looked towards the source and noticed a big bear. It was an extremely familiar bear wearing multiple marks of assault, specifically burns and arrows sticking out of its chunky body. He would never be able to forget this particular beast.

“I’ll play with it.” Tia’s voice brought him out of his darkening thoughts. “Leave this side to me, Master.”

The mesmerizing Dryad sauntered towards the predator without a hint of fear. Asterios admired her elegant figure from behind for a moment and smiled to himself, stepping through the slit.




Chapter 43
Trial of Combat and Wits

Properly coming to his senses, Asterios groaned as he rubbed his face. He was resting on something hard, most likely a cavern floor, but he didn’t feel sore enough to have suffered in this state for long. And now that he was back, he couldn’t waste any more time.

Opening his eyes, he jerked instinctively. He hadn’t expected to see a dark-skinned face hovering right over him the first thing after escaping the prison of his mind. Abyss was standing over his head while leaning forward at a perfect ninety degrees, her completely neutral expression directed straight at him. She didn’t move in the slightest, seemingly ignoring the laws of gravity or any possible physical strain such a position should evoke.

In full honesty, it creeped him out a tiny bit.

But that just seemed like a normal day with the eccentric female-shaped entity.

“May I help you with something?” Asterios smiled wryly at her unchanging visage.

“No, not anymore,” she replied nonchalantly. “I was simply observing you to examine how long it would take you to regain consciousness.”

“Right. Would it be fine for me to sit up now that I’m awake?” he asked.

She silently straightened her body with a smooth, almost unnaturally steady movement. Asterios just shook his head, concealing it as a simple motion to get rid of some remaining daze out of his system.

“So, did I meet your expectations?” He glanced up at the mysterious woman.

“I had no expectations. A proper test or examination should be met with an open mind and desire to witness the unbiased results,” Abyss answered casually. “But, if you insist on me rating your performance of defeating this trial, then you may know that you have succeeded in your escape before I had time to start wondering if my aid was going to be necessary.”

“Thanks, I guess. I bet a basic trick like this was nothing for you.” Asterios chuckled. “You must have kept watch over us, huh?”

Roaming his gaze over his surroundings, Asterios found himself in a quite small and unremarkable stone cavern. It felt to him like someone had carved out the most basic structure without the tiniest shred of care. There was nothing noticeable about it, save for the fact that it somehow wasn’t completely dark. And for the unconscious bodies of his companions littering it.

“You are correct. This mental snare was rather mundane. I couldn’t really examine it as it was too weak to affect me. The actual challenge was keeping your umbral familiar from rushing to your rescue. I had to convince him quite insistently that this challenge would only aid your growth,” she explained. “Especially because this location doesn’t seem to contain any other dangers or threats.”

He could feel Umbra’s grumbling in the back of his mind and thanked his friend for his kind intentions.

“So, if I’m getting this right, the trap is the only thing that was supposed to get rid of us?” Asterios furrowed his brows in confusion. “How?”

The mocha-skinned lady shrugged faintly. “Dehydration would be my guess.”

“Ah, yes. Time wouldn’t have stopped for our bodies.” He nodded to himself. “Well, what now? Do we have to wait for the others to escape too or are we safe to wake them up?”

“As I mentioned previously, I view this situation as a decent opportunity to challenge oneself. Therefore, I would opt for the choice of waiting things out, perhaps taking a small rest, intervening only after a longer moment passes,” Abyss shared her thoughts. “However, I believe you may at least retrieve your mentor. She might be interested in sharing more of her lessons with you while we wait.”

“That’s true. Is there anything I shouldn’t attempt with this kind of spell?” Asterios stood up, dusted himself off, and walked towards Althea’s prone form.

“This might be obvious, but don’t try breaking it through physical trauma like shaking the victim or hitting them. This is a purely mental barrier. Do you require my assistance in coming up with viable means?” She moved to his side, floating atop the toxic little cloud that enveloped her ankles.

“I think I know what to do.” He shook his head. “By the way, how are things on your side, Tia?”

~Everything is fine. The Inner Sanctum returned to normal shortly after you left. I’m a tad disappointed as my fun was interrupted in the very middle of it.~ He could feel the playful pout curl the Dryad’s supple lips.

Kneeling by his teacher’s side, Asterios placed his hand on Althea’s forehead and closed his eyes to focus. He found the contractual connection he currently shared with the Lesser Dragon lady and grasped at it tenderly. He couldn’t reach her with his thoughts or messages, but that link extended past the barrier without being completely separated. It would be quite something if a new dungeon was able to completely separate his draconic bonds.

Sending a light pulse of draconic energy down the tether, he felt Althea notice it and respond. He couldn’t tell what exactly she did, but the obstruction shattered and her eyelids fluttered open. She roamed her gaze inquisitively over the cavern before setting it on Ast’s face.

“I was just going to finish my preparations to push through, but I appreciate the assistance nonetheless,” she said softly, accepting Ast’s hand to sit up. “Did you get bored waiting for us?”

He showed a faint smirk. “Not in the slightest. I have just gotten out too and figured out I could use one more person for the company. In the end, we are supposed to be looking after them together.”

“Is it safe here?” she asked.

“As safe as it can be,” Abyss replied. “I detect no external threats. You may rest at ease.”

Nodding, Althea stood up and joined Asterios at the side as he brought out a fluffy blanket for them to comfortably sit on. He brought her up to speed with their current plan and they both decided to recover a little first before doing anything else.

Asterios sat cross-legged in a meditative pose and revitalized himself with Tia’s soothing energy. For simple uses like that, he had no issues drawing on it straight from her core just by imagining himself touching her lower abdomen. Not much of the pure nature energy was necessary to relieve his fatigue.

Then, he moved on to practice what he had learned. Opening up his draconic sources, he let them fill his circuits with ferocious mana while at the same time pulling on Tia’s energy in greater amounts and infusing it into the mixed stream. For this, he had to imagine the whole deal, both the sensual touch and the delicious kiss. Even his nose filled with the Dryad’s pleasant, foresty scent as his circuits roared with power.

Sitting next to Althea, he instantly noticed when she flinched as if he had hit her and jumped to her feet, taking three quick steps away. Opening his eyes now gleaming with ferocious crimson, he found her staring at him with hers wide to the brim as she assumed an uncertain and hesitant pose.

“What did you do?!” Althea asked with an unusually quiet voice, somewhat close to an anxious hiss.

He blinked a few times in confusion before answering gently so as not to frighten her any further. “I was practicing a technique Tia shared with me that helped us break out of this mental cage. I’m truly sorry if I somehow offended you.”

She observed him in silence for a few seconds, tension gradually leaving her body. Her wide eyes remained quite shocked and anxious for a while longer, but he could discern a hint of something else in them too.

“No. No, you did not. I apologize for overreacting.” Thankfully, she soon relaxed a bit more, shook her head, and slowly sat back down by his side, still eyeing him a bit curiously or cautiously. “I was just extremely surprised and moved on pure instinct. I did not expect to… suddenly sense the… ferocity… of a genuine True Dragon right next to me. Not that I mean any offense by that, of course. You are not an impostor by any definition.”

“None taken. I think I know what you mean.” He smiled wryly.

Althea nodded faintly. “For a moment there, it felt like I was back in the past, back on the run. I have to admit that slightly dark and negative thoughts slipped into my mind regarding your intentions. I haven’t seen you embrace a True Dragon’s brutality this deeply ever. You always felt in control, and I feared you might have somehow lost it because of this dungeon.”

“Tia said something similar. About my subconscious control, I mean.” Asterios met her dazzling emerald eyes. “She came up with an idea that’s supposed to help me surpass my limits and that’s what I did then and just now. As far as I’m aware, I’m still in control but… differently.”

His draconic mentor didn’t reply, only sighed in relief after a while. They returned to their respective meditations, with Asterios forgoing further exploration of his new technique. Althea snuck a few more glances at him before he sensed an active buzzing in the back of his mind. She clearly was in the middle of a lively discussion with their Dryad friend.

It made him wonder just how outrageous Tia’s lesson actually was.

The first person to wake up after them was, surprisingly, Irelia. They hadn’t expected the young girl to beat the experienced adventurers. She explained that she had remembered one of the enchantments the elves put in her gear that was supposed to fight against mental control and then tried to activate it in the weird space of her mind. Shockingly, it had worked, shattering the prison.

Such was the power of legendary artifacts. Rich and well-connected adventurers certainly had it much easier and that was a fact.

After her, it was Viona’s turn. She and her spirits had figured out a way to drag her consciousness outside, though the talented bard admitted that her spiritual companions had done most of the work. She wasn’t ashamed to rely on them and properly account for their input, which Asterios mentally noted. It was a good quality to have.

From Rudy’s squad, only Tesser escaped from the clutches of the dungeon trap. It took the man about ninety minutes more than Asterios. For comparison, the other two had broken free in about half of that time. He helped Rudy and Douhlim, with the former whining that she could have succeeded on her own given a few more minutes, but the others cheered the woman up and reminded her that everyone had their stronger and weaker aspects.

The pond leading further down appeared right after the last person had been retrieved from their mind and the party took one more hour to properly catch their breaths. Asterios shared some refreshments with them and they discussed their next move.

“I think we should end this after the next floor,” he suggested. “We had some fun and learned a lot. I’ll drop you guys back to the surface and try to see if I can reach the core with my companions. This is going to continue getting more and more dangerous.”

“As much as I would love to kick some more ass, I have to agree with the lad.” Douhlim grunted. “We’ll have plenty of time to dive in here again in the future.”

“Agreed. We’ll report to the guildmaster to share all that we have learned during this delve,” Tesser nodded. “Right, Rudy?”

The warrior woman sighed heavily, taking a few peeks at Althea. “I guess you are right. I just wish I had more chances to show how much I too have progressed since our last cooperation.”

“Careful with your wishes.” Asterios chuckled. “And you, Irelia?”

“I’m happy with what I have experienced so far. It’s been an eye-opening expedition. I know what to focus on more during my training now,” the young Knight answered thoughtfully.

“Me too,” Viona joined in. “Although, my mind is currently filled with a sea of ideas for my next songs. I always knew dungeon delving had to be somewhat inspiring but I did not expect something as potent as this.”

“That’s perfect for us. I can’t wait to hear them.” He smiled at the half-demon. “Well, let us commence the final challenge, then.”

Everyone got up and gathered in front of the portal. Holding hands this time, they jumped into it together. No further traps awaited them in between the floors or locations and they fell into a single spacious chamber with magnificent square columns and ribbed ceiling. A jagged rock sat at the end of the marvelous hall, looking quite out of place in the whole setting. Atop it lay some kind of a humanoid entity but the size of a two-to-three-story house. It roused from its slumber and sat up.

“Now, that brings up memories.” Asterios snorted softly as the tall beast rose to its full height.

“A Voidline Twintail. Not an unexpected encounter considering the affinity of this place,” Abyss commented without much emotion.

“Any relation to a Voidtaur?” he asked with a raised brow.

“Yes. Different species, same realm.” She nodded.

“I had a feeling.” He smirked.

What stood before them was a giant humanoid feline monster. As Asterios had rightfully compared them, it was as big as the Voidtaur they had fought back in the past with Umbra’s help. This particular beast had deep black fur and just as muscular physique as its cousin. But, contrary to the bull, it wore dark gray leather armor over its thighs and torso. As its name suggested, it had two cat-like tails swishing viciously behind its back.

But, that wasn’t the only thing it had a pair of.

Two heads of a feral feline rested atop its shoulders, their snouts twisting in mad snarls. Two pairs of arms extended out of its frame, each clawed hand holding a curved shortsword, though the size of a large door, so still pretty scary and impressive. Thankfully, it had only two legs as its lower half remained seemingly mundane and similar to its distant relative.

The Voidline’s purple eyes glowed with a desire to kill.

“It’s all yours.” Asterios gestured at it while looking at Rudy’s party. “Your wish has been granted, my lady.”

She muttered something under her nose in response and stepped forward with the others. They hastily took their positions and exchanged a few words regarding their strategy, watching their opponent slowly parade their way, growling threateningly. 

Before it reached them, Irelia made the first move.

With a faint flash, she disappeared and reappeared right in front of it with her modular shield already fully extended. The beast yowled in shock but managed to cross its lower pair of blades just in time. The impact between its weapons and her shield caused a small shockwave and a loud metallic gong.

But, this particular enemy had two more shortswords in its arsenal and it didn’t wait for anything before swinging them wickedly at the small girl beneath it. Irelia parried the one on her right with her own sword, grunting with effort, and something slammed into the left one, knocking it off the path.

One of the Voidline’s heads looked its way with an annoyed frown and was met with the grinning face of Rudy, who greeted the monster with a knee to the snout. The assaulted target yowled in pain and took a step back. The warrior woman pushed herself downwards seemingly off thin air and landed next to the young Knight, her ankles surrounded with greenish fumes.

The duo exchanged glances and moved as one. Irelia swung her sword at the monster’s left leg while Rudy aimed hers at the right one. The furry beast blocked both blows but didn’t account for the shield, which smashed it right in the knee before suddenly erupting with a kinetic outburst. Its balance disrupted, their opponent lurched forward.

Rudy attempted to impale it on her weapon but four working arms were too much for her to go through, even with the enemy off-balance. Two blades parried her attack, yet she still managed to land a cut right on the right head’s cheek, clearly infuriating the feline predator. It began righting itself and preparing a counter towards the more annoying and better-armored prey with its bottom left blade, which came at Irelia from her exposed right side.

But, in the middle of its motion, a floating ball of energy appeared in front of both heads and caught its attention. The young Knight smiled to herself as she hid her face behind her big shield and the sphere burst with blinding light. The warrior woman had managed to use her greatsword to protect her sight too.

Another yowl echoed through the chamber as something pierced into the back of the beast’s left knee, making it twitch from the prick of pain.

“Holy damn, this kitty’s hide is hideously tough, hoooooohoooohoooooo.” Douhlim laughed as he dangled off the monster’s body with only one of his daggers implanted in its flesh.

The short dwarf was shaken off right away and fell onto his butt. Raising his gaze, he met a single pair of the Voidline’s infuriated eyes looking at him over its shoulder. Then, with a quick musical note from a violin, followed by a wave of chilly air, the floor beneath him froze into unbelievably smooth ice. The tone changed and a gust of wind pushed him away, setting him into a slide backward just moments before the giant cat stomped onto the little man. Douhlim shouted his thanks to their skilled bard and hopped away from the monster’s attention.

Rudy and Irelia had been throwing everything they had at their enemy but managed to land only grazing blows with how hard its hide was, confirming Douhlim’s observation. Now, with the second head focusing on them again, they struggled against four massive blades, even with Irelia’s mighty shield.

With a powerful double roar, the Voidline succeeded at its intended feint and smacked Rudy away, giving the warrior woman a slight gash on her thigh. Its right side now free of any disturbance, it swung from both directions at Irelia, adding one blow from above to the mix. She couldn’t do anything but defend in that situation and made herself as small as possible.

All weapons slammed into her at once and the force of the multi-directional squeeze sent the lithe girl back with a pained, slightly undignified squeal. To her credit, Irelia didn’t let go of her shield and sword the entire way she tumbled on the ground. The armor on her arms had dented slightly under the beast’s strength.

The Voidline lunged after her to finish off the pesky annoyance but its overhead swing struck a see-through dome and bounced back off it, pushing the monster away a few steps in the process. Its furious eyes locked on to the mage who had cast it from a distance and it snarled angrily.

For some reason, the Priest wreathed his staff with golden energy and broke into a run, sending a barrage of prismatic bolts at the furious beast. He caught its attention as intended and smiled wryly under his nose. Asterios and Althea observed the entire situation ready to jump in at any moment since that move seemed risky and perhaps desperate.

Fortunately, it wasn’t completely reckless.

The violin resounded in the hall once more, making the Voidline’s four ears twitch. It managed to turn one of its heads towards the source of the music and noticed as the dwarf zoomed in its direction while sliding on his knees as ice covered the path between them. That reaction was still too slow, though, and Douhlim sped between the monster’s legs and slashed at its ankles while cackling loudly, his daggers covered with a bluish coating of mana.

As the agonizing yowl shook the chamber, Viona’s friendly spirit finished enchanting Rudy’s blade too and she sent the warrior forward in a similar fashion. Expecting that the feline would be expecting her movements, Rudy used her previous enchantment still swirling around her feet to jump into the air and turn herself upside down. Her mad, spinning slash caught the beast’s shoulder, stopped only by the thick bone on its way out. While the monster’s arm remained attached, it hung limply without any feeling in it.

Irelia joined the fray as the last person, her longsword ready to cause some real harm too. With the three of them now capable of properly wounding the Voidline, it was its turn to struggle a little. It still caused some moderate injuries, but the ones piling up on its massive frame were much more serious.

The more it bled, the more desperate it grew. It swung and sliced wildly, its only goal to deflect the incoming blows or attempt to cause some damage to the trio cornering it. Rudy became slightly overconfident and didn’t notice a shortsword hidden in the shadow of another one, saved from a grievous wound by Irelia’s quick reflexes. Still, the warrior woman suffered a critical injury to her arm and had to retreat for healing.

That event bolstered the ferocious feline but Douhlim and Irelia knew they had to end the fight soon. They weren’t secretly Dragons like Asterios and thus their stamina wasn’t as endless as his. So, camouflaging their next attack as the dwarf man seeking protection behind the safety of her shield, the human girl took a violent onslaught onto her guard.

When her opponent drew its arms for another mighty attack with all limbs, she hastily knelt and angled her shield towards herself. Douhlim vaulted over her shoulder and landed on its sloping surface. Irelia hit the edge with her sword and activated the blast, sending the dwarf up with a merry laugh from the burly Rogue.

Before the Voidline registered what was going on, Douhlim drove his daggers into one pair of its eyes. Making use of the distraction, Irelia discarded her shield and grabbed her longsword with both hands. Briefly closing her eyes, she focused deeply and the blade crackled as zapping particles of lightning hopped over its length.

With a courageous shout, the young lady sprinted forward, stepped onto the shield resting face-up on the floor, hit it again with her sword, and soared into the air too. Such maneuver clearly hadn’t been practiced before as she wobbled awkwardly during her lunge, but it didn’t stop her from stabbing her weapon right into the middle of the monster’s chest. 

As it fully sank into the tough flesh, she twisted it strongly and it released a snapping and sizzling burst of lightning which concentrated right on the feline’s penetrated heart. Blue arcs jumped off its body and zapped everything and everyone else around, charring the surfaces they struck as the Voidline spasmed frantically.

When all the energy finally discharged, the unmoving, smoking, and sizzling corpse of the two-headed giant fell to the back with a reverberating thud. Douhlim rolled onto the ground with a grunt while Irelia bounced off the monster’s chest with a soft yelp. Finding each other’s gazes, they glanced at their kill once more and looked back at the rest of the team. Understanding passed through everyone and they all raised their fists in victory.

Asterios met Althea’s gaze and they chuckled together in amusement. Not without some trouble and moderate injuries, but the party had succeeded in defeating a tough boss on their own.

Their future definitely looked bright.


Chapter 44
Former Acquaintances With a Twist

As the party gathered around the fallen monster, Tesser began healing their injuries with proper care. It hadn’t been possible to focus all of his attention on the more complex spells but he still had done quite an amazing job in the middle of the fight. Asterios and Althea joined them, offering their regenerative potions and other consumables to the wounded.

“This guy was tough. It was like a bigger and angrier Miria. We barely got through,” Rudy said with a satisfied sigh as her friend tended to her leg.

“If it was like Miria, you wouldn’t have stood a chance.” Asterios chuckled. “Her current self is incredible. She would have toyed with that Voidline like a house cat with a poor mouse.”

“Not to mention the quality of the blades she has in her possession,” Althea added. “But, your quick thinking and the ability to adapt are worthy of praise. Your spirit friends are really versatile, Viona.”

The creative bard lowered her head with a faint blush. “Thank you. I try my best to utilize everything at my disposal in the best possible way. They truly are a helpful bunch.”

She smiled as something seemed to tickle her cheek and Asterios was sure it was one of the cheeky Sprites. He had been able to catch a better look at the woman’s usually invisible companions. While they could be categorized as spirits, most of the entities that accompanied her assumed tiny humanoid forms with butterfly wings, their entire bodies made of translucent, single-color energy. They were slightly more powerful relatives of Pixies, but usually unable to converse with beings other than their bonded allies or caretakers.

“I think it’s time we thought a bit about expanding our team.” Douhlim groaned, working out his shoulder joint. “I’ve never felt so comfortable on the battlefield before. Having a capable defender to further divide the monster’s attention and a capable magical support to control the fight is a blessing.”

“Yeah. You might be right. We are moving up the ranks. It will be difficult to stay as effective with just the three of us. At least as long as we don’t suddenly gain immense power from a mysterious source.” Rudy smirked at Asterios.

He spread his arms wide. “I’m afraid I can’t exactly turn you into Dragons or anything like that. There are some minor benefits to being my subordinate, but you wouldn’t suddenly turn into an S-rank killing machine. Maybe save for becoming my mate and spending a lot of time with me, but I’m fairly sure that doesn’t exactly suit your designs. And I’m not really interested in bringing a guy into the family either.”

“You win some, you lose some.” She shrugged. “It is a tempting offer, but I think I will still have to decline. Who knows, maybe one day I’ll find my own Dragoness simply by hanging around you. Your very presence seems to attract lots of attention from mystical and magnificent ladies.”

“You should be careful not to bite more than you can chew.” Althea let out a delicate chuckle. “A True Dragon might be a little bit too much for you to handle.”

“There is no love without some sacrifice. I’m even tougher than I look.” The warrior woman flexed her well-trained body.

Asterios didn’t doubt that. She had to be rather strong not just physically but also mentally to remain unaffected by all the secret crushes he had unintentionally stolen from her. A lesser woman would have given up long ago and escaped as far from him as possible so he didn’t ruin her chances forever. Rudy was instead looking at it from a completely different angle.

“Regardless, I agree that recruiting more people into your party is a fine idea,” he said, bringing them back to the initial topic. “You five work amazingly together, but I don’t think Irelia will be able to join you for longer sessions considering her training and upcoming education. I don’t know much about Viona yet to say anything about her plans.”

The minstrel-in-question raised her gaze and glanced at Rudy’s squad. “I would be honored to accompany you occasionally, but music is my main focus. I’m a rather free spirit, pun intended, and I’m afraid it would be difficult not to wander off on my own while traveling under someone’s care.”

“Bummer.” The dwarf clicked his tongue. “But, hey, temporary grouping for some sporadic delving is fine with me. It seems like we’ll be staying here at least for a little bit so I can see that happening.”

“Definitely,” Tesser agreed. “Now, do we get anything from this monster or does this dungeon still act stingy and murderous?”

Excusing himself, Asterios walked up to one of the beast’s massive blades and drew upon his draconic mana to strengthen his arms. He lifted the giant, curved shortsword with minimal effort and examined it closely. Unfortunately, he didn’t feel anything special from it and nothing happened when he tried to prod it with his mana and essence.

“What are you doing?” Rudy approached him from behind and asked curiously.

“The Voidtaur we have fought in the past wielded an artifact sword capable of changing its size to best fit the owner and also evoking specific magical effects depending on the wielder,” he explained. “These don’t seem to be more than big slabs of durable metal.”

“You always get the best toys.” She scrunched her nose at him. “It’s gotta be worth something at least, no?”

“We’ll have to ask our knowledgeable blacksmiths and perhaps Abyss too. I don’t recognize this material. It looks sharp and strong, though, so it should bring you at least some coin,” he answered ponderingly.

“Great. We could use some spare change—AHHHH!”

Ast’s head snapped to the side and he watched Rudy disappear into the floor right next to him. A feminine scream reached his ears from further away and he noticed some kind of shadowy appendages curling themselves around Irelia’s ankles and pulling the young lady down too. One by one, all of them were grappled by thick, black tentacles as the floor had somehow become a massive pool of darkness.

He tried to fight his assailants off, but for every creepy feeler he destroyed, three more took its place. Soon, he was being dragged down too, no matter how much he resisted. Everyone had already been taken. Save for one single person.

Abyss.

For some reason, the tentacles didn’t even dare to approach her. They kept themselves close, wiggling around the mocha-skinned woman, but were too hesitant to come any closer. The last thing Asterios saw was her usual, impassive expression as she observed him disappear into darkness.

A moment later, he was thrown out of a swirling pool of black energy and landed in a massive, irregular cavern riddled with creepy, natural-looking rock structures all around. They made circles, loops, and plenty of other shapes over the mountainous landscape. Plenty of them were filled with purplish, swirling matter, similar to the surface of the shadowy portals, but not exactly the same. As far as Asterios could tell, they weren’t a means of transportation but something else.

“Everyone is alright?” Althea’s voice caught his attention and he found the others getting up around him, confirming their presence one after another.

“What the hell was that?” Rudy shook her head to clear her mind.

“I think we might have disturbed the owner of this place a bit too much,” Abyss answered her, suddenly appearing by the woman’s back. “This is the Core Chamber.”

“Great.” Douhlim snorted. “We should have packed things up after that mental trap.”

“Is that the Core, then? It doesn’t look like anything I’ve read about in books.” Irelia pointed in a certain direction and everyone followed her gesture.

Somewhere in the middle of the extensive formation sat a raised, thorny hill. Above its flat top hovered a pure black ring the size of a merchant carriage, its edges glowing with ominous purple energy that illuminated its surroundings. The spooky ring floated over its resting spot in a vertical position. The space in its middle swirled with dark, galaxy-like glitter, focused towards a single point in its dead center, curving the spirals beautifully.

“It almost feels like a summoning gate,” Asterios commented. “At the same time, I can tell that’s not it. I can feel some kind of connection between the Core and the space between dimensions, but it lacks other aspects of Summoning Magic.”

“Your observations are correct.” Abyss nodded lightly. “And it looks like it’s going to show us what exactly all these intriguing surfaces are for right now.”

Just as she finished her sentence, multiple of the purple pools spun faster and released a buzzing noise while the Ring Core’s edge shone with greater intensity. The shapes flashed in random order and Ast’s group watched them spew monsters into the cave. Antrunners and Eidolons began gathering into a small army. Out of two bigger ponds, a Voidline Twintail, and an Antrunner Queen crawled forth. Bit by bit, the chamber was getting filled with enemies they had previously encountered.

“That explains where those fuckers come from.” Rudy snorted. “If they are not being summoned, this is like their breeding grounds. This might be tough.”

“I’m sending you back to the surface. We will handle this with Althea.” Asterios shook his head.

“We want to help,” Viona joined in. “We might not be as strong as you, but we can at least distract the lesser monsters or try to figure out how those pools work while you two handle the Core.”

He met her eyes and they looked at each other in silence for a brief moment before Asterios sighed softly. “Fine. But I’m having Umbra watch you and pull you out at his own discretion. Plus, you are getting an additional healer.”

A crimson gate rose from the ground next to him and Bryn stepped out of it. “I’m ready to serve, Master.”

Pecking his winged mate’s cheek lovingly, he let her back away and focus on the others, turning towards the Ring Core. “You might not be aware, but I’m the lord here, and anyone who wants to settle down on our land needs to properly introduce themselves first. I don’t think we had the pleasure to discuss the terms of your stay but I’m willing to offer you a second chance if you surrender right now. Otherwise, painful eviction might be the only solution. Do we have an agreement?”

Behind him, he could hear the girls whisper.

“Can Cores communicate with people?” Irelia asked quietly.

“No one really knows much about them,” Rudy replied. “It’s worth a shot, at least.”

But, the Ring Core either didn’t understand, or it chose violence as its answer. The swirling pools churned out more small monsters at an even faster rate. Asterios nodded at Althea and the duo rushed forward, bringing out their draconic features to enhance their bodies. They both took a deep breath at the same time and released a crimson-emerald inferno onto the grunts, he from above and she from the ground, clearing up a decent chunk of their enemy’s army, leaving the rest to the party.

The Antrunner Queen crossed Ast’s path to the core first. It screeched at him viciously, causing the cavern to shake, but he didn’t let himself be intimidated. Summoning his big Spellslinger greatsword into his hand, he activated one of the tokens and launched it right at the massive insect with a mighty throw. The sharp weapon pierced through the chitin carapace with ease, striking the ground with a loud thud. 

Right away, the rocky floor burst outwards with a few dozen deadly spikes aimed at the monster’s underside. Before the monster could react, it was skewered like an apple falling onto a hedgehog. Some spires went through its head too and the big Antrunner dispersed into a cloud of dark purple smoke which sailed towards one of the large pools. With a snap, Asterios recalled his greatsword to his grasp.

To his side, Althea evaded the Voidline’s barrage of swings, jumped onto its thigh, and triggered her extremely quick transformation. Her long, sinuous, draconic body wrapped around the beast’s frame tightly, preventing it from doing anything else. She then squeezed with everything she had and Asterios saw the feline monster whimper in agony before it got crushed into a broken mess, disappearing shortly after.

“I’m starting to wonder if we defeated the correct serpent back then.” Asterios laughed as she flew towards him.

She released a reverberating chuckle and winked at him.

As they resumed their journey, another big shape swirled to life, a separate one from the two that had birthed the previous creatures. Something long crawled out of it, hissing cautiously as it slithered over the ground. A sizable snake Asterios had already seen once today stared up at them with its tongue flicking out of its snout.

Before he could comment on it, one more pool activated, and one more enemy walked out of it. This time, it was a bipedal entity, but just as familiar as the snake. Considering its canine appearance and the presence of stone plates over its muscular, towering form, there was no mistake that it was a Terrackal. Its skin tone and eyes might be different, but it was still the same opponent that had given Asterios and Silvia a bit of trouble during the monster wave.

“Curious. It looks like the mental snare had another purpose,” Abyss said, suddenly hovering right next to him. “The Core seems to be able not only to recreate entities from other realms but even those from the memories of the victims it has previously captured.”

“Stab first, ask questions later.” Asterios smiled at her. “How do we split?”

“I’ll take the serpent. The two of us have a not-so-old score to settle.” Althea glared at her nemesis.

“Guess the Terrackal is mine once again. You sure?” He took a worried peek at her.

“Yes. I will ask for your assistance if it’s above my capabilities.” She nodded. ”Nevertheless, we don’t know how close to the original these creatures are. It definitely doesn’t have the support of a True Dragon’s slave like the other one had.”

He didn’t bother asking Abyss since she would obviously remain an observer and the duo rushed at their respective targets. His mentor engaged the snake with a ferocious roar that carried lingering resentment and rage. For quite obvious reasons.

Meanwhile, he turned into a True Dragon and dropped onto his opponent with all his weight. They tumbled over the rocky ground while snarling at each other. Asterios let part of his draconic ferocity run wild, resupplying it with Tia’s pure energy, and he felt himself become stronger, tougher, and more impervious to damage. The monster’s claws and fangs could barely scratch his scales.

Asterios directed some of his mana into his claws and recreated the first steps of the slicing technique he’d been practicing earlier. They sank into the Terrackal’s reinforced body like a hot knife into butter. He proceeded to slash at its chest and limbs, mutilating the beast into shreds like he was one too. While he could feel the savage and fiendish ferocity bubbling in his veins and circuits, he did not let it fully consume him at any point.

When the Terrackal turned into smoke, it was a signal to stop mauling his prey and Asterios raised his gaze to check on Althea. His teacher was doing fairly well on her side too. Her beautiful scales suffered some scratches and scrapes, but the other scaly entity looked far worse. It wouldn’t take long before she bested her opponent and came out victorious from that rematch.

However, he wasn’t sure if it could be considered a rematch since, as she had said, these fake entities seemed somewhat weaker than the original ones they had encountered in the past. Perhaps the Core was unable to fully replicate the creatures from one’s memories, or had trouble with too strong and complex monsters, or maybe that was just the flaw in its magic in general. They still didn’t know a lot about how it operated.

“What the hell? Are those humans?” Rudy’s stunned shout reached his ears and he whipped his head towards the party.

Most of the Antrunners and Eidolons had been felled by the rag-tag team, but they were now being surrounded by a different kind of enemy. Just as she’d noted, it was gray-skinned humanoids with white hair and the same purple, glowing eyes as all artificial monsters in this dungeon. Amongst them were not just humans but also elves, dwarves, and so on.

“I have a new theory,” Abyss mused. “The Core can only replicate those beings that its victims have previously defeated. It might be relying on the spiritual residue that gets absorbed by the winning party after the kill. Just like a dungeon, we all assimilate some of the essence that escapes into the air after death. And if I’m not mistaken, you might be able to recognize a few of these clones from your early journeys.”

Asterios nodded, confirming her statement. He spotted about ten copies of a single bandit Miria bested during their escort trip with Selene and his mother. All those artificial creatures wielded simple weapons mostly matching their living counterparts’ proficiencies. For this, the Core had to be burning through some of its materials and minerals to forge the gear however Cores did it.

Althea soared up to him and Abyss, gesturing towards the other side with her fierce snout. “We have other problems at hand. More of those big guys are coming in.”

She was right. The fight was not over. And if the boss monsters managed to get to the others, it wouldn’t be pretty.

“We are going straight for the core,” Asterios said. “Let’s show this bastard what it means to challenge two Dragons.”

Grinning at him, she nodded and they charged ahead. Two Queens and one Voidline were already waiting for them. Asterios released more of his limits, careful not to accidentally trigger Althea’s instincts or bad memories, and wreathed his wings in crimson-onyx flames. She began coiling herself around him protectively as he forced his body to rotate around its axis too, becoming a drilling spearhead obstructed by an emerald blur.

Althea backed away at the last moment and he crashed into the massive ants, piercing through the first one, and blasting open the second one. The fiery explosion that burst out of him during the impact scorched the serpent badly. His mentor didn’t waste the opportunity and sank her fangs near the back end of its skull, ripping its head off with a feral growl. They breathed fire at the nearby grunts to reduce the number of enemies on their way.

Two Terrackals blocked their path next, supported by what looked like a pack of Bloodfangs. Perhaps the Core understood how dangerous and deadly those wolves could be, but they undoubtedly weren’t able to manifest their strongest techniques without drawing blood first, and it didn’t look like that had changed for those dark purple versions.

So, Asterios decimated the four-legged canines at lightning speed, the beasts unable to pierce his scales, while Althea tried herself against the bipedal ones. She had more trouble than him since squeezing them didn’t yield satisfactory results, but a long enough exposure to her flames caused the stone armor to melt off within seconds of focused blowing. He helped her with his enhanced claws and they made short work of the obstruction, getting close to the Ring Core.

~Master. We are starting to have trouble defending against this swarm,~ Bryn messaged Asterios mentally. ~The simple humanoids are getting replaced by what I think are changelings you had encountered once. They are much stronger enemies and your friends are having difficulties.~

“This dungeon isn’t stupid,” Althea said. “It opened more big breeders behind us. They will aim for our allies.”

“Have Umbra get them out one by one just in case the Core has more tricks up its sleeve,” he replied to both women.

“I’ll delay the monsters, then.” His mentor nodded and changed directions.

Bryn confirmed receiving his orders and returned to watching over the adventurers. Asterios glared at the floating circle as he sped towards its resting place. The biggest pool so far glowed to life behind it, shaped into an irregular triangle and angled sharply towards the ceiling. Slowly, a thick, bony claw emerged from it.

“Of course.” He sighed internally and transformed back into his humanoid form with his greatsword already in his grip.

A black-boned Skeletal Dragon walked over the Core and spread its empty wings threateningly. Asterios infused his draconic energies and Silvia’s fiery mana into his weapon, quickly condensing them together to extend his blade into a sizable, flaming sword straight from hell.

He met his undead kin with a strong horizontal slash mid-flight. His scorching blade dug into the bone of the monster’s left wing and began slowly melting through it. But, it was too slow to fully push to the other end and the Skeletal Dragon swiped him away with its claw, unbothered by the crack in its wing it had caused with such a blow.

Crashing into the ground with a grunt, Asterios rolled aside to dodge an upcoming bite and his opponent tore off a chunk of the floor instead of his flesh. He caught a glimpse of its inner skull and noted the absence of the gem housing its soul. Hopefully, that meant the Dragon wasn’t at its full strength.

Receiving a report that all of his friends were now gone, he stopped holding back.

The savage draconic energies and urges roared through his veins and spiritual circuits. Getting an interesting idea, he attempted to lead them into the sword while supplying them with an abundance of Tia’s core mana. The blade puffed out with a ferocious, almost untamed infernal storm, its black and red flames flicking the ground meters away from him, hungry to eat at anything or anyone brave enough to step into their range.

Since it was incredibly difficult to keep under wraps for the first time, Asterios growled defiantly and made a powerful diagonal swing from the bottom. The nearby rocks melted in its passing, leaving a glowing orange path on the stone surface, and an unstable arc of draconic flames the size of a massive warehouse soared toward the Skeletal Dragon.

It did not stand a chance.

The merciless crescent didn’t even slow down as it passed through the Dragon’s entire length, splitting its skeletal frame in the very middle before continuing until the far wall. With a clattering noise and burning edges, the skeletal frame tilted and crashed inwards in two perfect, interlacing halves.

Asterios exhaled heavily and dismissed the flames from his weapon, letting go of it and allowing it to float behind his back. He approached the suspended ring with a hasty but domineering step, not letting his eyes off the Dungeon Core. He climbed up the final bits of the ominous platform and stood in front of the dungeon’s heart.

As he considered his options, he saw another decently big pool gather inside a shape to his left. Whatever it was supposed to create, emerged at a snail’s pace. He noted that the first thing coming out of the swirly surface had to be a scaly snout, so he assumed that it would be another serpent or something similar.

Then, the rest of the creature’s head peeked out of the barrier and Ast’s eyes immediately widened to the brim at the sight of the sharp, feminine angles of the entity’s jaw and fierce eyes. His heart made a deafening thump in his chest as his pupils narrowed into thin slits and his face snapped back to the Core.

“Oh, no, you do fucking not!” Asterios snarled and grabbed the bottom edge of the ring tightly.

His Dragon’s Hearts pumped their energies into him with the speed, force, and intensity of a waterfall as Ast’s draconic aura burst out into his surroundings, causing a tremendous explosion of ferocious spiritual energy. The initial blow knocked the remaining grunts off their feet and disabled most of the still-functioning shadowy pools. He growled viciously while continuously causing a relentless hurricane of pure force to roll throughout the cavern.

“This is your last chance.” He kept tightening his grip on the Core’s body. “Cease whatever you are doing this instant or I’m going to shatter you to dust right now. Withdraw. Surrender. Submit.”

He didn’t know if he could actually do it, but it did not matter. He would very well push himself as far as he could to try. He ignored the shadowy opening to his left and kept all of his attention on the Core, squeezing his fingers tighter and tighter with each passing second. He was burning through his energy reserves at an insane rate, never before feeling so strained and spent by any activity.

Thankfully, before he tired out, the glow around the ring’s edge faded slightly, and the uncomfortable buzzing it had been emanating quietened down. With one glance to the side, Asterios confirmed that all the monster forges shut down, including the most recent one, and all the artificial creatures froze in their spots. Releasing one last growl, he gradually pushed his savage nature down until it only faintly coursed through his body.

The challenge was over and the Core had submitted.

Whatever that actually meant.


Chapter 45
An Unforeseen Relationship

Still holding onto the Ring Core, Asterios gradually took control of his quickened breathing. He hadn’t even noticed how fast it had gotten during the intense moment just seconds ago. Quiet growls were still escaping his throat as his panting unhurriedly lessened. He didn’t want to get rid of all his strength at once since he did not yet trust the Core to stay dormant.

Soon, Althea and Bryn flew down to his sides and the Valkyrie enveloped him in her healing magic instantly. His minor scrapes and injuries slowly recovered alongside the cuts present on his still-present scales. In terms of internal damage, he hadn’t suffered that much of it, but the final stunt had cost him a tiny bit. It wouldn’t have been possible without Tia’s incredible energy.

His mentor observed him intently with a slightly worried expression. He managed a gentle smile as he finally let go of the tough crystal in front of him. With one last, deep inhale, he released a prolonged, relaxing sigh.

“I’m fine. Everything is under control. I hope I didn’t give you two too big of a scare back there.” He chuckled wryly.

Althea closed the distance separating them and placed her palm on his shoulder. “It’s alright. Are you sure your body is fine? That was a mighty pressure you exuded by the end of the fight. I wouldn’t be surprised if your spiritual circuits were overloaded from all of this.”

Asterios shook his head. “They are tingling a bit, but overall, things wrapped up before they could have suffered too much. It’s all thanks to Tia’s guidance. I’m recovering much quicker from this kind of strain.”

She nodded. “Yes, I know. The two of us talked about your recent lesson. I’m glad to see that you are capable of controlling greater amounts of your lineage even outside of your mind world. I was simply anxious about the potential drawbacks for someone so inexperienced with something like this.”

“It was do or don’t.” He shrugged lightly. “You must have seen what the Core was trying to recreate next.”

The draconic lady shuddered faintly. “A True Dragon.”

“Yeah.” He winced. “She most likely wouldn’t be anywhere close to how she was when my father stepped in to save us, but I would rather not gamble on that. It was getting exceedingly dangerous. Good that the others were gone by that point.”

“I do not believe this thing would have been able to accurately copy a mature True Dragon from your experience but it is a fact that you have absorbed that female’s Dragon’s Heart. She would have proved to be a formidable opponent, at the very least,” Abyss commented from above them.

“What are you doing up there?” Asterios asked as the three of them raised their gazes.

“Studying the Core,” she answered flatly. “There’s so much we don’t know about it. This is a great chance to gather a lot of knowledge about Dungeon Cores. Even if this particular one is proving itself as something unbelievably unique. I have examined numerous Cores but have not stumbled on one with this particular skill set. I’m excited to see where this will lead us for as long as you keep this Core under your control.”

“Right. Regarding that, did anything actually happen? It did surrender in the end. Will it listen to our orders or something?” He frowned while looking at the idle ring.

“Check your palm,” Abyss instructed him, glancing down at them.

Still frowning, Asterios rotated his right hand, and the ladies by his side peered over his shoulder. In the middle of his palm was now a thin black ring with swirly lines going towards its center. It shimmered under his gaze.

“Expressing your draconic might, you ordered the Core to submit, and that’s exactly what it did,” the mocha-skinned woman continued, floating down to their level. “You formed a connection with it. There’s not much more I can tell you about it, unfortunately. It’s a somewhat unexplored area. Or at least undocumented. One thing I’m certain about. Your compatibility with it is decent, but not the best.”

“That’s understandable.” Althea nodded. “Your Onyx Dragon ancestry prioritizes darkness and shadows, with void being a certain part of it. However, that might change in the future. You are at the very beginning of your draconic journey. No one can predict what aspects of your affinities you will develop and to what extent. Your father is a great example of that.”

“And no one can predict if there aren’t more surprises like Tia waiting for me somewhere in this universe.” Asterios laughed softly and the person in question joined him with a merry giggle. “But, isn’t this practically your specialty, Abyss? I don’t know if I can transfer the ownership of the dungeon to you, but I think it would be smarter than keeping it to myself. As long as you agree to cooperate with us regarding its operation.”

“I don’t want to,” Abyss answered coolly, causing everyone to raise their eyebrows at the woman. “To take the ownership of the dungeon.”

“Why?” he queried after she’d clarified.

“I might be compatible with this Core, but I would like to keep it pure,” she began explaining, looking at the black ring inquisitively. “The best observations are conducted without the investigator’s influence. My control over it would poison the results as the Core would change from a relatively independent entity in another independent entity’s hands to a compliant test subject under my forced confinement. As you are aware, while not the greatest, my aura and presence are still far greater than yours even if you are an impressive specimen of a True Dragon.”

“Wouldn’t the Core being in your care allow you to conduct many more tests which would be much more sophisticated and return more complex results?” Bryn joined in, finishing her rejuvenating session. “You have extensive knowledge related to its element and the Void itself, don’t you? Not to mention the amount of experience someone as ancient as you must have gathered during their existence.”

“You are not mistaken.” Abyss nodded faintly. “But, the option for me to take over this Core will not disappear. At least as long as no one destroys it, of course. And this means that I can leave it in your hands and continue to observe and research it until the end of your lifespan. Or until you decide that you no longer have any use of it and choose to abandon it. I have time. I am patient. The information I could gather in this period in between seems much more valuable than what I could produce on my own. It’s more natural.”

“And what if I actually become eternal like True Dragons are supposed to be?” Asterios stroked his chin.

“More time for me to study the Core.” She showed a rare hint of the tiniest curl of her dark lips.

He snickered and shook his head. “Fine, fine. You are the wise ancient in this room. No offense, Althea.”

“None taken.” The Dragon lady smiled at him warmly.

“So, we keep it. That’s certainly a good thing since we plan to utilize this entire place for various purposes. It’s now even better considering how dangerous this dungeon was while operating freely with no supervision. For a completely new Core, this guy was doing an impeccable job at ensuring its visitors didn’t leave these floors alive.” Asterios patted the ring with the back of his hand. “Which brings up the question, what can we do with it now? Plenty of features this dungeon introduced are fairly annoying and rather repulsive to common adventurers seeking fame, glory, and treasure.”

“Agreed, Master. It did not look that fun when your group was beating these five floors. Even the monotonous cycle of forced challenges back in the Descending Spire was more enjoyable. In my personal opinion, at least.” Bryn blushed faintly as she smiled his way. “I haven’t delved into various dungeons with you as much as Miria, Selene, and your other mates had, but I’m sure they would agree with me.”

“There’s no doubt about that.” He snorted softly. “This whole place was a literal death trap. Miria would be excited to fight but then quickly disappointed with the lack of interesting loot. There were no cores, even.”

“You should possess a certain influence over the Core now,” Abyss said calmly. “Communication might be difficult at first, but I’m sure you will get there. If nothing else works, you should try expressing your draconic might again while sharing your intentions with it.”

“I guess so.” He shrugged. “Too bad we can’t simply speak and talk this out.”

“This state might not persist forever,” she added. “In terms of age, it’s a newborn Core. It has a lot to learn. Nothing says it won’t be able to gain the ability to converse mentally with you or other entities. It has to already know how to give mental commands to its facilities and subordinates. This and that are not that different, in the end. The connection between you two might prove useful.”

“Great. I’m going to have to teach my adopted baby Core how to be a good dungeon.” Asterios rolled his eyes with a slight smirk as Althea and Bryn chuckled. “No better time to start than now, right?”

He rolled his shoulders, nodded at the ladies, and stepped closer to the floating Core. It was still seemingly dormant. The purplish glow over its edges was faint, the buzzing it emitted was quiet, and the swirling galaxy filling its middle rotated at a slow pace. But, he couldn’t deny this thing’s pure spiritual presence. It was almost comparable to the Core they had destroyed in the past, and with this one being a fresh arrival, that had to say something.

With one last glance toward his friends, Asterios reached out and wrapped his fingers around the thick ring. The buzzing tickled his skin and flesh while its spiritual energy sent a thrill through his circuits. He could feel something from the Core but couldn’t explain what. It seemed like anxiety, perhaps. Maybe it was scared of him after their earlier spat.

~Alright. Let’s give it a try,~ Asterios told himself in his mind and attempted to reach out to the Core with his consciousness. ~If you can somehow understand my intentions, activate one of your… uhhh… breeders? Producers? Generators? Damn, it will be hard conveying orders without knowing what things are. Just open up one of the rocky shapes, fill it with that purplish matter, and dismiss the Antrunners in this room into it. Collect their energy or something.~

He felt silly as he stumbled around trying to focus his thoughts into proper words, intentions, and images. And the worst part of it was the inability to judge if the entity on the receiving end was truly like a clueless child doing things instinctively and subconsciously, or if it possessed a certain maturity to its mind and wasn’t perhaps laughing at his comical attempts to communicate.

No one said it was going to be easy and comfortable.

Something trilled in his head and there was change. The ring pulsed in his grasp. Its glow returned and illuminated his figure. In the corner of his eye, Asterios noticed a few mysterious purple surfaces lit up inside their shapes. Dark mist soon flowed into them and they remained active even after all of it got sucked in.

Glancing over his shoulder, Asterios confirmed that the few Antrunners he had seen amongst the fake humanoids and changelings were now gone. The rest of the monsters stayed still, all turned towards him or the Ring Core. It felt eerie having a small swarm emotionlessly stare at him with glowing bright purple eye sockets.

Though, depending on how far these beings could get away from their dungeon, if they even could leave its premises for longer than a moment in the first place, this ability to create an endless supply of artificial monsters could have some military uses. But, he was getting way ahead of himself and things. He first needed to get a grasp on the most basic commands and features.

“I assume you wanted those gone, Master. You succeeded?” Bryn looked at him curiously.

“Yes. This was a relatively simple order. I think.” He shot her a semi-confident smile. “Any next suggestions?”

“If we are not planning on closing off the dungeon to the other adventurers until we fully learn how to control all of its aspects, I believe it would be wise to alter the first two or three floors to be less… final,” Althea shared her thoughts. “They are already a decent challenge on their own and require only a few minor tweaks. Later on, we can attempt to convince the Core to create more conventional floor layouts and monster distribution.”

“Yeah. That sounds doable. I think I can imagine a thing or two that’s simple enough and will make the future delves more approachable.” Asterios took a deep breath and refocused on the task.

Once more, he tried to commune with the Core, seeking some kind of harmony between their very existences. The closer they got, the easier it would be to convey simple meanings, he assumed. It certainly worked for his draconic bonds with the girls.

~Thank you for listening to my request.~ He decided to start with a polite expression of gratitude first since it was rather smart to try and mend their sudden and quite volatile at first relationship. ~I have a proposition for you. One that should help you in the long term. Killing the invaders can give you a big chunk of essence, yes, but their supply isn’t infinite. People will stop coming if too many of them lose their lives on the first floors of your home. Do you understand what I’m trying to say so far?~

A silent moment passed between them. No coherent reply came. But, the buzzing tickling Ast’s fingers seemed to change its frequency a little. He couldn’t really count on a better hint than that, honestly.

~If you let them fight your monsters for a while, they will release lots of spiritual energy and bits of spiritual essence into the air. And if they leave happy about their battles here, they will tell more people to come. More people coming means more energy and essence for you. If a lot of them keep coming regularly, you will be gathering much more of it than from killing the few adventurers who risk it,~ Asterios explained. ~So, the first step for this to succeed is ensuring that people can back away at any time. Save maybe for the big monster rooms like your fifth floor. Anyway, try having two transfer portals always active at the exact same spots. One to a lower floor, and one to the surface. If you understood, put the latter next to your… throne?~

He thought about adding one more portal for those who wished to retrace their steps from the bottom to the top, but that could wait for a bit. It was better not to overcomplicate things. The important part was about securing a safe exit. Most adventurers would be glad to have a teleport skipping the floors they have passed during their dive.

After a moment, a spiritual pulse burst out of the Core. Asterios flinched and narrowed his eyes at the ring, but he didn’t experience or note anything suspicious. The ticklish waves spread throughout the chamber a few more times before stopping. During the last flutter, a swirling pool of darkness appeared next to the raised platform, rotating in the familiar direction of the exit.

“Oh, did you just create a way to the surface, Master?” Bryn flew up to it and peered into the shadows.

“That I did. On the first two floors, at least. I don’t know if it worked for the Devourer since it would be rather counterproductive to place it somewhere within its bowels as the goal is to locate the hidden chamber. But, we will work on that soon. I think the swarm of Antrunners and the labyrinth with Eidolons are interesting enough to secure us some good rumors from the first delvers,” he replied.

“As long as we can make the dungeon offer them at least some rewards,” Althea added. “Fewer adventurers are interested purely in the thrill of dungeon diving than those who are mainly driven by the prospect of profit. A mix of two is the most common occurrence.”

“You are right. But, I have a feeling that something like this will be incomparably more difficult to achieve. I’m not sure if the Core has any idea what kind of gear is worthless and what is priceless. I wouldn’t want to overshoot in either spectrum. Who knows how many resources it has on hand.” Asterios scratched his head.

~Maybe I will be able to aid you in that regard, Master,~ Umbra joined in and materialized over his shoulder.

“You?” He raised a curious brow at his shadowy familiar. “I mean, maybe. I honestly didn’t consider that since I was able to learn some of your tricks and kind of assumed that you wouldn’t be any different from me as we share similar affinities now.”

~I have observed your attempts to communicate with the Core closely and I think there’s something you are missing during your ‘conversations’. Or perhaps you are unable to perceive, maybe translate it,~ the Lord of Shadows explained.

“If you are, that would be amazing.” Asterios grinned.

“Interesting.” Abyss’ gaze practically drilled into Umbra’s, whose shadow shuddered under it a bit.

~Yeah… Well… I might be sensing some kind of a connection with this… thing,~ Umbra continued. ~I can’t really explain it or give a valid reason for it. Maybe it’s because I was there when the damaged summoning circle exploded, using my powers to teleport you away. Maybe it’s because I was there when your mates closed the dimensional breach, teleporting them away, and my essence somehow combined with what would later become this Core in either of those situations. Or maybe it’s simply because we have both been born out of shadows and void on our own.~

Everyone looked at him with clear interest.

~In any way, I feel like I understood what it was saying back to you, Master. Though, since I wasn’t the direct recipient of those messages, they were disrupted to some extent. This Core isn’t your familiar like we are. Neither does it seem like your slave or servant. Therefore, we most likely can’t reach out to it like we can towards each other through you. Whatever the deal between you two is, it’s unique to a Dungeon Core and… a person? I don’t want to say a Dragon because I don’t know,~ he summarized his thoughts.

“So, if I understood everything correctly, you are telling me that while I was trying to baby-talk the Core into perceiving my intentions in the form of images, it’s possible that you could have just… spoken with it?” Asterios raised a single brow at his familiar and blinked a few times.

~Uhhh… Possibly?~ Umbra awkwardly tilted his beak away.

With a deep inhale, Asterios ran his hand over his face and groaned at himself, causing the ladies to chuckle at him again.

“Give it a try.” He waved his hand. “Better late than never.”

Umbra nodded and took off Ast’s shoulder. With a few flaps of his black wings, he perched atop the upper ring’s edge. A moment of silence followed, spanning over about thirty seconds, then the Core buzzed intently and the chamber around them started changing. Various structures came and went, multiple monster forges opened and closed while sucking in the rest of the fake entities, and the general shape of the cavern became much smoother and welcoming.

Bryn gaped at the quickly progressing transformation. “Woah. That’s fast. Looks like it worked?”

A deep chuckle resounded in their heads. ~It seems so. I can’t exactly call it talking, but I’m conversing with the Core as we speak and it’s introducing some changes we have been thinking about. I also gained access to a bunch of information about it, like the number of floors, a few abilities, how certain things work and function, and so on. It doesn’t feel like our connection is perfect yet, but you can use me as your intermediary, Master. I’m rather enjoying this.~

“Intriguing.” Abyss popped up right next to him, staring at Umbra’s bird form from up close. “You keep surprising me, little shadow.”

Umbra couldn’t look more uncomfortable at the moment. The others could swear that the immaterial familiar was sweating.

“This is perfect, then.” Asterios smiled at him wryly. “Maybe I can pass the ownership of the Core onto you? It would work much better than in my hands.”

~I’m afraid this isn’t possible at this very moment, Master,~ Umbra replied with an unusually disappointed tone. ~While you kindly provide me the ability to traverse other realms, I’m still bound to my own by the curse. It could be dangerous or even simply impossible for me to form bonds with entities other than you.~

“I see.” Asterios hummed thoughtfully. “But, assuming that you would break free from its influence and that we would get rid of any other possible interferences, would you then be interested in becoming the Core’s caretaker in our name?”

Umbra tilted his beak ponderingly a few times before answering. ~I think… I think I would be. I honestly never imagined myself managing something like a dungeon, but the prospect somewhat excites me. Especially with our affinities aligning so perfectly. I would be free at last, but I would also have a place I could call home. That could be fun.~

Asterios put his hands on his hips and grinned at him. “Well, good thing that visiting your realm is quite at the top of our priority list, right after making sure this specific dungeon doesn’t run wild.”


Chapter 46
A Valuable Opportunity

“Alright. Let’s move on. We can’t stay here forever if we want to do anything about that list. Plus, the others must be worried about us.” Asterios sighed softly and looked up at Umbra. “Do you need to be in physical contact with the Core to communicate with it properly?”

~It appears so,~ Umbra confirmed. ~At least for now. It might be different when I’m free and form a proper connection with this dungeon. But, I can simply come here whenever you need me to pass your messages or orders, Master.~

“Good. Thanks. What are you currently doing?” Asterios glanced around.

~Trying to instruct the Core on how to effectively use its resources to incentivize the adventurers. It might take a moment. We have to find fitting equipment the Antrunners could use and also somehow make those wielding it stand out amongst the swarm. Hiding treasure on the Eidolon level should be much simpler,~ the Lord of Shadows replied. ~If you allow me, Master, I shall stay behind here until we have achieved a satisfactory level.~

“Of course. I should be able to get us back without your assistance.” Asterios nodded. “Keep us updated about the changes and feel free to ask about anything. If possible, we’ll try to open the dungeon to the first adventurers tomorrow.”

“This seems like a quite devious plan,” Althea commented with a gentle smile. “A local lord controlling his local dungeon to manipulate adventurers into feeling like it’s the best one in the realm and having them lure in more visitors to the nearby town. Sounds like an easy path to get rich quickly.”

Bryn chuckled softly. “I’m fairly sure people did much worse, considering Master’s encounters from the past. We can’t deny the prospect of decent profit and benefits, but he will make sure the guests get the full experience too, right? Just imagine how fun a dungeon that gradually adapts and adjusts to you can be. This is a great opportunity. For us too.”

“Certainly,” the Dragon lady agreed. “I do not doubt that this place will prosper. It’s also the perfect location to train and practice with all these artificial creatures. Being able to fight against your past foes has always been considered very effective. You can analyze your performance and attempt to do things differently. There’s a reason why internal battle meditation exists. With all of this, we can make it real.”

“And I’ll be able to gather more information on certain species and races that could otherwise be hard to reach,” Abyss joined in, floating down to them. “I’m extremely interested in seeing just how far this ability to peer into different realms and copy their inhabitants extends. I have really scored a jackpot by following the contaminated circle’s fluctuations and finding you.”

“Umbra will have a lot of fun trying to manage all of this.” Asterios laughed a little. “Come on. Let’s leave those two in peace. Oh. Can we grab the swords of the Voidline from the fifth floor or have they already disappeared? Rudy’s party could use some reward for their brave efforts.”

~The Core was just about to clean things up. I stopped it. You will find those blades where they have been left, Master,~ Umbra answered. ~They don’t possess any special magic qualities but they are made of an ore reinforced with the void element. The Core can influence its items to some extent too. Monsters aren’t the only things that receive a slight theme when coming out of its forges.~

“Hopefully not all gear and artifacts have to. Anyway, looks like we are going to call these weird portal-like shapes forges. It was getting tiring not knowing how to refer to those.” Asterios rubbed his chin. “We’ll be on our way. Good luck.”

Nodding at his shadowy familiar, he turned back to the ladies. Abyss could pop in and out of this place whenever she wanted so he ignored the dark-skinned woman and approached Bryn and Althea. Since the former could use a gate as her means of transportation, he extended a hand to his teacher and they shifted through the shadows after she took it.

As Umbra had said, they found the blades where they had last seen them. Asterios thought it would be a good idea to keep practicing his techniques and stored them inside his soul instead of his spatial storage, being careful not to throw them anywhere close to Tia's giant tree in case that action could offend the beautiful Dryad. 

He didn’t have to worry so much about it though, because she quickly approached the swords on her own to examine and play with them. They seemed to weigh nothing in her petite hands.

That was such an amusing sight.

With the next jump, Asterios took Althea back to the entrance of the dungeon. A small group of adventurers had gathered around it with their equipment ready for battle. They were startled when the duo suddenly showed up but quickly relaxed after recognizing the new arrivals. Someone announced their return and one of the men sprinted out of the clearing. It was pretty obvious that these people had been waiting here in case something unexpected happened inside, sent most likely by Suanori after she’d received Tesser’s report.

Some enthusiastic adventurers congratulated them as they walked through, eager to listen to juicy details about this new dungeon. Asterios promised that the information would soon be available to the public and they could check it then. He didn’t reveal anything yet besides the fact that the floors had proven to be challenging even for him and the party that had returned before them.

Finally making it to the core of the dungeon camp, Asterios reached into his bonds to check for Suanori’s location and found the guildmaster in her tent alongside Miria. He headed into the guild pavilion with Althea and Bryn by his sides. They stopped inside to glance around before barging straight into the guildmaster’s office.

“Anyone sees Ellie or Truvi? We should follow proper procedures for once.” He chuckled to himself.

“May I be of help instead?” A woman’s voice reached him from behind.

Turning around, his brows rose in surprise at the unexpected sight. “Ven?”

The friendly clerk smiled daintily. “In the flesh.”

“What are you doing here? Of course, it's not like we know for how long you planned to stay in Glimmervale, but I kind of thought you would have already returned to your own guild after the festivities ended.” He smiled wryly at her amused expression.

“Without even saying goodbye?” Venera let out a quiet giggle. “No, I wouldn’t. And I am now in my guild. I have been transferred.”

“Oh?” Asterios tilted his head curiously.

“I’ve been talking a lot with Ellie and Truvi and one thing led to another. Guildmaster Suanori learned about our conversations and told me that they could use someone with experience working in the close vicinity of a dungeon. And so, here I am. This magnificent tent is going to be my new workplace,” she explained.

“That’s amazing news.” He stepped forward to give his friend a joyful hug.

“Honestly, I was super reluctant at first,” Ven admitted. “I’m a little scared of working in big guilds and massive cities. And while Glimmervale isn’t that enormous or popular yet, I can already tell that state won’t last long. Even so, I don’t think I will regret my decision. This pavilion here is really cozy. I’m excited to start working.”

“Do not hesitate to speak to us if there’s anything that makes you uncomfortable,” Althea added with a reassuring squeeze to the blond woman’s shoulder. “Either now or in the future.”

“Thank you.” Venera bowed politely. “I definitely will.”

“What about your friends?” Asterios asked.

“Guildmaster Suanori is going to extend her offer to my old colleagues too. As long as they can find a proper replacement for their stations, of course. You might have a chance to meet Dave again. I’m sure he would be excited to appraise your treasures once more.” She winked at him.

“I wonder how that material request for the armor we provided you with went,” he mused.

They chuckled together reminiscing about the past. It felt like so long ago but truthfully wasn’t. It might not even be a full year.

“You were going to meet with the guildmaster, right? I’ll bring you in. Miria is already there. Follow me.” Ven gestured at them and they complied.

She approached the door to Suanori’s office, knocked lightly, and introduced them. Exchanging one more smile with Asterios, she curtsied respectfully and returned to her responsibilities as the trio walked inside the separate room.

“Master!” Miria immediately lunged at him, burying her face in his neck and nuzzling her cheeks into his skin. “You are finally back.”

Wrapping his arms around his affectionate mate, Asterios let Miria snuggle to him as much as she wanted, placing loving pecks on the tips of her rounded ears. “We weren’t gone for that long. How are you two doing?”

Suanori stood up from behind her desk with a soft smirk. “Cleaning up the mess you guys made. It’s no surprise she was at least a little worried considering what your party has said.”

“I almost jumped in to help you but that powerful energy you emanated made me pause for a second, and in the next moment, everything was over!” Miria giggled into him adorably. “I’ve never felt that from you, Master.”

“It’s something new. I’ll show you girls properly later.” He kissed her forehead as she drew herself back. “What about the others?”

“We sent them back to the city and told them to rest, celebrate, or do whatever else they want. You will most likely find them in an inn or the guild’s lobby out there,” the guildmaster said. “Now, will you be so kind as to fill us in on the finale?”

He did exactly that and proceeded to recount the last bits of their delve alongside Bryn and Althea. As they had expected, Miria was ecstatic to hear about their interesting adventure, especially with the artificial monsters from their past being part of it. Asterios explained about his control of the Core too since Suanori belonged to the category of people who should know such details. She would be able to cooperate with Umbra to better attune the dungeon to their needs.

“Fascinating.” Suanori nodded to herself. “I didn’t imagine you reaching the Core this quickly, not to mention taming it. This opens so many opportunities for us. I’ll have to go in and see it for myself before I can start believing that it’s real.”

“Just let Umbra know you are coming,” he advised. “They are still introducing changes.”

“I shall. As soon as I finish the paperwork. I might need to steal a few receptionists to help me out with it. We should prepare the first edition of our dungeon guide as soon as possible. It will serve as good publicity and show that we are taking this seriously,” she replied, rifling through a stack of papers.

“I’ll help!” Miria raised her furry hand, spinning around. “I can grab Ven and maybe Irelia and we can help you!”

“I would appreciate that.” Suanori smiled at her appreciatively.

“Yes!” The panthergirl pumped her fist and turned once more. “I’m going, Master. I’ll see you later.”

She hugged him for one more nuzzle and Asterios lifted her chin to pull Miria into a tender kiss. A lovely purr escaped her throat as she exchanged pecks with her beloved mate for a good while, practically melting in his embrace. Her tail swished happily behind her back. With a fleeting giggle, she shot him one last shy grin and bolted out of the office.

“Time for us to return too, then.” He met the guildmaster’s eyes. “The girls must be curious about our delve and I’m definitely curious to see what they have been up to.”

“Just maybe consider not giving Grea all the details.” She smirked at him knowingly.

He immediately raised his hands. “Oh, no, no, no. We are not turning our dungeon into that kind of dungeon.”

Suanori chuckled quietly. “Perhaps one floor wouldn’t be that bad?”

Asterios rolled his eyes at that and they bid their farewells. He transferred himself and Althea back to Glimmervale and found Rudy’s party in the guild’s lobby. Irelia was missing, so it looked like Miria must have already captured the young Knight. While the trio of adventurers were engaged in an animated discussion involving lots of ale, Viona had her nose in a stack of notes as she kept writing what most likely would become her next grand epic.

Joining them for a round, he filled them in on the last struggle, and everyone listened intently to every single word he said, especially Viona. When Rudy learned that he had picked up the blades for them, she pulled him into a fierce hug over the table, clearly already somewhat inebriated. The others laughed as he struggled to pry himself out of her cleavage.

Since the weapons were rather large, he only pulled out one of them so that they could boast about their achievements to their friends and other adventurers, promising to deliver the other ones at a later date. Rudy attempted to wield the sword almost twice as big as she was, to the amusement of the onlookers. They were all still impressed by her battle trophy.

Leaving the group to their celebrations, Asterios decided to pay the visit to the Committee, sensing his two charming noble ladies meandering about in the town hall. Althea excused herself to return home and take a proper rest. He thanked her for the valuable lessons and the time she had offered him. Glad to be of help as his mentor, she invited him to join her the next day or anytime after for more practice.

Arriving in the town hall, he and Bryn were immediately greeted with smiles from the blue and the scarlet-haired girl. They both had leather folders in their hands, handling some important Glimmervale matters. That didn’t stop him from giving each of his lovers a brief hug and exchanging a few delicate pecks.

“We heard about your recent feat from Miria. I’m personally extremely eager to listen to all the details later.” Tina’s cheeks colored with a rosy shade.

“Communicating with a dungeon. What an absurd thing. Almost as absurd as its ability to create foes from one’s experiences.” Silvia shook her head softly.

“Did you manage to achieve anything outrageous while we were gone?” He laughed at them cordially.

“Things are progressing nicely,” the fiery princess answered. “It’s still too early to make any assumptions about them working as intended, but we are on a good track.”

“We will need your help tomorrow,” the summoner girl added. “The first wave of artisans and workers has been approved by the Draconic Alliance and they requested to be transported here as soon as possible to start laying down the groundwork for all the external structures like the academies, dormitories, houses, and other facilities, including the next battlements further out into the land. If you don’t mind, you could handle it with Umbra.”

“Got it. Are we ready to take all of them in?” Asterios asked, peering over their shoulders to peek at the documents while embracing them both from behind.

“We should be. Ulyssen, Danny, and Ted are currently setting up temporary accommodations wherever possible. They will serve the purpose until those who wish to stay finish constructing their houses in the newly assigned residential district. Or I should say, residential ring. Everyone seems to have fallen in love with the circular theme and design. I admit that it does possess a certain kind of charm.” Tina glanced up at him with a shy smile.

He kissed her cute nose and sighed heavily. “This is going to be crazy… And I thought the construction of the wall was fast… It’s honestly a little scary to think how quickly Glimmervale might expand in the next, what, two or three months? If we assume that the migrating artisans are as talented as they are eager to come here, things are going to explode through the roof.”

“Only the best for our Dragon Lord.” Silvia chuckled faintly. “Imagine the chaos if it was already revealed that you are an actual Dragon settling down here rather than just a highly influential adventurer with enviable connections and strength.”

Asterios shuddered at that picture. “Let’s take it slow. And I beg you, do not overdo the draconic motifs, okay?”

The girls exchanged glances and smirked at each other.

“We can’t promise you that,” the cunning princess replied.

He groaned while already being able to imagine walking by Dragon statues and columns everywhere in the city.

Allowing the smart ladies to continue with their work, Asterios dropped by Imadil’s smithy and brought out one of the shortswords. Selene walked out of a gate shortly after his arrival and joined him and Bryn. She recounted her day of minor administrative jobs back at the Foxkin temple while the elf duo fussed over the interesting weapon. Asterios had a feeling that she was scheming something but the cunning vixen remained as elusive with her answers as always.

Soon, late evening arrived and everyone gathered at the castle to share a filling meal. Yumi and Camille served as their butlers and politely offered them various delicious dishes and refreshing drinks. Grea escaped back to her hole about halfway into the small feast, stopping only briefly to sneak a peck onto Ast’s cheek so that he didn’t feel like she was ignoring him. 

He could only shake his head at her behavior, obviously not bothered by her dedication to the mystical arts in the slightest.

When the sky turned dark, she still didn’t join them in the bed even as they all gathered atop the comfy mattress to listen to Ast’s short adventure and chat about random things. It looked like their demon friend was going to miss another night with her sister-mates. But, maybe that was for the better. She could remain oblivious to the potential that the newly captured dungeon represented for a few hours longer.

They had fun trying to reimagine what Glimmervale would look like in the future after most of the changes were introduced and fell asleep in a snuggly pile. While it had been a tad awkward in the very beginning, Asterios was already used to the sensation of multiple delicate bodies entangled with his and he would lie if he said he didn’t relish the opportunity of a relaxing rest it offered. The fond embrace of his lovers was remarkably comforting.

In the morning, he let the ladies get up without him and stayed behind to serve as his crimson-skinned girlfriend’s sleeping pillow for a bit longer. Grea might not be awake, but the pleased smile on her lips was proof enough that she appreciated the close warmth and skin contact after a night of intense experimentation. They remained in bed for two more hours before Asterios had to untangle himself from her grasp and continue with his day after one last trace of his fingers over her exquisite form.

He consulted Tina and Silvia, learned that he still had plenty of time before his task of transporting people, and decided to visit Althea in her little cottage. There was so much he had learned from his draconic mentor and her treefolk friend that the prospect of more excited him greatly. Naturally, he was aware that a lot of practice with the current techniques awaited him. He still needed quite some training before he would effortlessly cut into other realms. Nonetheless, he couldn’t wait to spend more time with either of them.

Already aware that Althea was awake, he knocked gently on the door to her log cabin, and the Dragon lady opened the entrance with a delicate smile.

“Good morning. Please, feel free to come in. I’m glad to see you so keen on further developing your talents. We have much to discuss.” She stepped aside to make space for him to enter.

He nodded politely and accepted the invitation. Their eyes met briefly during the motion and Asterios spotted in them what felt like a hint of anticipation.

She might have been looking towards their next lesson just as much forward as he was.


Chapter 47
Masterful Disciple ❤

“Would you like some tea?” Althea offered as they walked into the guest room.

“With pleasure.” He nodded, taking a seat at the table and taking a glance at his surroundings.

As always, the Dragon lady’s home looked just so cozy and tasteful with all those magical illustrations.

“A moment then, please.” She strolled into the kitchen to prepare their drinks.

It took only a few short minutes before she was back with an ornamental teapot and two pretty cups. The items had simple draconic patterns running around them, just enough to not be too overbearing. Althea poured them each a fill and sat down at the opposite side of the table.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, taking an elegant sip of the hot, fragrant liquid.

He followed suit. “I’ve made a full recovery.”

~Told you he is a beast.~ Tia’s giggle echoed in their heads and Althea’s eyes rolled lightly.

“I’m glad to hear that. You are making great use of pure nature energy moments after you’ve learned about its existence,” she said.

“I take it you were told about it? By Tia?” He raised a curious brow at her.

~But of course. It’s not a widely known fact, be it amongst True or Lesser Dragons. There are currently only two people I have ever shared this little secret of mine with,~ the giggly Dryad added.

“It would have been difficult to hold the ritual that transferred her soul into your source if I weren’t aware of this,” Althea shared. “Still, it was extremely difficult to command. I might have been weakened and wounded at that time, but I’m fairly sure you remember in what state it had left me. Your level of control is truly impressive.”

~You are talking to a man who spent his entire life refining his control and suppressing his draconic urges.~ Another tinkling laugh escaped the joyful Dryad’s nonexistent lips.

“I know that.” The Dragon lady huffed faintly.

“It’s quite unusual for you to be this active in a conversation, Tia. What has you so excited?” Asterios rested his chin atop his joined hands, imagining himself looking at the avatar of his foresty friend standing next to Althea.

~A lady doesn’t tell.~ She sent him a teasing wink through their connection. ~But you are right. I should be going. I’ll leave you two to your mentor-disciple business. Have fun!~

He felt Tia’s presence wane as she left them on their own. She didn’t even seem to listen in on them passively as she usually did from within his Inner Sanctum. 

“You can’t tell me that wasn’t weird, was it?” Asterios chuckled quietly.

“Considering her past conduct, it certainly was.” Althea nodded with a slight curl to her gentle lips. “Although, I guess she does have her reasons for that.”

“Reasons?” He raised an intrigued brow at his mentor.

“Walk with me?” She too raised an inquiring brow and they both stood up.

Asterios followed Althea to the wide couch in the comfy corner by the currently silent fireplace. It was too early to have it running already. The evening was the perfect time of the day to bask in the warmth of its hearth and relax.

They sat down side by side with their cups in their hands. After taking another slow sip, she kept her gaze forward with a pondering expression.

“Do you recall our conversation about the benefits of taking a True Dragon as your mate?” Althea asked calmly.

He didn’t have to search his memory too deeply for that. “Yes, I do. Right before you helped me embrace the full power of the throne.”

“And do you recall the inquiry you made about Lesser Dragons?” she continued.

Asterios nodded. “Of course.”

“Then, can I consider your curiosity in such a likelihood as a display of genuine interest in my candidature for that spot?” Althea turned her face towards him.

“Well, isn’t it natural to be curious about all the options?” He showed a hint of a smirk in response.

“If so, can the same be said about your question regarding the common relationship between Lesser Dragon mentors and disciples of opposite genders?” Her brow rose questioningly but her lips matched his little smirk.

His grin widened a bit as he stared at her dazzling emerald irises. “Is this perhaps heading somewhere, Master?”

She mirrored his expression, keeping her gaze on his fierce crimson eyes. “It might be, Disciple, it might be.”

They retained the contact for a few long seconds, simply locked in each other’s visages until Asterios relented first with a quiet snicker.

“Alright, fine. I would be dishonest if I continued playing around, and that I can’t have.” Ast’s grin shifted into a more cordial smile. “I’m not ashamed to admit that your personality and knowledge are rather attractive to me. Not to mention the exquisite beauty of your form, both that of an elf and that of a Lesser Dragon. Yes, I did ask those questions with the intent to inquire more about the possibility of us becoming closer in the future, though I wasn’t pursuing it at that time. I wasn’t sure about your stance on the matter since you didn’t seem that interested in finding an intimate partner after I listened to your story. The last thing I would want to do is push you into any kind of a decision and complicate our already amicable relationship.”

The emerald-haired lady reciprocated his smile and delicately put her cup away on the nearby coffee table. “Indeed, I mentioned not being interested in pairing with my mentor and my peers during my youth, but that didn’t mean that I was completely opposed to the idea of sharing my life with another. It might simply have been the matter of finding the right moment… or person.”

He let go of his cup too and presented all of his attention to her. “As I said, I didn’t want to assume. Not after you have been wronged once in your life by the person you were supposed to trust and who was supposed to guide you. Even if our roles are reversed in this situation.”

“That compassion of yours is completely uncharacteristic of a True Dragon, but also part of the reason why you are so attractive. This contrast sometimes confuses my mind and makes my head spin, but is also incredibly appealing.” She allowed herself a faint chuckle.

“Then I’m glad I started out as a human and only later learned the correct way to behave like a True Dragon.” He laughed with her.

They paused and just looked at each other in silence again. The understanding was there, so more words weren’t exactly necessary.

Althea broke it first this time. “Are you certain that you are ready to accept me as your mate?”

Asterios made sure to show that he was taking serious consideration in her question and nodded firmly. “The girls have been looking forward to you joining our family for quite a while already, granted the opportunity for that would ever show itself, and I have said already how confident I am in being captivated by your enthralling charms, both in appearance and erudition, so I think I’m fairly certain nothing stops this from happening for as long as both of us wish for it to happen.”

A pleased smile appeared on her lips, but she lightly shook her head. “Let me rephrase that. Are you certain that you are ready to face the potential consequences of accepting a Lesser Dragon as one of your bonded mates?”

“Ah.” He cocked his head back in understanding and slowly reached out to place his palm on her thigh. “I would like to reassure you once more that I do not care about what my or any other race or species might think of you. If you were to become my lover, everyone who finds any fault with anything related to your person would first need to take it through me. No one would have the right to disrespect or hurt you, even if we were to travel through the main realm of True Dragons. We care for and protect each other in this family. We worry only about the opinions coming from its members. Anyone else can kindly go and fuck off with their prejudice. Besides, I gave my word to your daughter that I would keep you safe.”

Just as gently, Althea’s palm rested atop his. “And you are sure nothing and no one is going to make you regret it?”

A light growl escaped his throat. “They are welcome to try.”

She trailed her finger over the back of his hand as they peered into each other’s eyes, then squeezed delicately. “So be it.”

Their faces drew closer bit by bit until their noses almost touched. They waited for what felt like an eternity. After neither of them crossed the remaining distance, Asterios understood that Althea was expecting him to be the one to reach for her. He was more than happy to fulfill that wish or custom.

He pushed his lips into her soft mouth and they met with a subtle press. Her fingers squeezed his hand one more time before unhurriedly journeying to his wrist and then up his arm. He peppered her with a plethora of affectionate pecks without breaching the barrier of her lips yet. They both closed their eyes as her palm passed his neck and lovingly brushed his cheek, choosing that moment for their kiss to properly deepen.

As Althea caressed his cheek and played with the hair on the side of his face, his touch found its way up her thigh, grazing and kneading her supple flesh tenderly. He could feel her fingers respond to his subtle strokes as they kept their mouths locked together and their tongues prodding at each other inquisitively. They only parted for a second or two to take proper breaths and continued the beguiling exchange.

Soon, Asterios noticed Althea’s other hand traveling over his coat and he dematerialized it for her to even their conditions a tiny bit. She had relieved herself of her hooded cloak before his arrival, possibly never even picking it up after waking up, perhaps anticipating or predicting this specific turn of events.

Thus, as she began leisurely working on his top, his fingers switched their attention to the material of her upper garments too. He had a bit more difficulties with his task than she did with hers as the crisscrossing cloth seemed to wind around her chest in a mysterious way, which evoked an amused chuckle from the beautiful draconic lady as she finished first. 

Then, she smiled at him charmingly and tugged at a seemingly random part of her clothing, making it loose. The rest was history, and he revealed her torso in its full magnificence as it joined his own. Her perky breasts hung alluringly before him, round where it was the most appealing, and taut where it gave them the most captivating appearance.

“You act as if it’s your first time seeing them.” Althea brushed her hand over his chiseled stomach, showing a tiny smirk. “Are they really that fascinating?”

“My apologies, but my mind was focused on a slightly different aspect related to your body at that time.” He smirked back. “And you have to admit that you weren’t in the best condition back then.”

“Hmmm. Looks like you are right.” She gazed into his eyes thoughtfully. “We can’t have that, then. I should be a proper host and display my goods fittingly.”

Giving herself a little push off his shoulder, Althea grasped Ast’s elbow and pulled him down alongside her. She fell onto the length of the couch with a welcoming expression and placed her hands on the sides of his waist, her delicious breasts giving a little jiggle before settling down into their magnificent shapes.

Asterios took a moment to simply bask his eyes on Althea’s exquisite figure. She was the epitome of a gentle, mature lady with a youthful visage and curves exactly where she would need them to entice potential suitors and mates. Her form was lithe and smooth, but it flared around her hips and thighs in just the perfect amount for her to be soft in touch but not too plump. And the gorgeous breasts adorning her chest matched her build perfectly.

Not wanting to leave her without an answer to such a magnificent display for too long, Asterios leaned down to join their lips in another deep kiss. One of his hands embraced her tender breast while the other traveled up the inner side of her arm, stopping at the height of her wrist. He held onto it dearly as she left herself in his care.

A minute or two passed as they slowly explored each other’s bodies before they withdrew themselves a little. Ready to take it a step further, Asterios leaned onto Althea once more, her hard nipples pressing into his skin as his palms traced the edges of her frame, but she stopped him in the middle of his journey. He peered into her gleaming eyes wonderingly.

“Could you do something for me?” she asked in a sensual whisper.

He nodded kindly.

“Can you… use that technique again?” Althea lightly nibbled on her bottom lip. “Please?”

Ast’s forehead wrinkled a bit at first but he then connected the dots from their recent time together and realized the meaning of her request. Being as careful as possible, he released some hold of his draconic ferocity from both lineages and supplemented the mix with Tia’s core energy, even if it felt a little odd having to imagine touching their Dryad friend while he was sharing an intimate moment with the Dragon lady.

The moment he did so, he saw Althea shiver and release a shaky sigh, her pretty pupils narrowing ever so slightly. Her breathing quickened into shallow pants. Some of his additional features manifested in the process, like his horns, tail, and scales.

“Are you okay?” he asked with genuine concern.

“Yes… Yes, I am…” She swallowed thickly. “I’m just discovering sides of myself that I don’t think I was aware of yet. Or at least haven’t acknowledged properly until now.”

“What kind of sides?” Asterios looked at her curiously.

“Yearning to be taken by a powerful, domineering True Dragon.” Althea’s hand brushed his pecs, then she met his eyes. “But one I was sure I could entrust my wellbeing to.”

“I don’t want you to be scared,” he said, grazing her cheek and noticing just how fast her pulse was.

“I’m not scared.” She turned her face to kiss his palm. “Just unbelievably aroused.”

Raising a brow at her, he trailed his other hand to its original destination and his fingers slipped under her belt. As they ran into the material of her underwear, he was surprised by how slick and damp it was. He didn’t have to look to know how positively wet she had become. The scent of her need was starting to hit him too now that he was aware.

Resolving his worries, he pulled Althea’s panties down alongside her belt as she wiggled her hips to aid him. A long strand of glistening nectar connected her sealed folds to the cloth for quite a part of the space between her hips and her knees. A visible trickle of love juices leaked out of her delicate, hairless slit, already pooling on the couch underneath her tender behind. He quickly got rid of his lower garments too and stole a few glances at the beauty of his mentor’s feminine secrets.

“Did you expect an adorning tuft down there?” Althea smiled at him knowingly.

“I expected nothing and still am amazed.” He chuckled mirthfully.

“I can’t offer you that kind of mature sight you seek…” Her smile morphed into a slightly teasing grin. “But would this kind of alternative suffice?”

With an enchanting wave of greenish energy passing over Althea’s body, she manifested her thick tail which now filled the space between her legs, and a smattering of emerald scales over her skin. They topped her shoulders, cupped her breasts, adorned the edges of her arms, ran down her sides and legs, sneaking down her lower abdomen in a thin and seductive V-shape stopping just short of her girly mound, filling the area above with a few more shiny plates that seemed to imitate pubic trimmings.

Ast’s cock twitched at that unique sight and Althea’s grin widened proudly. She reached out for it and wrapped her slender fingers around its girth, giving it a few appreciative strokes as she tugged him closer. Asterios let out a pleased sigh as she brought him almost to her very opening. With their faces in front of each other, she pecked his lips, taking a soft bite of them.

“I’ll go slowly,” he promised as she continued to test his self-control.

“Please, don’t.” She peered deeply into his eyes, pressing his tip against her heated pussy. “I might not have taken a male yet, but I’m not inconvenienced by feminine restraints anymore. Recall the lesson about sleeping piles, if you would.”

He allowed himself to growl as he slipped past her tight entrance and that proved to be the right action to take. Althea pulled him into a kiss and sighed with a long shudder as he quickly sheathed himself in her to the very hilt. Her love juices coated him whole in a single motion and were already leaking around his member.

“My insides long for you,” Althea breathed at him. “They long for the strength and force of your mighty strokes. Will you grant them their desire?”

Asterios moved his mouth to her neck and drew back his hips. By the time he pushed them forward with a lot of strength, Althea’s lips were safe from any potential harm, allowing her to release a loud cry of ecstasy without worry. He started slowly, as he had promised, but what he lacked in speed, he made up with power, just as she had requested.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Yessss!”

He immediately noticed that Althea would be the most vocal of his lovers. Her enthralling voice bordered on the level of screaming while still retaining the tone of a mature, lovely lady as he fiercely pounded her pussy. He didn’t know if it was a she thing or a Lesser Dragon thing, but since she looked to experience only bliss from their coupling, he didn’t feel the need to care. Their enjoyment was the only focus.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! More! Ahhhh! Let out more, please!” Althea requested as her nails ran down his back and pulled his hips further towards her with each thrust.

Taking her knees and spreading her legs as much as the backrest of the sofa allowed him to, he raised his pace and loosened more of his hold on his Hearts, not forgetting about the nature energy. More scales covered his skin as Althea shuddered strongly and her incredible pussy squeezed him even tighter. She threw her head to the back and screamed alluringly.

Recognizing the signs of her first orgasm, Asterios slowed down a bit, still gently pumping into her scorching hot channel. Althea panted with her forearm on her forehead, looking at him adoringly. She really was getting so turned on by his true nature.

“You can still release more, right?” she asked with a glint of hope in her jade irises.

When he nodded, she graced him with a sweet, ladylike smile and pulled herself off his cock. Getting to her knees, she pressed her chest into his and joined their lips in a fierce kiss as her fingers rubbed his length. She then left a trail of pecks over his front as she bent forward, and she arrived at his waist, taking him into her mouth.

Asterios watched her thick, green tail slowly wave from left to right as she gently worked her tongue over his member. He wasn’t sure what aroused him more, the hungry glances she stole at him, or the swish of that draconic appendage coming out from above her round butt, topped with a dark green tuft of smooth fur. It just fit her so well.

Finishing her kind service, Althea came back up for one more kiss, during which he caressed her folds to at least partially repay her goodwill. They breathed heavily into each other for a moment before she pulled away and turned around. Leaning forward onto her hand, she used the other one to spread her cheeks and one side of her slit as her tail rose so as not to obstruct the view either.

“Then show me more, please.” She gave him a peek over her shoulder. “Show me what it’s like to mate with a True Dragon.”

“Likewise.” He smiled excitedly. “Show me how Lesser Dragons embrace each other.”

When his crown parted her lower lips, she shoved her hips his way just as he thrust forward. Asterios growled fiercely and grasped her waist, listening to the pleased cry Althea released ahead of them. She bumped her bottom into his waist repeatedly, her fingers trying to find purchase on the sofa’s cushioned seating as he pummeled into her in response. 

“Yes! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Ahhh! Don’t hold back!”

His hand instinctively shot for her wriggling tail and she spasmed around his member when he grabbed it, releasing another beautiful scream of ecstasy. He used it to slam himself into her welcoming passage, then leaned forward to cup one of her breasts, bringing his face next to hers. Her tail bent upwards as a result, raising her butt in the process.

She peppered his face and lips with panting and moaning kisses as they made love on all fours. The sofa clattered underneath them, forcefully moving with each motion of their bodies seeking mutual pleasure. Knowing exactly what Althea enjoyed, Asterios allowed his draconic urges to churn savagely inside his circuits. She seemed to instinctively tighten after sensing his ferocious energy spike, trickling even more clear nectar like her body craved and prepared itself to be fucked even stronger by him, to accommodate for his incredible power and force.

“I’m close again! Ahhh! Ahhh! Please!”

He didn’t need to ask her to clarify and simply put more strength into his hammering. Their flesh slapped together loudly and wet smacks filled the air as they both headed for their respective highs. Asterios did his best to wait for the moment Althea tightened on him firmly and only then released his creamy seed into her depths with a reverberating growl.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Althea accepted it fully, shivering atop his cock as he hugged her to his chest from behind. She released soft moans while coming down from her high, small bursts of love nectar coating their thighs. A long sigh left her lips and she tilted her head to pull him into a delicate kiss, quite so gentle when compared to their powerful coupling.

“This is not all a True Dragon with the help of a Dryad’s core energy can do to his beloved mate, right?” Althea asked quietly.

“I can do this all day.” Asterios growled into her ear, making her smile. “But, I don’t think we have that much time.”

“The hearth,” she whispered into his lips.

He stood up with her in his arms and spun Althea around. Her ankles joined behind his waist and her arms embraced his neck. They moved to the inactive hearth and he pressed her back into the sloping surface of the chimney, evoking a beautiful moan from his new mate as he penetrated her again. Without further ado, he began pistoning into her heavenly channel with everything he had.

The mix of his growls and her cries were muted by their lively kisses but the heavy thumping of Althea’s body against the wood was loud enough to make up for it. The planks creaked under the assault and released some weak cracking sound every few thrusts. They might not survive Dragon mating rituals for too long.

An interesting sensation tickled Ast’s tail and he noticed that Althea’s own appendage found a way to coil itself around his as they both hung between his legs. Now conscious of that endearing motion, he moved his tail closer and wrapped it around hers in turn too, tightening the ticklish knot. He could feel Althea’s satisfied smile on his lips and couldn’t help grinning in response too.

But, shortly after, the planks above the chimney gave out and Althea’s butt fell into them as she yelped in surprise. She laughed charmingly and ran her fingers through Ast’s hair.

“The dresser.” She moaned into his ear, giving him a little tug.

He pulled them off the breached hearth and they stumbled to the side, knocking off a few decorations and paintings on their way, not stopping shoving their hips at each other for even a moment.

Arriving in front of the dresser, Asterios threw Althea down and she hastily twirled around, raising her tail and widening her stance. He drove his cock back into her dripping pussy the very moment she braced her palms on the top of the furniture and she screamed in that mature, ladylike way once more, her front slamming into the wooden dresser.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! The stories were really true!”

“I’ll need to hear them later.” He bit into her shoulder, evoking a humming moan from the dazzling Dragon lady. “Could use a hint or two for our future couplings.”

Asterios sensed her intentions to tell him that he was already exceeding expectations, but she didn’t get to do that as he drew on even more of his fierce ancestry and rammed himself into her tight passage relentlessly. Only loud screams of pure pleasure and lust left her lips. Accompanied by the noticeable squeaking of the chest-high dresser.

They prepared themselves for the inevitable this time and were ready for the collapse. Althea had her elbows set firmly atop the furniture while Asterios securely held onto her thick hips. When the first drawers of the dresser burst into splinters, he yanked her away before she could fall into all that wood and clothes.

“Table!” Althea shouted, leaning back to kiss him over her shoulder, still impaled on his cock.

“Teapot!” Asterios shouted back, spotting the ornamental flagon on its surface as he backed up.

With a snap of her fingers, Althea called forth a thin vine which grabbed the delicate porcelain just before Ast’s back slammed into the top of the table. It was safely escorted aside as she spun herself on top of him and began riding his member while facing him with an eager smile.

“I can’t remain a passive mate forever.” She smirked gracefully and put her palms on his pecs, bouncing her hips up and down.

Their tails connected once more and Asterios watched Althea’s fine figure jump right in front of him. Besides making sure that her amazing pussy swallowed his cock whole with each descent, pleasuring him properly, she ensured that her other charms wiggled and bounced with enough allure.

Yet, he couldn’t hide the fact that it was their entwined tails that captured most of his attention, showing up between their privates in the brief moments she reached the apex of her plunges. And she was very much aware of that.

Only the oh-so-familiar creaking was able to drag his attention away and Asterios firmly grabbed Althea’s hips. Her eyes widened when she suddenly experienced a moment of weightlessness atop her bounce and she groaned loudly as they crashed onto the floor through the cracked tabletop, Ast’s length piercing into her with additional force.

“Don’t stop!” she pleaded and he listened.

Holding onto her, he met her drops with his mighty thrusts and felt her channel squeezing him expectantly. She reached her next peak a few shoves later and came on top of him with an arched back, letting out a powerful cry into the ceiling. Even her tail tightened its grip during that orgasm, trembling lightly in the embrace of his own appendage.

“One more…” Althea breathed into his lips after falling onto his chest. “You should cum one more time…”

Asterios was fairly close so he accepted the thoughtful and cordial offer from his draconic mate. He raised them from the itchy splinters and wandered away from the debris with her locked around his hips, kissing his lips fiercely. They chuckled together each time he bumped into something again and again, paying no mind to the worrying noise of collateral damage they were causing, until he finally found a big flat surface to press her back into.

Reaffirming their position by taking hold of Althea’s ankles and dragging them up and to the sides, Asterios hammered her into that very surface. She hugged him affectionately, throwing her arms over his shoulders and resting her chin atop them, moaning up a storm as her legs were spread wide and high. He, in turn, kissed and nibbled on the side of her neck as he pounded her wet slit with unbridled desire. To finish their first intimate moment with a bang, he filled himself with his vicious and feral nature to the brim.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Yes! Ahhhh! Release your ferocious devotion deep in me! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Take me, Dragon!”

He growled with a deep, primal tone and exploded in her magnificent, constricting channel, smashing his hips into her waist with slow, powerful thrusts. It was far too late when he realized that he hadn’t been pounding her into a wall but the very entrance to the house as more cracking noise followed, and the last swing of his hips hurled them forward alongside the wooden door as they were knocked off the frame.

They both gasped in shock and then grunted when they landed atop the door as it fell onto the steps in front of Althea’s porch and slid down a bit, Ast’s seed still pumping into her comfortable depths wave after wave. Nothing but somewhat awkward silence surrounded them afterward as they looked each other in the eyes with stunned expressions. 

Then, Althea began snickering quietly, which evolved into a soft chuckle, soon exploding into a full, charming laugh straight from her belly. She laughed openly for a good few seconds before gradually calming down and finding Ast’s eyes once more with a grand, ladylike smile.

“I think I’m inclined to believe you about being quite rowdy in your youth.” Asterios smirked playfully. “You have such a beautiful laugh.”

Althea chuckled once more, stroked his cheek with a matching grin, and pulled him in for a passionate kiss.


Chapter 48
A World of Mysteries

For a moment, Asterios and Althea just lay down atop the breached door and enjoyed the comfortable bliss of staying in each other’s arms after they had shared a pleasant moment together. The gentle Dragon lady rested her cheek against his chest and stroked his skin with her fingers. It was of no issue that they were outside since weather conditions were under Althea’s control here and they didn’t need to worry about any cold breezes or worse.

A few small birds descended from the nearby trees and landed next to them. They tilted their heads at the duo while chirping curiously and skipping over the flat wooden surface. Althea scooped one of the blue-feathered animals and petted it softly, having it settle on Ast’s chest right next to her face. He chuckled quietly at the sight of the cute bird puffing out cozily and closing its tiny eyes.

“There seem to be more different animals here than there were in your home back in the land of elves,” he noted calmly, grazing his palm over Althea’s smooth back.

“There is no barrier that cuts off this place from the outside world,” she replied, continuing to gaze at the adorable little creature. “More animals and even beasts can find their way inside here without anyone having to build an artificial ecosystem on their own. It’s still fresh, but after some time passes, this cavern will become quite lively and abundant in various forms of life. Especially now that I’m deeply connected with Tia’s origins. All of that thanks to you.”

“You are giving me way too much credit.” He smiled warmly. “We wouldn’t be here without you in the first place. Don’t forget who saved our friendly Dryad’s soul and agreed to accompany us to our home. I simply found myself on your path and tried making the best out of it.”

“That I can agree with.” She smiled back at him. “It did feel like you were making the best out of it.”

They chuckled together and silence fell upon them once more, broken only by the echoing sounds of the forest surrounding Althea’s log cabin. Birds trilled in the distance and some ground animals raised their various voices in whatever activities they were doing. It all created a very natural and peaceful atmosphere.

A delicate sigh escaped Althea’s lips, tickling Ast’s skin. “I think I’m beginning to understand now why female mentors who often go for males pick those with more potential than them while male mentors settle down for slightly more modest females.”

He glanced down and met her enchanting emerald eyes staring up at him, a fair trace of a blush decorating the draconic woman’s mature face.

“How so?” Asterios raised a curious brow at his mentor.

She simply smiled a tad mischievously as the tinge of rosiness deepened on her fair skin and made him snort lightly as he caught on.

“Ridiculous.” He rolled his eyes before directing a tiny smirk her way too. “Are all female Lesser Dragons secretly submissive?”

“Don’t underestimate the desires of a lonely, long-lived woman.” She put a teasing finger on his lips and gave him a knowing look. “But I think it actually comes down from the stories our kind is usually brought up on.”

“What kind of stories?” He was getting intrigued again.

“You remember me telling you of the fantasies our young females have about getting picked up by a strong and handsome mentor, right? Well, the tales of such wondrous adventures might be a big part of the issue,” she began her explanation while moving her hand to caress his cheek. “But, most of them relate to True Dragons. They are like our natural enemies and grand oppressors, but we as a draconic subrace still look up to them as a species. And so, men dream of being as strong and influential, winning others and the world through the conquest of the weak. Women, since ours are much more peaceful than their True Dragon counterparts, desire capable and mighty partners to support them with everything they have to offer, experiencing true safety, comfort, and romantic adventure under their wing. They seek a man in front of whom they can fully let themselves go and submit their everything to.”

Asterios nodded softly. “And you think these stories might have possibly affected you too?”

“I’m beginning to think that yes, they had. It just took a little bit more convincing before the thought fully settled. And a dose of a fierce but kind True Dragon’s aura from basically point blank.” A light flush returned to her face once more. “I can’t imagine myself acting like this in front of any other True Dragon. My heart would most likely have stopped from fear of being abused or worse. Yet, when you looked at me with that savage glint in your charming eyes, I feared only one thing, and that was you not taking me as my insides burned with pure yearning for you. I have to admit, I’ve never felt this wet in my entire life, and honestly never imagined myself being unless I soiled myself from terror when facing an overwhelming adversary.”

“I’m glad that my person evoked that kind of reaction from your body instead of the other.” He snickered quietly and she joined him for a short moment. “I was a tiny bit concerned near the beginning, though.”

“That’s understandable.” Althea’s lips curled into a somewhat shy smile. “I can only imagine how I must have looked underneath you the moment I fully realized the reason why I haven’t felt attracted to my mentor or any other male during my life. I still can’t believe being at someone’s mercy can be this arousing.”

“Only with the right person, as you said yourself.” Asterios grazed the nape of her neck and pulled her closer into a loving kiss as she snuggled into him comfortably. “There’s one more thing that has me curious.”

“Yes?” She waited while looking up at him expectantly.

“We mated in our humanoid forms, which is more natural to me since that’s what I’ve been used to my whole life. But you are a full-fledged Dragon. That makes me curious about which way is actually more common amongst your and my people. And between them, I guess,” he explained his query.

“Honestly, it’s mostly up to personal preference. There are some purists who only mate in their true forms, which are considered our draconic bodies, and there are those who completely reject that idea, enjoying the humanoid shape and its peculiarities more,” Althea answered thoughtfully. “The main reasons speaking for the latter are the additional bodily elements and increased range of motions. Dragons have no soft and pleasant to observe breasts in their bestial shapes. We also can’t really enjoy more than two of the most basic positions, as you can imagine, front-to-front and from the back. There are many more reasons our respective people choose to embrace their humanoid sides. But, there’s one more that’s quite a big debate.”

“Interesting.” Asterios hummed. “And what’s that?”

“You might have noticed that True Dragons take the form of a human, more or less. Lesser Dragons are closer to elves. We have descended from the True Dragons so it’s natural that we are slightly different. But, there’s a massive theory that humans were the most original template species that can be found in most if not every being in the universe, and that’s why they are so average in basically everything across the board,” she replied. “And that has our greatest sages arguing decades after decades, trying to figure out which form is the real true one. If so many great races can instinctually morph into a humanoid shape, it has to mean something, doesn’t it?”

“That’s really deep. I honestly never thought about something like that. At least not with so much focus. I’ve always been curious about it, especially after meeting Miria, but it’s just so out there that it kind of escapes your attention,” he admitted. “Nevertheless, what about you? Which form do you prefer?”

Althea grazed his cheek once more. “This one, if I would have to choose, but I’m not opposed to either. Though, I would love to at least snuggle with you in our draconic bodies if it’s not a bother. I slightly miss the feeling of another Dragon’s warmth, and I think it would feel so comfortable nestled under your big body and wings.”

“Of course, it doesn’t bother me. I would love to snuggle with you that way too. It does make me a tad curious and excited.” Asterios hugged her closer and placed a gentle peck on her forehead. “Now, as much as I enjoy basking in the artificial sun and discussing the secrets of the universe with you, I think we are bound to get up at some point. This isn’t exactly the most romantic position we could have found ourselves in.”

Once more taking note of the way they lay atop the fallen door which rested at a sharp angle on the short steps of the porch, Althea let out a sweet chuckle and shook her head. She sat up on top of Ast’s waist, directed one last glance at his figure underneath her while he admired her mesmerizing form, and pulled him with her. They stood and exchanged one more kiss.

Leaving the door alone for now, they ventured inside the wooden house hand-in-hand. They stopped in the middle section and Asterios started assessing the damage of their unscheduled mating ritual. His other palm rubbed his mouth and cheeks as he looked all over the wrecked place.

A few pieces of furniture bore visible marks of heavy struggle. The dresser and the upper area of the hearth were completely destroyed. There was nothing left to salvage from the table they had initially sat at, but Althea had at least managed to save the pretty teapot in time. Plenty of her paintings had dropped from the walls, some cracking or breaking their frames, and a bunch of ceramics exploded into pieces after being stumbled into by the duo on their chaotic path of desire.

“I’m so sorry,” Asterios finally said after a while.

Althea stepped in front of him and placed a soft peck on his lips. “Do not have regrets. I definitely won’t be having any.”

“But I pretty much vandalized your home. It was the one thing you had left of your old life that remained intact after everything you went through not that long ago. I really shouldn’t have let go of so much control.” He sighed dejectedly.

“We made plenty of incredible new memories, though. And I have my entire lifetime to tidy the place up.” She roamed her emerald eyes over their surroundings and they came back to peer into his red irises with a certain note of longing. “Besides, I’ll be able to recall how you took me over every single spot as I look at the leftover marks while cleaning.”

“I didn’t imagine you being this ravenous,” Asterios said with a cordial grin, putting his hands on the Dragon lady’s amazing hips.

Mirroring his smile, Althea pressed her chest into his. “I might look like an elf but don’t forget I’m a Lesser Dragon. Our moments of passion and libido are quite intense. Especially after we finally find a mate that resonates with us after a whole life of nothing.”

As they gazed at each other sincerely, he noticed the evidence of their earlier moment was gradually running down her perfect thighs and faintly dripping on the wooden floor too. In the end, they remained completely undressed, feeling comfortable around each other no matter the lack of any modesty.

“Speaking of life, I honestly still can’t get used to not using the sigil,” Asterios admitted as he stared at Althea’s alluring underbelly, now rid of the green scales she had adorned it with before as their draconic features had retreated. “Not seeing it down there makes me a tad anxious.”

“You can trust more in the technique that I taught you than in that piece of everyday magic. I would have been the worried one if you made such fierce love to me with just that seal assuring that we don’t bear offspring just yet. In our stories, there’s nothing that can stop True Dragons from getting what they want. So, it’s better that you personally assume control of your fertility in case your thoughts someday slip a little and your mind fills with the desire to breed me during our future procreations,” she said confidently.

“I’m happy to hear that there will be more.” He chuckled lightly.

“Of course.” She nodded in response. “I would be dismayed if you simply cast me aside after this one time. We are now mates and I fully intend to enjoy the privileges of such a relationship. You won’t deny me those, right?”

Wrapping one arm tightly around Althea’s waist, he cupped her chin with the other hand. “That depends solely on you. Prove yourself worthy of this True Dragon’s time and he might reward you for your efforts. He is a very busy mate.”

Althea nibbled gently on her bottom lip. “I still have a lot of teachings to offer you.”

“I can’t wait.” He stole a kiss from her and they finally separated.

When he kept looking at her almost absentmindedly for a few long seconds, she raised a curious brow at her pondering disciple. “What are you thinking about?”

Asterios shook his head and smiled. “Just how insane my life has become now that I have made love not to one but two of my favorite teachers.”

Althea stared back at him for a moment before exploding with that pleasant, ladylike laugh again. “Certainly, you seem to be living every male student’s fantasy. A perfect role model for starting their own institution.”

“I’d rather not have our pupils be famous for getting together with their instructors and teachers.” He chuckled in amusement. “Though, it’s not like it will be completely prohibited or anything as long as both sides still keep their positions and obligations in mind.”

“A smart move,” she praised. “For many of our people, such prospects serve as great motivation to learn. An aspiration to prove themselves and one day be worthy of standing beside their mentor as equals is a strong one.”

“There is something to that. I always aimed to be at least as good as Grea. Though, I don’t think things have developed the intended way between us.” Asterios snorted. “Anyway, how are you feeling? I realize that it’s a bit fast, but is there anything that changed after you joined with a True Dragon? I can’t deny being extremely curious about it. Not many Lesser Dragons are taken as true mates from what you’ve told us.”

“It is a bit soon, you are right, but I am already experiencing more of your kindness and love,” Althea replied as she rubbed her underbelly. “The most prominent is the connection between us that deepened to an unbelievable level. I can feel your energies and they actually respond to my call. It’s going to need a bit of getting used to before I can draw on them without reflexively flinching away.”

“At least you will have something to practice with while I’m focusing on the tasks you give me.” He winked at the dazzling lady. “Anything else?”

“Your link with Tia and her energy. She was right. My nature affinity is getting greatly enhanced by it. This is going to have some wonderful effects on my body and magic. I can already sense this entire place slowly changing to accommodate the power flowing into me. With some time, I might be able to call upon more boons of Tia’s Tree as if it was rooted here physically. Dragon Valley would thrive in a rich spiritual environment and I will be personally able to terraform it with a thought,” she continued.

“That’s great. I’m sure Merfinna is going to love it. With the prospect of a quickly rising population, our farming and other aspects reliant on the land will need any blessings they can get. I’ll have to thank Tia properly for her aid too.” Asterios nodded to himself resolutely.

“If you are worried about the blessings, then there’s still room to grow. While her very existence is linked with yours and stored inside your source, you can still deepen that connection so that you and I can benefit from it even further,” Althea shared.

“How?” he queried.

“You know very well how.” She showed a hint of a sly grin and an adorable giggle echoed at the back of Ast’s mind. “Mating her would surely tighten your bonds.”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course. What else could it have been for a True Dragon? Let’s just simply ignore the fact that Tia is currently trapped inside me as her spiritual self. Surely, doing it with her avatar wouldn’t really count, right?”

“There’s nothing stopping True Dragons from getting what they want,” Althea repeated her earlier words and he simply groaned.

“Let’s focus on one thing at a time. We have me learning how to jump realms, us helping free Umbra, Glimmervale making a proper and respectful academy joining multiple proud races under one roof, and so on, including finding a way to bring Tia back into the real world somewhere out there on the list since we currently have no real clues about it. Besides, I would like you to enjoy—”

“Heeeeeeeeeeeey, guys! You won’t believe—what in the everloving fuck?” Grea’s cheerful shout interrupted him and the demon woman then interrupted herself midway too.

The crimson-skinned researcher peered past the entrance with a wary and careful demeanor. Her posture was tense as she stepped inside, her eyes frantically looking around to locate any potential threats or dangers. At least until her gaze landed on the two completely naked people standing in the very middle of a shattered dining table.

“Ah. I guess that explains the white stains on the door.” The firm, anxious line on her lips twisted into a salacious grin. “I was going to say that I bring news that would make your pants drop but now I see I’ve been beaten to it already.”

Grea unabashedly peered right at Ast’s privates before licking her lips and fully strolling inside with a seductive prowl. She whistled in awe as her eyes took in their surroundings.

“Damn, this place is a mess. You must really have been pent up so hard. Was it all because I haven’t been sleeping with you guys recently? I had no idea you needed me so much.” Snickering to herself, the demon woman stopped by their side. “And here I’ve been told we can’t just simply ruin the place while having pussy-wrecking sex the last time I got pounded. I see, I see.”

Asterios rubbed his eyes and sighed heavily. “It’s different when the things you want to break actually belong to you. The new workshop doesn’t.”

“Excuses.” Grea crossed her arms over her clothed chest, squinting at Althea’s fully exposed charms. “Is it her amazing tits or Dragon pussy?”

“What did you come here for?” He twirled her tail around his wrist and yanked it gently to pull the mischievous girl under his arm with a surprised moan from the owner. “The news?”

“Ah, right.” She looked deep into his eyes with a proud, excited expression. “I have something big for you. Maybe not as big as your—”

“Grea.” Asterios squinted.

“Sorry. Seeing you in full glory is a tad distracting.” She giggled somewhat timidly. “Okay, so, you know how I’ve been working on something in the last few days or weeks? Honestly not sure how much time has passed in that hole of mine already. Speaking of holes—”

“Yes, go on.” He squeezed her tender appendage and caused a light shiver to pass through his lover’s entire frame.

“Of course. Well, I wanted to help you master this new ability to traverse realms faster. I figured out that maybe getting back some more of your memories would help give you a boost or something,” Grea actually continued, and she visibly stopped herself from commenting on any other boosts in the meantime. “Long story short, Abyss pitched in with her knowledge and suggestions, helping us come up with a new approach which is now ready to go whenever you are!”

“That’s incredible news.” Althea smiled gently at Asterios.

He frowned a bit instead. “Abyss did? Wasn’t she supposed to hold back until we fulfilled her request so that I wouldn’t ignore it for a more pressing matter related to my past? Why?”

“Well, I think she was too curious. She might not have intended to join in at first but she did accompany us from time to time, observing our work. The challenge might have intrigued her and she pitched in some ideas. When asked, she said that you will need all the strength and knowledge you can get if you are about to face whatever that bastard put in her artificial realm,” the demon lady explained. “We haven’t found a way to fully break down the seal but we did change our approach a little thanks to her. I don’t think it will crumble just yet but it’s worth a try. She is currently at our place if you would like to get over with it. Unless you are still busy with your current assignment. Then I’m quite willing to lend you a hand.”

Grea’s gaze wandered hungrily over his front and took a brief note of the beautiful Dragon lady next to him too. Asterios bonked her on the head with his free hand.

“We are done for today. I was going to help Althea fix her home up before you barged in,” he said.

“Please, do believe me that I will enjoy taking my time cleaning this cabin on my own,” the person in question replied warmly. “You should go and tend to your other matters. Until we see each other again, I should have had enough time to process the changes that receiving your essence has brought me and we can discuss them further. I believe you would like to talk about us summoning my brethren for Tina’s subordinates too, now that we are bonded properly.”

“Yes, there’s that too,” he confirmed.

“Perfect. Let’s go, then. If I stay here any longer and keep inhaling sweet air from this place, I won’t be able to keep my panties dry during the ritual.” Grea grinned at him impishly. “And not wearing any could ruin the array.”

“Not so fast.” Asterios held onto her tail as she started walking away, pulling her back to him. “Since this is a new experiment, we don’t exactly know what will happen. I promised to help Suanori transport people here alongside Umbra. In case I end up drained or incapacitated in some form, let’s do this after that matter is closed.”

She mulled it over while biting into her bottom lip but finally nodded obediently. “Alright. You are the boss. And I could use a quick power nap before we begin. I’ve jumped into your bed really fucking late this morning.”

Only now had he noticed the dark circles under her eyes, partially masked by the shade of her red skin if one didn’t look close enough. A big yawn escaped the tired demon woman and she smacked her lips together with an embarrassed smile, her cheeks deepening in color.

Asterios turned them to each other and embraced his mischievous mate fully, raising Grea’s chin and inviting her for a deep, affectionate kiss. She melted right into his arms as he danced with her tongue and massaged her tail between his fingers. Muffled moans escaped their connection until the moment he freed them, staying near for a moment longer.

“Thank you. You’ve always done so much for me, and I appreciate it as much as I love you, but you need to stop abusing yourself so much for my sake. Please, take a moment to rest and recover.” He left one caring peck on her delicious lips, then smirked suggestively. “We can’t have my personal fucktoy being too tired to fulfill its duty at any time of the day, can we?”

Grea snorted loudly and her usual salacious expression shifted into the vulnerable and honest affection Asterios had seen only a handful of times.

“I love you so much too,” she whispered fondly and let out a troubled groan soon after, back to her everyday persona. “How am I supposed to fall asleep with that itch down there you just caused.”

“Allow me to aid you,” Althea said and stopped behind Asterios.

A small green stalk coiled around her index finger, topped with a yellow tulip. Grea glanced at it confusedly before the flower puffed a tiny cloud of golden pollen at her face, making her sneeze abruptly. As she blinked a few times, her eyelashes fluttered slower and slower, finally not rising again as she slumped in Ast’s arms starting to breathe slowly.

The Dragon lady dismissed her floral companion and moved behind Grea. “I’ll lay her down in my bedroom. The pollen and natural environment will help her relax, enhancing her rest and recovery.”

Asterios chuckled as he passed his crimson-skinned lover to her. “She will be twice as horny after she wakes up.”

“Is that something a True Dragon can’t handle?” She raised a knowing brow at him and chuckled quietly too.

He shook his head and left the two ladies on their own.


Chapter 49
Great Artisanal Migration

Leaving Althea’s cabin, Asterios stopped to take one more glance at the empty entrance with the door still resting on the steps and chuckled under his nose. Before going away, he decided to at least move it aside so that none of the ladies forgot and tripped while walking outside. And to hide the evidence behind the reason for the door not being in its rightful place anymore.

Then, he transferred himself back into the castle, resurfacing in the baths. Taking a moment to clean himself up properly, he resummoned his attire and mentally checked up on his companions. Everyone seemed to be busy with their own little matters, including even Miria. The joyful and energetic panthergirl was running around the dungeon village, most likely taking care of Suanori’s requests.

Before moving there, Asterios chose to first visit the Committee and his noble ladies. Transporting himself out of the castle, he strolled through the town to observe the people milling about with their personal business or recreational purposes. Many greeted him politely and directed happy smiles his way. Outsiders and newcomers kept their distance most of the time, choosing to respectfully nod instead.

Being perceived as a person in a position of power would require some getting used to, for sure. As a high-ranked adventurer, only a certain percentage of people recognized him and reacted in any specific way, but leading a new, independent nation was certainly a much bigger and more widespread thing.

And his physical features weren’t too common either.

Therefore, Asterios did what he could to prevent spreading unnecessarily doubtful or negative rumors about himself as he returned most greetings and respectful gestures. He stopped briefly in one of the inns and asked about the general lodging situation around the city, which caused a small commotion amongst the patrons as two sides argued in hushed voices if he really was the local lord, where one considered that it was below him to be there and the other described him as the people person.

Getting a feel of the number of available rooms in Glimmervale since most inns talked to each other and shared various pieces of information, mostly about unruly guests and other problematic situations, he allowed the theorizing parties to continue their discussion without his input, leaving almost unnoticed.

Reaching his destination soon after, he admired the Town Hall building briefly and intended to walk inside when someone’s call captured his attention.

“If it isn’t Lord Asterios. What a lucky day it is.” A familiar male voice reached his ears and he turned around.

“Marquess Richtenstein.” Asterios nodded respectfully after recognizing Irelia’s and Roz’s father. “The pleasure is mine. What brings you to this part of the town on this fine day?”

The man chuckled lightly and waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, I was simply passing by while on an errand from my dear wife. Simple family matters, nothing special. Though, it is connected to Your Lordship in a certain way.”

“Enough with this exaggerated politeness, please. We’ve known each other for quite a while. And you are now part of my little backwater country if I’m not mistaken. You do possess the privilege to discuss things with me and mine a tad more casually, Marquess,” Asterios replied while crossing his arms over his chest.

“As long as you call me Wilhelm.” His conversation partner winked. “Very well. I can tell you are curious about this matter so I’ll only say that we are hosting a small celebratory party for Irelia. A bit reluctant at first, she bent under my wife’s unbridled curiosity and revealed that the party she was in had succeeded in safely clearing five floors of our local dungeon. She tried to downplay her contribution and even fully avoid the topic but you simply can’t escape my dear’s clutches.”

Listening to the man’s amused laugh, Asterios smirked too. “Ah, yes. Mothers. I think I know something about that myself.”

“Rightfully so.” Wilhelm patted him on the shoulder. “Well, let me offer you our congratulations for your first successful delve, then. Honestly, I never imagined it would be Irelia who secured such an achievement, and considering what she has told us about the attempt, it was nothing to scoff at in terms of difficulty. But I guess I was looking in the wrong way for a decent part of my life. Anyway, thank you wholeheartedly for keeping an eye on her, from both me and my wife.”

“You’ve witnessed her oath, Wilhelm. While I do believe that one day she will be one of our most prominent Knights, until that day arrives, it’s my duty to care for Irelia’s well-being and proper upbringing. She has great talent and potential, working hard to supplement it with proper knowledge and experience. I won’t let anything happen to her while she is under my wing,” Asterios replied confidently. “And that said, did she collect her rewards for the delve or skip them entirely? I’m fairly sure one of my wives stole her time yesterday for guild matters.”

“She is such a perfect daughter. I’m ashamed it took me so long to give her the attention she always deserved. Again something that most likely wouldn’t have been possible without your rather abrupt input.” Irelia’s father smiled wryly. “I don’t think she mentioned any remuneration or treasure from the dungeon during my wife’s interrogation. She repeated often that she had been invited to gather experience in the field and was exceedingly grateful for the opportunity. There was something she wasn’t telling us and clammed up whenever it was brought up but neither of us wanted to push her into anything uncomfortable and she did look rather anxious regarding that topic.”

Asterios nodded to himself, sure that the Marquess spoke about his little draconic secret. She was trying her best to protect it, even from her own parents. As expected from the honorable young Knight.

“Do not worry about it. I think I have an idea of what that could be. There are still aspects that the guild has to keep under wraps until the dungeon is fully open to the public,” he reassured her father with a simple half-truth. “As for the rewards, I guess I can pass her share of the loot onto you and talk with the guildmaster later about sending someone to deliver the monetary remuneration. She was of great help in scouting the place and displayed admirable bravery.”

With a snap of his fingers, Asterios summoned one of the Voidline’s blades to his side, which easily towered over him at least twice. Wilhelm’s eyes bulged out at the sight of the massive curved shortsword made of exquisite dark metal. It looked sharp, dangerous, and expensive.

“Will you be able to fit this in your spatial storage?” Asterios asked.

“I should… Yeah…” The man struggled a little. “Looks like she didn’t embellish the size of that monster…”

“And neither did she falter before of such a grand beast, standing tall and proud in front of her teammates.” An appreciative smile snuck onto Ast’s lips. “Take it. She won’t be able to argue with a fact done.”

Irelia’s father hid the giant weapon in his ring and rubbed the band in awe before looking back up at him with a sunny expression. “You spoil us greatly, Asterios. I’m glad we decided to move here and follow Lady Kindra’s invitation. Our family is forever indebted to you. Please, let us know if you ever need anything and we shall do our best to provide. Though, I believe we have already provided our best with Irelia joining your side as your personal protector. I’m certain she will grow into a fantastic Knight and no less incredible woman if we consider her mother’s infallible beauty in her youth. Don’t you think so, My Lord? You won’t regret having her by your side and we will always be there to support both of you.”

Asterios did his best not to chuckle as he realized the man’s true intentions, hidden behind his praiseful words and very friendly smile. Silvia had warned him that moments like these would soon become the norm and plenty of fathers were going to offer him their princesses after recognizing his worth on the realm-wide scale. Though, he hadn’t exactly expected the first one to come from within their borders.

“I’m certainly looking forward to Irelia’s future achievements and service. We will make sure she never lacks anything she requires while serving our household. I’m glad to have someone like her supporting me and will make sure she can live her life the way she wants without worrying about any other responsibilities and obligations,” he responded with the most politically neutral reply he could muster on the spot that didn’t straight up offend the man’s goodwill. “And since I’m still relatively new to my quite privileged and elevated position, I’ll leave the sophisticated matters of royal status and how it might affect the noble families coming into interaction with me through a plethora of different connections to someone much more experienced and wiser, namely, my mother. You may discuss your inquiries with her directly if you wish, Wilhelm.”

The Marquess’ nice smile faltered for a fraction of a second but he quickly rubbed his hands while lowering his head respectfully. “Of course, of course. I shall consult Lady Kindra whenever I think of a proper inquiry. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I better get that cake home before my wife starts wondering where I might have gone on the straight way to the bakery. Until next time, Lord Asterios.”

Asterios briefly wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake directing any potential marriage offers to his mother, but thankfully, Irelia’s father looked as anxious about confronting the legendary woman as he had hoped him to be. This tactic might not work on someone from outside of Rosewind and Glimmervale, but it was rather decent for internal conflicts.

As long as no one actually pushed through and came up with a serious proposition. Then he was screwed considering her history of matching him with every pretty girl around the town.

But, that was something to worry about in the future. Irelia wouldn’t be pressured into anything and that was what mattered the most at the moment.

He finally entered the Town Hall and reached the round table room. Tina was the first one to greet him with an affectionate hug and a quick kiss.

“We saw you talking with Marquess Wilhelm. Did he have something important to say?” she asked curiously.

“Not much. He thanked me for looking after Irelia and pretty much swore his allegiance to us once again. They are proud of her achievements.” He waved dismissively.

A knowing smirk curled the edge of Silvia’s lips and he squinted at the fiery princess. 

Tina noticed it and looked between them. “What?”

“You will finally be able to experience how it feels, just like I did,” the redhead simply said. “It might be interesting to watch from the side.”

The blue-haired girl was still lost as Asterios rolled his eyes with a soft snicker. They left her clueless when Ulyssen and Esotvi walked in. He turned to the duo of advisors and exchanged greetings.

“How may we help you today, My Lord?” the elf man asked.

“I came to check on the housing for the upcoming artisans and workers. Can we move them in already?” Asterios raised a brow at him.

“I believe so.” Esotvi put her hands on her sides. “Danny is on the site, building more temporary houses. They are located on the west side. You may freely inspect them, My Lord.”

“Then that’s what I shall do. Thank you.” He nodded gratefully and looked at the logistics and population expert. “Prepare for an influx of new people. Let me know if there’s anything I should help with.”

Assuring him that everything was under their control, Ulyssen left and Asterios briefly chatted with the girls before transferring himself west. He found the houses right away as they stood out at the edge of the current final line of the white buildings. They were made of dark wood and had been set up in a simple rectangular fashion, resembling small but cozy two-story homes. Tens if not hundreds of them were organized in rows.

He located Danny and received a quick tour of the insides which were uniform too. That way, the houses could be quickly put up and down whenever the need arose. They were still decently luxurious considering the stylish furniture and charming decorations, but were effectively temporary locums for a short time and something more permanent would take up their space after their role was finished.

Thanking the man and his team for their hard work, Asterios jumped straight to the guild’s main establishment and paid a visit to Suanori in her personal office.

“Morning. How are the preparations for our upcoming transfer operation?” he asked after being invited inside.

“All set and ready,” the guildmaster answered proudly. “We begin whenever you give the order. The groups should be waiting at their designated meeting points in each nation. I talked with Umbra and we agreed to make it look like it’s all your doing, effectively impressing a few people with an inspiring display of power.”

“I’m not sure I should take all the credit considering that he still covers the major part of the transfer.” Asterios grimaced a little.

~It’s simply the matter of getting it done faster rather than better,~ Umbra responded by himself. ~You would be able to get them all here with just a few more trips. You need to continue building your image and I’m an extension of your power as your familiar and subordinate.~

“Fine. This is nothing worth arguing over. Who do we start with?” Asterios queried.

“I would suggest the dwarves from Patriarch Grotger’s little peninsula. They are the smallest in number. But, they will be a staple part of the mainframe construction team,” Suanori proposed. “Then demons, humans, and elves.”

“Alright. Anything I should know? Are you coming?” He stroked his chin.

“I’ll stay behind to help manage everything. It’s what I’m best at.” She gave him a somewhat pleading smile. “Just move to each capital and you should be able to find the correct place or someone to guide you. Be a compassionate lord and test each person before the proper transfer, okay?”

Asterios chuckled and nodded. “I planned on that. Umbra will take those who are fine moving through the darkness.”

“Then good luck. And have a safe trip.” The guildmaster waved at him and he took that as a sign to go.

With a simple thought, Asterios jumped a great distance to the land of the silver-skinned dwarves, which took him a minute or two. Reappearing in front of Patriarch Grotger’s castle, he immediately spotted a sizable camp made of personal tents with occasional crates, barrels, and chests stacked near the structures. The short people wandered through it and chatted merrily.

Their leader was amongst them and spotted his arrival right away. “Oi, lad! Here!”

Shaking his head, Asterios stepped into the now silent gathering as everyone stared at him curiously. “Good to see you again, Patriarch.”

“Sure, sure.” The man grasped his hand firmly. “I rounded a few boys and girls for you. There aren’t many but quality over quantity as they say. They know exactly how to work with Damascu Ore and all that stuff. Those academies of yours will be the mightiest fortresses the scholarly world has seen.”

“And I assume no one has any problems working with elves, demons, humans, and so on?” Asterios wondered out loud.

“Nay. Decades of life in this place taught us better. We are nowhere as stuck up as our differently-shaded relatives and we are willing to be part of something great.” Grotger grinned up at him.

“Any questions before we begin?” Ast’s gaze wandered over the gathered.

“No guards?” one of the guys asked in mild confusion.

“I like my enemies overconfident.” Asterios snorted lightly. “They fall faster and are less of an inconvenience that way.”

“You better not do anything silly,” the patriarch warned his subject. “This man can level our little country in less time than it takes him to have a morning shit. All by himself.”

With no further concerns, Asterios tested everyone with Umbra’s help and divided the dwarves into two groups. His passengers were shocked to hear that he would transfer them all at the same time on his lonesome but Grotger only cackled at them joyfully. Five minutes later, they were all in front of the temporary houses, along with their baggage. Suanori was already there and took charge with Truvi and Miria while he moved on.

Showing up before Zegion’s royal fortress next, he was guided inside by the bare-chested, well-oiled men in armored briefs, trying his best not to stare. It was rather hard with how they seemed to subconsciously flex their back muscles, making their butts tense and relax with each step. It was as fascinating as it was awkward for someone with his preferences.

He was led into a spacious hall similar to the throne chamber and the loud discussion ceased immediately as the massive gate opened. At first sight, he estimated the number at somewhere less than a hundred, perhaps closer to the middle of that range. King Zegion strolled towards him with arms spread.

“Welcome, my friend. We were wondering when you would appear. Our finest are ready to contribute.” The demon man swiveled around with a grin.

“I can see that.” Asterios nodded. “May I know why it looks like the majority of them are… women? Vast majority, I would say. Not that it’s an issue.”

The Demon King laughed and shook his head in amusement. “Pretty much half of this nation’s bachelorettes fought to take part in this cooperation. I have heard the news about some big divorces and breakups too. It’s a matter of simple statistics. The pool of skilled and experienced females was much bigger and thus more of them got in. I can assure you that they are some of our best. Arrays, seals, formations, magical construction, enhancement, enchantments, and all that our people are masters of. Your campus and new, secondary wall will be incomparable to anything else in this realm.”

“I see. What about that trio, then?” Asterios gestured over his shoulder with his thumb.

He heard someone curse him while another told their friend that they had known there was no way he wouldn’t have noticed. Their unique auras were rather easy to recognize. The trio of peculiar sisters had been sneaking up on him and he turned to face the colorful bunch.

“We just meant to tag along.” Furiosa sported a faint blush.

“The academies won’t be ready for quite some time,” he replied.

“It’s just a sightseeing trip,” Domina added a little anxiously. “We wanted to see your place before the big day.”

“It’s not a problem but I won’t have time to show you around. We are rather busy at the moment.” Asterios glanced at them questioningly.

“That’s fine. We’ll explore on our own. As long as we can get back in a day or a few.” Omnia nodded quickly.

“Okay. I don’t see a reason to decline. Let’s see if you can bear the transfer. Everyone, please come to me one by on—”

He didn’t get to finish as a swarm of women rushed at him from all sides, volunteering to be the first, second, and next in the queue. The sisters took it upon themselves to calm their kin with some necessary rough persuasion and everyone got through the check. Those who succeded could only whine about their bad luck of not being able to stay directly next to him during the trip as the other half celebrated like they had won the jackpot at a casino.

When it came to the transfer, the lucky ladies literally piled on Asterios while trying to get as close to him as possible and he moved through the shadows while under the biggest snuggle puddle he had ever experienced. The girls continued to cuss and fight each other for the whole five minutes or so, attempting to catch at least a brush of him inside the group hug. It required the joint efforts of the sisters, Miria, Suanori, Danny, and even Ulyssen to dig him out of the alluring demon rubble.

Escaping faster than anyone would be able to notice, Asterios immediately moved to another country, leaving the horny ladies for the others to deal with. Thankfully, humans were much calmer and better organized. King Welrond wasn’t present in the waiting room but one of the older men took charge of his colleagues and everything moved swiftly after he assured Asterios that they would be the best labor force he could wish for, alongside the professions like architects, masons, woodworkers, and so on.

Asterios remained within the group for a longer moment, wanting to enjoy the normalcy while it lasted. The genders were much more balanced too, and quite a few people showed signs of age and maturity. He was sure they would be getting the help of a lot of wise and experienced people.

A similar situation awaited him in Queen Civienne’s homeland. Though, she did await his arrival alongside her people and they couldn’t really be judged by signs of age that easily. They also all bowed deeply at his entrance.

“This isn’t necessary,” Asterios told the queen. “I would like for everyone to be comfortable rather than tense or worried about proper respects.”

“I’m afraid you might need to compromise a little,” she replied in her usual, icy tone. “Our people take honor very seriously. Being in service to our hero is no light matter. You are also creating a new home that welcomes our brothers and sisters in its borders, going to lengths such as making sure that we will be as comfortable there as in our own lands.”

“If you say so.” He smiled wryly. “I apologize for the offense. I appreciate and value your respect and input.”

“These individuals will be at your command and help you shape your city the way you desire,” Civienne gestured at the noble-looking elves. “We are masters of woodcraft, including shape singing. It will be easy to create a beautiful district deeply connected with nature. And wherever you may need their other skills, they will be ready to make your capital more captivating, flowery, and abundant in green life too. Houses made with our enchanted wood won’t need additional insulation or conditioning and will provide the most relaxing and healthy atmosphere. The shipments are ready to be sent out or transferred at any time too.”

“Thank you. I can’t stress how glad I am that we will be able to turn Glimmervale into a welcoming community. I honestly envy the beauty of your Garden. It truly feels connected with nature in a mystical way.” Asterios politely lowered his head.

A faint hint of a smile tugged at the corner of the queen’s lips. “With how perfectly aligned with nature your heart is, I’m sure it won’t be an issue to create something equal if not greater to what we have here. I feel that the Tree’s spirit follows you with a smile and many blessings will descend upon your community.”

He tried his best not to snicker as the elves watched him with reverence, not aware just how literal their current queen was. They exchanged some brief pleasantries and followed the same procedure as he had before. Everyone was moved without too many problems and Asterios left them in the hands of his friends and companions, slipping away before the demon ladies noticed his presence.

Sighing heavily, he oversaw the organization from the roof of a nearby white stone house that looked down on the wooden homes. “This was damn horrific.”

Umbra materialized on his shoulder and chuckled in his head. ~It was an experience, yes. A small show of how different people are going to react to your influence. The life of a leader is never easy. Especially not that of a ruler.~

“It might be much harder to create a united community than I would have thought. I really hoped it would be enough to mirror a smaller town with many races present like Rosewind or Glimmervale, but it’s not even close.” Asterios snickered under his nose. “But, the idea to build this temporary district for the artisans and workers who might be returning home after some time was brilliant. Bryn’s if I’m not misremembering? Our inns wouldn’t survive such an onslaught and the travelers would bounce right off. Can’t have that with the dungeon opening on the horizon.”

~As Silvia would say, a good king listens closely to the words of his advisors. You, Master, are surrounded by incredible mates and allies. If you continue to rely on them, you won’t fail. Just be ready to mediate a lot of arguments. That’s the main role of a monarch,~ Umbra shared.

“So basically, lead the party while keeping in mind everyone’s strengths and weaknesses. That I can do.” Asterios took a deep breath and nodded to himself. “Now, did you learn anything interesting from our underground neighbor in the meantime?”

~Oh, I did a lot. Let me tell you all about it on your way to Grea’s workshop, Master. She’s already waiting for you there,~ the Lord of Shadows answered and let out a booming laugh.


Chapter 50
Life of a Dungeon

Taking one more glance at the multiple waves of people slowly settling into their new temporary homes, Asterios jumped off the house he was sitting on top of and wandered away from the commotion, heading for the castle. Umbra remained perched on his shoulder as they made it through the streets. The information about the new arrivals had already begun to spread as people chatted about the guests and how he had brought them in so fast.

“So, how are things going?” Asterios asked as his gaze roamed over nothing in particular.

~It will take time to build something more meaningful since the dungeon is a very young and inexperienced one but we are making progress,~ his familiar replied. ~First of all, I learned that there are currently fifteen floors the Core has created since it arrived in that place. They are rather unconventional in terms of what’s common in your realm as they are not connected in any other way than through the short-range portals.~

“That’s not the biggest number for starting dungeons I’ve heard about but still pretty fine.” Asterios nodded to himself. “I’m rather curious what kind of arrangements has the Core come up with. Its first five levels are quite something.”

~You can say that, Master, but it doesn’t change the fact that all of them were designed with only one purpose, which is to kill the invaders as effectively as possible while suffering the least damage in return. The other floors are just as single-minded as the ones your party has beaten. And the boss monsters are simply getting bigger and stronger,~ Umbra added. ~They will require a lot of work to be turned into something enjoyable and profitable for both sides. Until then, they can be used as training grounds for those who are in on the specifics of the dungeon. Obviously, there are no rewards for beating them.~

“As expected. But we at least have some foundations to work on. The Core certainly has to use more resources and power to build something new than to alter it. It should take much less time too if I’m not mistaken. I don’t know how exactly it operates,” Asterios mused.

~By the way, one of your mates suggested that we should name the Core to avoid any potential confusion in the future. It will come up plenty of times in conversations and discussions. Besides, with its ability to communicate with us, or at least with me, it can be considered a sentient entity capable of growing,~ his shadowy familiar shared.

“Oh? And did you come up with anything good?” Ast’s curiosity peaked as he imagined the girls trying to convince each other about the superiority of the names they had picked.

~I believe it settled on Kori. It’s short and simple while also referencing its true nature to some extent. That was Miria’s suggestion. It won everyone’s hearts as soon as it dropped. So, don’t be confused if they start referring to the Core with that name since they have all already accepted it,~ Umbra explained.

“Miria is rather good at naming things that perfectly capture the recipient’s core and essence of their being. I’m surprised she didn’t add an a at the end there considering her family’s naming history. But, maybe those are reserved for her actual children. Was it Mineria in that dream world of hers?” Asterios tapped his chin as he tried to remember. “Alright. I’ll keep this in mind. What else?”

They passed by Endymion’s abode and he waved at the elderly enchanter who relaxed on his porch while waiting for more work. Asterios needed to visit the man for a longer meeting soon. He had some ideas regarding the sigils that related to Tia’s energy and his own draconic might. Endymion had taken a quick look at his new greatsword too but they weren’t utilizing its full strength yet as the man had requested some more time to adjust.

~Kori doesn’t have that many resources left in its stores after crafting its current setup and opening the dungeon floors to the world. It was rather unlucky we were the first ones to step inside its walls. As you can imagine, Master, not much can be done with the reserves being so low. But, Kori also has a somewhat unique way of gathering more, albeit slightly dangerous,~ his companion explained.

“I guess the mana we released into the air was hardly enough to serve the purpose.” Asterios shook his head. “Another way to sustain itself is amazing. I’m not sure I can imagine how this can be dangerous.”

~The geometrical structures in its main chamber can be set to open one-way rifts into random realms, which then allows monsters and beasts from that world to step through. Killing them in the Core’s resting place allows it to absorb most of their essence and mana before they disperse. It remains relatively exposed during that action and risks getting hurt,~ Umbra summarized. ~There’s also the part where Kori’s artificial creatures have a much higher density of those energies as it shares them with its servants. While it can’t benefit from that arrangement, I believe it’s an opportunity for the future. It can control the amounts and that could aid the growth of those who kill the spiritually-loaded monsters. As you know, every entity absorbs a little bit of both. We can try to manipulate it.~

Asterios stopped in his tracks as he considered the ramifications of what his shadowy friend had said. “Incredible. We don’t have to worry about feeding off the adventurers that much anymore, then. A self-sustaining dungeon. That’s something you don’t hear about often. We’ll need to explore that component in detail and perhaps come up with some kind of fighting schedule so that Kori can receive a steady influx of resources to work with. At first, it will be us challenging the monsters, but someday it could be left in the hands of our draconic order or even the academies that would send their students in as an exam or something. Their development would be amplified.”

~And that’s still not all. I feel that there’s much more to discover as I get better at communicating with Kori. Possibly, being the owner of the connection you two currently share would open more pathways for me to utilize and understand its capabilities better. There’s almost an infinite potential in that Core if we learn how to harness it.~ The Lord of Shadows was clearly getting excited while talking about his new responsibility. ~Ah, but I have confirmed that the created monsters can’t leave the vicinity of the dungeon. It sustains their existence and they simply crumble without its direct support. Currently, there is no way for them to walk far outside, but I assume that with Kori’s growth, the range of the tether connecting them to it would increase too. I believe that we should be able to at least reach the city so the creatures can be used in case of an emergency.~

“We can’t have everything. There have to be some drawbacks amongst all those advantages. Not like it’s even that much of a drawback. Dungeon monsters usually can’t wander off too far from their homes. Our restriction is just a bit more limiting. And that’s good because I worry Kori would have sent an army to greet us if it was capable of doing that on day one.” A chuckle escaped Ast’s lips. “Or maybe not? Would that be a waste of resources since the killing would have happened outside the dungeon?”

~This needs to be tested but I have a hunch that the artificial monsters have better means of absorbing spiritual essence and energy from the air and their opponents directly. They have to be able to carry different amounts of it depending on Kori’s energy management. Them collecting everything alongside the Core itself would ensure that barely anything is lost inside the dungeon as it doesn’t have time to dissipate in the air before getting fully consumed,~ Umbra pondered out loud.

“We’ll need to be extremely careful with that. But, I can’t stop imagining a hostile army reaching our borders and getting repelled by the dungeon’s forces which return home after the battle and further strengthen the Core with the energies of all the people who died fighting. This dungeon is really scary. Thanks for investigating it so much. You are amazing.” Asterios petted the ominous raven’s head with an appreciative smile.

Some people stared at him a tad anxiously as their lord played with the spooky shadow like it was the cutest thing in the world, but no one dared to question him, of course. The residents were rather used to their lord’s peculiarities by now. There wasn’t much that could shock them after welcoming a massive draconic entity into their midst as their summoned guardian.

~It’s entertaining trying to discover more about this anomaly,~ Umbra replied with a hint of satisfaction. ~I’m having fun cooperating with Kori and would like to continue this task for as long as possible. We have barely touched on the topic of items, gear, and loot. I need to understand why the monsters don’t have cores and if it’s possible to make them. As you can imagine, Master, material collecting won’t be as lucrative with the fake copies that don’t inherit all the characteristics of their original species. Though, we might start a market of void-touched materials and turn it into the beginning of something grand.~

“There’s no rush. Take your time and remember to discuss your findings with everyone. A fresh, outside perspective helps a lot. Abyss must be having a field day with you and Grea researching those fascinating topics.” Asterios chuckled to himself. “Anything wrong with the items and all that stuff or did you not have a chance to take a deeper peek into it?”

~I don’t think the Cores inherently know how loot and items can be beneficial for them in the long run so Kori doesn’t have a lot of knowledge and experience making them. It seems to me that they learn about this as more adventurers visit their dungeons and start taking the weapons or armor the bosses and more elite monsters wear,~ Umbra shared his findings. ~Currently, I’m trying to explain the concept of attracting people with things Kori can create on the side whenever there are spare resources that won’t be used for anything important. Not making use of that feels like a massive waste since the Core can contain only a certain amount of those spiritual resources and it slowly recovers them naturally alongside the more active options it has.~

“Then yes, you would want to avoid hitting the upper threshold,” Asterios agreed. “Is there anything we can help with at this point in time?”

His shadowy friend considered it for a moment before answering. ~I think we should start simple so that Kori can get more experience with recreating or repurposing items. Gear lost or dropped in the dungeon can be used too. So, the best right now would be normal swords and armor with increasing material rarity. Then, we would move on to enchanted and magical gear. Finally, after mastering that, we could see if artifacts and spiritual trinkets are possible too. A rumor that the last boss monster uses some kind of legendary amulet would help us spread the word about the dungeon much more.~

“Alright. We’ll hit up our blacksmiths and armorers. I’m sure they will be happy to work on some personal commissions from us. Especially with a more than fair pay. If more than one copy will be necessary, we can get them in bulk.” Asterios nodded to himself. “Though, we might need to be careful. If we feed too many of those to the dungeon, it might become noticeable with some of our talented crafters and producers having their own style or branding for their products. It could get somewhat suspicious. Even the fact that their makers are located nearby with some of them up for sale.”

~We’ll experiment with that, though it shouldn’t be an issue. There’s always some influence coming from Kori’s nature when it comes to whatever the Core creates. No one should think that we are feeding the dungeon gear since the final versions will differ,~ Umbra reassured him.

“Got it. All of this is so damn mysterious and intriguing. I can’t believe we have gotten ourselves an opportunity to study a Dungeon Core. Even if this one is rather peculiar.” A small laugh escaped Ast’s lips. “Now, I believe we are about to reach our destination. Thanks again and let’s see what our sealing experts have to say this time.”

Walking down the stairs to the kingdom of the Asgeirs, Asterios soon found himself inside the main hall connected to all the small and big workshops the father and daughter pair used for their research and experiments. He followed his bond with the salacious lady and strolled into a spacious chamber clear of any unnecessary furniture or adornments. The only things inside were the hosts, plenty of magical arrays, and elements necessary for their next trick.

The latter was something he hadn’t seen yet. Dark purple crystals half the size of a man floated and rotated above the main formation spread on the ground. They were set in a circle and numbered at eight. He had a feeling they were the work of their mysterious mocha-skinned ally who stood next to the demon duo with her usual emotionless expression.

“You are here! Finally!” Grea noticed his arrival and shot him a wide grin, clambering out of the complex circuit and rushing his way while dodging the floating rocks. “I’m so excited! I was going to get you if you took any longer! You’ve been done with your job for quite a while!”

He laughed at her ecstatic expression and welcomed his crimson-skinned mate into his embrace. “Let’s just say I needed a little break from all the insanity. How was your nap? Are you feeling well right now?”

“Whatever our beautiful Dragon hermit did to me was exactly what I needed. I’m all rejuvenated and raring to go.” She nuzzled herself into him strongly before pulling away a bit and glancing into his eyes with a barely noticeable flush. “Althea also gave me a hand with the abundance of all that energy so my mind is now perfectly clear for the task ahead. I won’t be getting distracted in the middle of it. I promise.”

Raising an intrigued brow at his rambunctious lover, Asterios wrapped his arm around Grea’s lower back and brought her face in front of his. “That’s mighty responsible of you. I’m only a little disappointed I wasn’t there to witness it or offer some help.”

Watching her squirm in his grasp, he stole her lips for a tender kiss without making it too heated. Still, that clearly was enough to turn the sexy demon on as her fingers clutched his front tightly while she let out a satisfied sigh. But, as quickly as they started, she ended it with a light shove.

“Stop or you will ruin it.” Grea pouted, but it was clear she would not resist any further had he chosen to continue.

“Maybe what I want is to ruin you.” He smirked at her, which evoked a snicker from his beloved.

“Kids these days. They have no respect for their surroundings.” Radir shook his head with his hands on his hips.

“Fuck off!” His daughter snapped at him. “I don’t want to hear it from someone who caused a personal orgy under a banquet table while the party was still ongoing. The aware host had to explain all that thumping as the doing of his dwarf cook working on the level below who loved to tenderize the meat with his gigantic hammer.”

She thrust out her tongue at the man and pulled Asterios closer to the formation.

“So, what are we doing here?” he asked as he eyed the preparations.

“Basically, what this is meant to do is to allow us a bidirectional attack,” Grea began explaining. “Tia has been creating another one of these inside your Inner Sanctum. We are going to activate both at the same time and drill into the barrier from both the physical and mental worlds. Abyss provided the idea and these bad girls hovering over here. They will link everything properly. Thanks, babe. You are actually alright.”

The calm lady gave her the faintest nod. “It is nothing significant. And we can only theorize about it having any effect on the seal.”

“Yeah, anyway, that means the results are going to be even more unpredictable. No guarantees. We might even get something weird out of it instead of your further memories.” The demon woman waved her off. “Most of the actual efforts will depend on you this time. After the array on this side is active, the two of us will be watching it for any signs of danger and pull you out right away.”

“Got it. Any instructions for me?” Asterios took a deep breath to compose himself.

“Tia will guide you through it on the other side. As I said, we are more like an anchor. Now get your ass in the circle and strip.” She pushed him past the crystals.

“Strip?” He raised a brow at her.

“Easier to spot any changes or signs of things going fucked in the ass.” Grea winked at him. “What? Are you getting shy in front of a god-tier female who has most likely already spied on you bathing and fucking for months of time? Or is it the little me you are worried about? I told you, I had my fix. It should last until the evening. I’m coming into that bed early tonight and it’s not to get more sleep.”

Snorting lightly, Asterios dismissed his clothing and sat down in a cross-legged position in the center of the fancy formation. The dark crystals hummed with power around him, filling him with an ominous vibe. Grea exchanged a few words with her father and they took their spots around the array. She snuck one more glance at his nude form, showed him a thumbs up, and signaled him to be on his way.


Chapter 51
Winter Is Coming

Focusing as Althea had taught him, he dove into his mind and soon woke up inside the volcano realm. Calling forth his wings, he soared into the air and traveled from his personal mountain towards Tia’s tree. He didn’t spot the circle anywhere near it so he descended in front of the colossal trunk and it parted for him invitingly. Walking inside, he found the Dryad in the main chamber with her throne. Surprisingly, the copy of the array was there too, carved into the wooden ground.

“I didn’t think you would ever cause intentional harm to your tree unless it was inevitable like with the Dragons,” Asterios commented.

“It’s alright. I can heal this much with ease since this is all a spiritual projection rather than a physical manifestation in the real world. I’m basically carving this in my own soul.” She smiled at him gently. “Doing it this way will ensure you will be able to quickly heal both mentally and physically if the need arises. A little cut or two is nothing before ensuring that my current host and master is unhurt and can continue to provide for me.”

“I understand. And appreciate it.” He nodded, stepping closer. “Let’s get it over quickly so you don’t need to see these wounds in your woodflesh any longer.”

“Thank you.” She nodded back. “Sit down then, please.”

He followed her instructions and mirrored his pose from the real world. Then, he watched as the mesmerizing vines protecting Tia’s decency slowly retreated, revealing her enthralling charms to the world. That made him recall the fact he was nude too and he shook his head. She strolled towards him from the front and lowered herself into his lap, wrapping her legs behind his back as she too took a somewhat meditative pose. He tried to ignore how close their privates were to each other and gazed into the Dryad’s glowing green eyes.

“Hold me closely and link our foreheads. Then, reach for the edge of the seal whenever you are ready,” Tia said.

Following her guidance, he wound his arms around her torso and rested his forehead against hers, closing his eyes. It took a moment to get rid of all the unnecessary thoughts and sensations, but he soon managed to travel through his memories and everything suddenly went black.

Opening his eyes in complete emptiness, Asterios stood in front of the familiar wall of unbelievably complex symbols that hid the rest of his memories. It was as menacing as always as it thrummed with power. A power that could kill a person with a slight graze.

“It’s so much more intimidating from up close.” Tia’s voice reached him from the side and his head snapped towards the source.

“You are here too?” He didn’t hide his surprise.

“I want to aid you through the whole process. Since our existences are interconnected, I’m able to stand before this seal with you for as long as you allow it,” she explained. “It’s slightly different from the times you invited others to peer at the formation through various artifacts and other means.”

“The Dryad is correct.” Another voice made him turn the other way and he found Abyss right next to him.

“Now it’s getting pretty crowded here.” He chuckled lightly. “I didn’t even notice you getting in.”

“I’m connected to the crystal pillars and the circle carved inside your Inner Sanctum. This will allow me to observe the event more directly. I also gave my word to your mate that I shall try my best to protect you,” Abyss shared.

“Much appreciated.” Asterios nodded and glanced at Tia. “Any more tips?”

“Feel for the formations we created and use them to channel your will into the wall. You need to touch it for everything to work. Remember that we are not trying to take it down yet but only attempting to carve a small hole to peek through. Perhaps imagine it as parting thick vines that protect the entrance to a valuable cavern. By widening the gap a tiny bit, you will be able to snatch some treasure,” the Dryad suggested.

“Draw on your draconic energies. It might lessen the burden on your spirituality. And, who knows, maybe the barrier will recognize and react to its signature. We don’t have your father’s or mother’s auras to use, but yours might be close enough to be sufficient,” Abyss added.

“Alright. You can’t succeed without trying. Here we go.” He took a deep breath even though he didn’t have to breathe the same way as in the outside world and took a step forward.

Approaching the gigantic obstruction, Asterios let his Hearts out and ferocious mana flooded his circuits, which felt like his entire body in this weird space. His draconic features materialized in a blink. As he located the arrays somewhere in the back of his mind, he felt something tickle his palm and watched it glow purple, emitting dark, mysterious smoke.

Stopping in front of the cursed seal, he reaffirmed his will and guided his hand onto its ethereal surface. The moment he touched the enchanting symbols, a wave of repulsive force hit him right in the face. But, he held himself strongly through it and watched as the purplish energy from his palm expanded onto the seal. Slowly but surely, it was eating at more and more of the glowing surface.

Then, it hit him like a brick.

Asterios shouted in surprise and grabbed his head with his other hand, even though they were technically inside of it. A pulsing thudding hammered in his mind and he was pretty sure it was also mirrored in the space the three of them stood together. But, he couldn’t tell because everything was simply muffled by the sensation assaulting him.

Even so, Asterios didn’t back away. Something was happening, and it was something else than him just suffering. He could not see it but he could feel the change. Whatever Abyss had infused his hand with and whatever the magical arrays added to it was interacting with the barrier. The fact that the insane wave of rolling death hadn’t been released was a good sign.

The pulsing slightly lessened and Asterios began to feel a tugging on his mind. It pulled in every direction as some bits of memories flashed before his eyes. Most represented things he clearly remembered, like all events past being picked up by Kindra, but then, his confusion grew as some unfamiliar bits blinked through the storm.

As the first one he could focus on, he saw the image of snowy mountains with multiple tall peaks. The weather was intense and everything was white. Amongst all that snow, he saw signs of civilization. Lights and what had to be stone structures peeked out of the grand hills. They created a massive, segmented city connected by long, enormous bridges, almost like a net of multiple villages.

For the second memory, he witnessed dark stone hallways almost as big as the passages in the Descending Spire. But, he then realized that they weren’t exactly as tall and it was the residents who made them feel like that, all because the people walking around were rather short, about half a human size. Many if not all men carried huge beards with different details woven into them.

With another pulse, his perspective switched to a triangular chamber. Weirdly, a square table stood in its middle, feeling rather out of place. A few more of the short people surrounded it, but their clothes seemed far more exquisite. They talked animatedly as he lay on the table and watched them. As his head swiveled towards someone who answered, he noticed the only two tall individuals in the room.

It was Red and Kaguya.

They were blurry and even more obscured than the short people, but he had seen them enough times to recognize their manner of simply existing and their style of dressing. No one would be able to miss the three magnificent tails she currently had out.

The memory began slipping and Asterios did whatever he could to listen in on the ongoing conversation. All he could hear since the beginning of this weird barrage of memories was just distorted and distant noise. Words couldn’t be recognized or identified even though he knew they were speaking languages he understood.

With a titanic effort not to get kicked out of the memory, he finally managed to pierce through the filter.

The first word he heard was ruby tongs.

The second word he heard was seal.

The third word he heard was impossible.

The fourth word he heard was knowledge.

The fifth word he heard was authority.

The sixth word he heard was deal.

And the memory was abruptly cut off.

※ ※ ※

With a panicked gasp, Ast’s eyes flew open and he began panting. It took him a second to realize that he was no longer inside his mind but he had returned to the real world. Grea, Radir, Abyss, and even Bryn looked down at him with concern and worry. The silhouettes of all his other mates flashed in his peripheral vision too. Something held them back from reaching out to him and he could see the horror in his demon lover’s expression as she fought with herself whether or not to just fuck everything and do so anyway.

That was when he noticed that he was on fire.

Sitting inside the magical array, with the floating crystals shattered and lying in pieces around him, his draconic features were fully out and plenty of dark crimson scales covered his skin, including his entire legs and arms. From between the scales, fierce scarlet flames licked the air, raising the temperature around him stupidly high. He could tell that the pavement underneath him was nothing more than a puddle now.

Taking a deep breath, he forced the flames to calm down and reduced them almost to nothing. Tiny flicks of fire still danced over his body but the temperature dropped instantly. Releasing a heavy sigh, he looked up at the ladies, sensing Tia observing him from inside too. He was glad he could feel her as it meant she was fine after everything that had happened.

“You are okay, right?” Grea asked with a trembling voice. “Everything is fine? It didn’t cripple you or anything, yes? It is you in there, is it?”

He attempted to smirk at her. “Yeah. It’s still me. All is good. You didn’t hurt me.”

Ast’s last sentence forced a silent, strangled cry of relief from her and she lost her strength, falling into Tina’s arms.

“What happened, Master?” Miria asked worriedly.

“It was different than before. I managed to catch snippets of memory or memories and they were somehow obscured, muffled. I saw some winter imagery with multiple mountains and what could be towns on their sides. With quite some effort, I caught only a few words out of everything. They don’t really make sense to me but they were ruby tongs, seal, impossible, knowledge, authority, deal,” he summarized. “It felt like two sides spoke them in turns.”

“It sounds rather random at first but I can see how it could possibly fit into a whole conversation.” Selene rubbed her chin as she pondered over the new information. “Unfortunately, it still doesn’t make much sense besides being related to Sealing Magic?”

“Maybe it’s not Sealing Magic but the seal in his mind directly,” Althea suggested.

“It was weird,” Asterios admitted. “And I can’t place these bits on a timeline, contrary to all the other memories. I don’t know where they came from and when they happened. I feel like I should know but it’s just not there. All of this is quite unusual.”

“I don’t think you unlocked more of your further memories,” Abyss said. “The barrier didn’t retreat like the last few times which your mates described to me. Something came through the part you weakened, though.”

“It might be only an assumption, but what if there are memories Asterios isn’t even aware that he is missing? And that they aren’t chronologically older than where his current furthest one is?” Tina suggested. “All that obscurity and everything else feels like someone tried to hide something. Your other memories weren’t really hidden from you, they were simply blocked off.”

“Information and memory related to the origins of the seal,” Radir whispered. “If it was me, I would put those behind an additional safeguard, just in case someone managed to penetrate the seal I placed on my subject. They would be able to access the restricted memories, but they would miss the important part about the process of putting the barrier in place.”

“That would check out,” Grea commented after finally recovering. “The seal was put in place after every other thing his parents did to him. It would have been pointless if he remembered how he lost his second Heart or how they put his draconic origins to sleep. Chronologically speaking, this might be the closest memory to the starting point of the initial seal. We just moved past it without even noticing.”

“But who did it? That’s some advanced work. You need not only knowledge and skill but also expensive resources and most likely artifacts. A seal within a seal. That’s next-level shit,” her father continued after her.

“I don’t know who but they were short and had beards.” Asterios shrugged. “Everything else was blurry.”

As everyone pondered over it, he noticed Silvia being in deep thought. She caught herself after sensing his eyes on her and showed a faint smile.

“What did you figure out?” he asked curiously.

“Ruby tongs. I think I remember hearing about something like that, but it wasn’t ruby tongs. It was one word, Rubytongs, and it feels like a name,” she replied. “It feels like a name I had to learn for my political etiquette. And I’m just remembering that it might belong to a dwarf lineage known for their skills in the forge. It would match what you described as the main subrace of dwarves live in the mountains in the opposite direction than the Demon Continent. I haven’t been there personally so I can’t fully confirm.”

“Dwarves, huh?” Grea snorted. “I wonder what’s the chance the only dwarf with forge blood in their veins that we befriended knows anything about it?”

“Truvi?” Miria’s ears twitched as she tilted her head. “But she quit smithing and always wanted to be an advisor.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that she most likely was brought up to work in the forge by her father,” Selene said. “She did return there after they kicked her out.”

“I think it’s worth a try.” Asterios slowly stood up. “After someone helps me scratch the layer of now-cooled stone off my ass.”

The girls chuckled and giggled as he angled his hips to show his side and displayed a chunk of pavement stuck to his behind. Sitting in a puddle of melted ground could result in that. Thankfully, with his scales and resistance to fire and heat, it was just a minor inconvenience to him. With a little bit of help from his mates, his tender butt was smooth and skinny once more. 

And he was happy the ladies could get some amused laughs from that to relieve the tension and anxiety they had felt.

In the meanwhile, he shared more details of what had transpired inside his mind with them, and they in turn described how things looked from their perspective.

A powerful spiritual force had suddenly descended onto the room and he combated with his draconic aura, bringing out his features. Then, it intensified and he had been set ablaze. They had to retreat to the edges of the chamber and the heat still almost burned them. Tina had fortunately been there by that point as everyone instantly gathered seconds after sensing the outburst, and her familiars helped cool everyone off. Asterios struggled against something but otherwise looked unharmed, and after some time, he returned to them with a gasp.

Finished with their stories and cleaning, they all moved out to visit their receptionist friend, save for Radir, who decided to stay behind and begin fixing the room. Arriving at the guild, the girls looked over the available advisors and spotted Ellie and Truvi behind their posts, chatting together since no one had approached them at this moment.

They walked towards the duo and the receptionists caught on. Both women greeted them with smiles, wondering who they aimed to interact with.

“Hi there, Ast. And everyone. Are you looking for the guildmaster?” Ellie asked.

“Not this time.” He shook his head softly. “We actually have some business with your friend there.”

“Me?” Truvi pointed at herself in surprise. “What ya need me fer? I ain’t in trouble, right?”

Miria giggled and grinned at her. “We just need your help! Like in the good old times! You are still our advisor in my heart, just like Ellie is!”

“May we ask you a question unrelated to the guild, Truvi?” Silvia joined in politely.

“Ah, yes, of course. How can I help ya?” The dwarf girl cleared her throat and looked between them all.

“Does the name Rubytongs remind you of something?” the princess queried.

Truvi blinked a few times in a stupor before showing a big grin. “Ya bet yer tits it does, m’lady! There is no dwarf born in Wintercrown who doesn’t recognize it! It belongs to one of da main clans! My family comes from a minor one but we still know all da snobs who fight fer rule as da Dwarf Sovereign.”

“Then they are big players on the board?” Tina pondered out loud.

“Fer sure! I mean, the current ruling party has to be important, nay?” Their friend giggled sweetly. “They are also da most legendary, coming to power almost out of nowhere, previously struggling to compete with da other main clans. No one has been able to shove them off their podium since then. In the past, our leader changed every three years, after da Clash of Forges.”

Asterios frowned lightly. “Say, didn’t their unexpected rise to the top happen about… two decades ago, by any chance?”

“Yer right on target, milord!” Truvi snapped her petite fingers at him. “How did ya guess?”

He simply chuckled and turned to look at his mates with a knowing smile. “Ladies, I think we have another destination to add to our evergrowing priority list.”

END OF VOLUME IX
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Therefore, the next volume will close some old threads while exploring the new beginnings. A big adventure is coming, but Ast’s group certainly needs a bit of preparation before their departure. A very specific skill needs to be mastered, and mastering it might not be as simple as some would think :)
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