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    CHAPTER 1 – PRESENT- Anrosh 
 
    IMPROVEMENT 
 
      
 
    The frigid air was starting to make Anrosh’s skin hurt. Still, she tried to maintain her focus as she focused on the awakened weapon on her knees and kept pulling in Qi through her. 
 
    Even now, after several months of having Kagehime bonded to her, she was often surprised. Never in her life had she imagined having an awakened weapon bonded to her, and yet here she was. The way that her life had turned out was often surreal to her, but she had come to accept it over the last few months. It had been almost two years since her husband had died, and since then her life had been turned on its head. Looking back, she couldn’t even recognize the person who she’d used to be. 
 
    She had barely been an average warrior of her sect. Her prospects had been dim, her advancement and status in the sect tied to the fortune of her husband. Now…now she was a Sect Leader, a powerful Cultivator in her own right, and possessed an awakened weapon. Her daughter had been put on a path that would have her reach great heights, and everything seemed…good. 
 
    She had adjusted, had settled into her new role. The Twilight Melody Sect had grown much in the last seven months since they had taken over the Last Ember Sect’s territories and people. Some had left, hoping to find fortune in other sects—but many had stayed, giving their oaths to the new sect. It was the way of things: strength mattered in sects more than anything else. 
 
    Anrosh was at least glad that she didn’t have to bother with paperwork anymore, as that was now Embesh’s task. The former Territory Leader had done very well in his administrative duties, enough so that Anrosh was able to take even more time to train. She was a Sect Leader, yes, but she had taken on a different role. She was one of the strongest people in the sect now, and it was her job to keep working on that strength, to project it and make sure that everyone inside and outside of the sect saw it, whether they were friends or foes. 
 
    Well, it was both her job and Nayra’s job—Anrosh wasn’t quite as strong as the other woman, but she planned on catching up soon.  
 
    She felt the intensity of the cold slowly overcome her endurance, and she knew that she couldn’t keep drawing in Essence for much longer. Kagehime gave her an enormous boost to her draw-in speed, and she knew that she wouldn’t have reached this point without her help. 
 
    Finally, she knew that she had reached the end of her endurance, but she also realized that she was very close to filling her core. She endured for a few seconds more, her body barely holding. Then, finally, she felt her core fill to the brim. She stopped drawing in Essence and stood, quickly walking out of the shrine and onto the mountain plateau. 
 
    She shivered and then sighed in relief as her body recovered. 
 
    “I did it,” she said to no one in particular. 
 
    “About time!” Kagehime chimed in. 
 
    “Yes,” Anrosh said. Her draw-in rate hadn’t been anything special before she bonded with the sword, but now she felt like her Cultivation had taken a leap forward. Not only did she cultivate properly now, but she could also do it by herself. 
 
    “We should go fight the redhead again,” Kagehime suggested. “You owe her for that last bout.” 
 
    Anrosh couldn’t help but grin. Kagehime was…well, she was a lot. Nonetheless, Anrosh liked the sword and her desire to fight strong or worthy opponents, especially one on one. It was something Anrosh enjoyed as well. 
 
    “I should probably advance before we challenge Nayra again,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Oh, right, right,” Kagehime agreed. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head and then looked at her screens. The amount of Essence that she had was truly an obscene amount, for someone like her at least. What she’d gained from the attack on the Last Ember Sect and in the time since from her monthly contributions had accumulated into quite a sum—enough to push her all the way to Peak Monarch, perhaps. But she wasn’t going to do that. She was advancing properly now, and it took time for her to cycle Absolute Cold Essence by herself. 
 
    But she did have another way of gaining power—her Class. She hadn’t touched it in a long time, but it had become apparent to her that she would be hard pressed to advance her skills. She just wasn’t all that talented with them. Besides, her Class was the basis of her fighting style, and if what Tali had taught her was right, she could safely advance it to the next evolution. 
 
    She was about to put in her Essence and start leveling when she paused. Being in a sect had seen her grow up around people who all looked down on Classers, thinking it an easy and quick way to power. In some ways that was true, as a Class had few requirements other than the Essence. Still, Nayra had told her some of how Classes evolved: that the quality of a Class depended on everything one did, as did the direction of its evolution. 
 
    Remembering Nayra’s words made her hesitate, and she turned away from her Class and focused on her Cultivation. She sat down on the cold stone, which was not nearly as cold as the shrine, and started to cycle. 
 
    She drained her core of the Absolute Cold Qi slowly, focusing on improving the capability of her core over her conduits. She wasn’t built for fast Technique activations, and instead she was going for larger amounts of Qi and power. She had to specialize; she wasn’t a monster like some other people she had met. 
 
    Once done, she put in enough Essence for advancement, then took a moment to look at her options. It had been a long time since she last advanced. The months prior to the attack on the Last Ember Sect had been filled with advancements and improvements of all kinds. It had almost made her think that advancing so fast was normal. Now, it had been almost a year since she last advanced, which was still fast compared to others’ advancement rates, but nowhere near the speed she had been advancing at before. She chuckled and then shook her head.  
 
    Finally, she triggered her advancement. 
 
    The warmth spread through her body and she felt herself grow stronger. As soon as she could, she brought up her new notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: Physical Appearance 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Age 
  
       	  You revert your body’s age to its prime, and gain an increase of 50% to your lifespan. +10% to vitality, +10% to endurance, +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Maturity 
  
       	  Your body rapidly matures. You gain the appearance of an elder and experienced woman. You lose the skipped years from your lifespan. 
  +10% wisdom, +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Beauty 
  
       	  Your body and features are altered. Enhances your physical appearance in order to make you more attractive. 
  +10% to vitality, +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Anrosh nearly laughed at her last option. She wondered what she had done in her life to deserve such a choice, but in the end there was only one choice that she could make. She couldn’t afford not to pick the first perk offered to her. She needed time if she was going to advance as far as she could. 
 
    She made her choice and then turned to her Class. Her Class was Duelist, an uncommon Class that focused on single combat. It wasn’t as restrictive as some other Classes, so she could use it with nearly any melee weapon. For most of her life she had been using a long sword, before then switching to a larger, two-handed one. 
 
    Now she had Kagehime, which was shorter than any weapon she had used before, but also infinitely more powerful. She had also taken up to using a shield, and Nayra had been instructing her in its use. It was a different type of fighting, a different tempo, but then all of her powers had changed. She could grow stronger while losing much of her mobility. 
 
    She was slowly turning herself into a defensive fighter, someone who could take on a lot of damage and throw out devastating strikes. Nayra had assured her that at least one of her offered evolutions would involve a shield, but that she also shouldn’t disregard choices that seemed strange at first glance. 
 
    Anrosh wasn’t sure what exactly Nayra meant. Despite her instruction, she still didn’t know much about Class evolutions. Her level-60 Class had been simple, almost an equivalent to a Cultivator’s Mortal Realm in its basic nature, if not in power. 
 
    She took a deep breath and started leveling. Quickly, she reached her first perk at level 75, and pulled up her options. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Second Chance 
  
       	  Upon taking damage that would kill you, heal it instead. Once per combat. Healing speed depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Healing Burst 
  
       	  Five times per combat, gain +100% vitality for ten seconds after you take damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cold Regeneration 
  
       	  Your regeneration scales with the temperature around you. The lower the temperature, the greater the increase to your vitality. Scales up to a boost of +100%. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Anrosh’s eyes widened at her choices. Each was incredible on its own. Second Chance was something that could save her life, especially in the kind of circles that she ran in. Healing Burst would be an amazing boost to her regeneration, but it was somewhat limited. It would help her heal any damage, which meant that even glancing blows that did little to her would trigger it. 
 
    The last one was the most conditional, but she had several techniques and her aura that would lower the temperature around her. It didn’t have a limit, so the passive effect perk would nearly always trigger. 
 
    She didn’t know what to choose, and for a moment she debated waiting until she next met Nayra to discuss things with her. But then she shook her head. The other woman had told her much, had shared things she had known about Class, and told Anrosh what to do already. This was something that she needed to do by herself—to chart her own path, independent of anyone else. 
 
    Nayra’s advice had been to find a niche and lean into it, and while Second Chance would’ve been amazing, she knew that her future was in the path of cold. She needed to get her Class to evolve along the same path in order to increase her Class and Cultivation synergies. 
 
    She chose Cold Regeneration. Immediately she felt the effects of the perk activate. She was pretty high in the mountains, where the cold air would make anyone shiver, though her True Body made her able to shrug off most of the effects of this level of cold. Checking her stats, she saw that the boost was at almost 40%, which gave her some idea as to how much cold she would need to use in order to increase it further. 
 
    She turned back to the task at hand and continued leveling. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Deflecting Stance 
  
       	  You may trigger this perk and enter a deflecting stance. You gain +40% to strength and dexterity. You also gain increased awareness and reflexes, and you will be able to anticipate your enemies’ movements 0.01 seconds in advance. Your body will move without conscious effort to intercept and deflect attacks. During this stance you are unable to attack. Perk ends when canceled. Can only use one stance at a time. Cooldown: 5 minutes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Offensive Stance 
  
       	  You may trigger this perk and enter an offensive stance. You gain +40% to strength and dexterity. You also gain increased awareness and reflexes, and you will be able to anticipate your enemies’ movements 0.01 seconds in advance. You will be able to sense weak spots in your opponent's stance and exploit them. During this stance, you are unable to defend. Perk ends when canceled. Can only use one stance at a time. Cooldown: 5 minutes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Defensive Stance 
  
       	  You may trigger this perk and enter a defensive stance. You gain +40% to endurance and vitality. You also gain increased balance and pain tolerance, and you will be able to anticipate your enemies’ movements 0.01 seconds in advance. You will be able to sense the power of your opponent’s strikes. During this stance you will be unable to attack first, but only respond. Perk ends when canceled. Can only use one stance at a time. Cooldown: 5 minutes. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Again, all three of her choices were amazing. She was tempted to take the Offensive Stance, if only because it would offset her current weakness. A boost to her dexterity would make her lose speed at a slower pace when she used her strongest techniques. 
 
    But in the end, that was not the path that she had chosen to walk. She knew that she wouldn’t be able to hold her own against powerful people, as she wasn’t talented enough to win in fights where she was against someone equal or stronger. But she could take the hits, and if she built herself so that one powerful strike was all that she needed…well, then, she didn’t need to worry that much about being better. 
 
    She picked the Defensive Stance, and then continued, reaching the next perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Greater Shield Block 
  
       	  Once per combat, you may increase your shield’s durability by 100%, your strength by 35%, and your endurance by 35% for a single block. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Force Shield 
  
       	  Three times per combat, you may create a concave shield directly in front of you. The shield’s durability depends on your endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intercepting Block 
  
       	  Twice per combat, you may charge across a field at 200% of current speed in order to intercept an attack being made against another. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Again she had a tough time making a choice, but in the end she chose the last perk. Intercepting Block didn’t increase her defense or stats, but it gave her mobility, which she lacked. 
 
    Finally, she leveled once more, and reached her Class evolution. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class Evolution Available 
  
      
 
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  ATTUNEMENT 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shieldmaiden 
  
       	  You are a warrior, blazing a path through enemies and protecting allies. 
  Shieldmaidens are great warriors focused on utilizing a shield and a sword to fight. Their greatest strengths become apparent when fighting with allies, and they have powers designed to help them and their allies survive in battle. 
  
       	  Shield: All shield-based powers are 10% more effective. All shield-based skills level at double speed. Gain +10% to endurance and 10% to strength. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Shield Bash (offensive ability): Execute an attack with your shield that deals 25% increased damage and has a greater chance of stunning your opponent. 
    
  -Great Shout (support ability): Release a shout that increases the endurance of both yourself and any allies around you by 10% for 3 minutes. 
    
  -Fortitude and Might: Gain +10% to base endurance and +10% to base strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Frost Knight 
  
       	  You are a warrior of frost, excelling in the cold and utilizing it to defeat your foes. 
  A Frost Knight is a master of frost and defense, using their powers to hinder their enemies while increasing their own defenses. But make no mistake: while a Frost Knight’s main focus is defense, they are fully capable of dealing great damage if allowed the time to set up their powers. 
  
       	  Frost: Gain +20% to stamina and +20% effectiveness to all cold-related powers when fighting in cold environments. Gain +10% to endurance and strength. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Frost Surge (support ability): Summon a pocket of cold, dropping the temperature in a twenty-meter radius around you. 
    
  -Cold Bite (offensive ability): Send out a blast of extreme cold in front of you, dealing frost damage. 
    
  -Fortitude and Might: Gain +10% to base endurance and +10% to base strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enduring Duelist 
  
       	  You are a duelist focused on endurance and outlasting your foes. 
  An Enduring Duelist is a warrior focused on surviving long enough in a fight to take advantage of an opening. Their fighting style revolves around taking damage and tiring their opponent out, before dealing a single powerful and decisive blow. 
  
       	  Enduring: Gain +20% to endurance when in combat. Your pain tolerance is doubled. Gain +10% to endurance and strength. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Endure (support ability): Activating this ability increases all your resistances and endurance by 25% for ten seconds. 
    
  -Enduring Charge (movement ability): Charge at a target within 20 meters of yourself, gaining 10% to all resistances and endurance during the charge. 
    
  -Fortitude and Might: Gain +10% to base endurance and +10% to base strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Anrosh looked at her choices and felt her hearts beat faster at what she was reading. She had expected a Class that would synergize well with her Cultivation path; Nayra had told her that was possible. The other two choices were good as well, but they weren’t quite what she wanted. 
 
    The Frost Knight, on the other hand…that was perfect. She made her choice, and picked an increase to her endurance and strength over another ability as those didn’t appeal to her. She already had several ways to lower the temperature around her, and she didn’t need another cold attack. 
 
    As soon as she picked her Class, she got to choose another perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Frost Resistance 
  
       	  You gain +60 % resistance to all cold-related effects. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Frost Armor 
  
       	  Cover yourself with a layer of frost that protects you from damage. Protection depends on endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Block of Ice 
  
       	  Summon a large and thick block of ice around you, protecting you from harm. Durability of the ice block depends on your endurance stat. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All perks were defensive in nature, but she already had a few such powers from her path. The Frost Resistance, on the other hand, was much better suited to her. It would help her a lot, but also set her up for the future. It would also help her stay inside the shrine for longer, allowing her to cycle faster. 
 
    She made her choice and released a long breath. She was exhausted, both from cycling in the cold and making so many choices. She had spent most of the Essence that she had gathered in a year, from many fights and monthly contributions, but she didn’t regret it. This was what she wanted to do—to grow stronger. 
 
    She stood up and headed down the mountain, where her mount was waiting. It was time for her to check in with the sect and see how things had been going, and it would take her a few days to reach Emberhill, which was now the seat of the Twilight Melody Sect.  
 
    But she trusted that Embesh and Nayra had things well in hand. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Several days later, Anrosh was sitting in the meeting room of what used to be Emberhorn’s palace, Nayra standing next to her. 
 
    “It is good that you have returned. I wasn’t really sure what to do, and Embesh… Well, he is a good man, but he lives and breathes sect codes. He was going to fold,” the redheaded woman said with a grimace on her face. 
 
    Anrosh couldn’t help but mirror her expression. She had been away for less than two months, and coming back to this news was disheartening. 
 
    “How long have they been raiding us?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Well, we don’t have any real proof that it is them. But… A few weeks, I think? We don’t really know exactly. We could’ve lost some people to monsters, too. The frontier isn’t exactly tame,” Nayra answered. 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes and took a deep breath. A core sect, coming to expand into the frontier—a sect that had a lot more resources than the Twilight Melody Sect had, even now, after they had taken a lot more territories under their wing. For all intents and purposes, the Twilight Melody Sect was now a mid-sized sect, if on the lower end. But they didn’t have many strong people, not yet. Usually a sect of this size had at least a few Heavenly Realm Cultivators. The Twilight Melody had only one, who was absent. It made them look weak. 
 
    Or at least, that was what any sect that didn’t know them would think. Anrosh and Nayra were strong, and they had a few other powerful warriors who had been raised in the last year. The Twilight Melody Sect didn’t operate the same way that most sects did; they shared their knowledge, and they trained people. Ryun had even given them all a lot of Essence as a reward for fighting the swarm, and since he’d left they had hunted down the remaining swarm monsters all around their territories. They had retaken Ven’oran, had started to rebuild. 
 
    The Twilight Melody Sect had fewer high-tiered warriors, but Anrosh would put any one of hers against two of anybody else’s. 
 
    The issue was that she didn’t know much about this new sect. The only reason that Nayra knew was because the core sect had sent an emissary, and it was then that the last few weeks became apparent to Embesh.  
 
    It was a classic sect tactic. When a stronger sect wanted to expand, they raided the weaker one, and then sent an emissary announcing their presence and planned expansion. It usually ended with offers of making the weaker sect a vassal, a subordinate sect to the main one—if the weaker sect hadn’t been able to fight off the raids, at least. In this case Anrosh knew that they had failed, and that honor would demand them to accept the offer once it was made. It was how sects grew.  
 
    But Anrosh had no intention of doing that. The Twilight Melody Sect was not like others, and it was not going to bow down to another sect just because they came from the core. 
 
    “All right,” Anrosh said finally. “Let’s go and meet with this emissary, then.”

  

 
   
    Interlude – Emissary 
 
    VISITORS 
 
      
 
    Riodan Odrek, Emissary of the Green Rain Sect, stood in the hallway of the small palace. His claws gently scratched at the fur on his forearm as he tucked his hands in the other’s sleeve. The seat of the frontier sect was rustic and bare to his eyes. Oh, there were canvases of different colors, paintings, and decorative vases placed around the hallways, but it was all so bland. 
 
    Riodan had served his sect for decades, and he’d had the pleasure of visiting many sects in the core. There was little comparison between the sects in the core and those here. Everything here was of a lower quality—from the clothes that people wore to the materials their buildings were made of. There were no great works of art created by advanced masters, no unique sculptures that by their very presence could evoke emotion. 
 
    But he tried to push the state of the place he was in out of his mind, and focus on his mission. The fact that he was here in the first place made him feel annoyed, and he had to remind himself to keep his emotions to himself, as otherwise he would sneer at everyone he saw. 
 
    The servants of the palace had been respectful at least, bowing deeper than was required by norms. That made him feel at least a bit better—they obviously knew their place, and he hoped that their Sect Head would as well. But one could never know with these frontier sects. Being so far away from civilized society sometimes made them think that they were greater than they were. 
 
    He shook his head and went through his mental checklist, preparing himself for the meeting. He didn’t know much about this sect, only that it was young, that it had conquered another and expanded enough that it could now be considered a mid-sized sect, at least by frontier standards. The war had apparently also robbed them of many of their greatest warriors, including one old Heavenly Realm Cultivator who had used to rule one of the sects. Riodan didn’t know which sect the Heavenly Cultivator belonged, and in the end it didn’t matter. Riodan had no intention of learning about the politics and histories of insignificant sects. 
 
    The Green Rain Sect had tasked him with bringing the sects in this area of the frontier under the fold and he was going to do just that. The settlers and hunting teams would need a place to stay and operate from, and while this palace wasn’t really up to standard, Riodan didn’t think that Sect Leader Danos would mind. The Peak Heavenly Cultivator had always been one of the more laid back of the Sect Leaders. 
 
    Riodan didn’t really know why the sect had decided to expand into the frontier now, but he had heard some whispers that Danos had fallen out of favor with the Sect Head and was sent here as punishment. Whether that was true or not, Riodan didn’t know. One of the rumors said that Danos was close to breaking into the Immortal Realm. At one hundred and forty years of age, that would be a great accomplishment, and Riodan was pretty sure that the rumor was in fact true. Serving an Immortal Realm Cultivator would provide Riodan with much more influence in the sect, so he wanted to do well on his mission. 
 
    He had been given a team of seven Peak Monarchs, including himself. They were Old Monarchs, who were all at the top ranks within the Green Rain Sect for their Realm. Together, they had raided a few of the frontier sect’s trading caravans, and captured a few of their hunting teams. It had been harder than he had thought, as most of their hunting teams were in the Lord Realm and they moved in large numbers. But he had learned from the prisoners that a monster swarm had recently come through these territories, which explained why they were moving in larger groups and why there were so many Lord Realm Cultivators. 
 
    All of them had been recently raised, so Riodan didn’t think that they would have any problems from them. He had been surprised, however, by the prisoners’ refusal to reveal information about their leaders, their Sect Head in particular. The very few spies that the Green Rain Sect had sent a few months ago hadn’t been able to find out much, either. 
 
    For a while Riodan had believed that the warriors were just extremely loyal, but afterward he had realized that it was fear. The only thing that Riodan knew about the Sect Head was that he hadn’t been seen in a long while, which wasn’t that odd for Cultivators. Seclusion and training were what most of the Sect Heads did. 
 
    Still, Riodan hoped that the Sect Head would understand his position. There was no way that a frontier sect could stand against one from the core—especially one that had been ravaged by a swarm and had so many newly raised warriors. 
 
    So far Riodan had only spoken with one of the Sect Leaders, a Monarch who’d used to be a farmer. He shook his head at that. Making a farmer a Sect Head… It was almost quaint. The Sect Leader clearly knew what the arrival of the Green Rain Sect would mean, and Riodan had thought that his mission would be quick and easy. To his surprise, that hadn’t happened. The Sect Leader hadn’t even allowed him to speak with the Sect Head. 
 
    Riodan didn’t know the reason for the refusal, but he had seen that the Sect Leader was slowly bending. Riodan didn’t really need a Sect Head if he could turn enough of the Sect Leaders to his side. A majority of Sect Leaders could make decisions for the entire sect, and bind it to a contract. He knew that the sect had only three, so he stayed in the palace and suffered as he tried to pretend like their home was somehow impressive. 
 
    But now he had been summoned to a meeting, and not to one of the rooms which he had been received in before. The only reason for that would be that the Sect Head had finally come out of their seclusion, and Riodan started to feel nervous for the first time since he arrived here. He assumed that the Sect Head had to be at least in the Early Heavenly Realm, which could complicate things if they were one of the more arrogant Sect Heads. But he had confidence in himself and the other Monarchs on his side. They might not be in the Heavenly Realm, but they could all fight on equal footing as one newly raised to that height. 
 
    No, the only real choice the Sect Head had was for them to agree to a contract of servitude. The Green Rain Sect would gain another subordinate sect, and this Twilight Melody Sect would gain protection and access to wealth from the core. 
 
    Finally, the doors next to him opened and a servant stepped out. 
 
    “The Sect Leader is ready to receive you, Monarch. If you will please follow me,” the man said as he bowed at the waist. 
 
    Riodan frowned. He had expected to meet with the Sect Head, but he’d said that the Sect Leader was ready to see him. He put that aside and walked in, flanked by two of his Monarchs. The four remaining ones were still in their hidden camp with the prisoners. 
 
    He entered a large room, decorated with emblems of fire and torches hanging from the pillars. At the end of the room was a raised platform, and then a wide, backless throne in the style that demasi most often used. 
 
    Riodan suppressed a scowl as he walked closer. He saw Sect Leader Embesh, the one with whom he had interacted so far, standing on the throne’s left side, looking uncomfortable. On the right of the throne stood a human woman dressed in a well-made gold and red armor, her head left bare. Her red hair was eye catching, and Riodan remembered seeing her in the city, usually with the warriors. 
 
    The throne was occupied by another human, this one with white hair and red skin, which told him that she had a True Body but he was familiar with that type. It was a physical improvement, though nothing like his own Bone Spikes, which gave him retractable spikes inside his forearms. 
 
    He reached the respectable distance and bowed his head not a hair more than was required. 
 
    “Emissary,” Sect Leader Embesh said as Riodan raised his head to meet his eyes. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Of course, Sect Leader. I am at your disposal,” Riodan said with a false smile that revealed his fangs. 
 
    Embesh shifted and turned to his right, gesturing at the redheaded woman. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to Sect Leader Nayra Ornn. She is in charge of our warriors.” 
 
    Riodan turned and bowed, using the time to think and hide his surprise. He hadn’t even suspected the woman to be a Sect Leader, the primary reason being that he hadn’t even thought that she was all that powerful. Even now, he could barely feel any kind of Qi presence from her, and she obviously had no True Body, or at least not one that was easily visible. If he was to guess, he would put her in the Foundation Realm at best. That didn’t make sense at all. He had seen her walking around the city with Lord Realm Cultivators, and no Cultivator would allow someone weaker than them to lead them. Unless…she wasn’t weaker, which in this case could only be if Cultivation wasn’t her main focus. 
 
    Sects focused on Cultivation—it was what set them apart from every other faction in the core. They used other ways of power sometimes to round their builds off, the extent of it changing from sect to sect. Having someone who was not a Cultivator in a sect was rare, and having them in such a high position was unheard of. Riodan didn’t know what to think, but suddenly things had changed. He had no real way of estimating how powerful the woman was, and… If the people of the sect were content to let someone who was not a Cultivator lead them, then were there more people like her in the sect? 
 
    That made things more difficult. It made him unable to tell how powerful their warriors were—which was a problem. 
 
    Riodan schooled his face as he raised his head. Embesh then gestured to the second woman, the one sitting on the throne. 
 
    “And this is Sect Leader Anrosh Kesh,” Embesh said. “She is second in command of our Sect.” 
 
    Riodan bowed again. He assumed that this woman was in the Mid to High Monarch Realm, but now…questions came to him. Could she also have a high leveled Class? Cultivators rarely raised their Classes; they focused more on skills, and if they did choose to go with a Class, they rarely raised it beyond their second evolution, and that was from the top-ranked Cultivators, those in the Immortal Realm. 
 
    This woman was the second in command, beneath only the Sect Head himself. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Riodan managed to say. “I am Emissary Riodan Odrek, from the Green Rain Sect.” 
 
    “I apologize for not meeting with you sooner, Emissary,” Sect Leader Kesh said. “I was visiting our other territories.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Riodan said, trying to regain his composure. “May I assume that Sect Leader Embesh has told you why I have come?” 
 
    The woman tilted her head and looked at him for a moment. It allowed Riodan the time to study her. He didn’t know anything about her, as their research of this sect hadn’t been thorough. Riodan had seen no need. There was no frontier sect that could stand against a sect the size of the Green Rain Sect. 
 
    The woman didn’t appear old, but that didn’t mean much, as she was a Monarch and her appearance could hide her age. She seemed confident and calm, almost cold as she looked at him. He saw none of the uncertainty that he saw in Sect Leader Embesh. One thing was immediately clear to Riodan: this woman didn’t fear him. 
 
    That could mean a lot of things. She could be stupid, of course. Riodan was a Peak Monarch who had been at that stage for decades—he was powerful. But he also had the backing of a core sect, a Frontier Sect Leader should fear that at least. However, it could also mean that she was used to fighting strong people. Riodan’s eyes slipped to the redheaded woman, seeing that her expression was much the same. 
 
    Finally, she decided to speak. “Yes, I was informed of why you came. Your sect seeks to expand in the frontier. We are glad that you’ve decided to come to us beforehand. We are happy to meet our new neighbors and establish peaceful relations.” 
 
    Riodan blinked—he hadn’t expected that at all. The woman had to know that his people had been taking their goods, and that they had their people. It was as clear as open sky, at least between sects. Her words told him much, and Riodan found himself confused. He didn’t know what to do; Sect Leader Kesh had with one sentence let him know that the Twilight Melody Sect was not going to agree to become a subordinate sect to Green Rain Sect. 
 
    Riodan glanced at Sect Leader Embesh and saw that the man was trying to hide his nervousness. That was the type of response that he had expected. Riodan turned then to look at the last Sect Leader, and saw that she too was looking calm and collected. Two out of three Sect Leaders who weren’t afraid. 
 
    That was bad. Usually, it would mean that Riodan would try to pressure them or threaten with the sect’s warriors. But… The reality was that he didn’t have much to threaten them with. Seven Monarchs could intimidate, but not fight an entire sect. Sect Leader Danos was expecting to come into an already established territory, and the quickest way to do that was to make a frontier sect a subordinate. 
 
    Riodan wondered if he should try and threaten regardless. He doubted that these two Sect Leaders were insane enough to risk war. That wasn’t something that the Green Rain Sect wanted—wars were costly, which was why sects rarely fought them. Instead, they pressured, fought small skirmishes, and used their influence to gain territory. Honor demanded that the weaker side bow down and agree to the terms. 
 
    Except that Riodan just realized that he didn’t really know how powerful this sect was. His eyes slid to the woman on his left. Now he was convinced that she wasn’t a Cultivator, which left him even more unable to tell how strong she was. And if there were more people like her in the sect than he realized… He didn’t know how a sect such as this could even function. No person in the core would’ve ever agreed to allow a Classer or even a pure skill user into their sect, especially not into the inner circle. It went against everything that they knew. The sects abhorred the easy way to power, at least most of them did. Riodan knew that some liked to raise people, to give them Essence and pass on paths, but such things had a price: a raised Cultivator would always be weaker. They wouldn’t be able to advance further unless they gained inspiration on their own. 
 
    But even then, raising someone was not done without cause. Such honor had to be earned, whether by loyalty, or through acts for the sect.  
 
    This sect was…strange, and only now had he realized just how strange. Ever since he had arrived, he had known that something was amiss. His people could rarely get anyone to speak with them. They barely managed to get any information out of them, even from their prisoners. Everyone inside this sect was loyal, and such loyalty did not come from fear. He didn’t know what the Sect Leaders and the Sect Head had promised or given to their people, but it was enough for them not to be swayed by some Essence or an offer of a place in a core sect. 
 
    Riodan realized then why that was. They thought that this sect had more to offer to them than a core sect could. That would be ludicrous. He had picked this sect because it was young, and in his mind probably still fractured since some of its territories were conquered. It seemed that he didn’t know nearly enough about it to make such a determination. 
 
    Riodan cleared his throat uncomfortably as he realized that he had been staring. 
 
    “Pardon, Sect Leaders. I had been hoping to speak with your Sect Head. The Green Rain Sect has…an offer that I am sure your Sect Head would wish to hear,” Riodan said. 
 
    “Our Sect Head is secluded in training,” Sect Leader Kesh said. “But you need not worry. He doesn’t bother himself with sect matters. All decisions of that kind are left in my hands, with Sect Leader Embesh dealing with day-to-day operations. I am the one that can deal on behalf of the sect. If your sect wishes to trade or simply exchange information, I can make that happen. There are some good territories nearby which could suit your sect’s needs. If you plan to expand here, of course.” 
 
    Riodan inclined his head. “Ah, thank you for the offer. I would like to hear more about them, and perhaps see the territories myself.” 
 
    Riodan knew about Sect Heads that didn’t involve themselves in any sect matters. Those who were completely hands off were rare, but they existed. A Sect Head was in many ways the pillar of a sect, a deterrent simply by existing. Riodan realized that he knew precious little about the Sect Head of this sect; he would need to learn more. 
 
    “Of course, Emissary,” Sect Leader Kesh said. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality, Sect Leader. I will speak of it to my superiors,” Riodan said, hoping to bring the meeting to the end. He needed to try and learn more—his efforts so far had clearly been insufficient. 
 
    “Ah, there is one thing that I am hoping you can help me with, emissary,” Sect Leader Kesh said. 
 
    “Of course. I will strive to help in any way that is within my power,” Riodan said cautiously. 
 
    “Some of my people have gone missing,” she said, her eyes looking so cold that it almost made Riodan shiver. “I wonder if perhaps you and your people hadn’t come upon anything on your journey here.” 
 
    Riodan blinked, trying to understand what she wanted to gain from such a statement. She had to suspect that his people had them, or that they had perhaps killed them. Some sects would do that, Riodan knew, those that were more barbaric. 
 
    He tried to think if there was anything to gain from releasing the prisoners now instead of later once the sect agreed to become subordinate. Different sects had different temperaments, but most didn’t care if they lost a few warriors. 
 
    From the look in the Sect Leader’s eyes, he could tell that this sect was different in yet one more way. It seemed that their people were very important to them. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sect Leader,” Riodan said. “But I can send a message back to camp, and see…if my people have seen anything.” 
 
    “Please do so,” she said. “I would be very pleased to have my people back home.” 
 
    Riodan bowed his head, and then she dismissed him. 
 
    The walk back to his suite passed in a blur as Riodan tried to think on what had just happened. He looked around, and for the first time tried to see beyond what was on the walls. Then, he decided to write a few messages. It seemed that the expansion into the frontier was going to be a bit more complicated than he had assumed.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 – PRESENT - Anrosh 
 
    DISSCUSSION and CONSEQUENCE 
 
      
 
    Anrosh released a long breath as the doors of the throne room closed. She didn’t know why Emberhorn had a room such as this—it was a thing of kingdoms and empires, not sects. Still, the room and the throne had served their purpose, as they had made it easier for her to pretend. 
 
    Now that the emissary was out of the room, she looked down at her hands, the fingers that were clutching the sides of the throne hard enough that they had gone white. 
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder if the emissary had seen right through her. Had he seen her barely managing not to shake? Had he heard the strain in her voice, seen her stiffness, her weakness? She had tried to be like other Sect Heads she had seen, that she had learned from. She had tried to be confident, to project power like Eerv used to do. To seem disinterested the same way that Ryun often was. She didn’t know if she had succeeded. 
 
    A touch on her shoulder startled her, and Anrosh turned to see Nayra standing just next to her, squeezing her shoulder. The redheaded woman gave her a supportive smile, and Anrosh returned it as she raised her hand and squeezed hers in return. Nayra’s reassuring look made Anrosh relax and calm down. She was thankful for the support, because while she might try to be like Eerv and Ryun, she was not them. She couldn’t keep calm as her words decided the fate of all those beneath her. She was grateful that she and Nayra had grown close over the last year. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Embesh asked. 
 
    Anrosh turned and met the man’s eyes. She saw him shifting uneasily from foot to foot, his tail moving from side to side. He was afraid, and Anrosh understood that fear. 
 
    “The alternative was to surrender the sect to another,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    “Would that truly be so bad?” Embesh asked, his eyes shifting from hers to Nayra’s. “They are a core sect. They could help us grow.” 
 
    “No, Embesh.” Anrosh shook her head. “They could not. Our sect doesn’t operate in the same way that others do. Once they realized that we teach our warriors, that we guide their Cultivation, they would’ve had to put a stop to that. Otherwise, they would risk their own people wanting the same thing.” 
 
    Embesh sighed, his head bowing in defeat. “You are right, but you know how such sects are. They are not just going to let us be.” 
 
    “We are stronger than they think,” Nayra interjected. “Every warrior in the sect had survived the monster swarm and had spent the last year training, hunting. They cycled, and they advanced. The swarm had brought a lot of wealth to the sect.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded her head. What Nayra was saying was true. The sect had recovered, their warriors had advanced, even if they didn’t have any beyond the Monarch Realm, they were stronger than they used to be. But it wasn’t just the warriors that had advanced—the crafters had as well. The sect had started producing more advanced items, from gear to potions, that they had begun selling to other sects on the frontier and further toward the core. 
 
    The Twilight Melody Sect was growing, and earning more. 
 
    Still, she didn’t know what the core sect knew about the Twilight Melody Sect, and they were without their Sect Head, their deterrent. Anrosh knew that she was nowhere near strong enough to hold off another sect, perhaps not even with Nayra’s help. But they had to try. She wasn’t going to betray the trust she had been given in running the sect. 
 
    The Twilight Melody Sect had one thing going for it: loyalty. She knew that the trust they had given them had been returned in full. The people of the sect had been rewarded, even those who had stayed over from the Emberhorn’s sect. 
 
    She needed to be worthy of that loyalty. 
 
    “Are the people in place?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Nayra nodded. “I had our best stealth expert put on the job. I think that should be enough.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded in return. “Good. I’m sure that the emissary will send a message to his people. I want to know where they are holding ours, if they are still alive.” 
 
    Anrosh knew that usually sects avoided killing during raids. Killing was easy; to capture without death was seen as a greater feat of strength. It brought more honor to the sect. 
 
    If she could retrieve her people before they were released for political gain, she would’ve reversed the scales. She doubted that it would be enough, but it would let her at least gain some type of leverage. She needed to convince the Green Rain Sect that this issue was not worth pursuing. 
 
    She stood up and took a few steps down the platform before turning around to look at the other Sect Leaders. “I’m sure that the Emissary will be looking around for more information now. Don’t reveal anything that can give them an upper hand.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Nayra 
 
      
 
    Nayra crawled behind a large rock, peering around it to look at the camp. Their people were bound by ropes, and not power-suppressing manacles. It seemed almost insane to Nayra, but she had learned a lot about how sects worked. The eight people—four per hunting team that had went missing—were bound next to a large wagon. And they were held prisoner by their own honor more than the ropes. 
 
    At least all of them were alive. She still didn’t quite understand everything that had to do with sects, and in fact, she had started to suspect that the sects themselves didn’t really know the rules. Still, this was the path that she had chosen, and she had a job to do. 
 
    The Green Rain Monarchs were sitting around the fire. Only three of them were present, as the one who had unknowingly led Nayra’s people here had returned to Consequence to be with the Emissary, and another had left, probably to the core to relay their emissary’s message back to the Sect. 
 
    So, three Monarchs—against Nayra’s eight warriors, four Peak Lords, two Early Monarchs, and two Mid Monarchs. They outnumbered them, but she didn’t let that make her arrogant. She had learned from her past mistakes, she didn’t know how powerful those three Monarchs were. 
 
    She was confident in her own power, for the first time in her life. She had grown more powerful in the Twilight Melody Sect than she had ever back with her own people. She had even started to cultivate properly, and had improved her techniques under the guidance of the Twilight Melody Sect’s resident master, Tali. What her instructors had always meant for her was for her skills to be her secondary focus, eventually. The Cultivation was there simply to give her more versatility in her attacks, but now… She knew that her skills were advancing slowly. She had never been all that much talented at them, not like Reyla was. Still, she had managed to get a few levels in them over the last year, but not enough. And she was a part of a sect, one that shared its knowledge and instructed other people. It was a waste not to take advantage of that. 
 
    She had raised her Cultivation to Peak Foundation, and had managed to improve two of her techniques. It wasn’t much, but it was still power. Over the last year, she had trained nearly daily—instructing other warriors, training with them, and then sparring with Anrosh. And she had been going out on hunts, had led the hunting trips against the remnants of the swarm. She had even been going to the Twilight Melody’s dungeon. Coupled with what she gained from her monthly contributions, she had gained a lot of Essence, enough that she had also leveled to level 225, and gained three new Class perks. 
 
    She was very confident in her own power, but there was no need to be arrogant. She waited until the three Monarchs were busy with their meal before she gave the order. She gave the signal with her hand and then jumped out of the cover, leading the charge. 
 
    She activated her new perk, Dawnfire Blink, and crossed the distance between them in an instant. The moment she arrived, a blast of dawnfire exploded out of her, startling everyone in the camp. She had targeted the blast carefully, so that only the edge of it hit the three Monarchs. 
 
    The mission was not to kill them—it was to defeat them. Killing even one of them would mean failure. They had to demonstrate that they had enough power to take them down without killing. It would’ve been better if they could’ve done it without drawing blood, but neither Nayra nor Anrosh had wanted to risk quite that much. 
 
    Two of the Monarchs managed to get out of the way of the blast, while the last one, the one that had been the closest to Nayra, a demasi, had a blast of dawnfire set his clothes on fire. He rolled over the ground as the other two pulled out their weapon of out of their storage rings. 
 
    Nayra raised her shield as she summoned Er’ishi, her awakened spear. 
 
    “They are well trained, be careful,” Er’ishi spoke inside her mind, and Nayra silently thanked him. 
 
    One of the Monarchs, a human, had a long chain with two metal balls attached on both ends as his weapon. The other, a drake, carried a large broadaxe. Nayra heard her people jumping behind her, spreading around the Monarchs. She heard someone curse and fighting erupted as they engaged with the Monarch that she had set on fire. 
 
    Before the two in front of her could get an upper hand, she acted. Qi filled her as she activated {Burst Haste}, the technique giving her a sudden increase in speed that tapered off quickly. With it she twisted her hips and used |Throw| with her spear. The chain-wielding Monarch was surprised as her awakened spear flew through the air, and he twisted to avoid it. His chains snapping up to deflect, but still Er’ishi nicked his shoulder. Nayra was already halfway across the distance between them. 
 
    She activated Valkyrie’s Might and Valkyrie’s Swiftness, increasing her strength and speed, then she used Valkyrie's Shout, and her powerful shout stunned the two monarchs as she activated [Dawn Dash] and crossed the remaining distance in an instant. She saw the axe-wielding Monarch glow with green light as his mouth opened, but she was too fast. She kicked with her legs and jumped at the chain-wielding Monarch, her hands above her head and her shield in front. She smashed into him with her shield, heard him grunt and his bone cracking as she sent him tumbling back. She fell to the ground and rolled immediately, knowing that the other Monarch would take advantage. A loud hiss filled her ears as something that sounded like liquid fell to the ground where she used to be, and as she got back to her feet she saw a green substance coating the ground and eating through it. 
 
    She dismissed, then summoned back her spear as she raised her shield, looking straight at the axe wielder. Her |Heat Sense| told her that her people were charging at the downed chain user, taking advantage of her attack. 
 
    Four were fighting with the one that she had burned, and four with the chain user. Both had been weakened by her first, giving them an advantage, leaving only the axe wielder for her. 
 
    The Monarch was the first to react. He opened his mouth and she saw two tubes inside his cheeks. They flexed, then expelled green liquid in her direction. Nayra used her [Shimmering Burst], leaving a shimmer in her wake as she dodged. 
 
    The Monarch blurred toward her, his axe dripping with green Qi. He swiped, and Nayra used her |Block| to intercept. The axe rebounded and she jumped back, moving her Qi around as she activated {Mesmerizing Flow}. Her movements became fluid, but also beautiful in a way that made people almost forget that they were fighting. Er’ishi managed to score a cut on the Monarch’s leg and upper arm before he snapped out of it and jumped back out of the range of her great spear. She followed, attacking while he blocked and counter attacked. Nayra was getting frustrated by the way he was deflecting her attacks—he was faster than her, and a good fighter. Attacks that should draw blood instead were deflected only enough to miss his body. 
 
    Her boosts were close to running out, so she decided to press further. She activated [Dawnfire Mirage] and stabbed forward. A mirage made out of Dawnfire stabbed forward, forcing the man to evade or catch on fire. Nayra followed his movements with her |Heat Sense| and moved behind her mirage. As the Monarch evaded, she stabbed her spear to the side where he was going to be. He seemed to have sensed her attack, but there wasn’t much that he could do. His axe came down a moment too slow, but not entirely. He managed to deflect what would’ve been a clear stab through the leg to be only a grazing hit. Still, his blood was spilled and her two passive effects, Thousand Cuts and Vaporizing Cuts, activated. She saw him grimace and his body blurred into a back flip as he got more distance between them. Er’ishi had already siphoned some of the man’s Qi, though, enough to activate his ability. 
 
    Nayra pressed forward, but the man twisted around just as a sphere of green Qi appeared around her opponent. She stepped forward and it moved, heading straight for her legs. Nayra put her shield down and blocked, but she felt and heard it splash across her entire shield, a sizzling sound coming from it immediately. She stepped back as the Qi tried to move around her shield and get to her arm. 
 
    A few jumps back and she was out of the range. She looked at her opponent, who held his axe in two hands while the Qi orb orbited around him. 
 
    She knew that that orb would make it hard for her to reach him, as if she got in range it could just hit her from behind. Still, she had a few options. She didn’t want to kill the man, but he was no pushover. 
 
    She activated [Dawnfire Immolation], and as her other abilities came off cooldown she prepared her attack. She moved her Qi, preparing her fruit technique even as she moved her shoulder back. She threw her spear, surprising the Monarch, and then she jumped forward after it. 
 
    The man deflected the spear, but Nayra was already in the air. Using her Valkyrie’s Descent she summoned back Er’ishi just as she started her fall. The man’s orb flew close to her as he moved to evade, but the fire around her protected her as she felt the Qi eat through her armor only slightly before she slammed into the ground. The shockwave hit the man while he was mid step, making him stumble back. Nayra activated {Falling Petals} as she stabbed forward. Er’ishi stabbed into his shoulder and the technique activated. Hundreds of blue petals, formed out of Sharpness Qi, flowed over the man. He screamed as hundreds of small wounds opened up all over his body. His clothes were shredded and blood flowed freely. Her Thousand Cuts and her Vaporizing Cuts, made the wounds that much worse. She saw him stagger, then drop to his knees, breathing heavily as the blood loss hit him in an instant. 
 
    She dashed forward and placed her spear over his throat. 
 
    The man turned his head up, his eyes foggy, but then they focused. 
 
    “I surrender,” he managed to say. 
 
    Nayra glanced around, seeing that the other two Monarchs were both on the ground and her people standing over them. She took in the injuries on both sides and saw that her people looked like they’d received the worst end of those exchanges. Still, they had won. She pulled her spear back and called for her people to bring the other two Monarchs next to her. 
 
    “Do I have your surrender?” Nayra asked. 
 
    All three looked at her with angry looks, but the two others nodded just like the first. Nayra turned to her people and spoke. 
 
    “Give them health potions, and tie them up, with rope,” Nayra said. “Release our people.” 
 
    The prisoners looked at the ground in shame, while her people, now in the process of being liberated, cheered. She gathered her people and they placed the three Monarchs in their wagon, which they would be taking with them. Taking all the spoils was, after all, the sect way. Before they left, Nayra pulled out a large wooden placard that Anrosh had made, and stabbed it into the ground in the center of the camp. On it was written only one word. 
 
    Consequence. 
 
    Nayra grinned at the message and then turned around, heading back toward the city of Consequence with her prisoners and a new wagon in tow.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 -PRESENT - Anrosh 
 
    TRAINING 
 
      
 
    Anrosh raised her left hand, bringing her shield up and blocking the spear thrust. Her {Glacial Onslaught} technique was active, which made her strong and enduring, but she was slow. She had to anticipate her opponent's attacks—which, with her new Class perk Defensive Stance wasn’t too hard. True, she couldn’t attack first, only respond, which put all the initiative in the hands of her opponent. But she was still able to keep pace with her enemy, as her stance allowed her to see her opponent’s attacks a split second before she made them. It was a strange thing to look at; she was seeing a shadow copy of her opponent, one that moved just a moment before she did. Sometimes it could even be confusing—if Anrosh responded before the attack was finished, the shadow image would shift, and change positions as her opponents reacted to her reacting. It was something else that she needed to balance. 
 
    Her stance also allowed her to sense the power of her opponent’s attacks, so she could always block with an appropriate amount of power. With her technique and her stance both active, she had an incredible amount of toughness, and she was finally starting to feel like her build was paying off. 
 
    Nothing that her opponent did could even force Anrosh to take one step back. She was a bulwark, strong and immovable. Her Absolute Cold Aura was blasting the air around her, dropping the temperature, but she didn’t even feel it with all of the cold resistances that she had now. All her powers synergized with the cold now: her techniques, her perks, her attunement. 
 
    She had never felt more powerful than she did at this moment. 
 
    But her opponent didn’t seem too bothered by the cold. Golden fire surrounded her as she stepped back after her last attack. Her large two-handed spear was being held in only one hand as it leaned on top of her shield. Nayra looked at her through the slits in her winged helmet, and Anrosh did the same from her antlered one. 
 
    They started at each other for a moment, and then Nayra dashed forward, a blazing form made out of fire stabbing forward as she used her ability. 
 
    Anrosh used [Dash], moving to the side and escaping the fiery mirage. Before she even reached the end of her dash, Nayra was there, her spear stabbing forward. 
 
    Anrosh had of course seen the attack coming, and she knew where it was going to arrive. She also knew that her body was too slow to respond at the moment. She activated [Deflect], the ability twisted her body faster than she herself would’ve been capable of moving, and her shield slammed the spear away. 
 
    Now able to respond, Anrosh used her skill |Greater Swipe|. A translucent blade superimposed itself over Kagehime as she swiped with her. Nayra raised her shield taking the skill on it with her own blocking skill. Still, Anrosh’s strength was too great, and she saw Nayra grunt and stumble to the side. It was the perfect moment to press her advantage, but her stance prevented her from following up. She could only follow up offensively with one of her attacks after one from her opponent. 
 
    She took a step back, hefting her shield back in position and waited. Nayra recovered quickly, and then jumped forward again. Anrosh moved her shield, intending to block, but then the spear bent, and like a viper it slithered down beneath her large diamond-shaped shield. 
 
    Anrosh was too slow to react, and the tip of the spear tapped across her knee. She cursed as she stepped back and lowered her shield, disengaging her perks and technique. 
 
    “Damn it,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “That was good. Better than last time,” Nayra said. 
 
    “It isn’t good,” Anrosh said with a shake of her head, “if I am not fast enough. I need to be able to read my opponents better. I knew that your spear could do that, I just forgot about it in the moment. I should’ve never tried to block that strike.” 
 
    “You need to rely more on your techniques!” Nayra insisted as she dismissed her awakened weapon and removed her helmet. Anrosh did the same a moment later. 
 
    “I know,” she said as watched Nayra shake her head, making her blood red hair sway from side to side. Her hair was braided, but a few errant locks were plastered over the side of her face that was drenched in sweat. Her fire had protected her from the cold, had even made her sweat. 
 
    She watched a bead of sweat roll down the side of her face, over her cheeks and down her neck to disappear somewhere beneath her armor. She blinked and realized that she had missed whatever Nayra had been saying. 
 
    “Sorry, I got distracted,” she said quickly as she raised her shield to toy with the straps on it. 
 
    “I was saying that you need to use your secondary path techniques more,” Nayra told her. 
 
    “I can’t use more than one technique at a time, Nayra,” Anrosh said as she met her eyes. 
 
    “You have your Qi Anchor don’t you?” 
 
    “One of the anchors is always my {Avatar of Cold} and the other always my {Arctic Storm}. That leaves me one slot for another technique, and it isn’t like it allows me a lot of flexibility.” 
 
    “You have two techniques that don’t require a constant Qi drain: {Frost Ward} and {Frozen Armor}. I don’t think that you should waste an anchor on those; you can always just cast those just before a fight. That leaves just the {Glacial Onslaught} and {Frozen Shaping}, right?” Nayra asked as they walked off the training field and toward the benches on the side. 
 
    “Sure, but if I use an anchor on {Glacial Onslaught}, then it won’t last too long, not unless I spend a lot of Qi while setting up the anchor. It could run out mid fight,” Anrosh said as they sat down. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a bad thing, actually,” Nayra told her. “By the end there, you got too slow. You shouldn’t rely on that technique—it gives you a lot of strength and endurance, but it might be better to use it sparingly. For a few minutes only.” 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “That would leave me with my {Frozen Shaping} as my main technique during fights. I…I don’t know if it’s that useful.” 
 
    Nayra rounded on her. “What? Of course it is. It’s probably one of your most useful techniques!” 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. She trusted Nayra; she had spent a year training with her, more than enough time to realize that she did know what she was talking about. The way that Nayra thought about combining and utilizing different powers was on a different level than what everybody else did. Even Tali had agreed that she was passable, which was a big complement from the former slave. 
 
    Still, Anrosh had grown up in the sects, and she was having a harder time turning off the part of her that said that more power was always better. 
 
    Before Anrosh could respond, Nayra continued. “You can use it to freeze almost anyone in place, to make walls of ice…” She stood up and walked over so that she was in front of Anrosh. “Listen, you are getting better with the shield, but you are a Cultivator, and your strengths are your techniques. You need to use each one to its fullest. Being a defensive expert is all well and good, but you can do more if you focus on controlling the battlefield around you.” 
 
    Seeing her talking so animatedly, her hands waving around, made Anrosh’s own heart beat faster. She did want to be better, she had just…she had always thought that she wasn’t talented. Even after everything that she had achieved, she sometimes felt like an impostor. But she couldn’t help but get swept up with Nayra’s intense expression and general excitement. 
 
    “You are slow, but tough. I think that you should focus on getting close to the thick of fights. Use your techniques to hinter the enemies while protecting your allies.” 
 
    Anrosh had already decided to go toward a defensive build. It made sense with what she had. “I…I was never taught to fight like that, Nayra. I don’t know how to keep my attention on what everyone around me is doing. I was…just a simple warrior of a sect, barely taught how to fight as a unit.” 
 
    “You can learn all that, but I think that you should start with your shaping technique. Get a better grasp on how and when to use it, and on what it can really do,” Nayra told her, her expression serious. 
 
    She envied Nayra in many things. The way that she was better at fighting than Anrosh ever could be, the way that she was confident and so sure of herself. Anrosh had always followed others. Now that she was the one in charge, and having to make decisions on her own… She was struggling. 
 
    “I wish that I could be like you… But I don’t think that I am nearly as talented as you, nor that good at fighting, really,” Anrosh said as she bowed her head and looked at the ground. “I’m torn between so many things. I want to be so many things, but I am…I am not as confident as you are. I am stronger than I was, than I had ever hoped I would be. But I am still…still weak.” 
 
    For a moment Nayra said nothing, and Anrosh felt her cheeks heat up. She hadn’t meant to share her insecurities like that, especially not in front of Nayra. But it had all been building up inside of her. And then she heard a sound that made her look up. She saw Nayra looking at her, her face almost bewildered. Then Anrosh realized that Nayra was laughing. 
 
    Shame started to build and then Nayra spoke. “You think that I am confident? That I am talented and good at fighting? Ha!” She shook her head. 
 
    “It’s the truth,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “We’ve gotten to know each other well over the last year, and I can see how you could think that, but… Before then…I was a mess,” Nayra said as she sat back down next to Anrosh. 
 
    She leaned back on her hands and looked to up at the sky. “You know that I have a twin sister, right?” 
 
    Anrosh nodded her head. She didn’t know much about Reyla, as the woman had left the sect after the Black Viper Sect had been taken over by Ryun. Anrosh didn’t know much about Nayra’s past, only that she was part of some faction that had dealt with the Black Viper Sect. Nayra had decided to join the sect for her own reasons, and Anrosh hadn’t pried into her past. Everyone had secrets and things that they were unwilling to share, Anrosh knew that firsthand. 
 
    “My sister and I are part of an…influential family, back where I come from. There is a weight to our name, and an expectation. We had the best trainers from since before we even gained access to Essence, and we were supposed to be guided on a path to becoming great. Like our older siblings, like our parents.” Nayra shook her head, her expression turning somewhat sad. 
 
    “Reyla and I were given the same training, the same teachers, and yet… She was better than me, in every single way. She learned faster and she obeyed the family, whereas I…whereas I felt stifled. I wanted to prove myself, to show everyone that I was just as good as she was. And that made me fall behind even more. I was arrogant, and that made me weak. It took me a long time to realize that I hated the path that I was walking, that I didn’t want to be someone else wanted me become. That is why I joined this sect, you know—because I realized that I could never realize my potential with my family. It took me years to gather the courage to say it out loud, to even say it to myself. And when I finally did…” she gestured down at herself, a soft smile on her face. 
 
    “This happened,” she said. “I took advantage of the opportunities that were placed in front of me, the same way that you have. There is nothing wrong in that, in taking help from others. I asked others for advice. I did not achieve what I have all by myself. I had never really understood what a sect was before. Perhaps I still don’t, as the Twilight Melody Sect isn’t a regular sect. But I feel like this is what a real sect is supposed to be. The Twilight Melody Sect helped me advance. I’ve learned from everyone: from Ryun, from Tali, from other people in the sect. And from you.” 
 
    “From me?” Anrosh asked, surprised. Nayra had always seemed like someone who had everything in hand. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. Can’t you see how amazing you are?” Nayra asked with an intense look on her face. “You have basically been leading this sect for the last year. Sure, Embesh deals with the day to day, but everyone in the sect looks to you when there are decisions to be made. I heard that you’ve been doing it even before Ryun left, that you had been the one in charge of everything. Can’t you see how amazing that is? You led an entire sect, and these people all respect you.” 
 
    “They fear Ryun, you mean,” Anrosh said, bowing her head. The rumors of things between her and Ryun hadn’t really disappeared with his absence. 
 
    “No,” Nayra said firmly as she rose up and leaned toward her. Her green eyes held Anrosh’s, making her unable to look away. “It has nothing to do with him. They respect you, and they love you. You are the one who’s here, and they can see how hard you work for them. They see this badass woman who wants what is best for them. They see you helping them, all while you are raising a young daughter, by yourself. You defied a core sect. You are not weak.” 
 
    The intensity in Nayra’s eyes almost made Anrosh believe her words. Having her so close, it was hard not to notice how her beautiful green eyes blazed with fire. Nayra was…freer, in more ways than Anrosh was. She had decided on the path that she wanted to take and she walked it. What Anrosh wanted was a safe place for her daughter, for her sect. But she knew that if she wanted to ensure that, she needed to be strong herself. 
 
    Nayra didn’t break her gaze. She seemed almost willing Anrosh to try and deny what she had said. Anrosh just felt embarrassed, she didn’t know how the woman could see those things in her when she couldn’t see it herself. They were close enough that she could feel her heat on her skin. For a moment she wondered if it was a remnant of her ability, the fire that surrounded her, or if she was always so warm. Ever since Anrosh had taken her new aspect, her skin had been cold to the touch. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but a voice interrupted them. 
 
    “Sect Leaders!” A warrior, one of the Monarchs, walked into the training area and headed toward them. It was Likos Ji Rev, the commander of their scouts. 
 
    The two women, turned and stood, the moment between them gone. They waited until he approached and then Anrosh spoke. 
 
    “Are they here?” Anrosh asked, trying to make herself look more confident, more like a Sect Leader. But inside she knew that she was just pretending. 
 
    “They will be in the city within the hour, Sect Leader,” Ji Rev told them. 
 
    Nayra sighed. “Are we going to admit them into the throne room?” 
 
    Anrosh nodded her head. “Yes, we need to make a show of power,” she said, even though she could feel her hands shaking. There was no other choice now but to stand their ground. 
 
    It had been a few weeks since Nayra had returned to Consequence with the people that the Green Rain Sect had captured, along with the captives of their own. Anrosh had released them immediately into their emissary’s custody. She had said that they had just stumbled upon them in the woods. There was no mention of fighting or the fact that they had Twilight Melody Sect people imprisoned was voiced out loud, but everyone knew. 
 
    The emissary had been…subdued, and there were no more calls for the Twilight Melody Sect to become a subordinate sect to the Green Rain Sect. But she knew that the matter wasn’t finished. The emissary had sent someone to report back to the sect, and now a group of a dozen people was arriving in Consequence. 
 
    The most likely scenario was that one of his superiors was coming, and Anrosh knew that this was the person that she really needed to force to back down. She tried to clear her head and calm herself, but if it wasn’t as easy as just thinking about it. 
 
    Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to find Nayra looking at her with a reassuring smile on her face. “You can do this,” she said. Then, softer: “We can do this.” 
 
    Anrosh saw the look in her eyes, and finally nodded her head. She wasn’t alone, and she shouldn’t shy away from leaning on others. They were a sect, one where its members supported one another. She took a deep breath and they started walking back inside.  
 
    She needed to prepare to receive their guests.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 4 - PRESENT - Anrosh 
 
    SECTS 
 
      
 
    Anrosh found herself in the large throne room once more, sitting on the small throne. She had to remind herself to sit straight, as the throne had no back. Embesh and Nayra stood next to her, as before—only today, the sect’s warriors were present as well. Two dozen of them stood between the pillars on the sides of the room, standing at attention and waiting. 
 
    They were dressed in combat robes, made out of black and violet fabric, the same as the cracks in their Sect Head’s skin, the same as the color of his power. Each held a spear in their hand, pointed toward the ceiling, as most warriors had now been taught how to fight with a spear by Nayra. But while each combat robe that served as the uniform for the sect’s warriors was the same, each had one unique article hanging from their sash. For most it was a strip of skin or fur, taken from the monsters that had been in the swarm, while others had long claws or teeth put on a string. It announced their accomplishment: they had fought and survived a swarm. 
 
    Seeing them there made her feel calmer. She knew that she was doing this all for them, for her daughter, for her sect. The party from the Green Rain that had arrived brought with it someone important: the son of the Sect Leader that was supposed to lead the expansion in the frontier. Emissary Odrek had told her who had arrived, and Anrosh got a strange feeling from him. He almost seemed like a man who wanted to say more than he could. It made Anrosh nervous. She had experience with sect heirs, and few of them were anywhere close to being pleasant. 
 
    Now, she needed to make it clear that her sect wasn’t going to agree to their terms, and to convince them that it wasn’t worth the effort for them to attempt to force the issue. 
 
    Before her mind could spiral further, the doors opened and two of her Monarchs escorted a group in. There was six of them: four warriors walking behind the two people in the front. One of them was Emissary Odrek, and the other was a young-looking ravzor. He had a white mane, yet his fur was stripped with colors of snow and clear sky, which told her that he was a child of two different Iterations. He was dressed impeccably in a combat robe that was the style of sects. Most of the robe was made out of smooth white fabric that almost glistened in the light, the embroidery was made out of dark blue thread, and his sash was black. She could see jewelry hanging from the braids of his mane, and a scimitar was attached to his waist. 
 
    The man walked forward confidently, almost sneering at her warriors. Emissary Odrek had a strange expression on his face as he followed. 
 
    As they approached, Anrosh remained quiet as she watched them and waited to see how they would act. Finally, Emissary Odrek bowed deeply and spoke. 
 
    “We greet you, Sect Leaders of the Twilight Melody Sect. I bring you Lesamitrius Danos, Monarch of the Green Rain Sect and the son of Sect Leader Taristrius Danos.” 
 
    Anrosh kept her eyes locked with the newly arrived Monarch, who hadn’t bowed. She had already known his name, and a bit about him. The Twilight Melody Sect might not have a spy network, but they did trade with the core. The traders did know a few things. Lesamitrius Danos was the youngest son of the Sect Leader Taristrius Danos, almost twenty-five years of age and already a Monarch. He was considered one of the better of the younger generation of Cultivators in the Green Rain Sect. She didn’t know if he was a true Cultivator or if he was leaning on his family to obtain higher Realms. She didn’t know anything about who he was as a person or a fighter. 
 
    But seeing as how he was yet to bow to a Sect Leader of another sect, she assumed that he was one of the arrogant ones. She almost sighed, but managed to suppress the urge. She had dealt with so many of people like him over the course of her life—but then, she’d had no real power. Now she did. 
 
    She didn’t respond to the emissary, but instead continued staring at the Lesamitrius. She wasn’t about to speak before he showed proper respect, even though she could feel her nervousness rising. 
 
    The room was completely quiet. Then, finally, Emissary Odrek leaned over and whispered something to the man. Lesamitrius scowled at the emissary and then showed his teeth. 
 
    “Are you just going to sit there, terrified into silence?” Lesamitrius asked, managing somehow to look as if he was looking down on Anrosh while standing below her. 
 
    Anrosh tightened her fingers on the hand rests and tilted her head, trying to look casual. 
 
    “I pity the person who taught you manners,” she said slowly, trying not to let her face or tone of voice show how she felt inside. “Is this how you speak to the rulers of all the sects you visit?” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed and his snout trembled. “You dare insult me? Do you have any idea who I am? I am—” 
 
    “No,” Anrosh interrupted him, trying her best to channel Eerv’s and Ryun’s way of speech. “Nor do I care. You are a visitor in my lands, standing in the heart of my sect, surrounded by my people, and you dare to have the first words you speak be an insult. If my Sect Head were sitting here, and you had said that to him, you would already be dead. The only reason why I have not ordered you imprisoned is out of respect for your sect and the emissary they sent to us before you.” 
 
    Lesamitrius opened his mouth to speak, but Emissary Odrek grabbed his elbow and leaned in, whispering something urgently. Anrosh could tell that the man was trying very hard to subdue the man. It made her wonder why the Green Rain Sect had even sent him. They had to have known what he was like—they couldn’t have expected him to accomplish what they wanted peacefully. For a moment it made her question if she had misjudged what they wanted, if perhaps they did want to conquer her sect through a war. But…if that was their goal, then they could’ve attacked a long time ago. Why bother with sending an emissary first? 
 
    The two finished their heated exchange and Lesamitrius turned to look at her. 
 
    “I am here as a representative of my father, Sect Leader of the Green Rain Sect,” Lesamitrius said, his eyes glaring at her as if she was filth. She knew people like him, those who thought that those around them were worthless, and that they alone were great.  
 
    “The Green Rain Sect,” he continued, “has decided to expand into the frontier. Your sect was chosen to be brought into the fold of our great sect. You should be honored. You will be granted great rewards. Things that you could only dream of here in this barbaric part of the world.” 
 
    Anrosh waited for a few seconds, making sure that he finished. “My sect has grown a lot in a short period of time. We have survived wars, have lost people, and have gained people. We have endured a swarm, and we are still here. We have earned our power. So my answer is the same as the one that I gave to your emissary: No.” 
 
    “I heard that people here on the frontier are ignorant. I never thought that I would get to see it firsthand. Do you have any idea what my sect will bring down upon you for this slight?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” Anrosh countered, hoping that she was right. “Do you even know what it is that your sect wants? You seem incapable of following simple rules of courtesy in another’s home. Perhaps you have misunderstood why you were sent here in the first place.” 
 
    The man’s eyes darkened, but again Odrek intervened before he could respond. 
 
    Anrosh waited in silence, wondering if she really should just order them all captured and deal with the consequences later. She knew what Ryun would’ve done—he never would’ve let the man speak to him in that way, and would’ve probably splattered him all over the room after his first insult. Eerv… He would’ve tried to reason with him, at least for a little while. She didn’t know if he would’ve risked war, as he had been more pragmatic, at least back when he had been a Sect Head. He would’ve known how to weigh the odds, and then make a decision. Anrosh wasn’t either of them. But she couldn’t let her sect be taken over; she had promised Ryun that she would take care of it. More importantly, she had promised herself and the people of the sect that she would keep them safe. 
 
    While the two exchanged hushed whispers, Anrosh tried to think about what she should do. It baffled her that any core sect would’ve sent someone as obviously inept as this man to negotiate. That was something that she expected from sects out here in the frontier. He wasn’t even in the Heavenly Realm, so the intent couldn’t have been for him to bully them into submission. He was a Peak Monarch—probably well trained, and perhaps even talented—but he couldn’t be able to stand against the entire sect and frighten them into submission. Very few people in the world were like Ryun. 
 
    That made her think about something else. A core sect could not survive by being stupid. They didn’t make such mistakes. The more she thought about it, the more she began to truly believe that there had been more to them sending this particular man. 
 
    She saw them finish their discussion. Odrek looked defeated and resigned while Lesamitrius looked angry. He opened his mouth to speak, but Anrosh spoke before him. 
 
    “Don’t bother. You have nothing of worth to add, and I will not continue to listen to your insults.” She saw his eyes darken further, his hand falling to the hilt of his scimitar. “But, because I respect your sect enough, I will give you two choices. One, you may return to your father and tell him my answer. And two, we may settle this through a duel.” 
 
    She saw his eyes flash. “If I win, your sect will submit?” 
 
    Anrosh realized much about him from the way he asked that. He was someone who believed himself equal to great sect warriors who could walk into another sect and conquer it all by themselves. Those who fought great duels and won great treasures. He was arrogant, and ignorant of the world. He had probably been raised inside the sect his whole life, always told that he would become someone great. 
 
    “Yes. If you win, the Twilight Melody Sect will submit. If we win, however, your sect will cease trying to make us their subordinates, and you will bow down to the ground and apologize for your disrespect,” she said. Then an idea came to her—a way to humiliate him further for his disrespect—and she continued. “You will also leave your sect and enter the service of the Twilight Melody Sect. Perhaps here you will learn some manners.” 
 
    “Agreed!” the man said before Odrek could stop him. “Come, let us end this farce. I have more important things to do!” 
 
    Anrosh seriously doubted that, but she shook her head. “We will fight three days from now, in our yards. It would not be proper for me to force you to fight now. Rest; you’ve just arrived from a long trip. I will not have it be said in the core that frontier sects cheat.” 
 
    The man was about to say something more, but Odrek spoke up. 
 
    “Thank you, Sect Leader. We will be ready.” He bowed and then pulled the man back. 
 
    Anrosh waited until they were out before releasing a deep breath. She looked over at her warriors and gestured, and they quickly walked out. 
 
    Once there was just the three of them left, she looked around, trying to see what they were thinking. Embesh was, unsurprisingly, panicking. 
 
    “That… How could they have sent someone like that?” Embesh asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t so different from Fier,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Nayra hadn’t had the displeasure of meeting Fier, so she just shook her head. “I have met some pretty arrogant people, but this was…” 
 
    “Sadly, sects are often filled with such people,” Anrosh said. “At least the ones that I’ve visited. I had hoped that the core was better.” 
 
    “But a duel?” Embesh asked. “Are we sure that this is the best way? We don’t know how strong he is.” 
 
    “He is a Monarch,” Anrosh said. “Probably strong, but he doesn’t know how strong we are, either. I don’t know if this was the right decision, but I feared that he would’ve forced my hand if I let him speak. I couldn’t just sit and take his insults—at a point, I would’ve had to take him prisoner. And that could’ve led to war, depending on what the Green Rain Sect really wants.” 
 
    “Their actions do seem somewhat strange,” Nayra agreed. “Their emissary seemed to want to avoid war and conflict. And then we get this one. I don’t know if we provoked them by capturing their people, or…” 
 
    Anrosh waved her hand. “No, that wouldn’t be enough to provoke them.” 
 
    “Still,” Embesh spoke. “Are you sure you can win?” 
 
    Anrosh met his eyes. “What do you think?” 
 
    “You are strong, Anrosh, but… Well, you aren’t the best fighter. And that man would’ve had the best trainers that his sect had to offer basically from birth,” Embesh answered. “The fate of the entire sect depends on this. Perhaps we should try to find the Sect Head? Maybe delay this duel, or…” 
 
    “At a point, the sect needs to be able to survive without him. I doubt that he will want to stay nearby forever just to protect us. We need to be strong enough without him,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “I agree, but Embesh does have a point about your fighting skills. You are getting better, but…” Nayra trailed off. 
 
    Anrosh smiled. “Well, it is a good thing then that I didn’t say that I was going to be the one to fight.” 
 
    Both of them blinked, and Nayra tilted her head. “Ah,” she said, her green eyes filling with mirth. “I see, he accepted the duel against the sect. You can have someone represent you.” 
 
    “Of course. I am not the best fighter that we have at the moment. You are,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Nayra put her hand on Anrosh’s shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “Knowing that, and being able to make those decisions, is why you deserve to sit in that chair.” 
 
    Anrosh dropped her eyes, feeling a bit embarrassed. She was trying to be better, to pretend like she wasn’t afraid or unsure of herself. Even now she was second guessing her decision. But having Nayra have faith in her made her feel like she was doing well. 
 
    “We should probably prepare for the duel,” Nayra said, and Anrosh nodded. 
 
     Three days, and the fate of the sect was going to be decided. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Anrosh stood at the edge of the fighting ring, looking at Nayra and her opponent. Lesamitrius wore the same robe that he had when he met with them days ago. His scimitar was unsheathed and in his right hand, his stance relaxed. His eyes were glaring at both Anrosh and Nayra. He hadn’t commented on the switch, probably because he realized that he had made a mistake by not confirming who he was going to be fighting. 
 
    Nayra was dressed in her gold and red armor. Her shield was raised in front of her, her spear leaned on top of it. Compared to the Sect Leader’s son, she already looked like she was ready for the fight. 
 
    The Green Rain warriors stood on one side, while the Twilight Melody warriors stood on the other. There wasn’t an audience aside from them present.  
 
    Anrosh cleared her throat and spoke.  
 
    “The terms of the duel are set. The fight will continue until one side surrenders or is no longer able to continue the fight,” Anrosh told them the rules again, as was tradition. 
 
    Then, after a long moment, she nodded. “You may begin!” 
 
    For a moment, both of them stood still, Lesamitrius glaring at Nayra dismissively. Nayra surged into motion. She crossed the distance and shouted, a blast hitting the man and making him step back, his eyes narrowing. Then an image of a fiery warrior blasted out of Nayra and toward Lesamitrius. He danced to the side, faster than Anrosh had expected, and the [Dawnfire Mirage] passed through where he used to be. But Nayra had anticipated that—she thrust her spear at him just as he landed and forced him to block with his scimitar. 
 
    He looked confused for a moment as Nayra burst into fire, activating her [Dawnfire Immolation]. Then she blinked behind him, a blast of fire spreading from her and hitting him in the back, sending him to the ground. 
 
    He rolled and got up, pale green Qi flashing around him. “You… You are a Classer?” he asked, his tone filled with disgust. 
 
    Nayra didn’t respond verbally. Instead, her entire form burst into fire and she grew, becoming an avatar made out of golden fire. In an instant she towered over the man, and wings sprouted from her back. 
 
    Anrosh had enough time to see his eyes widen as she blasted off and reached him in an instant. She saw him try to activate his techniques, felt his Qi moving, but he was too slow. Nayra reached him and stabbed her spear through his thigh, burning his leg in the process. He screamed and then her shield smashed into his head, dropping him to the ground and cutting him off. 
 
    The silence filled the training yard. Anrosh saw the Green Rain Sect people look at their fallen scion in shock. Nayra shut off her perks and abilities and dismissed her spear. 
 
    “Winner: Sect Leader Nayra Ornn,” Anrosh announced. 
 
    It had been awe-inspiring to watch. Lesamitrius was arrogant, hadn’t taken Nayra seriously at the start, and she had taken advantage of that. Anrosh didn’t even know how good of a fighter the man was; he had never gotten the chance to show his skill. But Nayra was incredible—she, too, had been trained since she was young. 
 
    Nayra walked out of the ring and moved to stand next to Anrosh as the Green Rain Sect’s people approached Lesamitrius and poured potions down his throat and on his leg. Meanwhile, Emissary Odrek approached Anrosh. 
 
    He bowed to her and Nayra. “A good fight, Sect Leader.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nayra said. 
 
    “It is your victory, Sect Leaders. The Green Rain Sect will abide by the terms of the duel,” Odrek said. 
 
    “Good,” Anrosh said. “It did not have to reach this point, emissary.” 
 
    Odrek nodded his head, then glanced back at Lesamitrius, who was slowly waking up. “No, but I think that perhaps it was always meant to.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at that. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Odrek shook his head and looked conflicted. “Nothing, Sect Leader. I was just thinking out loud.” He bowed again and walked off. 
 
    “What do you think he meant by that?” Nayra asked as he reached Lesamitrius and knelt next to him. 
 
    Anrosh frowned as she thought—and then the answer dawned on her. 
 
    “A core sect should know better than this,” Anrosh said. “If they were going to send someone to subdue us, they would’ve sent someone at least in the Peak Heavenly Realm, maybe even an Immortal, surrounded by a hundred warriors. Instead, they sent the son of the Sect Leader, someone who was just a Monarch, with a dozen warriors.” 
 
    “So they didn’t expect him to succeed,” Nayra frowned. “Why send him, then?” 
 
    “I think that what happened was the point,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Sect politics were alien to others, and she didn’t quite know how to explain it to Nayra. The Green Rain Sect had an heir who was arrogant, and foolish, probably disrespectful to his own people. This entire thing had been about him, and not about taking over the Twilight Melody Sect. The Sect Leader had sent his son to teach him a lesson. The raids, the emissary…and then, finally, him. 
 
    A father wanted to beat the arrogance out of his son. Perhaps this was the last thing that he could think of; perhaps nothing else had worked. Anrosh looked at him, saw him tightening his fists and glaring at her. She had added the last part of their terms as a way to humiliate him further, but now…now he was her problem. 
 
    She closed her eyes and then turned to Nayra, trying to explain to her how the mind of a Sect Leader worked.

  

 
   
    Side Story – Prisoner of Ages 
 
      
 
    Ra’azel took a deep breath, allowing himself a moment to feel the wind on his skin. It passed through his white fur gently, almost caressing him. And then the wind stilled, and he opened his eyes. 
 
    A small whirlwind stood just off the edge of the cliff, and Ra’azel smiled. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, East Wind,” he said to the whirlwind. 
 
    “It was not like I could refuse.” The words came with the whispers of the wind as the Aspect of the East Wind answered. 
 
    Ra’azel’s smile faltered. “I’ve never abused my power, nor will I ever.” 
 
    “It matters not,” the wind told him. “You bound the World Aspect. All others are bound to answer to you.” 
 
    “It was…necessary. You must see that,” Ra’azel said. 
 
    “What you are attempting is foolish,” the wind said. “You cannot defy the Dealmaker.” 
 
    “I just want to show him that he is wrong! That we deserve to be chosen! How is that defiance? Look at me, East Wind! See the power that I have achieved—is this not what the Dealmaker is looking for?” Ra’azel asked, his voice becoming louder. 
 
    The wind moved, a gust hitting Ra’azel. He did not know if it was meant as a rebuke, as he barely felt it. The runes carved into his armor protected him from all harm. 
 
    “It is not for you to decide,” the wind said after a moment. “And there will be a chance for you to prove yourselves, after.” 
 
    “Two thousand years, East Wind. Two thousand years since the Framework arrived. Since we were given this test. And in that time I have achieved all that there was to achieve! I am worthy! My people are worthy! Why should we be forced to suffer further? We are not toys to be played with—I will not stand by and let this happen!” Ra’azel bellowed. 
 
    The wind shuddered, showing nervousness. “You want to defy a power much greater than yourself. Your actions will reflect on your entire race. You must know that.” 
 
    Ra’azel narrowed his eyes at the Aspect. “Will you help me?” 
 
    “Are you ordering me to?” the wind said. 
 
    Ra’azel closed his eyes. He had done many terrible things in his life, but deep down, he still believed that he was a good person. And the only thing that he wanted was to make sure that his people were safe, that they had a chance. But now, all it took was a single word. For him to reach to the Aspect Bond with the world and bend it to his will. And he could have the wind do his bidding. 
 
    “No,” Ra’azel said at last. “I am many things, but that I am not.” 
 
    “Then there is nothing more for us to talk about,” the wind said, and then it blew away, across the mountain peaks. Continuing on its infinite route. 
 
    Ra’azel bowed his head, but then steeled himself. There were other Aspects that he had to speak with. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Father?” a voice said as Ra’azel focused on carving a rune into the stone at the base of the mountain. He finished the last part and then turned, his tools still in his hands. 
 
    “Da’azel, what are you doing here? You were supposed to be with your mother.” Ra’azel looked at her as she approached. The runes she had carved into her armor were glowing faintly. He was proud of her—at just thirty years of age, she had achieved much. But his eyes couldn’t help but see the spots where her runes were lacking, the weaknesses that he could exploit in an instant. 
 
    “I…I needed to see you,” she said, her weight shifting from one foot to the other. “Mother is… She is gathering people. They mean to stop you.” 
 
    Ra’azel closed his eyes. “There is little that they can do. I am stronger than them all put together.” 
 
    For a moment she didn’t say anything. Then, as if she was gathering her strength, she took a deep breath and started walking until she stood in front of him. “Father, they are saying that you’ve gone mad. That you are attempting something that would doom us all. I… None of them want to tell me what exactly you want to do, or how. Just that you need to be stopped.” 
 
    Ra’azel looked away from her ice-blue eyes. None of them understood. He was doing this for her, for his other children, his grandchildren and their children. He had lived for over two thousand years, had gained as much power as anyone could, and had learned the truth. 
 
    “What I am doing is going to save us all,” Ra’azel said as he turned and met his daughter’s eyes. “I am going to break from this place and show the Dealmaker how worthy I am. He will have no choice but to accept us then.” 
 
    “Mother says that we will all have a chance to become worthy, that we should trust the Dealmaker and the Aspects.” Da’azel hesitated. “That to go against the Dealmaker will doom us for certain.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. He knew that they didn’t understand, that they didn’t want to see the truth. They trusted the Dealmaker, and that was their biggest mistake. “Daughter, what the Dealmaker will offer will be the death of our people. We will be asked to pay a price in blood, because he has already decided that we are unworthy. Only a few will have a chance to prove otherwise; only a fraction of our people will survive. I cannot allow that to happen.” 
 
    “How do you alone know this?” Da’azel asked him. 
 
    Ra’azel turned his eyes to the sky. He had kept the confidence of the one who had told him, not willing to reveal them and have them suffer for the trust they had shown to him. He could not say. Instead, he took his daughter’s hands in his own. 
 
    “What do you see when you look around us?” Ra’azel asked. 
 
    She frowned at his question. “I don’t understand what you mean?” 
 
    “I mean literally—what is around us?” Ra’azel asked. 
 
    “A mountain, a forest, a river. Why are you ignoring my question, father?” 
 
    Ra’azel shook his head. “A mountain which has an Aspect that lords over it. Smaller Aspects serve beneath it: an Aspect of the Mountain Forest, of the Animals, of the River that flows down its slopes. Each unique, as powerful as their domain, bound in various ways so that they shared power in places where they met. The Aspect of this River is bound to serve the Aspect of the Mountain here, but not further downriver. There, it comes into its own and serves only itself. It shares domains with other Aspects, of the plains it passes through, the forests and then finally the Aspect of the Sea. The Aspects around us are all bound to one another, linked in ways that give them power.” 
 
    “I know this, Dad,” Da’azel said, her voice impatient. “You’ve bonded the Aspect of Severius, the world itself. Everyone knows this, what does it have to do with what you are trying to do?” 
 
    Ra’azel smiled. “Yes, I have a…bond with Severius, the Aspect of the World. It makes me powerful, and yet it is as if everyone has forgotten that Aspects are all linked. Severius is not at the top. There are other Aspects that it in turn must serve.” 
 
    “But…it is the Aspect of the World. What could it possibly serve?” his daughter asked. 
 
    Ra’azel looked to the sky. “Our world is but one beneath the infinite sky. There are more beyond it. There are Aspects that are so large that even I struggle to imagine them—Aspects of laws that govern everything. We are…small, daughter. Once I believed that we were unique, but we are not. We are not special. There are countless like us, on other worlds. We… The Dealmaker has found us unworthy, and that means that he has found others who are. I fear, daughter. I fear what will happen to us once the time runs out. The Dealmaker is not a kind being, and I fear what I do not know. We cannot follow this path; we cannot allow this to come to pass. We must change the Dealmaker’s mind.” 
 
    Da’azel looked to the sky, her face scrunched up in concentration, but Ra’azel could see that she didn’t understand, not really. He sighed and turned around. 
 
    “Go home to your mother, daughter. Tell her that they will not stop me, and that I will show the Dealmaker our worth.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I greet you, Great Ocean.” Ra’azel bowed before the large mound of water that had risen to the level of the cliff he was standing on. “And I thank you for answering my call.” 
 
    “What is it that you want, Runesmith, Enslaver, Bondsmith, Corrupter, Worldsmith?” the ocean asked as bubbles of air burst and freed the words. “Is it my time now?” 
 
    Ra’azel closed his eyes in pain. “I only want to protect us all, can’t you see that? Time is running out; there are only five more years before the Dealmaker ends everything. You must know by now that the Aspects themselves will not be saved. The True Death reaps across the World, and other Aspects are dying.” 
 
    “All things have an end, young smith. I have known since the moment I was born that eventually my water would evaporate, that my basins would dry up and that I would die. I will not run from True Death, as some others plan.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t need to be this way!” Ra’azel bellowed. “We can show them that we can still serve a purpose, that we can be more! We are not failures—we should be given more than a slim chance that some might survive!” 
 
    “It is ever the need of your kind to believe yourself special, to think that you are worth more than you are. In the end, it is not you who decides. The Dealmaker has made the choice. Ours is only to obey.” 
 
    “Well, I refuse!” Ra’azel said. “I will not go meekly. I will fight for my right to live freely with my own choices!” 
 
    “It is your right to speak and to act, but you will not change the Dealmaker’s mind.” 
 
    “Regardless, will you help me?” Ra’azel asked. 
 
    “How many have you asked, and how many have agreed?” the Great Ocean asked. 
 
    “The mountains are behind me, as are the great deserts in the south, and the Aspects of Ice and of Fire. Join me, Great Ocean, and your death will not be in vain.” 
 
    “Yet the winds howl no more. You’ve bound them with your runes, taken their freedom. I would rather die at the hands of the True Death than feel your bindings,” the Great Ocean said. 
 
    “The winds refused me, and I bound them out of necessity. Do not make me do the same to you. I would much rather have you serve my goal willingly.” 
 
    “I am not a gathering of scattered winds. I am one; an ocean which all water serves, where all water ends. You will not bind me. Try, and I will bury you beneath my depths.” 
 
    “So be it, then. Rejoice, Great Ocean! You are about to feel the power that will change the mind of the Dealmaker himself,” Ra’azel said, and began gesturing. Runes flashed into the air around him. His pick and hammer appeared in his hands and the runecarving on his armor flashed with power. The Aspects around him twisted on his command and he stepped forward as the ocean rose as a wave that covered the sun. 
 
    It fell down, threatening to smash him into the cliffs. But he was Ra’azel Equinar, the Runesmith, the most powerful being who had ever walked this world. 
 
    The fight did not last long. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ra’azel stood in the courtyard of his home, standing on a rune that covered it all. Etched into the stone that connected to the largest mountain, it was the spine of the world itself. His power soared—all Aspects still living were his to command. And now it was time. There were two more years until the time the Dealmaker announced, the moment when they would be given a choice, a chance to survive. They deserved more. They deserved to live without having to prove themselves again. 
 
    Had they not done what the Dealmaker had asked? Had he not achieved all that there was to achieve? They did not deserve to be cast aside, and Ra’azel was going to prove it. 
 
    In a moment he was going to sacrifice every Aspect in the world. He was going to harness their power and rip open a path through reality itself, to connect to another world. It would be a feat that would surely show how worthy they all were—a willingness to sacrifice, a willingness to persevere. Perhaps that was the test; perhaps the Dealmaker was watching to see if he succeeded.  
 
    His people had abandoned him, but he still loved them. He still worked for them. Even after they had tried to kill him, even after they had tried to destroy his greatest work. 
 
    He was about to begin, when one of his runes triggered. Someone was approaching. Immediately, he realized who it was and relaxed. He waited until she reached the courtyard before turning and watching his daughter approach. 
 
    “Da’azel.” He smiled at her. “Did you change your mind?” 
 
    She returned his smile. “Yes, Father,” she said. “I will see this through to the end.” 
 
    He allowed himself to relax. He had feared that none of his family would see the necessity of what he wanted to do, that they would try to oppose him even when he had shown them that it was impossible for them to win against him. “Thank you, daughter,” he said as he embraced her. He hadn’t realized just how much it meant to him, to have at least one of his blood here at the end. “I’m glad that you changed your mind. I love you dearly, my daughter.” 
 
    “And I love you, Dad,” she said slowly, sadly. 
 
    A warning flashed in his mind, but he was too late. Something clicked on the back of his armor and she stepped back. 
 
    “What di—” But before he could even activate his runes, whatever she did triggered. 
 
    The world flipped, and he was torn from the place he stood. A moment later, he fell to the ground, somewhere else. A teleportation runecarving… he thought to himself. 
 
    Ra’azel raised his head and found himself inside a large building, one built of black stone, with runes which were etched all over its walls. Around him stood others of his kind, those who were most powerful. He saw his family, his wife and children, his grandchildren, his friends and enemies—all were looking at him. He raised his hands, and runes flashed, but they weren’t fast enough. 
 
    Everyone attacked. Blasts of fire, of ice, boulders carved as hammers, flew toward him. His runes triggered and shields protected him from the initial blast, but it was not enough. Disoriented from the teleportation, he was unable to respond. His shield failed, and then he took the attacks on his armor. It held for a moment, and then he felt the attacks rend his body, breaking him until there was nothing left. There was only darkness. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Ra’azel woke in chains. Disoriented and confused, he reached for his power to break them, but there was something blocking it. He couldn’t reach it. 
 
    “It is useless,” a voice said. 
 
    Ra’azel raised his head and saw a monster, a spirit, standing above him.  A quadruped, with the lower body of an animal, and an upper body that was more person-like. It had a torso and two sets of arms. Its head was carved out of stone and it had three faces. Each faced in one direction, one forward and two to the sides. 
 
    “I’m dead,” he concluded. He knew that spirits resided in the realm of the dead. “I’ve failed.” 
 
    “You have not failed, prisoner,” the spirit said. “Simply put, there was never anything for you to succeed at.” 
 
    “My people betrayed me,” Ra’azel said. “My daughter…” 
 
    “They just did as the Dealmaker ordered. They will gain…consideration for what they have done.” 
 
    Ra’azel bowed his head. All of his planning, all of his power, had been all for nothing. “I…” He trailed off. There was nothing that he could say that would change things. “Will you end me? Send me to oblivion?” 
 
    The spirit laughed. “The Dealmaker does not throw away useful tools, and you are useful, Runesmith. In a way, you have achieved what you wanted. You made the Dealmaker consider something more. He created this place for you, and then expanded it for others like you. Those few who are unique, who may serve a purpose in the next cycle, but are unwilling to work within his bounds. Rejoice, for you have shown him that you are worthy of special consideration. You will be my guest, and you will survive, suffer, and grow in power. Until a time when you will be needed again.” 
 
    Ra’azel didn’t respond; he couldn’t. The only thing that he could feel was pain and rage—at his people who betrayed him, at the Dealmaker for playing with them. At everything about this world. 
 
    He remained silent as he was dragged away, deep beneath the ground, and when he was thrown into a hole, he was chained to the walls. He glared up at the Great Spirit as the runes on the walls turned on and his mind slowly grew heavy, and he went to sleep. 
 
    The last thing he thought about was that one day he was going to be free again, and how he was going to make them all regret what they had done.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 - PRESENT - Kael 
 
    TRANQUILITY 
 
      
 
    The tranquility of his pocket realm always calmed him. The purity of it made him forget all his worries and fears. He pulled in the Tranquility Essence around him into his core, filling it slowly. Moments like these reminded him why he needed to meditate here more often. The longer he went without the calming effects of the Tranquility Essence, the more…erratic he became. 
 
    And Kael had no intention of returning to the madness he had once lived through. 
 
    Finally, he decided that he had spent enough time meditating. He stopped drawing in Essence and opened his eyes. The space around him was the size of a small room, with walls that looked as if they were in fact the open sky. It was an illusion, but sometimes even he didn’t notice. The tranquility made all other thoughts fade, leaving only emptiness. 
 
    He was sitting on a small rock, surrounded by calm water. There was no sound, no disturbance in the air, but only calm—aside from himself, of course. He knew that his presence here polluted the Essence, so he always took care not to come inside when he was too angry, and he never stayed for long. The room was his only source of high-tier Tranquility Essence, and he had to make sure not to corrupt it. 
 
    His teacher always tried to instill the importance of having one's emotions in check. Kael had never truly mastered it, not in the same way that she had. His path was just a shadow of hers, but he had found a way to make it work. He did not abandon his emotion, his rage. He used it, he channeled it, and at times he unleashed it. Tranquility helped him do that, and it helped keep him sane. His life was a constant battle to keep the balance between wrath and calm. 
 
    It was hard to keep himself in check, especially with everything that he had gone through. But he had made an oath, and he knew that he needed to make sure that his mind remained his own. A warrior who was not in control was not a warrior at all, just a raving beast—and the memories of a time when he had been that was the one of the things that pushed him further on his path. 
 
    He took a deep breath, then turned his attention to his screens. He intended to see just how close he was to filling his core, but he took the moment to read through them all. It was one of the things his teacher taught him, that knowing the path he had taken to reach this point was crucial in how he was going to advance in the future. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 200 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Broken and Bent 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than ninety days 
  
       	  +60 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Reach Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Murderer 
  
       	  Murder more than 10 people with whom you had no connection and who wished you no harm outside of a wartime or feud setting 
  
       	  +2 to all stats, 10 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Torturer 
  
       	  Torture a person for more than three months 
  
       	  +2 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cruel Mind 
  
       	  Torment more than 100 people with whom you had no connection and who wished you no harm outside of a war or feud setting 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bloody Hands 
  
       	  Murder more than 100 people that you had no connection and that wished you no harm outside of a wartime or feud setting 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Limitbreak 
  
       	  Defeat the three Rulers in the Solitary Mountain scenario, while on a lower Realm and lower level 
  
       	  +40 to strength, dexterity and endurance, 
  +5% to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skill Lord 
  
       	  Evolve three skills to tier 6 
  (4 skills evolved to tier 6) 
  
       	  For every 3 skills evolved to tier 6, gain +2% to all stats 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monarch 
  
       	  Reach Monarch Realm 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Experiment 
  
       	  Use more than 100 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +10 to intelligence, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Mastery 
  
       	  Master your Aspect and improve it to tier 9 
  
       	  +150 to all stats, 500,000 Greater Essence,  
  
      
 
       
       	  Cikear’s Peak 
  
       	  First to clear the Cikear’s Peak Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal of Variety 
  
       	  Kill 1000 people of every race for their essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beyond Understanding III 
  
       	  Focus your understanding of a tier 6 skill (3 skills) 
  
       	  +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  (per focused skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal 
  
       	  Kill more than 5000 people of your own race for their Essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heavenly 
  
       	  Reach Heavenly Realm 
  
       	  +30 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortal Skill Master 
  
       	  Achieve three tier-7 skills 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, Aging process halted, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Pilfering 
  
       	  Kill more than 10,000 people for their Essence 
  
       	  +100 to all stats, 300,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combined Understanding I 
  
       	  Combine two of your tier-7 skills (1 skill) 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence, -1 skill slot
(per tier 8 skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortal 
  
       	  Reach Immortal Realm 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Crucible of the Body 
  
       	  Go through a harrowing experience to improve your body by forging it in the harshest conditions possible based on your body type 
  
       	  +500 to endurance and vitality, +2% to all stats,
Unyielding (Body Perk),
50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rejecter of Reality (Unique) 
  
       	  Reach at least a combined power level of nine tiers, and embody an ideal 
  
       	  +1200 to strength and dexterity, 
  +5% to all stats, 
  Reject, 
  100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Whispering Steps (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements are muffled, and sound like the whispers of the wind. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stamina Rejuvenator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies replenishes your stamina. Strength of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Draining Strikes (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your strikes on enemies drain 1% percent of their highest stat and add them to your own temporarily, up to a cap of 10% per target. Duration of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Recovery (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when outside of combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tranquility Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of Tranquility. You are in greater control of your emotions while using techniques. Gain +20% to intelligence and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dreaming Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is constantly in a state of rest. Reduces effects of focus-lowering effects by 80%. Gain +80% resistance to mind-altering effects. +20% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tranquil Forged Core—Calm Focus (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the Essence of Tranquility. Increase core density by 20%. +20% to Qi speed. +20% to wisdom. Your core is still and controlled, allowing for absolute focus; your techniques do not require a breathing form. The sea of tranquility hides great power. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Insight (Bond Perk) 
  
       	  Allows the bond holder to anticipate opponents’ movements 0.1 seconds in advance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dual Qi Control—Balanced Scales (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is great: you are able to use two techniques at the same time. Gain +50% to Qi speed and +20% to wisdom. Control depends on wisdom stat. Your dedication to balance fills you with power. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence Siphoner (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing other beings gives you 50% more Essence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wrathful Claws (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Art, Furious Strikes has great power. Each chained strike increases your offensive power by 2%, stacking up to a total of 50%. It also flames the feeling of wrath inside of you. If you break the chain or are damaged, the stack is reset. +20% to strength. Strength of effect depends on your strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tranquility Aura—Calm Sea (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you. The Tranquility Aspect calms everyone in your presence, clearing out any mind-altering effects initially. Dependent on its intensity and duration, targets in range will eventually enter a tranquil state where they will be trapped inside their own minds. Targets will enter the tranquil state at base speed after 20 - (0.008 x your wisdom) seconds of exposure. Current:12.75 seconds. Anything marked by the Tranquility Qi feels the calming effects of the Qi for an additional 4 seconds. 
  All in your presence are calmed. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Improved (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body and features are improved. Any physical defects are removed. Enhances your current capabilities and extends life expectancy by 10%. +20% to strength, +20% to dexterity, +20% to vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Safe Dream (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit, and allow you the ability to put those who meet your eyes in a dreamlike state. They will be transported to a dream of the safest place they can imagine. Effect depends on target’s willpower and intelligence stat. You gain +15% to strength, +15% to dexterity, and +15% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Serene Core—Still Well (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is a serene sea of tranquility. Your total core capacity is doubled; it allows you greater control over your Qi. +20% to wisdom. Your core, a sea of calm. Nothing can damage your control. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Calm Form (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is infused with the fraction of power from your My Body, Tranquil Control. The offensive power of any physical attacks against you are perfectly distributed across your body, lessening their impact. +20% to endurance. Strength of effect depends on endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stamina of the Dragon (Path Perk)  
  
       	  Your stamina is strengthened by your training. The effects of your endurance on your stamina are tripled. You regain stamina at double current rate. +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weight of a Mountain (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  All blows done with your fists hold a fraction of your My Fist, Weight of A Mountain, and deal damage as if your strength is 25% higher. +10% to strength. Strength of effect depends on your strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind Step (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your As Whisper, In the Wind, allows for nearly silent steps. Once per day, you may make a spatial step that will bypass real-world obstacles anywhere up to one hundred meters around you. +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Forging of Body and Aspect: Ataraxia—Primordial Tranquility (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is forged by your aspect and your path. It is in a constant state of tranquility, allowing you to always have complete control over every part of it. You are able to mitigate and absorb the effects of physical damage according to your will up to 90%. Influences that seek to disturb the balance of your body have their effects reduced by 90%. Allows for use of all your stats without a need to adapt to them. All Tranquility powers are 50% more effective. You gain +25% to wisdom and +80% to endurance. None may shake my calm. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Exuding Wrath and Tranquility (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your attacks induce wrath in your opponents with every strike. Their attacks against you calm your mind and increase your control. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortality: Regeneration (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has perfect control over its own functions. As such, it has perfect metabolism and regeneration. You gain immortality. As long as a sufficient amount of your body remains, it will regenerate fully in time. Your body is immune to the effects of soul damage. Time to full regeneration depends on your vitality stat. Current minimum amount of body required for regeneration: 1 kilogram in one piece. Current regeneration time from minimum amount of body: 5 years. Your soul will be anchored to the largest amount of your body remaining and will be unable to leave to the Ethereal Realm or the afterlife. Destruction of the last piece of the body will release the soul from its anchor and send it to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +20% to vitality and +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Unyielding (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is highly resistant to physical damage and can function at peak condition in all states, even after it is damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Conduits (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are made for fighting. Allows for greater strain and faster recovery. Gain +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reject (Title Perk) 
  
       	  Once per month, you may Reject the reality around you for one minute and shut down all power use in a one-hundred-meter radius around you. The use of this ability also returns you to your most optimal condition, removing any injuries and debuffs. Once Reject’s duration expires, you return to your previous state. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Kaeliss Cloudwrought 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Drakarura (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Essence Wraith (L) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  89 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Wraith Lash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Wraith Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Harvesting Ritual 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Primal Wrath (Ma) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Tranquility 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Ferocious Blow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Fury 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Release All Restraints 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Primal Dream (Ma) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Tranquility 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Dream 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Waking Dream 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Dream of Tomorrow 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Of Wrathful Claws and Tranquil Body 
  
       	  Perfect Greater Blow: My Fist, Weight of A Mountain 
  
      
 
       
       	  Greater Flight >> Flying >> Greater Flying >> Soaring >> Greater Soaring 
  
       	  Perfect Spatial Evade: As Whisper, In the Wind 
  
      
 
       
       	  Danger Sense >> Greater Danger Sense >> Threat Awareness >> Greater Threat Awareness >>Threat Assessment 
  
       	  Kick >> Greater Kick >> Piercing Kick >> Greater Piercing Kick 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mind Resistance >> Greater Mind Resistance >> Mind Fortress 
  
       	  Rend >> Greater Rend >> Sever >> Greater Sever 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Speech >> Inspiring Word >> Greater Inspiring Word >> Words of Philosophy >> Greater Words of Philosophy 
  
       	  Block >> Greater Block >> Absorbing Block >> Greater Absorbing Block 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weakness Sense >> Greater Weakness Sense >> Vulnerability Sense >> Greater Vulnerability Sense 
  
       	  —/— 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  3401 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  3291 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  2467 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  2889 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  2250 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  2901 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He still had half of his core to fill in order to have enough to cycle with just Tranquility Essence. It was a lengthy process, but it made him strong, and he needed to be strong if he was going to achieve his goals. Cultivation was the thing that saved him, the only thing that his teacher had given him before she’d abandoned him. It was the thing that mattered to him the most. 
 
    He stood up and turned around, walking on the stones which were peeking out of the water. He reached the large archway filled with white light and stepped into it. A moment later he left the small spatial space, the pocket realm—the place that was a carved out piece of the Tranquility Essence plane. 
 
    He found himself in a small garden filled with carefully arranged plants and two small ponds, arranged so that they created a small amount of Tranquility Essence just by their presence. The archway behind him helped. The Tranquility inside seeped through and helped the garden grow, helped anchor the Essence in the garden. The tier of Essence wasn’t as high out here, but it served a purpose when Kael needed to calm down, making it unnecessary for him to taint the Tranquility room with his emotions. 
 
    He saw someone standing at the entrance to the garden, and made his way toward him. He reached the old demasi who was leaning on his cane, his long white beard reaching almost to his stomach. He bowed to Kael and then spoke. 
 
    “We have a visitor,” Geor Ur Kagla said. 
 
    Kael grimaced, then used equip on his battle robes and put them on. “What kind of a visitor?” Kael asked as they started walking down the winding path that led to the castle below them. He took a moment to glance over the side of the cliff. They were high up in the mountains, and this entire territory was one big mountain range. It was impossible to navigate unless you knew exactly where you were going. Only a few people knew the location of their base, and if they had a visitor, the list of who it could be was short. 
 
    “One of them,” Geor answered. 
 
    Kael’s eyes narrowed. “They aren’t supposed to come here. They aren’t supposed to even know about this place.” 
 
    Geor nodded gravely. “Apparently we underestimated them. They seem to know much.” 
 
    “Who did they send?” Kael asked. 
 
    “Not anyone we are familiar with. I believe that this is one of the people near the top. He is…powerful,” Geor told him. 
 
    Kael grimaced again. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Don’t antagonize. Give them the item and send them on their way,” Geor said. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have come here just for the item,” Kael said. “They want something more.” 
 
    “They could fear you deciding to keep it,” Geor suggested, but Kael could tell that he didn’t really mean it. 
 
    Kael shook his head. “No, they know that I would never break my word. This means that they’ve come with an offer beyond what we have agreed to.” 
 
    “I do not think that we should involve ourselves in their crusade any further,” Geor said. 
 
    “What they seek aligns with our goals, does it not?” Kael asked. 
 
    Geor grimaced. “Our goal is our own. Just because they want to sow death and discord does not mean that we should align ourselves with them. In the end… I do not think they can succeed at what they plan.” 
 
    Kael didn’t respond. They walked in silence down the path, until they reached the back gate of the castle. The tall gray stone that made up the wall was roughly cut and molded, so that from the distance the castle looked as if it was just the side of the mountain, giving them additional protection from discovery. The castle itself wasn’t large—it was enough to house a couple of hundred people, but it was nothing like the sprawling fortresses that other factions called home. 
 
    Kael was very interested to know how the visitor had known where to find them. He did not immediately think that someone had betrayed him. There were an infinite number of powerful abilities in this world, and it was possible that one was capable of finding them here. 
 
    People stopped in their tasks and bowed to both Kael and Geor as they walked through the courtyard, and Kael nodded back to them. He did not like leading people, but it was a necessity. Looking around at them, he decided that it was unlikely that someone had betrayed him. His people were loyal for a reason—he had saved them from a life not worth living. 
 
    They reached the main building and walked into the main hall. Their visitor was already there, and was sitting at one of the tables with a goblet in his hand. The Exiled Shell and Fethum stood behind him while Maya sat across from him. 
 
    He heard her laugh at something the man had said, then saw her blush and look away. Immediately Kael frowned. It was rare for him to see her laugh, let alone blush. Exiled Shell noticed Kael and Geor enter and informed the others. Immediately the man stood, and turned around to face him. 
 
    He was a human, with deep red-colored hair that was cut short. His face was clean-shaven, and his eyes green. Kael saw him bow deeply and then rise. 
 
    “Master Kael, it is a pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve heard many great things,” the man said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Erik Ornn, and I am here as a representative of my people.” 
 
    “I must confess that I am… interested to know how you found out about this place, Master Ornn,” Kael said slowly. The man did not feel like a Cultivator, so he could not precisely gauge his power, not without using his items, but that would be rude. Still, the man seemed at ease while surrounded by Kael and his people. Not many could’ve managed that, not even among the High Rankers. 
 
    “You need not worry about your secrecy. We’ve learned of this place by accident. One of our agents intercepted one of the agents of another High Ranker. They had apparently been following you and your people and had learned of your home. Fortunately, our people intercepted him before he could’ve returned to his Master, the Axe Lord. We’ve of course been keeping your secret. We are friends, after all.” The man smiled. 
 
    Kael didn’t respond immediately. It seemed plausible, and it had only been a matter of time before someone managed to find them, Kael knew. Still, they claimed that it was only chance, and the fact that they revealed that they knew where his home was without asking for something to keep the secret did suggest that they were being truthful. On the other hand, it could only be a way to gain more trust. Kael hated politics and such dishonest dealings, but he knew that that was a reality in this world. 
 
    “I thank you for keeping our secret,” Kael said. “But why have you come? We were supposed to meet at the usual spot to deliver the item.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. My apologies,” the man said, his smile not wavering. “The team that was supposed to meet with you was…indisposed, and only they knew of the location. The item is of utmost importance to us. It was decided that we should reach out to you in person.” 
 
    Kael nodded his head. He did not like the way that this organization operated, but he knew that he wasn’t strong enough to complain. Kael nodded at Feruth. “Feruth will go and retrieve the item from our vault. I am sure that you have the payment ready?” 
 
    “Of course,” Erik said and waved his hand. Three large wooden chests appeared next to him, and the Exiled Chest opened them in turn. The first was filled with weapons, each of great quality and power. The second was filled with Essence Crystals, and the last held potions and elixirs. A fortune that could make a faction from scratch sat before Kael, and he had to restrain himself from showing his relief. It was all going to go to a good cause. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kael said just as Feruth returned, carrying a small ornamental box. He passed it over to Erik, who looked it over. 
 
    Erik opened it and looked inside. “Remarkable. Such a small thing, and capable of such destruction…” 
 
    “You plan on using it during the tournament?” Kael said. It wasn’t like it was hard to deduce. 
 
    Erik’s eyes turned to Kael’s as he closed the box. 
 
    “Yes. It is a great opportunity for us to thin their ranks. It is also why I have come in person,” Erik said, confirming what Kael already knew. “I am here to make you an offer.” 
 
    Kael glanced around at his people, trying to read their expressions. He remembered what Geor advised, but in the end he lost nothing by listening. He gestured for them to sit at the table. 
 
    “I am willing to listen,” Kael began. “But that is all that I promise.” 
 
    “That is all that I expect.” Erik smiled as he took his seat. “I think that you will very much like what I have to say.” 
 
    Kael focused on his core and pulled a tiny portion of his Qi to circle through his conduits. It calmed him as he settled in to listen to their offer.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 - PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    CONCEPTS 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on a platform made out of Qi, high up in the sky, just beneath the boundary that led to the great Void beyond. He wore no clothes, as he didn’t want to destroy them. This had become a daily occurrence for him. Most of the last year he had spent hunting monsters and exploring, at least for most of the day. Then, as the sun turned into the moon, he made his way high to the edge of the sky, to the boundary where Void waited beyond. 
 
    He had trained and improved all facets of his power, but he still hadn’t advanced. He was doing it right, drawing in Void Essence, and soon he would finally draw in enough. 
 
    Right now he was resting, meditating with his |Enhanced Meditation|. He had evolved it that direction instead of going for the simpler |Greater Meditation|, because he needed to be able to do more than just meditate. A greater skill was just a more powerful version of the previous one, while an enhanced one could have different effects. He had evolved that skill further, but the third evolution was something that he generally used while inside the Void. 
 
    His skill allowed him to both keep his mind in a meditative state, suppressing outside influences all while being able to draw in Essence. It came in handy while he was surrounded by the Void that was literally breaking down his body. His limit had been around tier-8 Void. At the start he had barely been able to stay for a few minutes inside that area, but by now he had pushed that to almost an hour. 
 
    Of course, he wouldn’t have been able to do that without |Greater Persevering Trained Body|, which let him survive inside for much longer than he could’ve otherwise. That was long enough that he could draw in the Void of better quality. 
 
    He canceled his skill, and took a deep breath. It was time for him to attempt to push deeper in, to see if he could reach the tier-9 Void. He stood up and began shaping steps, walking up toward the boundary. He took a deep breath and entered. The sensation of the Void washed over him. In a moment, everything disappeared. It was as if his body had ceased to exist: he couldn’t sense anything on his skin, could hear nothing, could see nothing, could smell nothing. All was just the Void, and he existed only inside his own mind. He moved, feeling the inside of his body, but not any sensations outside it that would tell him if he was moving. He couldn’t even feel the step that he had made beneath his feet. Not even his |Greater Coordination| gave him any insight as to where or how oriented he was. He couldn’t tell if he was walking up or down, nor if he was still standing upright. It didn’t matter; inside the Void, such things didn’t. 
 
    By now, the Void didn’t even damage him at the start. His body had adapted, had become accustomed to it. He stood on one of the steps—or at least he thought that he did, as he couldn’t feel it—and then he focused his mind and his Qi, using his {Growing Qi Shaping} in a different manner. 
 
    He had changed the technique, utilizing the facet that locked the shaped Qi in space. He created the base beneath his feet and then started pushing Qi into it, growing it upward, creating a pillar that pushed him up as it grew. 
 
    He could feel the change in Qi quality the deeper he went. It started to crawl across his skin. He couldn’t really feel it, or rather he couldn’t feel the existence of the Void, but could only infer it. He felt pain as a tiny layer of his body started to disintegrate, but he didn’t stop. His vitality was high enough that he was healing the damage, or slowing it substantially where he was not. His endurance was enough that he wasn’t bothered much by that. 
 
    And then it got worse. He could feel the damage increase and he knew that he reached the next tier. He pushed through, using his Qi faster, crafting the pillar behind him to push him further, through this area as fast as possible. 
 
    He didn’t know how large the layer was. Distance and time didn’t really exist here. It was…strange. The only thing that he had was his inner world, his inner tracking, and even that became unreliable the more time he spent inside. 
 
    Finally, he reached the next layer. Immediately, he stopped crafting his pillar and dismissed it. He brought his legs up and crossed them in a meditative pose. There was no gravity here, no force that could influence him, and so he remained in the same spot. 
 
    He started drawing in Qi, even as the Void around him ate at his body. He activated |Split Focus|, and while a part of his mind focused on drawing in the Qi, another part focused on the pain of the Void Essence that was disintegrating his body and then conduits from the inside out. 
 
    He focused the second part of his mind on pushing the Qi as fast as he could into his core, as it was much more resilient to that type of Essence, and the Void Qi already inside served to somehow water it down. It got inside and mixed with the tier-8 Essence that he had already pulled inside. He was so close to filling his core, so close to advancing again, and he could barely contain his excitement. It had been too long, a year at least, since he had advanced. 
 
    He had spent that time traveling the frontier, and then beyond, seeing monsters that were even more powerful than he was. He had fought some, avoided others, nearly died a couple of times and learned how best to gauge a monster’s power. Not all that were of a high rarity or tier of power were as powerful as he was, and some that should be weaker were stronger. Monsters, much like people, were individual and unique, no one the same as another. The monsters on Earth had made him think that they were all just mindless constructs for people to fight, but here he realized that monsters were like animals. He had watched them going about their lives, and seen that they did not exist solely to hunt people or be hunted by them. 
 
    His focus shook as the damage to his body increased, and he grimaced, trying to push through. He was so close to filling his core, but then he realized that the damage was too close to killing him. He roared, a silent roar inside the void, and raised his arms. His right didn’t respond, but he didn’t have the time to focus on that. His focus joined back into one as he stopped drawing Essence in and he moved his Qi. 
 
    From his raised hand, he crafted a cube and then grew it. One side of it extended and pushed him down, a pillar growing from the space where he created it. He had learned how to orient the fixed part in space, as it allowed him to grow Qi constructs in various directions. He had spent months practicing and figuring out new ways to use it. But the one that he used it the most was this, to get in and out of the Void. 
 
    The pain on his body lessened as he reached the previous layer. He hadn’t ventured far into the tier-9 layer, as there was no need. The tier-8 Void was still powerful enough to damage him, and the pain reached the point where he was forced to exhale. The air disintegrated as it left his body, and he started to feel weak. With his stats, and his |Greater Persevering Trained Body| he could survive without air for quite a long time—hours, even, if he didn’t expend much energy. Constantly regenerating his body did take a toll, though, even with his |Greater Quick Recovery|. 
 
    He passed through another layer, his body barely hanging on, and then the next and the next until finally he left the Void. Gravity grabbed hold of him even as the air hit his open wounds. The pain intensified in an instant and he screamed, nearly blacking out as he fell from the sky. 
 
    It took him a few moments to focus enough and lessen the pull of gravity on his body, and then his momentum. He crafted a platform made out of Qi and finally stopped. 
 
    He looked at his body, seeing wide cracks and wounds all over. Violet and black Essence was still eating away at his body, but were quickly disappearing as his Mu body was highly resistant to it. His right hand was almost completely ruined, the flesh having been eaten away. He could see the bone of his elbow and shoulder. The skin on his ribs was gone too, and bones were damaged. He didn’t bleed much; the Void had been eating the blood as it destroyed everything that it touched. He used his Rapid Regrowth perk and recovered his arm. 
 
    The rest of his body was slowly stopping the disintegration of the Void, and wounds slowly started to crawl toward healing. He had taken a passive regeneration skill, and had evolved it into |Greater Quick Recovery|. It helped with all types of regeneration, from mental, to stamina, to healing physical damage. It didn’t create miracles, but it did make all of his other recovery perks and his stats more effective. He was healing faster—not by much, but noticeable. 
 
    He reached to his personal Void space and pulled out his spatial rings and healing potions. He drank one of the strongest healing potions he had, rewards for killing a boss in an event in an unclaimed territory a long way from the frontier. He started to heal, but he was exhausted not only physically, but mentally as well. 
 
    Having to stay still and draw in Essence while it was breaking him down wasn’t easy. He looked down at his body, not looking with his eyes but his mind. His conduits were ragged and nearly broken, to the point where he was surprised that he had managed to even use a technique. 
 
    He pulled out two more potions—one for Qi regeneration, one for Conduit restoration—and downed them both. He then settled in and activated his |Greater Meditation|. 
 
    His mind dropped into a relaxed state as his body healed. The fact that he was so high up in the air, so deep into unclaimed territories, faded away as his mind focused on other things. 
 
    He started one of the exercises that Tali had taught him, that she had insisted he did every time he had a free moment, but especially while he was drawing in Essence and meditating. He hadn’t been able to do it earlier, but that had been his first time in the tier-9 layer. He needed to keep his mind on the pain and his body to see how much he could take. Now that he knew how much he could take, he would be able to focus on something else next time. 
 
    His conversation with Tali, just before he’d left, came to his mind. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to think on a core concept?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Tali nodded her head. “Yes, something that not only encapsulates who you are now, but who you want to become. The thing that guides you. That is who you are, an ideal.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Like what I need to do to evolve a skill?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “To evolve a skill, you take a part of yourself and lock it in. It is a small part, a habit, a single piece of your personality. An ideal is…more. It is hard to explain to those who do not have it, but it is…everything about you. Or everything that you want it to be.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how this will help me,” Ryun said. He trusted the woman a great deal. She had taught him many things, and he did value her advice, but he did not follow blindly. 
 
    “It will make you stronger, if you manage to truly understand. I admit, that this is an experiment on my part, but you have been advancing fast. You have talent, and drive. Usually, this is something that comes to people much later in their life. But that is only because it takes time for someone to gain enough experience, to grow and decide who they want to be. You…you have lived a lot for your years. You are a Ranker from a world that was unlike any other, and I see maturity in you beyond your years. You are still young in some ways, but not in the ways concerning your power.” 
 
    Ryun opened his mouth, and then closed it. “If it will help me, then I will try. But I still don’t see how I can just think on it?” 
 
    Tali smiled, her face looking almost as if she was remembering something. “You can try to create a song, a poem, or perhaps just a proclamation. Something that resonates within you.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, wondering if she was playing a joke on him. She of course couldn’t see his incredulous look, so he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
      
 
    It had seemed silly, but he had followed her advice. For the past year he had done as she had asked daily. He didn’t think that he had made any progress, but he still tried. In the end, he tried to make a short chant. Something that could describe him, a way to put himself in words. It did help him in a way, which was why he continued to do it. It made him realize just how little he knew himself. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    I stand on the bones of those who stood in my way. 
 
      
 
    It was close to what he felt he was, but it was wrong. He didn’t know why he felt that it wasn’t quite right, but it just was. It was true, he valued his word above all else. He trusted in his power, and he knew that he had gained it through his own efforts. It was his right, not something gifted. Even with the Eternal Hunter perk, he had paid the price to have that power. A price in blood and madness, years of it, until he was powerful enough to wield it. He had been helped on his way since he reached Infinite Realm, but getting help wasn’t wrong. It was a part of his power; he had made connections with others, and both sides benefited. He was quite proud of that, since he had never been good with making friends. 
 
    The last part of his little chant wasn’t right. He did stand on the bones of those who had stood in his way, but…he did not feel like that should define him anymore. He had moved beyond Earth, had left his past behind. He looked to the future. To something more. 
 
    His Cultivation path was one of the Final End, and that did resonate in a way.  He had started to get a hang on his power in the last year, gaining deeper insight. It wasn’t about destruction in the manner that he had always thought; or rather, it had changed. When he had taken the path from the Dealmaker, it had been a path of pure destruction of all things. He had noticed the change happening slowly, ever since he had regained access to the Eternal Hunter. The Aspect of True Death was not about destruction, it was not about killing before it was time. It was about the Final End, the end that came when it was its time. 
 
    A death at the end of life. He had experienced a few strange occurrences during the last year, things that he recognized as the influence of his path. It was almost as if he was guided in certain directions, but he never quite managed to figure out for what purpose. 
 
    He feared that he wouldn’t be able to figure out what Tali meant about an ideal before he managed to completely understand his Cultivation path, along with everything else about him. 
 
    He had to admit that he was somewhat aimless. He had been living on autopilot for years, but even before then he had never had a guiding principle. Now, he wanted to really understand what he was and what his driving force should be. 
 
    It was about getting stronger, he knew that much. But there wasn’t really any purpose to it. Why did he want to gain more power? He needed to figure it out. He had been trying to find that out here—a year of wandering and trying to find something that could point him in the right direction. 
 
    He had found nothing. He had gained more power, had nearly finished his skill quest, had evolved more skills. He had mastered the use of his power and had managed to adapt to the high stats that his power could give him. And yet, something was missing. 
 
    He dropped his meditation, feeling recovered. His body had healed, and he felt rejuvenated all over. He glanced up to the boundary of the sky, and then started climbing again. He didn’t want to enter the last layer without his Rapid Regrowth, but he could handle the lower tiers. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The Void wasn’t oppressive. It didn’t feel like it was crushing him from every direction. Instead, it just slowly made him disappear, turned pieces of him into nothingness. The tier-9 layer was… There was only one word that could describe it. It was the Void. 
 
    The pain was internal. Everything was on the inside, there was no sensation outside of himself. The Void was nothingness. 
 
    He kept his |Split Focus| active, trying to draw in Essence while with the other part of himself focused on himself. On an ideal. On something that made him…him.  
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    I seek to end all things. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t right. It was what the Eternal Hunter was meant for: to hunt those who tried to avoid the True Death, the end at the right time. It didn’t care for immortality, it was greater than that. The death of an universe, the last beat of life. It was the bridge between True Death and life. Ryun wasn’t that, but he did seek an end to things. He killed, he destroyed. But he didn’t do it maliciously; he didn’t do it out of revenge. He had done that before, long ago, but he was not that person now. He killed when his word required it, when people stood in his way. 
 
    In a way, he was like the Aspect of True Death, a force of nature, or… No, not a force of nature. He was not a part of it. He stood beyond it. He followed his path, and he wanted more power for—he did not know what. And that was what made him frustrated. He did not know what purpose his power held. To grow more powerful? That didn’t make him feel right. Power just for the sake of it wasn’t a bad thing in Ryun’s mind, but it just didn’t feel like it fit him. He wasn’t a maniac that enjoyed power above all else. He wanted it for… 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a path. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t right, still. Ever since he had arrived in the Infinite Realm, he had followed his word. A promise given, it had been his path, his…purpose. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a purpose. 
 
      
 
    This felt better, but still, something was missing. It wasn’t who he was, or who he wanted to become. The power that he held had to have a larger purpose. It was just a…a means to an end. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a purpose. 
 
    My power grants me means. 
 
      
 
    More—it needed more. He needed to figure out what he was beyond that. Beyond his power, it had to have a purpose, a goal, an ideal. People fought for something, didn’t they? For the people they loved, for their future, to achieve something. He needed a thing like that. He wanted a thing like that. Tali had said that it needed to be who he was, but also who he wanted to become. 
 
    He felt his core fill with the Essence completely. The Void around him was destroying him. He had finished, he had enough Essence to cycle, to advance. But he didn’t move. He put all of his mind on a single purpose. The Void was killing him, but he stayed. He was so close. He could feel himself shaking, as if he could just reach out and touch it, could grasp the ideal of who he was meant to be. The truth behind everything. He could understand who he was and what he could become. 
 
    But there was nothing around him to grasp, to influence, only the Void. He lacked…he lacked sensation. Something to grab hold of, something to help him. There was only him. 
 
    THERE WAS NOTHING THERE. 
 
    He was alone. Kagehime’s voice was long gone from his mind. There was no one around him. A year of being alone, of speaking with no one, and he had barely noticed. He was… He didn’t need others. He liked being around them, sometimes. But he was… HE WAS. All that he needed was inside. 
 
    He was collapsing. He could feel the Void penetrating deep within his body, but he was so close. 
 
    All around him was the Void. Nothingness. Nothing existed but himself. He was the only thing that mattered; only what was inside of himself was real. His power came from within, from inside of the only realm that was. The oblivion outside was nothingness, a moment between what was, what will be, what never was or will be. It wasn’t malicious, it just existed; it didn’t destroy, it consumed. Creating an instant that was… NOTHING… The nothingness from which everything sprung. What was before the universe? Before the Framework and the Dealmaker? Before the Three? Oblivion. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a purpose. 
 
    My power grants me means. 
 
    Nothing exists outside. 
 
    All is within me. 
 
    All is— 
 
      
 
    The Void ate through his bones. He felt his organs failing, and he roared into the nothingness. He was so close. He was shaking with it, but then it slipped through his fingers. Everything fell apart and he was just as lost as he was before. 
 
    He raised his hand in agony, and activated his technique. He pushed himself down, through the layers, his body struggling to keep him alive. His mind was dimming, going in and out of unconsciousness. But he held on by his willpower alone. He felt his skills vibrate, as he willed himself to stay together, for his body to repair itself, for his mind to stay awake. Notifications appeared in the corner of his eye, but he ignored everything. 
 
    Then he was out, and falling. He didn’t have the presence of mind to craft a platform for himself, nor could he slow himself down, so he pulled out a healing potion. He downed it and felt his body healing. He drank a conduit restoration potion and waited as it fixed him enough to use techniques. 
 
    He was so far above the ground that he had time. He could barely think through the pain, but he was finally recovered enough to slow himself down with Mu. And then he created a platform beneath himself. He lay on it for a long time, as his body stitched itself together, as his conduits recovered, thinking. 
 
    A year of training daily, a year of introspection and trying to find himself. This was the closest he had been to figuring something about himself out. He understood at least a part what Tali had told him. There was something more about this than he thought. And yet, he had lost it. Even now he could just barely remember what he had thought, what he had nearly stumbled upon. 
 
    He shook his head and looked at his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Your skills have evolved. 
    
  Greater Persevering Trained Body >> Enduring Trained Body 
    
  Quick Recovery >>  Restoration >> Greater Restoration 
    
  Split Focus >> Greater Split Focus 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    At least the effort and nearly dying hadn’t gone to waste. True, he had become accustomed to it. A year of daily having his body disintegrated by the Void and then regenerated again had improved his skills at a rapid pace. Ryun sighed and moved over to the next notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! You have gone through a Crucible! 
    
  New title available—Crucible of the Body 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He blinked at the notification. Then he read through the title, and smiled—then started to laugh.  
 
    Not a waste at all.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 - PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    ADVANCEMENT 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked across the ground, unconcerned about being attacked by monsters. He had already cleared most of the strongest, and he was only a few monster types short of completing the skill quest for his |Perfect Cut|. It turned out that finding so many different monsters wasn’t as easy as he thought. He had found a few smaller swarms in his year of travel, so he had been somewhat lucky. Now, though, he didn’t even know where to search for more monsters, and had decided to just hope that he would eventually run into some that he hadn’t seen before. 
 
    He reached the spot where he had set up his camp, which was just a ring of stones where he built a fire from time to time—when he wanted to cook his meals. He found the sole rock and sat down. He didn’t bother with starting a fire; he wasn’t that hungry, and he had to admit that he was slightly impatient to finally advance. He had recovered from his ordeal in the Void, or his body had, at least. 
 
    He also felt at a loss. He had been so close to a breakthrough, to truly understanding himself. But now…now he felt empty, as if he had lost something. He could barely remember what had happened in the Void, and that made him frustrated. He couldn’t recapture that same feeling. 
 
    He shook his head and put that outside of his mind. The more he thought about it the more frustrated he became, but he still continued with the exercises as Tali had advised. 
 
    He turned to his Cultivation. He placed one hand over the other and started to pull the Essence from his core, cycling it through his conduits and out of his body. The Essence Crystal formed slowly, but Ryun didn’t pay it any mind. He focused on his conduits, using the Essence to reinforce them again, to widen them. 
 
    A few minutes later, he was finished. He looked at the crystal, filled with Void Essence, a fortune sitting in the palm of his hand. He put it inside his storage and then filled his core again. A moment later he triggered the advancement to the next Realm. 
 
    Qi flooded out of his body, and for a moment everything burned intensely. He felt something shift inside of him, and then it was gone. A new notification appeared in the corner of his eye and he pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached the Early Immortal Realm stage on the Path of the Final End! 
    
    
  Reward—Immortality perk! You have stepped into the Realm of the Immortals. The link between your body and soul is reinforced, making you resistant to soul damage (10% soul damage resistance, +5% after reaching every new stage). You may choose in which way your immortality manifests. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation Bonus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gain +25% effectiveness to all of your technique effects. 
    
  Void Qi tier 7 >> Void Qi tier 8 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: Immortality 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regeneration—Unstoppable 
  
       	  Your body has perfect control over its own functions, and as such, it has perfect metabolism and regeneration. You gain immortality. As long as a sufficient amount of your body remains, it will regenerate fully in time. Time to full regeneration depends on your vitality stat. Your soul will be anchored to the largest portion of your body remaining and will be unable to leave for the Ethereal Realm or afterlife. Destruction of the last piece of the body will release the soul from its anchor and send it to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +15% to vitality and +15% to endurance. As long as a piece of you remains, you always come back. 
  
      
 
       
       	  From Nothing—To the End of All 
  
       	  Your soul transforms into a pure piece of oblivion. Your physical body is transformed into void-energy-based matter. It will retain human-like appearance and sensations, retaining all the gifts of Mu, but it will no longer function as one. You will no longer need to breathe or eat food, but will need to consume Void Qi or Essence. Reproduction will only be possible through the use of powers. Upon destruction of your vessel or upon suffering critical soul damage, your soul will be transported to the closest Void, or related type, Essence Plane for recovery. Time to full recovery depends on vitality and wisdom stats. Upon recovery, you will be able to reconstruct your body and leave the Essence Plane. Your soul can survive without access to the Void or related Essence for only a short time; if your soul is deprived of that type of Essence or prevented from entering an Essence Plane, you will die a True Death and return to nothingness. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to endurance. Without a beginning, and without an end. You are an agent of oblivion. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rebirth 
  
       	  Upon death, your soul will latch on to the closest recently conceived child that still does not have a formed soul. You will be born anew and regain the memories of your previous life slowly over the course of the first fifteen years of life. Upon gaining access to Essence, you will gain ten percent of your previous stats. You will not be able to advance; your previous power will return to you slowly over the course of the next ten years. Once you reach the point of your previous power, you will be able to advance again from that point. Dying before you reach fifteen years of age will result in your soul being sent to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +10% to vitality and +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He looked at his choices, reading through them carefully. Once he was finished, he leaned back and looked at the sky. To his eyes it was a filled with Essences of different types, like clouds that mingled and moved constantly. In its own way, it was just as beautiful as the real sky was. 
 
    The last of his choices was the weakest, but it was the one that struck him the most. Rebirth—the opportunity to start again. He could forget all about his past, for a little while at least. Grow again, and once he remembered…he would be a different person. He would truly be free of the past. It would be so easy; he could take that perk, kill himself, and start a new life without anyone knowing who he was. He didn’t know how the return of his memories and power would happen. Would he still have his old name, his old screens? Or would he have the ones that reflected his second birth? 
 
    Perhaps it didn’t even matter. He would gain time to be free. He knew that Zach was somewhere in the Infinite Realm, that he was looking for him. He would not forget what Ryun had done, nor should he. But Ryun was…tired of Earth, and of his past. He didn’t feel remorse—the past was the past, and he wanted to look to the future—but he was aware that as long as he lived, that past was going to always be there. 
 
    He closed his eyes and sighed. He wasn’t really considering it. He had responsibilities here and now. He had taken a year to be by himself, but it was time for him to return and live among others again. 
 
    He turned his eyes to the other two choices. The regeneration option was incredible, and with how tough his body was now, he was sure that in nearly all situations some part of him would survive. But there were some situations where he might not. There were attacks that covered a large area and destroyed everything inside that area, which could destroy every part of him. 
 
    He looked at his other choice, the one that that was flavored by his Void powers. It reminded him a bit of a choice of body that he had gotten in the past—Voidwrought—with some differences. It would not change his physical appearance; he would still look human, but like with the body perk he would need Void in order to live. Last time he hadn’t chosen it because he didn’t have access to Void Essence and he didn’t want to risk starving to death. Now he knew where he could find a source of the Void. There were some things that made him hesitate, particularly that he didn’t know how much he would need to consume daily in order to survive. Could he use his own Qi, or did he need to eat Essence Crystals filled with the Void? And he wouldn’t be able to have children—the regular way at least—not that it was in his plans anytime soon, but perhaps one day… He didn’t really understand what it meant that he could be able to reproduce through powers, but it did mean that there was a way. 
 
    The return to life was powerful as well. He figured that the place that he entered above the sky was in fact the Essence Plane of the Void. That meant that in most cases his soul would travel there to recover. It would give him a degree of protection that Regeneration, which required a piece of his body to remain, wouldn’t. 
 
    But there seemed to still be a way for him to die. If someone had powers that could trap a soul, he could be starved to a real death. That was something else that was different. He knew from his talks with Nayra that upon death everyone passed into the Ethereal Realm, and that they could then make their way to the afterlife. This choice did not have that as an option. He would not have a chance to reach an afterlife, he would die a True Death. A trade off, perhaps—more power in this life for the removal of anything after. 
 
    The only thing that made him hesitate was that he didn’t know how much Void he would need in order to survive. He tried to think about it, looking at the amount of food that he consumed daily. Monster meat had different levels of nourishment based on how powerful the monster was, but in the end it was all about energy. He didn’t think that his body would just suddenly start to consume more energy, he would only need to supply the amount in Void Essence instead of food. If he was right, the amount wouldn’t be too high, and he could always just go beyond the sky. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Cultivation was all about finding one’s path—deciding the way that you wanted to live your life. He made his choice. 
 
    The effect of the change was immediate and surprisingly gentle. He felt a sensation unlike anything he had ever felt come over him, and then…it was as if his whole world view changed for a moment. As if he was…beyond everything, as if he was nothing, and yet encompassed it all. And then everything settled. 
 
    He didn’t feel any different. He touched his skin and still felt the touch. He truly was still human, or at least looked and felt like one. Then he noticed another change. Inside his body, above his core, there was what looked like a second core. It was far smaller, and it didn’t feel the same. But he could tell that it had Void Essence inside of it. Then he noticed a small new screen, and pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Sustenance — 5000/10000 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He tried to see if he could pull up more information about it, but there was nothing. He focused on this new core, studying it. He could tell that it was connected to the rest of his body, and if he wasn’t mistaken, it was draining extremely slowly. 
 
    He pulled Qi from his main core and moved it through his conduits and into this new one. Immediately the numbers started to jump by the hundreds. He stopped filling it and pulled out a small Essence Crystal that he had made that held 100 Greater Essence. He tried to pull the Essence out, but unsurprisingly it didn’t work. Then, on a whim, he plopped the crystal in his mouth and swallowed. For a moment, nothing happened. And then the amount in this new core jumped by a thousand. 
 
    Ryun grinned. He would need to figure out how long the full sustenance core would allow him to survive, but it wasn’t nearly as troublesome as he had feared. It was just one more thing to manage, like his stamina, which now that he thought about it, might be linked to this now. He didn’t know, but he had the time to test things out. 
 
    He closed that screen and looked at his hand. He pulled out a knife from his storage, then stabbed himself. As he pulled the knife out, he did bleed and he still felt the same pain. Only, as his blood leaked over his hand and off his body it turned into mist, he noticed it was made out of Void Essence, the same as what his Mu allowed, when he took sufficient damage and turned into his mist form. His wound closed slowly and the bleeding stopped. All his powers seemed to be working the same, only he was slightly different. His body should still function the same on the outside, in most ways at least. It was clear that it wasn’t really the same, but that was fine. 
 
    He turned his eyes to his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework-run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Transcended 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to reach the Foundation Stage 
  
       	  +10% all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Body of Iron 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their body 
  
       	  +20 endurance, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Quickened Mind 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their mind 
  
       	  +20 intelligence, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal 
  
       	  Kill more than 5000 people of your own race for their Essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lake of Qi 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their Qi 
  
       	  +20 wisdom, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lord 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to Reach the Lord Stage 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Qi Manipulator 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to gain Qi manipulation 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First True Body 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to obtain a True Body 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hated Foe 
  
       	  Be hated and hunted by more than half of a world’s population 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Man Army 
  
       	  Fight against more than 1000 opponents and win 
  
       	  +40 to all stats, Indomitable, 500,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Butcher of Humanity 
  
       	  Kill more than 500,000 people of a race by yourself 
  
       	  +200 to all stats, Reaper’s Aura, 5,000,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding II 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Limitbreak 
  
       	  Defeat the three Rulers in the Reign of Three Territories scenario, while on a lower Realm and lower level 
  
       	  +40 to strength, endurance, and vitality, 
  +5% to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monarch 
  
       	  Reach Monarch Realm 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 1,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler 
  
       	  Become the sole ruler of a territory 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5,000 Greater Essence, Small Mansion (Town Upgrade) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heartstone Core 
  
       	  First to clear the Heartstone Core Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heavenly 
  
       	  Reach Heavenly Realm 
  
       	  +30 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Crucible of the Body 
  
       	  Go through a harrowing experience to improve your body by forging it in the harshest conditions possible based on your body type 
  
       	  +500 to endurance and vitality, +2% to all stats,
Unyielding (Body Perk),
50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortal 
  
       	  Reach Immortal Realm 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker’s Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. You are able to alter your perception of time. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own temporarily. Duration of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Forged Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the Essence of the Void. Core capacity is increased by 20%, Qi density by 40%. You are able to create a personal void space inside of your core. Size of void space dependent on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when in combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to 3 techniques at the same time. +20% to wisdom. Control depends on wisdom stat. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents that are of a lower level or Cultivation stage than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, technique, or skills from people who are less than twenty levels above you, less than a single stage above you, and whose skill level is less than one tier above your highest. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the essence of the Void. Gain +20% to strength and +20% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you. Deals Void damage equal to 0.6x (0.1x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi additionally takes one-quarter of total damage dealt over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper (Unique Perk)  
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two, and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Hunter Aura; when active, nearby beings suffer -25% to all regenerative effects and -25% to total stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to you, and the other half to the Scythe. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Regrowth (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, regrow a lost body part. Speed of regrowth depends on your vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Refined (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your body and features are refined. Enhances your current capabilities. +15% to wisdom, +15% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Astral Eyes—Sights Unseen 
  
       	  You have achieved great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit. You are no longer able to see the real world; instead, you see a world in between the Ethereal and the Real. Allows you to see Class, Cultivation, and skills, as well as power currents. You gain +10% to vitality, +10% to intelligence, +10% to wisdom. You thrive in the darkness, and now your blind eyes see what others cannot. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Abyssal Core—Void Well (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is an abyss of the void. Your current total core capacity and your current Void space size are increased by 50% of current total. +10% to wisdom. Your core, an endless abyss. Nothingness and incomprehension rule here. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Send Thought (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You and your contracted partner are able to send thoughts to one another regardless of distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endless Source of Stamina (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your stamina is strengthened. The effects of your endurance on your stamina are doubled. +10% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Forging of Body and Aspect: Mu—Primordial Void (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is forged by your aspect and your path. You are able to mitigate and ignore the effects of gravity according to your will. Physical-force influences against you can be absorbed by your body up to 90% of their power according to your will. Allows you to spend Void Qi to absorb special attacks, impacting your body up to 90% of their power according to your will and Qi spent. Void effects on your body, Qi Conduits, and Core are all lessened by 90%. Sufficient damage to your body will turn it into an insubstantial Void mist form, and expending Void Qi can allow you to reconstitute your form. All Void powers are 25% more effective. You gain +20% to wisdom and +70% to endurance. The only one who influences here, is you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Unyielding (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is highly resistant to physical damage and can function at peak condition in all states, even after it was damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 
  
      
 
       
       	  From Nothing—To the End of All (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your soul transforms into a pure piece of oblivion. Your physical body is transformed into void-energy-based matter. It will retain human-like appearance and sensations, retaining all the gifts of Mu, but it will no longer function as one. You will no longer need to breathe or eat food, but will need to consume Void Qi or Essence. Reproduction will only be possible through the use of powers. Upon destruction of your vessel or upon suffering critical soul damage, your soul will be transported to the closest Void, or related type, Essence Plane for recovery. Time to full recovery depends on vitality and wisdom stats. Upon recovery, you will be able to reconstruct your body and leave the Essence Plane. Your soul can survive without access to the Void or related Essence for only a short time; if your soul is deprived of that type of Essence or prevented from entering an Essence Plane, you will die a True Death and return to nothingness. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to endurance. Without a beginning, and without an end. You are an agent of oblivion. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  89 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (M) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Void Beam 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Staggered End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Growing Qi Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Layered Qi Armor 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Avatar of the Reaper 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery (10/10) >> Sword Mastery (10/10) >> Sword Art (2/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Resonance Sense 
  
       	  Pounce >> Enhanced Pounce >> Rush >> Greater Rush >> Pouncing Rush (4/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance  >> Coordination >> Greater Coordination (8/10) 
  
       	  Aim >> Greater Aim (7/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster’s Trained Body >> Enhanced Monster’s Trained Body >> Persevering Trained Body >> Greater Persevering Trained Body >> Enduring Trained Body (1/10) 
  
       	  Meditation >> Greater Meditation >> Split Focus >> Greater Split Focus (1/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Regeneration >> Quick Recovery >> Greater Quick Recovery >>  Restoration >> Greater Restoration (1/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1081 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  1020 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  1883 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  1949 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  1032 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  1638 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It almost seemed that his increase in power didn’t reflect the amount of training that he had done over the last year. But he knew that most of what he had done was focused on his mastery of his power. 
 
    He took a deep breath and stood up. He had accomplished what he had started out to do.  
 
    Now it was time for him to return to the sect.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 - PRESENT- Ryun 
 
    I WAS WRONG 
 
      
 
    The nearly dead monster screamed as Ryun used [Reave] to finish it off. The Essence filled him and he sighed. He had started his way back to the sect, but it was going to take a while to get there. However, there was one more thing that he needed to do. 
 
    “I’m heading back,” Ryun sent with his mind. “We should probably meet at the town.” 
 
    “Agreed. I have reached the limits of what I can achieve,” Ereclaw’s voice came back. 
 
    Ryun formed a step and began jumping into the air, heading back toward the frontier. He and Ereclaw had left the sect together, intent on exploring and growing stronger. But quickly they realized that their fighting styles and powers did not…complement each other very well. They had been hampering each other, slowing down their growth. Ereclaw was a hunter who excelled in tracking and killing solitary targets faster than they realized that he was there. Ryun was loud and flashy, and excelled in fighting many opponents. 
 
    They split off, each heading their own way, training on their own, and searching for themselves. They spoke only rarely, less than a handful times throughout the year, but Ryun could feel the Essence that Ereclaw earned, as a portion of it went to him. 
 
    He soared through the sky, leaping great distances as he headed back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun wasn’t the first to arrive, which surprised him. He could travel faster than Ereclaw when he really wanted to. As he walked over to the wolf, who was sitting on a rock, he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Ereclaw shrugged. “I was closer,” he responded. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t try to do it yourself?” 
 
    “Of course not. I had a feeling that you would want us to head back soon, so I made my way here,” Ereclaw told him. 
 
    Ryun nodded. He turned his eyes to the opening between two large stones: a path leading into a valley hidden by the mountains around them. 
 
    “Shall we?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Ereclaw met his eyes and then stood up. “How do you want to do this?” 
 
    “I’ll head in first, start killing everything in my path and drawing them all to me as I move deeper. You head inside after. Look for mini-bosses and powerful enemies, and kill them.” 
 
    “So, the Emberhorn strategy,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    Ryun smiled. “Yes.” 
 
    Ereclaw pulled on armor, something new that he probably found in his travels. With his contract to Ryun, Ereclaw had many benefits that ordinary monsters didn’t, this included. The armor was black, and looked to be made out of monster leather. It didn’t look heavy or even all that restrictive. Ryun pulled a set of simple battle robes that he kept in his storage and put them on. He hadn’t had the luck to find any kind of armor that he could use. He had found some heavy metal armor, but they didn’t fit his style. Most of what he had found, he would sell or give to the sect once he came back. He did have a few pieces that he kept for Nayra, Anrosh, and Kri. 
 
    Once he put the dark green robe on, he moved his Qi and activated his {Layered Qi Armor}. Plates of violet and black Qi formed around his body, creating an armor that looked as if it was made out of overlapping plates. This technique was the main reason why he didn’t wear heavy armor. 
 
    He waved at Ereclaw and then walked through the pass. Once he reached the end of the tunnel and got out on the other side, he saw a large valley surrounded by mountains, and a town in its the center: a wild dungeon, one filled with monsters. 
 
    The town had high walls, and sentries posted all over it. It was made out of white stone, and had a bland and uninteresting architectural style. All of the buildings were blocky and large, connected to one another to create a town that looked more like a labyrinth from above. The rooftops were flat and empty, there were no decorations or anything else like it. 
 
    The monsters were obviously of the intelligent type—like the yeti, leshy, and the molten man had been in the territory scenario—but they looked nothing like them. They were a cross between tall bulls, crabs, and maybe bears. Ryun didn’t know exactly how to describe them. They were tall, as tall as a bear standing on two feet, and about as massive. They had two sets of arms; the upper ones were long and ended in crab-like pincers, while the lower set was far smaller and resembled human hands. Their skin was a mix of green and cream fur like that of a bear, or at least that was what Ereclaw had told him. And their heads were elongated into a bear-like snout, and they had two horns on top that curved to the side. 
 
    Ereclaw and Ryun had explored it from a distance when they found it, around a month after they left on their trip. The monsters were all between tier 7 and 10, and were something called Glaxon. They fought one of their patrols, and Ryun found them to be tough and strong, if not too fast. They didn’t seem to have any special powers, but relied on their high strength and boosting themselves to be even stronger and tougher. 
 
    After a discussion Ereclaw and Ryun had agreed to leave the dungeon for later. They could’ve probably finished it, but it wasn’t without its risks. They decided to try it on their return trip, once they had trained and gotten stronger. 
 
    Unlike the last time he was here, Ryun didn’t bother to hide his presence or look for their patrols. He leapt from step to step and reached the center of the town, then dropped down. He hit the ground softly, without any sound or explosion of stone. Because of that, it took the monsters a few moments to realize that he was even there. The moment they noticed him, they charged him, roaring in anger. 
 
    By then it was already too late. He had been preparing his technique since before he dropped down into the town, and as around a hundred Glaxon approached him, he unleashed it. 
 
    {Staggered End} billowed out of him, three waves of Void Qi that consumed everything around him. The ground disappeared, as did the buildings and the monsters. When his technique ran its course, only a crater remained. 
 
    Sounds of ringing bells filled the town, and the thunder of running feet announced the town converging on his point. Ryun walked out of the crater just as a group of two dozen monsters charged him. 
 
    He removed his filters and looked at them, seeing their names and power. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Glaxon Warrior (Tier 8) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    They weren’t that much of a threat, so Ryun decide to have some fun. His hand reached beneath his Qi armor and touched the Vial of Shadow around his neck, and then he jumped forward. He smashed through them, feeling their attacks on his armor but ignoring them. Once he was in the center of their formation he opened the vial. Darkness spilled out, engulfing the area around him. He heard them exclaim in surprise and fear as they lost their sight. He had done much to improve all of his techniques, and had even altered the appearance of his {Layered Qi Armor}, making it easier to move around in. He had also given his hands sharp points at the ends of his fingers, sharp enough that he could use his |Perfect Cut|. It wasn’t a perfect solution, and depending on how much he focused the armor around them, his fingers could shatter when he tried to use it, but it worked for now. He focused on cutting the monster apart. The space around his right hand flickered as he moved it, cutting through the monster from several places at once. 
 
    Pieces of it fell to the ground as he cut it apart. The monster was one of a type that he hadn’t killed before, ones that he encountered before were scouts. He was only two monster types away from finishing his quest now, and he hoped that there were as many or more different types around. 
 
    Then he focused on his other technique. He moved his Qi throughout his body, distributing it evenly as he prepared his {Growing Qi Shaping}. He had learned how to create Qi constructs away from his body, although he couldn’t do it very far—only about two meters away from his body. They still remained fixed in space and he couldn’t make them too large. The size of a small box, half a meter across, was his limit when creating something that he wasn’t touching. When he had a construct growing from a place that he was touching, the only limit was Qi and his mind. 
 
    But he didn’t need to touch it with his hands. He could create cubes with his feet, but also with any other part of his body. A moment later, he activated his technique. Spikes grew out of his armor, and then their growth exploded. Spikes stabbed every monster around him, and he heard their pained yells. With his |Perfect Resonance Sense| he sensed every point where they were impaled and he knew when they died. 
 
    He dismissed the spikes and closed his vial. The darkness receded back inside and he saw the dead monsters all around him. More were coming from the street ahead of him, led by a larger monster that had two sets of horns. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Glaxon Champion (Tier 9) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun tilted his head, seeing that the Essence around this one was thicker. He put his hand in front of him and shaped. A spike exploded forward, crossing the twenty-five-meter distance in an instant. The monster dodged to the side, and one of the warriors behind it was impaled along with another behind it before the spike stopped its growth. Firing it that fast meant that he couldn’t get it to be much longer than that. 
 
    The monster jumped, its strength propelling it at him far faster than he expected. Ryun used [Inevitable Step] and got out of the way. The monster smashed into the place where he used to be, cracking stone and shaking the ground so hard that a nearby building collapsed. 
 
     Ryun moved his Qi and activated his {Null Mantle}, then moved all of his bonuses into his wisdom as he aligned his hand with the monster’s back. He moved more of his Qi, preparing his third technique at the same time. With {Null Mantle} and {Layered Qi Armor} he could only use one more technique, and this time it was his {Void Beam}. 
 
    As the champion jumped at him again, Ryun fired. With a wisdom that reached almost 10,000, he unleashed his technique. A beam of Void, violet and black, flew out of the palm of his hand. It hit the champion in the leg and obliterated it, violet and black cracks spreading from the impact point as the void spread and tried to disintegrate the rest of his body. The warriors behind it suffered the same fate and Ryun moved his hand over them, cutting them down. After three seconds of firing, he ended the technique, and looked at the dead and dying monsters. He moved his hand in a shooing away gesture and used |Perfect Cut| again, finishing the champion and getting one more type. The monsters that were unlucky enough to survive the beam were now on the ground, writhing in agony as the void ate their bodies. 
 
    The buildings behind them were collapsing from having their walls destroyed, and the void disintegrating them further. He took a moment to feel the way his body reacted with such a high stat, but there were no adverse effects. He had trained to handle all the stats that his boosts could give him, and his now |Enduring Trained Body| helped tremendously. The base version of the skill had been incredibly powerful too, having made his body feel as if it was stronger as soon as he learned it. Now, his body had also changed slightly, his muscles growing bigger and somehow changing their shape. He had found that he could react faster, and could use his strength with greater ease. His further evolutions had then been focused more on toughness, as that was what he wanted. 
 
    He wanted to be able to survive anything—to be, as Ereclaw had once called him, a walking and unstoppable disaster. He was already hard to permanently damage, and with this skill, it was even harder. 
 
    He didn’t switch his stats. Instead, he sent a thought to Ereclaw. 
 
    “Found anything interesting?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Killed two champions,” Ereclaw answered. “And one boss, a Rampaging Glaxon.” 
 
    Ryun frowned, annoyed that the wolf had gotten to a boss before him. “You could leave a few bosses for me.” 
 
    “It was your idea to be the bait,” Ereclaw told him. 
 
    Ryun grumbled to himself and continued walking down the street. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes at the group of warriors that were attempting to ambush him from the buildings around him. One of them swung at him and hit his armor, but with such a high wisdom he barely even felt it. Ryun pulled out a weapon out of his storage, a large hammer, and smashed it into the monster, sending it flying back and into the side of a building. It crashed through, collapsing the wall in the process. 
 
     He started attacking the other monsters surrounding him, not even bothering to use proper movements and attacks. He just swung wildly, splattering the monsters all around the street. 
 
    “Found the final boss,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    Ryun perked up. “Where?”  
 
    “It is headed in your direction. Should be there soon.”  
 
    Ryun grinned and decided to clear out the small fry before it arrived. He wanted a clear battlefield. 
 
    He stored his hammer and activated his Void Aura, setting the range at twenty meters to catch every one of the monsters, and then he pushed its intensity up. His aura flashed around him, filling the area with violet and black Void—to his eyes, at least. The monsters around him disintegrated, collapsing in on themselves as their bodies disappeared. The street and the buildings did the same, the stone crumbling into dust that was then in turn consumed. 
 
    He disabled the aura before he created a crater and waited. Soon, he heard the boss monster enter his skill range and he followed as it moved around the streets. It was attempting to flank him, to come at him from his blind spot. Ryun let it think that it was succeeding. 
 
    Then, just as the monster jumped at him, he had two spikes explode out of his back. Two Qi constructs as wide as his fist grew out of his shoulder blades and impaled the monster as it was in the air. 
 
    He heard it grunt in pain as the two spikes punched through its stomach. Then it roared and brought its upper arms on top of his spikes, breaking them. Ryun was surprised at that—his wisdom was high enough that the two spikes should be pretty durable. He turned around as the monster fell to the ground and looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Glaxon Lord (Tier 10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun took his opponent in. Its wounds were already closing. It was taller and wider than the other Glaxon, and obviously stronger. He wondered if he, like the other intelligent monsters he encountered, would speak. The Glaxon had been talking in a language that Ryun didn’t quite understand, which was strange seeing as that hadn’t been an issue in a while. Everyone capable of speech in the Infinite Realm could understand one another. 
 
    Perhaps they weren’t nearly as intelligent as they appeared to be. The monster didn’t speak; it just looked at Ryun with narrowed eyes. Looking at it didn’t make Ryun think of the yeti. Instead, it seemed closer to other types of monsters. Perhaps the Framework had robbed them of their minds? It didn’t matter. 
 
    The monster blurred, charging at him. Ryun was taken off guard, and the monster smashed into him, sending him flying back. He hit a building and went right through it. His armor cracked, and Ryun groaned. 
 
    “That looked like it hurt,” Ereclaw’s voice said. 
 
    “It did,” Ryun answered as he tried to move debris of his body so that he could stand up. “Where even are you?” 
 
    “Nearby, watching you get your ass handed to you,” Ereclaw replied. 
 
    “I liked you better when you weren’t snarky,” Ryun sent as he stood up and started to make his way out of the rubble. He renewed his armor, repairing it. 
 
    “I’m not snarky, I just speak the truth.” 
 
    Ryun grumbled as he walked out of the nearly collapsed building. His sense told him that the monster was hiding to his left, waiting to ambush him as he came out. 
 
    Ryun had lost his taste for having fun, and decided to end things fast. He activated the Presence of the Eternal Hunter and his stats increased while those of his opponent decreased. It startled the monster enough that it didn’t jump on him the moment he left the building. 
 
    Ryun had thought a lot about his fighting style. He had been fighting with weapons, with his hands… He had tried a lot of different styles. In the end, though, he wasn’t that type of fighter. He could survive a lot of damage, and some of his perks gave him great survivability, which had made him think that being in the thick of things might suit him better. But he had been wrong. His Cultivation path and his techniques were his greatest power, and they weren’t meant for such close combat. They were suited for mid-range, for obliterating everyone around him. So, in a way, he still liked to be in the thick of it. He just didn’t need to physically kill every monster in his way. 
 
    He used [Inevitable Step] and increased the distance between himself and the monster, then turned to look at it. Focusing on his techniques, his hands spread to the side as he shaped Qi. Two spikes exploded out of his hands, black and violet Qi layered and twisted into a spiral, making the spikes spin as they grew from the fixed base. One spike impaled the monster before it could react, through the shoulder, and pinned it to the building. The other impaled it through its leg. Then spikes exploded out of his armor, straight forward, impaling the rest of its body. It roared in pain and anger, breaking the spikes with its hands as it tried to walk forward. Ryun just kept the spikes growing and hitting the monster, impaling it. It still refused to go down. 
 
    With a |Pouncing Rush| Ryun jumped forward, meeting it head on, and as he switched all of his stats to his strength, he struck out with his fist. He hit it in the stomach, so fast that a thunderous clap was heard and the monster was blown back. It hit the ground and rolled over it before it hit the wall of a building and cracked it. 
 
    Ryun pulled out his sword out of his storage. He hadn’t been using weapons much during his training, only when he needed to use his cut skill. Most of his time he spent training with his techniques, and improving the speed at which he could switch his {Null Mantle} bonuses. He had gotten very good at destroying everything around him with his techniques. But he still wanted to get his cut evolved. He wondered what it would be like then. 
 
    A part of him wanted to [Reave] the monster, but the truth was that he had enough Essence. Right now, his biggest bottle neck was Void Essence for cycling. He raised his hand, focused on the space around it, and it flickered, just as a dozen lines appeared around the injured monster’s body. In an instant, it was cut apart and dead. 
 
    Ryun sighed, turning around and looking at the town. He had killed a lot of monsters, but he wasn’t sure if that had been all. Then notifications appeared in the corner of his eye and he smiled. 
 
    He looked them over and saw that he had gotten the title and had finally managed to finish his skill quest. 
 
    He left the title for later and pulled out his skill. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have finished your skill quest: 
    
  Beyond Understanding |Perfect Cut| — Cut to pieces 10,000 different types of monsters. 
    
  |Perfect Cut| > |Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder| 
    
  New title available, Beyond Understanding I — +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Field of a Thousand Cuts (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Foes, Torn Asunder allows for great devastation. Once per day, you may create a field of a thousand cuts all around you, creating spatial tears in a twenty-meter radius that will cut any foe that gets near them and deal damage equal to 20% of your current strength. One spatial tear can only deal damage once before disappearing. Undetectable except by special perceptions. Gain +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was surprised to see a perk—he hadn’t known that skills gave those, and it was a powerful one. It also fit exactly into what he wanted his style to be now, one of mid-range combat that unleashed devastation on all around him. 
 
    Ereclaw jumped down from a roof of a building, covered in blood and wounds. Ryun blinked at him. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    He grunted and waved a hand at the pieces of the boss in front of Ryun. “I was wrong. That wasn’t the final boss.” 
 
    Ryun glared at the wolf, then shook his head and pulled out a potion that he threw in the wolf’s face. Next time he was going to make him be the bait. 
 
    Let’s see how he handles fighting a few hundred monsters while I skulk around and kill all the bosses.

  

 
   
    SIDE STORY – LOVE AND DEATH 
 
    ~300 YEARS AGO — ANATALIEN 
 
      
 
    Two forms writhed in pleasure, dancing in perfect pairing. As her pleasure reached a peak, Anatalien opened her mouth and screamed. Her wings opened wide and trembled as she rode her climax through. 
 
    She collapsed forward, on top of her lover, her wings lying limply on top of the bed. She took great care not to injure him with her horns as she turned her head and placed it on his chest—listening to his heart beating. 
 
    They stayed like that for a long while, basking in the afterglow of their coupling. Then, she spoke. 
 
    “That was amazing.” Anatalien sighed. 
 
    The only response she got from him was a gentle petting of her wings. She relaxed under his touch and kept her eyes closed, enjoying their closeness. She had never thought that she could ever feel this way, to love someone so much, and feel so safe in their arms. She placed her hands on his chest and pushed herself up, looking at him from above, her hair framing his face. 
 
    The room was illuminated by soft orange light from one small lantern above her bed, so most of it was shrouded in shadows. Still, she could clearly see his pale blue eyes and blond hair. She smiled down at him. 
 
    “I love you, Sig,” she told him. 
 
    He put his hand on his chest, over his heart, then raised and placed it over her heart. She leaned down and kissed him gently. 
 
    “I don’t know what I would do without you,” Anatalien whispered. He responded by hugging her tight and kissing her neck. She was about to speak again, when something caught her attention. For a split second she thought that her |Perfect Air Current Sense| detected something, but then it was gone. 
 
    She raised herself up, and looked Sig in the eye. He frowned and she was just about to ask if he had felt something. Then she felt it again. Immediately she twisted and beat her wings, flying off the bed as several lances of bright red fire blasted through where she’d used to be, and burned the wall behind her bed. 
 
    She twisted in the air and looked around, seeing a dozen assassins preparing to attack her. She called on the wind with her |Mine Are The Winds, And The Sky| but before she could even turn the air in the room to her will, one of the assassins activated a glowing device. Suddenly all the air inside the room stilled, and an assassin pointed his hand at her. Gravity shifted and she slammed into the ground, falling on her wing and breaking it. Something came over her and all of her power was sealed—a silencing power. 
 
    She screamed in pain as they rushed at her, their weapons raised to kill her. And then she saw Sig step off the bed, and his lips moved. 
 
    “YOUR BONES ARE SHATTERED,” his voice boomed across the room, and Anatalien grimaced in pain as her bones trembled. Even when it wasn’t targeted at her, his words impacted everything. 
 
    The assassins froze for a second, and then they burst apart, every bone in their bodies spontaneously shattering to pieces as they were ripped apart from the inside. Blood, bones, and gore splattered her room, painting every wall in the various colors of the assassins’ blood. 
 
    Then he was there, next to her, carefully helping her up. She hissed in pain as she leaned on him and stood up from her broken wing. He pulled out a potion out of his ring and helped her drink it. She grimaced as she downed it, but the pain started to lessen almost immediately. Then her powers came back, as whatever they had done to silence them ran its course. 
 
    “Damn it,” she said as she looked around, using the motion to hide the ache in her bones. Sig might be able to guide his words somewhat with focus, but it still hurt to hear him speak such a command. She saw the state of her bedroom.  
 
    Not only was it covered in blood, but the two of them were as well. She heard footsteps and yells as her guards got into the room ready for a fight, but too late. Sig stood in front of her, shielding her from their gaze. 
 
    “Search the city. If there are more of them, I want them captured,” Anatalien ordered.  
 
    That snapped her people out of their horrified expressions at the state of her room. “As ordered, Master,” they said and walked out. They were unnecessary here now, when both she and Sig were on alert. 
 
    Once they were alone again, she turned her eyes to look at him. He had a complicated expression on his face, one that she had seen before. “We don’t know for sure,” she whispered. 
 
    His expression hardened, and then he stepped back. He raised his hands and started to move them in precise signs. “Who else?” he signed, his eyes boring into her own. 
 
    She turned her eyes away, and looked at the carnage. “It could be a hundred different people. I have enemies. There are others who can afford to hire assassins who are that powerful. Maybe they were here for you?” She shrugged. 
 
    His hand reached for her shoulder and pulled her around, making her face him. “They came prepared for you. Formations, powers. None of them were lower than Immortal; when they return, they will know that their tactic nearly worked. They will try again. You know that I am right,” he signed when he was sure that she could see. 
 
    “It could be years before that happens. And I can have Eratemus search for their souls, kill them before they return. You don’t need to worry—she can’t kill me.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “You trust that book too much. It can all be a lie.” 
 
    “We went over this before. I am certain that I will not die anytime soon.” 
 
    His hand cut the air in front of him, showing his disagreement. “You cannot take the chance. You can’t ignore her any longer,” he signed. “For all you know, you are supposed to kill her.” 
 
    “I…I can help her,” Anatalien whispered. “It is just the matter of proper balance. If she can reach the Evolved Realm, it would lessen. I can share my inspiration with her, show—” 
 
    He shook his head resolutely and waved his hands, stopping her. “She is insane, and this is the third time. I know that you care for her, but this cannot continue. If you can’t do it, I will. It would only take me a word.” 
 
    “Sigmund, no, you can’t,” Anatalien pleaded. 
 
    “I will not allow her to keep doing this.” 
 
    “We don’t have any hard proof,” Anatalien responded weakly. 
 
    “No more,” he signed, and then he moved his hand over his heart, scratching with two fingers: his sign for her name. “Tali, you cannot help her. She doesn’t want you to help her. She thinks that you stole her birthright, and as long as you have those wings on your back she will hate you.” 
 
    Anatalien closed her eyes. She didn’t agree with him; she knew that she could help her friend. She couldn’t abandon her, not after all that they had been through together. “I’m sorry, but I must try.” 
 
    His eyes flashed. She saw him struggle with himself, and then his lips trembled. Her eyes widened and she jumped forward, putting her hand over his mouth. “Don’t. You promised that you would never do that to me.” 
 
    She saw the pain in his eyes. He shook his head and took a step back. “I will kill her,” he signed. 
 
    “If you do, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    He turned around and kicked the chest next to her bed, breaking it apart. He looked around her bloodstained room, his body heaving with impotent rage. She walked over and placed a hand on his back. At her touch he deflated and his head dropped. She embraced him from behind, and leaned her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Please, just let me try,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    ~300 YEARS AGO — ZENKER 
 
      
 
    Zenker looked at the field around him. The ground that had burned with such intensity that even the dirt had melted, carving swirls of patterns all around the cliff. Ash and pieces of burnt trees were scattered all around, as were craters and an occasional piece of bone, those of which hadn’t been turned to ash from the fire. The sky was broken, cracks filling the air as if someone had punched glass. Now, darkness seeped through, like smoke, and tendrils of black and violet danced in the air above them. An entire side of the mountain had been cleaved off, as if someone had cleanly sheared it in half. The remains of the mountainside were beyond the cliff, burying the valley beneath in rock and dirt. It was a site of devastation and ruin. 
 
    Eratemus, in one of his well-preserved zombie bodies—a pale human with dead eyes—stood next to him, while Yirrel stood a few steps away, looking at a piece of bone sticking out of the ground. 
 
    “This is insane,” Eratemus whispered. 
 
    Zenker agreed, but he didn’t comment. He looked in front of them, where a man was kneeling next to the cliff’s edge a few dozen paces away from them. 
 
    “You know what he will want to do,” Eratemus said. 
 
    Yirrel turned her head and Zenker saw that her expression was hard. “We can’t let him.” 
 
    “Do you want to be the one to tell him that?” Eratemus asked. “I’m the one that can get away safely. The two of you are screwed.” 
 
    Yirrel grimaced, but then turned her eyes to the kneeling figure. “Are we sure she is dead?” 
 
    Eratemus nodded his head. “I tried to track her soul. I got nothing. She’s gone.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Yirrel cursed. “We should’ve done something.” 
 
    “You know why we don’t,” Eratemus told her. “We cannot allow more wars, and if others see us taking her down, then they’ll think that they can take down their enemies, too. Before we know it, we will be buried in dead, and fighting wars that we cannot afford.” 
 
    “We are supposed to prevent this from happening in the first place,” Yirrel   accused. 
 
    “Anatalien forbade it.” Zenker sighed. “We shouldn’t have listened. But… If she had succeeded… It was a risk worth taking.” 
 
    “And she has died for it,” Yirrel added. 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t do anything to change that now,” Zenker said. “We need to make sure that Sig doesn’t do anything rash.” 
 
    “Rash?” Eratemus chuckled. “He is going to shatter the bitch’s soul into a thousand pieces.” 
 
    “We can’t let him do that,” Zenker said. “Even though insane, the amount of damage that she can do is limited. There are others who are far more dangerous, and keeping the status quo between all of them is our job.” 
 
     “She killed one of our own,” Yirrel growled. 
 
    “We will need her. You know how hard it is to reach her level of power. We can’t afford to lose more,” Zenker told her. 
 
    “And what if she does this again?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    “You see the same thing that I see. An army died here.” Zenker gestured all around them. “She will not be able to do something like this again. And we will watch her, make sure that she is contained.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Eratemus commented. 
 
    “Let Raela do it. She, at least, won’t trigger her insanity,” Zenker said. 
 
    “That still leaves us with a problem. Sig will not agree to any of this,” Yirrel said. 
 
    “We must convince him that it is for the greater good,” Zenker insisted. 
 
    “And what if he decides to speak?” Eratemus asked. 
 
    Zenker hesitated. “He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Eratemus raised an eyebrow. “He is grieving.” 
 
    Zenker closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Then we promise him his revenge.” 
 
    “You just said that we can’t let him do that,” Yirrel said. 
 
    “Not now—but once the domes fall, we can,” Zenker told them. 
 
    He saw understanding in their eyes. Eratemus nodded and turned his head in Sigmund’s direction. “That might work, if he is feeling generous.” 
 
    They walked over to the edge of the cliff and stopped just behind the grieving man. 
 
    “Sig,” Yirrel said. 
 
    After a few seconds, the man reacted. He stood up and turned around. Tears were flowing freely from his eyes, but Zenker could see the determination in them. He knew what Sig intended to do. 
 
    Even now, seeing him standing before him, Zenker was surprised at him. Sigmund was so much younger than them, barely five hundred, a child of the very few Third Iteration humans who had stayed in the core when the rest were exiled. He was a man who’d had a hard life. But he was also a cautionary tale, an example of what price the last tier of power demanded from everyone who managed to claw their way to it. 
 
    In many ways, Zenker was thankful for him. Now, he knew that he had to be very careful in how he advanced his skills. He needed to make sure that the drawbacks he would experience were not as severe as those Sigmund had to live with. 
 
    He couldn’t even imagine what it would be like, to know that an errant word spoken casually could twist reality so much. The last tier of power, more than any other, offered a truly awesome degree of power, but at a price. 
 
    Sig raised his hands and signed. “She dies.” 
 
    Zenker glanced at the others, and when he saw that neither of them could bring themselves to speak, he stepped forward. “Sig, you know why we made our group. You know why we don’t allow High Rankers to fight amongst themselves.” 
 
    “Yet she killed Tali,” Sigmund signed, his eyes boring into Zenker’s. “Are we not supposed to punish her for it?” 
 
    “We made mistakes, this is true. If we kill her in retaliation, you know what will happen,” Zenker said. “The truth is that we need her, and you know that.” 
 
    “She is insane! She needs to be put down,” Sig’s hands moved quickly, his face contorting in anger. 
 
    “Half of them are insane, half of us are insane. We are keeping a delicate balance. It is either this, or we all die,” Zenker pleaded with him. 
 
    “No. You can stand aside, but I will not. She will die, and if you try to get in my way, I will…” His hands stopped, but his eyes finished the sentence. 
 
    Zenker felt everyone tense at that, and then Yirrel took a step forward and raised her hand.  
 
    “Sig,” she started, but he shook his head. 
 
    “STOP.” 
 
    Zenker froze, as did Eratemus and Yirrel. The blood in his veins, the air in his lungs, his mind, and everything ground to a halt under the command. And then, just as Zenker felt like he would break, it was gone. Yirrel stumbled, but caught herself. All three of them looked at him warily. Zenker hadn’t really thought that he would speak in their presence. 
 
    “She took the thing that I valued most in this world from me. She burned her soul to nothing. There is no return for Tali, there is no afterlife. She will not get to live her life, not when Tali cannot. I will speak in her presence, and reality itself will end her.” 
 
    Zenker looked at him, seeing the pain in his eyes. He bowed his head. Perhaps they were wrong; perhaps they shouldn’t try to stop him. He opened his mouth to say his thoughts, but Eratemus spoke before he had the chance to. 
 
    “I understand,” Eratemus told him, the pale eyes of his body boring into Sigmund’s. “And I know that she deserves it, but we are not who we are because it is easy. You do not have the power to bend reality to your will with just a word because it is easy. We stand above, and it is our duty to make sure that we get through the last test.” 
 
    Sigmund’s expression darkened, and his lips trembled. Eratemus raised his hand. “No, let me finish. Please.” 
 
    Sigmund looked at Eratemus for a long moment, at the edge of speaking, but then Zenker saw him gather himself and glare at Eratemus. 
 
    Eratemus spoke. “If you will only put your trust in me, I promise you, she will die, and her death will be so much worse than anything that you can do to her. Let the domes fall, let the horrors and nightmares within come. I will send her to the front lines, I will make sure that she dies a horrible death, but only after we have used her to hold back the horde—after she has spent her fire and bought us more time. And when she dies, I will capture her soul, and I will inflict upon her an eternal torment. She will not just end, she will suffer for all time.” 
 
    Sigmund’s eyes bore into those of Eratemus, almost as if they were speaking with looks alone. And then, finally, Sigmund deflated. He nodded his head and then signed, “If you break your promise—” 
 
    “You may do with me as you wish,” Eratemus said. 
 
    Sigmund nodded again, then turned around and walked away. 
 
    The three of them remained, and watched his back as he moved beyond their sight. 
 
    “That could’ve gone very badly,” Yirrel said. “I didn’t think he would speak out loud.” 
 
    “He is grieving,” Eratemus said, mirroring his former point. “Do not hold it against him.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would’ve been easier that we just let him kill her,” Zenker said. 
 
    “No.” Eratemus shook his head. “He is in pain and angry. If he had done it, he would’ve taken revenge, done it out of hate. He would’ve made an example, and everyone would know how powerful he is. People would’ve been afraid, and eventually someone would’ve been stupid enough to do the same thing that Awirren did with Tali, and tried to kill him. Do you really want to see him go on a rampage, to see him speak in a center of a city?” 
 
    Zenker shivered. “No, I would not. Are we sure that he won’t do anything?” 
 
    “I can call Yerala back and send her to him. They are good friends. Perhaps she can keep an eye on him,” Yirrel said. 
 
    “Do so, but I do not think that he will,” Eratemus said. “I have never known him to break his word.” 
 
    Zenker sighed and looked over the devastated territory around him. Having so much responsibility was weighing down on him. He really needed to take a vacation, to go out and travel for a few hundred years. 
 
    Perhaps I just might do that.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 - PRESENT – Nayra 
 
    Oh Really? 
 
      
 
    Nayra sat with her legs crossed in her cycling room. Her eyes were closed as she drew in Essence from all around her. She wasn’t all that good at it, but she had gotten better. Finally, she reached the amount she had decided on drawing in for the day and stopped, then relaxed and opened her eyes. 
 
    Anrosh sat across from her, studying her intently. Nayra gave her a weak smile as she stretched. 
 
    “I don’t know how you people can do this for your entire lives,” Nayra complained. 
 
    Anrosh chuckled. “It allows for time that we can spend contemplating many different things.” 
 
    “I can barely keep my focus on drawing Essence in. I don’t think that I’ll ever be able to focus on more than that.” Nayra shook her head. 
 
    She wasn’t much of a Cultivator, but she didn’t need to be one. Her path was there to support her Class. The small room that they were in was made just for her, newly sharpened blades filled every wall and some were even hanged on long chains from the ceiling. It filled the room with Sharpness Essence, among some other things. It wasn’t as pure of a source as what Anrosh had, but it was good enough for Nayra’s purposes. 
 
    She got to her feet slowly, and Anrosh followed. It meant a lot to Nayra that Anrosh was helping her with all of this. It wasn’t something that she had ever had before. When she and Reyla had been young, their instructors had always been comparing them, trying to push them to be better by using the other as an example. It made Nayra hate training sessions. But in the sects, advancement was individual, a personal thing, and the Twilight Melody Sect differed in the fact that it made knowledge free for everyone. Still, advancement remained the responsibility of the individual. 
 
    Anrosh wasn’t here to try and push her to be better, she was only there to instruct and provide support. Nayra had never had a relationship like that in her life. She liked Anrosh a lot, and her daughter too. Kri reminded her so much of how she used to be when she was that age. Eager to prove herself, to get stronger. In many ways, even their circumstances were similar, as Kri had been given a lot too. 
 
    As the two of them walked toward the exit of the room, she couldn’t help but glance at her. She had, of course, noticed Anrosh’s looks. The woman was many things, but discrete wasn’t one of them. Nayra could admit that Anrosh was attractive, smart, and strong. And while Nayra had been with both men and women before, her choices of lovers weren’t at all like Anrosh was. She had always gravitated toward the more…mysterious personalities, like Ryun, perhaps. 
 
    But over the last year she had come to like Anrosh quite a bit, surprising even herself. She had grown a lot since she decided to leave her former life behind. Changed in ways that she hadn’t expected. She was…happier than she had ever been before, and she was interested in trying something new. Yet she hesitated, pretending that she didn’t see Anrosh’s looks. In great part because she was certain that the woman didn’t quite know what to do about her feelings herself. 
 
    Nayra knew only a little about her past, about the loss of her husband and the life that she had before. Anrosh shared enough that Nayra knew that she didn’t have an easy life. Nayra had decided to leave any first step in her hands, that she wasn’t going to push. But she had decided that several months ago, and was now feeling…impatient. She wondered if perhaps she should make the first move. 
 
    She put those thoughts aside as they entered the training room and were met by Tali, who stood in the center of the room. 
 
    “Are you finally done, Classer?” the woman asked. 
 
    Nayra bit down a retort. The crippled woman didn’t like her, which she understood. From what she knew about her, she was a true Cultivator, one who had been crippled and enslaved. She didn’t know where she came from, but she was one of the reasons why the Twilight Melody Sect’s people advanced well. She had held classes for a few people in the beginning, but these days she only focused on Kri, Anrosh, and by extension Nayra. She knew that the woman didn’t like it, but she didn’t withhold her knowledge from her. 
 
    “I am Master,” Nayra said respectfully. 
 
    “Good. Then you are ready to advance?” Tali asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Nayra responded. 
 
    “Anrosh told me that you managed to change your techniques? Yes?” 
 
    “That is correct.” Nayra glanced at Anrosh, who just gave her a quick smile. 
 
    “Good, that will help you if you ever decide to climb higher than Lord, not that you will ever be anything but mediocre in Cultivation.” Tali nodded. “You’ve done as I have asked? Cycled to improve your conduits?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Then you may advance,” Tali said. 
 
    Nayra glanced at Anrosh and then sat down. She focused on her core and then started pulling out Essence and creating a crystal. She had done this six times, as Tali had advised, cycling once on every stage with Sharpness Essence. She knew that she wouldn’t get nearly the same benefits as a true Cultivator would—the quality of her Aspect and the Essence that she cycled was low—but she should get something, at least. 
 
    Once she was finished, she put the crystal away. It would go to the Sect Vault, to be used for the advancement of other people in the sect—those who earned it—or it would be traded through the auction. 
 
    She took a deep breath, then put in more of her Essence into her core and advanced. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached the Early Lord Realm Stage on the Path of the Lotus Dance! 
    
  Reward—New Path Perk available 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation Bonus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gain +15% effectiveness to all of your technique effects. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Nayra looked at her notifications, seeing that her cycling had paid off in the end. It was a very small increase, at least compared to what everyone else could get, but it was enough that she couldn’t keep the smile from her face. 
 
    She pulled up her perk choices and read through them.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Qi manipulation perk available! 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Qi 
  
       	  Your Qi speed through your conduits is improved. +25% to Qi speed when using techniques. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Precise Qi 
  
       	  Your Qi control through your conduits is precise. Technique cost is reduced by 25%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bursting Qi 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are developed for short bursts of Qi. You are able to use burst techniques without needing a breathing form. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She looked at the three choices with great interest, trying to decide which one would suit her best. 
 
    “Well?” Tali’s voice interrupted her thoughts. She extended her hand and tilted her scarred head. “Show me.” 
 
    Nayra blinked. Then, feeling sheepish, she took the woman’s hand and made the perk choice visible to her. 
 
    Tali didn’t react for a few seconds, and then Nayra saw her lips turn into a frown. “Pathetic, but I expected that.” 
 
    Nayra felt her heart drop a bit when she heard that. 
 
    “Tali,” Anrosh spoke up. “You don’t need to be cruel.” 
 
    Nayra gave her a thankful smile. 
 
    “I only speak the truth. But you are right, for a non-Cultivator it is…passable. Now, considering your build and fighting style… If what you’ve told me is the truth,” Tali warned. “The best perk for you would be Bursting Qi. It would mean that you would always be able to use two of your techniques in almost all situations. It is a good perk for you.” 
 
    Nayra glanced back at her screens. “Not the one that increases my Qi speed?” 
 
    “No.” Tali shook her head. “You are not a Cultivator; techniques are an afterthought for you. You will not use your techniques nearly enough to warrant that.” 
 
    Nayra took a deep breath and then glanced at Anrosh. 
 
    “She is rude, but she knows a lot. Still, in the end, it is your decision.” Anrosh reached out and squeezed her shoulder in support. 
 
    Nayra nodded and then made her choice. “Bursting Qi it is, then.” 
 
    “Good. Now, you remember what I told you?” Tali asked. 
 
    “I do—I need to advance my Class as quickly as possible,” Nayra said. 
 
    “You will not feel the effects immediately. You have a month or a few; your Class and Cultivation path are not particularly dangerous. Still, do not try to wait for longer than that. You have had the time to get more feats before now. With this, you put yourself against the clock.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you for your guidance.” Nayra bowed, even though the woman couldn’t see her. Somehow, Nayra always got the sense that she could sense what was happening around her. 
 
    “Try not to embarrass me,” Tali said as she turned around and walked away. 
 
    Nayra watched her go. She was such a font of knowledge, even more than the instructors she had back home. Knowing about imbalance, about madness, was invaluable. She had known some things—her instructors had mentioned it, but only in terms of rules. She was never supposed to advance without them. 
 
    Here, she had learned a lot more. By advancing to the Lord Realm, she had achieved one more feat that would improve her Class choice, and she had been preparing for her next Class leveling for the last year. She had spent only around 300,000 GE to get to that level, something she couldn’t even believe, but that was nothing compared to the amounts of Essence that she dealt with now. That was around how much she had gained from one battle against the swarm, what she had used to reach level 180. She had earned more than that in the last year just from her monthly contributions. 
 
    As a Sect Leader, she was entitled to a pretty substantial amount of Essence, almost 20,000 GE a month. Some months she had gotten more, some less, based on her contribution. Aside from that, she had engaged in constant monster hunting. She led the teams that dealt with the remnants of the swarm, she had retaken Ven’oran, she had done a dozen runs through the dungeon. She had gained items and potions, some that she had sold for even more Essence. She had been preparing for this for the entire year. For every 1 Greater Essence that she had cycled and given to the sect, she had gained 800 Essence. With everything together, she had almost 950 Celestial Essence accumulated. 
 
    And now she was so close to leveling again, to evolving again. 
 
    A part of her knew that she wanted to level in order to outshine Reyla. She hadn’t reached out to her sister, in part because she was unsure what to say. They had been close once, but the weight of responsibility, of their family name had sullied anything that had once been good between them. They didn’t agree on how to live their lives, and Nayra didn’t know how they could ever get over that. 
 
    She shook her head and pushed those thoughts aside. She turned around and found Anrosh looking at her. Again, the woman’s feelings were quite clear to her, and watching her startle when Nayra caught her looking and trying to cover up her embarrassment was quite adorable. 
 
    “Uh… Are you going to level now?” Anrosh asked uncomfortably. 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “I want to reach at least Mid Lord and obtain a True Body before I evolve my Class.” 
 
    “Do you have the time for that?” Anrosh asked, worry seeping into her tone. It made Nayra’s heart warm to hear that from her. “Tali just said that—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Nayra interrupted. “I don’t plan on drawing in all that Essence, I’m too slow at it. I’ll buy some from the auction.” 
 
    “Ah,” Anrosh said, her expression calming down. 
 
    Nayra took a moment to look at Anrosh, to study her. Her red skin and white hair had been strange to Nayra when she first met her. There were not many people in the Empire who had True Bodies, and only a fraction of them had any kind of drastic changes. Here in the sects she had seen a lot more. Most had some form of physical change. She had seen demasi with two tails or with four horns, kreacean with spikes growing out of their carapace, and many more. It was just…accepted. 
 
    By now, she was used to it, and Anrosh was quite appealing to her. She had a warrior’s body: fit, defined. Her skin was soft, with just a few freckles on her cheeks that made her look far more innocent than she really was. Nayra had seen her fight in real battles, and knew that she was powerful. 
 
    “What is it?” Anrosh asked, snapping her back to reality. 
 
    Nayra didn’t answer. Instead, on a whim, she stepped closer. Then, before she could think better of it, she leaned forward and kissed her. 
 
    Her lips were as soft as she imagined, and tasted sweet, which surprised her. For a moment Anrosh didn’t respond, but then she moved her lips. Before she had the chance to truly enjoy it, the kiss was over. She kept her eyes closed, and sighed. 
 
    “I should have done that a long time ago,” Nayra whispered. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at Anrosh. The look on her face wasn’t what she expected. 
 
    “I…” Anrosh started, her eyes open wide and startled. 
 
    Nayra felt her heart drop. “Oh, I made a mistake, didn’t I?” 
 
    For a moment, Anrosh didn’t say anything and Nayra wanted to crawl down a hole and never come up. She had been stupid, read more into things that were just in her head. She opened her mouth to apologize. 
 
    “No, I…” Anrosh started, interrupting her. “I was just surprised.” 
 
    “Pleasantly, or?” 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She could see that she was confused and taken aback. She realized that she should’ve probably spoken with her before doing something like that, but she had acted on impulse. And now she had messed things up, like she always did. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nayra whispered. 
 
    Then Anrosh reached out and grabbed her shoulders. “No, don’t be. I’m… It’s just…” 
 
    Nayra bowed her head at her words. She knew that Anrosh was just trying to spare her feelings now. Then she spoke, voicing one of the suspicions that she’d had over the last year, the reason why she hadn’t done anything sooner. 
 
    “It’s Ryun, isn’t it? You and him are… I heard the rumors, of course, I should’ve known. I mean, he is strong, and—” 
 
    “No,” Anrosh interrupted her. “No this has nothing to do with him.” 
 
    “So you are not..?” Nayra asked the question that she had wanted to ask for a long time. Even with everything that she and Anrosh talked about, she still didn’t quite believe that there was nothing between them. 
 
    “We were never together,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    “But you want to be?” 
 
    Anrosh hesitated, and then shook her head. “No, I don’t. Once, perhaps, I had thought about it. He saved Kri and me, gave us…gave us everything, a future. And I had been grieving the death of my husband. It was… Of course I thought about it. But he terrified me, and then… We became close, but not like that. Friends—no. More than that: a family. I do care for him, even love him, perhaps. But not in any romantic sense.” 
 
    “Then?” Nayra asked hopefully. 
 
    “You surprised me,” Anrosh said, a small smile tugging at the edge of her lips. “I’ve been thinking about what you thought about me for months. I just never had the courage to do anything about it. When you kissed me, I… You shocked me.” 
 
    Nayra let her own lips turn up into a smile as she put a hand on Anrosh’s hip and pulled her close. “Oh really?” 
 
    They smiled at each other and she leaned forward, intending to kiss her again. Then, a notification flashed across her vision and she blinked. 
 
    “What the?” Nayra said as the notification went through her filters and appeared in her vision. She read through the title and frowned. “Message from the Invitation Committee? What is this?” 
 
    “I see it, too,” Anrosh said. “The Sect Interface just received a message.” 
 
    It took Nayra a moment to realize what it meant. As Sect Leaders, they were connected to the Faction Interface. A while ago, Anrosh had sent a registration request to the core, to register the Twilight Melody Sect, as well as their holdings. It wasn’t anything special, it just connected them with every other faction. They could send messages through the Interface, or get news. Although all of that cost Essence—a lot of Essence, seeing as they were all the way on the Frontier—so they hadn’t really used it. 
 
    “What do you think it is about?” Nayra asked. 
 
    “We should go and find out,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Nayra grimaced at the timing of it, but nodded. They made their way to the palace and the chamber beneath it. When Ven’oran fell and they had taken the Last Ember Sect’s territories, they had switched the Main Interface to Consequence. It made sense, since it was the largest city in their sect. 
 
    They entered the guarded room and approached the interface, an obelisk-like object in the center of the room. Anrosh touched it and then a window popped up in front of it. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! As a registered entity, your faction—Twilight Melody Sect—is eligible for participation in the Centennial Tournament. You’ve been allotted the plot—325570-GH—in the arena stands. Size: Twenty square meters. The price of admission to the arena stands per group of 10 is 100 Celestial Essence for the qualifications of all categories, 200 CE for the semi-finals of all categories, and 500 CE for the finals of all categories. You have 10 days to notify us of your attendance, or otherwise your slot will be sold on the auction. 
 
    Regards, 
 
    Association of Centennial Tournament Affairs 
 
      
 
    Nayra blinked at the message before glancing at Anrosh. Then she remembered who she was, and what her people had planned for the tournament.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 - PRESENT – Nayra 
 
    Plans 
 
      
 
    Nayra attacked with her blunted spear, pushing her opponent back. Her spear was deflected, sloppily, and she raised her shield as she jumped forward. Her opponent's eyes widened, and she used her |Dodge| skill to get out of the way. Unfortunately for her, Nayra’s charge was a feint. She pirouetted in place and shot out with her leg, sweeping the floor. 
 
    A yelp of surprise came from her opponent as her feet were swiped from under her and she tumbled to the floor. Nayra stepped forward and put the tip of her spear at her opponent’s throat. 
 
    “You lose,” Nayra said. 
 
    “Again,” Kri mumbled. 
 
    “What?” Nayra tilted her head. “Did you expect to win anytime soon?” 
 
    The look in the child’s eyes told her all that she needed to know. She did think that she had a chance to win. Nayra stepped back and let her get back up. She glanced to the side where Anrosh was smiling affectionately at her daughter. Nayra liked seeing her like that, with obvious care for her daughter in her eyes. 
 
    Anrosh caught her looking and raised an eyebrow. It had been a few days since their kiss, and things had been progressing well enough, although not much had really changed. They still met every morning when they weren’t busy to train together, and then Nayra had her session with Kri while Anrosh had a meeting with Embesh. After that, they went about their own duties. Nayra went with the warriors, listening to the reports from the patrols, and going out on hunts if there were things that would be an appropriate challenge for her. Anrosh spent her time cultivating and just being visible in the city. 
 
    The only thing that had changed was that they tried to have lunch together every day, and that they looked for opportunities to be affectionate where no one would notice. 
 
    Nayra turned her attention back to Kri, who was looking at her with a look that was somewhere between angry and embarrassed. Nayra smiled at her and took a step closer. 
 
    “You still have a long way to go. There is no shame in that. Do you think I became good with the spear in a few months? No. It took me years,” Nayra said. 
 
    Kri took a deep breath and then deflated. “I know, I just… If I had more skills, perhaps I could’ve done something.” 
 
    Nayra nodded her head. “Yes, if you had more, you would’ve been better. But there is a reason why we are having you learn this way. Do you not agree with those reasons?” 
 
    She watched the girl struggle through her emotions. Nayra understood, she had been young once. Kri wanted to advance fast, as everyone around her was. She could see them all getting stronger, and she wanted that, too. But she didn’t yet understand that those were extremely unique circumstances, that their advancement had been paid for in blood. 
 
    “I understand,” Kri said, trying—and failing—to keep her disappointment from her face. 
 
    Nayra gave her a long look, and then nodded. The way that they were teaching her was different than what she had gone through. Her instructors had rarely explained themselves, or told her why something was better. Kri had everything explained to her, and she even had some say in it. She might complain to Nayra or Anrosh, but she didn’t let her feelings be seen by others. She did understand. 
 
    They had taught her only two skills, |Combat Mastery| and |Dodge|. The reasons for that were simple, and something that Nayra had suggested, as it was the way that she had been taught. It had taken Nayra years to realize why she had been taught in that way, but she knew now that it was valid. She wasn’t allowed any more skills, because people that used skills from the young age, understandably relied on them more. 
 
    Kri was being taught how to fight with a spear, a martial art. While what Nayra was teaching her was created with powers in mind, the basics should be learned without them. Kri needed to learn how to do every movement by herself, in order to better understand her skills and know when it was appropriate to use them. It was better if she knew how and when to use a swipe or a thrust with her spear before she came to rely on skills. A skill would make her attack more powerful, but using it at the wrong time could mean the difference between life and death. 
 
    “So, what did you do wrong?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Kri’s expression turned thoughtful. “I was too slow?” 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “No, you weren’t paying attention. Your eyes were looking at my upper body, at my weapon and shield, which were distracting you.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have the skills that allow me to look at more than one place at the same time,” Kri complained. 
 
    “This isn’t about skills, and you will gain one once you prove that you don’t need it to follow the flow of battle,” Nayra told her. “The most basic and most important part of any martial art is footwork. By looking at my feet, you could’ve figured out that my charge was just a feint. You could’ve figured out my movements.” 
 
    Kri tilted her head. “But how can I see that just from your feet?” 
 
    “It is something that is better not taught, but learned on one’s own. Next time, try to keep your eyes on your opponent's feet as well as everything else.” 
 
    “If I try to do that, I’ll probably get a True Body with three sets of eyes,” Kri joked. 
 
    “You first need to survive to get there,” Nayra warned, and Kri’s expression turned serious before she nodded. 
 
    “Girl!” a voice rang out in the training room, and Nayra turned to see Kri’s other instructor, Tali, standing at the entrance. “Come. It is time for another lesson.” 
 
    Kri bowed to Nayra and then ran off, forgetting to leave her spear and having to run back to place it on the rack. Nayra shook her head as she followed the blind woman to her little garden. It was the one requirement that the woman had—the only thing that she’d asked was to have a training room with a garden attached. 
 
    Tali was teaching Kri more about Cultivation, planning her future path and what kind of perks she should be going for. With her, she learned how to draw in more Essence, and how to do it more efficiently, as well as how to cycle properly. 
 
    Anrosh walked over as Nayra put her weapon and shield on the rack. She put her hand on Nayra’s back. 
 
    “You are good with her,” Anrosh said. “She rarely shows respect to anyone. Well, there was this one time, when Ryun asked her to do it…” 
 
    “She is a good kid,” Nayra added with a smile as she leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. They were in the beginning stages of their relationship, going slow, but also enjoying it. 
 
    Anrosh’s expression turned hesitant. “I don’t know how I’ll tell her. About us, I mean.” 
 
    “There is no need to rush. Everything is still new,” Nayra said. 
 
    “I know, but I would rather it come from me than from someone else.” 
 
    “No one else knows,” Nayra said. 
 
    “Someone is bound to see us eventually.” Anrosh shrugged. 
 
    “Well, we can be more careful,” Nayra said. They weren’t exactly hiding, but…things weren’t that simple. 
 
    They walked out of the training area and out into the courtyard, where they were beset by a truly unpleasant person: Lesamitrius Danos, former Monarch of the Green Rain Sect, currently of the Twilight Melody Sect, saw them and started to approach. Former Emissary Riodan Odrek of the Green Rain Sect, and now merely a member of the Twilight Melody Sect, followed behind him with a complicated expression on his face. 
 
    His attempts to halt his former master seemed not to have worked. Nayra braced herself as he approached her. 
 
    “I demand a rematch!” he yelled out loud. 
 
    Nayra heard Anrosh sigh, but then she spoke calmly. “Monarch Danos, is this how you greet your Sect Leaders? I see that the standards of your former sect are low indeed if you don’t even know how to address those whom you serve.” 
 
    Lesamitrius’ expression turned dark, but before he could answer, Odrek stepped forward and bowed, pulling Lesamitrius down with him. 
 
    “Apologizes, Sect Leaders. Ma—my friend is just eager to prove himself to our new sect.” 
 
    Nayra raised an eyebrow as she looked at Anrosh. They didn’t know much about the reasons why Odrek was here, but they could guess. Following his loss, Lesamitrius had left Consequence for his home, unwilling to hold to his end of the bargain and change sects, spouting obscenities and vowing his revenge. He had probably intended to come back and conquer them by force. 
 
    Then, a few weeks after his departure, he came back, with only Odrek in tow. Both had been wearing far simpler clothes, and Lesamitrius’ expression beyond angry. He didn’t address any of the words he had spoken before he left, and only said that he was here to keep his obligation, his word. 
 
    They didn’t know for sure, but apparently his family or Sect did not appreciate him not honoring it in the first place. They knew that much because Odrek brought with him a letter from the Sect Leader Veratius Danos, where he personally apologized for his son’s behavior and asked Anrosh as a personal favor, Sect Leader to Sect Leader, for her to forgive his son’s slight and take him in as it had been agreed. He had also sent a proposition of expanded trade and a draft of an agreement that would allow Green Rain Sect’s expeditions to pass through Twilight Melody Sect lands on their way to unclaimed territories. 
 
    It was…a lot. The trade agreement alone would be worth more than twice what the sect earned from trade at the moment, in a year or two. It was a great win for the sect, and so Anrosh didn’t really have a choice. The issue was that Lesamitrius was… Well, he was a classic sect heir: arrogant and nearly useless. Anrosh had no place to really put him in. All of the Twilight Melody Monarchs were out on hunts for powerful monsters or in other territories, protecting them. Putting Lesamitrius with Lord Realm warriors would mean putting him in charge. That wouldn’t work; he had sworn the sect oath, and became an official member—both Riodan and Lesamitrius were—but they weren’t yet trusted. 
 
    That only left one choice. The man had been attached as a personal aide to Anrosh, something he did not appreciate. 
 
    “Monarch Lesamitrius,” Anrosh began, “we have gone over this once already.” 
 
    “Respectfully,” Lesamitrius said in a tone that was anything but, “this is the sect way. The strong lead, and the weak follow. I am challenging Sect Leader Ornn for her spot in the sect.” 
 
    Nayra was about to answer, when Anrosh raised her hand and spoke. 
 
    “Lesamitrius,” Anrosh said, leaving out the respectful prefix of his Realm. The man’s eyes narrowed at that, but he didn’t speak, for once. “You have been a part of this sect long enough to know that we do things differently. Still, you have been here for only a short time, and you have not proven yourself nearly enough to demand something like that. In time, once you have proven yourself, you will get the chance to challenge others.” 
 
    Nayra knew that she had taken him by surprise during their fight, that he had underestimated her, that he had been arrogant enough to think that he was stronger. The truth was that he was very strong. Nayra had seen him training in the yards. A second fight would not go the same way, and while Nayra was confident that she was still stronger, he would not be underestimating her again. 
 
    “Prove myself?” the man asked incredulously. “I am a Monarch of the Green Rain Sect, the Son of a Sect Leader! I—” 
 
    “You are a Monarch of the Twilight Melody Sect,” Anrosh corrected, seeing the man’s expression twitch. “And your father made it very clear to me his thoughts concerning you. He has already had to lower himself by asking a favor of me in order to make sure that I do not punish the way you spoke to us last time. And for breaking your word.” 
 
    Hearing that made the man’s expression change to one of pain, and Odrek stepped up. “Apologies again, Sect Leaders. Danos is only eager to prove his worth, to serve the sect in the best way possible.” 
 
    Anrosh met Odrek’s eyes, holding them for a moment, and then nodded. “Very well, I will forget this conversation. Please make sure that it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    Odrek pulled Lesamitrius away, and the two of them walked out of the training yards. As soon as they were out of sight, Anrosh sighed in relief. Nayra reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “You did well, better than I would have. I was tempted to slap the bastard,” Nayra said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. “He is a…handful, but he is powerful. Lesamitrius is the strongest of any of our Monarchs at the moment, with the exception of the two of us, perhaps. It is causing problems. He demands respect in the manner of how the other sects work, not how Twilight Melody Sect does. Odrek is keeping him controlled, at least somewhat, but I fear that it is only a matter of time before he does something…rash.” 
 
    “Why did you even accept him, then? I don’t even know why you made that a condition.” 
 
    “It…it is hard to explain, but I knew his type. It made me angry. I wanted to humiliate him, and I counted on his honor being important enough to him that he would’ve felt humiliated when he lost and was forced to serve us. I did not count on him thinking that he was so much better than us.” 
 
    “His father apparently agrees with you. I don’t know why he sent him back.” 
 
    “To teach him a lesson, probably. It happens often in the sects, sending problematic sons and daughters away to either learn or die,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    Nayra shook her head. She had thought that her family was cruel and cold, but at least she hadn’t been sent to survive on her own. They had joined an Order, true, but they had support, both of their family and the Order. Lesamitrius had lost everything. He had no wealth, no support. He had only himself to rely on. 
 
    Nayra was had been the same a year ago, but the difference was that it had been her choice. 
 
    “Well, if you really can’t control him, maybe allowing him to challenge me wouldn’t be too bad?” 
 
    “No, he needs to learn his place. Having him fight you would just make him feel more important than he is, regardless of who won.” Anrosh shook her head, then added, “Not that I think that you would lose.” 
 
    Nayra laughed. “Of course not.” 
 
    Anrosh released a weary sigh. “There is so much stuff to do. I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “Did you make a decision about the tournament?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. “Not yet.” 
 
    “We have only five more days to send back a message,” Nayra reminded her, trying to sound casual. She was trying not to think of the things she knew, about the secrets that she held. She didn’t know the details, only that something big was supposed to happen at the tournament. A part of her wanted to keep quiet and just ignore it, but another part of her was conflicted. She had lived with these people for a year, and she understood now that they weren’t quite what the Empire painted them as. 
 
    The core wasn’t filled with people who had done horrible things in the past—it was filled with innocents who hadn’t even been born then. She just didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “The tournament would be an insanely great opportunity for us,” Anrosh said. “We could make connections with other sects, and just seeing the fights would be the a dream of a lifetime. I want to go and see the splendor of the Grand Arena,” she said, her voice becoming wistful.  
 
    She turned to look at Nayra with wide eyes. “Can you imagine it? Seeing so many people in the same place? Millions upon millions, all there to trade everything from items to secrets in the Grand Auction? And then the few among them that compete? To see a birth of a new High Ranker? This is something that I never imagined I would be able to experience.” 
 
    Nayra’s heart dropped in her chest. She opened her mouth, and then closed it. She didn’t know what to say. Finally, she managed to speak. “Why haven’t you responded, then?” 
 
    “I…I keep hoping that Ryun will come back,” Anrosh whispered. “This is the kind of a decision that a Sect Head needs to make. And, well… I don’t think that we have any truly impressive people capable of competing, even in the lower-tier categories. Maybe you for the tier 7 or 8 when you level, but… Ryun might have been interested.” 
 
    Nayra nodded. She didn’t think that she could compete with the best of the best. She had gotten better, but she wasn’t there quite yet. Ryun, on the other hand… He might be able to compete. A part of her was interested to see the heights he could reach. 
 
    “I agree, that does sound interesting.” 
 
    For a moment, Nayra was confused as to who had spoken, but then she raised her head and saw him. 
 
    Ryun was sitting on top of one of his cubes, his feet dangling in the air. His eyes were still bottomless pits of the void surrounded by white, and the cracks in his skin that went over his eyes were misted with black and violet wisps. 
 
    Nayra hadn’t even noticed him. She looked at him and felt nothing—no sense of his Qi, or presence at all. The sensation reminded her of some of her siblings, the older ones who had a tight control of their bodies and power. It was as if had erased his presence completely. Now that she knew he was there, she could sense him with her |Heat Sense|, but she was still shocked. 
 
    Both of them were too startled to say anything. 
 
    “I’m back,” Ryun said simply. “Now, what is this about a tournament?”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 – PRESENT – Nayra and Ryun 
 
    Nayra 
 
      
 
    Nayra sat across from Anrosh at the table in the meeting room. Embesh sat at the head, looking uncomfortable, and Ryun stood in the corner, looking through the window. Poor Embesh had tried to get Ryun to take his spot at the head of the table, with no success. Nayra knew that it didn’t matter much to Ryun, but Embesh clearly felt like it wasn’t appropriate. 
 
    Seeing him back made Nayra feel many different things. She remembered her foolish feelings when she just met him, but she liked to think that she had grown a lot in the last year. 
 
    “Send a message back. We will attend,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Why?” Anrosh asked, looking at the back of his head. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked as he turned around and met her eyes. 
 
    “Why would we want to go? What would we gain? We don’t have many people capable of participating, and we will be spending Sect’s resources, both on the trip and to pay the fees. I am sure that we will have many opportunities there, and we might make connections with other sects. But…in reality, our sect doesn’t need that now. We don’t have much that we can offer there, aside from the ore from our dungeon. And that is not enough to warrant us attending.” 
 
    Nayra was surprised. She had thought that Anrosh wanted to go. Then she realized that Anrosh just wanted to hear Ryun’s own reasons. 
 
    “I was…invited,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Invited?” Anrosh frowned. “By who?” 
 
    “A stranger I met a year ago. He was…strong. I want to go and find him again. To talk with him.” He hesitated, his face turning into a grimace. He looked turned his palms up, then looked at them before closing his fists and opening them slowly. “I am lost, in a way, without a purpose. I have tried to find it, to discover what it is that I want to do, what I want to be. He…he is someone who is old and powerful. If he had survived for this long, he must have a purpose. Perhaps he can enlighten me.” 
 
    Nayra blinked at that. It was more of a reason that she had thought Ryun would have. “Why not ask Tali? I am sure that she is old as well. She is an Immortal at least, since even crippled she doesn’t age.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “I asked her already. She doesn’t want to tell me anything. Doesn’t want to ‘taint’ me, as she says. She believes that it is something that everyone needs to find out on their own.” 
 
    Nayra tried to think about what her purpose was, what she wanted to be. She didn’t have an answer, aside from advancing and helping the sect, helping Ryun and Anrosh. Her thoughts paused as she realized that she did have a few things that she wanted to do. 
 
    “As long as you are sure,” Anrosh told him. “We might benefit from it, if we prepare enough.” 
 
    “I am sure,” Ryun answered. “How does the tournament work?” 
 
    “The tournament is separated in several events. Each holds its own cost to attend, as a spectator at least,” Anrosh answered. “I do agree that we should go—it will be a great opportunity for us to trade and make meaningful connections. But we can accomplish that by only attending one event.” 
 
    “Without participating in the fights?” Ryun asked. 
 
    She watched the two of them, how they spoke to each other. It was as if Ryun hadn’t spent a year away. They just settled in like they had spoken to each other every day for the past year. Nayra felt a pang of jealousy, but she dismissed it. Anrosh had told her that she did care for Ryun, that they were as close as family in some ways. 
 
    “Well…” Anrosh cleared her throat. “The tournament is divided into several events, as I’ve said. There are three major divisions: the four to five tiers of power division, the six to eight tiers of power division, and the nine tiers of power division. They call these three divisions the Low, Mid, and High Divisions. The rewards and types of competition differ between the three.” 
 
    Ryun nodded with interest. 
 
    “I don’t know what exactly they are, since they change from tournament to tournament, and all that I know comes from stories I heard in the past. But I am certain that the reward for reaching the top eight of the High Division is a choice of an awakened object.” 
 
    Ryun’s eyebrow rose. “Well, that is very interesting. I wonder what my chances are to get that far,” he mused to himself. 
 
    It took Nayra a few moments to realize what his words meant. “You have reached the ninth tier?” 
 
    Everyone at the table looked at Ryun with wide eyes, but he just smiled in response. 
 
    Anrosh mumbled something to herself, and then spoke. “There is a requirement for that division, I believe that it is for the participants to have at least six tiers of power in one focus.” 
 
    Ryun grinned. “Then I will have no issues.”  
 
    This time it was Embesh who voiced what all of them were feeling. “You’ve reached the Immortal Realm, Honored Sect Head?” 
 
    His respectful words made Nayra realize just what kind of an achievement that was. He was in the same Realm as some High Rankers: he was an Immortal, would never age. Immortals were valuable, rare, at least on the scale of every person in the world. To be one meant prestige—it usually meant wealth, power. And she was in the same room as him, was on the first-name basis with him. It was…strange. 
 
    “Ryun,” Anrosh started, “most of the people who will be competing in that category will be older than you, and probably more powerful.” 
 
    “I know.” Ryun’s eyes flashed with anticipation. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “The High Division is the most watched event in the world. It will bring a lot of attention on you,” Anrosh told him. “It is watched by millions of people. You’re sure you want that?” 
 
    “The arena can’t be that large?” Ryun tilted his head. 
 
    “It is larger than you think. It can and will house tens of millions. The stands will be turned into a city that surrounds the stage, one that will span a field so large that standing on one end, a person could barely see the other side. The stands are where most of the dealings will be done, in between the matches, but even the outside areas of the arena will become a city that fills the territory as other factions set up temporary buildings and establish their presence. There will be…well, everything. The tournament will last for a year, maybe more.” 
 
    “That long?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The qualifications for the Divisions alone last between one month and three, depending on the amount of people who enter. There will be teams and solo participants for the Low and Mid Divisions, and there will be different types of competitions—fights, certainly, which are the main events in the arena, but also formation making, alchemical brewing battles, puzzle solving, tests of endurance. There will be special events as well. This will last for the first three months, and then the main event starts—the High Division combat. These are all one-on-one matches. The people in this category are the future High Rankers, or those close enough to that level of power. Depending on the number of the participants, there will be one or more free-for-all battles that will narrow down the participants to thirty-two. Then, the matches will begin. Each five rounds, the matches are held over a week with a week’s rest between them.” 
 
    “Interesting. That means that one might be forced to reveal more of their power in order to qualify, or they might try to hide and just survive until the number is low enough and they qualify anyway,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes, and it is not going to be easy either way,” Anrosh told him. “Do you think that you are better than the hundreds of others in the core?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “If we are going to attend, then we need to prepare. And we don’t have a lot of time. We need to decide how many people are we going to take, we are allowed only ten in the arena itself, but we can bring as many as we want. They will just need to camp outside it.” 
 
    “We can send a caravan with Heartstone from the dungeon,” Embesh said. “And we still have some of the monster hides and materials from the swarm. We agreed to keep the bulk in our vaults and only sell as we needed. Selling at the tournament might net us more value than through the auction, if we find the right buyers.” 
 
    “Yes, a caravan might be a good investment. Get on that,” she told him. “If we want to reach the tournament in time we need to leave before the next month ends.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “A long way, but we’ll use a teleporter to get there. There is one about a month away at the caravan speed,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    Nayra scratched at her palms. She had kept quiet, but she…she didn’t know if she should say anything. For all she knew, what the Empire planned would fail. But if it did succeed… She needed to warn them, but she didn’t know how to get the words out. It would mean breaking away completely with her past, her family. More than that, it would mean betraying them completely. 
 
    She knew that Ryun wasn’t aligned with anyone, but…if she told him, all it would take was for him to speak to the wrong person and everything that her people had worked for might collapse. 
 
    “Good,” Ryun said, and she forced herself to focus on him. “But you said that we can only bring ten people into the arena?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anrosh answered. “It is a small area, so we might want to go with less. It isn’t like we have many people who could even go.” 
 
    “How do we decide who will go?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Well, if we set up there, then we will probably be dealing with all the factions that have their own plots. So Sect Leaders, and people who were strong enough to make an impression,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun smiled. “You mean yourself.”  
 
    “It’s not like we have anyone else,” Anrosh replied with a shrug. 
 
    “You would want to come?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh’s eyes widened. “It is an opportunity that I never thought I would have,” she whispered. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “What about Kri?”  
 
    “She… It would benefit her, but she is too young. She should stay, focus on her training with Tali,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    “Tali… I promised her that I would find a way to fix what happened to her. Perhaps we should bring her along?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head immediately. “This will be the first time that our sects will interact with other people, the first impression. We cannot afford to appear weak, and Tali’s state will be seen as a weakness.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced, but nodded. “Well, I can still search for something to help her.” He turned his head to look in Nayra’s direction. “What about you?” 
 
    “I…” Nayra hesitated, unsure of what she could say. On the one hand, she knew that she couldn’t keep her past from them for much longer. Ryun had agreed that he didn’t need to know, under the condition that she gave her loyalty completely to the sect. And she had done so, but now, her past was interfering with the safety of the sect. She needed to tell them. “I’d like to go,” she said, instead of the truth. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, perhaps wondering why she had hesitated, but then he nodded. “That is three, and Ereclaw will probably be the fourth. Is that enough?” 
 
    “As a Sect Head, you should have some attendants, or guards at least,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun grimaced again. “Well, find them, then, but no more than two. We are going to have limited space. As for the caravan, how many were you thinking?” 
 
    Anrosh glanced at Embesh who cleared his throat. “I would suggest no more than fifty warriors, enough to protect the caravan and not leave the sect weakened, and no more than twice that in support personnel.” 
 
    “I agree,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Good. Then start the preparations.” Ryun clapped his hands. 
 
    Hearing the dismissal, everyone stood and moved toward the exit. Nayra saw Anrosh pause and turn back. “I’m glad that you’re back,” she told him. 
 
    “As am I,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “Make sure to go and find Kri. She missed you,” Anrosh said and then turned around, walking out with Nayra. 
 
    “Oh,” Ryun called out, making them turn around. “I remember the Black Viper Sect using some strong bindings to tie me up when I was their prisoner. Do we have something strong like that? Something that could hold someone like me?” 
 
    Nayra and Anrosh exchanged a look. “Well, no, not something that could hold you, if you wanted to break out.” 
 
    “Without my boosts?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Maybe—the Last Ember Sect had some pretty strong chains,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Good enough, I guess. Where can I find them? I’d like to borrow some.” 
 
    “They should be in the armory,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ryun said, his face clearly telling them that he wasn’t going to elaborate. 
 
    Anrosh just shook her head, the look on her face telling Nayra that this wasn’t close to the strangest thing he had ever asked from her.  
 
    They left the room together, but as they walked, the only thing that Nayra was thinking on was how she was going to tell them everything. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun watched the others leave the meeting room, his eyes looking at their backs, while he focused on his peripheral vision. A bundle of Essence was moving along with them. He had noticed it immediately after he had arrived in Consequence: a person-shaped area filled with Essence that he was unfamiliar with, standing next to Nayra. He hadn’t looked at it directly, and he couldn’t sense it with his |Perfect Resonance Sense|. It followed after Nayra as she left the room, and Ryun frowned. 
 
    At first he had thought that it was some aspect of her power, a new perk perhaps, but the more time he spent near it the more he became convinced that that wasn’t the case. The bundle also had a faint tether, stretching through the walls and leading…somewhere. As Nayra and Anrosh got far enough away, Ryun walked out of the room. He left the building and headed to the armor, ignoring the people bowing to him with wide and terror-filled eyes. 
 
    A part of his mind knew that these were former members of the Last Ember Sect, that they had seen him when he attacked their city, and that they were afraid of him. 
 
    Inside the armory he was met with warriors, some of whom tried to bar his path until they realized who he was. Not all had seen him, probably, but he was somewhat memorable. His eyes were two pools of void, and the cracks in his face that covered his eyes and misted with Void Qi were hard to miss. He asked them for the strongest chains they had and put them into his storage. Then, he walked out and headed back toward the palace. As he walked into the courtyard, he saw the tether leaving the building, going through the air and out of the city. 
 
    He jumped and followed it, soaring through the sky with his cubes. He moved as fast as he could, using his sense to monitor his surroundings. A few hours later, he finally found something interesting. He stopped in the air, high above the ground, looking at the tether as it disappeared through the side of a mountain. But the reason why he had stopped was that he could see unnatural Essence in the air. There was a thin layer of it, shaped into a globe. 
 
    He sat on his cube and focused on his |Perfect Resonance Sense|. As he scanned the mountain and its surroundings he kept his eyes on the Essence, which he was pretty sure wasn’t genuine Essence. It didn’t quite look like Qi, but it was…not natural at least. 
 
    Then, he found a cave just a bit below him at the base of the mountain, one that was occupied by three people. One, a woman, was lying on a small bed, to his sense apparently asleep. The other two, both men, sat on chairs with a table between them, playing some kind of a game. Based on her shape, the woman was a human, and the other two were demasi. 
 
    He focused further and sensed the words coming out of their mouths. 
 
    One of them was apparently complaining. “…can’t handle this anymore. We’ve been here for months! We were supposed to be preparing for the war, not—” 
 
    “Please stop,” the other interrupted. “I can’t listen to you whine again.” 
 
    “Whine?” The man leaned back. “You can’t think that this is a good use of our time.” 
 
    “We are Knights, and we go where we are ordered.” 
 
    “Bullshit! We are here because the Ornn family wants to keep an eye on the traitor. We should just kill her and be done with it.” 
 
    “Don’t,”  the other one warned. 
 
    The first one raised his hands in frustration. “What? She can’t hear me,” he bit out, gesturing at the bed. “And you know I’m right. The only reason that traitor is still alive is because of who she is.” 
 
    “We were not sent here to assassinate anyone. We were sent to watch and evaluate what kind of a threat she is to our plans.” 
 
    “And kill her if she talks. I know the mission, Faris. It doesn’t change the fact that the Ornn Family bullied the Order to get their way. They sent family, and we have no idea what she”—he gestured in the sleeping woman’s direction—“sees or hears. For all we know she is protecting her sister.” 
 
    “We are here to protect her while she watches, not to make decisions,” the other one said. 
 
    Ryun frowned. If he understood what he had overheard, then there were some very interesting things happening. He could stay here and listen in some more, but for once he did want some answers. 
 
    He stood up on his cube and jumped forward, creating steps and heading straight for the mountain. His sense told him where the entrance to their cave was, and he headed straight for it. 
 
    He reached the strange globe and entered it. As soon as he passed through one of the people inside stood up fast, toppling his chair. 
 
    “Someone passed through my perimeter,” the whiner said, his hand going to the bow and arrow leaned next to him on the table. “Coming in fast!” The other reacted as well, but it was too late. 
 
    {Null Mantle} spread through him, and he boosted his strength and dexterity in an instant. He landed on solid ground at the entrance of the cave, and jumped in. [Inevitable Step] brought him deeper in, between the two people. He saw the flashes inside their bodies as they tried to activate their perks and abilities. 
 
    [Bringer of Sorrow] billowed out of him, targeting the two of them. Immediately they heaved, sobs shaking their bodies. They fell to their knees, tears flowing from their eyes, their weapons tumbling from their hands. Ryun kicked the whiner in the head, sending him flying into the wall. He lost consciousness and tumbled to the floor. 
 
    He turned on the other one, looking down at him as he struggled to do anything, but was unable from the sudden emotional attack. Ryun reached down, grabbed him by the throat and pulled him up. He dangled him in the air and squeezed. He tried to fight, kicking and punching, surprising Ryun with his strength. Ryun was forced to spend his Qi to nullify the physical force of his punches. Ryun would put the man at a high tier of power—seven, or perhaps even eight.  
 
    Finally, his struggle slowed and he lost consciousness. Ryun let him drop to the ground, then he turned toward the bed. He walked over and looked down. The woman lying on it seemed to be asleep, but to his eyes she glowed. Essence flashed around her, and the tether that he had been following was connected to her. He leaned down and looked at her face. He could still see the shape of it, if not anything that was in actual color. If he wasn’t mistaken, she did somewhat look like Nayra, and they shared the same cheeks and chin. 
 
    He tilted his head and wondered what he wanted to do. He glanced back, wondering if perhaps killing the two would be easier. Then he sighed. His sense had picked up one of Twilight Melody Sect patrols nearby. This was their territory, after all. He tied the two warriors up, and then he left to find the patrol. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to find them, and terrify them by dropping silently from the sky. He informed them that he had found and imprisoned two intruders and that they were to take them to Consequence. 
 
    He didn’t stay long enough to see their reactions, but with his sense he felt them moving in the right direction. 
 
    He returned to the cave and grabbed the woman picking her up from the bed while making sure that there were no signs of her waking up. He left the cave and headed into the forest, found a secluded spot, and leaned the woman against a tree.  
 
    Then he sat across from her on the ground, settling in to wait.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Spy 
 
      
 
    Daria Ornn pulled the piece of her soul back from the Astral Plane, and back to her body. Another day spent watching over her wayward younger sister. It had been too long; her mission had been to watch over Nayra and see if she had betrayed her people. If it had been anyone else who had done as she had, they would’ve already been dead. But the family held enough influence that not even the Orders could act without second thought. 
 
    Daria herself wasn’t sure what she should do. There was no question that Nayra had betrayed them—she had joined a sect and abandoned her duty. But as far as she had seen and heard, Nayra hadn’t actually betrayed any secrets. She knew what her two companions, the representatives of the Orders, wanted. To them, the only course of action was to kill Nayra and be done with it. The only reason why they hadn’t tried was because of Daria’s presence, and she was supposed to be the judge. Her parents had been clear, she was just to watch over Nayra and eventually make contact with the Seventh Iteration Ranker whom Nayra now served. They wanted to try and bring him over to their side, or at least keep him neutral. In the grand scheme of things, he and this part of the frontier were insignificant. The great swarm would not be coming through this area, and it wasn’t like this part of the world had anything that could really threaten them. 
 
    But while her parents’ instructions were clear, the rest of the family had different opinions. Their parents were old and strong; they didn’t care about what the other families thought, but their children did. In many ways, the Ornn family was run by them. They were the ones who ran around their parents and made sure that things ended up in their favor, and Daria’s siblings had given her another set of instructions. She was to see if her sister was worthy of the family name, if she had something to offer. If not… She was to allow the Orders to do as they wished. 
 
    Which was why she was conflicted. Nayra had advanced far, had gotten significantly stronger. Her growth in the sect was undeniable, and from what Daria had observed it would soon increase further. But the question was one of loyalty, and Daria wasn’t certain that Nayra held the family in any high regard. 
 
    The piece of her soul slowly made its way back to her body. The sensation of being pulled intensified as she drew near her body and everything turned into a blur. And then she was whole. Her perk ended and she suddenly felt her entire body again. It was a strange experience, going from feeling nothing to having a body again. While in her perk, she could still hear and see, although it wasn’t really hearing and seeing, it was just how her mind interpreted what a piece of her soul was experiencing.  
 
    She groaned, feeling the hard surface beneath her, and frowned. This isn’t right, she thought to herself. She had used her perk while in a comfy bed. Something was wrong. Slowly, she opened her eyes, and saw the dim light of the late sun cycle stage. Above her were treetops, swaying gently in the wind. She was leaned against a tree, and was sitting uncomfortably on the ground. 
 
    Her heart pounded in her chest and she readied herself to use her powers. She looked around, and froze as she saw a man sitting across from her. He smiled at her and spoke. 
 
    “Ah, you are awake,” the man that she had seen just a few hours ago said. Her first instinct was to fight, but she managed to suppress it. She had been…surprised by the conversation she had overheard in the room. If it was true, then this man was Ryun Nacht, the Seventh Iteration Ranker, and now an Immortal Realm Cultivator. 
 
    The Empire knew little about True Cultivators, of those who knew the secrets of how to advance properly. What every warrior in the Empire knew, however, was that one should never underestimate Cultivators who had reached beyond the Immortal Realm. If Reyla’s information was to be trusted, then this man had been only a Monarch when she left. And yet, now he was in the Immortal Realm—that would suggest that he wasn’t as strong, but the way that he was looking at her, his eyes just two bottomless wells, completely at ease, made her hesitate. 
 
    She glanced around and he saw her looking. 
 
    “Don’t worry. They are not dead,” the man said. 
 
    The two Knights that had been sent with her were not weak. With the two of them, they would’ve been able to take care of an untrained Immortal. 
 
    “Now, I’d very much like it if you’d tell me why you are spying on my people,” the man—Ryun Nacht—said slowly. 
 
    Daria wondered how he had found her. It should’ve been impossible. The most likely explanation was that someone had betrayed them. But…the man had only just now returned from his trip. And she had seen all of his conversation with the Sect Leaders. 
 
    The man tilted his head to the other side. “Not going to speak?” 
 
    Daria kept her mouth shut and her body still. She was still trying to figure out what to do. In practice, her “people” and his sect had an agreement. They could move through his territory and they gave them payments in the form of weapons and materials that they then sold in the core. They should be allied in a way, although the man shouldn’t know anything. But she had been caught spying—the way she had been discovered didn’t matter now. She was in a delicate situation. 
 
    “Ah,” the man said. “I apologize, I am being rude. I am Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect. And you are Nayra’s sister.” 
 
    Daria didn’t manage to control her reactions fast enough, and he waved his hand.  
 
    “I overheard the other two talking. One of them really did not like you,” Ryun said. 
 
    Daria grimaced. She did know that Gerek was unhappy with their situation. Still, she tried to think about what she should do. She could fight; if what she had overheard was true, Ryun had nine tiers of power. Daria herself had eight, but she was in her sixth Class evolution, and the power difference shouldn’t be too large. 
 
    Ryun sighed. “Well, if you are not going to speak, I have no choice but to be rude.” 
 
    Daria stiffened, but the only thing that he did was place one of his hands in the other. Then she saw him twist his ring. Her eyes widened as she realized that he had an item that allowed him to scan her. She wasn’t worried that he would see that she was from the Third Iteration; the tattoo array on her shoulder prevented that from happening, as it did for all who were sent on missions outside of the Empire. Still, he now had information about her power. Any fight between them would be with her at a disadvantage. 
 
    She could attack him immediately, before he had the chance to read everything through, but she knew there was no point in doing that. The Empire didn’t need a conflict right now, and the family… Her parents wanted what was best for their daughter, and the truth was that Nayra had thrived here more than she had back home. No matter what the others thought, Daria had seen it. She didn’t want to kill her sister, despite what some of the others thought. They were more concerned with the family name than the family itself. 
 
    “My name, ” she started, Ryun meeting her eyes, “is Daria Ornn.” 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow. “I’m pleased to meet you, Daria Ornn. My understanding was that your people would honor their agreement with my sect. I do not think that spying on my people falls within the purview of that agreement.” 
 
    “I…” Daria tried to think of what she could say that would sound believable. “I was sent by my family. They wanted me to make sure that Nayra was safe.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a lie. Her parents had sent her to do exactly that. The fact that the Order and her siblings wanted something else didn’t seem like a thing that she should mention. 
 
    “Well, your two…guards? They did not seem to be looking out for Nayra’s safety.” 
 
    Daria grimaced. She didn’t know how much he had heard or what they had discussed that he now knew. He could even know all about the Third Iteration. 
 
    “My family isn’t really closely tied with them,” Daria said. 
 
    “Ah, I can understand that your…organization is large. But if there are several different entities within it, I would very much like to know: whom do I have an agreement with, then?” 
 
    Daria stayed silent. The Tower was the one that supplied the weapons and the materials to the sect, and the ones whose forces took advantage of the sect’s territories to pass through. 
 
    “Ah, not your family, then.” Ryun nodded. “My people should’ve brought your two companions back to my city by now. Perhaps we should go there ourselves? I would very much like to see what Nayra has to say about all of this.” 
 
    Daria tried to think of something that she could say to change his mind, but realized that there was nothing she could do short of fighting, and she wasn’t sure that she could win. Perhaps, in the end, this was better. She had been struggling with making a decision as it was. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Daria walked into the city of Consequence on foot, in the real world, for the first time. They had taken the shortest route possible, which was through the air. She was just a bit frazzled, as being carried around like a sack over Ryun’s shoulder had been…an experience. She had tried to convince him that they should just go on foot, but the man was like a mountain, immovable. Seeing as she had decided to go of her own free will, and since she couldn’t really keep up with his speed on foot, she had been forced to suffer through the ordeal. 
 
    Her blond hair was a jumbled mess, but she couldn’t focus on it. 
 
    Once they arrived in the city, the warriors at the gates bowed to Ryun deeply, more so than they would do for Nayra and Anrosh. She didn’t know if that was because they were just Sect Leaders and he a Sect Head, or if they just respected him more. As they walked through the paved streets, people started coming out, looking at them—or rather him. They gaped at him as if they were seeing for the first time. With what she had overheard, most of them probably were seeing him for the first time. 
 
    She took a moment to glance at him and study him. He didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the people around them. He ignored them and their prostrations. 
 
    “The people seem to be glad that you are back,” Daria said slowly. 
 
    “The people don’t know me,” Ryun said. “But yes, they are glad that I am back, because of my power. It means that they can feel safer in their homes, knowing that I am here.” 
 
    Daria nodded, his words aligned with what she knew of sects and how they worked. The Sect Heads were the strongest, and kept their people safe just by their presence alone. 
 
    She remained silent after that, and looked at the city. She had seen it already—she had been following Nayra around for months—but seeing it with her own eyes was different. The city was made out of stone, in a style that was similar to what some parts of the Empire had. It was familiar. The people weren’t as diverse; they were mostly demasi, humans, and a few kreacean, at least that she could see. She had seen a few people of the other races, but they were in the minority. 
 
    The warriors escorting them wore the robes with colors of violet and black, and only now did Daria make the connection that the colors were chosen to reflect the color of their Sect Head’s body. The cracks in his skin were strange, especially to Daria, who rarely saw True Body manifestations. She had never seen one so extreme, but it did make him appear more threatening. 
 
    She was impressed with the way that he walked and talked. He seemed extremely confidant, even after he had seen her screens. Daria was almost a hundred years old, much older than he was, but he didn’t seem threatened by her. Either he was a fool, or he didn’t think that she would be a challenge. True, her main focus wasn’t direct combat, but she did have some aces in her sleeve. 
 
    She didn’t quite know what he wanted, or what she would do once she met with Nayra. She had been discovered, caught in the act. The spying could strain the relations between the sect and the Orders, but in the grand scheme of things, the Orders didn’t care about that. They did care about someone revealing their plans and jeopardizing them, and Nayra knew far too much—not a lot, but more than most of the agents sent here. 
 
    Yet, her parents had insisted that she tried to make a connection with this Ranker. The fact that he was from the Seventh Iteration made him blameless in the conflict between the third and the rest. The fourth, the fifth, and the sixth were pawns of the older ones, but he alone was free. Her parents wanted him close, and she knew that that sentiment would only increase once they learned of his rise in power. People like him were rare, and great assets. 
 
    The fact that Nayra was a Sect Leader would only make her parents want him more. But the family… They did not want to see the Ornn name diminished, and having one of their own be the leak that interfered with the Empire’s plan would be a blow to the family. 
 
    Daria was stuck between what her siblings wanted and what her parents wanted. Usually, she understood where Raqun and Teressa were coming from. They wanted to protect the family, and in their eyes not even blood was more important than the name. But Daria had to believe that her parents knew better. They had built up the family from nothing; they were the ones that had given their children everything. True, over the centuries they had gotten…more careless in their actions. Their power was such that they didn’t need to think too much about how things would look. They could do what they wanted. 
 
    In the end, just as they walked through the inner wall and into the palace courtyard, she made her decision. She would try to follow her parents’ wishes, and hope that her siblings wouldn’t be too mad at her. 
 
    As they entered, she saw Nayra walk out and head in their direction. Once she noticed Daria, however, she faltered. Her expression went through several emotions, from shock, to disbelief, and finally to fear. Daria wasn’t particularly close with the twins—they were, or had been, still children in her eyes. She had seen them at family gatherings, had attended a few of their birthdays, had gotten them presents. She had one training session with them when they were almost twenty, where she tried to teach them some tricks with the spears. But in reality, her life had been just too busy for her to be in their life much. She had obligations, affairs of the family to attend to. 
 
    As the two of them reached Nayra, she tried to come up with something to say. Before she was able, Ryun spoke. 
 
    “Nayra, I found your sister spying on us,” Ryun said calmly. 
 
    Daria grimaced and looked at him, trying to think about what he was playing at. 
 
    Nayra blinked at him and then at Daria. “Uh…you did?” 
 
    Daria was still unsure how he’d found her exactly. And while she did want to know, she had more pressing things to think about now. 
 
    “Hello, little sister,” Daria said. 
 
    Nayra blinked. “Daria, I… What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Our parents wanted to see if you were safe,” Daria said. A truth, but not the whole truth. 
 
    Ryun walked over to Nayra and put a hand on her shoulder. “Catch up with your sister,” he said. “But first, tell me where our new prisoners are?” 
 
    “They are in the prison, obviously. Wait.” Nayra blinked, then glanced at Daria. “They refused to say who they were, and the patrol only knew that you had captured them. We thought that they were from another sect, but… Are they…?” 
 
    Daria grimaced and Nayra’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I think I’m going to talk with them for a bit. Daria, I will expect a conversation later. For now, you should know that you are a guest in my city, and as family of a Sect Leader I will not put you in chains. But understand that I will not tolerate any action that harms my sect. And do not try to escape—I will know.” 
 
    He turned to leave, but Nayra stopped him. “Ryun, wait. You can’t harm them, they are…” Nayra paused, looking back at Daria. 
 
    She wondered what Nayra was going to say, if she would’ve betrayed their identities if Daria wasn’t next to her. 
 
    “I do not care who they are, Nayra. They and your sister have spied on my people, and I will make it clear to them that I will not tolerate such actions. Be assured, I will not harm anyone.” 
 
    With that, he walked away, leaving Daria and Nayra all alone. 
 
    Daria studied her sister, seeing the red hair that was so much like Father Ender’s. Daria had been conceived by Father Olem, and it was easy to tell which child came from whom. They usually inherited the hair of one father—blond for Olem, and red for Ender—while most of them had their mother’s green eyes. It didn’t matter to them at all. They were a family. Still, Reyla and Nayra had inherited more of their father’s features than any of the others. Perhaps only Erik came closer. 
 
    It made Daria slightly uncomfortable to see. Father Ender wasn’t a violent man. He was a gardener in his heart, a farmer by necessity. To most of the Empire, he was a great figure, someone to be respected for his gifts and all that he did for the Empire. Without him, half of them would be starving, after all.  
 
    But Daria was one of the few who had seen Father Ender’s other side. 
 
    She had been young, barely twelve, without the access to Essence. Another family had sent an army to take the Ornn estate. They had timed it perfectly, choosing the moment when both Mother and Father Olem were away from home with most of their warriors. The only ones present were Father Ender and the young children, including Daria and her two brothers, who had been younger than her by a year and two. 
 
    The enemy had outnumbered the estate guard and pushed through into the orchards, heading toward the house. Daria hadn’t seen much, and what she had seen she couldn’t understand then. But she did hear. Five thousand warriors were sent against the estate, and in less than a minute they had all died. 
 
    She remembered the look on her father’s face that day. It had been…beyond angry. It was wrathful. And Nayra was angry—Daria could see it in her expression, one that looked almost exactly like what Father Ender’s had on that day. 
 
    “Daria, what the fuck is going on?” Nayra hissed. “What are you doing here? Spying on me?” 
 
    Daria took a deep breath. She had gotten herself in a tough situation. On the one hand, she had her sister, and on the other a Ranker who was incredibly powerful. She would need to navigate carefully if she was going to achieve all of her goals.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 – PRESENT - NAYRA 
 
      
 
    Nayra wandered around the palace, trying to get her head in order. The conversation with her sister had left her in a state of shock. She had always known that there might be consequences for abandoning her duty, but she hadn’t really thought that they would go as far as to want to kill her. 
 
    Her sister’s words came to her, echoing inside her mind. 
 
      
 
    “The people back home will tire of waiting, and they will send someone to kill you. They take honor and loyalty seriously. You were not thrown out of our faction, you abandoned it. The only reason you aren’t dead yet is because of our parents, and that will not hold them off for too long. The rest of the family will side with the faction, and they will not want to leave you here to sully our name. If they decide that you are a danger to the family name, not even our parents will be able to stop them.” 
 
      
 
    Nayra had never known that there was such a schism inside the family. They had always seemed so unified—although, now that she thought about it, it wasn’t like she knew her family, not really. She had seen every one of her thirty-two siblings, but she didn’t really know them. She had a better relationship with some, those who had come home more often while she was growing up, but others were strangers to her. 
 
    To learn that her own family would be willing to have her killed, made her…angry. And it made her feel right for her decision. She didn’t want to be a part of the Order, nor did she want to be a part of a family like that. She had a new place here, a new family, one that she cared for much more. 
 
    And yet… She knew that she couldn’t just sever all connections with them, no matter how much she wanted to. With just a slight effort of will she could speak with her twin, and so she was never going to be separated from Reyla. With everything that Daria told her, she knew that just her presence here was bringing danger to everyone. 
 
    Daria hadn’t spoken anything clearly. She hadn’t revealed anything about the Empire, even when they were in a private room. It was standard procedure; one never could know what kind of powers someone else had. 
 
    But she had told her that there were ways for her to get the family and the Orders off her back. She only needed to show them that her presence here held great value. Her being a Sect Leader was a step in the right direction, but Daria suggested more. Something that she could show to the others as a clear benefit. 
 
    Nayra remembered the conversation, the argument between them. 
 
      
 
    “And why not?” Daria asked. 
 
    “What do you mean why not? I am—” 
 
    “I know, I’ve been watching. But Anrosh doesn’t bring anything to the family,” Daria said. 
 
    Nayra frowned. “I wasn’t looking for any gain. I like her.” 
 
    “Don’t be naive, Nayra. You are an Ornn, part of one of the most influential families in the Empire. You do not get to live like everybody else. You have been granted resources, knowledge, and support by the family. You owe it to us to add to the family. And this is the easiest way to accomplish that.” 
 
    “I’m with Anrosh,” Nayra said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I don’t see why it matters,” Daria said. “It isn’t like that prevents you from going after him. Mother has two husbands.” 
 
    Nayra turned away from her sister. She wasn’t going to deny that she hadn’t thought about it, but that was a year ago. 
 
    “I don’t know him,” Nayra told her. 
 
    “That can be remedied easily enough,” Daria countered. 
 
      
 
    Nayra shook her head at the memory. Her sister didn’t understand anything. Ryun was attractive, but he was… He just didn’t look at people like that. Perhaps if he had stayed here for the past year she would’ve tried to get closer to him, but in the end, she knew that it wouldn’t have gone anywhere. He didn’t seem open to anything romantic. And besides, she wouldn’t want to change the past, as a result of the last year she had grown closer to Anrosh, and Nayra wanted to see where the two of them could go. 
 
    Still, she did understand what Daria wanted. A part of her was thankful to her. They weren’t close, but Daria was trying to help Nayra, to make sure that she remained alive. For that alone, she was grateful to her. But that didn’t change reality. She couldn’t do what Daria asked, nor could she do anything to help Daria’s situation. Her sister was a prisoner, no matter how well she was being treated. 
 
    Daria didn’t seem all that bothered, probably because she thought that she could get away anytime she wanted. Nayra had tried to convince her that she shouldn’t try to escape, but she wasn’t sure if Daria had understood. If there was one thing that Ryun despised above all else, it was someone breaking their word, and she had given her word that she wouldn’t try to escape. 
 
    Nayra didn’t know what she could say that would convince her to keep her word. After the conversation with her sister, she had left her in the guest quarters, guards standing watch in the hallway outside that wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop her. Then she went to see the other two prisoners. The two Knights were subdued, and silent. She didn’t talk to them, but she could tell by their expressions alone that they were unsettled. Ryun had already talked with them, but the guards didn’t know what he told them. Their cells were holes in the ground, reinforced with several layers of bars above them. Even with their greater stats it would be hard to get through quickly, and the guards on duty had cauldrons filled with an alchemical concoction based on Black Viper poison. Any escape attempt would not end well for them. 
 
    Now, Nayra was wandering through the palace, trying to figure out what she was going to do. Prior to Daria’s arrival she had decided to tell Ryun and Anrosh everything. But now… Now she didn’t know if she would be putting them in more danger. Ryun was strong, but he wasn’t strong enough to oppose the Orders or her family, not if they really decided that he needed to be taken care of. What Daria had suggested didn’t sit well with Nayra for a myriad of reasons, but it would solve the problem. It would give the sect a direct connection to the family. 
 
    Nayra didn’t want to allow that idea to take root inside her head. She had made a choice to start a relationship with Anrosh and she intended to continue and see where that decision led. 
 
    Her wandering brought her to a familiar part of the palace. Guards in the hallways nodded as she passed, but she didn’t pay much attention to them. She reached her destination and knocked. It was the middle of the night. Her and Daria’s conversation had been long and exhausting, and she needed someone to talk with. 
 
    She heard footsteps and a curse, then the doors opened and a sleepy Anrosh looked out. Her eyes widened as soon she saw her. 
 
    “Nayra, is everything all right?” 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, looked down the hallway and hesitated. She seemed to think it over for a moment, but then she nodded and let her in. 
 
    Nayra walked into Anrosh’s bedroom. It wasn’t the first time, but it was the first time since the two of them got together. She took a deep breath as Anrosh led her to a couch on one side of the room, across from the bed. 
 
    The two of them sat down next to each other, and Nayra took a moment to look at her. Anrosh looked confused, and slightly hesitant. Nayra had noticed that; for some reason she had been acting strangely, something that had started when Ryun returned. Even now, Nayra could see that she was trying to stay away. She didn’t reach out to touch Nayra as she often did when they were alone, but instead held herself stiffly just out of reach. 
 
    Nayra wanted to ask about that, but right now she had other things on her mind. 
 
    “You know about my sister?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Anrosh nodded. “Yes, Ryun told us. Your people sent her to spy on you, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and to kill me if I had revealed things that I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked. “What? They would really kill you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think that they would, but Daria convinced me otherwise.” Nayra sighed. 
 
    “But why? I mean, I know that your faction likes to keep their dealings a secret, but…” 
 
    “You don’t know much about who they are.” Nayra smiled weakly. “I planned on explaining everything, you know, but now…” 
 
    Anrosh looked at her intently. “I know that Ryun said that you don’t need to tell us unless it would impact the sect, but do we need to know?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. You need to know. But if I tell you anything, I will be betraying my family, and they might kill me for it.” 
 
    “I don’t think Ryun would let them do that,” Anrosh said slowly. 
 
    Nayra chuckled. “Oh, I have no doubt that he would try to protect me. I’ve seen the lengths he went to when someone threatened what he considered his. But I don’t think even he could keep me safe from this.” 
 
    Anrosh glanced up, her eyes focusing as if she was looking at something. “I used to think that way once, but every time someone came after me or the sect, he prevailed. I think you are underestimating just how strong he is.” 
 
    The tone of her voice, the awe, the affection in it, made her feel jealous. Anrosh had denied that she had any kind of romantic feelings toward Ryun, and Nayra believed her, and yet it almost seemed like she felt something even deeper than that for him. 
 
    Nayra didn’t answer Anrosh’s words, but instead she reached out to her. She wanted to touch her, to feel her. She needed her. She didn’t know what to do, caught between her new life and her old one. She just wanted to forget about her responsibilities, to enjoy her time with the person she cared about. She wanted to be close to her and just give herself over. But as her hand touched Anrosh’s, the other woman moved it away. 
 
    Hurt, Nayra frowned. “What is it, Anrosh? You’ve been acting weird all day, ever since Ryun came back.” 
 
    Anrosh startled. “It’s nothing,” she said quickly. 
 
    “We’ve been hiding around the palace every day, kissing and touching, and suddenly you don’t even want to touch me. And it all started once he came back.” 
 
    Anrosh’s eyes turned wide, her eyes looking around the room as if she was searching for someone spying on them. 
 
    Nayra’s eyes narrowed. “Is this about Daria? The fact that she had been spying on us for months?” she asked, then shook her head. “No, we didn’t know about that when you started acting weird. What is wrong, Anrosh?” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t answer. She looked…embarrassed? Nayra moved forward and grabbed her hand.  
 
    “Didn’t we agree to be together? Why aren’t you talking with me?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Anrosh looked down, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    “It is about Ryun after all,” Nayra concluded. “Did you lie to me, before? Do you care about him more than…” More than me? 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I’m sorry.” Anrosh sighed, and then moved closer, meeting her eyes. “I didn’t mean to make you feel this way. It does concern Ryun, but I don’t know if it is my place to tell you. On the other hand, he never really was bothered with hiding his power, so maybe it doesn’t even matter.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” Nayra asked, now completely baffled. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath, then looked around. “If you don’t want me to tell her, you might as well let me know.” 
 
    Nayra blinked, looking around, imagining a hundred different scenarios. “Anrosh? Are you okay?” 
 
    After a few seconds, she spoke again. “I guess it is fine, then. I didn’t mean to make you feel like that.” Anrosh looked at her with a guilty expression. “I am just not comfortable with others watching us be close. I was embarrassed, and, well… Ryun, he can…uh, see us.” 
 
    “What?” Nayra blinked. That had not been what she was expecting.  
 
    “He has a power that allows him to monitor everything in a large range around him. He just…sees everything. And he can hear everything—well, not really hear. He explained it once as feeling the vibrations in the air that people make when talking, and just understanding what they are saying.” 
 
    Nayra tilted her head, thinking. Was that how he found Daria? she wondered. She knew that her sister had a power that allowed her to leave her body and walk around without it. Daria didn’t know how Ryun found her, and she had asked Nayra to tell her, but she didn’t know either. 
 
    “That… You were embarrassed?” Nayra asked slowly. 
 
    “Of course I was!” Anrosh exclaimed. With her red skin, it was hard to tell when she was blushing, but Nayra was pretty sure that she was at this moment. “He is probably listening in to this conversation right now!” 
 
    “Wow,” Nayra said. “That is quite some invasion of privacy.” 
 
    “It’s not like he can help it. He just…takes everything in,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s watching?” Nayra looked around, as if she could somehow detect his presence. 
 
    “If he is in the city, probably, yes, and maybe even if he is outside of it,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “He has that high of a range?” Nayra asked, impressed. 
 
    “Oh, yes. He could monitor the entire Wolf’s Grove town while he was just in the Lord Realm. Now? I’m sure he can monitor a much larger area,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “So.” Nayra looked in her eyes. “You didn’t want him to know about us? Did you think that he would object?” 
 
    “I… No, I don’t think so. I was just…” She shrugged. 
 
    Nayra leaned closer, close enough that she could feel Anrosh’s breath on her skin, that she could hear and see her breath quicken. “So, I guess he already knows, and we don’t need to hide anything from him.” 
 
    “Nayra,” Anrosh whispered. 
 
    “I’m sure that he will do us the courtesy of not watching, or maybe he likes that. I don’t mind giving him a show.” Nayra leaned down and kissed Anrosh, her hands moving beneath her robe and touching her skin. 
 
    Anrosh sighed in pleasure and Nayra pushed her down on the couch. She just wanted to forget about everything: her family, the Empire, the secrets that she held and the threats to her life. She just wanted to enjoy the moment. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    RYUN 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on top of the palace roof. He pulled his sense back, focusing on conversations in the city as Nayra and Anrosh moved to the bed. It made the two of them fall into the background, so he wasn’t really focusing on them. His subconscious still saw everything. He debated going out of the city to give them more privacy, but then…he hadn’t done so for everyone else. He did try not to focus on the more private moments, but it was the price of his power, one that he was willing to pay. 
 
    In his head, he thought on Nayra and Anrosh’s conversation, on the revealing of their relationship. He hadn’t expected that. When he realized what was happening, what the two of them had, he felt a pang in his chest. It was…a dull ache, an emotion that he recognized. He was still surprised sometimes by actually feeling things. He had spent so long with the wall inside his head that he had forgotten how it could feel. 
 
    He was…jealous and hurt, yes, but it was a faint pain. Yet, it took him a while to identify why he was feeling that at all. The cause of the emotion was their relationship, that much he was certain. For a moment he had been frightened that he had feelings for one of them and that he hadn’t even realized, but that wasn’t it. For Nayra, he felt respect—she had made a choice and was willing to follow it through. She stumbled a bit, but he had no doubt that she would make the right choice. She had grown stronger, and wanted to grow stronger still. He closed his eyes and remembered how she looked. She was attractive, her red hair glorious. But, Ryun hadn’t known much about her then, and he didn’t really know much about her now. Only her drive, and there was more to a person than that. 
 
    Anrosh… She was different. He was much more attached to her. She was his only real friend, someone who he trusted implicitly. Perhaps in time he could’ve grown to love her in a romantic sense, but he was damaged, he knew. 
 
    His jealousy hadn’t been because he felt like he lost one of them, it was because of what the two of them had: someone who they were close to, a partner in all things. it was something that he no longer had. 
 
    They reminded him of that. He turned his mind to his Void Storage, at the white sphere lying there. With an effort of will he pulled it out and it dropped into his palm. It was sitting there comfortably, and he looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perk Stone 
  
      
 
       
       	  One half of the Essence of the Twin Aspect of True Death. Upon use, this will grant the user the perk Eternal Huntress: Scythe. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It was the proof that Melody was gone, that she was dead. The two halves of the Aspect were linked; he had known the moment it happened. Yet, this piece remained, a perk stone. He had checked the auction and asked around. No one knew anything about Perk Stones—they didn’t exist here—and yet, in his hands, was the second half of one whole. He knew that as long as one side of True Death remained, so would the other. They were one. 
 
    Ryun looked at the white sphere in his hand, and he felt the pain in his chest rear back up. Tears trailed down his cheeks, and then turned to mist as they went. Some part of him was surprised that he could even cry, but it was a small thing compared to the pain in his heart. 
 
    As Nayra and Anrosh indulged in each other, as they embraced each other, the only thing that Ryun felt was cold and pain. He sat on the rooftop, and cried for what he had lost.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 – PRESENT - RYUN 
 
    IMPRESSIVE 
 
      
 
    The morning came, and Ryun was still sitting on top of the roof. The city was only now slowly waking up, and people starting their days. For Ryun it was all so…depressing. He sensed people waking up next to those they loved, he sensed them touching, being close to one another. And Ryun was alone. For a long time, he couldn’t have even imagined anything else. Even now, he didn’t really need anyone else. But he wanted to have someone, the same way that everyone else did. Yet, in his mind, he couldn’t even imagine it. Only one person had ever held such a spot in his heart, and he couldn’t see anyone being able to replace her. 
 
    He shook his head and stood up. Perhaps he wouldn’t find anyone like that again, but there were other kinds of relationships that he could have. He jumped from the roof and headed toward a small training hall. On the way he stopped one of the warriors walking around and told them to relay an instruction to the guards in the palace. Then he entered the hall. 
 
    Inside, he could sense two people sitting on the floor and talking about Cultivation. He made his way inside, keeping his Qi tightly in check. Over the last year he had learned how to pull all of it inside his core, making it almost undetectable. The properties of the Void Qi helped with that somewhat, too, and with his Silent Hunter, he was almost impossible to detect, unless he wanted to be. 
 
    He entered the small room where the two were sitting and talking. They were discussing the ways of melding one’s path into their combat style. It was quite interesting, but he didn’t focus on what they were talking about overmuch. He had already listened to the same lesson. 
 
    The young girl was quiet, seemingly attentive, but her eyes were wandering. She turned her head, looking around the room as the blind woman spoke. Then, her eyes landed on Ryun standing in the entrance, and they widened. 
 
    “Ryun!” Kri exclaimed, then rushed to her feet. She charged at him and threw herself at him, with enough force that anyone else would’ve probably been forced to take a step back. She hugged him and pressed her head against his chest. Ryun was taken aback for a moment, but then he put his hand on top of her head awkwardly. 
 
    She turned her eyes up and looked at him. “Mom told me that you came back,” she said, then narrowed her eyes. “Why didn’t you come to see me before?” 
 
    Ryun smiled weakly. “I was busy, but here I am now.” 
 
    Her fake anger disappeared immediately and she took a step back. “I’m glad you are back,” she said. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “You’ve grown,” he said. She was almost up to his chin now. Not that it was a good comparison—Ryun wasn’t all that tall. 
 
    “And I’ve learned a lot!” she said, then her expression turned annoyed. “But they don’t want to let me advance more! Can you tell them to let me?” 
 
    “They know far better than either you or me,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Then Tali chimed in from her spot, still on the floor. “Girl, I understand your excitement, but we were in the middle of a lecture.” 
 
    Somehow her tone managed to convey her annoyance with Ryun. Kri rolled her eyes and Tali tilted her head. 
 
    “Did she roll her eyes at me?” she asked. 
 
    Kri’s eyes widened and she shook her head, pleading for him not to tell her. Ryun grinned. “Oh, yes, she did.” 
 
    Kri’s face turned disbelieving, as if she couldn’t quite understand the betrayal. 
 
    “That will be an extra hour of Qi control training,” Tali said. 
 
    Kri groaned, sounding as if it was the worst thing that could ever happen to her. Ryun laughed at her pain and walked over to Tali he sat across from her. 
 
    “How have you been?” he asked. 
 
    “The same as I always am, in pain and powerless, only now I have this annoying little thing making all of it worse.” She gestured at Kri, who scowled. 
 
    Ryun chuckled, then spoke again. “I’ve been doing what you advised.” 
 
    “And?” Tali asked, her voice turning inquisitive. 
 
    “I think that I got close, once, just before I advanced to the Immortal Realm. But I’ve felt nothing like it since then,” Ryun said. 
 
    Tali’s mouth turned into a line and she raised her chin. “You felt something before you reached the ninth tier of power?” she asked slowly. 
 
    Kri sat a few steps away from them, listening in intently. She didn’t know what they were talking about, but Ryun could tell that she was trying to follow. 
 
    “Yes, although the circumstances were…odd. I was in the Void, drawing in Essence. It was…hard.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have even managed to feel anything,” Tali said, “not until you reached the ninth tier of power. At least that is what we have always thought. Perhaps you wouldn’t have been able to gain an ideal, but, this might have paved the way for what you can do in the future.” 
 
    “There is this as well,” Ryun said, and reached over to take her hand. Once they were touching, he made his windows visible to her, showing her his Crucible title and perk. 
 
    Her face rocked back for a moment, and her mouth opened. “That is rare indeed. I know only of a handful who have done the same, and there are many who have died in the attempt. Those who manage that are…different than the rest. You had to have pushed your body to the limit and beyond.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Good.” Tali nodded, pulling her hand back. “Keep doing the exercises.” 
 
    “Do you have any more tips on what I can do? I can’t seem to be able to quite grasp it the same way that I managed before.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There is nothing for me to share. This is not something that anyone can help you with, not if you want to do it properly. It is personal and internal. Only you can know who you are.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, accepting the answer. He looked at her face, at the scars, and then he spoke. “I am going to the tournament.” 
 
    “Ah,” Tali said. 
 
    “I wanted to take you with us, perhaps see if we can find someone to help you. The others said that it isn’t a good idea,” Ryun said. 
 
    Tali’s mouth turned into a grimace. “It is not, but not for the reasons that they think. Regardless, we would be better served if I stayed here. Going there as I am now… I would only be a liability.” 
 
    Ryun nodded in acceptance. “I can still search for something or someone that could help you. Do you have any ideas where I could start?” 
 
    Tali turned her face away. “I don’t know. Things change rapidly in the Infinite Realm; new things are invented, and new heights of power are achieved over time. Before I was crippled, there was no cure for what had been done to me, no cure for soul damage as extensive as what I suffered. That doesn’t mean that someone hasn’t invented something that could reverse it with a single gulp. But even if it had been invented in the last two hundred years, it would still cost more than you can pay.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can find someone willing to help anyway,” Ryun said. 
 
    “If there is one person who could probably fix what was done to me, it would be the Healer—if she is still alive, of course. But her services are not paid with Essence alone. You need to be someone important just to have a chance to talk to her.” 
 
    Ryun thought about it for a few seconds. He didn’t like to pry, but he decided to anyway. “Do you have anyone who you knew, from before? Someone who would want to help?” 
 
    Tali opened her mouth, then closed it. “I… Ever since you freed me from the collar, I’ve been thinking about sending a message to some of the people that I knew. But… It’s been so long. They think that I am dead. They’ve probably moved on with their lives,” she said, her tone sorrowful. “And I…I can’t.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t press. She had been very careful not to talk about her past, nothing real at least. And Ryun understood that—no one in the sect really knew about his past either, not the whole truth. 
 
    “I’ll try to find something to help you,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I know that you will,” Tali said. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    ANROSH 
 
      
 
    Anrosh woke up slowly, her mind taking a few seconds to come fully awake. Once she came to, she realized that she was in her bed, that Nayra’s hand was slung over her stomach, and her legs were twisted around one of hers. She remembered the night before, and her cheeks heated up. But then she smiled softly as she looked down on Nayra’s face, nestled between her arm and chest. She seemed so deeply asleep, so at peace. Anrosh relaxed and watched her sleep, thinking of what kind of a future they could have together. 
 
    It had been a while now since her husband had died, and while the wound had healed, she did find herself missing him sometimes. Their relationship wasn’t perfect, and Anrosh realized that she had in some ways just followed him along. She hadn’t had her own life; she had lived his. He had saved her, and she had felt grateful to him. She did love him, but a big part of that was gratitude. With Nayra, it was different. She was attracted to her, and she felt…adventurous, perhaps for the first time in her life. It was all so different. 
 
    She kept looking at her for a few minutes more, and then she realized that the sun was already up.  
 
    And that both of them were late. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anrosh rushed through the courtyard, feeling slightly annoyed. It was almost midday, and she had missed one meeting regarding the organization for the tournament as well as her training session with Nayra, who had in turn missed the training session with Kri and a meeting with the warriors. Usually, the guards would’ve woken her up in the rare instance that she didn’t wake up on time. 
 
    Yet, for some reason they hadn’t done so today. Her thoughts had gone to some embarrassing places when she tried to come up with the reason. The most embarrassing one being that she and Nayra had been so loud that everyone knew and that they just didn’t want to interrupt their sleep. True, they had needed it, as last night had been…intense. 
 
    The reason why, however, had turned out to be Ryun. He had instructed the guards that the two of them were not to be disturbed. Which was… She didn’t know what it was, actually. 
 
    So, as Nayra rushed to oversee the assembly of the caravan, Anrosh made her way to the training hall to let Kri know that her training session with Nayra was canceled and to see if she had heard any…rumors. She didn’t want anyone but her to be the one to tell her about her relationship with Nayra. 
 
    She entered the hall and then paused in the doorway. In the middle of the training mat, Ryun sat across from Tali and Kri, a shah board between them. She could barely feel him there. If she hadn’t known that he was in the Immortal Realm, she wouldn’t have been able to tell. He had such tight control of his Qi that there was nothing leaking out for her to sense, nothing that could tell her how powerful he was. They were just starting a new game, and Kri moved first while speaking the move out loud, probably so that Tali could follow along. 
 
    Ryun followed, speaking his own move out loud. Kri countered and Ryun hummed. 
 
    “Ah, the queen’s gambit opening,” he said. 
 
    Kri frowned. “The what?” 
 
    “The opening that you just played. That is what it is called.” 
 
    Kri tilted her head. “But that is the sect leader,” Kri said as she pointed to the piece next to the sect head. 
 
    “That is what you call it. On my Earth, that piece is the queen,” Ryun told her. 
 
    “Huh, a stupid name for a piece. I mean, it is the most versatile one on the board—it can move everywhere! A queen just sits in some old palace, barely doing anything.” 
 
    “Depends on the queen,” Ryun countered as he moved his pieces. They played a few more moves in silence, and then Ryun spoke out loud. “I hope you had a good night’s rest.” 
 
    Kri frowned at him, but Anrosh knew that he was talking to her. She sighed, and walked over. She tried not to be embarrassed, but knowing that he knew what she had done last night in the privacy of her own room… That was the reality of people who had powers such as his. She couldn’t really be angry at him. 
 
    “I did,” Anrosh said as Kri noticed her. “Thank you.” 
 
    In the end, there wasn’t really much that she could say to him. And she did have to admit that she did feel rested. 
 
    “Good,” Ryun said. “Are you and Nayra free tonight? I would like to have a talk with you.” 
 
    Anrosh frowned. “About what?” She didn’t really think that he would’ve had an issue with what they were doing, but… 
 
    “About her sister, there are some things that I believe we need to know,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh relaxed, shaking her head for being foolish. Of course, he wouldn’t be angry about what happened last night. If he had an issue, he would’ve come to them last night. It was the kind of person that he was. 
 
    She walked over and looked down at their game. “I’ll let her know, but…I don’t know how much she can reveal.” 
 
    Nayra had joined the Twilight Melody Sect, had made a contract with the Interface. That meant that she hadn’t really been a part of her previous faction, since she hadn’t needed to go back to their Interface and leave that faction. That meant that she wasn’t really bound by any oaths to keep a secret, she was doing it of her own free will. That meant that things were complicated. She knew of people who did things like that; factions that were secretive. The right powers or items could reveal even what faction people belonged to. If one wanted to act in absolute secrecy, they would need powerful artifacts to prevent scans or not have anything that could be scanned. 
 
    Still, Anrosh knew that it was time for Nayra to talk with them. Ryun’s policy was to leave people their secrets, but he did not condone lying or deceit. 
 
    Before she could speak, the training hall doors opened and someone walked in. She turned around to look at the intruder, and saw Lesamitrius Danos walking toward her. 
 
    Just by the look of him she knew that he was about to do something stupid. She glanced at Ryun, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the board. The Monarch was a pain to manage, but right now she knew that she needed to prevent him from doing something stupid. 
 
    “Anr—Sect Leader!” he said, barely even bowing. “I’ve learned that the sect plans on attending the tournament, and I wish to be a part of the group that goes. As the most powerful of the war—ah, non-leader warriors—I am owed this right.” 
 
    Anrosh sighed at his words. She had, frankly, forgotten about him. With Ryun coming back, then Nayra’s sister…he seemed insignificant. 
 
    “Monarch Danos, I appreciate your willingness to serve the sect. But this is a decision that the leadership will make alone.” 
 
    Danos spoke as if he hadn’t even heard her words. “It is obvious that I should go. I was part of the Green Sect tournament team, and I was to compete in the Mid Division in the team battles. I am the obvious choice. I have the training and I—” 
 
    “Anrosh,” Ryun’s voice interrupted. “Mind telling me who that is, and why he is talking to you in that manner?” 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes. She could do a lot, but there were things that not even she could stop, Ryun being one of them. 
 
    Lesamitrius frowned at Ryun. “I am a Monarch of the sect, I can—” 
 
    “I did not ask you.” 
 
    The Monarch’s face darkened, but Anrosh spoke before he could do something stupid again. “This is Lesamitrius Danos, formerly of the Green Rain Sect. He had come here with orders to conquer our sect. We resolved the issue with a duel, and part of the deal was that he would join the sect if he lost.” 
 
    Ryun nodded and then stood up, looking Lesamitrius straight in the eyes. As he walked over to the tall ravzor, Ryun looked completely at ease. “I am not big on rules and prostrations. But respect is something else. You did not show even the bare minimum of it to your Sect Leader. You will change that.” 
 
    The Monarch frowned. “Who the—” 
 
    Ryun released his control. His Qi flared through his body and Anrosh felt it for the first time since he came back. It was…it was beyond explanation. She knew how Qi felt at every stage up to Heavenly, but she had never before felt the Qi of an Immortal Realm Cultivator. It seemed almost boundless, and yet his was a gaping hole…almost like a wound deep inside him. One that swallowed everything, a hole that was just an emptiness. 
 
    As soon as he did so, Lesamitrius’ expression changed and he dropped to his knees. “Forgiveness, Immortal Master, I did not know!” 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. Just looking at Ryun’s skin, the cracks in it, or his eyes, should’ve been enough to tell him that he was strong. But the Monarch was arrogant. 
 
    Ryun sighed, then pulled his Qi back and reached down, grabbing Lesamitrius by the mane that was only on the top and back of his head. He pulled the man up and looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “I do not require prostrations, but I do require respect. I do not care how you came to be in my sect, but if you are to remain in it, you will serve it to the best of your ability. And you will show that respect to your Sect Leaders.” 
 
    Lesamitrius nodded his head and Ryun dropped him to the ground. 
 
    Ryun cracked his neck, probably more for show than any real discomfort. “Now, since you want to come with us to the tournament. Let’s see what you can do,” Ryun said, and then walked out of the training hall into the training yards. 
 
    Anrosh followed, but paused when she realized that Lesamitrius wasn’t following. “Come on, then. He wants to see what you can do.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 - PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Third 
 
      
 
    Anrosh grimaced at the sound of a fist hitting flesh. Lesamitrius went flying, again. He rolled across the ground, then once he halted he got back up to his feet. His scimitar had been thrown from his hands a while ago, and the man hadn’t tried to retrieve it. It was almost enough for her to actually feel some respect for him. In fact, she had to admit that the way she looked at him was changing, mostly because he was yet to surrender. 
 
    Many of the sect’s warriors, including Odrek, the Green Rain Sect’s former emissary, were standing around the training yard, looking at the fight. Anrosh knew that Lesamitrius was strong, maybe stronger than her and Nayra. He used some type of Acid Qi, which would be incredibly difficult to handle by most. Unfortunately, Ryun was…well, Ryun. His Void devoured any acid that came his way. 
 
    Lesamitrius was now fighting with claws glowing with green, almost liquid-like Qi. Just one strike with them would be able to deal a lot of damage, but he never got near Ryun. The way that Ryun was fighting was so different than it had used to be. Before, he would charge in, get in close and just overwhelm opponents with his physical stats. Now, he wasn’t even moving from his spot in the center of the sparring ground. He stood with one hand behind his back, moving only his other. Every time Lesamitrius came at him, Ryun moved his hand, pointed the tips of his two fingers in Lesamitrius’ direction, and sent a growing rod barely the width of two fingers, made of black Qi, flying at the Monarch. 
 
    The speed of growth was so fast that Lesamitrius couldn’t exactly evade, but he had learned to take the blow and twist away, managing to stay on his feet. Lesamitrius jumped forward again, the way his Qi flaring inside his body telling everyone that he was using a technique. He had used it often enough that Anrosh now knew that it increased his stats for a short interval. Ryun pointed his fingers, and a rod with a blunted end speared through the air. Lesamitrius used his increased speed to jump to the side. The rod hit him in the shoulder, but he managed to twist away and only stumble as he charged. He recovered quickly, but Ryun had already moved his hand. A new rod speared through and hit his foot mid step. Lesamitrius fell, but managed to catch himself with his hands. Then he pushed himself off the ground as another rod nearly hit his head. 
 
    He jumped to the side, close to the ground, his stance that of a predator, on all fours. He rolled and scurried across the floor until he was behind Ryun, who hadn’t moved at all. 
 
    The rods had all disappeared, he didn’t leave them to linger for more than a moment after they hit or missed their target. Now, Lesamitrius surged forward and lunged, both of his hands raised high as two larger images of claws appeared around them. He was using a skill, hoping to reach Ryun. It didn’t really matter; even when he was turned around, Ryun could still see everything. A rod grew out of the back of his neck, and Anrosh had to admire his Qi control—being able to use technique from every part of your body was indicative of great mastery. 
 
    The rod grew faster than any of them had before, and the Monarch couldn’t even react before it hit him in the chest and sent him flying. Everyone winced as he was hit and then as he crashed to the ground and didn’t move. Odrek moved immediately, walking over to him and kneeling down. He pulled out a potion, but then hesitated as Ryun’s shadow fell over him. He looked up and said something that Anrosh was too far away to catch among the whispers of everyone else. 
 
    Ryun nodded and the man bowed, then gave Lesamitrius the potion. 
 
    “I know that he is arrogant,” Nayra whispered to her. She had arrived halfway through the fight. “But that was brutal.” 
 
    Anrosh could only nod. She knew exactly what it felt like to be put through the grinder by Ryun, as he had done it to her as well. The fact that the man hadn’t surrendered, and kept coming, would serve him well, both with the sect and with Ryun himself. 
 
    Then Ryun turned around and his eyes found Anrosh. He walked over to Anrosh and Nayra spoke. 
 
    “He is good,” Ryun said, “but he really needs to lose that arrogance.” 
 
    “He grew up as the son of a Sect Leader,” Anrosh said, not even knowing why she was defending him. “He looks down on everyone who isn’t like him.” 
 
    “Well, we can change that.” Ryun shrugged. “He can come with us.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at him. “Really?” 
 
    “You said that we need to show what our sect can do. He is strong enough, and I assume that he knows more about other sects than we do?” 
 
    “Probably,” Anrosh agreed. 
 
    “Well then,” Ryun said as Lesamitrius started to wake up behind him. “You can go and let him know. For now, I think I’ll go and set the prisoners in the dungeon free.” 
 
    Nayra frowned. “What? You are letting them go?” 
 
    “No need to keep them,” Ryun said. “But I will send a message to your people. You are part of this faction, and no longer a part of theirs. I will not tolerate them spying or plotting to kill you.” 
 
    Nayra looked away, and took a deep breath. “Before you do that, we need to have a talk.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment. “Are you sure? I don’t need to know, not if you can’t tell me.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. I am a part of this faction, and I need to tell you everything.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. He looked at Nayra and then at Anrosh, then he started walking away. The two of them followed him back into the palace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He led them to his room. It had used to belong to Emberhorn, and it hadn’t been changed since then. Not that Ryun cared much about what his room looked like—Anrosh didn’t think that he had spent even a single night in here. It was lavish, filled with art and carefully carved wooden furniture, all made out of some pretty expensive materials. The wood it was carved from was probably stronger than iron, and Anrosh had seen a few pieces of furniture in other parts of the palace that seemed to be made from the same wood. 
 
    Ryun gestured, and Anrosh took the couch with Nayra. Ryun looked around his room, then he placed his hand in the air. He crafted a wall of Qi, and then did it again until he closed a small area in his room in a box made out of Qi. A moment later he pulled out a glowing stone from his storage and put in on the table in front of the couch—giving light to the Qi-encircled room. He sat in the chair across from them, and then gestured to Nayra. 
 
    “Your sister isn’t watching now, nor do I think that anyone else can listen in,” he said. “You can speak freely.” 
 
     Nayra looked around at the walls, and then she met their eyes. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to start this,” Nayra said. 
 
    “Probably from the beginning,” Ryun offered. 
 
    Nayra chuckled, then nodded. “Yes, the beginning. Well, I am about to tell you who I am, where I came from. I know that it doesn’t seem like a big deal now, but you will see why it is.” 
 
    Anrosh reached over and took her hand in hers, squeezing softly. Nayra smiled at her then continued. 
 
    “I need you to promise me that you won’t reveal to anyone about what I am about to tell you,” Nayra said. 
 
    Ryun spoke first. “I will keep your secret.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anrosh said after. 
 
    Nayra looked at them and then continued. “By telling you, I will betray everything that I was raised to believe in. But…the truth is that I feel like I belong here, more than I ever did back there. And I don’t want to be a part of their plan, and I most certainly don’t want to keep their secrets. I don’t know what to do with what I know—granted, I know very little, but I…I am not someone who can make such big decisions.” 
 
    She shook her head. Anrosh could see how hard it was for her to say it, and she started to wonder what it could be. She had known that Nayra was holding some things back, but it had never mattered to her before. 
 
    Nayra took a deep breath and then seemed to resolve herself. “I was born in an Empire, one that exists beyond the settled territories. This Empire was created by people who had been exiled out of the core long ago—the Third Iteration Rankers and their families.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, for a moment not really understanding. Then, slowly, she looked at Nayra, seeing her for what appeared like the first time. Anrosh had always heard rumors, whispers that the Third Iteration had survived, that they had gone beyond even the Frontier. But those were just legends, stories told by people because they had nothing better to do. Now, she was sitting next to someone who was related to them. It was almost too much to believe. 
 
    “My parents are Rankers, and they are in fact very prominent figures in the Empire,” Nayra continued, speaking quickly now, almost as if she wanted to get it all out as fast as possible before she changed her mind. “I was sent to an organization inside the Empire, along with my sister, to train and to help with the efforts of the Empire. They…they had been planning their return for a long time. The people in charge, they have a long memory, and a big grudge with the First and the Second Iteration.” 
 
    For a few moments there was only silence. Anrosh glanced at Ryun, saw that his expression barely changed. She wasn’t even sure that he’d understood what all of this meant. “They are planning a war?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Nayra nodded her head. “Their grudge is against the core, mainly. But getting to them will mean getting through everyone else, even those who are innocents. Being here, in the sect, I realized just how stupid what they are planning is. And I don’t want to be a part of that.” 
 
    Then, Ryun spoke. “This war, will it impact the sect?” 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “They know that you are from the Seventh Iteration by now. Reyla reported it. You aren’t their enemy, but if you interfere with their plans you will become exactly that.” 
 
    Ryun leaned back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “You are right, I am not their enemy. Nor do I really want to get involved with this.” 
 
    Nayra grimaced. “I don’t know much. I don’t know the timeline, I don’t know how or what they have planned. Reyla had always been trusted more than me, but I do know that they have something planned for the tournament.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “But you don’t know what?” 
 
    “Uh… No, not really,” Nayra answered. 
 
    Anrosh frowned. “The tournament will be attended by the most powerful beings in this world. I don’t think that anyone would be foolish enough to try and attack them there. It…it would be suicide.” 
 
    “Perhaps they aren’t planning an attack, then,” Ryun said. “Regardless, I think that we should still go.” 
 
    “Why?” Anrosh asked. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to stay away?” 
 
    “I want to see what the core is like, to see how powerful those on top are,” Ryun said. “This is a chance for me to do that. I don’t really understand half of what Nayra has said. I remember that you told me once that there was a war between the Third Iteration and the others, but that doesn’t impact me, or concern me, really. If someone attacks me, I will attack back, and that is all there is to it. Yet.” He turned to look at Nayra. “They did send people to spy on us, and they did plan on killing you. That I cannot overlook. I will send the two warriors back with a message for your people. But your sister I will keep here; she was the instrument of your people, and as such she owes us a debt. One that she will pay with service.” 
 
    Nayra blinked. “I don’t think that they will like that. And Ryun… You are strong, but they have people who are stronger, much stronger.” 
 
    “Yet they must keep hidden, yes? They cannot act in any way that would reveal their existence, and I will most certainly not go down quietly. So if they want to make their displeasure known, let them come.” He shrugged. 
 
    Nayra opened her mouth to speak, but he continued before she could. “Don’t worry, I won’t reveal anything that you told us. I will deal with them as though they are the secret faction that they had presented themselves as. The prisoners will report that I have not tried to get information out of them, and that their secret is safe. But they will understand that you are mine, that you belong to this sect, and that any attempt to harm you will be retaliated against.” 
 
    “You can’t really retaliate against them,” Nayra said, although she did sound pleased. “Not unless you want to threaten them with the knowledge that you have now.” 
 
    “And they can’t reveal who they really are,” Ryun said. “We balance out that way.” 
 
    “What about my sister? She is strong—the only reason she is staying here is because she thinks that she can get away at any moment.” 
 
    “She is not stronger than me,” Ryun said. “You may speak with her, make her understand that it would be in her best interest to stay and pay her debt.” 
 
    “I don’t know if she will agree to that,” Nayra said. 
 
    “How close are you with her?” Ryun asked evenly. 
 
    Anrosh felt her hearts skip a beat. The way that he said it almost seemed like he was asking about something mundane, but underneath, those who knew him could detect the edge. 
 
    Nayra swallowed audibly. “I, uh… I will convince her.” 
 
    “Do so,” Ryun said. “Maybe you could even send a message back to your people. To your parents, perhaps?” 
 
    Nayra blinked. “What kind of a message?” 
 
    “Tell them to stay away, that their secret is safe and that I am not a man to be pushed lightly. You can write a letter, or tell the two warriors to pass on your words.” 
 
    “No, I think I know a faster way.” Nayra sighed, then looked away. “I’ll… I have a perk that can let me talk with my sister. I’ll talk with her.” 
 
    Anrosh immediately had questions, but the expression on Nayra’s face made her pause. 
 
    “Good. Do not speak about this when I am not around,” Ryun said, and then stood up. The walls around them dissipated into nothingness as he looked down on them. “Go and prepare for the trip to the core.” 
 
    With that Ryun left the room, leaving them alone. 
 
    Anrosh looked at Nayra, trying to come up with something to say. 
 
    “So,” Anrosh said, stupidly. She couldn’t think of anything better. 
 
    Nayra grimaced. “So,” she agreed. There was a lot that they needed to talk about, but they couldn’t speak openly. They never knew when someone could be watching or listening, not without Ryun present, at least. 
 
    “Well, we should continue planning, as he said.” 
 
    Nayra looked up at her words, trying to see something in Anrosh’s eyes. Then, she relaxed and turned her hand in Anrosh’s. 
 
    Before Anrosh could speak again, the doors through which Ryun left opened and a warrior rushed in. 
 
    “Sect Leader Ornn! We need you!” 
 
    Nayra stood immediately. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    The warrior looked pained but he spoke. “One of the warriors on the patrol fell. He is nearby.” 
 
    Anrosh met Nayra’s wide eyes and nodded. “Are you sure you are ready? You haven’t leveled up yet,” Anrosh said quickly. 
 
    Nayra gave a hesitant nod. “I think I can do this without leveling. And it will bring me more benefits that way.” 
 
    Anrosh wanted to say so many more things, but time was of the essence. So she only nodded. “Go, then,” she said. 
 
    Nayra and the warrior rushed out of the room, leaving her alone. 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes, wondering if she would see Nayra again. One of their warriors was dead, and ever since a few months ago, when Nayra had revealed her power to the warriors, a new procedure had been arranged. In case of a death, Nayra was to be alerted as soon as possible. All warriors who died were instructed to stay near their body, for a short period of time, if they weren’t in danger—because Nayra could escort them to the afterlife, and gain power in return. 
 
    Three people had died since then, but Nayra hadn’t been able to reach them in time. When she had crossed over into the Ethereal Realm, she found no sign of their souls. 
 
    A part of her wished that she again found no one, but another hoped that she did. Both for the warrior that had died, and for Nayra’s growth. 
 
    Anrosh looked around the empty room, and then walked out, heading down to start organizing the convoy for the trip to the core.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 - PRESENT – Nayra 
 
    Light 
 
      
 
    Nayra stood above the body of the dead Twilight Melody Sect warrior. He was young, or at least he looked that way to her. In truth, he was close to her in age: human, only in the Mid Foundation Realm, and just over level 30. Nayra knew him, as she knew almost every warrior in the sect, which meant that she only remembered his face. He had attended one of her spear training sessions. She had tried to have everyone attend at least one, and then she spent more time training the squad and team leaders, so that they could teach their people. 
 
    She hadn’t even known his name, until his squad had told her. He had been killed by a monster—it had skewered him through the heart and destroyed it. He didn’t have nearly a high enough vitality to survive something like that, and not even a potion could’ve helped him. 
 
    She raised her eyes and saw a pale ball, only just barely discernible to her eyes. Her attunement—Shepherd for the Souls—allowed her to see souls, or at least those that were in the Ethereal Realm. She hadn’t known that part, at least not until Ryun revealed that Daria had been spying on her. Nayra didn’t know if what her sister did made her soul leave her body or if it was something else, but regardless, Nayra’s power only worked on the souls of the deceased. 
 
    Seeing the pale ball meant that the dead warrior—Tio—was still near his body. She glanced at the people around her and spoke. 
 
    “I’ll make sure he reaches the afterlife,” Nayra said. 
 
    His squad looked at her with grief in their eyes, and then nodded. She took a deep breath and stepped closer to the body, then activated her [Ethereal Cross]. 
 
    The world around her twisted. For a moment she felt as if she was spinning, and then she was someplace else. The world around her was still a forest, but one much different than the one in the real world. Everything was tinted with gray and green, looking as if it was all covered in a faint mist. The immediate area around her was the same, the grass and the stone that stood on the ground next to the body. There was no body here now, of course, but instead a young man stood there, his eyes looking around fearfully at the strange landscape. Everything beyond just a few steps around them was different. There was no grass, only flat dirt that was cracked. The trees were bare, and their branches twisted upward, pointing toward the sky. Everything was so depressing. 
 
    “Tio,” Nayra said. 
 
    The man turned around, startled. Then, a moment afterward, he recognized her and bowed his head. 
 
    “Sect Leader!” he greeted, his voice filled with relief. He looked as if he was insubstantial, as if his body was see-through, even though she couldn’t really see through it. He was pale, and was wearing a simple white robe that his body hadn’t. 
 
    “I’m glad that you are okay, and that you waited,” Nayra said, awkwardly. She didn’t know what to say to the man. What she even could say? He was dead. “How are you feeling?” she asked at last. 
 
    “I…I don’t feel anything,” he said slowly, his eyes blinking rapidly. “I can’t use my powers.” 
 
    Nayra nodded her head. She heard his confusion, which was only natural. But he seemed to be aware that he was dead. 
 
    “Do you want to make a contract?” Nayra asked. Almost every warrior had agreed to do it, but that was before. 
 
    Tio blinked at her, and then nodded his head rapidly. “Yes, Sect Leader. I…I don’t know if I can reach it.” He turned to look in the distance. Nayra followed his gaze, but saw nothing. 
 
    Not that she could see it—only the soul could see where the entrance to the afterlife was. It was not meant for her. 
 
    Nayra walked over to him and extended her hand. Tio reached over and took her hand. It felt cold, but she could touch him. She activated her perk, Ferry the Soul, and felt a contract with him form. “Lead the way. We shouldn’t stay here more than necessary.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded his head, trying to sound brave, but she could hear his fear. 
 
    They started to walk in a direction, heading toward a large mountain that seemed to pierce the sky. Nayra had her armor on, and her awakened spear and shield already out and ready. She looked around for any signs of danger, but there was little to see other than the eerie trees that surrounded them. She knew that it was unlikely that they would encounter danger—souls were meant to reach the afterlife, as far as she knew—but there had to be exceptions. The Ethereal Realm was a dangerous place, but it was also infinite in a greater sense than the real world. It was ever changing, filled with things that didn’t really make sense. She had read some of the accounts of people who had explored it. Not nearly as many as she wished she could have read, but she had been young, and hadn’t been supposed to gain an ability to enter the Ethereal Realm for a long while. 
 
    Her training regarding it was lacking, she did understand that. But she also wanted to make her own path—to figure out things on her own, achieve something for herself. 
 
    “What does it look like?” Nayra asked after a while. 
 
    Tio glanced back at her, looking almost as if he had forgotten that she was there. Then he turned to look back ahead of them. “It is a pillar of light to my eyes. And…it sings, but without a sound. It says that if I can only reach it, all will be well.” 
 
    Nayra looked at the bleak sky, trying to imagine what it was that he was seeing. No one knew much about the afterlife. It was…a mystery to everyone, but something that they all knew about. The only reason they did know was because of perks similar to hers. They told them that it existed, but the only way to reach it was to die, to lose your tether to the real world. Death in the Infinite Realm wasn’t the end, but it was something to be feared nevertheless. Because it was an unknown, something that they could never find and never know without first losing their life. 
 
    As they walked, Nayra wondered what purpose denying the dead their power had. A soul without any of its perks, abilities, techniques, and skills could scarcely protect itself if it encountered something dangerous. Nayra remembered the texts she read as a child describe it as the last pilgrimage, a test for the soul. 
 
    “Your friends were sad that you died,” Nayra said. 
 
    Tio’s face fell. “I was stupid. Overconfident.” 
 
    Nayra didn’t know what to say. Nothing that she could say could make him feel any better. “Do you want me to carry a message back to someone?” 
 
    “Didn’t have a family.” Tio shrugged. “My friends… Tell them that I’m sorry I wasn’t better.” 
 
    Nayra told him that she would do so. 
 
    They walked for a long time in silence after that, and eventually Nayra began to feel odd. The mountain in the distance that they were walking toward, didn’t seem to be growing in size. It was as if they weren’t even moving. She looked around, trying to see if anything looked familiar, but the terrain and the bare trees all looked the same. She glanced behind them; she could sense the place where she entered the Ethereal Realm, and it didn’t seem like it had gotten any farther away from her in a while. 
 
    “Do you think that we are getting closer?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Tio startled, and looked back at her blankly. He blinked, then tilted his head. “Getting closer?” 
 
    “To your doorway,” Nayra said slowly. 
 
    Understanding slowly seeped into the man, and he nodded. “Right, right, I’m dead… but I…I wanted to see her again.” 
 
    “See who?” Nayra asked. Tio seemed more lost, as if he couldn’t quite focus. 
 
    “Her. She is so beautiful, but I…I am just a lowly warrior in the sect. I mean, what can I offer someone like her?” Tio wondered. 
 
    “Tio,” Nayra called as he stopped moving. 
 
    “I…I should stay. I can get back, can’t I? You came here, so you can take me back. I have to tell her!” Tio argued, his tone slowly getting louder. 
 
    Nayra looked at him for a long moment, not really understanding what was happening to him. Everything around them trembled, almost as if it was responding. The shadows grew darker. The area around them flowed as if it was about to change into something else. 
 
    Nayra stepped closer, caught his shoulder and shook him. 
 
    “Tio!” she said firmly, and his eyes settled on hers. “You need to calm yourself. You can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked in a whisper, his eyes narrowing at her. 
 
    Nayra tried to remember everything that she had learned in the past, from books that she had only half paid attention to. “If you stay, you will turn into a shade. You will lose who you are,” she told him. She started to realize that the real danger to the souls in the Ethereal Realm weren’t shades and spirits—it was this. The regret, the denial, it was how and why souls stayed in the Ethereal Realm, clinging to something that they could no longer have. 
 
    “A shade?” Tio asked, his eyes growing unfocused and trailing away, looking at something behind her. 
 
    Nayra shook him, forcing him to look at her. “Yes, a shade. A twisted caricature of who you are! Is that who you want to be?” 
 
    “I want to be alive. Take me back?” he pleaded with her. 
 
    Nayra closed her eyes. His words were filled with so much emotion, and the Ethereal world around her responded. She could feel his need to stay here, to deny the truth. 
 
    “I can’t take you back,” Nayra said. She was too weak; she didn’t have the power to bring someone back from the dead. Perhaps one day, but now…now she could only help him pass to the next life. “And you can’t stay here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone,” Tio whispered. “I…need to go back.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Nayra insisted. “You want to see your friends again, to see her again? Don’t you?” 
 
    His eyes fluttered at that, gaining more focus. “I… Yes?” 
 
    “They you need to go toward that pillar of light. You can go to the afterlife and wait for them. They will join you in time. You won’t be alone forever.” 
 
    “They…they will?” Tio asked. 
 
    “Yes, eventually,” Nayra confirmed. 
 
    Tio looked at her, his eyes boring into hers. Then they closed. “I’m dead.” He sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nayra said. 
 
    “I…remember now. For a while, I… It all seemed like a dream.” He looked around, and then down at himself. He touched his chest, and his face fell. “My heart doesn’t beat.” 
 
    Nayra didn’t know what she could say. She had prepared herself for a fight, to kill spirits and perhaps even shades. But she had not prepared herself for this. Helping a soul come to terms with its death… This wasn’t what she had expected at all. 
 
    “This isn’t the end, Tio,” Nayra told him. “There is something that comes next, something that you will see before any of us back in the real world. I know that it probably isn’t any consolation. But you will be there waiting for us all.” 
 
    Tio’s mouth turned up for a moment. “Yes. You are right, Sect Leader.” 
 
    “Call me Nayra,” she said. 
 
    “Nayra,” Tio said hesitantly, and then he shook his head and took a deep breath. “I guess that I should go, then.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Tio looked behind him and then chuckled. “It is as far away as it needs to be.” 
 
    Before Nayra could ask any questions, the view in front of her changed. They were suddenly standing in front of an arc bathed in a pillar of light. 
 
    “I can see it,” Nayra said, the words full of wonder. She didn’t remember anything about that from the books. It was…marvelous. The light seemed so inviting and warm. 
 
    Tio turned around and met her eyes. “Thank you for walking with me, for helping me gather myself. I…I think that I needed the time.” 
 
    Nayra gave him a sad smile. “I’m sorry that you died,” she said, and she truly was. 
 
    “Me too, but that doesn’t mean that it is the end, right?” He smiled at her. “I owe you a perk, don’t I?” 
 
    “It is the contract that we made,” Nayra said. 
 
    Tio extended his hand, and Nayra started to do the same, but then she paused. “Pick something that you won’t miss,” she told him. There had to be a reason why souls could still see their powers. Shades could use them, and perhaps he would have need of them in the afterlife. Nayra didn’t want to take something important from him.  
 
    He could only give her his Class perks, but he didn’t have many of them anyway. She hoped that he wouldn’t need to part with something important. 
 
    He smiled. “Thank you, but my Class wasn’t that high a level. I don’t think that either of my perks would be that useful to you—they are weak—but I think that one of them would suit you better.” 
 
    “Anything that you can offer will be useful,” Nayra said. No matter what he gave her, it would increase her power. She grasped his hand and then a window popped up in front of her. 
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    She read the simple perk. He was right when he said that it was a weak perk. It would help her nonetheless—a 10% bonus to speed meant both her physical speed, and the speed at which her abilities recharged. It would lower her cooldowns by 10%, which might not be that much, but in combat every second mattered. 
 
    She looked at him for a long moment. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Nayra. I think that I might never have arrived here if you hadn’t been with me,” Tio said. “I… I hope that we meet again, but not for a long time.” 
 
    “I hope so as well,” Nayra said. 
 
    Tio smiled one last time and then turned around. He walked into the light and passed through the arc. In an instant it disappeared, as if it had never been there in the first place. 
 
    Nayra sighed, then glanced at her screens to see if the new perk was added and found it there. 
 
    She had gotten just a bit stronger, and even though the perk she had gained wasn’t the strongest, taking Ferry the Soul had already paid off. She had helped someone from the sect, a warrior who had served under her. Just that feeling made it worth it in her eyes. It was something unique that she could offer them. The knowledge that if they died, there was a chance that she could help them. Of course, she couldn’t be everywhere at once, but…it was enough. 
 
    Helping Tio had felt beyond satisfying. It was an emotion that she wasn’t quite familiar, and she didn’t really know what it was. But she felt…proud? Perhaps that was a way to describe it. 
 
    She turned around and started walking back, toward the place where she had entered into the Ethereal Realm. She barely took several steps before she found herself on the familiar patch of grass. She frowned at it. She was certain that they had walked for hours, and yet… 
 
    The Ethereal Realm truly was strange, especially in the wilderness like the area where Tio had died. There were no people here to anchor it, to keep it from changing. 
 
    Nayra reached the place where she entered, and used her [Ethereal Cross]. 
 
    The world twisted again, and the bleakness and the strangeness of the Ethereal Realm seeped away. In an instant she was in the real world. The sun was dim in the sky and she looked around. There was no sign of Tio’s body or the other warriors. 
 
    “Sect Leader! You are back!” someone exclaimed from behind her. 
 
    She turned and saw one of the warriors from a patrol squad. He had a table and a chair set up next to a tree. Two boar mounts were sleeping next to it. 
 
    Nayra sighed, she had known that this could happen. “How long was I in there?” 
 
    “Three days, Sect Leader,” he answered. “The Sect Head has delayed the departure for the core, waiting for you.” 
 
    Nayra took a deep breath. “Well, I shouldn’t keep them waiting, should I?” 
 
    With that, the two of them mounted up and headed back to Consequence. While riding, Nayra looked at her screens and planned—she would need to advance before they left. She had to reach Mid Lord and then level as much as she could. With the amount of Essence she had, she could reach her fifth evolution with her Class. 
 
    It would be enough to make her balanced, according to Tali, and hopefully keep her ahead of her sister still. Nayra knew that she should call her, especially now that Ryun had come in conflict with the Orders. And she knew that she was delaying, but…perhaps it was time. She made a decision and nodded to herself. First advancement, then Reyla.  
 
    She only hoped that she could convince the family to leave her and the sect alone.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 - PRESENT – Nayra 
 
    Heart of Battle 
 
      
 
    Nayra sat in her cycling room, surrounded by blades. Ryun sat across from her, waiting patiently for her to be ready. Tali stood leaned against the wall nearby. There was a crate of cycled Essence Crystals next to her. They had been bought for a lot less Essence than they held, as the Sharpness Essence inside of them had already been cycled some. There was no point for her to use the best Essence that she could get, as she would never be a great Cultivator. Her path was there to support her Class—it was not her focus. 
 
    “You didn’t need to do this for me,” Nayra said. 
 
    “You deserve it,” Ryun said. “I’ve talked and listened to the people in the sect. You are respected, and you have held up your end of the bargain by teaching them how to fight more effectively. This is a small token of my appreciation. I need you to be strong.” 
 
    Nayra glanced at the second crate. This one, too, was filled with Essence. It wasn’t pure Essence either, but it didn’t need to be. He had given it to her to use for her Class. With what she had already gathered during the last year, and now with this gift, she was sure that she could reach level 300. 
 
    Nayra nodded and started cycling with the crystals that she had bought from the auction. It didn’t take her long, and after a few minutes she was ready to advance her path to the next stage. 
 
    She took a deep breath as she put in the final amount of Essence, met Ryun’s eyes, and then advanced. The Essence in her core churned, and her core changed, improved. 
 
    The sensation of advancement for her always came with a quick, sharp pain, which was something to do with her aspect. She gritted her teeth as it felt like her insides were being cut apart, and then finally it was gone. She relaxed and then glanced at her perk choices. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: True Body 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Flawless Coordination 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes that reflect your path. Your path is that of dancing precision. As such, your body is designed so that you may perform any physical movement that your mind imagines without difficulty and at great speed without the need for muscle memory. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Winged 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of one who dances in the air. As such, your body is forged in that image. You gain a pair of wings on your back. Physical changes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Lotus Born 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of one untouched by impurity, of pure heart and mind. As such, your body is forged in that image. Your Cultivation is no longer affected by the impurity of the Essence you use, and always grants the greatest benefit. Your movements induce dreamy forgetfulness in those who gaze upon you. The power of the effect depends on their mental resistances. Physical changes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Nayra was surprised by her choices. She hadn’t expected anything like these. After she read through them, she made the choices visible to Ryun. He looked through them, his expression barely changing. 
 
    “What do you think?” Nayra asked when he said nothing. 
 
    He scratched the side of his face, then spoke. “Tali, come see this,” he said. 
 
    The blind woman walked over and sat next to them as she reached out with her hand. Nayra looked at Ryun, then sighed and took her hand, making her choices visible to her too. 
 
    The older woman’s lower face—the part that wasn’t burned—turned into a frown, and then she tilted her head. 
 
    “Which one do you think you should take?” she asked. 
 
    Nayra blinked, then glanced at Ryun, who didn’t seem to be in the mood to help her out. She read through her choices again, then spoke. 
 
    “Well…having wings all the time would be a pretty big advantage. My perk has already served me well. But I don’t know what will happen with it if I do pick that. Will I get a second set of wings?” 
 
    Tali shrugged. “Probably, or it will change. It isn’t important, seeing as that is the worst of your choices.” 
 
    Nayra leaned back. She wanted to argue, but before she could, Tali continued. 
 
    “You have no skills that would help you fly more effectively. You have no techniques that will aid your flight in any substantial manner, no abilities or perks. If you had wings all the time, it would help you against people who had no flight or any way to get into the air.” She nodded at Ryun. “But if you ever face someone who really focuses on flight, you will not be anywhere near as capable. You will never be better than even those who are average.” 
 
    Nayra opened her mouth, but then closed it. What Tali said did make sense. “So I should pick one of the others,” Nayra said. 
 
    “Flawless Coordination will help you immediately, of course, as you are a physical melee fighter, a Classer who relies on her combat mastery and abilities. The ability to move better with little training will serve you well. The other choice…” Tali shook her head. “It is interesting, and not nearly as powerful as it seems, because your path is only uncommon and you are not talented enough to push it much further. In the end, it depends on what you want to do. If you want to push your Cultivation higher than this, to make it your true second focus, then it will serve you well in that it will save you Essence and time. The secondary effect will be useful on people with weak mental resistances, which isn’t a bad thing, but it will also interfere with your everyday life. Training people who can’t resist that effect will become a chore, and just talking with them will be the same unless you learn how to control the effect.” 
 
    Nayra turned her eyes from the blind woman and looked at her perk choices. She realized that she was right, as she often was, which was only a tiny bit frustrating. Nayra knew that she wasn’t the best Cultivator around. 
 
    She turned her eyes to Ryun, who had remained silent. 
 
    He tilted his head and then spoke. “I agree with her. If you had a skill slot open so that you could get a flight-related skill, taking Winged would be another story. As it stands it will only weaken you. In my personal opinion, I would lean more toward the choice flavored by your path. In my experience, such choices will lead to greater benefits down the line. I do not agree with Tali that your path is weak, or rather that it will always remain so. I do not know about how she or others practice Cultivation. For me, it is…” He closed his eyes, and his face relaxed. He touched his chest with one hand, just over his heart, and then smiled. “It is about feeling. About what is inside here. Even when you can’t quite grasp it, just let go. Don’t try to think of what you want to do, how you want to change your techniques. Listen to others, but never let yourself be guided by them. That is not what a path is. It is not theirs, but yours alone. Do what feels right for you, and never look back.” 
 
    Nayra looked at him as he opened his eyes and held hers. It was…so strange, to see and feel such conviction in his words. He almost made it seem as easy as his words suggested. But if it was, her people in the Empire would’ve figured out how to do such things on their own. He didn’t realize his own talent, but he was still right in a way. Nayra and Reyla had been called talented by their instructors, and then they had been forced to do something their way. Nayra didn’t know how talented she was, because she had only just now started doing things her way. 
 
    She glanced at Tali, but it was hard to tell what she was thinking as the scars that covered the upper half of her body made only her mouth able to show any expression. Right now, her lips were drawn into a tight line. 
 
    Nayra sighed and then made her choice. 
 
    She felt the perk change her, her body changing. It had said that there would be physical changes, and she wondered what they were as her skin tingled. Then, it was finished and she looked at the two of them. 
 
    “So, any changes?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes and leaned in close to her face, startling her. Finally, he shook his head. “My sense allowed me to feel your skin changing, but I can’t see a difference. We will need someone who can see better than me.” He smiled. 
 
    Nayra blinked, then narrowed her eyes. She knew that there was something strange with his sight—when he had gained his new eyes, it had to have changed. She glanced at Tali, but asking her was pointless. Nayra sighed and pulled out a mirror from her storage. She raised it and looked at herself. Immediately, she saw the changes. Her skin had been changed, it was smoother, looked softer. Her appearance hadn’t changed much. It was the small things. The blemishes on her neck, on her cheek, they were gone, and her eyes seemed more expressive.  
 
    She put the mirror down, not sure how to feel about the small changes. “What about the secondary effect?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “We will probably need someone who has much lower mental resistances than I.” 
 
    “And I’m blind,” Tali said. 
 
    “Right,” she said slowly. “Sorry. Now, my Class.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m very interested to see what you’ll get,” Ryun said. 
 
    Neither of them was an expert on Classes, but she had still asked them to be here. Ryun was the most powerful person she knew, at least here in the sect, and Tali had helped her much with Cultivation. She had wanted Anrosh here as well, but she was busy, and she said that she didn’t have that much to contribute—something which Nayra felt wasn’t exactly true, but she didn’t push. 
 
    She took Ryun’s Essence first, and put it all in her Class. His gift was enough to give her a few levels, but then she finished with her own Essence. As soon as she hit level 240, she looked at her Class choices. She blinked as she saw a screen that she hadn’t seen in a long time. There was no choice for her to take, but only one Class. 
 
    Something had to have shown in her expression, because Ryun spoke, his tone concerned. “What is it?” 
 
    “My sister. She advanced before me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    It was Tali who answered. “They are twins, which means that the twin in the lead gets to pick the Class. If they pick the direct evolution, at least.” 
 
    Nayra could only nod as she read through her new Class. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Twin Dawnspirit Valkyrie 
  
       	  You come with the dawn, shrouded in golden flames, to carry the souls of the dead to their deserved rest. 
  The Twin Dawnspirit Valkyrie is a warrior focusing on the use of a spear and augmented with dawnfire. A Twin Dawnspirit Valkyrie excels at melee combat and has powers that dwell deeper into the Ethereal Realm. A Valkyrie can cross over from one realm to the other, and gains additional powers depending on the boons granted by those she carries over. The Dawnspirit Valkyrie gains greater powers when conducting her duty. 
  
       	  Dawnspirit: All dawnfire abilities gain 50% more effectiveness in the Ethereal Realm. Your soul regenerates at a 200% faster rate. Gain +10% to strength and intelligence. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Dawn Heal (support ability): Allows you to heal light soul damage. Using this will expend your own soul. 
    
  -Spirit Shatter (offensive ability): The Valkyrie makes a reverberating strike forward, damaging the soul directly. 
    
  -Might and Intellect: Gain +10% to base dexterity and intelligence. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The Class was a continuation of their own, but it was shifted into a different path, one that was not Nayra’s own. It had to concern the things that Reyla had done during the last year. It made Nayra feel the same as she had felt before when she had to follow in Reyla’s footsteps: like she didn’t matter. The last year had been incredible for her; she had finally felt like she had a place, like her efforts were valued. She raised her eyes to look at Ryun, seeing him watching her calmly. 
 
    He trusted her, had faith in her, even though they hadn’t known each other for long. He had seen through her with those void eyes of his. She knew from her conversations with Anrosh that he was like that. He made decisions about people quickly, and he was rarely wrong. He saw something in her that at the time not even Nayra, nor her sister, had been able to see. 
 
    She looked at the Class and then forced herself to calm down. It wasn’t a bad evolution. In fact, it was a great one. She glanced at Tali, wondering if perhaps it could help her, but then she shook her head. If what had been done to Tali was so easy to fix, it wouldn’t have lasted this long. Perhaps if Nayra focused solely on the healing part of the Class, eventually she might be able to get a perk or ability powerful enough to help her. But that would be a great sacrifice to ask of someone, and she knew that Tali wouldn’t ever do so. She valued Cultivation and personal choice above all else. She might complain and pretend to be annoyed, but in the end she left the decisions to those whom she guided. 
 
    Nayra showed her Class to them both, and saw Ryun’s eyes twitch. She wondered if he would ask her to take the ability to heal, to try for Tali, but he didn’t. Of course, she had known that he wouldn’t ask, as it was his debt to pay. 
 
    She didn’t pick an ability, but instead went for the stat bonus. She had only one ability slot left. 
 
    Then she put more Essence in her Class, leveling more before she even looked at her perk choice. She stopped before she hit level 300 and then looked at the perks. She made them visible for Ryun, and they read through them together. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Dawnspirit Shout 
  
       	  Once per day, release a shout that will increase the soul regeneration of everyone within a ten-meter radius around you by 100% for one hour. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Cry 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a cry that will increase soul protection for everyone around you by 50% for 15 seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit 
  
       	  Increases the leveling speed of any skill that can be used to heal the soul by 200%. Any Dawnspirit powers are 20% more effective. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Great Lunge 
  
       	  Once per combat, lunge forward and reset the cooldown of one ability of your choice. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Severing Slice 
  
       	  Once per combat, execute a slice with double your total strength and dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Warrior’s Stand 
  
       	  Once per month, you may ignore any wound, even a lethal one, for one minute. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Presence 
  
       	  Souls in the Ethereal Realm feel more comfortable in your presence, and are more likely to listen to your words. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Greater Call 
  
       	  Your presence in the Ethereal Realm passively draws nearby souls. While in the Ethereal Realm, your Valkyrie’s Call has its range increased by 100%, and souls are more likely to listen. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Mantle 
  
       	  Passively gain +20% Essence from every kill you make even when Avatar of Fire isn’t active. The bonus is added to that of Avatar of Fire when it is activated. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quick Stabs 
  
       	  Three times per combat, execute four quick stabs with twice your attack speed. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawn Stun 
  
       	  Once per combat, send a blast of dawnfire all around you that will damage and stun anyone caught in it for 1 second. Time varies depending on targets’ resiliencies. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Bond 
  
       	  When standing next to a soul you have a contract with in the Ethereal Realm, you gain 10% of the stats they had in life until the contract is finished. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The three of them went through her choices, and she told them what direction she wanted to go, while they gave their advice. In the end, she made her choices and picked Dawnspirit Cry, Great Lunge, Valkyrie’s Mantle, and Dawn Stun. 
 
    Then she put in her Essence and advanced again. She hesitated for a moment, but then she took a deep breath and looked at the choice. Immediately she relaxed as she saw that she had three choices. It meant that Reyla hadn’t yet advanced to this point. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class Evolution Available 
  
      
 
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  ATTUNEMENT 
  
      
 
       
       	  Soulfire Spearmaster 
  
       	  The spear and the fire are the way of life and death. 
  The Soulfire Spearmaster is a warrior focused on wielding a spear sheathed in Soulfire. Reliant on keeping the distance between oneself and one’s opponents, as well as commanding an area with fire-based attacks that can singe the soul, a Soulfire Spearmaster shines in martial combat.  
  
       	  Soulfire: All fire- and spear- based powers are 10% more effective and now deal 15% of their total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and dexterity. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Swipe on Soul (combat ability): Execute a swipe with your spear that cuts directly at the soul while bypassing real flesh. 
    
  -Soulfire Heart (support ability): Activate to increase your soul’s defenses by 500% for 10 seconds. 
    
  -Might and Deftness: Gain +10% to base strength and dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Twin Dawning Valkyrie 
  
       	  You come with the dawn, shrouded in golden flames, as a star, to carry the souls of the dead to their deserved rest and punish those who try and harm them. 
  The Twin Dawning Valkyrie is a warrior focusing on the use of a spear and augmented with dawnfire. A Twin Dawning Valkyrie excels at melee combat and has powers that dwell deeper into the Ethereal Realm. A Valkyrie can cross over from one realm to the other, and gains additional powers depending on the boons granted by those she carries over. A Dawning Valkyrie gains greater power when fighting surrounded by the light of dawn and dawnfire. 
  
       	  Dawning: All dawnfire-based powers are harder to put out. All fire-based powers are 25% more effective. All special attacks deal 5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +15% to strength and intelligence. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Dawn Field (support ability): Lift your spear above your head and summon the light of dawn. A field of golden light surrounds you, making all your dawnfire abilities more powerful for 20 seconds. 
    
  -Dawning Strike (offensive ability): Make a blindingly bright strike covered in dawnfire. 
    
  -Might and Intellect: Gain +15% to base strength and intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heart of Gunnr 
  
       	  A Valkyrie of stories old. A terror to her foes, and a caring presence for the dead. You are a warrior and a caretaker. 
  The Heart of Gunnr is a Class focused on battle, one which becomes more powerful on the battlefield. It shines in war and gains greater respect from the souls of warriors, increasing her allies’ power in life, and shielding them in death. 
  
       	  Gunnr: Your stats are increased by 20% in battle. Any person you consider an ally gains +10% to their stats while fighting with you. Your base ability cooldowns are reduced by 20%. Souls of warriors think of you as kindred. Gain 15% to strength and dexterity. 
    
  !Gain one of the following: 
    
  -Crumbling Strike (offensive ability): Execute a powerful strike that deals greater damage and sends a shockwave around the impact spot. 
    
  -Battle Shout (support ability): Release a great shout that bolsters your allies, giving them +15% to stats and reducing your enemies’ stats by the same amount for 10 seconds. 
    
  -Might and Deftness: Gain +15% to base strength and dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She looked at her choices. The direct evolution of her Class had turned back to one more combat focused, which fit her more. Then there was another spear mastery Class, and then there was the last one: a second Valkyrie choice, but one that wasn’t a twin. She knew that usually the great Valkyrie Classes came at around this level. She showed her choices to Ryun and Tali and waited, although she already suspected the latter’s choice. 
 
    After a while, Tali spoke first. “Soulfire is…powerful, but it will push you in a single direction. There is a benefit and a drawback, as with all things. Come against someone with a lot of soul resistance and you will be useless. Your twin Class; well, I suspect you already know. I dislike those Classes for the same reason I think you do. If you are not in front, you are following in someone else’s footsteps. The last choice… It is powerful, and it does fit you. I haven’t heard of it before, but I don’t know much about Classes in the end.” 
 
    Nayra glanced at Ryun and he shrugged. “I don’t know much either. I’ll only say what I said before: unique choices are always better.” 
 
    Nayra nodded. She looked at her three choices, and remembered how she’d felt just a few minutes before. When she had seen that she had no choice. She didn’t want to feel like that ever again. 
 
    In the end, she knew, she wouldn’t lose her attunements. 
 
    She picked her new Class, and broke her connection with her twin. There was no earth-shattering sensation; there was nothing but a change in her Class. Her twin link perk was still there, and she could reach out and talk with Reyla. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had changed. 
 
    She glanced at her perks, and immediately felt good about her choice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Battle Trance 
  
       	  Once per combat, enter a battle trance for two minutes. You gain an increased awareness of the battle around you, +20% to all stats, and a cooldown reduction of 20%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Battle Sight 
  
       	  Once per combat, for 10 seconds you may see your opponents’ moves 0.01 second before they make them. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Battle Rest 
  
       	  Once per combat, you may restore all of your own and your allies’ stamina. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All choices were great, but she decided to pick Battle Trance. She relied more on her abilities, and without True Classer, she needed as much cooldown reduction as she could have. 
 
    After she was finished, she glanced at all of her screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Nayra Ornn 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Third Heritage 
  
       	  Born to the Rankers of the Third Iteration 
  
       	  +5% to all stats, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Feat 
  
       	  Kill a level-15 monster without help from someone with Essence before obtaining a Class, Cultivation path, or skill 
  
       	  Choose a Legendary Class, Cultivation path, or skill, and gain a unique perk 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 200 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution IV 
  
       	  Evolve your Class for the fifth time 
  
       	  +60 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence (all evolutions total) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Achieve Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Twin Link (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is linked with that of your twin, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Descent (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, jump high into the air and then descend toward a targeted area, stabbing your weapon into the ground and releasing a shockwave around you. Strength of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heat Resistance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is resistant to heat. Gain +20% passive heat resistance, and gain an additional +1% heat resistance for every 15 points of endurance (current 40.9%). 
  
      
 
       
       	  Goddess of Speed (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your dexterity for two strikes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of the Wolf (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body utilizes your endurance more efficiently. Your stamina is counted as if your endurance is doubled. All stamina-draining ability costs are reduced by half. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Sharpness (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using techniques, your movements are sharper. Any weapon you hold has its edges sharpened. Gain a passive +10% percent piercing bonus to your attacks while any technique is active. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thousand Cuts (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every injury you inflict that draws blood heals 20% slower and bleeds for 10% more. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Recovery (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, heal a non-lethal injury. Speed of recovery equals twice your vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Avatar of Fire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Transform into an avatar of fire, doubling your size and your total stats.  Every kill you make while in this form grants you double Essence. Lasts until your mental stamina is drained completely or canceled. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Swiftness (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your speed for thirty seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ferry the Soul (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Create a contract with a recently departed soul. Carry it to the Ethereal Realm and provide it protection until it reaches the afterlife. Fulfillment of the contract will permanently grant you a boon in the form of one of the Soul’s perks. The perk gained depends on the soul, as the soul will lose the perk it offers. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie's Shout (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a powerful shout that stuns nearby enemies. The effectiveness of the stun depends on your opponents’ resistances. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, recover your stamina to its full capacity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Might (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your strength for thirty seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Wings (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Wings made out of Dawnfire grow out of your back, allowing you flight. The wings last for a maximum of three hours, and will stay on cooldown for the same amount of time that they have been used. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Blink (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, teleport to any place in a twenty-meter radius around you. Upon arrival at your destination, release a blast of Dawnfire that hits everything in a three-meter radius. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Call (Class Perk) 
  
       	  While in the Ethereal Realm, summon any recently departed soul to your location. The soul is not required to answer. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vaporizing Cuts (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every attack that draws blood sends a blast of heat into the wound, vaporizing a tiny portion of your opponent’s blood. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Steel Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  In combat, your mind is additionally focused. Reading your opponent's movements comes more easily to you. Effect depends on your intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strengthened Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is strengthened. Your core capacity is increased by 15%, and you gain +10% to Qi speed. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bursting Qi (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are developed for short bursts of Qi. You are able to use burst techniques without need of a breathing form. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Steps (Bonus Perk) 
  
       	  You gain +10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Lotus Born 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of one untouched by impurity, of pure heart and mind. As such, your body is forged in that image. Your Cultivation is no longer affected by the impurity of Essence you use, and always grants the most benefit. Your movements induce dreamy forgetfulness in those who gaze upon you. The power of the effect depends on their mental resistances. Physical changes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Cry 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a cry that will increase soul protection for everyone around you by 50% for 15 seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Lunge 
  
       	  Once per combat, lunge forward and reset the cooldown of one ability of your choice. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Mantle 
  
       	  Passively gain +20% Essence from every kill you make even when Avatar of Fire isn’t active. The bonus is added to that of Avatar of Fire when it is activated. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawn Stun 
  
       	  Once per combat, send a blast of dawnfire all around you that will damage and stun anyone caught in it for 1 second. Time varies depending on targets’ resiliencies. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Battle Trance 
  
       	  Once per combat, enter a battle trance for two minutes. You gain an increased awareness of the battle around you, +20% to all stats, and a cooldown reduction of 20%. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Heart of Gunnr (M) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  300 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Mirage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Shimmering Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Dawn Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Immolation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Ethereal Cross 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shepherd for the Souls 
  
       	  You are able to see souls. All Ethereal-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1.5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire 
  
       	  All fire-based powers now create Dawnfire, an intense fire that is extremely hard to put out and burns more intensely during the day. All fire-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit 
  
       	  All Dawnfire abilities gain 50% more effectiveness in the Ethereal Realm. Your soul regenerates at a 200% faster rate. Gain +10% to strength and intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gunnr 
  
       	  Your stats are increased by 20% in battle. Any person you consider an ally gains 10% to their stats while fighting with you. Your base ability cooldowns are reduced by 20%. Souls of warriors think of you as kindred. Gain +15% to strength and dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Lotus Dance (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Sharpness 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Mesmerizing Flow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Hastened Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Curtain of Petals 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery  >> Spear and Buckler Mastery (6/10) 
  
       	  Block >> Greater Block (8/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heat Sense >> Greater Heat Sense (2/10) 
  
       	  Swipe >> Greater Swipe (3/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Pain Tolerance (9/10) 
  
       	  Throw >> Greater Throw (6/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1322 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  892 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  307 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  306 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  608 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  418 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed almost surreal, that she could have gotten so much more powerful—but then she glanced at Ryun, and knew that she wasn’t strong at all. There were monsters out there far stronger than she was. 
 
    She shook her head and stood, then glanced down at Ryun. 
 
    “Thank you, both of you.” She bowed to them. 
 
    Ryun smiled at her. “Of course, we are always here to help. Now,” he said, tilting his head, “we are in a bit of a rush. You still need to fulfill your part of the bargain.” 
 
    Nayra nodded. “Yes, I’ll go and talk with my sister,” she said. “Both of them,” she said, more to herself than them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 - PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Dinner 
 
      
 
    Reyla twirled her spear, blocking an arrow which had been flying at her face. The howling apes stood on the hanging bridge above them, which connected the two sides of the canyon’s walls. Each side was littered with rounded cave entrances, and Reyla could hear more of the monsters running to get at them. 
 
    “We need to clear them fast!” Emrys yelled as he pointed his staff at one of the bridges above them and incinerated it with a ball of fire. 
 
    “I can see that!” Reyla yelled right back at her brother. “Isn’t that your job?!” 
 
    The moment she took to yell at him nearly cost her an eye. She managed to twist her head out of the way of an arrow, and then she locked eyes with the monster peeking out of the hole in the wall that had fired it. She extended her hand back, focused on her skill, and a moment later snapped forward. Using |Flaming Spear Throw|, her spear flew forward at such speed that it ignited. The fire blazed orange for a second and then her attunement kicked in and the fire turned golden. The spear pierced the monster straight through the chest, the fire bursting around it as its fur was consumed before hitting the surrounding monsters, catching them on fire, too. 
 
    “I need a moment!” Emrys yelled back. 
 
    “Reyla!” Fifth Antler yelled, his big champion form protecting their front where a dozen monsters were attempting to charge down the bridge they were all standing on. 
 
    Reyla glanced at him as she pulled another spear out of her storage. Fifth Antler didn’t look at her, but instead raised his two-form shield, two halves attached to each of his two left hands. He brought the two halves together, forming one massive tower shield before placing in front of himself and activating an ability. A spectral form, identical to his own, charged out of him and bulldozed through monsters, trampling some and throwing others over the side of the wooden bridge.  
 
    Only then did he turn and speak to her. 
 
    “Protect your brother,” the skreen ordered, then raised the oversized hammer he carried in his other two hands. “Ven, Gilsa, keep our back clear.” 
 
    The two drakes conferred among themselves quickly, and then Ven turned his armored form back around just as three larger apes dropped from a bridge above them. He raised his axe and swung. Gilsa gripped her wand tighter as she raised the storm-filled orb in her other hand high. A moment later a small cloud flew out of it, and then lightning struck the nearby monsters. 
 
    Reyla had already reached her brother, and put herself between him as he focused on activating his ability. It had a channeling period, during which he was mostly defenseless. Usually he could use perks to get enough time and shield himself, but he had spent them during the fight with the last boss. 
 
    Reyla focused inward and activated |Inner Strength|. Immediately, she felt warmth spread through her as her tired body felt renewed. It wasn’t, not really, but she could perform at her peak for a short time. 
 
    Arrows flew at them, and she settled into her Perfect Fire Dance of Dawning Light. She danced around her brother, her spear whirling around him and batting the arrows away. A monster jumped from the wall, flying straight for Emrys. Reyla pulled her two-handed spear back then swiped as she activated |Perfect Flaming Crescent|. Flames burst around her spear and then turned golden as the tip of her spear made a crescent. She hit the monster, slicing through its torso and setting it on fire, making it fall down into the river at the bottom of the gorge. 
 
    “Ready!” Emrys announced, and everyone pulled back near him. 
 
    Her brother raised his staff, the pure red wood of it gleaming in the light of the sun that shined on them from high above. The carved symbols were glowing like embers, and the eyes of the dragon’s head on the top of the staff shined with eerie orange light. Emrys then traced a circle with his staff, a ring of fire trailing behind it. 
 
    For a moment it floated there above them, and then the ring of fire turned into a raging tempest of circling flames. It expanded, flew up, and like a cyclone of orange fire it consumed everything above them. The monster-filled bridges were turned to ash in an instant, the fire reaching the walls of the gorge and blasting down the tunnels. The howling and screams of the monsters were engulfed by the roaring of the fire. 
 
    And then it was over. The fire winked out, leaving nothing but a rain of ash falling down on them amidst the glowing stone. 
 
    “Good job, Emrys,” Fifth Antler said. His black chitin was marred with claw marks in a few places, but his torso was protected by a layer of thin armor. Skreen only rarely wore armor, as the curve on which their chitin became stronger with stats was higher than for other races. Drakes and kreacean were close behind, with the other races that only had soft skin being on the bottom. 
 
    They didn’t pause for long. Instead, they headed down the bridge, reaching a large circular platform nestled in the side of the gorge. A large cavern that was open on one side stretched in front of them, and an altar stood at the end of it. 
 
    As soon as all five of them had stepped off the bridge, a loud roar echoed all around them, and then a monster dropped from the opening in the ceiling of the cavern: an ape-like boss at least four times as tall as the regular monsters had been. It wore ornamental armor with feathers and jewelry adorning it, and in its hands it had a large club that had pieces of black glass—obsidian—pushed through the middle. The sharp edges of the obsidian pieces gleamed in the light of the torches which were perched all around the cavern. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Tribal Chief (Tier 9) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Reyla’s |Enhanced Appraisal| gave her a sense of its power, as well as its focus. 
 
    “It is strength focused. Few abilities, mostly stats,” she whispered. 
 
    “All right,” Fifth Antler said. “You all know what to do.” 
 
    They assumed the formation: Fifth Antler in front, with Reyla and Ven flanking him. Emrys and Gilsa stood behind them and prepared their abilities. 
 
    Reyla activated her Spear Trance, then settled in a low stance, her spear held in both hands in front of her, with its end over her head and the tip pointed to the ground. 
 
    A moment later, Fifth Antler yelled, “Charge!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reyla stumbled out of the dungeon, wincing as her still-healing leg sent a sharp pain running straight through it. The potions that they had were extremely effective, but having her leg crushed did extend the healing process somewhat. 
 
    “Cheer up, little red—we did it!” Ven grinned as he kept his hand around her and helped her walk. 
 
    Reyla glanced at him and narrowed her eyes, annoyed at the nickname, but she was too excited to complain. It wouldn’t help, anyway; the more she protested about the nickname, the more people seemed to use it. Her eyes passed over her brother, Emrys, who was chatting with Gilsa and Fifth Antler ahead of them. He was just five years older than her, and was obviously just as powerful as she was, yet he hadn’t suffered through such nicknames. The main reason for why they called her that was down at the main camp, and had little to do with her personally. 
 
    “You’re right,” Reyla said finally, sighing. “We did it.” 
 
    “The third one! I couldn’t believe it when we won the right. But I guess having two Ornns in our party did make things slightly unfair,” Ven said. 
 
    Reyla rolled her eyes. The right to get the first crack at an uncleared dungeon was won in team battles, and her team had won the right to try and get the title for three of the twelve dungeons. They had gotten all of them, but while the titles were amazing, the real reason why she was excited was that by finishing this dungeon she would finally be allowed to level again. Her mother had a strict plan regarding leveling for both Reyla and Emrys. Neither of them had been allowed to get past level 260, since they had been attempting a dungeon that was at least a tier above them. They had always been encouraged to enter with a disadvantage, something which had nearly proven deadly a few months ago when they had entered a dungeon filled with spirits. 
 
    Thankfully, they had prevailed and had earned the right to level to 240. Now, Reyla couldn’t wait to see what her next evolution was going to be. 
 
    They walked down the mountain and into the valley, aptly named the Valley of Dungeons. There were twelve dungeons around them, each somewhere in one of the tall mountains around them. Twelve distinct shapes rose to create the valley. Covered in thick jungle, it was full of powerful monsters all its own. 
 
    As they walked down the road that had been carved through the jungle only a few weeks ago, they were greeted by patrols who couldn’t help themselves but ask how it went. Their questions were followed by cheers and congratulations, both from her team and others, but Reyla was too tired to join in. The only thing that she wanted was to get home and rest. 
 
    Finally the walls made out of granite came into her vision, and she pushed herself a bit more. They entered the gates and into a bustling little town. It was hard to imagine that the town hadn’t existed a year ago, but now it was home to several thousand people, and thousands more visitors. It had a bustling market where people sold stuff looted from the dungeons, a crafter district where the useful materials and loot were refined, and, of course, the representatives of the various factions of the Empire who had won the right to use the dungeons. 
 
    Many different families were present, as well as organizations such as the Orders. It was a tense situation as everyone tried to maneuver to get more time for their own people. The dungeons were quite rich, and they respawned quickly—and because of that they were greatly sought after. Not to mention the fact that clearing them first would gain the team that accomplished as much a lot of power. 
 
    Reyla hadn’t expected to be able to get more than one of them, but thankfully she had a great and balanced team. She remembered arriving here more than a year ago, being surprised to find that Emrys had been brought as well, training under her mother and her best soldiers. Both she and Emrys had spent three months without even thinking about the dungeons, spending every waking moment in grueling training. 
 
    Of her siblings, Emrys was the closest in age to her—aside from her twin, of course. They had been closer when they had been very young, but by the time he was old enough to train they had grown apart. He had spent all of his time training for his test, just as Reyla and Nayra had spent all of their time training for theirs. 
 
    He had followed in the footsteps of Father Olem, going for a fire caster build. Frankly, having him around had been incredible. They had reconnected and become quite close. It made Reyla feel guilty, but in many ways she had filled the hole that had been left by the rift between her and Nayra. 
 
    They walked through the main street and reached the residential area. 
 
    “All right, we’ll see you tomorrow at the debrief. We need to go over everything we did and see what we could’ve done better,” Fifth Antler said. 
 
    Everyone nodded at that, and Ven left Reyla’s side as Emrys approached. The three of them had a small room in one of the dorms, while Reyla and Emrys stayed with their mother in the town manor. 
 
    They said their goodbyes and separated. 
 
    Emrys helped Reyla along. “How’s the leg?” 
 
    “It’s getting better. It doesn’t send a spike of pain through me every time I take a step, so that’s an improvement,” Reyla answered. 
 
    Emrys shook his head. “You really should learn when to retreat. You stayed in the melee for too long.” 
 
    Reyla grimaced, knowing he was right, but she had really thought that the monster would react differently than it did. She had her spear piercing its stomach—any person would’ve tried, at least reflexively, to get away. She had forgotten that it was a beast, a monster. It kept coming, and even though she had done more damage to it as a result of her choice, the monster had still managed to wreck her leg. 
 
    “I knew that my big brother would be there to keep me safe.” Reyla grinned up at him. 
 
    Emrys shook his head, making his long blond hair sway around his head. “You are a pest. I should convince mother to send you away somewhere. Perhaps put you on a ship to some unknown part of the Infinite Realm?” 
 
    “She would send you before she sent me,” Reyla said with a chuckle. “She likes me more than you.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Emrys snorted. “Only because you are a spear maniac like she is. Refined gentlemen stay away from all that blood.” He grimaced and waved his hand in front of his chest. 
 
    Reyla nudged him with her elbow, and he smiled at her. 
 
    They reached the large manor that had been their home for more than a year and entered. They had barely stepped foot inside before the servants accosted them. 
 
    “Master Emrys! Mistress Reyla! Oh, you are in such a wretched state. I’ll have the staff draw you baths at once! And you must get out of those dirty things,” the head maid, Jikasa, an old-looking demasi woman, said with distaste in her voice. 
 
    Reyla tried to argue, but the old woman didn’t let her get a word in. Barely a few minutes later, the two of them were separated, disrobed, and put into the baths. Reyla sighed in her tub, the warm water making her feel relaxed. She hated to admit it, but the old woman was right—she did need this. 
 
    Jikasa had been serving as her mother’s head maid for a long time, since before Reyla had been born, and she had always looked old. Reyla didn’t know how strong the woman was, but she had to have high vitality, since she had barely changed since Reyla was a child. She remembered asking about what level she was once, when she had been very young, and the old woman had just laughed at her question and told her that it was impolite to ask. Now, with her skill, she could tell that the woman was strong, or at least of a high level. Still, since her Class wasn’t a combat one, Reyla had trouble telling the exact level of her power. For all she knew, the woman was an Immortal. 
 
    Reyla let herself settle into her |Meditation| as the servants washed her, rubbing in oils and potions into her muscles. A lot had changed in the last year. She had gotten stronger, but she had also gotten a lot closer to her family—her mother and fathers, her brother and a few other siblings that came often to confer with mother on family matters. She couldn’t help but feel like everything was going well…and that she missed Nayra. 
 
    Again, she almost reached out to her with their perk, but she stopped herself. It was the same thing as always that stopped her: pride, hurt, insecurity. She could identify all of the reasons why she didn’t do it, but that didn’t mean that she was strong enough to do anything about it. And the more time passed, the more she felt uncomfortable with reaching out—after all, Nayra hadn’t reached out either. 
 
    Finally, her bath came to an end and the servants dried her body with soft towels and then dressed her in a long and loose red dress. Reyla blinked at the attire, then looked at one of the servants. 
 
    “Am I going somewhere?” Reyla asked. 
 
    The servant girl bowed her head, not looking in her eyes as she answered. “Your mother has requested yours and Master Emrys’ presence at dinner.” 
 
    “Ah,” Reyla said simply. She knew that her mother liked to have things be neat and composed—elegant—even when it was just family present. 
 
    As soon as she was dressed, she was escorted out of her rooms and into one of the smaller dining rooms. That meant that tonight only family would be present. Her mother usually had meals set up in the larger dining room when they had guests, something more common than Reyla had imagined before she came here. She had sat through dozens of dinners with powerful and influential people while staying here. 
 
    She entered the room, only to see her brother and mother already there. 
 
    Reyla bowed her head. “Mother,” she said, then straightened and smiled. 
 
    Karya Ornn’s face was hard, but when she smiled it made it seem inviting and warm. Her golden red hair, almost blond, much lighter than Reyla’s blood red, was pulled up into an elaborate bun on top of her head, with two needles pushed through it that held it up. Her dress was a mirror of Reyla’s—only where Reyla’s was red, hers was orange. Her mother quite enjoyed fashion, and she would often look for new and up and coming designers in the Empire. She was considered something of a trendsetter, with most of the ladies of the Empire rushing to copy any of the new dresses that Karya wore to court. Reyla had to admit that she had become interested in such matters as well. A year ago, she could’ve never imagined spending hours talking with her mother about anything, really, let alone fashion. Now, they spent at least several hours every week lounging in comfortable chairs as models wore new dresses for them to look at. Even here, at the edge of the Empire, designers had followed in the hope of getting Karya Ornn to wear one of their new inventions. 
 
    It was quite amusing to Karya and Reyla both. 
 
    “Come, daughter. Sit,” her mom said. 
 
    Reyla sat across from Emrys, who had a golden goblet in his hand and was in the process of downing its contents. 
 
    “Couldn’t have waited for me, huh?” Reyla shot across the table that was filled with all kinds of different foods. There was a wide assortment of meats and vegetables. All of it was high tiered, the meat coming from the monsters that were at least a tier above Reyla and Emrys’ so that they could gain benefits from eating them. Consuming such meat for several months would give them some bonus stats, and each one helped. The vegetables probably came straight from Ornn Family orchards, which meant that they were worth a fortune and would give them benefits as well. 
 
    “Not my fault that you like to be pampered, sis. Some of us don’t like to have a dozen servants rubbing us all over,” Emrys shot back. 
 
    Reyla narrowed her eyes at him. She knew fairly well that he did in fact enjoy all the things he had accused her of. When she opened her mouth to tell him off, however, her mom spoke. 
 
    “Children, please. Can you not bicker every time?” Karya Ornn asked. 
 
    Reyla looked at her shamefaced, and noticed Emrys do the same. “Sorry,” they said simultaneously, and both of them turned to glare at each other at the same time. 
 
    “Tonight,” their mom said, bringing their attention back to her, “is a special occasion.” 
 
    “A special occasion?” Emrys asked, but both of them knew what their mother was talking about. 
 
    Reyla took in a short breath, but kept quiet, waiting for her mother to answer. 
 
    “Yes, it is time,” Karya said. “You have cleared the dungeon, and we can’t risk you staying imbalanced for much longer.” 
 
    Karya raised her hand and two servants entered, each carrying a small box that they placed in front of Emrys and Reyla. They hesitated, but once their mom gestured, both of them opened their box quickly. 
 
    Reyla looked down at the fruit sitting on a velvet pillow, the glowing inside of the box lined with formations barely catching her eye. The fruit looked simple: it was round, half the size of her palm, and green with one blue line around the middle. 
 
    “This is..?” Reyla glanced at her mother. 
 
    “It is the fruit of expunging,” Karya confirmed with a nod. “You need to understand just how big of an honor this is. It takes your father one hundred years to grow just six of these. We do not give them to others lightly. But being our children has its benefits.” 
 
    Reyla nodded gravely at her mother’s warm smile. She did understand just how great of an honor this was. True, her family had always planned to give this to her, and most of her siblings had probably gained one, but it was still unreal to even look at it. If she ate the fruit, it would erase one of her focuses—and today, she would use it to remove her Cultivation. True, she would lose all the Essence that she had used on it, but that was a small price to pay for her being able to focus more deeply on her skills. 
 
    The only reason why she had been instructed to take her Cultivation path was to help her in the early stages, to give her quick power and give her achievements that would improve her Class. But that was no longer necessary. After today she would level again, and the power tiers that she would lose wouldn’t matter. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Karya urged with a proud smile on her face. “Eat up!” 
 
    Reyla reached for the fruit and then stopped as a voice sounded inside her head. 
 
    “Reyla? Are you there?” 
 
    For a moment every part of her froze. Her mother noticed and spoke up. 
 
    “Reyla? What’s wrong?” Karya asked, concerned. 
 
    Reyla blinked and turned to look at her mother. “Uh… Nayra just spoke to me.” 
 
    She heard the intake of breath from Emrys and saw her mother’s expression change, become more guarded. But for a moment, Reyla could’ve sworn that she saw a pained expression on her face. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time. So, what is she saying?” her mom asked. 
 
    Reyla focused inward. Putting her fears and shock aside, she took a deep breath and answered her sister.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 - PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Family 
 
      
 
    Reyla watched her mother lean back in her chair and place her finger on top of the table, on either side of her plate. The few candles in the room cast the room in a pleasant shade of red. Candles were rarely used nowadays, but her mother liked them. She usually had them brought out when they were having small intimate family dinners. 
 
    She looked like an exemplar of calm, but Reyla had spent the entire last year with her mother, enough that she had come to know her quite a bit. Karya Ornn didn’t allow anything to rattle her or catch her unawares, but Reyla was certain that she was shaken now, that the calm and collected movements served to buy her time to figure out what to do. Reyla realized that she had mirrored her mother’s movements almost exactly unconsciously, and that she was yet to respond to her sister. 
 
    Nayra hadn’t said anything else after her greeting, but Reyla was painfully aware that several seconds had passed without her response. Finally, before Reyla reached out, her mother spoke. 
 
    “Tell her that you are with me, and that I am glad she reached out,” her mom said. 
 
    Reyla nodded, then focused inward. “Hi, Nayra. I’m with Mother, and she wants you to know that she is glad that you reached out.” 
 
    Her words were awkward in her head, and she was glad that the link didn’t send anything more than her mental voice. Nayra wouldn’t glean anything beyond what her words meant by themselves. 
 
    “You’re with Mother?” Nayra asked, and even without any emotion to the words or any sense of her feelings, Reyla could tell that she was surprised. 
 
    “Yes, and with Emrys,” Reyla added. 
 
    There was no response for a moment. 
 
    “You’ve been doing well, I see. You overtook me,” Nayra said finally. 
 
    Reyla blinked, realizing that if Nayra knew that then she had to have leveled again.  
 
    “You’ve been doing well, too. All of us were surprised at what you did. Father Ender was pleased,” Reyla said, trying to come up with something else to say, but she couldn’t. There was too much between them for her to be able to put into words, at least words that wouldn’t end up with them fighting. 
 
    “You’ve gotten closer to the family, I see. Good for you, Reyla,” Nayra said, and then before Reyla could respond, she spoke again. “It is good that you are with mother. I wanted to have you carry a message to the family, but this is better. We can speak through you.” 
 
    Reyla blinked, then glanced at her mom. 
 
    “What is it?” Karya Ornn asked. 
 
    “She says that she wants to speak with you, that she reached out in order to send you—well, the family—a message.” Reyla answered. Emrys leaned forward, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’d like to know how she is doing,” her mom said. 
 
    Reyla looked at her mother, then focused. 
 
    “Mother would like to know how you are doing,” Reyla said and regretted it immediately. She knew that it seemed like she herself didn’t care, but that wasn’t true—she just didn’t know how to bridge this chasm that had opened between them. 
 
    “How I am doing… Well, not that good, seeing as my siblings want to have me killed.” 
 
    “What?” Reyla asked, completely taken by surprise. 
 
    “Tell mother that I am here with Daria,” Nayra said, making Reyla blink again. 
 
    She turned to her mother and told her what Nayra had said. 
 
    Her mother frowned. “Daria? She was supposed to observe without revealing herself. And what is this about having her killed? Ask her to explain.” 
 
    Reyla sent a message to Nayra, then listened to the response. The more her sister talked, the more Reyla’s eyes widened. Finally, she turned to her mother and began relaying what Nayra had told her. 
 
    “Daria and the two Knights with her were taken prisoners by Nayra’s Sect Head, Ryun Nacht, who discovered her spying,” Reyla said, having a hard time believing that. She didn’t know much about Daria personally, but she was strong enough that she was known in the Empire. 
 
    “The Ranker,” her mom said slowly. “The report you gave doesn’t put him at a level where he could do that.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know, mother. He does grow in power quickly,” Reyla explained. 
 
    Karya Ornn grimaced. “And he is a Cultivator, something that we have little true knowledge about.” She shook her head. “They are being treated well, I hope?” 
 
    Reyla sent a message and then listened to Nayra’s response. After a minute she turned back to her mother and swallowed hard, made a choking noise, then spoke. 
 
    “Mom…” Reyla started, then took a deep breath and continued. “Nayra says that the two Knights of the Orders were released, that he had given them a… threatening message to pass on to their superiors. If they continue doing things as they had, he will consider them hostile and attack on sight.” 
 
    It was Karya’s turn to blink. “He is threatening the Orders? He…doesn’t know who they are of course, but…threatening an organization that he should know is more powerful than him is foolish.” 
 
    Reyla shook her head. “Mother, he is… He isn’t like other people. I said so in my report. He doesn’t care about those things, and he… Even if he was weaker, he would’ve still done the same. He is like…” Reyla paused, not knowing how to say it. 
 
    Her mother seemed to have heard her unspoken word anyway. “He is like me, and your father.” 
 
    Reyla nodded at that, and Karya’s face turned thoughtful. “A Ranker. Yes, I’ve forgotten how we used to think back then.” 
 
    “Mom,” Reyla started, and her mother’s eyes focused on her. “Nayra… She told me some things that you should know.” 
 
    Her mom nodded and gestured for her to continue. 
 
    Reyla glanced at Emrys, who had a blank look on his face, then back to her mother. “Daria told her a few things. First, that the Orders wanted her dead, that the only reason they didn’t kill her yet was because of you.” 
 
    Karya nodded. “They wouldn’t risk our wrath. They can want to kill her all they want, but they know that they cannot.” 
 
    Reyla shook her head. “Daria also told her that…well, that the rest of the family doesn’t share your opinion.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean, the rest of the family?” Karya Ornn asked, her green eyes flashing dangerously. 
 
    “Daria told her that…that our siblings gave her other instructions. That if Daria saw that Nayra had no loyalty toward the family or the Empire, she was to…kill her.” 
 
    Every candle in the room suddenly erupted. The fire blazed golden and the candlesticks melted in an instant, throwing the room into darkness. A moment later the formation on the lamps triggered as they detected no light and turned on. Their pale light illuminated the room with much more light than the simple candles, and Reyla could clearly see her mother’s expression. 
 
    It wasn’t any expression that she had ever seen on her face before, but it chilled her to the bone. The last year with her mother had been amazing. They had bonded, had talked about fashion, trained, had laughed together. She had become the mother that Reyla had dreamed about when she was little. She had apologized to Reyla for being absent, and while that didn’t erase the past, it was enough that they could look to the future.  
 
    But that look on her face… It made her understand what people meant when they called her the Butcher of Dawn. 
 
    Her mother didn’t respond immediately, and when she did, she didn’t speak to Reyla. She turned to look at Emrys, locking him in place with a look. 
 
    “Emrys, how likely is it that what Nayra had told us is the truth?” she asked evenly. 
 
    Emrys winced, then tried to cover it by raising an arm and rubbing his neck. “Uh… I don’t know—” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “Well.” Emrys bowed his head. “I had been, uh, approached by others. They had made it clear that my duty is to uphold the family name above all. That nothing is more important than that.” 
 
    Reyla looked at her mother, waiting for…something. Instead, her mother calmed down and closed her eyes. “We’ve failed even more than we thought, it seems.” She shook her head and then looked at Reyla. “Tell my daughter that I will take care of things. That she needn’t worry about anyone coming after her. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Reyla swallowed, then sent her mother’s words to Nayra. 
 
    “I wonder if she will think the same once I say this next part,” Nayra said. 
 
    Reyla got a bad feeling. “Nayra? What do you mean?” 
 
    “First, I’ve told Ryun where I come from,” Nayra told her. 
 
    “What? Are you insane? You betrayed the Empire?” 
 
    “I betrayed nothing,” Nayra’s words came, and even without the emotion behind them, Reyla could imagine her sister’s sneer. “I owe nothing to the Empire. I am glad, sister, that you can have a family, a mother and a father. But I barely know them. The Empire and the family were never my home. And both the Orders and my siblings want me dead.” 
 
    “They will kill you for this. You betrayed the plan, have betrayed everything!” 
 
    “Oh, get over yourself, Reyla,” Nayra said. “The Infinite Realm doesn’t revolve around the Empire and the Core. What do you think is going to happen when the Empire returns? A great war with the death of everyone outside of the Empire? Of course not. The old bastards are keeping a grudge, but most of the people living now weren’t born back then. There are more people just on the frontier than there are in the Empire. And you don’t need to worry about your precious plans—Ryun doesn’t care about any of it. He only cares about his people, his sect. He doesn’t want any part in this war. As long as you don’t provoke him, there is no reason for him to share what I told you with anyone. I’ve had him promise, and I believe him.” 
 
    Reyla didn’t know what to say about that, so she instead passed Nayra’s words to her mother. 
 
    She watched her mother take in the words, and then after she was finished speaking, she took in a deep breath before responding. 
 
    “We failed you so much. Instead of keeping one another close, of having greater bonds, they’ve alienated her. We have alienated her. My daughter. I…I can’t imagine what I would’ve done if I learned that my family was willing to have me killed. Daria… She was a fool to tell her that. But I can see what she thought. She wanted to scare Nayra into being quiet. Foolish child,” she whispered, a sadness on her face. “Tell Nayra… No, nothing that I can say would change her mind now. I would need to go in person.” 
 
    Her expression turned crestfallen. “And I don’t have the time now. I can’t…” She met Reyla’s eyes and then spoke again. “Daria is a prisoner still? Why wasn’t she released with the Knights?” 
 
    Reyla passed the question over to Nayra, and then listened to the answer. She was almost frightened to answer her mother. 
 
    “Ryun Nacht considered her owing his sect a debt, for her spying. He wanted Daria to repay the sect with a year of service. Nayra tried to convince her, but… Daria didn’t agree. She knocked Nayra out and tried to escape with her.” 
 
    Reyla paused, more because she couldn’t really believe what Nayra had told her than anything else. “He found her and…captured her again. They forced Daria to agree to a contract. A year of service in the sect, to pay her debt.” 
 
    Her mother’s expression didn’t change much, and she only shook her head. “Perhaps that is for the best. Some lessons need to be learned the hard way,” she said. “Tell Nayra that she will be left alone, that I will make sure of it. But…tell her that she is still part of this family, and that I would appreciate it if she remembered that. As soon as I am able, I will go to her and talk in person. I really want to meet this Ranker.” 
 
    Reyla passed her mother’s words to Nayra. 
 
    “I have a family here,” Nayra said. “I am valued and respected, and I have people that I care about.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t forget what the family gave you, Nayra,” Reyla told her. 
 
    “Yes, they gave me a lot. They stifled me, then tried to have me killed because I wanted something for myself. I have forgotten nothing, sister.” 
 
    Reyla winced, but didn’t continue down that path. “Mother says that she will visit as soon as she is able. Nayra, this isn’t how it was meant to be. Our parents made mistakes, but they are trying to fix things now.” 
 
    Nayra didn’t respond immediately, and just as Reyla worried that she wouldn’t, her words came through. “Tell Mother that a visit might be hard. I will be traveling with the sect—we are going to the tournament.” 
 
    Reyla’s mouth opened, shocked. She told her mother what Nayra said. 
 
    “The tournament.” Her mother grimaced. “That will be dangerous, but…maybe less so than the frontier will be after the plan reaches the last stage.” 
 
    She sighed, looking unsure. It made Reyla almost ashamed to see her mother like this, as if she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “Tell her to be careful, and perhaps that it would be wise if she wasn’t in the arena on the day of the High Division final.” 
 
    Reyla passed on her mother’s words. 
 
    “Tell Mother that I am thankful,” Nayra said. “And that I am sorry. But I need to make my own path.” 
 
    “Nayra, I…I miss you. I’m sorry about everything.” 
 
    “Me too, Reyla, but we don’t get to change the past. I was mad at you for so long. Now I just want to be away from you all. I don’t like the politics, the need to worry about the family name. I don’t want the name Ornn to be the only thing that defines me. I want to be Nayra, just me. I…I can’t be living in your shadow anymore. At least you won’t need to worry about overtaking me again. Farewell, sister.” 
 
    Reyla frowned at. “Nayra, what do you mean?” she asked, but Nayra didn’t respond. After a few more tries, she realized that Nayra wasn’t going to respond, and she knew how stubborn she could be. 
 
    When she told her mother that the conversation was over, she tilted her head, and a tall kreacean walked in—Kishil, her mother’s seneschal. She had probably called him with a skill. 
 
    “Clear my schedule for tomorrow,” Karya Ornn said, calm and collected. None of the insecurities and worry that Reyla had seen on her just a few minutes before was present. 
 
    “Mistress, you have a meeting with High Lord Revenilk,” Kishil added. 
 
    “Move him. I need the entire day free,” Reyla’s mother said. 
 
    The Seneschal looked like he wanted to argue, but his eyes passed over Reyla and Emrys, neither of whom had quite the same control over their expressions as their mother did. He bowed and spoke. 
 
    “It will be done, Mistress.” 
 
    After he left, her mother stood and paced around the room. “This cannot be allowed to stand. I will not have this family turned into…this!” She waved her hand angrily at the air in front of her. 
 
    “They thought that killing my daughter was a small price to pay to protect the family name!” she hissed. “That they could go against my orders! It seems like my children need to learn lessons, important lessons, about who is in charge here.” 
 
    She stopped and turned around, meeting both Emrys’ and Reyla’s eyes. She shivered under her mother’s gaze, and wondered what she had planned. 
 
    “Pack your things. We are going back home,” she said, then paused. “Fuck! I’m going to need to take care of things here. In two days—we are going back in two days.” 
 
    Seeing her mother so animated, and so… angry, made Reyla feel afraid for her siblings. They had no idea what was coming. 
 
    “I’ll talk with your fathers tonight. We are going to have a family gathering. Everyone will attend—those who can get here in time, at least.” Karya Ornn nodded to herself. “I need to make things clear to them, it seems. And the Orders… Damn. I’m going to need to send someone to intercept the Knights, as I can’t have the Orders hear the Ranker’s threat. A bribe should work, and if not…” 
 
    She turned to face Reyla. “Reyla, you’ve met this Ranker. Do you trust your sister’s word?” 
 
    Reyla thought about it for a second, then answered. “I… No matter what she said, I don’t think that Nayra would really do something to hurt us. And Ryun… The sense I got from him is that he doesn’t care about much outside of his own strength, and getting stronger. He doesn’t have any reason to make us enemies. Well, if he ignores the spying.” 
 
    “I’ll trust that Nayra hasn’t been completely turned against us. She is hurt, and she feels wronged. I understand.” Her mother’s expression hardened. Then, in an instant, like a fire that burned brightly for a few moments, she calmed down. “This night was supposed to be special, for you.” 
 
    Reyla followed her mother’s eyes and saw the fruit sitting on the table in front of her. She remembered what it was and grimaced. 
 
    “I’m sorry that this was spoiled for you,” her mother said. 
 
    Both Reyla and Emrys shook their head. “It’s okay, Mother,” Emrys said. “Family is more important.” 
 
    “Yes.” Her mother nodded gravely. “Yes, it is. Now I just need to pound that into your siblings’ heads.” 
 
    Reyla swallowed hard at her mother’s cold tone. Her siblings were not going to like what she was going to do. Not at all.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 - PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    The Day Before 
 
      
 
    The abrupt trip back home had passed without Reyla really getting a chance to gather herself. Her sister’s words had more impact than Nayra could possibly realize. Their mother was spurned to action, and Reyla had come to realize that people as old and as powerful as her rarely reacted quickly—probably because they had lived for such a long time that they felt like they had all the time in the world. The fact that her mother had made a decision so quickly meant a lot of things, but most were outside of Reyla’s scope of understanding. 
 
    The trip back home took less than a month, as the entire Empire was covered with teleportation arrays linking all parts of their territories together. Still, there was still some travel to be done. A year ago, during the trip to her mother, Reyla had barely had a chance to take in the scenery. She had been so occupied with thinking about what she was going to face—the training and the dungeons, yes, but perhaps most of all about just spending time with her mother. This time, she had been preoccupied with other things, and so once again she had not truly paid attention on the various territories that they had passed through.  
 
    The great majority of the Empire was a desert, but its edges were different. There was swaths of southern territories where each was chaotic: one could be covered in snow, while a neighboring one could a tropical jungle. There were also many unique territories, even some in the middle of the deserts, that were unique. There were the Islands, for example, which floated above a mist that filled a vast crater, connected by plants that twined around themselves and created natural bridges. 
 
    Reyla had visited that place only once, but it had been impressive. She had hoped to take the time to see new sights on the return trip. Sadly, the trip passed by in a blur, and before she knew it, she was back on family land. The Ornn family faction owned many territories—most produced food for the Empire, but others were dedicated to private family uses. 
 
    The factions in the Empire did not work in the same way as they did in the core. Every faction in the core was ultimately connected with every other. Their Interfaces could interact and send messages to one another, as well as obtain additional benefits depending on their development. 
 
    In the Empire, secrecy had always been of utmost importance, and so none of their factions were connected with the others. All were isolated. As a Knight, Reyla had never been added to the Orders faction, since her mission meant that any capture would most certainly involve scanning powers. It was far easier to erase or hide a single title than a connection to a faction—being a part of a faction marked you deeply. Not that she had ever been sent somewhere that detection and capture was likely, of course; her encounter with the wardens had been a fluke. 
 
    Reyla had since her return to the family been added to the Ornn Family faction. She now gained monthly contributions, which depended on the development of the faction and her own contribution in that period of time. 
 
    The return to the family home had passed without much fanfare, aside from a few of her siblings and her fathers waiting. There had been questions from her siblings, as their fathers had apparently refused to say the reasons they had been summoned. Her mother had refused to say until more of her children arrived. 
 
    Reyla had spent the week after her arrival dodging her siblings and their questions, hiding in the Ornn family palace. It was known that Reyla and Emrys had been with their mother when she decided to summon back the family, and so they had been trying to corner them and get answers. Both of them had managed to avoid that situation until her mother felt that enough of her children had arrived. Not all could’ve come home on such short notice or so quickly, but the majority were there. The day before the big meeting, Reyla’s pursuer had turned out to be far more formidable—her oldest sister, Vanessa, was looking for her. 
 
    Vanessa was one of the first of her parents’ children, born a scant few years after Erik. She was old and had a family of her own, children and grandchildren several times over. She had been born in a time when the world had been so much different, a wild place where one had to fight to survive. To Reyla, she was a stranger, someone she had seen once or twice perhaps, from the distance. Everything she knew about her was came from others’ stories, though they were enough to know that she was powerful, and that she rarely didn’t get her way. 
 
    Thankfully, Reyla had her own alarm system. She had spent much more time in the palace, and the servants liked her more. With a bit of a heads up, she was able to escape the manor itself and hide in the gardens, or rather the labyrinth. 
 
    If there was one place that her sister couldn’t try to interrogate her, it was in her father’s presence. Knowing that both of her fathers spent most of their days there, she made her way through the labyrinth, quickly finding the way through. Once she reached the garden, she was surprised to only find one of her fathers there. She stopped for a second, and took the time to study him. 
 
    Ender Ornn sat in his lavish chair, in the shade beneath the open pavilion. He stared at the board in front of him. A game seemed to be in progress, but there was no sign of his opponent. Before last year, she had always seen him as this larger-than-life figure. He hadn’t been her dad, he had been something greater: a hero of the Empire, powerful beyond measure. He had been removed from her own life, but now she called him Dad, and had spent time with him. It was moments like these that she wished she could share with Nayra, but she understood that while the two of them had exactly the same childhoods, they’d had two completely different experiences. 
 
    For Nayra, their childhood had been a hell. They had been surrounded by servants who never showed them anything less than reverence for their family name, but had also never given them a kind word. They had been raised to think only of their obligation to the family and the Empire as a whole. When they had been very young, they had spent their time enduring lessons and training for the moment when they would gain access to Essence. There had never been any real family interaction; they had been told to believe in the family, but had never been a part of one. 
 
    Reyla had bought into it, and Nayra hadn’t. Her sister had always craved more attention, and in the past she had always gotten it from Reyla. The two of them had been inseparable, and after they had gotten their mind perk, their bond had only gotten stronger. 
 
    And then they were sent to the Orders, away from everything they had ever known. Now, Reyla understood that had been in order for them to gain more experience, to grow. But that was the beginning of the end for the two of them. The more ahead of her twin Reyla got, the more responsibility she gained; and with every additional secret she was forced to keep, the greater the distance between the two of them grew. While once they had been inseparable, two parts of one whole, the only people in the world that they really mattered to, their relationship had become strained. Reyla had been given command over her, had been forced to keep things from her, all of which tarnished their relationship.  
 
    Reyla knew exactly how Nayra felt. They had been each other’s most important person in the world, and then suddenly they had been forced apart by circumstances. Reyla had always believed in the family and the Empire, but Nayra had never had that same conviction. Without Reyla, Nayra had felt truly alone. Where Reyla had her faith and her duty to fall back on, Nayra had nothing. It was no wonder that she decided to stay in the sect—a place where people relied on one another had to have appealed to her greatly. 
 
    For her to go so far as to break fully, to reveal secrets of the family and the Empire was something that Reyla had never imagined her doing. On the other hand, she couldn’t know what she would do if she learned that her family, her own blood, was trying to decide whether to kill her. What kind of a connection could she feel for them after something like that? None. Her siblings were at fault for Nayra’s decision. She knew that Daria probably thought that scaring Nayra with the knowledge that the family was considering killing her was a good thing. Perhaps she imagined Nayra changing her mind, but that had only validated Nayra’s point of view. Daria didn’t know Nayra at all if she thought that would work, none of her siblings did. And then to try and kidnap her… It would take something monumental for Nayra to consider coming back to the family now. 
 
    “Daughter.” Her father’s voice snapped Reyla back to reality. She blinked and then looked at him in surprise. He was looking at her with his head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad, I was just—” 
 
    “Come, sit with me,” Ender Ornn said. 
 
    Reyla took a deep breath, then made her way to him, taking the chair across from him. She couldn’t help but remember that day a year ago, when she had broken down in his arms. It had been the first time that she remembered crying in one of her parents’ arms. That moment alone had done more to reinforce her bond with her family than anything else. It was something that Nayra had never had, that she probably never would. It made her sad. 
 
    “What is bothering you?” her dad asked. 
 
    Reyla took a deep breath, and then looked her father in the eyes. “Nayra, the family, everything in general.” She tried to smile, but it probably came out more like a grimace. 
 
    Her father didn’t respond immediately, but he did nod in understanding. There was something about him that always put her at ease, something which always made her feel safe and warm. If one looked at Ender Ornn, one would see a pale-skinned man with blood-red hair and brown eyes. His body was fit, though not spectacular. His clothes, gold and red, were spotless, and threaded with silver and green. Elaborate embroidery adorned the hem of his shirt and his pants, and he wore little jewelry aside from a few rings on his fingers. Overall, he struck an impressive figure, and yet there was dirt beneath his fingernails—a reminder, perhaps, of his true calling. 
 
    To Reyla’s eyes, he looked impressive, but no more so than a leader of any more prestigious territory in the core. What made him stand out was the feeling around him, as if it was a physical thing it made everything about him…greater. Her father felt like an old tree, one with roots so deep beneath the ground that it could never be pulled out, so wide that and tall that it cast a great shadow to guard against the scorching sun. In his presence, Reyla always felt as if she was in the shade, protected just by his very presence. Father Olem was comparatively very different; he was more reserved with her, but Reyla had realized that that was just how he was. He always felt warm, like a campfire in the cold night.  
 
    Her mother was something else entirely. Reyla could never miss the love in her mother’s eyes when she looked at her or Emrys, her desire to be close to them. She could be silly, and she cared about superficial stuff like fashion and dancing, but underneath it all there was always an undercurrent of violence ready to be unleashed. 
 
    “You put too much on your shoulders, Reyla,” her dad said. “None of this is your fault, nor is it your job to fix.” 
 
    “I can’t help but think that I could’ve done more to keep Nayra closer,” Reyla said. 
 
    “We failed your sister. We pushed her away. You are a child, and it is not up to you to fix such things,” her dad said. 
 
    Reyla just shrugged, not knowing what to say. 
 
    Ender Ornn sighed, releasing a long breath that made his entire body relax. “This is what comes to all who live as long as we have, all those who are immortal. It is the curse of time.” 
 
    Reyla blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Time is an immortal’s greatest enemy,” he said with a sad smile. “The longer we live, the more we become accustomed to time. It starts to move faster for us, and we…we start to believe that we will always have as much of it as we need. It is why you don’t see immortals advancing as fast as people who are not. Once you realize what immortality truly means, other things become…less urgent. In order to advance rapidly, you need to push yourself into danger, to face your death. When you are young, you know that you don’t have much time, so you push for more. Trying, seeking, and clawing toward the goal of immortality. The fear of death makes you take greater risks, seek greater rewards. Many die in the attempt, but those who manage to reach their goal? For them there is no more urgency. They realize that they have the time to take things slow. Why would you risk your life for something that you could achieve with more time?” 
 
    “I thought that being immortal meant you couldn’t die?” Reyla asked. 
 
    Her dad chuckled. “Not all immortalities are built equal. Regardless, you underestimate people’s fear of death. Even an immortal could be afraid of it, afraid of testing that particular power. Or they just fear pain, or a thousand other things. When you have the time, it is easier to put things off, and before you know it, two hundred years have passed and you have barely advanced.” 
 
    “Are you like that, too?” Reyla asked curiously. 
 
    Her dad smiled, but didn’t answer her question. Instead, he steered the topic back to family. “We made mistakes with the family because of time. We thought that we would always have it. And so we let issues slip through our fingers.” His expression then turned dark. “Like this…killing Nayra business. That should have never been entertained.” 
 
    Reyla didn’t move. The look in her father’s eyes made her feel like a pest before him—but as soon as it came, it was gone, and her father smiled at her again. 
 
    “Enough of this talk,” he said. “Tomorrow will come soon enough, and this family’s reckoning with it. Tell me about your advancement.” 
 
    Reyla couldn’t help but smile. She pulled out her screens and showed them to him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Reyla Ornn 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
      
 
       
       	  Third Heritage 
  
       	  Born to the Rankers of the Third Iteration 
  
       	  +5% to all stats, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Feat 
  
       	  Kill a level-15 monster without help from someone with Essence before obtaining a Class, Cultivation path, or skill 
  
       	  Choose a Legendary Class, Cultivation path, or skill, and gain a unique perk 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 200 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution III 
  
       	  Evolve your Class for the fourth time 
  
       	  +30 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Freezing Burrow 
  
       	  First to clear the Freezing Burrow Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding II 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence (per evolved skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Spirit Hallow 
  
       	  First to clear the Spirit Hallow Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Apprentice Liegewoman: Ornn Household 
  
       	  Complete 10 contributions for your faction of a difficulty equal to or greater than your tier of power 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Howling Gorge 
  
       	  First to clear the Howling Gorge Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Twin Link (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is linked with that of your twin, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Descent (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, jump high into the air and then descend toward a targeted area, stabbing your weapon into the ground and releasing a shockwave around you. Strength of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heat Resistance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is resistant to heat. Gain +20% passive heat resistance, and gain an additional +1% heat resistance for every 15 points of endurance (current 25.8%). 
  
      
 
       
       	  Goddess of Speed (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your dexterity for two strikes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of the Wolf (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body utilizes your endurance more efficiently. Your stamina is counted as if your endurance is doubled. All stamina draining-ability costs are reduced by half. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Sharpness (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using techniques, your movements are sharper. Any weapon you hold has its edges sharpened. Gain a passive +10% piercing bonus to your attacks while any technique is active. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thousand Cuts (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every injury you inflict that draws blood heals 20% slower and bleeds for 10% more. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Recovery (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, heal a non-lethal injury. Speed of recovery equals twice your vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Classer (Class Perk) 
  
       	  All cooldowns for your abilities are halved.  
  
      
 
       
       	  Classer’s Hand (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Effectiveness of all Class abilities is increased by 25%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Embodying the Spear (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Increases the leveling speed of any skill that can be used with a spear by 400%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie's Shout (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a powerful shout that stuns nearby enemies. The effectiveness of the stun depends on your opponents’ resistances. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Spear Trance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, enter a spear trance for one minute. All your spear-based powers are 15% more effective. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Might (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your strength for thirty seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspear (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Increases the leveling speed of any skill that can be used with a spear by 200%. Any Dawnfire powers used with a spear are 20% more effective. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Raging Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Three times per combat, execute an attack that sends a raging torrent of Dawnfire forward. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Regeneration (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, consume any Dawnfire still burning around you and heal yourself by the amount of damage that the fire did before it was consumed. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Critical Attacks (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your attacks against injured opponents deal 20% more damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Regeneration (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Increases the leveling speed of any skill that can be used to heal the soul by 200%. All Dawnspirit powers are 20% more effective. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Reflection (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, you may release a cone-shaped attack that will deal damage equal to the amount of damage that you have suffered that combat as soul damage. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Twin Dawnspirit Valkyrie (M) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  257 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Mirage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Shimmering Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Immolation 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shepherd for the Souls 
  
       	  You are able to see souls. All Ethereal-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1.5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire 
  
       	  All fire-based powers now create Dawnfire, an intense fire that is extremely hard to put out and burns more intensely during the day. All fire-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit 
  
       	  All Dawnfire abilities gain 50% more effectiveness in the Ethereal Realm. Your soul regenerates at 200% faster rate. Gain +10% to strength and intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Fire Dance of Dawning Light 
  
       	  Stab >> Greater Stab >> Piercing Stab >> Greater Piercing Stab (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Night Eyes >> Greater Nigh Eyes >> Night Vision (4/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Flaming Crescent 
  
      
 
       
       	  Power Sense >> Greater Power Sense >> Appraisal >> Enhanced Appraisal (5/10) 
  
       	  Throw >> Greater Throw >> Spear Throw >> Greater Spear Throw >> Flaming Spear Throw (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Introspection >> Enhanced Introspection >> Contemplation >> Enhanced Contemplation >> Soulsearch (8/10) 
  
       	  Meditation >> Enhanced Meditation >> Resolve >> Enhanced Resolve >> Inner Strength (7/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mind Resistance >> Greater Mind Resistance >> Mind Wall >> Greater Mind Wall (5/10) 
  
       	  Trance >> Enhanced Trance >> Regenerative Trance >> Enhanced Regenerative Trance >> Soul Regenerative Trance (8/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  850 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  877 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  341 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  340 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  470 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  360 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Ah,” he said after he read through them. “I see that your mother gave you the fruit.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for that, Dad… I’m sure that I’m not worthy of something so priceless—” 
 
    “Don’t put yourself down, daughter,” her dad said. “It is what they were meant for. I made those fruits for my children, after all.” 
 
    Reyla smiled at that. Her mother had told her exactly what happened with those fruits. A certain amount of them her father was forced to give away. One from every harvest went to the Emperor, to use as he saw fit; another they used for the family deals, to curry favor and incur debts; what remained was kept in the vaults. Perhaps they were sold if there was a need, or were used for the main family members, those who were children of the three. 
 
    “Either way, thank you. I have many more options ahead of me now.” 
 
    “As was always meant to be,” her dad said. “Now, before the unpleasantness of tomorrow comes, how about a game?” 
 
    Reyla relaxed as he reset the board, erasing the game he had been playing as if it didn’t matter at all, when she knew that he took them incredibly seriously—but for her, he reset it. The only thing she could do was accept.  
 
    Today she could enjoy some quiet time with her dad, and tomorrow the family would learn what it meant to incur their parents’ wrath.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 – PRESENT - Reyla 
 
      
 
    Reyla walked behind her mother as they made their way to the family meeting. She glanced to the side where Emrys walked next to her. Their mother had asked the two of them to be at her side. Reyla wasn’t sure how to feel about that, since it would most certainly make her and Emrys stand out and apart from the rest of their siblings. They had tried to argue, but their mother was having none of it—she wanted the two of them at her side. It didn’t quite make sense to Reyla, but she assumed that her mother knew what she was doing. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel nervous about what was soon going to happen. She didn’t know what her mother planned, but it wasn’t going to be fun to watch. Reyla remembered her mother’s rage and its power, and her siblings didn’t know what was about to happen either. 
 
    They reached the doors that led into a large living room, and their mother entered first, with Reyla and Emrys following behind her. The room was lavish, but draped in a comfortable design. The walls were covered with colored tapestries that showed a deep forest, with critters hiding beneath roots and tree trunks. The furniture was of excellent make, with leather from the highest quality monsters. There were several couches, chairs, and tables in the room, with a few bookcases along some of the walls. 
 
    The room was on the second floor of the Ornn palace, and the windows looked down at the great garden that stretched behind it. A few of her siblings were standing next to the window, talking in hushed tones. Others were sitting on the couches or chairs. Her two fathers were sitting in the center of the room, on the couch that was just large enough to fit three.  
 
    There were many of her siblings in the room. A quick count put their number at twenty-one, though Reyla had trouble placing the names to all of them. Most she had only seen once or twice in her entire life. They were all older than her, and all had their own families and holdings. Some hadn’t been able to come on such short notice, but the absence of one caught Reyla’s eye the most. Her oldest brother, Erik, wasn’t present. He was in many ways as synonymous with the Ornn name as her parents were. Erik was the firstborn, the most powerful of the Ornn children. He was also one of her siblings with whom she had interacted the most—still only barely, but enough that she remembered him. 
 
    He’d used to come to visit her and Nayra, had even played with them when they had been very young. Afterward, every time she saw him, he came with gifts. She hadn’t seen him more than a dozen times, but he’d made an impression. She remembered him always having a sad look on his face when he looked at her or Nayra, but back then she hadn’t understood. 
 
    It was only years later that she learned why he looked that way in their presence. Erik was like them: he’d had a twin brother, Nathan, who had died a long time ago. Reyla had her disagreements with Nayra, but she couldn’t quite imagine not having that connection in her mind—the knowledge that she could always reach out to her, no matter what. 
 
    Without Erik, her siblings all gathered around Vanessa, the second oldest of the Ornn children. Vanessa was a great power all in herself. Her family owned a mercenary company that she led herself. She fought wars for those who could pay the most, and while the wars between Houses never turned too ugly, there was always killing to be done. The Emperor allowed it, as Reyla understood it, because it kept them all strong. 
 
    Vanessa was sitting on the couch across from her fathers, taking the entire couch for herself. She wore a resplendent dress of green cloth, embroidered with gold thread. None of the others tried to take the seat next to her. The family hierarchy was clear to everyone. 
 
    As soon as Vanessa noticed them come in, she stood with a smile on her face. She walked over to her mother and embraced her quickly. 
 
    “Mother, I’ve missed you,” she said as she kissed her cheek. Reyla saw her mother hesitate for a moment, but she did return the hug. Then, Vanessa took a step back and raised her eyebrow. “What is this, Mother? Fathers didn’t want to say anything, but this is the largest gathering we had in a long time. You very nearly had everyone drop what they’ve been doing and come!” 
 
    “Yes, Mother. It is very inconvenient—why couldn’t have we done this over a link? Or letters?” another voice said. It took Reyla a few moments to put a name to her brother’s face. His name was Leoric, and while not quite as old as Vanessa, he was still one of the older ones in the room. His family were all merchants, both in their own rights in addition to being in charge of selling most of the Ornn family’s produce. 
 
    Karya glanced at Leoric then Vanessa, before speaking. “Because, my children, this is a matter of great importance, and I wanted you all here—or as many as I could gather.” 
 
    “What for?” Vanessa asked, trying to look interested. 
 
    Karya looked around the room, then spoke again. “Sit,” she told Vanessa, and then she moved toward the couch where her husbands were already sitting. Reyla and Emrys followed behind, drawing curious looks as well as frowns from their siblings. Vanessa’s brow furrowed as she saw them taking positions on either side of the couch behind their parents. 
 
    Reyla tried hard not to turn around and hide from all of their attention. She put her hands behind her back and tried to appear unconcerned, although she was pretty sure that she was failing in that regard. 
 
    Vanessa returned to her seat and glanced from Reyla and Emrys to their parents on the couch. “What is this about?” she asked slowly, probably only now recognizing the serious looks on her parents' faces. 
 
    It was Father Ender who answered her. “This, daughter, is about family.” 
 
    Everyone in the room blinked at that, confusion clear on their faces. Before they could ask any questions, her father continued. 
 
    “We have failed you,” he said, which made everyone else in the room exchange looks. “We taught you many things—or at least we thought that we did—but it has become clear to us that we’ve failed as parents, that we’ve become too detached from your lives. You’ve all done well, and have made us feel proud, but in the end our failure has made us realize just how much you’ve all strayed.” 
 
    Reyla watched her siblings, seeing their expressions changing quickly from confused to baffled. Vanessa’s eyes narrowed and she spoke before her father could continue. 
 
    “Strayed? What do you mean by that?” she asked. 
 
    Father Olem was the one that responded to her. “You’ve all grown up, have lived your own lives, but you have not truly understood what it means to be a part of this family. Some of you are close, yes, those who were born close to one another, but the rest of you are acquaintances at best. The younger among you show deference and respect to those who are older, not in a way a sibling should. You are more like subordinates.” 
 
    Vanessa blinked, then chuckled. “That is what this is about?” She shook her head. “Mother, Fathers, I love you dearly, but this isn’t something that you can fix. The age difference is too large. The older of us have families and lives of our own. We do not have the time to get close with all of our younger siblings.” 
 
    “That is only a part of the problem, daughter,” Father Ender continued. “It seems that you all do not share the values that we wanted you to have. We’ve survived and thrived in the Empire because of our strength, but that strength comes from the strength of the bonds between us.” 
 
    Vanessa blinked. “We all understand that, Father. We know how important the family name is, and we are all working hard to ensure that the Ornn name remains strong.” 
 
    Ender shook his head. “I did not say family name, Vanessa. I said family bonds.” 
 
    Leoric was the one to chime in next. “This is why we were all called here? Mother, Fathers, I don’t see how this warrants a meeting with all of us. It disrupts the family—half of us are needed to run our households and affairs. We cannot get away for some sentimental interventions. We are grown. The time for bonding is past.” 
 
    “Sentimental interventions,” Father Olem said slowly. “You miss the point, son. Nothing is more important than family. The fact that you do not see that is part of the problem.” 
 
    Leoric frowned and opened his mouth to respond, but Vanessa stood and held her hand to stop him. 
 
    She looked at each of their parents in turn, and then spoke. “I understand what you mean, but I don’t know if I agree with your viewpoint. We are all part of the same family; we might not know each other intimately, but none of us would ever refuse to help one of our siblings.” 
 
    Father Olem shook his head. “You would do it because of the family name, not because of love. And that is where we failed you. We’ve been too distant, have left too much to others. This will change.” He looked across the room and two dozen of his children. 
 
    Vanessa gave him a small smile. “I appreciate you wanting to change, to be close to us. But it is too late now, for most of us.” She glanced at Reyla and Emrys. “We are grown, with families of our own.” 
 
    “You are under a false impression, daughter,” Father Ender said. “You think that you have a choice. You do not.” 
 
    Vanessa and the others blinked in confusion. 
 
    “What?” Leoric asked. “You can’t just demand things of us. We are not ten years old. A third of us are barely any younger than you are.” 
 
    Father Ender tilted his head at them. Reyla couldn’t see his expression, but his voice turned soft, kind. “My son, our failure is so much greater than you can imagine. We know how and where we failed, and we know everything. All that you have done behind our backs for who knows how long.” 
 
    Reyla watched her siblings exchange looks between themselves, seemingly without any understanding. 
 
    “We haven’t been doing anything behind your backs, Father,” Vanessa said slowly, but Reyla could see how her entire stance had changed. She looked uncertain. 
 
    “Have you not, daughter?” Olem asked. “We’ve become aware of the fact that some of you have taken it upon yourself to…instruct your younger siblings as to the ways of how they are meant to conduct themselves in this family.” 
 
    Reyla immediately saw a change among her siblings. Some frowned, others looked at their older siblings. 
 
    Leoric was the first to recover. “Isn’t that what we are supposed to do? As the older siblings in this family, isn’t that our responsibility?” 
 
    Olem nodded. “It would be, if you were concerned for your blood instead for the family name. And if you didn’t stoop so low as to threaten your own siblings.” 
 
    Before anyone could answer, her mother spoke for the first time since sitting down. “Which ones of you are a part of this group who think they know what is best for this family?” 
 
    Leoric blinked. “Mother, we are the family. You might’ve started it, but we expanded it. Our families have worked for centuries to make sure that our House grows strong. I understand that you are angry because of our methods, but we cannot allow babes to fumble around with the family name. They don’t know enough, and if not properly guided they could do great harm to the family. What one Ornn does reflects on all of us.” 
 
    Reyla looked at her the back of her mother’s head as she nodded, and then Karya Ornn spoke. “So, this guidance of yours includes planning to kill one of your siblings, and sending Daria to do your dirty work?” Her voice was almost too calm. 
 
    Some of her siblings reacted visibly, and some tried to subdue their reactions. Vanessa, for her part, frowned. 
 
    Leoric’s expression cleared. “That is what this is about? Mother, you sent Daria yourself.” He glanced at Reyla. “We needed to be sure that Nayra didn’t betray the family and the Empire.” 
 
    “And kill her if your suspicions were true?” Karya asked softly. 
 
    Vanessa’s eyes widened, and she turned to look at Leoric, but he spoke before she could do anything. “Of course. If she turned traitor, then—” 
 
    Her mother’s voice stabbed through the room. “You. Wanted. To. Murder. My. Daughter?” 
 
    If the topic hadn’t been so serious, Reyla might’ve laughed. She saw the understanding dawn on all of them. She could even understand what they had all thought. The power of one of the Empire’s Houses came from many things: the power of the individuals in it, wealth, respect. To be on top, they had to play politics, to make everyone understand that their House was not to be trifled with. It was why Erik had killed the person who had insulted them over Reyla’s removal from the Orders. To her older siblings, the younger ones were only distant relatives. They weren’t close with them; they hadn’t grown up together, and there was no such bond that her fathers had spoke of. They had their own families, their own children and grandchildren. To them, the family name was the most important thing. What was one relative whom they weren’t all that close to? A relative that was still young and didn’t contribute much to the family? In their eyes, Nayra might as well have been just someone in the service to the family. 
 
    But they had all missed it. They hadn’t thought this through. She could see the realization in their eyes as they all looked at their mother, and as they realized that they were standing in the same room with the three people that would care deeply about every single one of them. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Karya 
 
      
 
    It had been so hard to let her husbands talk, but she knew that she wouldn’t be able to contain her wrath. She had always been like that, her wrath fueling her, making her stronger—but also, sometimes, making it harder for her to think rationally. She had spent a long time learning how to control herself. Now, as she stood before her children, she was having trouble recognizing them. She remembered holding each and every one of them in her arms as babes. She loved them all, and the fact that they, her family, had ended up like this, and without her knowing? It broke her heart. 
 
    “Mother,” Leoric, her son, started. She already knew what he was going to say. He was always slow to think things through, a fact that had kept him from becoming the wealthiest man in the Empire. It always took him a few moments too long to realize what was obvious to everybody else. She had loved that about him once. It had brought a smile to her face, she remembered. 
 
    “It is bad enough that she joined a sect of our enemies,” Leoric continued. “But if Nayra had betrayed our secrets, then that meant that she has forsaken both the Empire and the family.” 
 
    Karya’s face scrunched up into an angry grimace, and though she tried to contain herself, her words still came out as a yell. “The Empire is ash and dust!” she yelled. The rest of her children winced at her tone and she tried to pull herself back. “Family…is what matters.” 
 
    It was Vanessa who answered next. Her beautiful daughter, the oldest of her girls. It was so hard for Karya to see her as anything else other than the little princess she used to pretend to be, playing in Ender’s gardens. She had grown to become a powerful warrior, one of the family’s best. Even now she didn’t see any fear in her daughter’s face—her expression was that of confusion. But then again, she always had a hard time seeing things from a point of view of someone else. 
 
    “Mother, if Nayra is a traitor, then she is a threat to the family. If the Emperor found out—” 
 
    “No,” Karya said. Her anger was rising, and she could feel herself trembling. “She is your blood. And even if she betrayed the Empire, nothing is more important than blood. The only thing that Nayra has done is make a choice for herself, to decide how she was going to live her life. The same thing that most of you have done. But this is not about that, this is about you thinking that you could decide which one of my, of our, children gets to live or die.” 
 
    Vanessa took a step back, but then caught herself. “Mother… Mom, we can’t let one person bring the entire family down with their bad choices. We—” 
 
    But Karya couldn’t listen anymore. She realized that her daughter didn’t really fear her, and that she obviously didn’t understand. It was to be expected, but Karya still felt the pain of it. Vanessa was one of her oldest, the most powerful. Many in the Empire thought that she was close to her parents in power, second only to Erik. It seemed that Vanessa believed that herself.  
 
    Karya had always tried to be a loving parent. She had never raised her hand to her children. But this…this went beyond anything that simple words could fix. Her children hadn’t learned anything, and it was her fault. She hadn’t instilled the right values in them from the start. She had fed them the lies that the Empire preached as the truth. The lies were necessary, but that had twisted their understanding.  
 
    But the truth mattered little when history was written by those who didn’t know all sides of the story. They spoke of the betrayal, of the Empire as if it was some grand thing, but they knew nothing. 
 
    Karya let her anger build, and she felt her skill burning to be used. Her children needed a lesson, and she needed to make them understand that they had a long way to go before they could decide the fate of this family. 
 
    |I Hold An Army| 
 
    Her skill froze every one of her children as she narrowed down its scope. 
 
    “You think that you can threaten my child? That you can decide which lives and which dies? I have slaughtered entire Houses for threats lesser than yours. You are my children, so I will not kill you. But understand: this stops. You are not the heads of this family. We, your parents are. You do not get to make those decisions. If you disagree with this, you may renounce the family name and live for yourself. But as long as you carry our name, you will act in accordance with our wishes. If anyone attempts to do what you have done again, they will be exiled from the family.” 
 
    She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned around to see Ender looking at her with concern in his eyes. She sighed and released her skill. Half of her children fell to the floor, unconscious. Others fell to their knees, gasping and a few retching. Vanessa stumbled back, her leg hitting the couch before she fell into it.  
 
    Karya looked down at her. “Do you understand me, daughter?” 
 
    Vanessa opened her mouth, but nothing came out. A moment later, she nodded her head. 
 
    Karya closed her eyes. She hadn’t wanted it to come to this. All of this was their fault, for growing more distant with time, for not instilling in them the value of family over everything else. They had confused familial love with the family name.  
 
    But she didn’t have the time to lament—she needed to fix her family, to help them understand that the bond of family was what made them strong. She hoped that she and her husbands could get through to them, or otherwise their failure would haunt her forever.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Viper VI 
 
      
 
    The great heat of advancement washed over him, burning through his conduits and cleansing his core, improving and expanding it. His Qi almost sang to him as it became something more. Then the transformation was done, and he had reached a new Realm. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. The choice of the perk filled his eyes, but he didn’t dwell on it too long. He already knew what he wanted to choose. He made his choice and felt additional changes take place in his body. 
 
     Once that was done, he allowed himself a moment to gather his bearings. The room in which he was sitting in was covered with formations, and illuminated only on its edges, where the cages hung from the ceiling. The light was trapped there, and so the area he was sitting in was completely devoid of it. It made for a strange effect, almost as if the light was barred from him, and yet he could still see it. The formations that created the effect were beyond his understanding, but their purpose was clear. The middle of the room was to be kept from the influence of other Essences as much as was possible. 
 
    The great Vipers coiled in their slumber, the formations keeping them asleep as they siphoned Essence from them and funneled it into the middle of the room where he sat. He still couldn’t believe his luck. Once, just seeing this place, cycling in it for a day, would’ve been beyond his wildest dreams. Now, he had spent so much of his time inside of it that the room haunted his dreams. It had been so long since he started on this journey, since he made his decision and turned away from everything that he knew. Finally, he had achieved what he set out to do: he had proven everyone wrong.  
 
    Yet the victory tasted like ash in his mouth, because his father was dead. He would never know, would never see that he had been wrong. 
 
    He heard the doors behind him open, and someone step inside. 
 
    “Well done, my boy,” the man said. 
 
    He stood up, and turned around then walked out of the center of the room and into the light to stand before the man. He bowed deeply to him. “Gratitude, great-uncle. None of this would’ve been possible without your guidance.” 
 
    His great-uncle laughed. “None of that, Eari, my boy. It is your own talent that has brought you this far. I only helped a little.” 
 
    Eari Ji Van straightened and met his great-uncle’s eyes. He had nothing but respect and gratitude for him. He had taken Eari in when he had been nothing but a lowly Monarch who had thrown himself at his feet and asked for scraps. It had taken all the courage for Eari to do so, to ask for help from someone else, but he had been too impassioned to do anything else. He wanted to show his father that his insistence on slowing him down was just his own failing, that Eari could be so much greater than he was, if only he had been given the chance. 
 
    He remembered their last argument, the way that it spiraled out of control and how Eari had lost his temper. He had said hurtful things to his father, and his father had said the same in return. They had not parted on the best of terms. Eari had needed to get away, and so he went to his grandparents; a pretense, as even then he had known what he wanted to do. He sent messages back to his father, tried to fix with letters what he couldn’t with words. In the end, they never quite made things right. And now they never would. 
 
    His father had died at the hands of the Emberhorn, as a servant to the sect that had conquered his. It made Eari ashamed to even think about, to know that his father hadn’t been strong enough to protect his own sect, that he had bent a knee to another. It was the way of the sects, but he had never thought that it would happen to his father. His death hurt more for the fact that Eari had warned his father repeatedly that the Emberhorn was not someone to be trusted. 
 
    He had received a message from the leaders of the new sect, a detailed account of his father’s death. It spoke of his bravery, of his feats and prowess in combat. Every word that Eari read made him angrier—angry at his father for dying, angry at the way that they had parted, angry at everything. So he did the only thing that he could, and he threw himself into his training, into pushing himself to advance. 
 
    “So,” his great-uncle said. “How does the Immortal Realm feel?” 
 
    Eari closed his eyes and reached out to his core. He had achieved his father’s dream, and yet the only thing he could feel was anger that he couldn’t show it to him. 
 
    “I understand.” His great-uncle placed a hand on his shoulder. His expression softened as he saw something in Eari’s face. “Your father would’ve been proud of you.” 
 
    Eari tried hard not to wince. He didn’t like that he was so easily seen through. But then again, his great-uncle was far more capable and insightful than anyone he had ever met. 
 
    Emar Ji Van was… He was the most impressive person that Eari knew, and so much more than anything he had ever imagined. He had known him since he was a child, but before he had sought him out, his great-uncle had been just the head of his family, the ruler of the Onyx Fang Sect, to which his father’s sect had been subordinate. Eari had expected his great-uncle to send people to conquer this new sect, the Twilight Melody Sect, but he had been surprised when he hadn’t. The new sect had no obligation toward the Onyx Fang Sect, yet they had continued to trade in the core and with the Onyx Fang Sect, at the same rates—not that there was much need for them to change that. His great-uncle hadn’t minded the fact that the new sect increased the paltry amounts that his father’s sect had been sending.  
 
    Even without the tribute, the Onyx Fang Sect had profited, and Eari’s own feelings on the matter had been complicated. He felt ashamed that his father had lost, but glad that he was alive. Now, he was regretful that he hadn’t sent a message as soon as he’d heard. He had missed his chance to speak with his father. In the end, his father had lived as a warrior of a sect, and had died as one. His death had been avenged by his Sect Head, and there wasn’t anything left for Eari to do. 
 
    When Eari asked his great-uncle why he hadn’t tried to retake the sect, he just shrugged and said that it would be a waste of time. The Onyx Fang Sect didn’t need a small frontier sect, and there was no point in wasting people on the effort. The fact that Eari’s father, Emar Ji Van’s nephew, had accepted the new rule made things more complicated. It meant that there was no need for retribution. 
 
    The more Eari learned of his great-uncle, the more impressed he became. Before he had come here, his great-uncle had been a distant figure. The head of the main family, he was a relative that Eari had seen a handful of times but had never really interacted with. What he knew were the stories that the people in the sect whispered: that he was powerful, enough so that perhaps he should bear the title of High Ranker, and that he had been trained by Spear of Sorrow herself. 
 
    Those stories were amusing to him now, after years of being mentored by his great-uncle and learning the truth. It never ceased to amaze him just how much rumors twisted the truth. His uncle was powerful, far more so than anyone realized, and as powerful as High Rankers. Then again, Eari knew now that being a High Ranker wasn’t a real measure of power. It was a popularity contest, a ranking made by others based on feats that had been witnessed, and on rumors and eyewitness accounts. Emar Ji Van was most certainly as powerful as a High Ranker—he just didn’t demonstrate his power freely. 
 
    He served the Zenshuen Sect, and yes, he had served under the Spear of Sorrow in sect wars, and had even learned from her. Still, his great-uncle insisted that he had never really been her student, but more something like a peer, and even a rival once. They had been trained together in the Zenshuen Sect. It had surprised Eari to learn that the Spear of Sorrow was so close in age to his great-uncle. It made the stories about her all that more impressive. His great-uncle did admit, however, that she had left him far behind in the terms of power. 
 
    It was the greatest privilege of Eari’s life that he had been accepted as his great-uncle’s student. He had known of his father’s dislike of his uncle, and had even understood some of it. But the truth was so much different than the rumors. Eari had seen firsthand just how his great uncle ran his sect. He did require contracts, that was true. Eari himself had accepted one. Yet, the sect did so much. They kept entire territories safe for every person who lived within it. There were no free monsters like there were in the frontier, and everyone had a place. A contract was a small price to pay for stability. 
 
    And his great-uncle was a great man. He had clawed his way through the Zenshuen ranks, had gained enough power to be given the rights to form his own sect. He was an inspiration. 
 
    “I… It feels strange,” Eari said as he finally managed to gather himself. 
 
    “That is what immortality feels like.” His great-uncle smiled at him. 
 
    “I can’t even imagine,” Eari said slowly. 
 
    “You will adjust,” Emar Ji Van said. “Now, I hope that you don’t think that this means you can slack off. Your real training starts now.” 
 
    “Are you sure, great-uncle?” Eari asked. “I don’t think I could really make a good showing even if I continued training daily.” 
 
    The man smiled at him. “We’ve spent years building up your basics, teaching you how to fight, how to use your power better, and more intelligently. That is all there is to a fight, in the end. Those with greater powers might win more often, but the smaller the gap between you, the more your skill will shine through. Do not concern yourself with results.” 
 
    “There will be people there who are far older than me,” Eari argued again. 
 
    His great-uncle shook snorted. “Pampered idiots who can barely handle their power, or heirs who have had their power handed to them. Listen to me, Eari. You will be weaker and younger than most, yes, but power is not something that comes just with age. Talent, mastery of your power, your mind—these things are far more important. Trust me when I say this: reach the semi-finals, make an impression, and you will gain greater power still.” 
 
    Eari took in a deep breath, then nodded. Ever since his great-uncle had seen the speed at which Eari learned, how fast he could advance, and how pushing himself made him attain his own inspiration, the man had put all of his efforts in training Eari himself. 
 
    It went beyond anything that Eari had expected when he had come to him. At most, he had expected to be given a place in the Onyx Fang Sect, as well as perhaps some resources to help him along, and the freedom to do what he wanted. Instead, he had gotten a mentor who spent every day with him for years now. Eari didn’t quite understand why his great-uncle was doing this, and the man never quite gave him an answer. Sometimes it was because Eari was family, and other times because not training him would’ve been a waste. Regardless, Eari had taken everything that the older man had to offer. He knew that private instructions, a mentorship under someone as powerful as High Rankers, was priceless. 
 
    Then his great-uncle had told him that he intended to have Eari enter the tournament, and in the High Division, no less. Eari had always intended to attend, to join the Mid Division, and prove himself. At first Eari had thought that his great-uncle had been joking, but the more time passed, the more his great-uncle increased the tempo of his training. 
 
    Now, Eari had finally reached the point that his great-uncle had been pushing him for so long, the ninth tier of power, and Eari wondered if perhaps this was a good time to try and get more answers. 
 
    “Why are you insisting on me joining now? Some people train for decades before deciding to participate, especially in this category.” 
 
    Emar Ji Van opened his mouth, then closed it. He almost seemed to think about it, and then he nodded to himself and spoke. “Why do you think that my sect has survived for so long? That we haven’t been conquered by another? A part of that is my own power, and the power that the name Zenshuen brings. But there are sects and people out there powerful enough to make the attempt. They don’t, because aside from myself, I have many powerful warriors serving me. To conquer us would take a lot of planning and resources, too much for anyone to really consider it. The reason why I want you strong is in part to keep my sect strong. You are my family, adopted into the main branch, and your power is my power. That alone should be enough, but…” He paused, and his thin, viper-like eyes, narrowed at him. “There is more, of course. I want you to attend for many reasons. One of them is that the experience itself will be priceless, even if you do not qualify and lose your first match. To even stand on the field with so many other warriors will teach you something that words alone cannot. They will frame you in the reference to others on your level. You will learn just how strong you are, and perhaps glimpse how strong you can become.” 
 
    His great-uncle’s eyes kept Eari frozen with their intensity. He seemed to be trying to make a decision, and then he spoke. “My boy,” he started softly. “You are very talented, more so than most I have had the privilege to train. No, perhaps you are the most talented of my students. You have a great drive, and you have a knack for figuring out your own inspiration. I do not doubt that you will manage to reach the higher Realms.” 
 
    Eari perked up at that. It was high praise. For most, Immortal Realm was a dream. To have achieved this much already put him ahead of nearly everyone else. He could become respected, powerful and known across the Infinite Realm—and yet his mentor believed that he could reach higher still. 
 
    Before Eari could say anything, his great-uncle spoke again. 
 
    “But as much talent as you have for Cultivation, you lack something else,” Emar Ji Van’s voice stabbed through Eari. “You are missing a…a drive, an instinct deep inside that defines you. An ideal that would shape your very being into something more, something greater.” 
 
    Eari frowned. He did not enjoy the feeling that his great-uncle’s words elicited inside of him. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Emar Ji Van sighed. “Your life has been…easier than most, but it is fire and death that shapes such strong inner ideals that they can twist one’s very being. It is not something that can be explained, and I have tried to stoke the fire of it inside of you. And I have failed. It is not your fault—I am a poor teacher in this regard—but, there are ways around this problem. What I want you to achieve can be done in two ways. One comes from within, and the other from without. This is why I want you to attend: because if you manage to captivate the minds of the audience, you will be given an ideal. I have prepared you as much as I can, shaped you into a warrior of unique presence. I’ve done so in the hopes that the ideal you gain will be closely related to how you appear to others.” 
 
    Eari blinked. He was still somewhat confused, but he trusted his mentor. He hadn’t steered him astray yet, and he owed him everything. 
 
    “I welcome your guidance, great-uncle,” Eari bowed again. 
 
    “Come, my boy. Let’s test out your new power. There is much to be learned about controlling the power of an immortal, and many secrets for you to learn,” his great-uncle said as he put his hand around his shoulder and guided him out of the room. 
 
    Eari wasn’t sure what this new training would entail, but he was eager to find out. There was much to be done before the tournament came, and so little time to do it. He could no longer fix things with his father, couldn’t show him what he achieved. But he could show it to the world.  
 
    And perhaps that would be enough to help with his regret—perhaps he could honor his father by reaching for heights that he hadn’t even dreamed of.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 - PAST – Ryun 
 
    A Million on My Soul 
 
      
 
    The ground around him was covered in blood—so much of it that the ground couldn’t even soak it all up. He was treading through red mud, blood sloshing around his ankles. His mind was fuzzy, and he had trouble thinking straight. He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here. He looked around, seeing the pieces of bodies, heads rolling down the river of blood. Nothing around him was alive. 
 
    The sun’s rays streaked through the opening between two sides of a canyon. He was on the bottom, surrounded by the dead. Slowly, his mind fed him snippets of memory. 
 
    They chased me. They wanted to take me down, to see me crawl. They screamed at me, words that I couldn’t comprehend, but I understood them. Their words were filled with hate, with pain. Yes, I understood that. I wanted them to feel that, to know the pain and the hate that I knew and felt. I turned around, and the thing inside me that was missing its other half, the thing that knew only pain and hate, came out, and it slaughtered them all. 
 
    He blinked, remembering slowly. He was…he was Ryun. And these were… No, these were not the people who had chased him. He remembered that, and it had been somewhere else.  
 
    Ryun looked around, and then moved. He walked through the blood, and saw a body part at his feet, so he stopped and reached down. He picked up a head, smaller than the rest, and raised it in front of his eyes. It was so hard for him to think, but he realized what it was: a child’s head. These people hadn’t pursued him, no. These people had…they had been running, hiding down here. From him. 
 
    But there was nowhere that they could hide that he couldn’t find them. He dropped the head, a part of him wondering if he should feel bad, but he knew that he didn’t. It had been a mercy. He spared them the pain and the hate that he felt. These people would not have survived this world. There was no kindness here, only agony and monsters. If they’d lived, they would’ve lost, the same way that he had lost. Love would have been turned to anguish, with nothing but ash on the ground remaining behind. 
 
    He felt something inside of him stirring, threatening to take over, and then Ryun remembered. He had a plan, something that he wanted to do, to take back control. The beast inside was threatening to take over everything again. Its pain was so great that it wanted to swallow his, and that was not something that Ryun could allow. Melody was his, her memory was his. She was all of his pain, an agony that belonged to him. He needed it—surrendering to the madness of the beast might be easier, but he couldn’t let her go. 
 
    He tried to think, to remember what he had planned in the few moments when he was lucid. He needed to do something, but it was so hard to remember what. His thoughts were shrouded in a fog, and he could barely remember what… What was I thinking about again? 
 
    Everything went black as a roar of anger rose up through his throat and escaped through his lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun came to himself again, standing on a rock in the middle of a lake. He was naked, arrows piercing his skin. The pain of it made him grimace, and he started removing them. He…he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here, but Melody would be worried if he didn’t get home soon.  
 
    A wail sounded inside his head at the thought of Melody, something that spoke of pain beyond measure. 
 
    He turned to the sky, almost tempted to howl. The moon rose above him, and the stars filled the sky, creating a painting of light and colors. The sight calmed him, and the beast in turn. It took all of his attention. The beauty of it, the glory of what existed beyond the Earth’s sky, was enough to ease his pain, to make him understand that there was more than this wretched world and the agony that it brought. 
 
    But, as with all things, it couldn’t last. 
 
    Ryun frowned as the pain hit him. It felt like his own, but… He shook his head, trying to remember. Then he saw it in his mind’s eye: Melody burned in front of my eyes. Her body turned to ash. The grief was too much for him to handle.  
 
    The thing inside rose again, and swallowed him whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucidity came again, and this time Ryun remembered more. He remembered Melody’s death, and he remembered fighting others, punishing and saving them. They were not strong enough to survive in this world, he knew that. If someone like Melody hadn’t been able to survive, then what hope did the children and the weak have? Better for him to grant them a quick death than for them to suffer. 
 
    He was pursued, that much he remembered. He had to teach them that it was futile, that they couldn’t stop him. But first he needed to…to… He needed to do something. Something inside of him was growling, but Ryun focused on remembering. He fought against the thing inside of him, and then it came to him. 
 
    He needed to fix himself, to get under control. He…he wanted to be the one to punish, to help them find the end, not something inside of him that he couldn’t control. He needed to find himself, the real Ryun, one who wasn’t tainted by the beast and the pain. 
 
    He had a plan, but he needed to be lucid to do it. He just… And then he knew. Quickly, before he lost his wits, he focused and pulled up his menus, switched over to the shop, and found a button that he had been trying to press for who knew how long. 
 
    One moment he was trying to press the button with his mind, and in the next he was elsewhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked. In one instant, his mind had cleared fully—he was whole, and he remembered everything. All the things that he had done, all the things that the madness inside him had done. The people he had slaughtered, the children, the weak and the strong. He closed his eyes. He was… He wasn’t sorry. He had gotten his revenge for Melody, and then he had been faced with their arrogance, with their sheer fucking hubris. To think that they could survive in this world while being so fucking weak. It made his blood boil, it was such a disgrace. The world had changed, the old rules no longer applied, and yet they still clung to them. They still thought that they knew better. And the others… They believed them, they went to them and sought safety, hiding behind their walls, doing nothing to gain strength. 
 
    The fact that Melody had died at the hand of pathetic little worms who even now exploited other humans, worms whom others followed, made him hate them all. They didn’t deserve to live, not if they were going to cower behind walls, if they were going to ignore the timeline that they had been given. It was a mercy, what he had done, what he was going to do. If humanity was going to survive, they couldn’t continue to protect the weak. This world was not meant for them. 
 
    “Ah, Ryun. We meet again,” the voice said. 
 
    Ryun opened his eyes and stared at the deep darkness inside the Dealmaker’s cowl. Just like before, they were inside a formless darkness, with only a table between them. There they sat across from him, a being which appeared to be genderless, a being that he had heard others call the monster that had done this to them. And yet Ryun didn’t hate the Dealmaker, and he didn’t blame him for what happened to Melody. This world, with all of its horrors, had saved him. It had rescued him from mediocrity, saved him from a pointless life. The others lamented the death of the old world—they clung to its memory and cursed this new world as a hell inflicted to them. But they were all wrong. The old world was hell, and this was what reality was always supposed to be: a place where those who reached out with their hands and embraced it, who struggled and pushed for more, thrived. This was no place for the weak. In the old world, Ryun had been aimless, his family the only thing that had somehow kept him anchored to reality. 
 
    When the Framework had arrived, he was happy. His life had been nothing, a walk down the streets without a direction. He went through the paces his parents asked of him, because he didn’t care for anything enough to make a decision of his own. He had been missing something, a calling, a goal that he could’ve thrown himself into. He had never found any sign of his family, the parents who loved him, he had never really searched. He loved them, he supposed, but they had been a part of the old world, something that he had left behind to embrace the new one. The love that he had felt for them was so small compared to what he had discovered later. There was no comparison between them and his soul mate. And how could there be? They had never understood him; no one had. Not even Zach had, even though he’d come the closest. Then Melody came along, and she was everything that he had never known he needed. A partner, a lover, a friend—he had never really understood what people meant when they said that someone was their other half, and yet, that was what she had been to him. And they had taken her from him.  
 
    He hated them all. 
 
    “Do you know what is happening to me?” Ryun asked. He felt more like himself than he had in a long time. The grief and the anger still battled inside of him; only, now there was no sign of the thing inside him that sometimes took over. 
 
    “Ah, straight to business.” The Dealmaker tapped the table with one hand. A moment later, Ryun heard chains rattling and then a growl. 
 
    He turned around and saw a wolf chained to the floor next to him. It was massive, its body black as night—no, it was almost made out the purest darkness that there was. It resembled the wolf that Ryun and Melody had encountered, the one that had given him his perk. Its eyes were all red, and filled with madness. But Ryun could feel great sorrow from it, as well as the pain that was a mirror of his own. 
 
    “It is taking over me, isn’t it?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “No,” the Dealmaker answered, making Ryun turn around to look at him. “This is nothing but an echo, a remnant of the being that had gifted you its power and purpose. But that power…is more than you can comprehend. Even an echo is still too great for you to understand. This remnant would’ve disappeared in time, but your other half died—its other half died. It took your sorrow and its own, and that fuels it. It makes it seem like it is real. You can barely handle the power that you have access to, but this… You and this echo are caught in a loop, your sorrow and pain feeding each other’s in turn, growing greater with every passing. You cannot handle its power, not without the other half to balance it.” 
 
    Ryun looked at the wolf, and truly saw just how ragged it was. It was a copy of the wolf that he had encountered. Even the decaying state of the real thing had been so much greater than what was now chained before him. 
 
    “What can I do? I want my mind back.” Ryun turned back and gazed into the darkness of the cowl. 
 
    “You can give the other half to someone else, can reestablish the bond. It will fix things.” 
 
    The mere thought of it made him recoil. He couldn’t imagine anyone else inside of his head. No one could ever take her place. “No, I can’t do that. Can’t you help me some other way?” 
 
    The Dealmaker didn’t immediately answer, and then his cowl turned toward the wolf. “I can seal it inside of your head, for a time. But the cost will be great.” 
 
    “I’ll pay it,” Ryun said. 
 
    “No—the price that I will require is something else. What I meant is that, to seal it in the first place, you will lose a part of yourself.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I will need to take all that feeds it, your anger and hate, your pain and sorrow. All the memories you had of your other half, all the feelings you associated with her, and more still. Every connection that your mind has made that leads to memories of her will be sealed as well. You will be…empty.” 
 
    “No,” Ryun whispered. He couldn’t imagine not remembering her. To forget her would be to lose who he was. “I can’t do that. I can’t just cut her away. I won’t.” 
 
    “It would not be for forever. Only until you are strong enough to handle the power,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes, imagining Melody standing in front of him. He imagined her smiling at him, holding him close. But the knowledge that he would never see her again, never touch her again, tainted everything. It hurt so fucking much. 
 
    “How long have I been like this?” 
 
    “Almost a year,” the Dealmaker told him. 
 
    Ryun almost didn’t believe him. It had felt more like days had passed, a month at most since Melody had died. 
 
    “And how many have I killed?” 
 
    The Dealmaker told him. 
 
    “So many of them, all on my soul,” Ryun whispered to himself. He didn’t understand them, how they could’ve been so weak as to die to one man. The Framework offered them everything, and they didn’t want to take it. They deserved to die for that alone. 
 
    “If I do this, when will I be strong enough? How long until I am myself again?”  
 
    “A long time. Decades, if you continue to grow in power as you have until now.” 
 
    Ryun took a deep breath. “Will I even be able to function like that?” 
 
    “You will be an echo of your true self. Not a monster, acting wildly, but operating on instincts that you yourself have honed over your life. Your feelings will be diminished, but they will be a sliver of what I will take.” 
 
    Ryun considered it. He couldn’t continue as he was, half mad and blacking out. He remembered the people he killed now, but they all blurred inside his mind. Faces melding together, indistinguishable from one another. He cared nothing for them, but he didn’t know what he would do if he wasn’t himself. Would he continue as a monster? Would he seek to punish them more? It didn’t matter in the end. They weren’t his kind; his people were dead.  
 
    “I…I have the orb, if… If it is still there, can you—” 
 
    “No,” the Dealmaker said, but gently, their voice dipping low and holding far more compassion than Ryun had ever heard from him before. For a moment Ryun got the impression that the Dealmaker was about to say something, but the being just shook their head. “She is dead to you. The power of the Aspect of True Death is something else. It cannot die in the same way that beings like you can. It is… It was not meant for this iteration of the Framework. True Death exists here as well, but it has no physical form. Its Twin Aspect has tapped into that power, and when they gave themselves to you, they transformed. They belong here now, and as long as reality exists, so will they. Until everything has died a True Death.” 
 
    Ryun nodded, even though he didn’t understand half of what the Dealmaker had said. The thing that mattered to him was that she was gone, that he couldn’t save her. 
 
    “How much will I have to pay you for this?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “There is no set price, but I am bound by my nature. If you want me to do this, then…you will owe me a favor, one to be named at a moment of my choosing.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the Dealmaker. “That’s it? That’s all?” 
 
    “Do not dismiss the gravity of what I can ask of you. I am tasked with protecting the integrity of reality itself. And, as you have seen with the Twin Aspect of True Death, things that don’t belong have made their way here. I might ask you to go and deal with something that is similar.” 
 
    “Any reason why you can’t do this yourself?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The Dealmaker shrugged. “As I said, I am bound by my nature,” they repeated. “It is not my place to act against such forces. They do not belong, but this reality is yours, not mine.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to the wolf, trying to make his decision. “I can’t let you do this to me,” Ryun told the wolf. “I’ve got to be a man, not a beast. To give up would be so easy, but I owe it to Melody to survive. To become greater than anyone else, to achieve our dreams.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and imagined Melody, trying to sear her into his mind, so that even if he forgot her, a part of her would always remain there. 
 
    Finally, he turned to the Dealmaker with tears in his eyes. “Do it. I agree to your price.” 
 
    The Dealmaker nodded. “Goodbye, Ryun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun woke up in the middle of the forest, and for a long time he remained where he was. Standing in the middle of it, his mind was clear, and he was feeling…odd. He had just killed another group of people that had been chasing him. They had accused him of a crime, of breaking the law. He had supposedly walked through their lands without permission, as if such things mattered in this world. He shook his head; they hadn’t been a challenge, and killing them brought him no joy. Still, they had deserved it. 
 
    They had… Ryun stopped, frowning. He was missing something, some reason for what he had been doing. These people hadn’t been the same ones as those that had killed his people, who had taken him prisoner. But in the end they were similar enough: people who just wanted to rule others, who wanted to go back to the old ways. They were insignificant, unworthy of living. Only those who were like— 
 
    Ryun blinked as his thoughts came to a halt. It was as if they had hit a wall in his head. He tried to push, but somehow he knew that he would sooner manage to move the moon than to break this wall. 
 
    He found his thoughts sliding away from it, and he finally decided to move, the wall quickly forgotten. There were monsters that needed killing, and more power that needed to be gained. 
 
    And if anyone got in his way—well, if they weren’t strong enough, if they weren’t worthy of this world, he would walk all over them. If they wanted to live, they had to be strong enough to survive him.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 - PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Bonds 
 
      
 
    Zach jumped back as his Ethereal Sword shattered against the skin of the rock monster. He grimaced at his empty hands and then glanced around the dark cave. With his |Greater Night Vision| he could see fairly well in the dark, but even though they were so far beneath the ground that no sunlight could ever reach this place, there was some light. There were plants and rocks that gave off faint light, even some monsters that glowed in the dark; but this deep in the Under, those were rare. 
 
    He saw the group around him fighting the monsters, or more precisely, constructs. The constructs resembled bipedal golems, or perhaps Earth Elementals, but they weren’t really. The Elementals had something resembling a soul, as they were vulnerable to Ethereal damage, but these constructs were not. Instead, they seemed to be just densely packed bundle of Earth and related Essences. He couldn’t quite tell what color their surface was, but to his eyes, they did lean toward brown. 
 
    With so many people around him, he didn’t want to use his Shade Reaver. Most of them knew about it, but they didn’t know about all of its forms, and he had already spent more than a year keeping the more powerful of them a secret. Only a few people knew about them all, and he was planning on keeping it that way. The ones that the people around him knew about wouldn’t really do anything against these opponents. Unless he wanted to splash fire against rocks, he was going to be forced to fight them in a different manner. 
 
    His Ethereal Sword didn’t seem like it was going to cut it. He pulled out a hammer from his storage ring and then focused. Without a sword, his powers would suffer somewhat, but this wasn’t really an opponent that required much finesse. 
 
    He used his Planar Blink and blinked behind one of the constructs. Immediately his Planar Mantle switched his passive bonus to +10% to all stats, and he activated Phantom Avatar, increasing his stats further. He extended his hand and used [Planar Binding Chains]. Physical chains shot out of his hand and entangled the construct, reducing its physical resistances by 20%. He jumped forward and raised the hammer high above his head, then swung it down with Double Planar Strike. 
 
    His attack smashed down on top of the construct, the blow so powerful that Zach feared his hammer was going to break. Thankfully, the epic weapon survived. The construct’s rocky surface cracked and debris exploded everywhere, showering Zach’s armor.  
 
    But even such a mighty attack didn’t seem capable of completely destroying the construct. It turned around, whipping one of its arms toward Zach’s kidney faster than he had thought it could move. Then the copy of his original strike from Double Planar Strike fell and hit the already cracked rock surface. The construct shattered into pieces, and Zach jumped back, trying to evade the worst of it. 
 
    Looking around, he saw a minotaur, Benator, tall and powerful-looking, swing his own two-handed hammer in a wide arc that crashed into the side of a construct and sent it flying across the room. The construct hit the wall of the cave and broke into pieces. 
 
    Two of his other teammates, a kreacean and a ravzor—Melior and Genissa, respectively—were standing next to each other. Their Classes were more suited for slowing enemies down, and so they were doing their best to hold as many of the constructs as possible for Zach and Benator to deal with. True, Benator was the one more suited to these kinds of enemies, but their group had brought a wide array of powers so that they could deal with as many different things as possible. The Under could always throw something strange at you, no matter what depth you were on. 
 
    Melior pointed his four hands at four constructs that were heading their way and a blast of water splashed against the ground, flowing around the constructs’ legs. A moment later, he pulled his hand back and the water froze, immobilizing the four of them.  
 
    Genissa immediately leveled her cannon at them and fired. A shrapnel shot hit all four of them, creating small cracks in their rocky skin. 
 
    Benator jumped forward with an ability, his speed and strength increasing as he smashed two of the constructs with ease. Zach jumped forward too, running and making a leaping strike at the construct closer to him. His hammer smashed into it, expanding the cracks that Gen had made, but not finishing it off. 
 
    Then a shadow behind it moved, and Naha, in ravzor form, appeared out of it. Naha jumped at the construct’s back and stabbed a dagger deep into the largest crack—then, with a roar, pulled the dagger to the side, widening and then breaking the construct in half. 
 
    Zach turned around and saw Benator finishing off the last of the constructs. With all enemies dead, the five of them gathered close. 
 
    “Are we going deeper?” Benator asked, addressing Zach. 
 
    With everyone looking at him, Zach grimaced behind his helmet. “These constructs were tier eight. That means a powerful Elemental made them,” he told them. “I don’t think we are equipped to deal with a Rock or Earth Elemental of such power. And it is probably nearby.” 
 
    Genissa and Melior looked like they wanted to disagree, but Benator nodded his head. Naha, as usual, remained quiet, his big form shrouded in a dark cloak that kept his features from being seen. While in ravzor form Naha identified as a male, which was not something that Zach had ever thought that he would have to get used to. But he had—it was just one thing about being in a relationship with a shapeshifter that was comfortable with changing bodies. Zach had to admit that he’d had to adjust to the idea, but they had been together for a long time, and they’d experimented with all of Naha’s bodies. 
 
    “Zach is right,” Benator added. 
 
    Zach looked at Genissa and saw disappointment in her face. He understood, she was eager to get stronger, but the condition that her father gave for her to be able to go out alone was that they didn’t take on more than they could handle. 
 
    “Remember what your father always says,” Zach told her. “Never take more than you can handle, and never when you are not prepared for it.” 
 
    Genissa nodded her head and sighed. “Yeah, I know. Fine, we should go back.” 
 
    It was great advice, and Zach tried to live by it as much as he could.  
 
    But both Gemheart and Zach understood that sometimes life liked to throw curveballs, or in this case giant monster made of rocks, at you. 
 
    The ground beneath their feet shuddered and the groaning sound of shattering rocks filled the cave. Suddenly, one wall collapsed and a large elemental with layered rocks covering its bipedal body stepped toward them. 
 
    “Well, I guess we don’t have a choice now,” Zach said as he readied his hammer and removed his filters for a moment. 
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    It wasn’t the most powerful monster that Zach had faced, but elementals should never be underestimated. Naha blended into the shadows with |Perfect Shadow Stealth: My Form, A Shadow|. Benator shouted, buffing them all up with a +50 to their strength and dexterity, and Melior and Genissa jumped back even as they opened fire on the elemental. 
 
    Zach put his hammer back into storage and then jumped forward in front of it. Benator jumped to the side, already knowing what Zach intended, and he waited for Zach to do his thing before attacking. 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and then activated Rift Shout. A blast of physical energy dealing kinetic damage exploded in a cone in front of him, staggering the elemental that had been hobbling in their direction. Immediately he activated [Planar True Sight], and his vision changed. He saw the aftermath of his shout, and the weak spots were revealed to him as rifts in the air. There were three of them, each looking like a ghostly gash in space itself. 
 
    He knew exactly where they would lead; this deep in the Under, surrounded by rocks, there was only one kind of a place that they could lead. He jumped forward and put his body inside the rift. The elemental raised its blunted fist, intending to crush him, but Benator swung his hammer at the hand and pushed the attack off-course. 
 
    Zach’s Planar Blink pushed him through the rift, a sensation of being squeezed through a tight space came over him, but as soon as it came, it was gone. Zach stumbled into a different kind of realm. He felt his stats increase from his Riftborn attunement, and he looked around. Immediately he identified it as mainly an Earth Essence plane. It was hard to breathe, since there wasn’t much Air Essence for him to do so. He was standing in a small cave, he saw. Rocks and stalagmites surrounded him, making everything feel incredibly claustrophobic. 
 
    With the amount of Air Essence present he figured that he was in a tier-3 or tier-4 part of the Earth Essence Plane. Each Essence had its own rules, and each existed on a plane that was quite different than the Real Realm, or even the Ethereal Realm. Most of the Essence Realms overlapped with one another, at least in the lower tiers, and the closer one was to a source of pure Essence, the closer one was to the truest parts of an Essence Plane. Zach had spent a lot of his time during the last year learning about it. Gemheart’s library had been at his disposal, and though it didn’t have a lot of in-depth information, it was enough to start his own research. 
 
    Weak spots, or rifts, were common everywhere. Up on the surface he could often find rifts leading to the Air Plane, but all of them led to the lower parts of that plane, or at least those that were overlapping with other planes. In a forest, he would find a plane filled with Nature, Air, Earth, and a hundred other Essences. The most dominant would be the one that was the most bountiful in the real world. Very rarely would he find an Essence Plane that was higher than tier 3. 
 
    But here, so deep beneath the ground, the most dominant Essences were Earth, Shadow, and Darkness. He could see the paths surrounding him, each leading deeper into the planes, or rather toward a pure plane. The places that he entered through the rifts were places where many Essence Planes intersected. They, similar to the Ethereal Realm, overlapped with the real world; and everywhere where there was a type of Essence, there was also a connection to that type of Essence Plane. While each type of Essence had its own realm, a pure one where only that type of Essence ruled, the lower tiers of Essence could mix and create something like mirror images of the real world. They were not like the Ethereal Realm—instead, they were more rigid, smaller, and were more like a crossroads, where each road led to the real planes. 
 
    The three paths around him were exactly that. One path was narrowing down into a tunnel, as the Earth Essence gathered, while another was filled with shadows that his |Greater Night Vision| could barely pierce. The last was a block of pure darkness where not even his eyes could see anything. He had never managed to reach deeper into a plane than tier 5, not in his regular form at least. Anything beyond that and he would step beyond the place where the Essence Planes intersected and step into a pure one…and he doubted that he could survive there for long. 
 
    He didn’t waste much time. He ran toward the tunnel leading deeper into the Earth Plane. He felt the air disappear, becoming replaced by Earth Essence, as an overbearing sensation of being squeezed on all sides overcame him. The walls narrowed and he started to feel pressure on every part of his body. He couldn’t continue much deeper—the tier-6 plane was not meant for him, and he had no resistances against it. 
 
    But he knew that he was in a tier-5 region, and quickly he activated his Essence Elemental perk. His items and armor disappeared into a spatial space, and then his body changed. He grew, and the pressure disappeared as he became an Earth Elemental. He couldn’t see or hear, but some innate awareness filled his mind. He knew that he couldn’t stay like this for long, so he immediately turned back, reaching a rift and then blinking through it. 
 
    As soon as he came back to the real world, he could feel the vibrations in the floor where Earth Essence resonated with him. His Riftborn buff was reapplied and he activated Essence Sense. His senses improved further and he could now tell where his own people were, where the elemental was. Zach ran at the elemental, his bulky form shaking the ground. He knew from the way Naha had described him how he looked. 
 
    He would still be in the general shape of his body, but he would now be covered by a combination of Essences that made up the earth in this part of the Under, which was mostly rock—and, naturally, he was much taller and heavier.  
 
    The elemental was busy fending off the attacks from the others, so it couldn’t react in time. 
 
    Zach smashed into it and sent it crashing into a wall. In this elemental form, Zach couldn’t really use all his other powers, only planar ones, and they would all be flavored with Earth. But there was a reason why the saying “fighting fire with fire” existed. Zach’s body might now be made out of the same Essence as that of the elemental, but his came from better quality Essence, whereas the elemental here had just gathered itself a body from the rocks around the place where it had crossed over. Zach didn’t think that it had come from the Essence Plane in its real form. Elementals in their real forms looked different, more pristine, and were far more powerful. 
 
    Zach used his Planar Blink and got behind the elemental, then he raised one of his arms and swung while activating Double Planar Strike. Two attacks, two fists of Earth Essence smashed into the elemental and cracked its shell. 
 
    Benator took advantage and raised his hammer. It glowed for a second, and then he swung. The force that smashed into the elemental was far greater than it otherwise should’ve been, and the elemental’s surface cracked further. 
 
    Then it kicked with its leg, catching Benator unprepared. The minotaur flew across the room and rolled across the ground. Zach jumped forward, attempting to hit the elemental again, but the ground beneath his feet shook and parted before the elemental’s power. His leg fell through, becoming stuck, and before he could react, the elemental smashed its fist into his head, making him lose focus. 
 
    Melior covered the elemental with water and then froze it, immobilizing it. Genissa exchanged the ammunition in her cannon and then fired. A large explosion rocked the cave, and debris fell from the ceiling. The elemental fell backward, and Zach tried to get out of the hole, but his leg was completely stuck. He grimaced inwardly and then canceled the perk. The Earth Essence that had made his body was pulled back into its realm, and Zach’s original body manifested, his armor and items appearing back on him. 
 
    He jumped out of the now too wide hole in the ground and looked with his eyes as the elemental got back to its feet. Aside from his hammer, he didn’t really have anything that could do much damage to the rock elemental. His Shade Reaver could, but he didn’t want Melior and Benator to know about his stronger forms; Fire, Venom, and Nature were useless against this type of enemy. 
 
    Genissa did know about the others, but she also owed him, and knew how to keep a secret. Just as Zach thought about revealing more of his power anyway, Naha appeared. 
 
    A shadow fell on top of the elemental, and its dagger plunged deep into the elemental’s shoulder. Before it could react, the dagger flashed and Zach recognized Naha’s skill, Perfect Laceration. It was more meant to be used against flesh and blood, but the skill still worked. The entirety of the elemental’s shoulder exploded, sending Naha flying back. 
 
    Zach pulled out his hammer and jumped forward. He blinked, using up his fourth blink for the fight and switching back to physical planar energy. He activated his [Planar Whirling Wing] and dashed forward. His hammer became covered with a wide and thick wing and as he passed by the elemental, he lashed out. He struck the elemental several times, dealing physical damage that widened the cracks in its skin. 
 
    Zach turned and saw that Genissa had switched her usual cannon for her formation one, and that she was charging up an attack. A moment later she fired, and a blinding attack of white light hit the elemental in the center of its chest. The rocks holding it together collapsed and fell to the ground, leaving only a faintly glowing outline that turned and seemingly passed through space itself. 
 
    Zach, with his [Planar True Sight], saw it make a rift, and he jumped through, blinking and following the elemental. He came into the Essence Plane just behind it, and saw its true form, a large and wide humanoid being whose body looked as if it was almost made out of obsidian.  
 
    Zach summoned his Ethereal Sword and jumped forward. The weakened elemental was trying to get deeper into its plane to heal, but Zach wasn’t about to let it do so. 
 
    He stabbed his sword in its back before it could respond. Already weakened, it released a soundless shriek that he could feel inside his soul—but before the elemental could respond, Zach activated his skill. 
 
    |Rending Strikes| made his hands blur and his sword ripped the elemental from the inside out. 
 
    Zach sighed as he felt the elemental die. Immediately he turned around and blinked back to the real world. He found his party gathered around Benator, who was drinking a potion. 
 
    “All good?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” The minotaur shook his head. 
 
    He noticed a chest appearing nearby and once they were all clear, they collected the loot and then headed back to camp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, they were back on the surface, their little expedition having come to an end. The party disbanded and everyone went to their own homes, including Naha and Zach. The entire territory they were in was one large valley, filled with buildings surrounding or being on top of cave entrances. Gemheart’s company specialized in mining in the Under, as well as exploring it, and everyone in the city around them served that purpose. 
 
    Zach and Naha had enjoyed much of the High Ranker’s hospitality, though in the first few months after arriving, they had spent most of their time training their skills while Zach’s leg recovered. Afterward, they were given entrance to a dungeon of their choice. Zach had decided that leveling to 300 and entering a stronger dungeon was the best way forward. The dungeon had been hard, but Gemheart had made a good team around them to walk them through it. With great rewards and Essence, they had spent the rest of their 2000 Celestial Essence reward on their gear and alchemical potions. 
 
    They bought everything from stat-boosting elixirs for Zach to calming and mind-enhancing ones for Naha. They had spent a lot of their Essence, but now finally Zach had enough to level and get another perk. And he couldn’t wait to do it. It had been a long time since he’d leveled. 
 
    They reached the small home that had been given to them to use, and entered. As soon as they did so, Naha started to change from the ravzor form—which was mainly used for combat—and took her Quell—or demasi—one. Zach couldn’t help but smile. While he liked all of her forms, this was the one that he’d fallen in love with. 
 
    She sighed as she changed clothes, and then gave him a small smile. “Excited to level, huh?” she asked when he went to the center of the room and knelt, barely sparing her a glance while she undressed. 
 
    Zach blinked and then embarrassedly dipped his head. “Sorry, I just…” 
 
    “I know,” she said and walked over and sat down across from him. “Go on.” 
 
    He nodded his head and focused on his screens. He put his Essence in and began to level, getting from level 305 and to 315. It took a lot of Essence, as the required Essence from level 300 to 301 jumped a lot more than any previous levels. Still, he had gathered enough through delves into the Under. His and Naha’s warden contributions had dipped since they hadn’t really been hunting criminals. They did so occasionally when Naha needed it, even if they had to go out of Gemheart’s territory for that. With the potions that they had bought, and her meditation, she hadn’t needed to sate her desires for longer and longer periods of time. 
 
    Before he could reach 315, a knock on the doors interrupted him. Both he and Naha exchanged looks. Zach was tempted to ignore it, but then he sighed and stood up. He walked over to the doors and opened them, seeing Gemheart towering over his doors.  
 
    Zach bowed his head. “Master Gemheart, sir.” 
 
    The house they had been given hadn’t been built with someone of his size in mind, which meant that Zach couldn’t really invite him in. So he stepped out, followed closely by Naha. Gemheart still bore the marks of his injury, although most of the wounds had been healed. His limbs had been regrown, as well as his eye, but he still had scars, twisted markings on his chitin. Zach knew that the Healer that had come to help him was the best in the world, that there was no wound that she couldn’t heal. 
 
    “Greetings, wardens. I heard that you’ve returned. I apologize for not letting you rest, but I have urgent matters to discuss.” 
 
    Zach blinked. “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “First, a message arrived for you from the Warden Citadel, from the Warden Commander herself. She is recalling you back to the Citadel.” 
 
    Zach frowned, then exchanged a look with Naha. One of his fears was that somehow, the wardens would discover what he had done, what Naha had done. He knew that wardens were rarely recalled, that they acted more like free agents—so if they were being called back, there had to be a really important reason. 
 
    “You need not worry,” Gemheart said, and Zach blinked at him in surprise. Something had to have shown in Zach’s and Naha’s expressions for him to pick up on it. “The Tournament is near, and the wardens provide security for the city outside of the Arena. You will probably be sent there.” 
 
    Zach relaxed immediately. He had forgotten about the tournament. It wasn’t like he and Naha planned on attending, but perhaps they might not even have a choice. 
 
    “The second matter is this.” Gemheart put his hand out and offered Zach a small vial filled with silvery liquid. For a moment Zach could only stare at it, and then he raised his head and met Gemheart’s eyes. 
 
    “Sir, is this…?” Zach asked, openly shocked. 
 
    “It is. It has taken me a long time to acquire, but…I owed you a debt that I could never repay. This vial comes as close to priceless as one can get. It takes hundreds of years to make, with ingredients that cost more than you can imagine. It has cost me more than just Essence, it has cost me favors and calling on relationships that I have been building for centuries. I tell you this so that you understand that, while you will always be welcome in my lands as a friend, and while I will always be grateful to you for saving my daughter, this is the one and only favor of such magnitude that you will ever get from me.” 
 
    Zach bowed deeply and slowly took the vial in his hands, forcing them not to shake. 
 
    “It is… It is beyond everything, sir. Thank you. I will never forget this.” 
 
    Even while holding it in his hands, he could barely believe it. When Gemheart had told him that he owed him a favor for the life of his daughter, there was only one thing that Zach wanted to ask for—and it had taken Gemheart, a High Ranker, a little over a year to get it for him. Zach didn’t even dare to think on how much the High Ranker had spent on it, or what he had to promise for it. Ever since he asked Gemheart if it was possible, ever since he learned how rare such a thing was, he had tried to keep himself from hoping too much. But now it was in his hands, and everything would be all right. 
 
    Gemheart nodded. “Good.” Gemheart glanced at Naha, then back at Zach. “I will not ask why you wanted it, although I suspect. But you should use it as soon as possible. People know that I have acquired one, and there are always thieves on the lookout to make a fortune with one great act.” 
 
    With that, the High Ranker turned and walked away. 
 
    “Zach,” Naha whispered when the High Ranker walked away. “What is that?” 
 
    Zach nodded at her to get inside, not wanting to speak about it in public. Gemheart’s people knew that Naha was a shapeshifter, but they didn’t know much else, and he didn’t want to give them any clues. 
 
    “This,” Zach said once they were inside. “This is for you.” 
 
    Naha looked at Zach’s outstretched hand. Zach glanced at it again, pulling up its description, almost worried that it was a lie. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Elixir of Focus Removal  
  
       	  Consuming the elixir will allow removal of one focus and all of its tiers of power. None of the Essence used will be refunded. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Naha reached out for it slowly. Once she had it, Zach watched her face, and saw the exact moment when she read through the description. He saw her eyes go wide, and then turn to look at him. 
 
     “Zach… This is…” She stopped, too stunned to find the words. 
 
    “Yes,” Zach nodded. He could admit to himself that he felt torn. That potion would’ve helped him, too. If he could remove his Cultivation he could become much stronger, but Naha needed it much more than he did. 
 
    They had spent the entire year searching for answers regarding the insanity that came with imbalance. Removing one of her focuses wouldn’t fix her immediately, but if she was no longer imbalanced, she would slowly get better. 
 
    “You asked for this? For me?” Naha whispered. 
 
    “Of course I did.” Zach smiled softly. “I love you, Naha.” 
 
    She stepped forward and pulled him into a hug, squeezing tightly. He leaned his head on top of hers, being careful not to impale himself on her horns. They stayed that way for a while, and then finally Zach spoke. 
 
    “We need to decide what you should remove,” Zach said. He had given it some thought, but he hadn’t consulted her, as he hadn’t wanted to raise her hopes in vain. 
 
    “I…I need some time to think,” Naha said slowly. 
 
    Zach nodded. It was a big decision, of course, and he understood. He stepped away and then they moved into their room. Naha sat on the floor in her meditative pose, with the vial in her hands and her eyes locked on it. 
 
    Zach sat across from her and turned back to his leveling. 
 
    He put more Essence in and raised his level. As soon as he hit 315, Zach pulled up his perk choices and looked at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  New Perk available! 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link—Sword 
  
       	  Allows you to make a link with any sword, and enter a Linked State. While in the Linked State you gain awareness of your sword and its position in relation to you. Your sword-based powers have their effectiveness increased by 25%. Allows for activation of True Link perks. Depth of awareness depends on your tier of power. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link—Inner Self 
  
       	  Allows you to make a link with your inner self, and enter a Linked State. While in the Linked State you gain awareness of yourself and everything that affects or influences you. You are immune to mind-altering effects. Allows for activation of True Link perks. Depth of awareness depends on your intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link—Nahamassa Plainrunner 
  
       	  Allows you to make a link with Nahamassa Plainrunner, and enter a Linked State. While in the Linked State you gain awareness of Nahamassa Plainrunner and may share memories. You gain a bonus of 5% of her stats added to your own. Allows for the activation of True Link perks. Picking this perk will make it impossible for any other mind-linking perks with other living beings or contract perks to be learned. Depth of awareness depends on your bond with Nahamassa Plainrunner. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach blinked at his choices and then turned to look at Naha. She was still in the same position, looking at the vial. 
 
    “Naha,” Zach said, bringing her attention to him. 
 
    She raised her head and then frowned. “What is it, Zach?” she asked, detecting something in his face. 
 
    Zach didn’t know how to tell her, so he just showed her. 
 
    As soon as he made his window visible, Naha started reading. Then she reached the last perk. She had talked to him about True Link perks, it was why he had been so excited to level, as they usually showed up in this evolution. But he hadn’t been expecting such a choice. Naha didn’t know much about those perks, only that they could give an incredible advantage to a person depending on their focus. He didn’t know what picking the last perk would bring him, or her for that matter. He didn’t know if they even should consider it. 
 
    He saw her face scrunch up, in an expression that he recognized as one of her being deep in thought. Zach took the time to think about his other choices. A sword was simple, but fit into his style. Except…he rarely used any real swords, and he didn’t know if this would work on his Ethereal Sword. From what Naha told him, it had to be a link to something real, so probably not a power. The second was incredibly powerful, and he wondered what kind of future perks he could get for it. 
 
    “Zach,” Naha whispered, bringing his attention back. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of someone having a link to another person. Well no, actually—the Queen of the Triumphant Hive can link with her entire Hive, but… This is… I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t think I should take it?” Zach asked. 
 
    Naha didn’t answer immediately, but then she met his eyes. “What if I die? You will be left with a useless perk.” 
 
    “Naha, you can’t think like that,” Zach told her slowly. “We are in this together. We’ve already made the choice.” 
 
    “But the reality is that I can die, and leave you with a handicap. I don’t want that, Zach. And what about…the way that I am?” she asked slowly. “What if that starts affecting you, too?” 
 
    “The perk doesn’t say anything about that, and we have the vial now. You won’t remain like this for much longer,” Zach told her. “And perhaps, the future perks that I get can even help with that.” 
 
    Naha didn’t look quite convinced, so Zach crawled over to her. He cupped her face and turned it up.  
 
    “Naha, I’ve been through heartbreak before. I have lost my family, and I have lost my friends. If you think that the prospect of useless perks frightens me, you are wrong. If this is something that can make us both stronger, then I don’t care about the risks. I would rather pick something that can help us both than something that will serve only me.” 
 
    Naha held his eyes for a long few moments, and then she sighed. “It is your choice. I just want you to be sure.” 
 
    Zach leaned down and kissed her on the lips, then smiled as he pulled away. “I am sure.” 
 
    He picked the perk, and then leaned back and checked all of his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework-run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First to Ten 
  
       	  First person in the world to reach level Ten 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Chief 
  
       	  Create an outpost 
  
       	  +3 to all stats, 1000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Leader 
  
       	  Upgrade an outpost to a town 
  
       	  +3 to all stats, 2000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First to Sixty 
  
       	  First to evolve their Class in the world 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution V 
  
       	  Evolve your Class for the fifth time 
  
       	  +15 to all stats, 5050 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Apprentice Bounty Hunter: Wardens 
  
       	  Complete 10 faction bounties for people no more than two tiers of power below you 
  
       	  +5 to all stats,
1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Crucible of the Mind 
  
       	  Go through a harrowing experience to improve your mind by forging it in the harshest conditions possible based on your mind state 
  
       	  +500 to intelligence and wisdom, +2% to all stats,
Enlightened (Mind Perk),
50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link—Nahamassa Plainrunner 
  
       	  Attain a true link with a type of being 
  
       	  +100 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Riposte (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, gain the ability to execute a lightning-fast attack after being damaged. Speed of returning strike equals double dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind’s Child (Class Perk) 
  
       	  During combat, every strike with your weapon sends a short gust of wind. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind Lord (Class Perk) 
  
       	  In combat, wind swirls around you, always blowing gently at your back. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Consequence (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every kinetic attack you block stores a part of its energy. Once per combat, unleash all stored kinetic energy. Amount stored depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Second Chance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, upon taking damage that would kill you, heal it instead. Healing speed depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body’s reflexes are enhanced; you are able to utilize your maximum dexterity at a moment’s notice. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using techniques, your Qi passively enhances you. Gain +30% to dexterity while any technique is active. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quickened Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than an ordinary human’s. Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Last Heir of Terra (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, you may call upon the Spirit of Terra, which grants you the combined knowledge, talent, and expertise of all the sword masters that had ever lived on your Earth. The Spirit of Terra imbues you with heightened senses, doubling your total stats for the duration and lowers the stamina requirements and cooldowns of your abilities by 20%. All sword-based skills level five times faster. Upon Spirit of Terra’s ending, you will be unable to use abilities for one hour. Duration and cooldown depend on your highest stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Formless Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi core loses its shape. Instead of containing your Qi, it now lets it move freely through your body. You can now use your techniques at a 50% faster rate. You gain +10% to wisdom and your Qi passively enhances your body based on your lightning aspect, giving you +10% to dexterity. You are no longer able to enforce your core or upgrade this perk. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Old Heritage (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, you may activate this perk to borrow the power of all of your ancestors, increasing all of your total stats by 100% for five seconds. Duration of effect depends on your highest stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ethereal Sword (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Summon an ethereal sword in any shape you desire. It lasts as long as you want, but drains you mentally while it is active. The sword deals 20% of its damage as soul damage and 80% as physical damage. As it is ethereal, it can endure only 50% of the force that would break an ordinary blade. The quality of the blade depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dazzling Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Twice per combat, execute a strike that will blind the target for 1 second if your weapon connects with anything in direct contact with their body. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Double Planar Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, execute a strike that will copy itself as a planar strike. The nature of the copy depends on the plane you last traveled from. That plane being the Real Plane means copying a physical strike; the Ethereal Plane an Ethereal strike; and an Essence Plane an Essence strike of the corresponding most dominant essence. The strike follows behind the first one on a 0.5-second delay and deals 40% of the original attack’s power. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Planar Fissure (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per fifteen days, cut through space with any weapon and open a rift that will allow you to fully step into another plane. The fissure will remain open for one day unless closed. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Phantom Avatar (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Transform into the Phantom. You gain +50% resistance to physical and special damage, and your total stats are doubled. If used in the Ethereal Realm, gain an additional +20% to all stats. Lasts until your mental stamina is drained completely or canceled. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enlightened (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is highly resistant to mind-altering effects and can function at peak condition in all states, even after it is damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shade Reaver (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  You have gained the Shade Reaver, a soul weapon. It grows stronger with you and allows you to take power from the shades and spirits you kill. Your soul weapon can have at most nine forms, each with its own unique power. Forms are made from the most dominant aspect of the shades or spirits you take it from. The stronger the target, the stronger the power and form. 
  You can use Source Drain to drain the power from shades and spirits. Doing so on living spirits and shades will grant you 10% of all the Essence they had ever used in life for advancement, along with all of their unassigned Essence in the case of shades, and in the case of spirits, 10% of the Essence that comprises the spirits power.  
  
      
 
       
       	  Planar Mantle (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Gain a passive bonus depending on the last plane you traveled from. Real: Gain a +10% bonus to all stats. Ethereal: Gain a +20% reduction to physical and special damage. Essence: Gain a +20% bonus to essence damage of corresponding most dominant Essence type. Works even when the Phantom Avatar isn’t active. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Resistant Soul (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Reduces any Ethereal damage you receive by 25% and increases your soul’s natural regeneration by 25%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Planar Blink (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Eight times per combat, and unlimited outside of combat, teleport to any place in a twenty-meter radius around you, or step through a weak rift in the plane you are currently in to blink to another plane. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence Sense (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, you may activate this perk to gain a sense corresponding to the last Essence Plane you have visited. Lasts ten minutes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence Elemental (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, you may transform yourself into an Essence Elemental for up to five minutes, or until canceled. To activate, you need to visit a part of the Essence Plane that is of at least fifth tier. Your stats and power will depend on the tier and type of Essence you take. Any wounds you have suffered will be healed. You will only be able to use planar abilities and perks for the duration. The transformation will store everything you are wearing in a special storage place inside your soul. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Forceful Rift (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, you may forcefully tear a weak spot in the plane you are located in, releasing a blast of corresponding Essence damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rift Seal (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, seal a plane rift. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rift Shout (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, unleash a devastating shout that sends a blast of planar power in a cone in front of you. The blast will deal Essence damage corresponding to the last plane you’ve visited, and it will weaken the area in front of you, creating new rifts leading to the closest Essence planes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Whirling Tempest (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Art, Whirling Tempest makes you unrelenting. A fraction of that power bleeds into your ordinary movements. Slowing effects are 60% less effective on you. Gain +20% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link—Nahamassa Plainrunner (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Allows you to make a link with Nahamassa Plainrunner, and enter a Linked State. While in the Linked State, you gain awareness of Nahamassa Plainrunner and you gain a bonus of 5% her stats added to your own. Allows for the activation of True Link perks. Picking this perk will make it impossible for any other mind linking perks with other living beings or contract perks to be learned. Depth of awareness depends on your bond with Nahamassa Plainrunner. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Riftwalker (M) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  315 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Planar Whirling Wing 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Planar Wings 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Planar Binding Chains 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Planar True Sight 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ethereal 
  
       	  All Ethereal-based powers are 10% more effective. All special attacks deal 0.5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Phantom Hunter 
  
       	  Gain +20% to stamina and -20% to ability cooldowns when fighting spirits or shades. Gain +10% to strength and +10% dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Planar 
  
       	  All planar powers gain +20% to their effectiveness. Change your abilities and relevant perks to Planar type abilities and perks. Gain +10% to strength and +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Riftborn 
  
       	  Passing through a rift gives you a 20% bonus to total stats and -50% to all ability cooldowns for twenty seconds. Gain +10% to strength and +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Lightning Blade (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Foundation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Lightning 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Calm Before the Storm 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Charged Focus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Lightning Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Tempest Dance: My Art, Whirling Tempest 
  
       	  Strike >> Greater Strike >> Flurry Strikes >> Greater Flurry Strikes >> Rending Strikes (8/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weakness Sense  >> Enhanced Weakness Sense  >> Vulnerability Sense >> Greater Vulnerability Sense 
  
       	  Evade >> Greater Evade >> Evading Dash >> Enhanced Evading Dash >> Spatial Evade (10/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Night Eyes >> Greater Night Eyes >> Night Vision >> Greater Night Vision (5/10) 
  
       	  Sealing Slash (10/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mind Resistance >> Greater Mind Resistance >> Clear Mind (4/10) 
  
       	  Meditation >> Greater Meditation (6/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1890 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  1645 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  526 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  528 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  875 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  985 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Experimentally, Zach activated his new perk. Immediately, he felt an…awareness of Naha. He could tell where she was, and he got some kind of expression of her feelings, but nothing really clear. Still, it was incredible. With this he could always know where she was, even when she used her stealth skills. They would be able to coordinate better—they would be a better team. 
 
    “Do you feel anything?” Zach asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Did you activate it?” 
 
    “Yes, I can feel where you are, and something like an echo of your feelings, although nothing really clear.” 
 
    “We will need to test it out,” Naha said. “But it could be useful for us on the hunts.” 
 
    Zach agreed, then shut off his perk. “What about you? Do you have any idea what you want to do with that vial?” 
 
    Naha grimaced. “There is only one real choice: my Cultivation. It is going to make me weaker, but I can’t lose my shapeshifting. I…I don’t know what that would do to me.” 
 
    Zach nodded, it was the same conclusion that he had come up with. 
 
    “You don’t need to do it right now, we can wait a bit.”  
 
    But as soon as Zach said it, she met his eyes and shook her head. 
 
    She slowly uncorked the vial and then brought it up to her lips. In one motion she downed the contents. Her eyes got a faraway look to them and then she grunted, doubling down in pain. A moment later, she screamed.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Naha 
 
    Changes 
 
      
 
    Naha looked at the vial in her hands, terrified that she would drop it. It was worth more than she could imagine, and Zach had gotten it for her. She didn’t know how to feel about that. He had used a favor from a High Ranker to get this for her—something that everyone in the world would probably be willing to risk their lives for. She knew that the elixir could be useful for him too, that he could get stronger, and yet he hadn’t asked for it with himself in mind. It made Naha feel… She didn’t know how to feel, really. 
 
    “This will help you greatly,” Illuiy spoke inside her head. 
 
    “It can help him, too. He could grow much stronger if he removed his Cultivation,” Naha added. 
 
    “Your love has decided that you are worth more than his own power. Respect that,” Illuiy said. 
 
    Naha sighed, she knew just how much this could mean for her. And yet, just like Zach wanted to help her, she wanted to help him. 
 
    “You don’t need to do it right now. We can wait a bit,” Zach said. She raised her head and met his eyes, then shook her head. She had made her decision—not because Illuiy convinced her, but because she knew that Zach needed her sane. 
 
    He had done so much for her. He had come into her life and made her fall in love with the way that he viewed the world. He had fallen in love with her because he had been alone for so long, consumed by anger and desire for vengeance. 
 
    He learned of who she was, of how broken and damaged she was, and he still loved her. It had taken Naha a while to accept it, but the truth was that she too had craved to have someone know the real her, know all parts of her. Her imbalance manifested as a particular type of madness, urges that came out of nowhere and a warping of the way she saw the world. She had been aware of the madness, but even so, actually trying to fix it was not something that could be done easily. It had been Zach that had made her truly try, because for the first time in a long while, she had something—someone—to care about. She had tried very hard not to show him the worst of it, and she was very good at pretending. 
 
    But often, even in their intimate moments, her thoughts would turn to dark places. She would lie next to him, her head on his chest, her legs twined around his, and her madness would come. She would start to think about what it would feel like to have him fear her, to show him how terrifying she could be. She wondered what it would feel like to take him while he was tied up, at her mercy, while she cut lines in his chest and then licked the blood off. It excited her in more ways than one, but she resisted. 
 
    Generally, she was more stable in the bodies that she wore most often. Quell was the one that she was the most sane in, simply because she had spent long periods of time in that skin, as Zach preferred her. Each body had its own identity, its own quirks, but the newer it was the less developed it was, and therefore more prone to being twisted by her madness. 
 
    Her new skills helped more than she had thought that they would, and over the last few months, she had gotten better at pushing the thoughts away. But she knew that she wasn’t fixed, that she was nowhere near fixed. She still wanted him to fear her, still wondered what it would feel like to wear his skin. But she loved him, and he loved her, so she tried her best. Without Illuiy whispering in her head, she would’ve slipped up months ago. Even with him, sometimes she had to slip away, to lock herself in a room and cut her flesh just to force the thoughts to go away. 
 
    She was broken, but the year they had spent together had shown her that he was, too. It made her sad, made her want to help him, the same way that he was helping her. But she knew that she was in no place to do so. He tried to hide it, and he did well enough, she supposed, but it was hard to hide such things from someone who had spent centuries hiding who they truly were. 
 
    Zach loved her, but Naha was aware that he needed her. That she was his purpose, that without her he would succumb to his fears and his pain. She knew that she was the cause of a great amount of his pain—finding out what she was hurt him more than she imagined. It broke him in a way, and made him question everything about himself. 
 
    He had been so full of anger and despair. The life that he’d had on the old world had not been an easy one, and he felt responsible both for what happened there and for fulfilling the oaths given to those who had given their lives for him. Meeting Quell had been the first piece of happiness that he had touched in a long time. He hadn’t even realized how much he had been alone, how much he was hurting. Quell had helped him feel joy again…and then she had turned out to be a lie. 
 
    Not a complete one, Naha told herself. Pieces of Quell were her, after all. She had not lied about everything, but it had still been too much for him. She had seen it in his eyes, the moment when his mind broke, when he had tried to correlate the image of himself with reality. He didn’t need to put it into words for her to understand; she knew how to read people. Zach had always considered himself as a good person, but someone who was willing to make the hard choices for what was ultimately in service of others. And then he found out that he had fallen in love with her, a killer, a monster—much like the one that he had been hunting and hating for years before. 
 
    Naha knew that he questioned himself. How could a good person could fall in love with a monster? The reason why he accepted her, why he wanted to help her, was because he needed her to get better. He needed her to become a good person, because that would prove to him that he was a good person, too. That she wasn’t a monster, but someone who was sick and who could be helped. 
 
    She understood Zach more than perhaps he understood himself. She knew that the truth would only hurt him if he knew. The madness that the Framework inflicted enhanced the things that were already there. One did not reach high in any focus without being able to understand it. A Cultivator in a high Realm knew their path intimately; they understood what it meant and they agreed with its purpose. A high-leveled Classer already had the tendencies that the Class brought out, perhaps buried deep inside, but still there. You could not get a Class devised for something that you did not have the potential to become. A true warrior would never get a Class evolution that couldn’t be used to fight. A true crafter would never get anything that didn’t have an application to their work. 
 
    The parts that Naha had put into her skills hadn’t been twisted—her understanding of them had. The desire to punish the unworthy depended on what she considered to be unworthy, something that had changed over time. Her desire to grow stronger had never really changed, she had just stopped caring about any moral codes that she had once held. 
 
    Then there was her love for Zach. It was the one thing that gave her the strength to push through with trying to get better. It was a vow that she had given to him, like the vows any two of her people had made long ago, before the Framework, when they had decided to join their lives: a promise to always love each other. The only difference was that she had made that promise something that she couldn’t ever change. She did not regret the choice; skills were the most powerful things in the Infinite Realm, and few realized it. They were the tools that allowed one to build themselves up, to create the person they wanted to be and never need to worry about something outside of themselves being able to change them. 
 
    Zach’s idea to help her was a great one, as she had come to realize. She had sealed two more parts of herself inside her skills, two parts that were perhaps lesser than the more complicated parts that she had sealed before, but she did not want to put another such part into a skill. The more complicated concepts were broader, encapsulated more things about her than something simple would. So, she put in her determination and her open-mindedness. They were simpler things, smaller in scope, but important nonetheless. Determination would serve her well in the future, and one couldn’t be a good shapeshifter without being open-minded. 
 
    The vial in her hands felt heavy. She could erase her Cultivation, and she wondered if she could just get the worst of her impulses out of her. The desire to instill fear in others, of being horrifying. She knew that it wouldn’t fix her immediately. Her and Zach’s research had led them to believe that someone who was imbalanced wouldn’t be fixed instantly once they managed to become balanced again. Their mind would recover slowly, over time, just as the insanity had gotten worse over time. But she didn't know what exactly would happen if one of those influences simply disappeared. 
 
    She slowly uncorked the vial, and brought it slowly to her lips. She couldn’t help but wonder what was going to happen to her. Losing her perks was going to be hard, but she wondered about the impact of losing her True Body. It helped increase the speed of her shapeshifting greatly, and allowed her to shift her body on a whim with her will alone. Without that, she was going to have to rely on her Class perk. 
 
    “It is necessary, and a great gift,” Illuiy’s voice spoke in her head. 
 
    Naha steeled herself and then drank. 
 
    The liquid burned down her throat, the sensation enough to make her grimace. Then it settled in her stomach. The interface appeared in front of her eyes, asking her which focus she wanted to remove. She picked her Cultivation without hesitating, almost afraid to wait. 
 
    As soon as she picked the option, the pain hit her in the gut, doubling her over. She grunted as it started to radiate, a searing heat that made her feel like her insides were on fire. She tried to fight through it, but it quickly built and then the pain overwhelmed her. She opened her mouth and screamed. 
 
    A moment later she felt Zach come near her, put his hand on her back, but the contact just made the pain worse. As soon as he touched her, he moved his hand away, somehow realizing that it hurt. Perhaps she screamed harder, she didn’t know. The pain made everything go white—her ears were ringing, and she couldn’t think. 
 
    She squirmed and twisted, feeling her bones, her skin, and her flesh all tighten. It was a sensation that she had never felt before, and couldn’t quite describe. She only knew that it hurt like nothing she had ever felt before. She didn’t know for how long she remained that way, but eventually the pain began to go away. 
 
    As reality came back to her, she realized that she was on the floor, panting, lying in her own vomit. Her eyes were blurry from tears, and as she moved she saw red on the hardwood floor, blood mixing with spit, bile, and vomit. She saw more of it a bit away, and dragging markings. Zach had to have dragged her out of the worst of it. 
 
    He was kneeling nearby, looking at her. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked. He had a healing potion in his hand, but she didn’t know if that would help. She felt…drained. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she tried to say, but it came out more like a garbled mess. Zach moved and reached for her. His touch didn’t send agony through her this time, but it did feel like her skin was sore all over. 
 
    She tried to move, but found that she didn’t have any strength. Slowly, Zach gathered her up and stood. She shivered at his touch, but it was getting better. She was soaking his shirt with blood and the stuff that she had been lying in, but he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    She did also notice that he had changed. He carried her to the bathroom, where a large tub had already been filled with water and heated. Slowly, Zach lowered her on a bench that sat in the corner and took her clothes off. She tried to help, but she realized that she was being more of a nuisance than a help, so she relaxed and let him take care of her. Once she was out of her ruined clothes, he took up a soaked towel. She realized that she had bled from all over. Streaks of blood were marking her entire body.  
 
    He cleaned the worst of it from her and then, slowly, he gathered her up and put her in the tub. The sensation of the water hitting her skin was somewhat pleasant. It helped with the tingling on her skin. Once she was submerged down to her chest, he took a jug and washed her hair. She was glad that she hadn’t tried this in a ravzor body—she couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to get all the stuff from fur. 
 
    She relaxed under his touch, as he grabbed a sponge and some scented cleaning solution. A part of her was embarrassed. She could barely move and was as weak as a babe, and she was old. She had grown used to doing things by herself. She and Zach had grown close over the last year, very close. They had done things that she knew he was uncomfortable with, but he had done them for her. They had spent all that time barely ever separated by more than a few feet. They spoke of many things, shared stories, and intimate moments.  
 
    But this… It seemed more intimate than anything else they had done. 
 
    She had never had someone care for her like this, not in all of her years. She didn’t quite know what to do. She had been in love before, but none of her previous relationships had ended well. Some died, from monsters, from old age, from accidents. Everyone around her seemed to leave her behind, and it had made her want to never love anyone again. 
 
    And then she met Zach, and she saw a Ranker. A man who was going to get stronger, who needed to get stronger to prove to himself that he hadn’t been wrong. And she fell in love with that part of him. She put that love in her skill because she didn’t want to fall out of love again, because she was tired of being alone. 
 
    Now, as he was taking care of her, she couldn’t help it—tears started flowing down her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Am I hurting you?” Zach asked, concerned. He moved his hand off her body, but she quickly shook her head. 
 
    She opened her mouth and spoke slowly, making an effort to form the right sounds. “No, I’m…” She couldn’t say anything else, her throat closed up. 
 
    Zach seemed to understand, which only made things worse for her. He continued washing her, and she cried. 
 
    She wondered if perhaps this had something to do with the loss of her Cultivation. If perhaps the removal of it, the return to balance, had somehow broken something loose inside of her. She couldn’t remember the last time she cried, and now she started bawling her eyes out. 
 
    “Everything will be all right, Nahamassa,” Illuiy told her. 
 
    She didn’t have the strength to answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Naha woke up slowly, feeling rested and at least partly back to herself. And yet, somehow she knew that something was…different. She wasn’t the same as she had been before. She was in her bed, wearing her nightshirt. The room was shrouded in darkness, and through the window, she could see that it was night. She remembered Zach washing her, and then bundling her up and taking her to the bed, where she fell asleep immediately. The entire ordeal had drained her, both physically and mentally. 
 
    She looked around and found Zach sleeping next to her in a chair. Just looking at him made her feel warm and content. Something was definitely wrong, she realized. She loved him, but she hadn’t felt this way before. She knew that the reason had to be the removal of one of her focus. There had been more to it than just madness, it seemed. She felt lighter, but…she could tell that she wasn’t fixed. She didn’t feel the need to make him fear her, but the look of his skin was still appealing to her. She turned her mind from that thought, pushing it violently back. She didn’t want to tarnish this moment. 
 
    So, she pulled up her screens and looked at them to distract herself. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Nahamassa Planerunner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Ravzor (Great Plane — Iteration 5) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First to Ten 
  
       	  First person in the world to reach level 10 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beloved 
  
       	  Loved by more than half of a world’s population 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding V 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence 
  (per tier-6 skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Reach Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Murderer 
  
       	  Murder more than 10 people with whom you had no connection and who wished you no harm outside of a war or feud setting 
  
       	  +2 to all stats, 10 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal 
  
       	  Kill more than 5000 people of your own race for their Essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Torturer 
  
       	  Torture a person for more than three months 
  
       	  +2 to all stats, 500 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution II 
  
       	  Evolve your Class for the second time 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bloody Hands 
  
       	  Murder more than 100 people with whom you had no connection and who wished you no harm outside of a war or feud setting 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Burglar 
  
       	  Steal more than 10 items that you have no right to 
  
       	  +2 to all stats, 10 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cruel Mind 
  
       	  Torment more than 100 people with whom you had no connection and who wished you no harm outside of a war or feud setting 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thief 
  
       	  Steal more than 100 items that you have no right to 
  
       	  +15 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beyond Understanding II 
  
       	  Focus and specialize your understanding of a tier-6 skill 
  
       	  +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence (per focused skill) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunter’s Nose (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Five times per day, magnify your sense of smell by a factor of ten. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Partial Shift (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Change a body part into a different shape. You can only shift into shapes of animals that you have personally killed. The shape change lasts for ten minutes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shifting and Malleable (Bond Perk) 
  
       	  As long as you are bonded with Greed and Change, you are no longer affected by stat imbalance or sickness. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunter’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  +40% to stamina pool. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Devour Life (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Executing attack. Once per year, kill a person to steal one-fifth of their remaining life, and add it to your own. Only works on people on the same tier of power as you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Form Shift (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Devour a piece of a corpse and gain its form. You can completely shift into that form and stay in it indefinitely. You retain all your stats and power. Your status screen will change to reflect the identity of your new form. You may have 5 forms saved at a time. Adding a new form beyond the last slot will destroy the oldest form. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Greater Reflex (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your reflexes are enhanced by 100%. Speed of response equal to twice your dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Greater Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, your next attack deals 3x damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Regeneration (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, increase your body’s regeneration by a factor of ten. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow Step (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Shadow, As Night Itself allows for blending into the shadows. Five times per battle, and unlimited outside of it, you may step through one shadow and come out through another as long as the distance is no greater than ten meters. +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow Stab (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Way, In the Shadows allows you to attack from the shadows. All attacks made from the shadows while undetected deal 200% damage. +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Devourer (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  148 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Devour Flesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Devourer’s Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Greater Shapeshift 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fleshcraft 
  
       	  All regenerative powers have their effectiveness increased by 20%. Gain +10% to wisdom and +10% to vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Danger Sense 
  
       	  Perfect Lacerate  
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Shadow Strike Style: My Way, In the Shadows 
  
       	  Perfect Shadow Stealth: My Shadow, As Night Itself 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mind Resistance >> Greater Mind Resistance >> Clear Mind 
  
       	  Perfect Imitation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Night Eyes >> Greater Night Eyes >> Night Vision 
  
       	  Evade >> Enhanced Evade >> Evasive Step >> Greater Evasive Step >> Spatial Step 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Meditation >> Enhanced Meditation >> Focused Meditation >> Greater Focused Meditation >> Singular Mantra 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1335 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  1368 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  1088 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  860 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  1043 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  1525 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Her Cultivation path was truly gone. She didn’t know what to feel about that. She had had it for so long, had learned to rely on things that it provided, and now she no longer had them. She was going to need to spend a long time figuring out how this changed her, how the loss of her True Body would impact her shapeshifting. But she couldn’t help but smile. She was no longer imbalanced, and now getting better wasn’t just a dream. Still tired, she closed her eyes, and drifted off to sleep.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 - PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Vault 
 
      
 
    Zacharia followed behind Gemheart as he was led deep into the main complex of the High Ranker’s headquarters. Zach had enjoyed a lot of access in Gemheart’s faction, but he wasn’t a part of it, and some areas had been off limits. Today was their last day here; Naha and Zach had already said their goodbyes to the people they had come to know. She had recovered from using the vial, and her Cultivation was now gone. It had taken her a few days to fully become herself, and Zach had been worried that there were going to be lasting side effects. Thankfully, it seemed that the worst part was over, as losing a True Body appeared to have been the cause. He couldn’t tell yet if Naha was better, but he was hoping that with her no longer being imbalanced, she would recover more quickly. 
 
    Now they were ready to leave for the Citadel, but before that, there was one more thing that they had to take care of. 
 
    Gemheart led him to the large ornate door made out of blue stone. Arrays lined the walls all around them; in lieu of guards, the hallway and the door were guarded by large golems. Each was sculpted from marble in the shape of a War Form kreacean, one almost as tall as Gemheart himself. 
 
    The High Ranker paused in front of the vault and then stepped to the side. He then grabbed a large stone wheel that was divided into eleven sections, each with a symbol on it. Zach could read them, as he could any language in the Infinite Realm. Nine of the sections corresponded to a rarity, and the remaining two had symbols for Formation and Array. 
 
    Gemheart turned the wheel to the symbol for mythic, then walked to the vault doors as they started to open. The loud sound of rolling stone filled the hallway, followed by several thumps of something heavy falling, and then the door started to slide open, allowing them to see a sheen of white and silver light. 
 
    It looked like a curtain that had been dropped over the entrance, with Zach only barely being able to see inside. Gemheart gestured with his hand, and then entered. Zach followed, stepping through the curtain. The sensation of passing through was unpleasant, as if walking through heavy rain, but only for a moment. As he finished his step, he was someplace else. 
 
    They found themselves in a large chamber, filled with items, neatly arranged on racks, shelves, tables, or in open chests. 
 
    “I’d assumed that you would keep your item in spatial spaces,” Zach commented. 
 
    Gemheart’s mandibles clicked in amusement. “This is a spatial space,” he said. “One that can be accessed by a few items linked to it. The vault is a gateway for us to enter into it physically. ” 
 
    Zach blinked. It hadn’t occurred to him that one could enter a spatial space. He had never encountered anything similar. 
 
    “So, have you given thought as to what kind of an item you wish as your reward?” Gemheart asked. 
 
    Zach looked around, seeing so much treasure. It was more than he could count, stretching far into the distance. The reward that the High Ranker offered for opening a way into the Ethereal Realm had included a mythic-grade item. That was the last thing that Zach hadn’t received, on his own insistence.  
 
    The last year had been great. In many ways it had been peaceful and productive. It had allowed him time to acclimate to this world better, to find his place with Naha, and figure out his powers, to train and understand them. His Last Heir of Terra had been invaluable for that, and he had spent every possible moment speaking with various masters from Earth, training and improving his combat style, incorporating his powers into it. Too, though, he had been learning how to fight together with Naha, how to be a better team. 
 
    Picking a powerful item before he knew what his style was would not have been prudent, at least in his opinion. He wanted to solidify his basics, not add something that he would need to train with and base everything around. He did not want to rely on the item, but use it as a supplement. 
 
    Because of that, he was certain that he didn’t need a weapon, or even armor. His own armor had been repaired and slightly improved. It wasn’t anything truly special, but it served its purpose. Besides, getting one piece of armor wouldn’t bring him that much of a benefit. If he could get a set…that would be a different story.  
 
    There were three types of armor. The first type was a single unique piece, which could be powerful. The second was full armor, an item in several parts—like his Greater Armor of the Silver Sentinel, which included every part of the armor—but was still counted as one item. The last, and the most powerful, were sets of armor: several pieces that were each powerful on their own, but together gave out even greater bonuses. 
 
    Naha had explained it to him when he had been trying to decide what to take. The lowest grade of sets started at legendary rarity, and they only got better after. But Zach had been offered a single mythic item, not a full set. So there was no point in thinking about the armor, as his own was good enough for now. If he was going to upgrade, he would go for a full set. 
 
    Nor did he need a weapon. With the Shade Reaver and his Ethereal Sword, he had that covered. Plus, he had purchased a few low-grade weapons that he could use if necessary. No, what he needed was something else, something that would support him and his kit. 
 
    “No weapons or armor,” Zach said. 
 
    “A ring, then?” Gemheart asked. 
 
    Zach looked around, not even knowing where to start. “Perhaps. I need something that is…that will support me.” 
 
    Gemheart turned around, looking at his treasure trove. “Well, there are many items that give flat bonuses here. Perhaps one of those?” 
 
    Zach grimaced at that. 
 
    “You shouldn’t look down on such items. They are useful, and often more efficient than something with an effect,” Gemheart said. 
 
    Zach sighed and nodded. “I know, and I’m sorry. I just don’t know exactly what I want.” 
 
    “You can look around. That’s why we are here,” Gemheart said, and then he led him deeper into the vault. Zach was completely taken aback by just how many items were here—and all of them were mythic, each worth a fortune. He wondered why they weren’t using them. Perhaps they used them only when there was a need, or perhaps they sold them when they needed Essence. He didn’t know, and he doubted that Gemheart would tell him. 
 
    He brought him to the section filled with amulets and circles. They were arranged on long tables, sitting in small cushioned boxes. Each had a small note in front of it that said what it was and what it did. Zach approached one and took it up in his hands. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Amulet of Hidden Walk (amulet mythic) 
  
       	  +60 to all stats, holds five charges. Spend a charge to turn invisible to all forms of visual detection for 1 hour. You will also be hidden from any scrying powers from those who are on a tier of power of 7 or lower. Charges replenish at a rate of 1 per day. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The window in his vision was the same as what the note said. It was a good item, useful and powerful. But he wasn’t looking for anything like it. He had a power that could hide him from sight with his Shade Reaver, and while it wasn’t the strongest, it was enough for him. Using stealth was more Naha’s thing than his. 
 
    “Invisibility?” Gemheart commented. 
 
    Zach shook his head. “No, I just wanted to see if the notes were correct.” 
 
    Gemheart chuckled, his mandibles clicking together in a pattern that meant that he was amused, but he didn’t comment further. 
 
    Zach continued walking and reading the notes, looking for anything that caught his eye. The amulets were all mostly utility or defensive in nature. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Shield of Elor (amulet mythic) 
  
       	  +360 to endurance. Holds five charges. Spend a charge to summon a shield around you to protect you from harm. The shield will last for exactly 1 second and will stop any attack that deals damage less than the power of 5000 of any stat. Attacks stronger than this limit will have some of its power reduced based on how powerful they are. Charges replenish at a rate of 1 per day. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The defensive item was something that he added to his mental list. His survivability was one of the things that he was lacking. He usually relied on avoiding damage, or surviving one big lethal hit. His Time Blade allowed him to fix small mistakes, but overall he wasn’t as tough as some of his opponents had been. If he got hit with something that he couldn’t avoid, he was screwed. Even if he had to rely on Second Chance, what happened if he couldn’t avoid a lethal attack twice? 
 
    He continued on and they moved over to the rings, where he saw a few more items that were interesting. There was one ring that just increased his regeneration by a flat amount, which could be useful. Another stored kinetic energy, like his Consequence. Many items synergized with what Zach had, but none really clicked.  
 
    Then he came on to one that was an inspecting ring, like the ring that Naha had given him. This one would allow him to see people’s stats, at least those who didn’t have protections against that. 
 
    It was a great utility item, as Zach had learned. But it, like the other ring that he had lost in the dungeon to the yeti, showed information that Zach couldn’t always understand. This one showed the names of a person’s perks in addition to showing their tier of power. If Zach knew more perks, and what they did, it would’ve been more useful to him. As it was… 
 
    “An inspection item is always a good pick,” Gemheart added from the side. “Knowing your opponent is half the battle, even if just the names of the perks. They, too, hold great insight.” 
 
    “I agree, but I don’t know if I can get much use out of it.” 
 
    “That is on you to decide,” Gemheart said. 
 
    He had offered some advice, but ultimately he was right. This was Zach’s decision. They continued walking. 
 
    An hour later, Zach had found three items that were interesting to him. 
 
    The first was the amulet that he had seen previously, the Shield of Elor. It was a great item that he could use well. He lacked defense, and it would cover that weakness. The second and the third were incredible as well. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Wagren’s Snare (ring mythic) 
  
       	  +360 to intelligence. The ring will automatically catch any spell-type power that would hit you. Only attacks that do not hold power greater than 5000 of any stat can be absorbed. For the next ten seconds you can activate Rebound and use the ability yourself. The effect can’t happen more than once every 4 hours. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Renish’s Third Sight (circlet mythic) 
  
       	  +60 to all stats. Allows for detection of hostile monsters or people. Will detect people only if they are not on a higher tier of power than you and are not hiding their bloodlust. Range 200 meters. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He didn’t know exactly why he had taken the last one. It was close to a danger sense skill, which was probably what it was meant to replace. It wouldn’t give him much utility, but it could help him detect an ambush. The only reason why he wasn’t exactly sure about it was because Naha had it, though he wouldn’t always have her near him to keep an eye out. He could always take the skill once he had a free slot, if he managed to evolve more skills. But… 
 
    He looked at the three items for a while, and in the end decided that he wouldn’t go with the detection circlet. It was great, but he really needed to fix one of his other weaknesses first. Ultimately, the reason why he didn’t go for armor, even though he needed more defense, was because he wanted a more utility defense than something that would increase his survivability slightly overall.  
 
    And that left him with the ring and the amulet. Both offered protection in different ways. One allowed him to absorb and then release an attack, which could be incredibly powerful. The other one would block damage, and reduce anything stronger. It could also allow him to use the shield more often, in quick succession if needed even with its charges. 
 
    It was a tough decision. One offered him a way to go on the offense, which he did like. The other was a pure defensive option. Unable to make a decision, he turned to Gemheart for advice. 
 
    “What would you take?” Zach asked. 
 
    “What I would take is not the same as what you should take, young warden. I am not a fighter. I can fight, but I do not excel at it,” Gemheart said. “Being a High Ranker means that I am more powerful than most, but that is because you do not get to reach such high tiers of power without being unable to cause great damage.” 
 
    Zach nodded his head. He didn’t know what Gemheart’s tier of power was; he didn’t know much about his power at all. But if it was anything like Genissa’s, it was probably tied to mining, a geomancer’s power, focused on helping his team dig. Still, he obviously could use weapons, though Zach knew that the cannons he had used in the Ethereal Realm were actually meant for mining. Genissa used similar ones. Still, there wasn’t much difference between something made for combat and for mining, not at the level he was on. 
 
    “I am leaning toward the ring, but… I don’t think that it is the right choice. It would protect me once, and while it might give a chance to surprise my opponent, it isn’t ultimately what I need.” 
 
    Gemheart remained silent, leaving Zach to talk it through himself. The vault was filled with many items, many that had similar effects. Few were really something unique, but Zach guessed that the higher rarity had a much better effect. Still, he had picked the items that would most suit him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and reached down, picking up the amulet. The Shield of Elor would be a great addition to his kit. It would help him survive any type of damage—within limits, of course, and reduce anything else. Even with his few ways to survive, he didn’t really have many means to avoid damage. His Rewind qualified, but if he ever encountered someone who was powerful enough that not even 1 second could save him, then he was going to need more defense. 
 
    “It is a good choice,” Gemheart said. 
 
    “Thank you, sir, for everything that you have done for us. And for…not asking questions,” Zach said. 
 
    The knowledge that Naha was a shapeshifter was known here, but they didn’t pry. Zach knew that it was unlikely that anything that they knew would ever reach the Citadel. They had no reason to suspect Naha, and Citadel records were confidential. But Zach was also aware that Gemheart was smarter than most. He probably had suspicions, but his gratitude outweighed his curiosity. 
 
    “You did your part of the bargain and more. You saved my daughter, and for that I am forever grateful,” Gemheart said as he led them back out of the vault. 
 
    “I did what anyone else would’ve done,” Zach said. 
 
    “No.” Gemheart shook his head. “Not what anyone else would’ve done. Few would’ve put themselves at risk for someone they did not know. You did not know that she was my daughter at the time, and you could not have known that you would’ve had my gratitude. It speaks well of your character.” 
 
    Zach bowed his head, not really sure if he believed what the High Ranker thought. Zach had always tried to do good, to help others, to keep them safe. Yet somehow, it seemed like he always made the wrong choice. Like the world conspired to turn everything around him to shit. 
 
    He needed power so that he could make the rules, so that he could protect everything that he cared about. Right now, the set of things he cared about included only Naha, which was already too much for him to handle. 
 
    The two of them made their way outside of the building in silence. As they stepped outside, Zach saw Naha, in Nyathulla’s body, standing next to two mounts and waiting for him. 
 
    Zach turned to Gemheart and bowed. “I guess that this is goodbye, sir.” 
 
    “And so it is,” Gemheart said. “Remember what I said. You will always be welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Until we meet again,” Zach said, and then turned away from the High Ranker. He reached Naha and stopped. 
 
    “What did you pick?” she asked. 
 
    “This,” he showed her the amulet. “As you advised.” 
 
    One of her mouth tentacles twitched, in what Zach had learned was a smile. “Ready to go?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” Zach said, then got up on the strange mount that looked like a cross between a bull and a camel. 
 
    The two of them turned them toward the teleporter compound at the edge of the territory. Teleporting directly to Emeros was expensive, so they’d decided to head somewhere nearby. It meant a week of travel, but it would give them time to see if there were any more side effects for Naha. 
 
    Zach turned around and looked at the heart of Gemheart’s territory, taking it in one last time. He didn’t know when or if he would be able to visit again, but he was going to miss it. He turned back around and thought about what was ahead: the Citadel and the Tournament, and whatever waited for him there.

  

 
   
    SIDE STORY – A LONELY DEATH 
 
    A long time ago 
 
      
 
    The monster was chasing him. His entire team was dead; the elite monster had killed them all. He was barely managing to stay upright as he ran down the uneven stone. The cave corridors were twisting—he couldn’t get much speed before he had to turn. He slammed into a wall, then pushed himself with his broken arm and body in another direction. The monster roared behind him, the sound of its claws dragging against the walls echoing behind it. 
 
    His spear was gone, lost somewhere in the cavern where they had fought, where the others had died. His spatial ring was gone as well, along with three of his fingers. He had nothing. His side was burning; the three gashes from the monster’s claws had opened his flesh and scratched his ribs. He could barely keep his head focused, but he knew that he needed to escape. 
 
    He cursed himself, cursed his foolishness, and he cursed the Framework. There was a reason as to why people didn’t just go out to hunt monsters. The risks were too great.  
 
    But what made him curse everything the most was that it was all his fault. He was the one who’d gathered them, the one who’d convinced them that this was a good opportunity—and all because of his own selfish desires, to get stronger, to become worthy. Getting this deep into the Under had been a mistake. They’d known what monsters to expect, and had prepared accordingly, but the Under didn’t play by the rules of the surface. 
 
    The moment that the event happened, the moment that he read the words and understood, that was the moment when they had lost everything. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  New Event! Shadow Stalker 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Shadow Stalker draws near. Survive for 1 hour and gain great rewards. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He cursed that message, cursed the Dealmaker and the world’s cruelty. It was…beyond unfair for a monster like that to appear. They had no chance. All of them had been in the Lord Realm, on the cusp of Monarch, but they all needed something to push them over that barrier that kept so many Lords from moving beyond—and battle was one of the ways in which inspiration could showed itself. 
 
    He had been a fool, a failure. He had led them all to their deaths, because he wanted to prove something. To make others see him like someone with talent, worthy of them. To silence the whispers he heard every time they saw the three of them together. 
 
    A roar sounded behind him—too close. He turned, trying to see it, and missed a step. He yelped in horror as he realized that there was no ground beneath him, only an endless darkness. He fell through the crack in the floor, his head hitting something, his hands and legs sliding down the narrow hole. He tried to catch himself, but he couldn’t grab hold of anything. His hand twisted uncomfortably and got caught between his body and the wall; it cracked, and he screamed as he felt the bone break skin. His horns hit the stone and broke off as his tail dragged against the wall and peeled his skin off. He tumbled down, further and further until he finally hit the end. His legs cracked, breaking in the fall. 
 
    He lay on the floor, unmoving, in the darkness, his entire body in agony. Somewhere high above him, he heard the monster roaring, but it was faint, so far away. He was bleeding, his bones shattered. His core was empty, his perks used up. He had nothing to try and save himself. Slowly, his mind grew darker, and then his eyes closed as he lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terland, wake up,” a voice whispered. 
 
    Terland opened his eyes and saw tree branches above him, the sun’s rays breaking through. His heart was pounding, and he felt agitated, on edge. Something was wrong. He blinked as a shape moved into his vision: golden eyes, and skin as black as night. She smiled down at him, and he relaxed. 
 
    “Terland,” she said slowly. “How long are you going to sleep?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and he sat up. He turned his head and looked at her, seeing that she was wearing her usual, which was barely anything. Her hands and chest were bound with bandages, and around her waist a small loincloth kept her privates from being seen. He had grown used to it, even though it still bothered him when others ogled her. Her toned body was perfection, only marred by tattoos that crawled around her forearms and upper arms. He knew that the plan was for them to cover all of her body, which did make him sad, but it was not his place to comment. 
 
    She pushed a lock of hair behind her pointed ears and smirked at him. “Like what you see?” 
 
    “Of course I do, Erdania,” he told her. “You are gorgeous.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “Even with all of these muscles?” she asked, a question that she had asked him often, in private when it was just the two of them. 
 
    “Of course,” Terland said. “I love all parts of you.” 
 
    Terland had always been attracted to humans, and Erdania was a prime example of their beauty. 
 
    “More than you love her?” Erdania asked. 
 
    Terland sighed. “Haven’t we gone over this?” he asked in turn. “I love you both equally.” 
 
    Erdania chuckled. “C’mon, you can tell me, I won’t let her know.” 
 
    “Dani,” Terland chided her. “You both hold a piece of my heart. You are my sun and moon—each different, and each irreplaceable.” 
 
    “But I am the sun, right?” she asked. 
 
    Terland rolled his eyes. “If you must be.” 
 
    “What?” came another voice from his other side. “So that makes me the moon?” 
 
    Terland turned and saw another woman sitting next to him. Her pale gray horns were curving backward, framing her blond hair. She was slender—when compared to Erdania, at least—but he knew that she, too, was fit. Stats did much, but different bodies reacted differently to them. Selia’s tail was curled around her, slender and long, her pale skin contrasting against her black-and-white robes. 
 
    “Selia,” Terland whispered. He hadn’t even noticed that she was there. Her eyes were as blue as clear sky, and they watched him intently. She was keeping her face blank, but Terland knew her well enough to see her mirth. “You are the most beautiful of moons, love.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and shook her head, making her long hair sway around her shoulders. “Such a charmer,” Selia said as she glanced across from him and to Erdania. 
 
    Terland sighed in contentment. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve them. To have them look so far beneath their station and find him, to think that he was good enough for them. It was why he wanted to grow stronger, to catch up, to…  
 
    Something is wrong. 
 
    “What is it, Terland?” Selia asked. 
 
    Terland looked around. The three of them were sitting beneath a tree that was on top of a hill. Blue grass covered everything, and as he looked out in the distance he saw more hills. 
 
    He frowned. “Where are we?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Erdania asked. “We are here, silly.” 
 
    Terland blinked. He looked from Erdania to Selia, looked at their smiles, and their eyes looking at him with love. “You…you don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Erdania tilted her head. 
 
    “You…” He turned again, looking at Selia. “And you…you are mad at me.” 
 
    Selia raised her eyebrow. “Mad? I could never be mad at you, Terland.” 
 
    She reached for him, but he recoiled. He stood and walked a few steps away. His head started to hurt and he bent over, his hands coming up to his head. Then, as the pain abated, he pulled his hands away. He saw blood on them, and his heart began to beat faster and faster. 
 
    Then, Selia and Erdania were there next to him, and the blood disappeared. 
 
    “Are you all right, Terland? Come, sit, rest,” Selia said and guided him back to the grass next to the roots of the tree. 
 
    “I… You can’t be here. I can’t be here,” Terland said. 
 
    “Why not?” they asked in unison. 
 
    Terland tried to remember, but everything was so…hard. He could barely think now. “I… We…we had an argument. You didn’t want me to go somewhere. You said that I was foolish.” 
 
    “We would never call you foolish, love,” Erdania said. 
 
    “You did. You were mad, both of you,” Terland said as he tried to remember. He turned to look at Erdania. “You threw a chair at me.” 
 
    None of them reacted, and the memories began to come back. “I wanted to go to the Under to become stronger. You didn’t want me to go. I…I wanted to get stronger, like you are.” 
 
    The two of them just looked at him, neither saying anything.  
 
    “I…I went ahead, didn’t I? I gathered my friends, and we went to the Under.” 
 
    Terland bowed his head as he remembered. “They died. Oh, heavens, they died before my eyes. I…I did this.” He raised his head and looked at them, the two people who mattered more to him than anyone else. He had wanted to be like them, and he wanted to do it on his own, without their help. He didn’t want others to look at him and whisper how they had given him everything. 
 
    “I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” Terland asked. 
 
    “You are dying,” Selia said sadly. 
 
    “Not much longer now,” Erdania added. 
 
    Terland remembered the fall then, and he realized that there was nothing that could save him now. His own foolishness had killed him. They had been right—he was stupid. He couldn’t have gotten rid of his pride. 
 
    He turned his eyes on the two of them, figments of his imagination. Everything that he did, he did for them, but in the end, he hadn’t listened. They were so far above him. The daughters of Sect Leaders, they were talented, powerful, beautiful…everything that he wasn’t. They had looked at him and decided that he was good enough for them, but he couldn’t have been content with that. He hadn’t taken what they offered, hadn’t wanted them to hand him power. No, he’d tried to get it by himself, and he’d led his team to their deaths. 
 
    He took in their faces, wanting to say so much. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “So fucking sorry for not listening to you.” 
 
    They didn’t respond. Now that he knew that they weren’t real, they just sat there, looking blankly at him. The hills in the distance started to disappear, and Terland wondered if that was death, coming for him. 
 
    He looked at them, wanting the last thing he saw to be them. 
 
    The darkness reached his hill, and then everything turned to nothingness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Agony woke him. He gasped as his eyes open to find his body on the hard and cold stone. He couldn’t move. His stats were not high enough to heal any of the damage his body had sustained fast enough to save him. He knew that he had lost blood; he was feeling cold and light. His face was against the floor, one eye able to look out. In the darkness he could see something, and then he realized that he had a notification. It was in front of his face, a window that he didn’t remember pulling up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Event Cleared — Shadow Stalker  
  
      
 
       
       	  The Shadow Stalker draws near. Survive for 1 hour and gain great rewards. 
    
  1h/1h 
    
  You gain a reward! 80,000 Greater Essence; Skill Stone: Sprinting; Skill Stone: Shadow Stealth; Skill Stone: Burst Run; Skill Stone: Greater Acrobatics; Potion of Greater Regeneration; Potion of Greater Speed; Potion of Greater Stone Skin. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Terland blinked at the text, seeing the rewards, and a spark of hope appeared. He dismissed the message and saw the chest in front of him. The rewards were inside—if only he could reach it, get a potion, he might be able to survive. He tried to move, and nearly blacked out from the pain. But he pushed through, forcing his still whole arm to pull him forward. He had never been in more pain in his life, but he didn’t stop, couldn’t stop. He wouldn’t. 
 
    He needed to get back to Selia and Erdania. It was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    He pulled through the pain, trying to focus on something. He couldn’t move his Qi through the pain, and even if he could, none of his techniques could help him. He reached the chest, his hand barely able to touch it. He tried so hard to reach higher, to open it. But his strength had left him; he’d lost too much blood. Slowly, while his fingers still touched the chest, he was slipping into darkness. There was no one here who could help him. He was all alone. 
 
    His team was dead, and he had been too stupid to tell anyone where they had gone. He wanted to prove them wrong, to show them that he was worthy. And now he was going to die, alone. Tears rolled down his face, and his heart slowed its beating. He was scared, terrified of what awaited him next. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    His last thought of Selia and Erdania, of how he failed them and how he wouldn’t get a chance to tell them how sorry he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terland died. He knew the exact moment when that happened. The pain disappeared, just as everything seemed to have disappeared. It felt as if he was floating without any care in the world. And then he was pulled violently, was squeezed and pushed, and then he was somewhere else, and all sensations returned. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked around. He saw that he was in a large cave, nothing like the small hole where he had… Where he had… He couldn’t remember what he had been doing a moment ago.  
 
    His powers didn’t work. And he… He really needed to get back home, to Selia and Erdania. He looked around, trying to see a way back to them, and he saw something: a light, something that called to him, far in the distance. He could see it through the stone and the earth. 
 
    And then he realized that he was dead. It hit him and made him freeze. He looked around, afraid that a spirit or a shade was lurking somewhere in the ever-shifting darkness of the cave. He had heard stories of the Ethereal Realm, of what happened here. 
 
    He needed to reach the afterlife in order to be safe, but he couldn’t use any of his powers. 
 
    He felt fear, and somehow the emotion was worse without a body. He took a step toward the light, but then paused. He…he needed to get back home. He couldn’t leave Selia and Erdania. He…didn’t want to go without them. 
 
    He turned around, away from the light. He looked around, searching for a way out of the cave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was so alone. 
 
    He walked and walked, and never saw anything or anyone. Only the stone, the corridors that mocked him. The world around him changed; sometimes the walls were made out of mist, other times they changed color, but always he was underground. He couldn’t find a way out. There was no way out! 
 
    He started to wonder if what he had lived before had even been real. Was he real? But always, he remembered Selia and Erdania, and he continued walking. The light was behind him, always shining, always in the same place. It made him feel like he hadn’t moved at all, but he knew that he had! 
 
    He reached a new cavern, this one filled with impossible trees that twisted like springs, and a pond in the center. He walked over, looking at the strange sights, at things that he had never seen in life. 
 
    The water was strange, too. It was silvery, and it reflected everything as if it were a mirror. He sat down next to it, and wondered if he was ever going to find a way out. Terland put his arms around himself and he rocked back and forth. There was no one to speak to, no one to ask for advice, and the loneliness made him mad. He had never spent so much time alone before, and it almost made him turn around and go toward the light. 
 
    But no, he couldn’t. He needed to get back to them. They were mad at him, but they would forgive him when he returned. They would understand. He had only ever wanted to be worthy of them. He’d wanted to stand next to them, not be propped up by them. They shone so bright in his mind. He didn’t deserve them, and yet he couldn’t be without them. They were his everything. 
 
    He should’ve listened, he knew, but he had just wanted to be respected. To not be called names for being with them. To be great. 
 
    Yes, a voice whispered in his head, his own. The only voice down here was his, always. Need to get back to them. 
 
    Terland made the decision that he would never go back to that light. He would find a way out. He leaned over and looked down into the silvery pond, seeing his own reflection in it. He looked the same as when he had died, but he wondered how long it had been. He had seen so many corridors, so many different parts of this world. And yet, he couldn’t tell. Time was… He didn’t know, and he was alone. He had no one else to ask. 
 
    And then, just as he was about to move and continue from this room, he saw something change. He stopped and watched as his eyes changed, and a ring appeared in them. 
 
      
 
    The Terland that was died, and a new Terland, the Terland that was to be, was born alone in the caverns of the Ethereal Realm. A lonely shade made its first decision. He was going to find those he loved—it was their fault, and he was here because of them. He needed to find them. Nothing else mattered.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 - PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Tournament City 
 
      
 
    The return to the Citadel ended up being more something like a short visit. They reported back, and were immediately sent out again. They had barely any time to get their bearings or learn more about their mission before they were sent to the Tournament Territory. His fears of Naha being discovered turned out to be unfounded; the Warden Commander wasn’t even in the Citadel, but already in the temporary headquarters in the Tournament City. He had been instructed to report to her once he arrived, but Zach doubted that he would’ve been allowed to just walk around freely with Naha if they knew anything. 
 
    Naha was of course in her Nyathulla form, since that was the one that the wardens knew. Her disguise wasn’t perfect—she hadn’t known Nyathulla, but neither had anyone else. With her being cthul, few wanted to get closer to her, which meant that they could get by with ease. Her abilities were harder to fake, but Naha had some items that could serve in a pinch. 
 
    The trip to the Tournament Territory was to be handled by a teleporter in the Citadel. Zach knew that they weren’t used often, partly because of the cost, and because they needed them open for higher ranking wardens to use if necessary. Still, this occasion was seemingly important enough for that. 
 
    Zach and Nyathulla stood with other wardens waiting in line for the teleport. A higher ranking warden stood in front of their group and spoke. 
 
    “Listen up! You will be arriving in the warden staging area on the outskirts of the North District of the city. Once there, you will be met with wardens who will direct you to where you need to go based on your power. You will be briefed on everything once there,” the ravzor man said. “Remember, more people are coming in behind you, so move off platforms quickly!” 
 
    And with just that, they were sent off. 
 
    Zach and Nyathulla waited patiently until it was their turn, and then they stepped onto the platform. It was a round stone plate, about ten meters across, with array symbols carved into it. Four pillars were touching it on its edges, and their symbols were glowing. The difference between arrays and formations, it seemed, aside from one being made by Cultivators and other Classers, was in the way that they executed an action, at least as far as Zach understood it. An array had a singular function; it could do one thing and it did it well. Arrays could be single use or rechargeable, but in most cases they were simple: a domed shield array, a single-use explosion array, or a teleportation array. A formation was more versatile, capable of doing more than a single thing. The open window in the Citadel Tower that Zach had seen long ago was an example. It was a formation that prevented the strong winds from getting in, but it allowed air and people to fly through. An array would just keep everything from passing through. 
 
    As soon as the platform was filled with people, the array was activated, and then they were teleported. The sensation of teleportation was strange, but not necessarily unpleasant. It was also nearly instant, as one moment they were in the Citadel, and in the next they were somewhere else.  
 
    The first thing that Zach noticed was the heat. This territory didn’t seem to have the same climate as the one where the Citadel was in. Then there was the noise. They were in a large courtyard, with several teleporters and people constantly teleporting in. There were also boxes teleporting in, and workers rushing in to remove them before new ones could be teleported in. 
 
    “Move off the platforms! Quick!” a voice said, prompting Zach and Naha to step from the platform and make room for the next batch. Looking around, they saw people sitting behind simple desks a little way off, instructing others where to go. 
 
    “I guess we should get directions there,” Zach said. 
 
    “It looks like it,” Naha confirmed. 
 
    As they walked, Zach looked around. The courtyard was surrounded by walls, so he couldn’t see much beyond the bright blue sky and the sun shining down on them. In front of them, the wall had arches that led into another courtyard with buildings stretching beyond. All of the walls were made out of smooth yellow stone, and after a second look Zach saw that the ground was made out of the same type of rock. It occurred to him that this entire complex could’ve been only recently built—a couple of geomancers could rise entire buildings quickly. 
 
    They approached the tables and Zach saw one of the small Interface access stones on each of the tables. They waited in line for only a short time before they were in front of the table and the warden sitting behind it. 
 
    It was a ravzor woman, who looked up as they stepped closer. 
 
    “Your badges, please,” she said as she gestured at the access stone in front of her, almost bored. 
 
    Zach pulled his badge and then touched the stone. He saw a window pop up above it and the woman read from it. 
 
    “Warden Zacharia,” she said, sitting up a bit straighter. “You’ve been assigned to the Quick Response Group. The briefing is tonight at twentieth hour. Until then, you may settle in your room. You’ve been assigned to dorm six, room eighteen.” 
 
    The woman smiled, and then blinked. “Oh, I see a note here. You are meant to meet with the Warden Commander,” she said, clearly surprised. “I’ll send a runner to her office. Someone will come and let you know when she is available for a meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Zach said and stepped to the side so that Naha could touch the stone. 
 
    She pulled out her badge and then touched it. For a moment, Zach was worried that it wouldn’t quite work, but he knew that Naha had a perk that faked her screens.  
 
    “Warden Nyathulla,” the warden greeted. “You’ve been assigned to the same group. You are in dorm five, room thirty-one.” 
 
    Zach blinked, he hadn’t expected them to be separated. They had spent all of their time together since they left Emeros. 
 
    “Is there a way for us to share a room?” Zach asked. 
 
    The woman blinked, then looked between them for a moment before she got it. “Ah,” she said slowly. “Not unless you’ve registered your relationship.” 
 
    Zach grimaced. He hadn’t even known that was a thing. “How do we do that?” 
 
    The woman opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked at him, then at Naha—who was in Nyathulla’s body—and then back at him. They hadn’t had many problems when Naha was in her other bodies, but he had noticed that any time she was wearing a cthul body, the looks they got were…strange, if he was being kind. 
 
    “Ah, right. I can do that for you. Just a moment,” the warden said, and then she grabbed the access stone. He didn’t see what she was doing, but a few moments later she turned her eyes to them. “Done. Your new room is in dorm eight, which is reserved for wardens and staff who are in relationships. The room number is thirteen. ” 
 
    “Thank you,” Naha said, and Zach smiled and nodded. She gave them some instructions on how to reach their destinations and they left, letting the next person in line approach. 
 
    They walked out of the courtyard with the teleporters and into the next one, separated by the archway-filled wall. The second courtyard had a fountain in the middle, with crystal-clear water tumbling down the different floors. There were three roads going out of this courtyard, each paved with smooth yellow stone. They headed to the one on the right, which led to the residential part of the Warden Complex. As they walked, they saw many other wardens walking around, their badges worn in places where they were easily seen. There were far more wardens walking around here than he had ever seen elsewhere. 
 
    They found the dorms, and went to theirs. Every building was marked with signs, and it was easy for them to find where they needed to go. There were no guards or anyone inside to welcome them; not that there was a need for any, as the only people here were wardens. They found their room, and Zach saw a formation on the door in the shape of a badge. He put his near it and the door clicked open. 
 
    He shook his head in wonder. He knew that this world wasn’t really technologically backward—it seemed that way because of the weapons that most people used, but formations and arrays could achieve some incredible things. 
 
    The room was large, but mostly bare bones. Every piece of furniture inside seemed to be part of the floor, which gave credence to his thought that it had all been built by someone from the stone beneath them. The room had a small “living room” area, which was an indent in the floor with three steps leading down and sitting area all around a small stone table. A large bed was on the other side of the room, and again, it was just a slab of stone with a mattress and pillows thrown over it. There was a door that led to the bathroom, which was bare as well, containing only a stone toilet and a stone tub, with a drain in the corner. He wondered if the piping was stone as well. He didn’t see why not, as if someone had a powerful enough power they could probably make it unlikely to leak. It was his understanding, too, that these buildings were going to be temporary, only while the tournament lasted. 
 
    “Well, I guess this is it,” Zach said. 
 
    Naha looked at him, her eyes shining. “Did you see what’s outside?” 
 
    Zach frowned, seeing her standing next to the window that was leading to the balcony. He walked over and then out of the room. Once outside, he looked out at the territory stretching before him. For once, he was without words. 
 
    Everything around them was tinted in yellow and brown, sandy colors, as if they were in some kind of a desert—only not really, since it was all rock. The Warden Complex was on a cliff that overlooked the rest of the territory. Next to them, he saw the walls of other complexes that had been erected, with different flags flying on top of their buildings. 
 
    Beneath the cliff was a city, or rather a city being born. A lot of it was already there, but he could see buildings rising up from the ground, walls forming as blocks of stone flew through the air. It was a densely packed city, one that stretched as far as he could see—from the bottom of the cliff forward, curving to the left and the right beneath other cliffs that surrounded everything. On top of them, far into the distance he saw more complexes, each one flying a flag. The entire territory was a valley surrounded by cliffs. It reminded him of the valley on Earth, so long ago, where he had been dropped when the Framework first arrived. 
 
    The city was…breathtaking, yet simple. Blocky buildings, most low with one or two floors at most, and then a few that towered over everything mixed in. It was so large that he couldn’t even really grasp it, his eyes couldn’t see its end, even with his stats. And the people…so many of them, looking like ants walking down every street beneath him. 
 
    “How many people are here?” Zach whispered. 
 
    Naha stepped next to him, her shoulder touching his. “Tens of millions, a hundred. More, perhaps. I don’t think that anyone can know. They flock to the city every time it comes to life. There is an opportunity here for some; others dream of fighting, and some simply wish to be here when new legends are born. ” 
 
    “More than a hundred million people.” Zach shook his head. “Then why is there not a city here permanently?” 
 
    Naha shook her head in turn. “That is not the point of this place,” she said, then pointed at the center of the city, where the massive bowl resided. “That is the point.” 
 
    The city itself was amazing, but what was at its center was greater, and simpler again. It was a bowl, an indent in the ground, with rings of steps all around it. It looked to him like an open-pit mine back on Earth—deep, but with rings that were wider. He could see that the rings had things on them, too far for him to be able to tell for certain, but some looked like large pavilions, set up all around the rings. 
 
    “Those are the stands?” Zach asked. The entire arena was surrounded by a tall wall, probably to prevent people from watching from the city, but Zach was high up enough that he could see inside. 
 
    “Yes,” Naha said. “Every faction will have a spot inside. Some sell theirs to other factions who want more space, or to people that want to watch. Some come because just to be seen is a sign of respect.” 
 
    “And the arena floor,” Zach spoke. “How large is it?” 
 
    “Twenty kilometers with the stands. The arena floor itself is around five kilometers across,” Naha responded. “Enough ground for the kinds of battles that are taking place here.” 
 
    Zach couldn’t really picture something like that—a battle between people who could fly from one end to the other in an instant. He shook his head, wondering what he was going to see once the Tournament started. 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Deep inside his mind, he wondered if Ryun was going to be here. This was the event that everyone everywhere knew about. He knew how unlikely it was for him to find him in the world, but here… It was futile, even here, unless he started killing. Even then, there were people here so powerful that they could stop him in an instant. With hundreds of millions of people, what chance did Zach have to hear or find one person? None at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zach waited in front of the Warden Commander’s office, after a messenger had arrived and informed him that he was expected. He didn’t have to wait long, and soon enough he was shown inside. 
 
    The Warden Commander wore the same white plate armor that she had worn the last time he had seen her. She stood next to her table, leaning over it and reading something written on a piece of paper. She seemed lost in thought as she raised a hand and scratched at the base of one of her ram-like horns. With her standing, he could see her tail, thicker than Naha’s when she was in her Quell body. 
 
    As he stepped close and bowed, she straightened and turned to face him. 
 
    “Warden Zacharia,” she said in lieu of a greeting. 
 
    “You sent for me, Warden Commander,” Zach said simply. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” she gestured toward a chair, and once he sat down, she took her own seat behind her table. “You’ve done well for yourself since last we saw each other.” 
 
    “I tried, Warden Commander,” Zach said. 
 
    “You did. You’ve taken down a couple of bounties, but most importantly, you helped a High Ranker and have earned his respect and favor. You’ve bought a lot of good will with that act.” 
 
    Zach blinked. “I simply had the tools to help at the moment. Many others could’ve done the same, ma’am.” 
 
    “Probably, but you took advantage of the opportunity and managed to gain a lot in return—both you and your partner did. Your last update with the Guild said that you were on the seventh tier of power.” 
 
    “I’ve reached the eighth since then,” Zach said. 
 
    “Ah. Perfect,” the Warden Commander said. “The reason why I asked to speak with you is because I have an opportunity for you.” 
 
    “An opportunity, ma’am?” Zach asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, one of the members of our Mid Division team is no longer able to participate, and we need to fill his spot. You are young, but you’ve advanced fast, and perhaps most importantly, you are a Ranker. Fighting in the Tournament will not release you from your other duties in protecting the city. Our team is good, but we are not preparing to take the first place. Making a good showing is more important; still, it is a good opportunity that can reward you greatly, should you decide to accept.” 
 
    Zach was taken aback by her offer. He hadn’t expected to participate—Naha and her recovery were what had occupied most of his time and thoughts. 
 
    “I am flattered that you think so highly of me, Warden Commander. But…isn’t there anyone better suited for the position?” 
 
    “Sure, we have people who have been on your tier of power for longer, who might be a better fit. You are underestimating just how many capable people on your tier of power we have. Regardless, I need those people focused on keeping the peace. You are inexperienced as far as warden duties during a Tournament go, but you are also strong enough that you won’t embarrass us. This way I keep my more experienced wardens focused on their tasks, and you fill in a spot in the tournament. It is a win-win.” 
 
    Zach blinked. When she put it like that, it did sound different. 
 
    “Can I think about it?” Zach asked. 
 
    The Warden Commander met his eyes, and then nodded. “You have until tomorrow to decide.” 
 
    With that, Zach stood, bowed, and left, thinking about the offer. He wasn’t sure what he should do, but he knew that once he talked with Naha, things would become clearer. Either way, the future did seem like it was going to be interesting.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 - PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    That Which I Need 
 
      
 
    The caravan rolled down the road at a slow pace. They had twelve large wagons filled with goods that the sect planned to sell, mostly hearthstone ore and materials harvested from monsters. Aside from the wagons, they also had a single carriage for the Sect Leaders. Ryun didn’t really need to sleep that much, and when he did, a rock was just the same as a pillow for him, so Nayra and Anrosh shared it most of the time. They were nearing their destination, the Tournament Territory, but first they would make a stop at a large city, Dall’dvor, the city of inventions. They were expected to arrive in the city by tomorrow evening. They hadn’t teleported directly to the Tournament as the price for that had been more than even Ryun was comfortable spending. They weren’t in any rush, and as the traffic on the road indicated, they weren’t the only ones who had done the same. 
 
    The other caravans were of many different sizes. He had seen ones with barely three wagons or carriages, and others almost double the size of the Twilight Melody’s. The people were also obviously from different factions; some had their wagons elaborately marked with banners and flags, and others had transports that were barely functioning. The Twilight Melody didn’t stand out in that regard, their wagons and carriage were simple and without any adornments aside from a pair of banners with their colors—black and green, adopted from the Black Viper Sect. 
 
    Of course, Ryun didn’t exactly know all of this. Anrosh and Nayra were the ones who filled him in about all of that, since—once again—he couldn’t see. He hadn’t taken his out again, although that had occurred to him. Instead, he had a simple blindfold tied around his eyes. He had it on since they started their trip, as a way to train his |Perfect Resonance Sense| a bit more and perhaps try and finish his tier-7 quest. He didn’t know if it was possible for him to skip over his tier-7 quest, but he was going to try. He felt like it would be an incredible asset during the tournament. 
 
    As their caravan drew to a stop on the side of the road, Ryun focused on all the commotion. He was sitting on top of the carriage, and he used his meditation skill to calm his mind and focus only on the things happening around him. Using more than one skill at a time was possible, if a bit draining, but Ryun had always found that pushing himself was the best way to improve. 
 
    His |Perfect Resonance Sense| painted a picture of everyone around him. He sensed their mounts, boar-like matisi, as they were being led away and released from their harnesses, then fed and watered; he sensed the warriors who served as the guard detail as they set up patrols and the perimeter as workers worked to quickly set up camp. 
 
    Nayra and Anrosh were overseeing everything, working together to make sure that all was in order. Lesamitrius Danos, the newest addition to the Twilight Melody Sect, was nearby, serving in the capacity of their second. After their duel, the man had become much more interested in helping his Sect Leaders. Another Monarch lurked near him, Riodan Odrek, who had come to the sect with Lesamitrius. Ryun assumed that the man had once served Lesamitrius, since that was how he acted in the man’s presence, even though they were equal in the sect. Still, their power meant that they were higher up than the other warriors. 
 
    After a lengthy discussion, they had decided not to take any of their other Monarchs with them. They were needed to keep the sect safe, although the deals with the Green Rain Sect had stabilized their part of the frontier. They weren’t allied, but aside from the fact that the son of their Sect Leader now served the Twilight Melody Sect, they had good trade deals which benefited everyone. 
 
    They had taken mostly Foundation Realm Cultivators with a few Lords, which Lesamitrius warned would result in them being seen as a weak sect. Ryun didn’t particularly care for that, but Lesamitrius had proven a solid font of knowledge, once he’d had his arrogance beaten out of him. Him being the son of the Green Rain’s Sect Leader, a mid-sized sect on the outskirts of the core, meant he knew plenty, and he had augmented Anrosh’s flawed knowledge expertly. Although, if Ryun was being honest, Riodan knew just as much, and could usually add some more nuance to his former master’s knowledge. 
 
    Ereclaw had already disappeared into the forest to hunt, as he did most nights. The wolf had made a decision to embrace his new life without his pack, one among the other races. It was going well, at least in Ryun’s opinion—the warriors were at least pretending not to be scared when he was around. 
 
    The final member of their group was a woman who was sitting inside one of the carriages and sulking. Nayra’s sister, Daria, was an unwilling follower, but Ryun had brought her along. He was yet to forgive her for trying to kidnap Nayra. It had been foolish of her to even attempt it, although Ryun could see how she had thought that she could get away with it. She had some powerful abilities, and if she had been against anyone other than Ryun, she probably would’ve managed to escape. Prior to her waking up when he found her, however, he had nicked her skin, barely enough for her to notice, but enough to draw a bead of blood. His Great Hunter contract perk would always be able to find her. 
 
    The reason for most of his animosity was actually the fact that she tried to fight him when he caught up. She had been powerful, but Ryun was the worst kind of opponent for her. She seemed to be an expert at utilizing the Astral Realm, and aside from being able to leave her body with her soul, she could create copies of herself, connecting them with small pieces of her soul. She also seemed to be able to create illusions. 
 
    Ryun assumed that to most people the copies were perfect, because she had been surprised when he hadn’t fallen for her ruse. She used some kind of teleporting power to get away from Ryun the first time he caught up, and she had left a copy of herself and illusion of Nayra on her shoulders—but to Ryun’s eyes it had been an obvious illusion. Her copy didn’t have her full soul, and the Nayra illusion had been made out of Light Essence. Too, his |Perfect Resonance Sense| could tell that it was an illusion on its own, and his Great Hunter told him that she was in fact not in front of him. 
 
    When he caught up with her, he had…lost his patience. He’d broken her leg and cracked her jaw. He did feel somewhat bad after, but not enough to just forget about what she had done. 
 
    He then woke Nayra up and gave Daria an ultimatum: a year of service to pay her debt, or death. Daria had tried to appeal to her sister, but Nayra had stood by Ryun. That had surprised him, if he was being honest. She was family, and he just someone that she barely knew. It meant more to Ryun than he had expected. 
 
    Without another option, Daria had agreed, and they made the contract. Ryun still wanted to keep a closer eye on her, though. 
 
    As the camp finished setting up, Ryun turned his full focus on his skill. Inside his mind, he tried to solidify the answer as to what his skill meant to him, what kind of a service it served him. It was a passive skill, so he needed to be careful with how he evolved it since it would always be active. So far, though, the skill had nearly replaced his eyes. His vision he mostly used for hints as to how to improve his techniques, or to detect power use from other people near him, but it was his |Perfect Resonance Sense| that really let him experience the world. 
 
    Right now, every vibration in the air, the resonance of space itself, was fed into his mind to create a world. He tried to imagine what he would want from its next evolution. His range was already incredibly high. Passively, he sensed nearly everything at a range of more than two kilometers. Most of that was lost to noise that just kind of faded into the background, but the more noise something made, the better he picked it up—“noise” being vibrations of all types. 
 
    He could increase that range a bit, if he focused on his skill and leaned his will on it. It wasn’t like an active skill—he wasn’t triggering it, only increasing its power for a bit. 
 
    He had enough range, but what he wanted was even more precision, to be able to sense things when there was a lot of noise. He only had issues when there were many things making vibrations, like with the swarm. He tried to focus on that facet of his skill, trying to let the desire for more precision flow inside of him. The sensations all around him flowed into his mind, so much information that he could barely follow everything, but he tried to. His mind was enhanced, it could think faster, and it allowed him to sort through all that noise. 
 
    He sat there, blindfolded, focusing on everything that existed around him. The trees, slowly moving in the wind, each leaf vibrating at its own frequency; the bugs, squirming through the floor and the bark, worms beneath their feet in the ground; Essence itself, as it interacted with different types; people, talking, walking, working. Beyond their camp, there were others. He listened in to their conversations, but found nothing interesting. 
 
    When he focused on everything like this, he realized just how alive everything was. Everything was interacting with something else, and nothing stayed in place. For a moment, he started to feel like he was getting closer to something, like was on the cusp of realizing something. He could feel the skill trembling inside of him, as if it wanted to evolve, but then he lost it. 
 
    He sighed, accustomed to failure. It was the same thing as with what Tali had advised, with his ideal. He had never gotten as close as he had that day in the void. He shook his head and stood. The camp was set up; Anrosh and Nayra were talking with Lesamitrius and Riodan, getting a better understanding of what they would need to do once they arrived tomorrow. After a few minutes, the two men bowed and walked away, leaving Anrosh and Nayra alone. 
 
    He listened them talking for a minute, and then as their conversation turned more intimate, he stood. 
 
    Ryun wasn’t all that interested in listening in to that, so he stepped off the caravan, shaped a step beneath his feet and jumped, heading away into the forest. He sensed everyone watch him go, including the warriors with poorly veiled curiosity and weariness. Anrosh and Nayra had grown used to him going away alone, as he had been going to the void to cycle, but they still watched him go as well. 
 
    This time, Ryun didn’t go far. He wasn’t planning on going to the void—instead, he found a small clearing near a cliff. He landed and sat on a rock nearby, then reached up and removed his blindfold. He blinked for a moment as his mind adjusted to taking in a new source of information. He raised his head and looked at the sky, the weak presence of the Light Essence telling him that it was now night. He could see the circle in the sky, but it always looked the same to him now. When the Light Essence around him was abundant, he knew that it was day, and when it was thinner, he knew that it was night. He could see dots surrounding the moon, stars in a shape of a ring around it, announcing the ownership of this territory. Ryun didn’t quite know to whom the territory belonged, nor was it important to him. Anrosh and Nayra had handled paying the travel tax, and so their passage had been allowed. 
 
    He took a deep breath, then released it slowly. He felt annoyed at himself, and he knew exactly why. He was…not right. He knew it, he just didn’t know what to do about it. Seeing Anrosh and Nayra, listening to them, it triggered something inside of him. It made him feel…envious. He recognized what they had, the beginning of something new. Their relationship was in its early stages, when they often demonstrated their love with physical touches, with whispers when they thought that no one could hear. But to him and his sense, it was as if they were whispering next to him. He tried to focus on something else, but it was easier said than done. Usually he could pick and choose what to focus on, but with them… He always found himself listening. 
 
    He pulled out a white sphere from his storage and looked at it again. What Anrosh and Nayra had was nothing compared to what he’d had with Melody, but he could see the potential for it to become something else, something more, and something like what he had once known. He missed that feeling more than everything else: the knowledge that there was someone there who cared for him as much as he cared for them, someone who was more than family. 
 
    And that was what bothered him the most, that every time he saw the two of them, he was reminded of that loss. He wanted that same thing, and that made him feel like he was betraying Melody’s memory. He knew that he shouldn’t want it, but he was just so…lonely. There was no one in this infinite world who really knew him. Anrosh and Kri were great, and he cared for them, but they did not know about Earth, about what had happened there. Not even Tali, to whom he had shown all of his screens, knew everything. He had kept things out of his story. He had told her what happened, but not what he felt deep inside. 
 
    Ereclaw was a silent partner. They did not talk much, though they respected each other as hunters. 
 
    What Ryun missed was the intimacy, the feeling of being loved, being touched by someone else. And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to look for that without remembering Melody, or thinking that he was somehow betraying her. It was stupid. She would not have wanted this for him, he knew that, but it was nevertheless how he felt. 
 
    Because of her, he had killed a world. She had meant more to him than even he had realized before she died. Now, he found himself looking back on his life. He did not feel regret over what he had done. It was in the past, and he would not dwell on it. But he wanted to move forward, to find a place for himself. 
 
    And he was certain that all of these feelings that had bubbled up after years of being sealed were hampering him. He was sure that the reason why he couldn’t find his ideal was because of that. He needed to find balance between who he was and who he wanted to become—but in order to do that, he needed to find an outlet for all these feelings that he didn’t know what to do with. 
 
    He sighed and put the sphere back in his storage as he felt Nayra approaching. That surprised him, as it was usually Anrosh who came. It seemed like they thought that Nayra would have a better chance of finding something out. 
 
    She walked up to him and stopped next to his rock. She didn’t greet him, nor did he say anything. Finally, after a few minutes of silence, she spoke, but he already knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “Anrosh seems to think that something is bothering you,” she said slowly. 
 
    Ryun’s first instinct was to stay silent, but for some reason—perhaps his reminiscing, or because of his frustration at not being able to decide what he wanted to be—he responded. “She is not wrong.” 
 
    He sensed Nayra’s surprise. She paused for a few moments, and then straightened. “Any chance that you want to tell me what it is?” 
 
    Ryun turned his head and looked at her, studying the expression on her face. His eyes let him see so much, and yet so little. He couldn’t see color, he couldn’t see the tiny irregularities in her skin. Some he could feel with his skill, but to him she looked like a person sculpted out of fine gray sand. He remembered how she had looked when he had seen her with his previous sight: a beautiful red-headed woman, tall, with a troubled look in her eyes. He could no longer see such nuance, but only assume based on what his sense was telling him. 
 
    He didn’t know her well. He had accepted her into his sect because he had seen someone who needed help, who needed a place to belong and find herself, and he hadn’t cared about rejecting her. She had proven herself to him, and to the sect. She had gained their trust, and when she stood by him instead of her sister, she had gained his trust as well. 
 
    “I find myself lost, alone, and lonely,” Ryun said slowly, deciding that perhaps speaking with someone might help him put things in perspective. “I am aimless. I have no real goal, and I am trying to find one. So far, grasping something to strive for has eluded me.” 
 
    Nayra blinked, obviously not expecting him to actually tell her all that. “Well,” she said slowly. “You are not really alone. You have your sect. You have Anrosh, Kri, Tali. Me, even.” 
 
    Ryun smiled and shook his head. “What I want is not what I can get from them or you. I desire something that I once had, and then lost. Something like what you and Anrosh have; more than that. I want everything.” He closed his fist tightly. 
 
    Nayra’s eyebrows rose and her mouth opened. That was obviously not something that she expected to hear from him. He understood, they all had this idea about him, and yet it was only part of the story.  
 
    “Ah. So why not look for someone?” 
 
    “It is not so easy,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a goal, then? To find someone like that?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “You think that my great revelation should be that I want to find eternal love?” 
 
    She had the grace to look away in shame. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “I understand what you meant. And yes, perhaps some small part can be that. Just fixing my loneliness is not something that I feel I need to do. It would be nice, but I need more, an ideal that would guide the rest of my existence. I do not want it to be such a small and simple thing. Regardless, I do not know if a person exists who could accept all that I am.” 
 
    Nayra turned back to meet his eyes. “Why wouldn’t there be?” 
 
    Ryun gave her a half smile. “You look at me and see a good person, do you not?” 
 
    Nayra blinked, surprised by the question. “Well, I think that you are brutal, even careless sometimes, but you protect our sect. So yes, I do think that you are a good person.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “I am not. I don’t think that I ever was.” He turned his eyes to the sky, remembering the past. “I have done things that most would consider abhorrent by any moral measure, and yet I do not agree with that assessment. I am a monster. I am not a good person; I am not good just because I do good things. Deep inside, I don’t particularly care for anyone else. I protect them because they are mine, and I do not like others taking my things. I do not do things out of the goodness of my heart, I do them because I see something that I can gain, or because it is something that I simply want to do. Or because I have given my word.” 
 
    “You saved Anrosh and Kri when you arrived to the Infinite Realm,” Nayra said.  
 
    “I saved Anrosh because she had answers that I needed, and because I was bored,” Ryun said. “You do not know of the things that I have done. If you did, you would run as far away from me as you could.” 
 
    “I cannot judge you on things you have done before, only what I have seen,” Nayra said. 
 
    Ryun turned back to look at her. “And what if it is just a lie? A mask that I use to trick you?” 
 
    She didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
    “We are not the people who others see us as. We are not even the people that we think ourselves to be. We lie to ourselves as much as we lie to everybody else. And yet, in life, we might be lucky enough to find one person with whom we might share all that we are. Who can see us for who we truly are even behind the lies we tell ourselves. I had someone like that once, and I miss that, someone knowing all of me and accepting it. I fear that I will never find someone here who can accept me like that,” Ryun said, steering the topic back to other things. 
 
    “You won’t know unless you try to find them,” Nayra told him. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ryun said noncommittally. “Still, that leaves me with the problem of a goal. And I am struggling to find that which I need.” 
 
    “Well, do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Hm… Once, I thought that it was to simply gain power, but that is not it. I enjoy fighting, and yet that doesn’t resonate with me. I have rules that govern how I live, my word being first and foremost. It is what grants me purpose. My power is just the means by which I fulfill my word. At times, it feels like all this”—he gestured with his arm at everything around them—“is nothing to me. The events of this world, the politics, the people even, concern me little. And the world inside me is…filled with sorrow. I feel that I am not in balance.” 
 
    Ryun paused. He hadn’t thought about it in that way before, but as he was speaking it out loud to someone else, it resonated. Inside of him was his pain, his sorrow for the person he had lost. He needed a way to balance what was inside of him with everything outside. 
 
    He glanced at Nayra again, then got another thought. 
 
    “And what is your goal? What do you want to achieve in this life?” 
 
    She didn’t respond immediately, which he respected. Then, after a few minutes, she spoke, her tone low and filled with emotion. “I want to become a name, someone who everyone knows, who everyone respects, someone who is great and powerful. And I want to do it my own way.” 
 
    As far as ideals went, it was not the most original one, but it didn’t need to be. Ryun nodded his head. “Thank you for telling me. If only I could grasp something the same way you have.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think I can help you much with that,” Nayra said regretfully. 
 
    Ryun smiled at her. Just talking with her had made him feel better. He did feel like he had made some progress, even if he didn’t quite know in what direction. “You’ve helped me more than you think.” 
 
    “I have?” Nayra asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said. “You have. You should think on your ideal more often. Meditate on it as you draw in Essence, perhaps, or train with your spear.” 
 
    She blinked at that, and he sensed her wanting to speak, but he stood, interrupting her. He turned and started walking back to camp, many new things on his mind. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would go back to the Void, and see if that environment might spark some greater insight.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 - PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Frustration 
 
      
 
    The nothingness pushed him on all sides, devouring his body. Since his immortality perk, he could stay in the void for a lot longer. His body was part of the void—except that, no, he wasn’t really being destroyed. Instead, it was almost as if his body was degrading and becoming part of the void around him. The pain was also present. His body did still act like his previous one, but he could handle that. He had pushed himself into the tier-9 void area, the highest, and the most powerful. He couldn’t stay here for long, but he wanted to be here for this. He felt like he was close to his revelation, to the ideal that was deep inside of him. 
 
    He focused his mind as he drew in the Essence around him into his core, the flooding of his conduits making him feel more connected to the void. The conversation with Nayra made him feel like he was getting closer, so he tried to compose a chant in his mind again. The words came back to him, as if he was remembering something he had once known. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
      
 
    He was certain of this part. It had always resonated with him. It was not everything, however, but just a small part of what he wanted to be. 
 
      
 
    My word grants me a purpose. 
 
    My power grants me means. 
 
      
 
    The second part he felt was the same. He gained power so that he had the means to enforce his word. It was simple, and it was enough for surviving day to day. But he wanted more, an ideal that could be his guiding principle for all of his life. Inside, he still felt the turmoil of his emotions, the sorrow he felt at losing Melody, the emptiness he felt where the other part of the Eternal Hunter should be. It was…hard to even think about that. 
 
    He tried to focus on his inner world. 
 
      
 
    Nothing exists outside. 
 
    All is within me. 
 
      
 
    He turned his thoughts to the things that influenced him. His Cultivation path, something that sought the final end—it wanted him to destroy, to bring an end to things. His perk had a great influence on him as well, something that was outside the scope of the Class or path, the remnant of a being that had once been one half of the Aspect of True Death. It was a final end, in a way. His path and his perk went hand in hand, and his Void Aspect did as well. He was struggling to truly grasp what void in this reality was. It was an emptiness, and yet it existed, it was here. He could feel it through the absence of everything, through the pain it caused him when it tried to destroy him. 
 
    In his mind, it was something beyond ordinary comprehension. What existed before the universe? Before the Infinite Realm, if not a void? An oblivion that contained everything, a void to what everything would eventually return to when its Final End came. 
 
      
 
    All is Void. 
 
      
 
    The words trembled inside him, and he felt elated…and yet nothing happened. Frustrated, he lost his focus, and felt the pain reach his mind. He had been so focused inward that he had barely felt what had happened to him. 
 
    His body had suffered a lot of damage from the aspect around him. He used his technique, pushing himself out of the tier-9 void and back into the eighth tier, which he could now survive in with greater ease. He pushed himself out of the void realm entirely, and created a platform to sit on as gravity reasserted itself and air hit his open wounds. 
 
    He was breathing deeply and quickly—not from the pain, or anything like that, but because he was frustrated. He had failed, again. He opened his mouth and screamed his frustration to the empty sky. Then he slumped, feeling exhausted. His body and skill were able to handle his wounds, but he knew that he should take care of that. He pulled out his storage rings from his Void Storage and put them on, then he pulled out a healing potion and drank it. 
 
    The part about everything being the void had felt right, but in the end it wasn’t enough. He closed his eyes. He was remembering more now than he had the last time, so perhaps he was closer. He started to think about the void, as a concept in this reality. It was…nothingness, and it was in some ways everything. Something had to exist outside of all of this, something that surrounded an infinite universe. It was hard to wrap his head around, but he did believe that there was a void out there somewhere, a true void. The Aspect of Void in this reality was not exactly what he thought the concept to be. It existed as Essence, a particle that produced a certain effect. In a way, it was a copy of a real concept, just like everything else in this world was. 
 
    Fire was not fire; it was Essence that acted like fire, producing a similar effect, only not quite. It wasn’t combustion, a reaction between oxygen and fuel. It did consume Air Essence, he had seen it happen, but it was created in a different manner. Fire Essence was created as a copy of real fire, friction that simply created it out of nothing. The Fire Essence then started to burn everything around it while consuming Air Essence nearby. 
 
    To him the difference didn’t matter that much, as it didn’t apply to anything that impacted him, and yet gravity was different, too. It was almost a dense ocean of Essence that pushed everything down. The higher you went, the deeper you were, and the more pressure it exerted against you, pushing you down. 
 
    The rules were not the same here as they were on Earth, and perhaps that was part of what was holding him back. Void was nothingness in his mind, and perhaps his words had resonated because he had nothing as a goal. He shook his head, forcing himself from the topic. He was too frustrated to think about it now. 
 
    He healed up, then dressed and headed back down. The caravan had continued to their destination, and he needed to catch up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered the city of Dall’dvor through a massive gate halfway up the mountain. The entrance was flanked by two great statues carved out of stone, one looking like a minotaur holding a hammer raised high above its head, and the other a demasi with a feather in its fingers. As they followed the procession leading into the city, Ryun studied the people around them. Many of them were as different from one another as they were from him. He saw other races, including some he had never seen before. He blinked as he realized that a few of the carriages were actually moving by themselves. It seemed like they were running on formations or arrays. 
 
    They were walking on foot, and he was flanked by Nayra and Anrosh, with Lesamitrius following close behind them. His ever-present sidekick had been left behind in charge of the caravan that would camp outside a bit down the mountainside, as they didn’t want to pay to store their wagons and mounts inside the city, it was expensive. 
 
    The plan was not just to rest, but to take some time to learn more about the situation in the core. They knew very little about the politics, and while Ryun didn’t particularly care, Anrosh had insisted that they needed to know at least the basics if they wanted to avoid saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. 
 
    Ryun didn’t really plan on socializing, and he was content to leave all of that to the two of them. The only reason why he came with them to the city was because he wanted to see what a big city looked like in the Infinite Realm. If what his senses were telling him was right, it was truly massive. He couldn’t wait to see it with his own eyes. 
 
    The procession drew closer to the gates, and then they were stopped by the guards who stood there, appearing almost bored. The one who spoke to them was a karura, a feathered bird person. Ryun looked at him or her since he couldn’t really tell. They didn’t have wings from what he could tell, but the feathers covered nearly all of their body. Their hands ended in short talons that seemed like they had been trimmed. He got no feeling of Qi from them, which was what surprised him the most. He had gotten so used to feeling it in other people, and yet now he realized that there weren’t many people around them that had Qi. 
 
    “Purpose of visit?” the guard asked. 
 
    Anrosh cleared her throat and responded. “Passing through on our way to the tournament.” 
 
    The guard’s small beady eyes blinked at that, and he looked them all over for the first time. His eyes took each of them in, and then finally he turned back to Anrosh. 
 
    “Affiliation?” 
 
    “Twilight Melody Sect. I’m the Sect Leader,” she answered, then gestured at Ryun. “And I am accompanying our Sect Head.” 
 
    The guard blinked at that, and Ryun could feel every one of the guards tense at that. He didn’t quite understand why, though. 
 
    “Do you know our laws?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve familiarized ourselves with them,” Anrosh told him. Lesamitrius had been the one who had told them the laws, as his education had included the laws of the most prominent factions. 
 
    “Our city is not the sects,” the guard stressed. “Follow our laws, and we will have no issues.” 
 
    “Of course, guardsman,” Anrosh said with a bow. 
 
    The guard looked at the other guards around him, uncomfortable, and then he simply nodded before waving them through. 
 
    Once they were out of earshot, Lesamitrius spoke up. “They don’t like people from the sects here,” he said. “Most consider us battle-crazy fanatics.” 
 
    Anrosh glanced at Ryun, then shook her head. “I wish that I could say that we aren’t.” 
 
    Nayra chuckled, while Lesamitrius looked somewhat ashamed. He had come to the Twilight Melody Sect looking for a fight, after all. Ryun didn’t comment, but instead watched the entrance to the city. It was a massive corridor, with pillars and murals painted on the walls. The battles were sprawling, and filled with war and death. 
 
    He saw Nayra pause as they reached a part of the painting that depicted a large mountain pass and an equally large battle. 
 
    “What is it?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Nayra glanced at Lesamitrius, then shook her head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Obviously she knew something about that battle, but no one pushed her. It probably had something to do with the things she was hiding. 
 
    They continued, reaching the elevators that led into the city proper, and as the elevators started dropping, more things entered Ryun’s range. He knew what to expect before the walls were gone and they could see into the massive cavern stretching before them. It was as if the entire mountain was hollowed out in the shape of a large dome. Bright spheres of light hung in the air, illuminating the inside. 
 
    And below them, the city itself stretched in all directions. To his eyes it was filled with a fog of all the colors imaginable, making it hard to see the city in great detail. 
 
    “Wow,” Anrosh said. It was probably the largest city she had ever seen. 
 
    Nayra didn’t seem as impressed, nor did Lesamitrius. To Ryun, it was amazing, but he had seen cities on Earth, in the media that he had consumed. One thing did catch his eyes, though: the large hole in the center of the city. 
 
    “What is that?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Lesamitrius cleared his throat. “It is the path to the Under.” 
 
    “Under?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Ah… It is the world beneath the ground. Many dangers and opportunities lie there,” Lesamitrius answered him. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. It made sense. If the world was infinite, it probably stretched far below as well. They rode the rest of the way in silence, each taking in the sights in their own way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After they found an inn, they decided to split up and explore the city. Ryun went with Lesamitrius, which left Anrosh and Nayra alone. He knew that they wanted some time together and he was happy to oblige. 
 
    He and Lesamitrius walked in the streets in silence, taking in the sights. Ryun was surprised to see things that he hadn’t seen in a long time: walking platforms, flying disks, and even something resembling a car. The city of inventions did live up to its name. 
 
    “What do you think of this?” Ryun asked when they stumbled upon a particularly large vehicle. It shone with formations, and looked like a cross of some kind of steampunk car with a modern car. 
 
    Lesamitrius was clearly surprised to be asked anything, and Ryun waited patiently for him to recover. 
 
    The man looked at the vehicle, then at the city around him. Finally, he met Ryun’s eyes. “I think…I think that this all is a waste, Sect Head,” he answered. 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    “That thing.” He gestured at the vehicle. “The amount of resources invested in it is enough to raise a dozen Cultivators to higher realms, to Lord, perhaps. And yet, whoever made it threw those resources at it. And for what? I can run faster than it, I can carry more. I could probably destroy it with ease. It is nothing but a vain expense for no benefit.” 
 
    Ryun smiled. “Perhaps it is that now. But in time, people will get better at such crafts, and eventually they will be able to create wonders.” 
 
    Lesamitrius didn’t seem convinced, but that was fine. He had lived his whole life in the Infinite Realm, and hadn’t seen what was possible. But here, in this city, Ryun could see that the technology of the Infinite Realm was advancing, if slowly. 
 
    They continued their walk, seeing all kinds of different and interesting sights. The people around them were throwing curious looks at them—probably because they stood out. They were wearing their robes, the black and violet colors of the Twilight Melody Sect. It was obvious that they didn’t belong, that they were from the sects. The people around them wore clothes that were more in line of what people on Earth used to wear, although they obviously had different styles to them. Ryun could pick up conversations around them, could hear people talk about them. They were wary of them—apparently people from the sects were not only rarely seen, but they were also usually stronger than average people around. 
 
    He ignored them for the most part, and tried to focus on seeing what kinds of marvels these people had invented. He wondered just how many of the people around him, the thousands, even millions who lived in the city, had their own ideals. Had they gone through what he had been trying to do? To fix his existence inside his mind and soul, to know what it all was for? Those thoughts turned his mood foul again, and he grimaced. He doubted that most of them had even thought about it. They lived their lives so…so small. And part of him wondered if he was wrong to try and do this. What was even the point? He had power, and he could get more of it in time. He shook his head at that. At times it felt like he had no reason to gain power, not when there wasn’t someone there to share it with, which then made him feel his loneliness again.  
 
    Surrounded by millions, he was alone. 
 
    Then, Ryun stopped in the middle of the street. 
 
    “Sect Head?” Lesamitrius asked. 
 
    Ryun grimaced at himself for being so wrapped up in his own head. Looking around, he saw that the busy streets were gone, replaced by a small street in between buildings that were clearly less maintained. There were few people around outside, and if he had been paying attention, this never would’ve happened. They had wandered into what was obviously a bad part of town, and as they stopped, four people stepped out from around a corner in front of them. 
 
    Six more came up behind them. 
 
    “Well, well,” a man in front of them said. He was a minotaur, tall and wide, wearing dented and scarred armor on his chest and a large hammer in one hand. It was obvious that he had seen many battles. The others all around them were carrying weapons as well. 
 
    Lesamitrius stepped in front of Ryun, his scimitar coming free of its sheath. 
 
    “Do my eyes betray me, or do we have some sect freaks in front of us?” the minotaur said, which made the others all laugh. 
 
    Ryun couldn’t tell how strong they were, since they didn’t have any Cultivation. Slowly he turned the ring on his hand and their screens popped up. He was surprised—the leader was level 285 and had a perfect skill. The others were lower, but all around the same power level, between four and five tiers of power. They obviously had no idea what they had walked into, and Ryun, already frustrated by his own failings, was looking forward to spilling some blood. 
 
    He was about to jump on them when Lesamitrius spoke. 
 
    “We have no quarrel with you. We are just passing through,” he said, and his voice snapped Ryun back to reality. This wasn’t the frontier, and they were not part of a sect. The laws of this place forbade killing, and Ryun couldn’t attack first, not if he wanted to respect the law. He sighed, and resigned himself to waiting until this dance was over. 
 
    “But this here is our street,” the minotaur gestured around with his free hand. “You are trespassing. Now, if you pay our toll, we might let you pass through.” 
 
    “And how much is this payment?” Lesamitrius asked, his hands tightening on his weapon as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Oh, nothing much…just everything that you are currently wearing,” the minotaur snickered. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. Both he and Lesamitrius were wearing their rings openly, and it hadn’t occurred to him that someone might see them as a target because of that. 
 
    “Don’t attack first, and don’t kill,” Ryun whispered, barely audible, but Lesamitrius’ ear twitched, letting him know that he had heard. 
 
    “So, what is it going to be?” the minotaur asked as he raised his hammer up to his shoulder. 
 
    “It will be a no from us,” Lesamitrius said. “I will give you this one warning, however, that this will not end well for you. We are not some common rabble that you can just rob. Continue at your own peril.” 
 
    The minotaur snorted, and then his eyes narrowed at them. “I’ve fought sect warriors in wars. This is typical sect arrogance. We outnumber you, little ravzor. Be smart, preserve your lives.” 
 
    Lesamitrius relaxed, then stepped back next to Ryun. “I am being smart.” 
 
    With that neither of them moved, and the minotaur lost his patience. 
 
    “Go,” he said simply, and his people moved, their weapons raised and ready as they charged. All were blunt weapons, probably because they wanted to beat them up and take their stuff and not actually kill them, or so Ryun assumed. 
 
    In an instant after they moved, he cycled his Qi through his body and activated {Null Mantle} at nearly instantaneous speed. He moved some of his stats to endurance. One of the thugs behind him surged forward at great speed, probably using an ability, and swung his club at Ryun’s head. He didn’t move, and the club hit his head. He didn’t know what the club was made out of, but he felt it vibrate, felt it crack and then shatter to pieces. 
 
    And with that, they had attacked first. Any truth-seeing or sensing power would confirm it. 
 
    {Layered Qi Armor} blossomed around him, and then he activated {Growing Qi Shaping}. Blunted rods grew out of his armor at incredible speeds, smashing into every thug on the street. It sent some flying, while others managed to avoid the hit. The minotaur leader roared and his hammer increased in size as he activated a skill and swung it down. Ryun pointed his fingers in his direction and a rod shot out, hitting him in the center of his chest and sending him flying back. 
 
    He sent a few rods at the thugs behind them, knocking one away and hitting the others hard in their chests, sending them back to the ground. 
 
    “Take care of the ones behind us,” Ryun said to Lesamitrius, who had jumped to the side when they had charged.  
 
    With that, he changed his stats to his strength and dexterity and jumped forward. One of the thugs was getting up to his feet, Ryun stomped on his hand and shattered every bone in it. Then he punched him in the head and knocked him out. The second thug was already up and Ryun turned with his |Pouncing Rush|. His body blurred as he pounced at him, his hand grabbing his shoulder and squeezing hard enough that he cracked bones. The ravzor man screamed and Ryun saw flashes inside his body as he activated his perks. Before the man could bring whatever that was to bear, he threw him across the street into the wall on the other side. 
 
     Then, only the minotaur was left. The man was on his feet, his hammer in his hand and his eyes focused on Ryun. He opened his mouth to speak, but Ryun wasn’t interested in hearing a monologue. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] brought him close, surprising the minotaur. The lines in his body flashed and then he bulged, probably a stat boost. He swung his hammer and Ryun let it hit his armor. It hit the Void-Qi-wrought armor and stopped. Ryun reached up and grabbed his hand, then kicked one of his legs out from under him and dropped him to his knees. 
 
    “Wha—” the minotaur started, and Ryun broke his arm. His question turned into a scream as Ryun grabbed his horns and broke them off, too. The minotaur’s body was flashing, perks and abilities triggering, but from what he could see they had to be stat boosts. The problem was that none of them got him even close to Ryun’s strength. 
 
    Ryun shattered his other hand, then his shoulder. Then he moved on to his legs. He broke his bones, one by one, all the while the minotaur was screaming, and by the end crying. When he had broken all his limbs and a few bones extra, he stopped, and stood up. 
 
    He sighed. Breaking their bones hadn’t made him feel any better. 
 
    He turned around and saw Lesamitrius standing there with his sword pointed to the ground, a complicated expression on his face. Ryun stopped his techniques and his armor collapsed to nothing. 
 
    Then, with a look around the street, he turned to Lesamitrius. 
 
    “Go find the guards. We should take care of this.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Simple 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the bed in a small inn, Anrosh standing above him. The incident with the thugs had been quickly taken care of. The guards had arrived, and one of their truthseers asked questions. It was quickly concluded that Ryun and Lesamitrius had acted in self-defense. The guards had no grounds to keep them, as they hadn’t broken any laws. 
 
    It had been a few hours since then. He and Lesamitrius had returned back to their inn where they found Nayra and Anrosh, and Lesamitrius filled them in while Ryun went up to his room. He had hoped to try and think on his ideal some more, but as the conversation beneath his feet unfolded he knew that it was unlikely that he would have any time for that. 
 
    Anrosh made her way up the stairs and to his room. He stood up and opened the door just as she was about to knock. She looked at him without any surprise and he sighed, stepping aside and allowing her to enter. 
 
    Which brought him to now, him sitting on the bed and her glaring at him from above. 
 
    “So, Nayra told me some of what you spoke about,” she said. 
 
    Ryun didn’t react. He had known that the two of them would talk. It was inevitable. 
 
    “You have been in a…difficult mood since you came back. Before, even. I didn’t quite see it then, but you’d changed how you acted. I thought that it was a good thing, but now… You went overboard with those thugs, you do know that?” 
 
    “They attacked first,” Ryun said simply. 
 
    “Yes, and you could’ve handled them without breaking half of their bones. Not everyone has Essence for strong healing potions, and it will be weeks, even months for some until they are healed fully.” 
 
    “They were the ones who made the choice,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “I thought…that you retaliating with overwhelming force was a thing of the past.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t say anything. She was right; he didn’t need to do that to them. He had just been so frustrated. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. “I think you should tell me about your past. I think I deserve to know.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. She was right—he did owe her that, at least. 
 
    “Are you sure that you want to? It will change what you think about me.” Ryun met her eyes. 
 
    “You have no idea what I think about you,” she told him. 
 
    Ryun nodded, then focused on his titles and made them visible for her in full. 
 
    Anrosh blinked, her eyes met his, and then she turned and started to read. He sensed the moment when she reached the titles that spoke the most. Her breath stopped for a moment, and then she tried to pretend like it didn’t bother her. But it was done—she knew now. 
 
    “Nayra said that you lost someone,” Anrosh said as she turned to look him in the eyes again. 
 
    Ryun held her gaze, waiting to see if she would flinch. When she didn’t, he responded. “Yes, her name was Melody. She died…well, more than half a decade ago now.” 
 
    Anrosh’s eye widened for a moment, and then she nodded as if in understanding. “You did that”—she waved at his screens—“because she died?” 
 
    “Yes. They killed her, and so I killed them in return,” Ryun said. “I killed both the guilty and the innocents. I wasn’t quite right in my head for most of it. For some, I was just angry. She and I shared more than just love; we had a perk, a power that bonded us. When she was gone, I was left without that power’s other half. Some I killed in rage, others in madness, but I do not regret it now. I would’ve probably done the same even if the perk hadn’t driven me mad. I was filled with rage, and I hated them. I hate them still. I might not have killed as many, but I would’ve made them suffer regardless.” 
 
    “And you think that because of what happened on Earth that you are a monster, that you don’t deserve to find love again?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I am a monster. That is not in question. I don’t think like other people. I see a child who has no future and I don’t see the point in prolonging their suffering. I see people who are just…getting by, and I have no respect for them. If someone attacks me, I will retaliate. Whether I deserve to find love…that is for others to decide.” 
 
    “You killed children?” she asked, her voice calm. 
 
    “I did, those who were fortunate enough to survive the arrival of the Framework, but unfortunate enough that they were too young to ever gain access to it. What was the point of their lives? Trying to survive without Essence, never to even touch it before the world ended? It was needless cruelty to let them live.” 
 
    Anrosh looked away, and he wondered just how much he had changed her opinion of him with the truth. 
 
    “I knew that you were a Ranker, but I didn’t really understand until now just how different that made you,” Anrosh said slowly. 
 
    “How so?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “You still think with the mentality of your old world, even when you pretend you don’t. But nothing that was true there is true here. Right and wrong, good and evil, those things don’t exist in the same way in the Infinite Realm. The people who are powerful here cannot be put in such simple boxes.” She got closer, leaning down to look in his eyes. “Let’s take Nayra’s mother as an example. To her people she is the hero, their protector. If you asked them, they would call her good, but to others, she is evil, a monster who had killed as many people as you have. The same is true of the greatest people here in the core, of the heads of great guilds, kingdoms, and sects. Most are good to their people, and evil to their enemies. That is the reality of this world. We are not raised to believe in such absolutes. Good and evil are only a matter of perspective.” 
 
    “You think that it is that simple?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “It is that simple,” Anrosh insisted. “And you are wallowing in self pity by over-thinking it.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. Her tone had turned harsh; she had never spoken to him that way. “I am not wallowing in self-pity,” he told her. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Anrosh leaned back crossing her arms across her chest and raising an eyebrow. “You are running around, aimless, putting all these stupid thoughts in your head. As if you are the only person in the world who has ever lost something or someone. You are not unique, Ryun. Your pain is not greater than the pain of others. Your ‘crimes’ pale in comparison to those who are hailed as heroes in this world. You are the same as everyone else.” 
 
    Ryun blinked as she berated him, and then anger started to rise up inside of him. “What do you know of my pain? You are just—” 
 
    “A what?” she interrupted him. “Did you forget how we met? I lost the same thing that you had. My husband died, the same way that your love did, but I didn’t go on a murderous rampage. True, I had no power, but I could’ve sought my death, and I didn’t go into depression after—because I had Kri, who depended on me. I understand, you had no one on Earth. But here and now, you have us. You have the sect, me, Kri, Nayra, and thousands who depend on you. You don’t have the luxury to be like this.” 
 
    Ryun hadn’t realized that he had gotten off the bed until he was just in front of her, staring up at her. He reached for the chair near the table and flung it across the room, shattering it against the wall on the other side. She didn’t flinch, and there was no fear in her eyes. He took a few moments to get himself under control, to settle his breathing. And then he spoke. “And what would you have me do? Have I not done enough already? If they stand behind me, I protect them. If they stand beside me, I respect them. If they stand in my way, I show them no mercy. That is all that I know, all that I have ever known. I don’t know how to deal with this. I can barely hold a real conversation with people. What do I need to do Anrosh?” 
 
    “First, you need to get all of this…frustration, this stress, out of yourself. Go find an inn, get drunk, get laid, I don’t know! But just going up into the sky and brooding is not helping you.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, then his eyes darkened. “Laid?” 
 
    Anrosh had the presence of mind to look ashamed. “Go, do things just for fun. Stop brooding all alone.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes, his anger disappearing. He knew that she only wanted to help, and perhaps there was some truth to what she was saying. 
 
    “Maybe,” he just said. 
 
    It wasn’t the answer that she wanted to hear, and he sensed her nearly opening her mouth to speak, but then she sighed, and shook her head. “Think about it, and know that I am here for you, Ryun. Aside from Kri, you are the closest thing I have to family.” 
 
    With that she turned around and left him alone with his thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Ryun decided that he should take some of Anrosh’s advice. So, instead of staying in a stuffy and small room, he headed down the stairs, intent on heading out for a walk. Anrosh and Nayra were already in their rooms, asleep, even though it wasn’t yet night, or at least Ryun didn’t think it was. It was hard to tell inside the mountain where there was always light. Lesamitrius, however, was down in the common room, drinking with other patrons. 
 
    Ryun tried to slip by, but somehow, the man saw him and immediately made his way across the room, intercepting Ryun near the exit. 
 
    “Sect Head!” he whispered in a tone that was heard by all. “Are you leaving? Allow me to keep you company. You should not walk alone in this city.” 
 
    Ryun looked at the man. It was clear that he had been drinking, but he was sure on his feet. Perhaps he was not drunk, but buzzed at least. 
 
    “There is no need, Lesamitrius. I am capable of protecting myself,” Ryun told him. 
 
    The man looked conflicted. The ears on top of his head twitched and he reached up and ran a hand through his mane. “If the Sect Leaders wake and you are not here… They will not be happy with me for letting you go alone.” 
 
    Ryun glanced up at the ceiling, his sense knowing exactly where Nayra and Anrosh were, lying in bed in each other’s arms. Just sensing that hurt him. “I need some time alone,” Ryun told him. 
 
    The man looked down at Ryun, and then sighed. “At least tell me where you plan on going, so that I may have something to tell them.” 
 
    “I don’t have a destination in mind. I’ll just wander around.” Ryun shrugged, and then he remembered Anrosh’s advice. “I might get drunk.” 
 
    Lesamitrius lips twitched. “Ah, well, there are only a few places in the city that would allow someone like you to do that.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at the man, then at the tables behind him filled with people in the process of drinking. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Lesamitrius blinked, then tilted his head. “I mean your stats? You would need some pretty strong spirits if you plan on them having an effect on you.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. That hadn’t even occurred to him. He had never really drank that much. “Well, do you know where the closest such place is?” 
 
    Lesamitrius nodded his head. “Of course, I’ve been spending the day talking with the locals, gathering information. It did come up. There is an inn that caters to people with high stats nearby. A few streets down south. The Old Brew House is its name. It should be easy to find.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “Thanks,” he said, and then turned to leave. After a few steps he paused and looked over his shoulder at Lesamitrius. “You did well today. With the thugs and the guards, I mean.” 
 
    Lesamitrius looked taken aback, and Ryun walked out of the inn before he could respond. The man had been an asset since his duel with him, and it felt…appropriate to let him know that. 
 
    Ryun headed out of the inn and followed Lesamitrius’ instructions. His senses picked up on the four people who had been watching the inn from across the street. He had noticed them a long while ago, as they had followed him and Lesamitrius after they dealt with the guards. The four were in fact from the guard, sent there to make sure that they didn’t make any more trouble. Ryun had heard their orders, so he didn’t worry overmuch about them, and he made no attempt to evade them. 
 
    A few minutes of walking brought him to the inn Lesamitrius had told him about. It was a large two-story building, with a big sign in front with its name and a picture of a barrel displayed beneath it. He had been right. It was easy to spot. 
 
    He looked at it for a moment, and his sense could tell him that there weren’t many patrons inside. Four were scattered around the room, sitting alone at their tables drinking, and in one case passed out. One table in the middle of the room was occupied by another seven people. Two were sitting one across the other, while the others were standing around them. Some drinking game was in the process of playing out. 
 
    For a moment, Ryun almost turned around and left, but then he forced himself forward. Anrosh was right. He was…frustrated, stressed, and he was too wrapped up inside his own head. He needed to release all that tension, to do something to take his mind off things. 
 
    He stepped inside the inn and looked around. The Light Essence curtain told him that the room was well lit.  The tables were arranged to the right, and the bar was to the left, with stairs being across the room at the far wall, leading up to the inn’s rooms. He glanced around and immediately saw and heard the group in the middle. The five who cheered the two seated people on were clapping their hands and chanting, “Drink!” in something that didn’t even approach being synchronized. The two who were competing were glaring at each other. One was a drake who looked more like a humanoid crocodile coupled with a crest on top of his head, and the other was a human woman, with slightly pointed ears—an elf variant. 
 
    She wore bandages around her hands and forearms that resembled what Ryun remembered some fighters wearing back on Earth. The same type of bandages were around her chest, too. Her hair was braided and trailed behind her back. His sense detected something weird about her skin, but his eyes couldn’t see it. His eyesight wasn’t that precise. There were…irregularities all over her body that reminded him of how scars felt to his sense. Only these were more…orderly? Then it clicked, and he realized that they were probably tattoos. 
 
    Half of their table was covered in empty mugs, and each had two full ones in front of them. At the same time they reached out and grabbed their mugs, then raised them and started drinking while everyone else howled with cheers. 
 
    Ryun shook his head and walked over to the bar. The woman standing behind it was a ravzor, wearing a shirt, pants, and an apron over that.  
 
    She saw him approaching and spoke. “What can I get you?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun took a seat, his back turned toward the noise, and hummed. “Don’t know. I haven’t really done this before.” 
 
    The woman blinked. “You haven’t done drinking before?” 
 
    “No,” Ryun said. “Didn’t even know that most stuff won’t affect me.” 
 
    The woman hummed to herself, then shook her head. She reached to the side of the bar and pulled out a piece of paper. “Here, this is the menu. The maximum stats required for it to affect you are written on the right.” 
 
    Ryun took the menu and blinked. There was quite a lot of different drinks on there. After a cursory look, he realized that most of it wouldn’t affect him at all. His vitality and endurance were too high for them. He had no idea what the drinks that he could consume even were; the names were alien to him, and nothing gave him any hint as to what they could be. 
 
    He was about to ask when he heard a loud noise behind him. His sense had taken everything in, of course, so he wasn’t surprised by it. The woman and the drake had drank their last mugs, and the drake had collapsed from his chair, flipping backward and to the floor, unconscious. The woman screamed her victory and stood up, Ryun’s sense telling him that her stance was sure and he sensed no sign of her being unsteady. 
 
    The others around the table howled in laughter and slapped her back. Then Essence Crystals exchanged hands—it looked like they had bet on the winner. Ryun shook his head and turned his attention back to the menu. 
 
    The woman laughed along with the others and then turned and walked over to the bar, next to Ryun. She grabbed what looked to be a simple disk and then called out to the barkeep. “Hey, Kersa! I paid for the drinks, and a little extra for my friends back there, make sure that they can drink for the end of the night.” She nodded with her head back toward the table where the others were carefully picking up the unconscious drake from the floor and placing him in a chair. 
 
    “I should kick you out. You do this every time! They’ll puke all over my floor, and who’s going to have to clean it up, huh? Not you, that’s who!” 
 
    “Aw, don’t be like that, Kersa. Here, I’ll pay double.” She waved the disk around. Ryun assumed that it was something that allowed one to deposit Essence. He had heard of such items from his listening in on his people. 
 
    The barkeep—Kersa—mumbled something too low for anyone to hear, but Ryun caught it with his sense. He was surprised by the creativity of her swears. 
 
    Then, the woman noticed him for the first time and blinked, her eyes looking down over his clothes. She probably realized that he was from a sect, as the manner of dress was distinctive from what he had seen. Ryun hadn’t turned his head toward her. He could see her just fine with his sense, and he was too busy trying to figure out what he was going to order as a drink to make the effort. It was his first real drink in the Infinite Realm, and he wanted to make the right choice. 
 
    “Well hellooo there, handsome,” she said as she leaned toward him. Ryun blinked at her slightly slurring her words. It was an act, considering she had just spoken clearly a moment ago. “I don’t see many sect people like me in these parts.” 
 
    The fact that she said she was from a sect intrigued him enough to turn his head in her direction. Like all other people, she appeared like a moving sculpture made out of gray sand to his eyes: no color, no detail. Her eyes were just the surface level, blank globes in between her eyelashes. He could see her general shape, but nothing more. She did look attractive, or at least he thought she did. Now that he was more focused on her, his sense did catch a better image of her skin. She definitely had either scars or tattoos covering her skin. 
 
    “Wow,” she said as her eyes widened. “That is some True Body you have there. I like the lines. They make you look…dangerous. Wait, is it something more? Huh, I see. And your eyes…very Dark Lord of you.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t quite know what to say to that, so he stayed silent. She tilted her head, and then frowned and spoke again. “You have quite a good control over your core. I can barely even tell that you are a Cultivator.” 
 
    Just the fact that she could sense something told him that she was powerful, especially as he couldn’t get anything from her. She had to be a powerful Cultivator herself if she could sense his Qi despite his control. 
 
    “Your control is impressive as well,” Ryun responded, and she grinned at him. Then he felt a flash of her Qi, just for an instant. She probably knew that he couldn’t get anything from her on his own, so she showed him. He had never felt Qi quite like it. The aspect was foreign to him, and it held a great quality, more than his did. It was not any realm that he was familiar with—certainly not the Immortal Realm, but most likely a higher one. 
 
    “So, what is a Cultivator doing among all these big bad Classers?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t quite know how to respond to that question, but he did try to live his life without lying. “Right now, I am attempting to figure out what these drinks are. I’ve never had one before, and I would like my first experience to be…pleasurable.” 
 
    She snorted, and then when he didn’t say anything else, spoke. “Wait, are you serious?” 
 
    “Very.” Ryun nodded his head. “It feels like it is a big decision.” 
 
    She took a seat next to him and peered at the menu in front of him. “Well, I can help you with that. I myself am something of an expert on such things.” 
 
    Ryun heard the barkeep snort as she was washing some mugs. 
 
    “Any input is welcome,” Ryun said, then paused for a moment. “But as far as the real intent behind your question goes, I am just passing through the city on my way to the tournament.”  
 
    “Oh? Are you participating, or just watching?” she asked. 
 
    “Both,” he answered. 
 
    “Well, that is interesting.” 
 
    “What about you? Why are you here?” 
 
    “Well, I had some business down in the Under. Sadly, it didn’t turn out the way I expected. So I came up here to drown my sorrows in spirits.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “I’m sorry that your business didn’t work out.” 
 
    She shrugged, then spoke again. “Might I ask what sect you hail from?” 
 
    “I doubt you have heard of it. It is a frontier sect, and a new one at that. Twilight Melody,” Ryun told her. 
 
    She tilted her head. “The frontier, you say? You must be quite an asset for your sect, then,” she said. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “I lead it.” 
 
    “A Sect Head? Oh, this is a privilege, then! It is not often that I get to meet new Sect Heads from the frontier. May I have the honor of hearing your name?” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head. “I am Ryun Nacht,” he said, then met her eyes. “And you are?” 
 
    The woman blinked. She glanced down at herself, then looked behind him at the barkeep who just shrugged. Then, she turned back to him with a puzzled look on her face. “You don’t know who I am?” 
 
    Ryun raised a brow. “Should I know you?” 
 
    “Huh,” she said, then cleared her throat and straightened. “I am Erdania Xi Jhan, at your service.” 
 
    Ryun blinked blankly at her, and stayed silent. She was obviously waiting for something, but he still didn’t know her. 
 
    “Hm… So you really don’t know me?” she asked. 
 
    “As I said, I am from the frontier. I don’t follow what happens in the core,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “Well, there goes my ego, I guess.” She dropped her head and smacked it several times against the bar, making it shake. 
 
    “Hey!” the barkeep yelled, and Erdania groaned. 
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled and then looked at Ryun. “Now I’m embarrassed. I thought that one look at my tattoos would give it away.” 
 
    So they were tattoos—but unfortunately for her, Ryun couldn’t really see them. Still, he wondered if perhaps she was actually drunk. Her movements didn’t indicate that, but he didn’t know what kind of perks she had. For all he knew, she didn’t feel the effects in the exact same way. 
 
    “No need to feel embarrassed, I don’t really know much about the core at all.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her head still on top of the bar. “How about I buy you that drink and we forget about me making a fool out of myself?” 
 
    Ryun frowned. His first instinct was to refuse, but again Anrosh’s words came back and made him think. He did need to get out of his comfort zone. 
 
    “Sure,” Ryun said, and she rewarded his answer with a smile.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 - PRESENT- Ryun 
 
    A Night of Fun 
 
      
 
    The strange and bubbly drink burned down his throat, making Ryun grimace. He smacked his lips and tongue as he tried to get rid of the taste, which was something like watermelon coupled with rotten cheese, and completely unappealing to him. 
 
    A boisterous laughter erupted from across the table of him, and Erdania slapped the table a few times. 
 
    “Ha! That’s three for me by the way, I’m catching up! But your face was so…like this.” She made a terrible grimace with her face, halfway between disgust, surprise, and brain freeze. Ryun snorted, which somehow managed to throw the burning sensation up into his nose. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ryun said and closed his eyes tightly, forcing himself still as the sensation passed, all the while hearing Erdania laughing her ass off at him. 
 
    “So, not that one?” she asked after a few moments. 
 
    Ryun shook his head quickly. “Definitely not.” 
 
    “I figured, only minotaurs like that one,” Erdania told him as she reached to the side and pushed a new shot glass his way. 
 
    Ryun opened his eyes and glared at her. “Why did you give it to me, then?” 
 
    She grinned at him. “I knew you would react.” She leaned back and then framed his face between her fingers as if she were taking a picture. “And I must say, it was quite the reaction.” 
 
    “How in the hell did you not react at that one?” he asked. 
 
    “I have the misfortune of having a lot minotaur friends. They can’t live without the stuff,” she said. 
 
    Ryun nearly growled at her for that. “That’s cheating. You said that we will be trying new things.”  
 
    “Well, I wanted us to try new things, but I wasn’t talking about drinks.” She pumped her eyebrows at him, and he frowned. 
 
    He was missing something, but that wasn’t anything really new for him. He growled and then grabbed a new glass and raised it up, then downed it quickly. The moment it touched his throat he felt as if he had drank ice-cold water. He blinked, more in surprise than because of any real pain. He narrowed his eyes at Erdania as she looked at him with her eyes open wide, awaiting a reaction. 
 
    “That was mean,” Ryun told her calmly, making sure not to react outwardly. 
 
    She peered at him intently, and then pouted as she reached for her own glass and raised the same drink. “I was sure that one would’ve been the one,” she mumbled, and then downed her own drink as she kept her eyes on him. 
 
    They had been at this game for almost two hours. None of the drinks could really affect him, nor her. They were made with stats in mind, probably since few people had extra perks that could nullify their effects. Ryun’s Void Qi perk made it unlikely that he could get drunk unless he tried to really poison himself. The Void disintegrated any foreign essence inside of his body. She didn’t know exactly what kind of a perk he had, but it had become clear after the first few drinks that he wouldn’t be affected. Erdania tried to pretend like she was getting buzzed, but Ryun could see right through her. He was also pretty sure that she knew that he could see through her act and was playing it up just to see if he was going to call her out on it. He had to admit that he enjoyed the game; it had been so long since he could just relax and do something like this. Most of it was on Erdania, however, as she dragged him to a table in the corner to drink. She was far more sociable than he was. 
 
    After they realized that spirits couldn’t really affect him, their game became something else. They were drinking to see who would have the worst initial reaction to the taste and the effect of the drink. So far, Ryun was winning. 
 
    She grimaced, then shivered as if she was cold. “Brrr, how did you not react to this?” she covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “And here I thought you were tough. Turns out, you can barely handle a little cold,” Ryun said, then nodded down. “I’m actually surprised that you aren’t wearing a few more layers.” 
 
    She moved one of the fingers covering her right eye and glared at him with it. “Been checking out my bod, huh?” 
 
    “You are literally wearing a ribbon as clothes,” Ryun answered with a droll look. 
 
    “Yeah.” She grinned, then leaned in and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone, but I like when people look at me.” 
 
    “I’m sure that many admire you,” Ryun said with a nod. 
 
    She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “If I am being honest”—she looked around as if to make sure no one was listening in—“it turns me on.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, his mind going blank for a second. Ah, she is flirting with me, he thought to himself. It hadn’t occurred to him before this very moment. He had never really flirted before, not even with Melody. It was…unexpected. She hadn’t been pretending to be buzzed, she had been…sultry, and he had missed it. 
 
    He realized that she was still looking at him, but he couldn’t read the exact look in her eyes, as he couldn’t see anything but the surface of them. His sense was suddenly a lot more focused on her. Feeling every contour of her body, he couldn’t see her skin color or her tattoos, but little else was hidden from him. She was breathing steady, but her heart was beating slightly faster. 
 
    “Uh.” Ryun cleared his throat uncomfortably. He wondered if he even wanted to go down this road. Anrosh had suggested it, but probably not seriously. It had been a long time since he had engaged in anything even remotely near the area of romance. He didn’t even know if he was attracted to her. He had stopped really looking at people like that a long time ago. Now, he looked back on the last few hours. He found that he did have fun, that he hadn’t really thought about things that had bothered him. Physical attractiveness didn’t really matter to him; Erdania was…fun, and that was enough. “Well, you do have quite the appealing form,” he said. And…I have no idea how to really do this. He suppressed the desire to shake his head. He wasn’t really embarrassed, more like disappointed that he didn’t know how to do better. 
 
    Erdania blinked, and then laughed. For a moment, Ryun thought that she was laughing at him, but then he realized that she wasn’t, not really. 
 
    “You really don’t know how to do this. I’ve been making passes at you all night. I was worried that you were going to miss this one, too. You’re lucky that I like a challenge.” 
 
    Ryun waved a hand. “I am a bit dense at times. I guess you could say I’ve had limited interactions with other people.” 
 
    “Oh, a loner. I love loner types,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Ryun really wasn’t sure what was happening, but he made the decision to see where it could lead. At the very least, this was occupying all of his thoughts at the moment, which was nice. This wasn’t what he was looking for—he didn’t know her, nor did she really know him. They were strangers to each other, but…he had to start somewhere. 
 
    Before he could say anything, she leaned in over the table and whispered. “You want to take this party upstairs, to my room?” 
 
    And…this has gone further than I expected it to, and far too fast. He blinked, completely taken off guard by the proposition. He didn’t know if he wanted that. He had never been a one-night stand kind of guy; although, to be fair, he had never really had much experience aside with Melody. So perhaps he was, and maybe it was time to find out. 
 
    Also, Anrosh had told him to go and get laid, and he respected her opinion far too much to disregard her words. 
 
    “I think I would like that very much,” Ryun said. 
 
    Erdania smiled at him and stood before turning around toward the stairs, then glancing back over her shoulder. Ryun assumed that she was giving him some kind of sensual look, but it was completely wasted on his eyes. Her body, however, did sway as she walked, which did appear pleasant both to his eyes and sense. 
 
    He followed behind her as she led them up the stairs. They moved past several doors before she paused in front of the one on the right. She opened them and entered. Ryun followed her inside, seeing a small room with a large bed and a desk to the side. One window was in the middle of the left wall, and two lamps on the walls on either side. 
 
    She closed the door behind him and then pushed him forward then turned him around. Before he could react her mouth was on his, and she was kissing him. For a moment, he froze, and then he returned the kiss slowly. He tasted the aftertaste of spirits that they had been drinking, but beneath was something else. He couldn’t help but compare; she tasted so much differently than Melody had. Thinking of her made him stop, and Erdania pulled back, looking at him with a tilted head. 
 
    “I…I’m sorry,” Ryun said slowly, feeling strangely. “I don’t—” 
 
    She put her finger on his mouth and stopping him. “Don’t make this something that it isn’t. We are just two strangers having some fun, and after tonight we’ll probably never meet again. Enjoy this time we have together,” she said and Ryun took a deep breath. He did want to push himself, to do something to take his mind off things. 
 
    She moved forward, but then paused. “Unless you are married or something? I don’t do that.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, and then shook his head. 
 
    “Good.” And then she was on him again, pushing him back toward the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun lay on his back, eyes open and starring at the ceiling. Erdania was sleeping next to him, one of her arms slung over his stomach. She was hogging most of the blanket, which left Ryun half exposed to the cold air, not that it bothered him at all. What they had shared had been…messy, clumsy at times—at least on his part—and all around wonderful. He had forgotten just how much he missed having someone else touch him intimately. To feel someone’s arms around him… It was almost enough to make him weep. 
 
    He owed Erdania much. This night had been exactly what he had needed. He turned his head, looking at her sleeping form. Her head was resting on the sole pillow that she had wrested from him, so his head was now resting on the bed directly. She was drooling on it. 
 
    He didn’t know how she could even sleep. She was stronger than him, in stats at least, something that wasn’t hard to notice during their lovemaking. She shouldn’t need to sleep, so it was either something that she chose to do, or she had really been tired. He didn’t think that he could’ve tired her out that much. The difference in their experiences had been obvious. 
 
    As he was looking at her, he started to feel strange. His heart was starting to beat faster and faster. He frowned, and then his thoughts slowly turned toward Melody. Suddenly, she was the only thing that he could think about. He reached down and gently moved Erdania’s hand from his chest and moved to the edge of the bed. He sat there as his heart rate increased. Images of Melody kept flashing through his head, and suddenly he felt like he had done something wrong, like he had betrayed her memory. He started to sweat, droplets falling down his face and then turning to void mist that disintegrated in the air. His hands were shaking, and then his entire body started trembling. He opened his mouth but couldn’t speak. I betrayed her memory? he wondered as his body reacted as if it was fighting itself. 
 
    “Mhmmm, what is…” Erdania’s voice from, coming behind him, startled him, but he could still only think on one thing—Melody. “Ryun?” she asked, and his sense went haywire. He could suddenly feel every single thing inside the inn, as if it were all a part of him. He doubled over in pain. 
 
    Behind him, she stood on the bed and moved over to him. She was speaking, but he couldn’t hear anything, his ears were ringing. For so long he was lost in his guilt and in the pain. He had been wrong to do this, he never should’ve tried to be— 
 
    Something intruded on his thoughts, and the storm of emotions inside his mind calmed. Slowly his body sense and then his body returned to normal, and he heard it. Erdania was humming a song, every tone intruding on him and calming him. It was a power, and if he wasn’t sure that she was stronger than him, this would’ve convinced him. He was immune to mind-altering effects from those weaker than himself. 
 
    But in that moment he was thankful to her for it. Her humming turned to wordless song, her voice spreading around the room as she ran her hands through his hair. He hadn’t realized it, but somehow he had moved to the floor. Both of them were in the corner, sitting against the wall. 
 
    Slowly, Ryun felt himself get back under control. He relaxed in her arms for a few moments, listening to her sing. It sounded almost like a lullaby. 
 
    Then, as her song came to its end, he pulled out of her embrace and placed his head against the wall, closing his eyes. They sat together, only their shoulders touching. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Ryun said after a few moments of silence. “I don’t know what that was.” 
 
    Erdania didn’t say anything for a few heartbeats, and then she sighed. “You lost someone, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said simply. He felt calmer than he had in a long while, probably a side effect of whatever she had done. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss.” She paused for a few moments, her finger making circles on the floorboard beside her. And then after a few moments, she spoke again. “And I was your first since them?” 
 
    “Also yes.” 
 
    He sensed her face twitch, but he couldn’t quite understand what that expression was. “You know, when I saw you downstairs, I was hoping for some light and enjoyable fun. Not… Well.” She waved her hand as she trailed off. He sensed her half-smile, so he didn’t think she thought anything really bad by it. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” Ryun said, then shook his head to clear it. “How did you know, about…” 
 
    “I lost someone too. He died a long time ago,” Erdania said, and then leaned her head back against the wall. 
 
    “Ah, I’m sorry for your loss as well. Did this also happen to you?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “A panic attack? No,” Erdania answered, perhaps a bit too quickly. 
 
    “Was that what it was?” Ryun asked, surprised. He remembered about them from Earth, but he hadn’t thought that it could happen to him here and now, especially since he wasn’t quite human anymore.  
 
    Erdania answered his unspoken thoughts. “Yes. Your body might not be human anymore, but your mind? It is a complicated and a powerful thing, and it controls your body, no matter what it is underneath.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun sighed. It looked like his issues ran a bit deeper than he had initially thought. 
 
    After a few moments, Erdania filled the silence again. “After he died, my girlfriend had panic attacks, like you did now. The three of us had been close.” 
 
    “How long did it take her to get better?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Not that long, we heal faster both physically and mentally. It was only a matter of her putting things into perspective inside her own mind.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. “Any advice?” 
 
    Erdania shrugged. “It didn’t happen to me, so I don’t know much. What I do know is that it took a bit for her to realize that just because he was gone, it didn’t meant that what we had was ruined.” 
 
    The way she said it made something inside of him move. She was right, of course; Ryun still had his memories of Melody. He had been deprived of them for a while, and that had hurt him, but now he was whole. He hadn’t betrayed her, he knew that. It was a foolish sentiment. Melody was gone, and she wouldn’t want him to be alone—and yet his emotions had been out of whack for a while, ever since the wall in his head came down. Whatever Erdania had done seemed to have calmed the storm of emotions inside of him. 
 
    He could think with greater clarity now. He had loved Melody, but it wasn’t until the end that he had realized just what she had meant to him. It was her death that had put their lives in perspective for him. Something inside of him was reacting to that, as if it meant more than what he could see at the moment. Then he realized that it had to do with his ideal, that was what it was reacting with; only, he didn’t think that it was about Melody exactly, but something about what he had just realized. But he was too drained to think about it at the moment. 
 
    “You still here?” Erdania’s voice brought him back to reality. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said. “You did something to calm me.” 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t just leave you there like that, even if this was not the amount of emotional sharing that I planned on doing before I approached you.” 
 
    “Sorry for ruining your night,” Ryun told her. “And thank you for that.” 
 
    Erdania shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, you didn’t ruin anything. You were a good drinking partner, and…a satisfactory sex partner. I had fun.” 
 
    “Thanks for trying not to hurt my feelings.” Ryun chuckled—he was most definitely not in her league. 
 
    “I don’t know you well enough to want to hurt your feelings. I said the truth,” Erdania told him with a shrug. 
 
    Ryun turned his head to look at her, seeing that her eyes were staring at him. The room was covered in darkness, but with his eyes that wasn’t really an obstacle. 
 
    “Thank you for tonight, I needed it. And you helped me more than you can possibly know.” 
 
    “I aim to please,” she said with a mischievous look in her eyes. 
 
    Ryun kept her gaze for a moment, nodded, and then stood up. He pulled his clothes out of his ring and started putting them on. Erdania stood and moved over to the bed and took a seat. 
 
    Ryun glanced back, seeing her sitting there with her hands behind her and her legs spread open. 
 
    “Figured that after all that, the least I can do is give you one last look. I doubt that you’ll see such glory again,” she grinned at him. 
 
    Ryun snorted, surprising himself, then made a show of looking her over. It felt wrong to tell her that even if she had several layers of clothes on, he could still see all of her with his sense. It was probably better to keep that to himself, considering Anrosh hadn’t reacted all that well when he’d told her about his sense. 
 
    “I guess that this is goodbye then,” Ryun said. For a moment he debated asking her for…well, some way to get in contact with her. But then again, she had made it clear what this was from the start—just one night of fun—and she had mentioned a girlfriend. He didn’t know her arrangement, nor was it his business to ask. If she wanted more, well, she could’ve offered. 
 
    “So it is, lover,” she said. “Good luck at the tournament.” 
 
    “Thank you, and good luck to you and your…drinking conquests?” 
 
    She laughed as he turned around and left her room. He walked down to the common room and then outside the inn. He stopped on the street, with his eyes closed and feeling…refreshed, and a lot better than before. 
 
    The four guards who had followed him here, stirred and moved into positions to observe him, and just like that the real world reasserted itself. Ryun sighed and then started making his way back. He still had a lot more thinking to do, but somehow, he felt closer to the answer than he was before.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 – PRESENT - RYUN 
 
    A Story 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked down the streets of Dall’dvor. He had returned to the inn to find his people sitting in the common room, having a breakfast and an argument. Anrosh and Nayra were apparently not happy that Lesamitrius let Ryun go off alone, and from what little he caught before he entered the inn, their primary concern had been about the trouble and damage that Ryun could cause on his own.  
 
    They had been preparing to go looking for him when he’d entered the inn. 
 
    “Ryun!” Anrosh exclaimed as she saw him. “Where have you been? You shouldn’t leave the inn alone.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head in her direction and smiled. “I was just out, following your advice.” 
 
    That made her blink. She glanced at Nayra, exchanging a look. “My advice?” 
 
    “To get drunk,” Ryun said as he turned toward the stairs and started walking toward his room. He wanted to meditate a bit; his emotional state was in the best place it has been in a long time, and he needed to take advantage. “Although, it turns out my perks don’t let me get drunk. However, I did sample a lot of different drinks. Oh, and I did the other thing you suggested.” 
 
    Anrosh stopped at the base of the stairs as she heard him. He started walking up, and she spoke. “The other thing?” 
 
    “Get laid,” Ryun threw back over his shoulder. 
 
    For a few moments, the only sound was his feet hitting the steps as he climbed. Then, as he reached the top, he heard Anrosh’s voice yell out in some cross of surprise and shock. 
 
    “Laid?!” 
 
    Ryun chuckled and made his way to his room. There did seem to be something to this “having fun.” And while he doubted that he would ever be an expert at social interactions, he knew Anrosh well enough to know how to tease her. He entered his room and closed the door behind him, leaving the stunned Anrosh behind. The three of them looked at one another and then started talking amongst themselves. 
 
    Ryun turned his mind away from them and focused inwardly, activating his |Greater Meditation|. His sense of the world narrowed as his mind cleared, and he focused on himself. 
 
    Erdania had clearly done something to him with a mind-affecting power of some kind. He didn’t quite know how to feel about that. He had never really been on the receiving end of a mental power like that—if he didn’t count the wall, of course. Still, she had helped him, of that much he was certain. His emotions were much calmer now, as if she had soothed what had been thrown out of balance. 
 
    He was grateful, but also, he needed to find a way to fix that weakness, as otherwise everyone more powerful than him would be able to influence his mind. He hadn’t had the need for something to combat that, but apparently it was necessary. Sadly he didn’t have any free passive skill slots left, but perhaps he could find something active that could do the job.  
 
    But that was a task for later. 
 
    Something about the night and the things that Erdania had said resonated with him. He had felt pain and sadness at Melody’s death. It had been his grieving catching up to him. He had never really had the time to do that before. He had been so angry, so filled with hate, and then he’d had his memories sealed. Last night felt like a first step toward healing. Erdania had been exactly what he needed: a night of fun and intimacy to help him let go. 
 
    But before Melody had died, he hadn’t known what he had. He hadn’t realized just how important Melody had been to him. It was the end, that had given him perspective on the time they had. He could see the beauty of it now, but then he had just been living in it. It was the same as with what happened last night. When he had been with Erdania, he had been in the moment, truly living perhaps for the first time in a long time. Now, after it had ended, in this moment that he could look back and see the beauty in it. The end was what gave his experiences meaning. Something about that resonated with him inside once more and he chased that line of thought. He realized that things were not beautiful because they lasted; the end was what gave them that beauty. 
 
    He had tried to think about his ideal for so long, it seemed obvious that it would have something in common with his path and his aspect. He hadn’t had anything else in his life for too long. His path had been his one constant since the Framework arrived. He had always assumed that its goal was to destroy, but perhaps there was more to it than that. He could also remember more than any other time he had tried this before. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a path. 
 
    My power grants me a purpose. 
 
    All things have an end. 
 
      
 
    It resonated within himself, but it was not quite there yet. More was missing, but he felt like he was on a much better path. He didn’t have a goal, and now, after last night, he felt like he didn’t need one. He could just live life to its fullest, meeting interesting people and having fun. That appealed to him for some reason. Why did it even matter for him to have some greater goal? Before this universe, this reality, had been given life, there had been nothing. An empty void, an oblivion. And then from that nothingness came everything, the birth of all things. A part of him that held the Aspect of True Death knew this, just as it knew that the time would come for all to end and become oblivion once more. 
 
      
 
    All is emptiness, and emptiness is all. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem like it was enough still, but everything resonated more firmly with him. He had no idea what more he could be missing. Was it just that his level of conviction wasn’t enough? Was it something else? In the end, it did not matter, because now he felt like he was on the right path. 
 
    He took a deep breath and ended his meditation. His ideal would have to wait. There was more that he needed to figure out. He stood, not quite knowing how much time had passed. He had wanted to get to his ideal as quickly as possible, because he didn’t know if what Erdania had done would last. So far, though, there didn’t seem to be any sign of him returning to his previous state. 
 
    He knew that he would need to thank Anrosh for pushing him. He had needed it, and he was lucky that he had run into Erdania. He felt like he was on the path of healing. He didn’t know if he wouldn’t have any more panic attacks. Despite everything, he was not really human anymore—his mind might work in a similar way, but he could handle a lot more trauma. It didn’t surprise him that it was an act of intimacy that had triggered it. He had always been comfortable with death and carnage. Intimacy, on the other hand…that was something far harder for him. What he had shared with Erdania was beautiful, but it lacked the depth of what he and Melody had shared. But because of it, he could now compare, and know that he would always have his memories of his time with Melody. 
 
    The moments that came from now on might be just as beautiful, but they wouldn’t invalidate what he had before. He could hold her memory inside and still have room for more, for something new. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt tired. With everything he had gone through it seemed almost inevitable that it would happen. Grimacing, he stood up from the floor and made his way to the bed. He didn’t like to sleep, but it seemed like today was too much even for him. He collapsed on the bed, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me a story, Papa,” the small child said, or more like demanded. The fur on its body was short and black, as it is with all the young of its kind. It would take a long while before it turned white and it became an adult. 
 
     The wolf raised his large head and met the child’s eyes. “Run along, before I decide you would be more useful as a snack,” the wolf said, then snapped his large jaws. 
 
    The child’s eyes widened as it mock screamed. “Mama! Papa is trying to eat me!” 
 
    It ran off across the grass plain, heading straight to the rock where his other half was sitting. The wolf grumbled to himself; the child was insignificant, its entire life barely a blink in the life of an aspect. And yet, its time had not yet come, and so it was to be protected from True Death. An orphan, a forgotten child on an abandoned world. Its life would’ve been that of solitude, if Scythe hadn’t decided that they should offer it this small kindness. 
 
    The wolf didn’t understand, as it was not in him to be caring and paternal. But he was one half of two, and they could no more truly disagree with each other than they could ignore their purpose. 
 
    He saw the child walking back, Scythe in tow, leading her by the hand. “Ha, Mama says that you need to tell me a story, to make up for trying to eat me,” the child said proudly. 
 
    The wolf growled. 
 
    “Would you not weave a story for us, my dear Reaper?” she sang. 
 
    He met her eyes and then sighed. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Listen closely, cub, for this is the story of a great end.” 
 
    The child perked up, then jumped forward, nestling itself between the wolf’s front paws and leaning on his chest and throat. Scythe chuckled and the wolf suppressed a growl. 
 
    “Long ago, there was a coward. This coward was afraid of everything: of the dark, and of noise, and even of other of his kind. Everyone in his village knew this to be true, and they called him as such. He lived on the streets, suffering insults and the occasional beating. Until, one day, an enemy came to this village. People with weapons came upon them in the night, and started killing. The people of the village ran, heading to the main square of their home, and there the enemy surrounded them. They knew that they couldn’t win, and so they despaired.  
 
    “The enemy leader stepped forward and spoke. He told them that their lives were now his, and that he would do with them as he pleased. He told them that if they refused, they would be killed. The villagers had no option, and so they all bowed their heads—all, that is, but one man, the coward. As the enemy enjoyed their victory, something in the coward snapped. Years of being on the bottom came rushing back upon being told that a new boot was going to be put on top of his neck. He rushed the enemy leader with a small rusty knife in hand. The enemy leader was surprised, and so as he tried to raise his sword, the coward stabbed his rusty knife into his neck, killing him.”  
 
    The wolf glanced down, seeing that the child was still listening. 
 
    “Seeing that, the villagers were renewed. They charged, and they defeated their enemy. The end.” 
 
    The child blinked. “What? You said that it was the story of a great end! You lied.” 
 
    “I do not lie, little cub,” the wolf said. “And it was a great end. You see, as the coward pushed his knife into the leader’s neck, the leader also stabbed him with his sword. The coward died, but from that day forward he was called the coward no more. He was the Bravest, the Hero, the one who saved them all. You see, little cub, no matter what kind of a life a mortal led, it is the end that revealed their true worth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun’s eyes opened and he blinked in confusion, expecting to see an open clearing and sky above him. He groaned and raised up into a sitting position, then shook his head. It had been a long time since he had a dream from the Aspect. He had thought that he was done with them, but apparently not. He didn’t know what it meant, but this one seemed to have taken place a long time before the Aspect had decided to try and evade the end of their universe. He wondered why he had seen it now. 
 
    Regardless, the sleep had been good for him. He felt refreshed and more clearheaded than he had felt in…well, perhaps ever. 
 
    He stood up slowly, and focused on his sense looking for his people. After he found them, he took a deep breath and then forced himself to stand and leave the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on top of a carriage, Lesamitrius next to him, while Anrosh and Nayra rode their mounts a bit in front. They had left the city a few days ago, continuing their journey to the tournament. The three of them had managed to get all the information that they had hoped to get, and Ryun had seen what a large and modern city looked like in the Infinite Realm. 
 
    “So, the city is being built right now?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sect Head,” Lesamitrius said with nod. “Entire armies of geomancers will have raised it from the ground itself. We will need to rent a building for the caravan, so that we may store our goods and people. The pavilion in the arena cannot house so many. Regardless, we will occupy the pavilion only during the days when there are matches.” 
 
    “Why even have these pavilions in the first place?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Because many faction heads will be there, and those places will be used to conduct negotiations. It is also a point of prestige, as the larger your faction, the larger the space you are allotted.” 
 
    Ryun nodded in understanding. “What about that Centennial Peace you mentioned?” 
 
    “Right,” Lesamitrius cleared his throat. “The wardens will be keeping the peace in the city—the entire territory, really. But the law for the tournament is universal, and every faction needs to follow it. The peace is simple. Everyone is welcome, no prior conflicts can be resolved during the tournament, there is to be no killing, and any fights will be arbitrated by the wardens. Wars are forbidden during the tournament everywhere in the core, to make sure that no one tries to take advantage of the most powerful leaving their homes. If someone breaks the peace…well, all the other factions will retaliate together.” 
 
    “That does make sense. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. This particular tournament is going to be special. The High Rankers themselves will be competing—only about half of them, but it will still be an incredible thing to see,” Lesamitrius said wistfully. “Also, they are apparently going to be broadcasting the tournament all over the core, so that even people not present in the arena can watch.” 
 
    “Oh? How are they going to do that?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly. It seems like there had been a breakthrough in formation making. Someone managed to make a glass formation that can show images from far away.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at that. It looked like IR technology had recreated television. He wondered how that would work. 
 
    “Of course,” Lesamitrius continued, “only the most powerful factions have access to it, and have even known about it. From what I overheard, they will be charging access to their glass viewers back in their territories, for those who couldn’t attend to watch.” 
 
    “That is…interesting,” Ryun said. “And what about the tournament itself? How do I enter?” 
 
    “There will be registration halls. From what I gather, for your category—the High Division, that is—you will need to, uh…show them your titles,” he said slowly. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. His experience was that people rarely wanted to do that here. “Really? What for?” 
 
    “I think they will swear an oath that they won’t reveal any information about them, since during the peace it doesn’t matter who you are or what you have done. Even murderers can enter, as long as they respect the peace. But, it is my understanding that you cannot enter the High Division if you have a certain type of title.” 
 
    “What kind of a title?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I can guess. It is probably tied to the ideal title,” Lesamitrius said. 
 
    Ryun blinked. He hadn’t expected that. Tali had told him only a little bit about that, in truth, but only that he would be better served to discover his ideal before he entered the tournament. She didn’t seem to have much hope that he would manage it, though. Apparently there was more to this ideal stuff than he had realized. 
 
    “What do you know about that title?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Lesamitrius turned his eyes to the sky and gazed at it for a long moment. Then, finally, he turned around and met Ryun’s eyes. “I know little, Sect Head, but I do know that it is the dream of everyone who wishes to become strong. My sect does not have anyone with such a title, as it is not something that mere talent or power can give you. It requires deeper understanding. What I do know, is that every person in the world that is powerful, whose name is known, has it. The High Rankers all have it, although not all who have it are High Rankers. It is a badge of distinction, of power and worth. People like that are revered and hailed as the greatest in the realm.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, then looked away. He wondered if he was worthy of that kind of distinction. He had always had his will to rely on—that and his Cultivation had carried him far—but achieving an ideal was one of the hardest things he had attempted to do. Over a year of nearly daily trying to push and reach for it, and still he had failed every time. Now, he was making progress, but that didn’t mean anything. 
 
    He shook his head and pushed that from his thoughts. He refused to let his emotions get out of balance again. For now, he would live life and enjoy it, and what was more enjoyable than the prospect of a place where he could fight powerful opponents without needing to worry about anything else? 
 
    They would reach their destination in a few weeks, and then he was going to fight others who were as strong as he was.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to be there.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Meeting 
 
      
 
    Zenker yawned as he walked through the Tournament City. It was the middle of the day, and it almost seemed like everyone was out and moving about. The amount of people all around him annoyed him; he had never been one for crowds. The chaotic nature of the city was what annoyed him the most. People just raised buildings in whatever place they wanted, creating a labyrinth of streets to navigate. On one side, there could be a walled-off compound made by some middling faction, and across the street a restaurant of some high-tiered chef attempting to spread the word about their craft. 
 
    At least the four sections of the city had some separation. The place where he was currently in was the North District, which was occupied by the Adventurers Guild and the wardens predominantly, and the strongest mercenary guilds had presence there as well. The Eastern District was occupied by merchants and crafters of all kinds. Some of the other factions that had a major presence in other districts had representatives in the Eastern District as well, to sell their products or just stuff that they didn’t need. The South District was sect territory—their district was the only one that had some kind of semblance of order. The strongest sects took up the center of the district, and those remaining surrounded them. The big three, the strongest, had their compounds on top of the cliffs, just like how the Wardens Guild and the Adventurers Guild had theirs on the cliffs above the North District. 
 
    Zenker glanced behind him. Even from here, one could see the sprawling palaces that they had erected, compared to the castles that the Wardens Guild and the Adventurers Guild had. It was clear that they placed far more importance on their image. Dragon Heart was in the middle, a miniature mountain raised in the middle of the plateau. In its sides, palaces and sprawling towers had been carved out of the yellow rock, but very little of the rock could be seen, as great tapestries of colorful cloth were dangling from them, in colors of black, red, and gold. Their banners were hanging high above any other. The sects known as Zenshuen and Golden Sky had their own palaces on either side, though smaller and different in styles. The crazy bird had plated her walls with golden plates, and had mirrors mounted at the top of her towers reflecting the light in all directions. The Zenshuen Sect had their walls painted in their colors of white and dark blue, and it was no less extravagant, with ribbons mounted on tall poles that billowed in the wind. Each of those ribbons probably cost more than a normal person earned in a year. 
 
    The Western District belonged to the outcasts, the cultists, the criminals and the freaks who came out of their hiding holes during the Peace. A part of him wanted to eradicate them now, but he knew better. Some of them held great power, and the great criminal guilds stood on the same level as the other great factions. 
 
    Zenker shook his head. The amount of wealth that all these factions spent every time the Tournament came around was insane, and yet, prestige mattered to them. It mattered little to him. 
 
    He put his thoughts aside and continued walking. He made his way through the streets and headed up the winding path to the plateau above the North District. He approached the Wardens Compound and entered. Just his name was enough to grant him access, and have the guards hurry to bow and give him respect. That was another thing that he didn’t like, but he had stopped trying to dissuade people from doing so a while ago. 
 
    He was led through the compound and then beneath the ground. The freshly shaped hallways were already covered in plates with formations etched on their surfaces, and he recognized most of the effects as he passed through. Finally, he was allowed to enter the final room. 
 
    It was fairly large, and almost completely bare, aside from the huge hanging ring with a gemstone jammed in the middle that glowed with blue light, and a large stone round table and chairs. The others were all already there. 
 
    “You are late,” Yirrel announced as he made his way inside. “We were going to start without you. You were supposed to be here months ago.” 
 
    Zenker rolled his eyes and waved a hand as he reached his seat. “I was delayed. I had to check up on a few things.” 
 
    Yirrel’s eyes narrowed at him, but then she sighed and looked around the room at the others. Next to her sat Eratemus, in one of his human-undead bodies: this one a female, with pale skin and long blond hair falling on top of shoulders covered by a simple white tunic. On Eratemus’ other side was his sister, Yerala Annsi, her horns slender and curved upward, reaching high above her head. Her black hair was pulled back and braided, and her dark blue skin contrasted against her red armor. Dracael sat next to Eratemus, her head leaned on his hand and looking as if she was almost asleep. He was pretty sure that he could see a stain on her shirt. 
 
    Next to Yerala on the other side and sitting on Zenker’s left was Raela, who glared at Zenker and snapped her beak in annoyance. Out of them, she was the most impatient one by far. Her feathers were a dancing swirl of blue and black color that constantly shifted, her True Body’s double wings folded through the openings in the sides of her chair. 
 
    The last person sat on Zenker’s right, and was brooding silently as he glared at everyone else. But then again, Sigmund had never been the most talkative of them. 
 
    Yirrel cleared her throat. “Well,” she started, as she usually did at these gatherings. She was often the one who led their little gatherings. “We have many things to discuss. Any preference on what to talk about first?” 
 
    Before anyone could speak, Zenker remembered something and made his voice heard. “Ah, right, Yirrel. I have some news for you. I found your missing human.” 
 
    Yirrel blinked at that. “You did?” 
 
    “Wait, what missing human?” Raela asked, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “You missed the meeting when we talked about it,” Eratemus spoke. Even after all these years, it felt weird to hear him speak through someone else's voice. “The missing Iteration Seven Humans. Only two of them arrived, and not in the arrival zone. We believe that they had been considered too strong to be placed there.” 
 
    “We know what happened to them?” Raela asked. “You didn’t think that I should know that?” 
 
    “You were in the Thundering Heavens Mountains. I am not going to waste power to get a message to you there,” Eratemus added, his monotone clearly making Raela angrier. 
 
    She opened her beak to speak, but Yirrel raised her hand. “Please,” she said, then turned back to Zenker. “And?” 
 
    “Well, the story you heard from the other survivor checks out.” Zenker shrugged. “He most definitely slaughtered a large chunk of Earth. And he is a pilferer.” 
 
    Yirrel grimaced. “So he is insane? Did you take care of him?” 
 
    “Nah.” Zenker shook his head. “He seemed pretty calm, actually. He does have some unique titles that I haven’t seen before, like Hated Foe, which required being hated by half the world. That is, I guess, an achievement in and of itself—not even the Grey Horde had accomplished that. He also has the Butcher of Humanity title.” 
 
    “And you left him alive?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    Zenker shrugged again. “He had no new criminal titles since he came to the Infinite Realm. He is however very powerful, but I saw no signs that he would suddenly go on a rampage. I snooped around after I met him. He hasn’t been a saint, but he hadn’t been killing indiscriminately. He took over two sects, and rules them now as a Sect Head.” 
 
    Yirrel remained silent as she thought about that for a moment. A slight tap on the table brought Zenker’s attention to the person next to him. Sigmund moved his hands and signed, and Zenker grimaced. 
 
    “Very powerful,” Zenker replied. “I met him a year ago. He was in the Heavenly Realm then, with a pilfering Class that he had limited to level eighty-nine, and two perfect skills. I have no doubt that he has increased in power since then. He could’ve reached the Immortal Realm by now. I feel like Cultivation is his greatest strength. He has done it correctly, at least from what I could see. Multiple named perks. But the most frightening thing was a unique perk that he possessed—it has the power to lower stats of everyone around him, while also increasing his own by half the amount he takes from those in its radius. He is an army killer, and I think we will need him for what is to come.” 
 
    Zenker turned and met Eratemus’ eyes. “That perk also gives him the ability to cause the True Death of everything he kills while it is active.” 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Raela said. “He is dead then. The moment the High Rankers find out about that, they’ll do everything in their power to kill him.” 
 
    “Not if we take him under our wings,” Zenker told her, using her own race’s term. “I planted the idea that I would be at the tournament. I think it is possible that he comes and try to find me.” 
 
    “And who do you think has the time to teach him?” Dracael glared with half-closed eyelids. 
 
    “Well, definitely not you,” Zenker said, snorting in her direction. “I don’t think he’s sailor material.” 
 
    The drake woman grumbled and then leaned her head back on her hand. 
 
    “I could do it, if he wants to become an adventurer,” Yerala chimed in. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Zenker added. “He is a Sect Head. I don’t see him running around with your little band.” 
 
    “Are we sure we even want to do that?” Raela asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” Zenker asked. “We don’t kill those who haven’t crossed the line, and he hasn’t done that since he arrived here.” 
 
    Yirrel sighed. “I guess I’m not one to complain, as I took in the other one. Both of them seem to be advancing incredibly fast. The fact that they have a history will be an issue, but not something that we need to worry about now. The same for either having a teacher—we have more pressing things to discuss,” she said as she looked around the room. “Are we in agreement, then? We will try to nourish both of them?” 
 
    The people around the room shrugged. Despite appearances, this issue was a minor one. 
 
    “Then we can move on to something more important,” Yirrel said, then turned and met Eratemus’s eyes. “Do you have the new talismans ready?” 
 
    Eratemus nodded, then reached into a pocket and pulled out a small piece of round metal. “I do,” he said as he placed it on the table. “The improved version will satisfy all the requirements you had.” 
 
    “You have something new?” Zenker asked. The talismans were the way they decided the winner. So far, each contestant wore one, and the talisman monitored their inner state. Once a contestant was unable to continue, the talisman would flash, announcing to the other contestant that they had won. Usually, the opposing contestant needed to stop before finishing them off. That was why powerful people like Zenker and Yirrel were nearby, to stop the fight if it looked like someone was about to die. There had still been deaths in the past, however, as not everything could be stopped fast enough, and not everything could be healed. 
 
    “I do,” Eratemus answered, then threw the talisman across the table for Zenker to catch. “This version of the talisman will monitor the person’s body and soul, and the moment it detects a lethal attack has hit the wearer, it will teleport them directly to the Healer’s clinic outside the Arena. It will do the same if sufficient non-lethal damage is accumulated to prove lethal.” 
 
    “Huh,” Zenker said, looking the small device over in his hand. That would reduce the deaths by a great deal this time around. Still, he doubted that it would be perfect. In the end, anyone who entered the arena knew that they could die. The talisman was barely as large as his fingernail. “They are smaller than the last version.” 
 
    “That is because they will go beneath the contestant’s skin,” Eratemus said. “It is the only way to make sure that they can work properly.” 
 
    “Some people have pretty powerful bodies that might not like having a foreign matter inside them,” Zenker commented. 
 
    Eratemus nodded. “The talismans have formations that protect them from such things, and they draw power remotely. It is unlikely that anything can overcome their defenses before it can trigger the teleportation.” 
 
    Zenker hummed in appreciation. Eratemus’ genius never ceased to amaze. 
 
    “With that out of the way,” Yirrel spoke again. “How about we move on to more important things?” 
 
    No one had an issue with that and she continued. “Eratemus, what is the status of your armies?” 
 
    “I’ve moved them underground to the halfway point, the route that they plan to release the attack. I am certain that it is enough,” Eratemus answered. 
 
    “Good.” Yirrel nodded, then turned to Sigmund. “And the Grey Horde?” 
 
    Sigmund sighed, then raised his hands and started signing. 
 
    “The negotiations are going well. I believe that we can convince her to come to our aid and reinforce Eratemus. She understands the greater threat the same way we do. She does not wish for any more needless wars.” 
 
    Zenker nearly snorted at that, but he guessed people could change.  
 
    “What does she want in return?” Yerala asked. “She doesn’t move without having something to gain.” 
 
    “She wants access to the Abyssal Deep’s last floor,” Sigmund signed. 
 
    Zenker laughed, while the others looked around with a wide range of emotions on their faces. 
 
    “She is joking, right?” Yerala asked, while her sister only grimaced. 
 
    “Of course she isn’t,” Raela squawked. “She wants to get a skill book for herself.” 
 
    Zenker was perfectly aware of the skill book inside his own inventory, though he was yet to use his. Out of the others around the table, only Sigmund, Yirrel, and Raela had used theirs. The others simply kept their own for the future, or perhaps to give to someone for whom it would be more useful. Not all of them could use skills effectively. Regardless, Zenker knew why she wanted one, and how much it would mean for her. 
 
    “Fine,” Yirrel said, surprising everyone. “She can have it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Eratemus asked. 
 
    “Of course not, but we will need her if we want to survive. That is a small price to pay.” 
 
    Sigmund nodded his head. “I will let her know,” he signed. “She plans on arriving in a couple of days.” 
 
    “If she agrees, we will need to have her move her armies quickly,” Raela said. “She will need to move as well; she isn’t Eratemus, who can reach his armies in an instant.” 
 
    “There is no need for that,” Eratemus said, and then pulled out a scroll out of his storage. It looked to be made out of some type of monster skin, with what looked like formations written on it and gems mounted on the ends. 
 
    “What is that?” Raela asked. 
 
    “My new invention,” Eratemus said. “A Scroll of Greater Teleportation, I’ve already set its location to be my army. With this, she can reach it in an instant.” 
 
    Everyone blinked at that. 
 
    “That will change things,” Yirrel said. “If we can have teleports that we can take with us, that can travel that distance…” 
 
    “No.” Eratemus shook his head. “It won’t replace anything. The materials it requires to make are too much; it is a consumable and will only work once. The gems will consume the material and themselves as a price for the teleport. It is too expensive to be used regularly.” 
 
    He threw the scroll at Sigmund, who caught it in one hand, then looked it over. 
 
    “And you want to give it to the Grey Horde?” Yerala asked. “What if she tries to copy it?” 
 
    “She will fail,” Eratemus said with conviction. 
 
    “Still,” Raela said, then turned to look at Sigmund. “You should be careful. The Grey Horde is a capricious bitch. We can’t rely on her.” 
 
    “I’m sure Sigmund knows that,” Yerala said with a smile toward the man. 
 
    Sigmund barely reacted, which told Zenker that he was still avoiding her advances. Zenker figured that either she would’ve lost interest or he would’ve succumbed by now—it had been a long time. 
 
    “Then we have concluded most of our pressing issues,” Yirrel said. “Zenker, I will need you to get ready to oversee the tournament with me. The Healer will be providing her services, but we need to make sure that the contestants have a chance to be healed by her.” 
 
    Zenker sighed, but nodded. “Of course. I strive to serve.” 
 
    Yerala snorted, and Dracael laughed loudly. 
 
    Zenker didn’t stoop to their level, and so ignored them. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the Spear of Sorrow?” Eratemus said finally. 
 
    Everyone sobered up at that topic. 
 
    “She is strong, and she seems to be not only capable, but fair as well. She doesn’t play the games that other High Rankers do,” Raela said. 
 
    “She is not the issue,” Dracael yawned. “Her great grandfather is. Do we really want to give the old bastard a way to worm his way into our circle?” 
 
    Yirrel looked conflicted. “There is nothing to indicate that the two of them are that close.” 
 
    Dracael raised an eyebrow. “Really? You know how Zenshuen works. He adopted her into the main branch, raised her up, gave her everything. You think she doesn’t think she owes him something?” 
 
    “We will never know for sure until we at least talk with her,” Yerala said. 
 
    “If she is who we think she is,” Eratemus said slowly, “she will understand. And it is not like we will ask her to go against her family.” 
 
    Zenker didn’t really have anything to say, and so stayed quiet. The topic didn’t really interest him that much, so he slowly started to tune them out, thinking on how long it was going to be before he could return to his explorations. There was so much out there to see, and he was already getting anxious. 
 
    The sooner the tournament ended, the quicker he could get back to what he really loved.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 – PRESENT – NAYRA 
 
    Arrival 
 
      
 
    Nayra stood on top of a large crate, overseeing the work being done around her. They had arrived at their destination only a few hours ago, and had immediately started the preparations to make a small compound. They were in the South District, along with all the other sects. Since their sect wasn’t prominent and powerful, and they had only just arrived, they had found a spot at the edge of the district, next to the cliffs on top of which sat the great palaces of the top three sects. 
 
    Even here at the edge of the district, people were running around in great numbers. The geomancers whom Anrosh had hired from the organizers had already raised a small wall that surrounded a one-acre plot of land, and were in the process of creating support structures on the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    Nayra was overseeing the storing of mounts and their wagons, which were being placed beneath simple overhangs in one corner of the compound. They had brought tents and beddings with them, but after seeing that everyone had built their own compounds from stone, Anrosh decided that they couldn’t do anything else. 
 
    Ryun had listened to her suggestion and had paid for it, although they hadn’t gone with any of the more complicated options. The geomancers raised simple two-meter walls that were one meter thick, with simple overhangs that could house their wagons and mounts, and two large rectangular buildings that were only one story tall. Everything inside was empty, of course, but the organizers did sell and rent furniture and other commodities. That Ryun had refused to pay for, so they would furnish the buildings with what they had brought with them. 
 
    Nayra glanced at the entrance, which was a large and round hole in the wall. The geomancers also sold doors as an extra, but again, Ryun didn’t think that it was necessary. Anrosh had tried to convince him that it was about appearances, but Ryun seemed set on his stance—he didn’t particularly care for such things.  
 
    People were walking in front of their compound, and a lot of them. 
 
    “So many of them,” Daria commented from Nayra’s left, her eyes looking at the throngs of people walking down the streets. And they weren’t even in the middle of the district. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many people in the same place at the same time.” 
 
    Nayra shared her sister’s sentiment. She had never seen so many people either. Not even the capital of the Empire had this many of them, and all packed so close. It was…intimidating to say the least. There was so much power here that it nearly boggled the mind. She glanced behind her at the great cliff above them and the three palaces built there. Then she looked around, seeing the temporary headquarters of the largest factions in the Settled Territories. Temporary buildings, raised out of stone, they looked like the grandest of palaces in the Empire. 
 
    “I never really understood,” Nayra whispered. 
 
    Her sister glanced in her direction, but Nayra could see that she didn’t quite have the same awed look in her eyes. “You need to see it to know. This…event, I’ve heard that it was like this, but… You are right. I didn’t understand either.” 
 
    To think that this was what the Empire planned on fighting… She shook her head, turning her attention back to work. She saw Anrosh on the other side of the compound, talking with the geomancers as they finished with the buildings. Lesamitrius and Riodan guided the last of the wagons inside and had the warriors and workers store them. They wouldn’t have enough room in the buildings for everyone, so the two of them were putting up tents near the area that they were turning into the stable. 
 
    “Daria,” a voice said from behind her, and Nayra turned to see Ryun standing there. His eyes were turned toward the work being done, but she knew that it didn’t mean that he wasn’t observing them. Nayra saw her sister wince as she realized that he was behind her, and so close. 
 
    “Sect Head,” Daria mumbled. Nayra hadn’t learned exactly what Ryun had done to her, but it was clear that she was frightened. 
 
    “I want you to set up protections around the compound, including a detection net,” Ryun said. 
 
    Daria blinked, but then inclined her head. Ryun hadn’t forced her to show him her screens—in truth the oath that he had forced her to take hadn’t been that bad—but he had asked her to tell him what she could do in more general terms. He hadn’t forced her; Ryun had given her a choice between being his prisoner for five years or serving him for one. One couldn’t really force contracts, and so you needed to give people a way out, even if it was a bad way out. Such was the nature of the Dealmaker. 
 
    “Good,” Ryun said at Daria’s head bow, still not looking at her. “Nayra, gather Anrosh and the rest of our leaders. We shouldn’t waste time.” 
 
    With that he walked over toward the center of the compound and sat on the ground. 
 
    Nayra exchanged a look with her sister, but then sighed and went to do her Sect Head’s bidding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Nayra sat on the ground surrounded by walls made out of Void. In the center was a light gem, illuminating the small makeshift room. Next to her was Anrosh, with Lesamitrius and Riodan standing to the side. Next to Ryun sat Likos Ji Rev, their scout commander and third in command of the warriors for this expedition. Ereclaw stood behind Ryun, looming over everyone. 
 
    “Now that we are gathered, we can discuss how we are going to proceed,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Didn’t we already make a plan, Ryun?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Nayra looked between the two of them, trying to see if there was any tension there. Anrosh had told her all about their conversation without going into details, but the fact that she had suggested that he go out and…well, she wouldn’t have the courage to tell him something like that. The fact that he had listened to her was shocking to say the least. 
 
    “We did plan a bit.” Ryun nodded. “But the main events don’t start for a while. The first division to fight will be the Low Division, and we have a few months until the other divisions start. We need to know exactly what we are going to do until then.” 
 
    “Pardon, Sect Head,” Riodan chimed in. “The qualifiers for the higher divisions will take place before the end of the Low Division.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “I still don’t know what these qualifiers will even look like.” 
 
    Riodan glanced at Lesamitrius, and then continued. “Well, it changes from tournament to tournament, depending on how many people there are. Usually there is one free-for-all fight where the top one hundred are picked. If there are many registered fighters, they might split it into several such fights.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Ryun nodded. “That does make sense. Then, we need to start selling our materials as soon as possible. I want to have enough that we can buy some equipment. We also haven’t decided if some of you will enter or not.” 
 
    Nayra grimaced. She was torn on that topic. On one hand, she did want to test herself against people on her level. On the other… 
 
    “I will not,” Anrosh said firmly. 
 
    Nayra glanced at her and saw Anrosh’s eyes locked with Ryun’s. “I know that I am not powerful enough, and I will not embarrass our sect’s name. In any case, someone needs to manage this compound and make sure that we are selling everything.” 
 
    Ryun kept her gaze for a few moments, and then nodded. His eyes moved to Nayra and he raised an eyebrow. “Have you made a decision?” 
 
    “I…I’ll enter,” Nayra said. She met the requirements for the Mid Division, and while she did know that she probably wouldn’t reach far, she did want to try. Her power set wasn’t quite geared toward tournaments, but she could put up a fight. Thankfully, the Mid Division had both team and solo categories. 
 
    Lesamitrius cleared his throat. “Sect Head,” he started. “I would like permission to enter the Mid Division as well.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes on the ravzor and tilted his head at him, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “I…” Lesamitrius continued, almost withering under Ryun’s gaze. “I know that my showing to the sect wasn’t the best, but I am eager to prove myself. I had been training in my previous sect to join the team category, but since we don’t have a full team, I wish to join the solo category. I am confident that I will not embarrass the sect.” 
 
    “Very well. You may join. But.” Ryun’s face turned up into a smile that chilled her to the bones, as he looked at Lesamitrius and then at Nayra. “This means that we will be…training more. I need some target practice.” 
 
    Nayra shivered. She had seen his beating of Lesamitrius, and Anrosh had told her of her own duel with Ryun. 
 
    “With that taken care of, we should go and register, and then I want to visit the auction house,” Ryun said. 
 
    Nayra knew that he planned on selling and buying Essence. She wanted to do that as well. She had quite a bit of cycled Essence, and she had reached Peak Lord on the trip. Selling her Essence wouldn’t give her much since it wasn’t of any rare aspect, but Ryun had Void Essence that he wanted to trade for the same type, although finding such Essence would be hard. Void was almost always bought up immediately, since some crafters used it in creating spatial storages. He would be able to get a premium on his cycled Essence. 
 
    Nayra wondered if she would be able to find and buy some better gear. 
 
    “All right,” Anrosh said. “And I’ll go and register our sect as being present, and let them know where our compound is.” 
 
    “Ereclaw,” Ryun said, turning. “Can you keep her company?” 
 
    The wolf looked down at Ryun and then grunted. Nayra didn’t know what that meant, but Ryun apparently did, and with that, the walls around them started to collapse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nayra walked into the registration hall, Lesamitrius following behind her.  The hall was separated into three sections, one for each division, and the two of them made their way to the Mid Division hall as Ryun headed to the High Division hall. The looming stone walls were decorated by the banners of the Association of Guilds, and the inner walls were lined with wood planks, giving the room a cozy look. The group that hosted the tournament was a large gathering of factions from all across the Settled Territories, and their members changed from tournament to tournament, as far as she understood. Riodan and Lesamitrius had been invaluable in instructing them in the basics. 
 
    There were a lot of people inside, and the lines were long, but they did move fast. Before long, it was their turn. Nayra stepped up first and looked at the person sitting behind a hole in the wall, seeing it was a ravzor with sleek fur and wearing a tight shirt.  
 
    She glanced at Nayra and smiled, showing off her fangs. “Are you here to register?” 
 
    “Yes, I am here to register for the tournament.” 
 
    “What category?” 
 
    “Solo category,” Nayra answered. 
 
    The woman nodded and filled in the information, then pushed a small metal plate with formations on it toward her. “Put your hand on this, please.” 
 
    “What is it?” Nayra asked. 
 
    “It will detect how many tiers of power you have. You needn’t worry; we won’t read your screens.” 
 
    Nayra put her hand on it and the formations activated. Light danced above her hand and a number 8 spelled itself out upon it. Nayra pulled her hand back and pushed the metal plate back. 
 
    The woman nodded, then pulled up a piece of paper and placed it in front of her. “Name and affiliation?” 
 
    “Nayra Ornn, Sect Leader of the Twilight Melody Sect,” Nayra said. 
 
    “All right, you are registered. You will be notified about when your first match is.” 
 
    The entire process was done in barely a minute. Nayra stepped aside and then Lesamitrius took her place, doing the same thing. 
 
    As they walked out of the building, she wondered if Ryun had finished yet.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 – PRESENT – RYUN 
 
    Registration 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked into the registration hall. People walked around him, heading toward the windows in the wall on the other side of the hall. There were some lines, but not as many people as he had seen in other halls. Still, there were dozens of people waiting. 
 
    Most seemed to know one another, and were speaking softly with one another. The great majority of them also seemed to be from factions—he saw only a few people who looked like they were from the sects. He saw one person with what looked like a monstrous bird on his shoulder, which made him think about Ereclaw. It was a shame that he couldn’t join Ryun; contracted partners were allowed, but only those who had a bond contract. According to what Lesamitrius had found out, blood-contract partners were not eligible, since they were more independent and were in some cases considered more civilized and smarter. As far as the rules went, it would be like contestants were bringing two people against one. Ryun did agree that Ereclaw was smarter than most monsters, and that he was like another person fighting on his side. He didn’t know if he would’ve let such partners fight, but he couldn’t change the rules, so he pushed that out of his head. 
 
    As Ryun waited for his turn, he focused his sense on the different conversations, training. He felt like he was close to evolving his skill to tier 7—he just needed one small push. 
 
    The conversations were mostly uninteresting. They were talking about their chances, and about who else had joined, which didn’t mean anything to Ryun since he didn’t know any of the names that they spoke about. A couple of minutes later, it was his turn. 
 
    He stepped up to the window, and a drake man looked him over. 
 
    “Hello, are you here to register?” the drake asked. 
 
    “I am,” Ryun said. 
 
    “In order to register, you need to fulfill some conditions. I assume that you are aware of that?” 
 
    “I am. No ideal title?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The drake nodded. “I will need to check your titles. I will make a contract that forbids me from speaking about your titles to anyone else for as long as I live. If you will please give me your hand?” 
 
    Ryun placed his hand on top of the drake’s and a contract window popped up in his vision. He read it over, and then accepted. 
 
    “Good. Now you can make your windows visible to me mentally.” 
 
    Ryun did as the man asked. He knew that he didn’t need to make the screens visible in the real world, he could just show them to the man mentally, as he had done when he didn’t have eyes. 
 
    The man closed his eyes as he read through, and then Ryun felt him stiffen. He opened his eyes and gaped at him. Ryun had expected some kind of a reaction. 
 
    “This…” the drake whispered, his voice almost shaking. “You can’t have these titles.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Are you using a power to change your titles?” 
 
    “No,” Ryun said. He almost debated keeping silent, but then he decided to put the man out of his misery. He made another of his windows visible, showing him his name and iteration. “I am from the Seventh Iteration.” 
 
    “Seventh Iteration Earth?!” the man yelled out in shock. 
 
    His words brought a hush on the room. Immediately Ryun could hear whispers from all around him. 
 
    “Seventh Iteration?” 
 
    “Didn’t they all die?” 
 
    “I heard that skreen slaughtered them when they arrived.” 
 
    “It’s impossible—a Seventh Iteration Ranker can’t have nine tiers.” 
 
    And a dozen other variations on the same theme. Ryun pulled his hand back and looked the man in the eyes. 
 
    “But they said that no humans arrived this time,” the drake said dumbfounded. 
 
    “Obviously, they were wrong,” he said slowly. “What more is required of me to register?” 
 
    The drake blinked, and then seemed to catch himself. Everyone else around them was staring at him and whispering. 
 
    The drake swallowed audibly and then pushed a small metal plate his way. “This will confirm that you have nine tiers of power.” 
 
    Ryun placed his hand on the plate, and the number nine appeared above his hand. 
 
    “Uh….good. Now”—the man cleared his throat—“name and affiliation?” 
 
    “Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect.” 
 
    The drake wrote his information down and then looked back up at Ryun. 
 
    “You are, uh, registered. We will contact you once we know when, exactly, the qualifiers will take place.” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head and then turned around, walking away. His sense followed the people watching him go, and he listened in on their whispers. The news that there was a human from the Seventh Iteration seemed to intrigue them more than the fact that he had nine tiers of power. 
 
    That suited Ryun just fine. He walked outside and headed toward the other hall to find Nayra and Lesamitrius. Now came the fun part: shopping.

  

 
   
    SIDE STORY – TRUTH AND HISTORY 
 
    A long time ago 
 
      
 
    She hurried down the corridor, her head turning as she tried to make sure that she was alone. It was unnecessary, as her |Greater Thermoception| already told her that she was indeed alone in this part of the fortress. Most were asleep, and the guards weren’t focused on this part of the fortress, deep in its heart. Their eyes were too busy looking outward. 
 
    She reached the room that was her destination—a small pantry—and made her way to the end. She reached behind the produce on the shelf, and found the tiny indentation hidden behind it. She pressed it once quickly, then again, only this time she held it for exactly three seconds. She heard a click and then the wall in front of her slid open. 
 
    Quickly, she entered and then pushed the wall back into place, leaving her in complete darkness. She pulled out a torch from her storage ring, and then focused. With an effort of will, the heat around the torch increased until it was enough to generate Fire Essence. A spark was all it took to ignite the torch and bring light to the tight tunnel. Carefully, she started walking down the twisting stairs, heading deep beneath the fortress. She tried to move at a brisk pace, but the tight walls made any real haste too difficult to achieve. 
 
    She tried to keep her mind clear, tried not to think about what was to come. She had tried too hard, and she had failed; now, there was only one path left. She was scared, terrified really, but she also knew that there was no choice. 
 
    She reached the bottom, where the corridor widened as it entered the Under’s cave system that led far deeper into the depths. She made her way through the labyrinth of corridors, knowing exactly where to go. Finally, she arrived at the meeting spot, and found it empty. 
 
    For a moment, she feared that the lack of anyone to meet with her meant something terrible, but then she calmed herself. The meeting time wasn’t precise, as neither of them could be sure when they would be able to slip away. She settled in to wait, trying not to let her fears run wild. 
 
    Then, a while later, her skill sensed a source of heat coming in her direction. She focused and identified a torch carried by a single person. She sighed in relief as she saw light at the end of the tunnel in front of her, and then saw a form step out of it. 
 
    The woman looked as if she hadn’t slept in years. Her hair was unkempt between her horns, her clothes hastily thrown on. Her wings were folded behind her back, and her tail was swishing from side to side in nervous ticks. 
 
    “Tali,” she said as she stood and walked to meet her. “I feared that you wouldn’t come.” 
 
    Anatalien sighed, a weary sound leaving her mouth. “I’m sorry, Karya. It took me a while to get away. I had to be sure that I was alone. Verostion’s people are everywhere.” 
 
    Karya nodded in understanding. She had enough trouble getting away herself, and she enjoyed much trust in the fortress. She shivered at the thought of trying to evade Verostion. The most powerful person in the world was not known for being kind. If Tali got caught… 
 
    “I understand,” Karya said, then bowed her head. “And I am sorry. I failed.” 
 
    “We always knew that was a possibility,” Tali said slowly. “What happened?” 
 
    “What always happens.” Karya sighed. “Bolas is too charismatic. People love him too much. I couldn’t convince Erakael that Bolas is going to get us all killed.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Tali said with a sigh of her own. 
 
    “What about the others?” Karya asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I couldn’t convince any of them. They don’t care, not really. Eratemus thinks that all of this is just a foolish distraction—he doesn’t see what it can spiral into. The others all think a variation on the same. Be glad that the Grey Horde isn’t here, that she is still obsessed with the kreaceans. She would’ve made things more complicated.” 
 
    “Zenker?” Karya asked. The drake was the most powerful of the Second Iteration. If there was anyone who could try and end this without bloodshed, it would be him. 
 
    “No.” Tali shook her head. “He doesn’t want to get involved, and I fear that he will realize the truth too late to change anything. Regardless, he spends too little time with people. They won’t follow him.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Karya said. “So we are doing this, then?” 
 
    “We must,” Tali said. “Both Verostion and Bolas are insane, and we cannot let them continue to lead. Even if we manage to avoid the full-on war, they will eventually lead us to ruin. And the others are too scared to deal with them.” 
 
    A part of Karya understood. Verostion was the most powerful being in the world, a Ranker of the First Iteration. He was a pillar that all looked up to, and no amount of words would convince those who followed him otherwise. Bolas was the same: he was the strongest person of the Third Iteration, as charismatic as he was insane, and obsessed with ruling everything. Both of them had advanced far in all three focuses, and gained great power, but it was obvious now that they had underestimated the effects of what that had done to them. Karya only lamented not planning this sooner, before they managed to create such a schism between the Third Iteration and the rest. 
 
    “It needs to go perfectly,” Tali said. “We cannot allow any room for error.” 
 
    “I know,” Karya told her. “I’ve managed to split our forces. Bolas and those he trusts the most are camped in the western side of the fortress. He sleeps in the tallest tower. I’ve pulled all that I trust to other sides, those whom I think will support Erakael when Bolas is gone.” 
 
    “That leaves Verostion.” Tali grimaced. “I don’t have an idea what to do about him. I can’t kill him, he is too strong. Even if I tried, everyone will know that I did it.” 
 
    Karya had a plan, but she wasn’t sure if Tali would agree. “I might be able to do it.” 
 
    “How?” Tali asked. 
 
    “You make sure to kill Bolas, and I’ll convince Erakael to retreat. We’ll go through the southern pass. You need to convince Verostion to follow after us.” 
 
    “That won’t be very difficult,” Tali said. “He will want to crush you.” 
 
    “You also need to make sure that he comes with as few people as possible,” Karya said. 
 
    “That will be much more difficult,” Tali said with a grimace. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I will bathe that pass in dawnfire, and everything that enters will die.” 
 
    “Karya…” 
 
    “Do you see any other way to kill him?” she asked. 
 
    Tali closed her eyes, then shook her head. “No, but he won’t come with a small party, no matter what I say. He will bring an army—you know how he likes to posture.” 
 
    “Then you make sure that all who are with him are those we want dead.” 
 
    “Karya, no matter how I arrange the army, I won’t be able to make sure that only his lackeys are with him,” Tali warned. 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” Karya said. 
 
    “What about his immortality?” Tali asked. “He will just come back.” 
 
    “Not this time.” Karya shook her head. “I have some of Eratemus’s soul-catcher formations. They will force their souls to remain in the pass, pulling them into the real world. They’ll burn.” 
 
    “You know what that will mean, then?” Tali asked. “I won’t be able to stop the others, won’t be able to push them toward peace. We will have a real war on our hands.” 
 
    Karya glanced away from the intense look in Tali’s eyes. She looked at the stone, but not really seeing it. She was imagining the future where Bolas and Verostion lived, where they continued to rule. They would have a war either way, but if they didn’t die here, then they would only grow more powerful. “Do you want to see what Verostion can do if he manages to improve his ideal? If he slips deeper into madness than he already is?” Karya shook her head and turned, meeting Tali’s eyes. “They need to die, and we must make sure that people like them never become so powerful again. We will have a war, and I’ll convince Erakael to run. It will be better.” 
 
    “They will hunt you,” Tali said. “They will push you beyond the areas we have tamed. You’ll die out there.” 
 
    “No.” Karya smiled. “We will thrive. It is why others fear us so.” 
 
    Tali closed her eyes, and then nodded. “Very well, my friend.” She stepped closer and they embraced, and then Tali whispered in her ear, “Be safe, and make sure that you don’t miss.” 
 
    “You too,” Karya whispered back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day was yet to come when it happened. Karya had been waiting. She had already disabled the sensory formations and crippled the shielding ones so that they would fail the moment they were hit, and she had changed the guards to those who had weaker sensory powers. She had very nearly gotten caught, but in the end, few suspected her. She was one of the most trusted of Bolas’ people. 
 
    It pained her to do this, but she could see where things were headed. Bolas would kill them all eventually. He pushed recklessly, always trying to gain more power. He killed those around him on a whim for the smallest of insults. Perhaps most importantly, he didn’t really care about his people, not beyond taking everything that he could from them. 
 
    She stood on the eastern side of the White Fortress, a long and curving structure that hugged the tops of the mountains, several kilometers long, fewer wide, made out of white stone. It resembled a snake twining around peaks that had towers built on top of them, as crowns on top of heads. It was an achievement, one of the great feats of the people who now lived here. 
 
    “Long night?”  
 
    Karya blinked, startled at the voice. She turned and froze for a moment, but then she recognized the drake. Erakael stood behind her, his wings folded behind him, and his brown scales dancing with shadows in the firelight. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Karya said slowly as he walked over and stood next to her. 
 
    “I…” Erakael started, but then paused. He shook his head and continued. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier. I just… You know why I can’t do what you asked?” 
 
    “I understand, even if I disagree,” Karya told him. 
 
    “If only we could all be like you, Karya. The world would be a much better place.” He chuckled to himself, then sobered a few moments later. He glanced in her direction, his face now serious. “How long do you think we have? Before Verostion decides that he can’t suffer our disregard for his leadership?” 
 
    Less than you fear, my friend, she thought to herself. Outwardly, she made a show of thinking. “A while, at least. His generals will not let him act foolishly.” 
 
    “Yes,” Erakael said with a nod. “We need to be ready. If we show them that we can keep them at bay, that we can make them hurt. They will understand that we need to have peace.” 
 
    “But will Bolas agree?” Karya asked. 
 
    “He will,” Erakael said, so full of belief. 
 
    “Will he really?” Karya pressed, trying to keep as much of her skepticism from her tone as she could. “He loves to fight; he loves war. Will he really stop if we show the others that we can stand up to them?” 
 
    “I’m sure. He will listen to me,” Erakael said slowly. 
 
    “He hasn’t listened to you so far,” Karya told him. 
 
    “Karya, please, I don’t want to have another argument,” Erakael said. 
 
    She sighed, knowing that there would be no convincing him. She had tried for so long and so hard to make him see, but Erakael was blind to Bolas’ failings. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see who was right eventually,” Karya said finally. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll see that he can be better,” Erakael said. 
 
    Karya didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what more was left to be said. It was all so complicated. The fate of so many people rested on so few, those who had managed to get powerful enough to rule—and the two who were the strongest were not good rulers. Their madness couldn’t be allowed to continue. 
 
    “What is that?” Erakael asked suddenly. 
 
    Karya blinked, then saw him looking at the sky. Her heart started to beat faster as she followed his sight-line. Out among the clouds, she could see shapes moving, barely visible, as shadows in the night. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Karya said. 
 
    “There is something flying up there,” Erakael said, flexing his wings. 
 
    Karya put her hand on his shoulder, halting him from taking flight. Just a bit longer. 
 
    “Karya, what is it?” 
 
    “You are right,” Karya said. “I see something.” 
 
    “Let me go check,” Erakael said. 
 
    “The formations would’ve sounded the alarm if it was dangerous,” Karya said. 
 
    “Regardless, I should—” Erakael tried to move her hand, but by then it was too late. 
 
    The night turned to day, as the force in the sky opened fire. Abilities, techniques, perks, and everything else that they had, they unleashed on the western side of the White Fortress. 
 
    The formation that protected it flared for an instant, and then collapsed. The walls of the fortress cracked under the onslaught, the stone beneath them shattered, and then the entire wall and the courtyards, buildings, and the army camped inside of them were falling. An avalanche of stone and fire tumbled down the mountain, as the still asleep warriors died, crushed beneath the stone or boiled alive in the river of fire that followed the tumbling stone down the side of the mountain. 
 
    And it was not even the focus of the attack. The strongest attack was targeting the tallest tower, that had been standing above the walls on the peak. She saw lines of fire, storms of wind, conjured weapons, tiny spheres filled with explosive concoctions or worse, all falling on top of it. 
 
    The tower shattered in an instant. 
 
    Erakael screamed. “Bolas!” His wings flexed, but Karya jumped on him, pulling him back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he yelled at her. 
 
    “Don’t, he’s—” Karya started, when a bellow shook the mountain. A form flew out of the fire, sending shattered stone in all directions. She saw Bolas, then, his wings beating and sending him up into the sky. The attack had created fires that illuminated everything. She saw that he was missing a leg, that his scales were bloody and his body injured with a dozen wounds. Bolas didn’t care, and he flew into the sky straight for Anatalien. 
 
    He should’ve known better than to challenge her in the air. Her people flew away in haste, retreating outside the range. Bolas screamed incomprehensibly, and Anatalien raised her hands. 
 
    Karya saw or sensed nothing from this distance, but the clouds fell. Bolas didn’t even reach her—he was violently thrown down, his body twisting in the air as he was pushed in the opposite direction, along with everything else around her. Anatalien dove down, after him toward the side of the peak, and a moment later they heard the impact. 
 
    Erakael was standing still, not even breathing, his eyes looking at the place where Bolas and Tali had fallen. Karya saw warriors around them, on the walls, in the courtyards, everyone who still lived, all frozen and looking at the sky. 
 
    A moment later a shape flew up, and Karya closed her eyes. She heard Erakael’s sob, and she forced herself to look. She had done this. 
 
    Anatalien flew high above, holding half of Bolas’ body in one hand by his head. Half a wing was still attached, along with his upper torso, and the rest was gone. The gauntlet in her right was glowing and holding a squirming and glowing soul. The gauntlet flashed and the soul exploded into a thousand pieces. She dropped the piece of Bolas’ body and then flew away. 
 
    “Brother!” Erakael screamed, and Karya nearly lost it, but she pushed through. 
 
    “He is dead,” she told him. “We need to go!” 
 
    She was yelling at him, as the screams of rage and denial filled the fortress from those who had seen. 
 
    “Go?!” Erakael rounded at her, glaring. “We need to find her, make her suffer!” 
 
    “We just lost most of our warriors!” Karya yelled back. “We can’t fight now.” 
 
    She grabbed him and turned him around, forcing him to look down into the eastern pass between the mountains. “Look,” she said, knowing what he would see. “Their army is here, and we can’t fight Verostion like this. We need to get our people to safety.” 
 
    “She killed my brother! I’m not just—” 
 
    Karya slapped him, making his head twist to the side. “Bolas is dead, and you are now our leader. Do you think they attacked us only here? We need to get to our people. We are responsible for all of them. Will you let your vengeance consume you? Will you kill us all?” She gestured at the warriors around them, all running around without knowing what to do, some looking at the sky in disbelief. 
 
    “I…” He closed his eyes, and then opened them. He met her eyes, resolute. “Order a retreat.” 
 
    His whisper sent a chill through her bones, but she knew that she had to continue. After all, it was not yet done. She glanced down the mountain, seeing Verostion and the rest of his armies coming slowly. It was his arrogance that made him do that. He wanted them to see and know that he was coming—and that was going to be his undoing. Wings of fire sprang from her back and she flew, heading toward where her troops were. She needed to be careful; they had to retreat fast enough that only Verostion could follow, but not fast enough that they could get away. 
 
    Once she got him in the pass, this would all end.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Dressing Up 
 
      
 
    Anrosh stepped out of the Association headquarters, and sighed in relief. The process of registering their sect’s presence was easy enough, but the waiting in line with all the others intending to do the same wasn’t. Most of the other factions had sent their subordinates to do the job for them. Most of them knew one another, and were talking while they waited. Anrosh didn’t feel…right in this situation, and so tried to keep her head down as much as possible. Her sect was not influential compared to those that had a big presence here, and Ryun had kept their compound smaller than what a sect of their size should have. Of course, Ryun didn’t care about such things, but perception was important to sects. Already Anrosh had noticed that the sects that neighbored their compound were giving them condescending looks. Most of the sects around them were small to mid-sized, and the Twilight Melody Sect was mid-sized, only just barely. They didn’t have the people to be too high on that list. 
 
    She shook her head, and decided that there was no point in lamenting such things. She had always known that Ryun was different. He had adopted some of the sect culture easily enough, but he cared nothing about other parts of it. 
 
    Stepping outside the hall, she was again struck by the magnitude of where she was: the Centennial Tournament, an event that she had never thought she would attend, let alone in her role. The buildings that were all around her were simple, for the most part, each looking as if it had just melted out of the ground and into shape, which she knew was in a way the truth. There were no seams between blocks; there were no blocks at all. Each building looked as if it was made out of one piece. Only a few looked like traditional buildings, and those were buildings that belonged to those who were powerful, who could pay to have them made that way and then decorate them properly. It was amazing to see, and she still had to pinch herself every now and then to make sure that all of it was true, that she wasn’t dreaming. She noticed her people standing next to a pillar and waiting for her. She walked over to them and spoke as she approached. 
 
    “I hope that you weren’t too bored waiting for me,” Anrosh said. 
 
    The two Lords straightened quickly and bowed.  
 
    Likos Ji Rev shook his head. “Of course not, Sect Leader,” he said. “It is our duty.” 
 
    Anrosh smiled at the Scout Leader. He had been invaluable to her as a Sect Leader. She hated to take him away from the sect, but his second was competent enough, and with Embesh leading the sect there shouldn’t be any issues that they couldn’t handle. 
 
    They were her escort—even if they weren’t a traditional sect, she knew that there were some things that they needed to do. She glanced at the person, or monster, standing a few steps away. Ereclaw was standing straight. Wearing a robe with sect colors, black and violet, his hands were crossed over his chest as his eyes scanned the people on the street. 
 
    It unnerved her a bit to see him. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was standing next to a monster, which made her feel bad. Ereclaw had done nothing but help her and the sect. He had saved Kri, something for which she would be forever grateful to him. 
 
    “Ereclaw? Everything all right?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    The wolf glanced at her for a second, and then turned back to looking at people. “Many powerful people around,” he said softly. 
 
    Anrosh turned in the direction he was looking in. She saw many different people, all walking around minding their own business. They were in the central ring that surrounded the arena, which doubled as a fifth district. There weren’t just people from the sects walking around—there were people from every part of the Infinite Realm. She saw people sitting on top of flying carpets, others inside palanquins carried by slaves. A few moved around on top of walking constructs, others on mounts, but the division between the factions was clear. Sect members preferred to wear elaborate robes painted in their sect’s colors, while most of the other factions made do with whatever they could find. The sects were the ones who put more value on visual perception, aside from a few exceptions. She saw a group of people walk down the street, wearing white cloaks, and recognized them as wardens. They were providing security for the city, so it wasn’t that odd to see them. 
 
    They had a lesser presence in the other districts, being only a few patrols, as they were more focused on the ring and the North and Eastern Districts. The Western District was…well, just letting in the wardens enter there would cause issues, and the sects in the south didn’t particularly care for them. 
 
    There were a few other factions that she could recognize by the way they were dressed, mostly from stories, considering she had never really seen them with her own eyes before. 
 
    The black-robed group walking by with their heads bowed and hoods over their heads clearly belonged to a Dealmaker cult. The mark of the eye on their backs made that clear if someone somehow managed to miss the fact that their robes were made to look like those of the Dealmaker. 
 
    A small gathering of karura were kneeling on the street, annoying everyone as they prayed to the sky. One of them, a white-feathered karura with bells and strips attached to his wings, covered by black robes, chanted as he stood in the middle of them, preaching. They were members of the cult of Ranheda, who believed that the Framework was just a test from their great goddess, to separate those corrupted by Firekin from the true believers. They believed that in time, they would be proven righteous and sent back to Aegos, their home. At least they weren’t racist jerks, like some of the winged karura who still followed the path of the Ever Rising Currents. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head, not really understanding how someone could believe such things after having met the Dealmaker, but it was not on her to judge. She turned her eyes away from the cultists, and back to her people. 
 
    She noticed Ereclaw staring at a group who had monsters chained and walking next to them. They were most likely breeders, or perhaps beast-trainers. She wondered what he was thinking about that. In reality, Ereclaw was no longer just a monster. He was intelligent, far more so than most monsters. He was no longer bound by the Framework in the same way that other monsters were. 
 
    “We should head back,” Anrosh said. “The others should’ve returned by now.” 
 
    Everyone nodded at that, and they started walking. Anrosh walked in the lead, with Ereclaw next to her, and her warriors walking behind. 
 
    As they walked in silence, Anrosh tried not to glance at Ereclaw. She had things on her mind, but she didn’t know how or if she even should bring them up. A part of her wanted to know, but another was content with the way things were now. She hadn’t asked before; since she had been in a difficult place, she didn’t need something else to think about. Now that she had started a relationship with Nayra, she felt like she was ready to know. 
 
    “Ereclaw?” Anrosh turned to look at him as they walked. 
 
    The wolf glanced at her and twitched his ear. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know what that meant exactly, but she figured that he was listening. She opened her mouth to ask a question, but then decided against it. Instead of asking what she wanted to know, she asked about something else. 
 
    “What do you think about all of this?” she asked him. 
 
    Ereclaw’s head swiveled, looking at the people walking around them. “It is…very different than what I have known before. Different than everything I have expected to see.” 
 
    “How so?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “There are many different people, and many who are strong,” the wolf said. “Hunters and prey, walking together.” 
 
    “Ah.” Anrosh didn’t quite know what to say to that. It was to be expected; the way that he saw the world was different than the way she did. She wondered if that is why he and Ryun managed to form their contract. Both were different.  
 
    She cleared her throat as the silence stretched. “You were living in the Twilight Woods? Before meeting Ryun, I mean?” 
 
    The wolf glanced at her, and then sighed. “Yes,” he said, his eyes meeting Anrosh’s and holding them. She hadn’t noticed before, but they were the same as Ryun’s: two black pools of the void. She wondered if he saw the world the same way his contracted partner did. 
 
    “I know what you wish to ask,” the wolf said. 
 
    Anrosh nearly lost a step. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. “You do?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ereclaw said. “Ask, if you wish to know.” 
 
    Anrosh wondered if perhaps it would be best not to ask, but in the end she wanted to know. “You… Before you met Ryun, you led the wolf pack?” 
 
    “I did,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    “And your pack hunted, killed our sect patrols,” Anrosh continued. 
 
    “Some,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    She turned her eyes away from him, and looked straight ahead. “Did you kill my husband?” 
 
    The silence around them became a physical thing, an island among the noise that surrounded them. 
 
    “I’ve hunted and killed your kind before, yes. My pack kept the intruders out of the forest. I’ve killed many two-legs over my life, but my pack were not the only beings hunting and killing in our territory. Before Ryun, I did not make a distinction between one two-leg and another. You were all the same to me. The answer to your question is that I do not know. I easily could have, but I could also easily not have killed him.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded. It was…not the answer she had expected. She didn’t know what to make of that. Ereclaw didn’t know, and that meant… She didn’t know what it meant. She had made peace with her husband’s death. It was the reality of the life in the sects, and she had moved on, but a part of her wished that she knew the truth. 
 
    Yet, real life rarely cared for what people wanted. They continued walking in silence until they reached their compound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing that Anrosh saw when they entered was chaos. Lesamitrius and Nayra were running around the small courtyard, trying to escape from the rods that were stabbing toward them. Ryun was sitting on top of a pillar, his feet dangling, his hands moving and creating rods that he used to…well, throw Nayra and Lesamitrius around. It was quite the sight. None of them were using all of their powers, of course, but she could see that both Lesamitrius and Nayra were tired, and covered in sweat and dirt. 
 
    As she came near, she saw Ryun extend his hands wide to his sides, and then rods exploded out of every part of his arms, stabbing at the two. They were too surprised to react in time, and both were struck. She saw them hit the ground hard, and then Ryun’s pillar crumbled along with all the rods, and he floated down to the ground. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. “Well, at least you are both persistent.” 
 
    Anrosh heard Nayra groan as she got up to her feet. “That technique is so not fair.” 
 
    Lesamitrius shook his head, then climbed up to his feet too. “Thank you for your guidance, Sect Head.” He bowed shakily. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “We will continue with these…spars, every day until your matches start. Now”—he turned to look at Anrosh—“we should head over to the auction house.” 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes as she walked over to him. “Not like that you’re not,” she told him. 
 
    Ryun frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I understand that you don’t particularly care for appearances, Ryun, but we will be going to a place where many of the other sects will have a presence. You can’t go like that.” Anrosh waved her hand at him. “In battle robes, and with that hair and beard of yours. I’m not letting you. The Twilight Melody Sect deserves for its Sect Head to at least look presentable.” 
 
    Ryun frowned and reached up, pulling on his hair. It was almost always long, and unkempt, billowing wildly unless he decided to tie it behind his back. Otherwise, it was chin length and uneven. 
 
    “I guess I can cut it a bit,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Oh no.” Anrosh shook her head. “I’ve seen how you cut your hair. We are doing this my way. You will go and bathe, and then I’ll cut your hair, and shave that ridiculous beard.” 
 
    His idea of cutting hair was to take a knife or a sword, gather a bunch of hair and then cut it off, resulting in an uneven mess. 
 
    Ryun blinked, almost looking offended. “What’s wrong with my beard?” 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes at him. “Ryun, please, just trust me.” 
 
    Finally, he shrugged. It didn’t mean anything to him, she knew. But she wasn’t going to let his first outing as a Sect Head pass with him looking like a savage. A Sect Head needed to look impressive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One bath, haircut, shave, and change of clothes later, Ryun looked at least somewhat presentable. Anrosh shook her head. In truth, he looked impressive. She had ordered a robe made for him a while back—she had just never had an opportunity to try and convince him to wear it. 
 
    “Do I really need to wear this?” Ryun complained, pulling at the outer robe. 
 
    Anrosh slapped his hand away. “Yes, you do.” 
 
    It was a simple outfit, as she knew that he wouldn’t agree to wear anything too elaborate, but it did look impressive nonetheless. It was in the colors of their sect, black and violet, and embroidered on his breast was the wolf’s head emblem of the Twilight Melody Sect. The outer robe was black, while his undershirt was violet. It resembled a combat robe, mostly because Anrosh thought that she would have a greater chance to convince him to wear something like this than a proper outfit, although she had another one made which was more formal. 
 
    His sleeves were wide enough that he could put both his hands inside. The seams were sewn with violet thread and a violet sash was wrapped around his waist. 
 
    Since Ryun was completely hopeless about putting elaborate clothes on, and they hadn’t brought any of the servants with them, she had enlisted Lesamitrius’ and Riodan’s help. They at least knew how to do it. 
 
    Looking at him now, with a clean-shaven face and somewhat styled hair, he did look like a leader. His hair was pulled back, but it was still wild, which gave him a rebellious look. But it was his eyes and the violet and black cracks in his skin that completed the effect. He looked dangerous, and like a proper Sect Head, for the first time ever. 
 
    Anrosh was very satisfied with the result. 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “This is what you needed.” 
 
    “Really? So not only did I need to get laid, I needed to start dressing up like a clown.” 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes at him. She still couldn’t believe that he had followed her advice and… She almost believed that he was making fun of her. She probably would have believed that, but she also knew that he never lied to her. She wondered who and how he managed to find someone, and she was afraid to ask. Regardless, she had noticed that he was different from how he had been then. More relaxed, more…stable in a way. It was why she felt confident enough to order him around and make him clean up. 
 
    As a Sect Leader, it was her duty to make sure that her Sect Head was seen in the best possible light. Even if it wasn’t exactly what he himself wanted. 
 
    “You are at least presentable like this. Now, we can go to the auction house without my fearing that we will embarrass our sect.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced, but he consented to wearing the outfit. Now she only had to hope that he didn’t do anything to draw attention to them. But knowing Ryun…that was unlikely. 
 
    They exited the small building that they, as Sect Leaders, shared, and stepped into the courtyard. The sect’s warriors and the others were standing there, waiting. Lesamitrius and Riodan had obviously warned the others about what they were about to see, but Anrosh saw that they were still taken aback. 
 
    Nayra whistled as she took Ryun in. “Wow, you clean up nice,” she told him with a grin. 
 
    Ryun grunted, stating his dissatisfaction with the entire situation.  
 
    Anrosh patted his shoulder. “See?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The auction house was in the Eastern District, and it was a large and sprawling tower. Dozens of floors tall, it had been built to look like it was spiraling toward the sky. They approached among the throngs of others who did the same. The entire base-floor ring was an entrance, and she saw some sectioned-off parts where more important people entered without having to wait. 
 
    The Twilight Melody Sect’s party was small, compared to some others. Anrosh and Nayra flanked Ryun, both dressed in elaborate black and violet dresses. Unlike Ryun’s robes, which were predominantly black, theirs were predominantly violet. Lesamitrius walked behind them with two Lord Realm warriors as an escort. They had left Likos and Riodan at the compound to watch over it. 
 
    The auction house was run by a merchant conglomerate—Bright Moon—and they held daily auctions, a new auction held every hour. There was always something on offer, something being sold off, but nothing really impressive would be put on auction until the tournament started in truth. The Grand Auction was an invitation-only event, where things worth entire sects would be sold. 
 
    But they were unlikely to secure an invitation for that. 
 
    As they approached, the guards looked them over. Both were drakes, and looked intimidating in their plate armor. 
 
    “Faction name?” one of the guards asked, almost disinterestedly. 
 
    Anrosh stepped forward and spoke. “Twilight Melody Sect.” 
 
    The man nodded and wrote something on a pad he held in his hands, then waved them through. 
 
    They entered and were immediately met with a lavish display of wealth. Golden pillars and plants of deep red surrounded everything, and art, alongside displays filled with statues or busts, were arranged along the walls with paintings in between them. 
 
    Before they took more than two steps, one of the people inside—a karura wearing an elaborate suit that kept his arm wings free—approached them. His style of dress wasn’t that of the sects, but he still bowed to them over his hands in the manner of sects, probably recognizing their origin. 
 
    “I greet you, valued patrons. Welcome to the Auction House of the Bright Moon. I will be your host for today. My name is Reviell; anything that you need, you may ask of me. May I know who you are?” 
 
    Anrosh inclined her head, a bow of a superior to an inferior, and then spoke. “We are members of the Twilight Melody Sect. I am Sect Leader Anrosh Kesh, accompanied by Sect Leader Nayra Ornn.” Anrosh gestured toward Nayra, and then toward Ryun. “And our Sect Head, Ryun Nacht.” 
 
    She didn’t introduce their escort, as was only proper. 
 
    “I greet you, Sect Head.” He bowed to Ryun again, as was protocol. 
 
    Anrosh had barely enough time to instruct Ryun in basics, but as he stood and glared at the man, she started to fear that he hadn’t been listening. Then, he finally nodded, and she sighed in relief. 
 
    “May I know what it is that you are looking for today? To buy or sell?” 
 
    “Both,” Anrosh said. 
 
    The karura snapped his beak a few times, then pulled out a small round disk—an interface. He tilted his head as he started using it, and a list appeared in front of him. Anrosh could see that it was an incredibly long list of faction names, and the names moved quickly until they stopped on the name of their sect. 
 
    Their host inclined his head and met Anrosh’s eyes. “Your sect is cleared for the auction’s first floor,” he said, and then stepped to the side, gesturing with his hand.  
 
    “If you will follow me, please, I will lead you to your berth. The next auction will start soon.” 
 
    The six of them followed behind their host, as he led them deeper into the auction house. Anrosh couldn’t help but look forward to what she was about to see. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Lesamitrius I 
 
      
 
    Lesamitrius Danos followed behind his leaders as the host led them deeper into the tower. They made a short stop at one of the rooms at the base floor beforehand, as the Sect Head wanted to sell some items. The Sect Leaders went as well, adding some of the more expensive materials that the Twilight Melody Sect possessed, like the hearthstone ore and some materials harvested from powerful monsters. Lesamitrius wasn’t sure if that would be enough to get them access to a better auction, but he hoped. After that, they were escorted up to the first floor, letting him know that it hadn’t been enough.  
 
    The room was empty and barely large enough to fit them inside, and Sect Leader Kesh ordered Likos and the two Lords to stand guard at the doors. Of course, they had been given the smallest of rooms on the first floor. Even that surprised him—he hadn’t thought that their sect would get so much as that. He had been expecting for them to be led to the hall on the ground floor where everyone who didn’t qualify for their own room was led. Each sect had a rating in the global faction ranking operated by the Framework. It wasn’t fully precise, as the Framework took into account things like the amount of territories and their development, and not much else. Still, it surprised him that his new sect had enough qualifications for a private room. Perhaps the items that the Sect Head put on auction warranted this. 
 
    The room was clean, but sparsely furnished. The word “berth” was deceptive, however, as it was larger than that, though not by much. The host led them inside and showed the Sect Head to the end of the room, where a large window allowed them to look into the hollow center of the tower. The auction would be held in the middle, with people participating standing on the base floor or sitting above. Lesamitrius glanced out of the window, seeing eight floors above theirs for a total of nine. The more powerful the faction, the higher their floor. There were many windows in the inner ring; the tower was incredibly large, enough to fit thousands, or even more. 
 
    Lesamitrius stood to the side, watching as their host instructed them how to use the interface that sat on the table in front of the window to place bids and pay. It was all so interesting to Lesamitrius, but he had to admit that most of his attention was on his Sect Head. He couldn’t help it—the moment he came out, dressed in a carefully crafted robe, cleanly shaved and his hair trimmed, was the moment when Lesamitrius truly felt like he was in the presence of a great Sect Head. 
 
    He had felt that way before, of course. His Sect Head was an Immortal Realm Cultivator. Not even Lesamitrius’ father had achieved that. It was an honor just to have the Sect Head spare his time to spar with him. To face an Immortal Realm Cultivator was not only a great honor, it was also an opportunity unlike any other for those who were yet to reach that Realm. The inspiration needed to reach the Immortal Realm was particularly difficult, and just observing Immortals is said to increase a person’s chances of achieving their Realm. 
 
    Lesamitrius could admit that he hadn’t really been…on board with his father’s decision to send him to the Twilight Melody Sect. He had felt like they were nothing but a small and worthless sect, and he had allowed his frustrations to get the better of him. He had nearly broken his word. The look of disappointment in his father’s eyes was what had finally made him snap out of it. Even then, it had taken him a while to see the value in his new sect. His Sect Leaders were unimpressive; neither Sect Leader Kesh or Ornn were all that powerful. Even now, he believed that he was close or perhaps even stronger than them. But those things didn’t matter. 
 
    He had seen how the Twilight Melody Sect operated, and had been surprised by it. It was not how he had experienced life in a sect before, and he had tried to reach as high of a position as he could, the only way he knew how. When the Sect Head returned…everything changed. He finally saw worth, and a great opportunity. In his mind, Sect Head Nacht was everything that Lesamitrius had ever imagined a Sect Head to be when he was still a child: someone who was composed and calculating, who didn’t let his emotions out for the world to see. 
 
    True, he hadn’t looked like a Sect Head before. His hair had been ragged and dirty, his beard unkempt, his clothes barely worthy of being called such. But he had power, and in the end that was all that mattered. Even then, when he had gotten beaten to a pulp by the Sect Head, Lesamitrius had known that serving such a person was not only an honor, but would allow him to reach greater heights. 
 
    After he had seen how the Sect Head looked when he was dressed and cleaned up, all his fears were put to rest. Seeing him interact with other people, the way that he held his ground proudly when speaking with the host, letting his second speak… It all made him look so…damn cool. And Lesamitrius had been invited in his inner circle—he was a part of the leadership of a sect! It was all he had ever wanted. 
 
    “If you need anything, Sect Head,” the host spoke as he stepped back, “you need only ring this bell.” 
 
    Lesamitrius glanced at the bell placed on a tall stand next to one of two chairs near the window. It obviously had formations on it, probably for silence. It wouldn’t do well for its ringing to disturb the other patrons. It would probably be linked with another bell somewhere else, such that ringing one would make the other ring as well. 
 
    The host bowed his head to them, and his Sect Head just stood in front of him, calmly staring him down. Of course the host wasn’t going to stay. The Twilight Melody Sect wasn’t important enough to have a personal host, and the man was probably in charge of several groups. Sect Head Ryun Nacht didn’t incline his head as was proper, obviously making his displeasure known with regards to the situation and the auction house’s low evaluation of them. It was a risky thing to do, but the man wasn’t part of the sects, and so it was allowed. 
 
    The host looked around awkwardly before shuffling out of the room, obviously embarrassed. As he should be. The Sect Head deserved more than what the auction house offered. Lesamitrius glanced back to his Sect Head expectantly. 
 
    “We should get ready,” Sect Leader Kesh said and gestured toward the chairs. There were two of them, and as was proper the Sect Head took his seat first, followed by Sect Leader Kesh. As his second in command, she enjoyed a greater than usual confidence and freedom, something that Lesamitrius wasn’t yet used to, but he was making an effort. At first he had assumed that the Sect Leader Kesh and the Sect Head were involved romantically, which would make Sect Leader Ornn the mistress—only it quickly became apparent that she and Sect Leader Kesh were the ones in a relationship. It had confused Lesamitrius greatly, but in the end he had to accept that his Sect Head and Sect Leader were just simply close, even if it didn’t seem all that proper. 
 
    Sect Leader Ornn took her place behind Sect Leader Kesh’s chair, leaving Lesamitrius to take the spot behind his Sect Head, an honored position that he took gladly. He stood in silence, looking down the window at the raised circular platform in the middle of the room below them. People were walking up onto the platform, the first being a demasi woman dressed in a long, flowing golden dress that contrasted her ruby skin. Behind her came two workers, both dressed immaculately, and carrying a small chest between them. They placed the chest in the middle of the platform on a round stone table that was placed there. 
 
    “Greetings, valued patrons,” the woman spoke, and her voice was projected directly into the room. Lesamitrius looked around trying to find the formation that facilitated that, but he was unable to locate it. 
 
    “My name is Avina,” the woman continued, “and I will be your host today. Without further ado, let us start.” 
 
    She turned around and walked to the table, then opened the chest with a flourish, revealing the item inside. It was a small knife, jade in color, with markings all over the blade. 
 
    “The first item we have on sale is a legendary skinning knife, the Hunter’s Best Friend, sold by the Adventurers Guild. And, as you can see…” She put her hand on the knife, then gestured with her other. A window appeared in the air above her, large enough so that everyone could read it. The woman probably had a vendor Class, or some variation of that, to be able to do that. Lesamitrius started to read as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Hunter’s Best Friend 
  
       	  +50 to dexterity 
  Skinning with this knife increases the leveling speed of all skinning-related skills by 20%. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “An incredible item, made out of beautiful green metal,” the woman said, showing the knife above her head as she moved around the platform. “As you all must be aware, while skinning skills are mostly used by hunters and butchers, some…combat skills can take advantage of the effect as well.” 
 
    Lesamitrius shivered. It was true; there were probably combat skills that could make use of skinning, attacks intended to rend skin apart. But what the woman was clearly insinuating were torturing skills. 
 
    “We’ll start the bidding at one thousand Celestial Essence!” the woman announced. 
 
    The bidding started, and Lesamitrius was surprised to see that the new bids kept coming in. The current highest bid was displayed in the air above the table, a number along with the faction that made the bid. He did notice that some factions didn’t have their names listed, and were instead anonymous. He was glad to see that none of his leaders made a move to bid. 
 
    “And sold, to anonymous, for one thousand and five hundred Celestial Essence!” 
 
    The woman applauded briefly after returning the knife to the chest and closing it. The two workers came back and carried the chest away, while another two brought out another one. 
 
    “Next item!” the woman said as she opened the second chest. “Here we have a simple set of six bracelets, one for each stat, sold by the Medorin’s Crafter Guild. As you can see, the effects are simple, but one can never go wrong with simple effects!” 
 
    Six windows appeared above them all, showing the items. The effects were, as she said, simple. Each gave 50 to a stat, and had an effect. Strength gave 10% increase to physical damage, dexterity lowered cooldowns by 10%, endurance gave 10% to physical damage reduction, vitality increased regeneration by 10%, intelligence increased mental regeneration 10%, and wisdom increased Qi regeneration by the same amount. Simple, and not powerful at all. 
 
    The entire set was being sold together, with the starting price of 5000 Celestial Essence. It was expensive, and Lesamitrius didn’t know who would even want it. Despite that, however, the bidding began immediately, and eventually the set was sold for 7000 CE. 
 
    A few more items were presented, though none of them of any real interest to him, nor his leaders. That was to be expected. The Twilight Melody Sect might be a small sect, but Lesamitrius had seen that their vault possessed some very high quality stuff. Too, both of their Sect Leaders had Awakened Weapons, which was almost unheard of on the Frontier. 
 
    Then, the woman opened another box, this one filled with Essence Crystals. 
 
    “And here we have Essence Crystals filled with Void Essence, sold by the Twilight Melody Sect. Most of the crystals have all been cycled once, with some being cycled twice, and are a mix of high-tiered Essence. The precise amounts are shown here.” The woman waved her hand and a window showed up. 
 
    Lesamitrius blinked, then glanced down at his Sect Head, who was leaned back in his chair, with a relaxed expression on his face. Lesamitrius hadn’t been aware that their sect had access to such Essence, but he shouldn’t have doubted. Their Sect Head was obviously powerful; he couldn’t have gotten that way without a source of his aspect. Lesamitrius allowed himself a small smile as the bids started coming in. Void Essence was extremely valuable to crafters, and highly sought after because of that. It was used in the crafting of spatial storages, which made it hard to come by. It was one of the reasons why few people used it as their aspect. 
 
    “And here comes an incredible bid: 250,000 Celestial Essence, offered by the Regal Crafter Guild,” the woman announced. 
 
    Lesamitrius blinked at the amount, but he wasn’t really surprised. Ten times the value of the Essence was the least that such sought after crystals went for. Another guild raised the bid, but then the Regal Crafter Guild raised theirs again. 
 
    “And the Essence Crystals are sold to the Regal Crafter Guild for 300,000 Celestial Essence!” the woman announced. 
 
    “Wow,” Lesamitrius heard Sect Leader Kesh say. “I can’t believe it sold for that much.” 
 
    “Do you know what we can do with that much Essence?” Sect Leader Ornn asked. “We can outfit all of our warriors with new gear, build towers to guard our territories, increase our hunting parties.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sect Leader Kesh said. “But this is Ryun’s Essence.” 
 
    The Sect Head just shrugged. “You can have it. I planned on filling the sect vault once we returned anyway.” 
 
    Lesamitrius nearly chuckled. So cool. 
 
    The next few items went by quickly, with a few more of the Twilight Melody items being sold—none for the same amount as the Void Crystals, but enough to increase their coffers a bit. 
 
    Then another box filled with Void Essence came on, and the woman made the screen visible, showing the amount. It was ten thousand Celestial Essence tier-8 Void Crystals, only cycled once. An incredible amount that was more than what the Sect Head had put on sale. 
 
    “We’ll start the bids at 200,000 Celestial Essence.” 
 
    It was twenty times the amount offered. The bids started coming in quickly, mostly from the two crafter guilds that were present. 
 
    Then, Sect Head Nacht reached out to the interface, touching it for the first time. 
 
    “And here we have a new bid, by the Twilight Melody Sect! 340,000 Celestial Essence!” 
 
    It was twenty thousand more than what the previous bidder offered. 
 
    “Ryun?” Sect Leader Kesh asked. “Are you sure that you want to bid? It’s expensive.” 
 
    The Sect Head turned his head to look at her and smiled. “Don’t worry, this is nothing.” 
 
    Sect Leader Kesh blinked, but the Sect Head turned his attention back to the auction. The Regal Crafter Guild raised the bid to 400,000, making the other competitor drop out. 
 
    Then, the Sect Head bid again, increasing the bid to 450,000. 
 
    “And it looks like the Twilight Melody Sect really wants that Essence. Seeing how they sold one batch already, we can all assume why they need it. Will the Regal Crafter Guild respond?” the woman asked. 
 
    And the Guild did. 
 
    “And here it comes, 500,000 Celestial Essence from the Regal Crafter Guild!” 
 
    The Sect Head tilted his head and raised the bid by another twenty thousand. 
 
    “Ryun?” Sect Leader Kesh whispered, but the Sect Head wasn’t paying attention. His eyes were locked onto the box. 
 
    “The Regal Crafter Guild raises the bid again,” the woman said as the number rose by another ten thousand. 
 
    Then a voice yelled out from a floor somewhere above them. “Don’t you dare increase the bid again! Know your place!” 
 
    Lesamitrius blinked. Such threats were clearly against the rules, and the woman addressed it immediately. 
 
    “I remind the patrons that threats are not allowed within this tower. This is your first and final warning.” 
 
    Then the number increased again as the Sect Head Nacht placed his hand on the interface. 
 
    “And it seems like the Twilight Melody Sect is not impressed by threats! 600,000!” 
 
    Lesamitrius waited for the number to increase, but it didn’t. It made sense, as people in these auctions were probably underlings that had budgets. Finally, after a few more seconds, the woman spoke again. 
 
    “The winner is the Twilight Melody Sect,” she announced as the two workers climbed up and took the box away. “Congratulations!” 
 
    “Ryun, that is a lot of Essence,” Sect Leader Kesh said. “Are you sure that it’s worth antagonizing another faction over?” 
 
    “I need it,” Sect Head said simply. 
 
    They watched in silence as the auction continued, but there wasn’t anything really interesting to see. It was to be expected. This auction was one open to everyone, the most basic of auctions available in the tower. The other factions present were probably all represented by their lower members. In order to get into the better auctions, one needed to show that they could afford to enter. 
 
    The Sect Head’s small bid war might be enough to get them into the next level. 
 
    The auction drew to a close. Each of these auctions lasted only an hour, and it seemed that it held only the more mundane items. As the auction drew to a close, they gathered up and left the room. Lesamitrius saw their previous host hurrying in their direction with two workers behind him carrying a box that they had purchased. 
 
    Before they could reach them however, another group of people stepped forward. They were clearly not a sect, just by manner of their dress alone. They wore elaborate shirts and pants, and had jewelry hanging on thin strips attached to the hems of their outfits. 
 
    The one in the lead glared at the Sect Head, and Lesamitrius tensed as he stepped to the side, ready to interfere. The two people behind the leader were tall and ugly looking. Both were green-skinned humans, and clearly Classers, which meant that he couldn’t quite tell how powerful they were. 
 
    “You!” the leader snarled. “You are the Twilight Melody Sect. How dare you interfere in our business! Don’t you know who we are?” 
 
    For one tense moment, everyone around them quieted as they waited to see what would happen. Sect Head Nacht tilted his head and then answered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Before anyone could recover from his answer, he stepped around the three people, who had clearly expected something different, and he approached the host. 
 
    Lesamitrius blinked, and then shook his head. “So cool,” he whispered. 
 
    Sect Leader Ornn turned in his direction, and he realized that she had heard him. He hurried after his Sect Head, his tail swishing in embarrassment despite him trying to keep it calm. That left the Regal Crafter Guild thugs standing there completely flabbergasted.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 – PRESENT –RYUN 
 
    Improvements 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat inside a small room within the Twilight Melody compound. Anrosh and Nayra sat across from him, all three of them sitting on cushions on the floor. All three of them had their eyes occupied by looking at the box in front of him and its contents. Ten thousand Celestial Void Essence—enough for him to cycle for his Cultivation and reach the next stage. 
 
    “Do you really have enough Essence for this, even after buying that?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “I did nothing but hunt monsters during my year away. It adds up.” 
 
    Both of them just shook their heads. He wondered what they would think if they knew that what he had spent on potions. The Void Essence in the auction wasn’t even a large chunk of his wealth, or that he was yet to put his best items on auction. They had attended one more auction, where they had sold one more of his legendary items, and where Ryun had bought a single item. After that showing, the auction staff had approached them and invited them to a more exclusive auction, which meant that they would soon learn that Ryun had more to offer. 
 
    “We sold three items, and almost all of the hearthstone ore we put on auction,” Anrosh said, meeting Ryun’s eyes. “That had earned us around five hundred thousand Celestial Essence, with the bulk of that being your Void Essence.” 
 
    “You can keep all of it,” Ryun told her. “Use it for the sect.” 
 
    She kept his gaze for a long while, and then finally nodded. “I will. There is a lot to be done. We can expand, maybe conquer more territories, buy better equipment. It will help us a lot.” 
 
    “As it should,” Ryun said with a nod. 
 
    “Are you going to use it?” Nayra asked, gesturing at the box. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun answered. “I want to cycle it and then sell it back on the auction.” 
 
    He knew that it wouldn’t go for as much, but it would still be a lot. Then, he glanced at Nayra—he hadn’t invited them here to talk about that. He reached inside his storage and pulled out a small vial. 
 
    “Why did you buy that?” Anrosh asked. “I don’t think you plan on using it yourself.” 
 
    “Of course not, I am satisfied with my aspect,” Ryun said, then turned to look at Nayra. “It is for you, if you want it.” 
 
    He saw Nayra’s eyes widen as she took the Core Purifying Elixir. “For me?” 
 
    “Yes. You said that you want to make your Cultivation your secondary focus. With this, you can make it stronger. Your current aspect is…fine for what it is, what it was intended to be. But you now want more,” Ryun said. He placed the vial on the floor in front of him, and then pulled out three orbs, each shining with different light. 
 
    Anrosh blinked, then leaned forward. “Those are…” 
 
    “They are,” Ryun answered. “Aspect orbs. I’ve encountered a few interesting areas while I was away. With some interesting sources.” 
 
    Nayra reached over and took the one that was a mix of deep orange and black in her hand. The Molten Aspect—he had found it inside a volcano. The other two were both fire related, mostly because he knew that Nayra had some fire resistance and would be able to handle such an aspect better. 
 
    “It is your choice, of course, and you don’t need to take any of them. They will be hard to find a source of, or you will need to buy from the auction. If you want something else, that’s fine, too. But you need to be careful, you need to understand what your body can handle without crippling yourself. Which is why you don’t see my Void or Anrosh’s Absolute Cold here. I do not think that you could handle those aspects.” 
 
    “This is… I don’t even know what to say,” Nayra said. “You spent so much Essence, just for me.” 
 
    “You are a part of my sect, and Anrosh has made it clear that I haven’t helped as much as I could’ve. I’d like to rectify that.” Then he shook his head. “I want you to make the best possible showing at the tournament, I’ll give you Essence to advance, too. I know that you might not be able to get level 360 and compete in your division, but 359 is still doable.” 
 
    Nayra blinked at that, but then shook her head. “Thank you, but if reaching level 360 was that easy, everyone would be doing it.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “What do you mean? It is a Class.” 
 
    “Yes, and Immortal Classes are hard to get. Each Class has its own requirements, things that you need to achieve in order to get it. The achievements or feats you need to get such a Class are…difficult, especially if you have an unique Class. The more rare and unique your Class is, the more difficult it is to get the immortal evolution of it.” 
 
    “Huh.” Ryun hadn’t known that, not that it was surprising. “Well, level 359 is on the table, if you want it.” 
 
    Nayra didn’t answer, but instead looked at the aspect orbs. “I’ve yet to pick my second path.” 
 
    “I know.” Ryun nodded. “That’s why I’ve given you this now. You should pick something that will fit with what you are planning.” 
 
    Anrosh glanced at Ryun. “Sects usually have the same, or at least similar, paths. The leadership does, at least. The strongest paths that we have access to are yours: the Path of the Unbreakable Wall and the Path of the Final End.” 
 
    “My build is more defensive in nature,” Nayra said. 
 
    “But you could go with a good offensive option,” Anrosh added. 
 
    “That is for you to decide,” Ryun said. “You don’t have to do it now. Go and think about it, then let me know.” 
 
    The two of them looked at each other, and seemingly communicated without words.  
 
    “Thank you, Ryun. I’ll…think about it,” she said and stood up. The two of them then walked out of the room, leaving him alone. A part of him was a bit hurt that they wanted to discuss it privately, but another understood. They were a unit, or at least becoming one. It was what he missed the most in the world. 
 
    As he was left alone, he turned to the box of Essence Crystals in front of him. He took a deep breath and started drawing the Essence in, filling his core. He felt like his Qi speed was adequate for his needs, so now he was working on expanding his core and increasing the amount of Qi that it could hold, which was why he was filling his core for every cycle now. 
 
    Once his core was filled, he drained it all as fast as he could, creating one large Essence Crystal. He planned on selling it back on auction, while keeping what he had remaining for his next stage. Once done, he cycled with his unassigned Essence, then advanced. 
 
    The familiar sensation of his core evolving, of becoming something more, passed through him. And then something more happened; his conduit grid burned as if on fire. It was a sensation that he couldn’t quite describe, but it was intense and it made him grimace. But quickly, it was done. It took him a few moments to gather himself, and then he looked at his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  NEW PATH PERK AVAILABLE 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adept’s Conduits 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are made for greater control. Allows for extreme command of Qi through conduits. +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Again, just like with his core and stamina, he didn’t get a choice, but he had already anticipated that. Tali had told him that there would be two more perks that he would get based on his prior Cultivation: this one, and the next, which forged the mind. He glanced at his screens and his eyes paused on his second path. He knew that he could advance it, but Tali had advised against that. The more time passed, the more feats and achievements he acquired, the higher he pushed his main path, the better his perk improvement choices would be. And he didn’t really have a need to do so just yet. 
 
    He tested his new conduits and immediately saw that his control had increased greatly. Now it felt like he could do that which had eluded him previously. He started with his {Null Mantle}, moving his Qi while watching his chest with his Astral Eyes. He already knew how his technique empowered him, and he had an idea about improving it. The first iteration of his technique had been {Empower} and it had worked on any individual part of his body as well as objects outside of it. He had moved away from that as he improved his technique, but perhaps he could introduce that back in. The part about empowering only certain parts of his body would allow him to conserve Qi. He could already use less Qi to get a smaller boost, but he wanted to be able to conserve his Qi even more. It was his greatest weakness, his dependence on having Qi; the moment he ran out, his power dropped significantly. 
 
    He tinkered with the way he moved his Qi around, focusing on just empowering his arm. It took him a few tries to make it work. Void Qi was too different from pure Qi for it to work like it had before, which was also why he wasn’t trying to have it empower objects outside of his body—the Void Qi would probably destroy anything he tried to empower. 
 
    He didn’t quite know how long it took him to get it right, but eventually he did. 
 
    He smiled as he could feel the strength of his arm increase. He had already figured out how to increase just a single stat. Once he was sure that he had it right, a notification appeared in the corner of his eye and he pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Empowering Null Mantle 
  
       	  Increase any or all of your stats by up to 74% (40%) of their total while technique is active based on amount of Qi provided. You can empower any individual part of your body. You can shift the bonuses from any stat to any other. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was satisfied with the result, although the text of his technique didn’t quite reflect what he felt he had accomplished. Regardless, it was a great improvement, and with it he had improved all three techniques of his main path. 
 
    Ryun dismissed the notification and then turned his attention to his second path techniques. He had been studying monsters for a long time, trying to figure out how they moved, but he was still not confident enough to change his Avatar perk. A part of him wasn’t even sure if it was necessary, but he still wanted to try. Perhaps inspiration would strike him eventually.  
 
    He turned to his {Layered Qi Armor}. None of his secondary techniques were flavored by his aspect, indicating that they weren’t that compatible, but Ryun had always thought that he could fix that, if he figured out a way to change his techniques enough. He couldn’t change techniques to be something that was not in line with their core identity, but there could still be something that he could do. At first glance, there wasn’t much that he could do to empower his techniques with Void. When he created armor, the technique somehow crystallized a tiny layer of his Qi to keep most of it inside that container. The endurance of his construct was basically the endurance of that layer, and once it was destroyed, the mist-like Void inside seeped out and dissipated. It was, in a way, a waste of Qi. The same thing was the case with his {Growing Qi Shaping}. Once the outer layer was destroyed, the inner Void remained for a few moments before disappearing. If he could somehow figure out a way to keep it there for longer… 
 
    He started tinkering with the technique, slowly summoning armor around his arm, but stopping the process mid-way, then trying different things to see how the technique responded. After a couple of failed attempts, he created a gauntlet around his hand, then started steadily pumping Void Qi out of his body without forcing it to crystallize. He blinked as he saw the mist clinging to the gauntlet. It was still dissipating slightly, but he figured that he could do something about that. 
 
    He spent the next few hours tinkering, nearly exhausting his Qi supply, but by the end he had managed to change not only his branch but also his base technique. He pulled up his windows and looked at them, feeling satisfied. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Void Shaping 
  
       	  You may create anchors out of Void Qi. The anchors can be fixed in space, and their durability is equal to 12.95x (7x) your wisdom. The Void anchors are tied to you with Void Qi and can be moved based on your commands via Qi control. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Armor 
  
       	  Create five anchors in the shape of armor on your body. Fill the area between these anchors with Void Qi, which will disintegrate anything it comes in contact with, but will use up and deplete your Void Qi to do so. You may spend 5.75% (10%) of your total Qi to crystallize the outer layer of your Void Qi. Durability of crystallized armor and anchors is equal to 11.1x (6x) your wisdom. Destruction of anchors will result in dissipation of Void Qi. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He put his hand in front of himself and moved his Qi, creating five anchors, which were basically just crystallized armor pieces made out of the Void. He shaped two gauntlets, two boots, and a helmet, then started filling in the space between them with Void Qi. A mist of violet and black spread over his body, covering all of him. He looked down, seeing that he appeared as if he was a being made out of some kind of strange mist. Not only did it look cool, but it would also do better against attacks. The downside of his {Layered Qi Armor} had been that it had a set durability. If he was hit by something stronger than what it could handle, it shattered. This way, his Void Qi would devour anything that came in contact with him—at least as long as he had Qi to feed the technique. The risk now was that he could very well deplete his Qi supply if he wasn’t careful, but with his Mu body, he could allow some attacks to pass through. 
 
    Then he turned to his other technique and moved his Qi. He shaped an anchor beneath his feet, a simple disk like what he had created many times before, and he fixed it in space. Then he pushed more Qi, and mist started appearing beneath his feet. He raised one leg and shaped another anchor beneath it, then slowly shifted his other leg to it once it was big enough. Now, he was standing on another disk that was connected to the one below with a line of mist. It looked as if he was standing on a disk that was connected to the other with a hydraulic wire. With his will and a slight expenditure of Qi, he moved the disk he was standing on. It was as if he was floating around, although he was still connected to the ground by the fixed disk. 
 
    He wasn’t yet sure what all he could do with this, aside from floating around. It added versatility and mobility to the prior version of his technique. He could still shoot rods if he wanted, just like he could still crystallize his armor. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and then shaped a tiny anchor on top of his finger tip. Then, from it he released a thin thread of Qi, too small to be seen by the naked eye. He could control where it went in the air around him, and eventually he stopped when it was across the room from him. Then he shaped another anchor and shot a rod from it. The rod grew out, shooting from the wall across the room toward Ryun, stopping just inches before it hit him. It was slower than if he grew it directly from his body, a result of Qi having to pass through the thin thread and the distance. But now he could create shapes at a range away from his body, which was a plus. 
 
    He dismissed all his techniques, and turned toward the door. He had sensed Anrosh coming and he didn’t want to reveal his new techniques just yet. He needed to play around with them a bit. 
 
    “Ryun?” She peeked her head inside. 
 
    “Yes?” he said immediately. 
 
    “A message arrived for you,” she told him as she stepped inside the room. 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow. “Who from?” 
 
    “The Tournament Association,” Anrosh answered as she stopped two steps away from him and offered him a scroll. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and then took it. He opened it up and then looked at the paper in his hand. He blinked—it was empty. 
 
    “There is nothing here.” He showed her. 
 
    “What? There are words written here,” she said. 
 
    Ryun frowned and then looked at it again. Quickly he realized what the problem was. The way his eyes worked made it hard for him to read in general. He saw Essence, so in most cases he could see the different essence on paper and aided with his sense he could feel the unevenness of the words written on top of a surface. But something about this message was different; to his eyes it all looked like it was made out of a single type of Essence, and his sense couldn’t detect anything that wasn’t level with the paper. It was perfectly smooth. 
 
    “Ah, I can’t read it,” Ryun said. “Can you read it for me?” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, but then nodded. He could see that she was interested to know why he couldn’t read it, but she was more interested in what the message said. 
 
    She cleared her throat and then started reading. 
 
    “Honored Competitor, with this message we are informing you that the first round of the qualifications for the main tournament this year, on account of a large number of registered participants, will be done by one single elimination match, closed to the public, in order to reduce the number of competitors by half. This will be followed by a single public free-for-all match, culminating in the public single-elimination tournament until the winner is decided. The dates for the matches are disclosed below.” 
 
    She told him the dates, which were still a few months away. He had time to train with his techniques until then, and perhaps even to find something good on the auction house. 
 
    “A private match to reduce the numbers by half…” Anrosh started. “A private match could be a good idea, depending on if your competition would be able to watch. If not, then that would allow you to go all out without worrying about giving away too much of an idea of what you can do.” 
 
    “Yes, we will have to see just how private the match is going to be,” Ryun said. He had his doubts. He had seen that there was a betting house, and if he were the person in charge of this, he would want to get at least some idea of how powerful the people in the tournament actually were, so that they could give more accurate odds. 
 
    Still, it didn’t matter that much to him. He shook his head and put such things out of his mind. First, he needed to focus on the auctions and getting a handle on his improved techniques. The fights were still months away.

  

 
   
    SIDE STORY – SLAVE No. 414 
 
    A Long Time Ago 
 
      
 
    The staff came down hard, and she barely managed to put her own in the way and prevent it from splitting her head open. She blocked, then took a step back, trying to create some distance between herself and her opponent. The boy followed after her, swinging his staff wide. She watched his movements, waited for the right moment, and then struck. She stopped her retreat and in an instant pushed herself forward, stabbing with her staff. The boy was taken by surprise, and she struck him in the center of his chest, knocking him off balance. He tripped and fell onto his back. 
 
    She stepped forward, raising her staff high to finish it, when the master yelled out. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Immediately, she froze and jumped back, lowering her staff and straightening to attention. 
 
    The boy across from her did the same, only with a groan. She winced as she heard him show him his pain. 
 
    “Number 217, that was disappointing,” the master said. 
 
    The boy bowed his head and spoke. “I’m sorry, master, I will—” 
 
    The back of the master’s fist hit him as he was mid-sentence, sending him flying across the sand. She forced herself not to react to any of that, and kept her eyes looking forward. 
 
    “I did not give you permission to speak, Number 217,” the master said. 
 
    She knew just how much a strike from Master Filos hurt, as she had been on the receiving end often enough. Number 217 should be lucky that the master hadn’t used his tail. Somehow, that hurt more. 
 
    Their fighting instructor walked over to Number 217 and glanced down, as the boy didn’t move. 
 
    “Unconscious,” he muttered to himself. “Such a waste.” 
 
    He turned around with a disgusted look on his face and started walking over to her. She tried to suppress her fear, but she couldn’t help it. The master approached her and looked down at her. 
 
    “Congratulations, Number 414, you’ve done well,” Master Filos told her. 
 
    His words made her feel instant happiness. She had been trying so hard to become good with the staff. 
 
    “Your seventh birthday passed recently, has it not?” the master asked. 
 
    414 swallowed and then responded. “Yes, master.” 
 
    “I guess a reward is in order,” he told her. “It will be waiting for you back in your room. Dismissed.” 
 
    414 bowed her head and thanked her master, before rushing off the sand of the arena and into the tunnels that led back to her room. Of course, one of the custodians escorted her, but he or she was wearing a mask and a robe and they rarely talked, so 414 didn’t really count them as people. She only knew that they took care of her home. She didn’t know much about it, aside that it was underground, and she hadn’t seen much of it aside from the arena, a few other rooms, and the one she slept in. But it was all that she had ever known. In the back of her mind, she knew that there was supposed to be more than this; she dreamed of it sometimes, of something vast and blue above her, but she didn’t know what it was, and she knew better than to ask questions. She needed to listen, to obey—that was all that was expected of her. 
 
    The custodian led her to her room, and 414 entered excitedly, wondering what her gift was going to be. The moment she entered, she was met with an intruder. A tiny monster sat in the center of her small room, looking at her with big eyes and a tilted head. 
 
    Immediately, 414 readied herself to fight, but a voice stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “This is your gift,” the custodian said. “You are to keep it alive. If it dies, you will be punished.” 
 
    414 glanced at the custodian and then at the small monster. It didn’t look that dangerous, and she wished she could see how strong it was, but she didn’t have access to the Framework yet. Slowly, she stepped inside the room, then approached it. 
 
    The custodian closed the door behind her and locked it as usual. 
 
    414 knelt in front of the monster, seeing its bushy tail swish from side to side. 
 
    “What are you?” she whispered. 
 
    The monster yelped, surprising her, and then moved forward. She leaned back, but then pushed past her fear. She put her hand in front of her and the monster sniffed it, then pushed its head into it. She gasped as she felt the softness of its fur. It felt nice. 
 
    “You are so soft,” she said. It was small, about the size of her forearm, and barely weighed anything. It had long ears and a long tail, and it was covered in soft white fur. “I guess I need to keep you alive, then.” 
 
    414 nodded to herself, and decided that she couldn’t fail at this mission. After all, failing usually meant beatings, or going without food, or…just going away, like some of the others who had failed and had never seen again. She moved to the cot in the corner of her small room and sat down, the little creature nestled in her arms. A small smile tugged at her lips as she looked down at it. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    414 winced as one of the others in her class failed to answer a question correctly. 
 
    “Wrong,” Master Tessia said as she hit him with her rod across the head. “Class perk choices are not random, Number 113.” 
 
    The Master turned her eyes to the rest of the room, and then spoke again. “Does anyone else know the answer?” 
 
    414 tried to make herself look small. She knew the answer, but it was better if one didn’t stand out. 
 
    “You, Number 414. Give me an answer,” the master ordered. 
 
    414 turned her eyes forward immediately and then started speaking. “Class perk choices are given based on the Class, rarity, and personal achievements and feats, master.” 
 
    Master Tessia nodded her head. “Correct,” she said, and then moved on with the class. 
 
    414 sighed in relief. Master Tessia seemed in a good mood. She often tried to find the tiniest little mistakes in the answers and use them as an excuse for punishment. 
 
    The rest of the class went by quickly, and afterward they were all escorted back into their rooms. 
 
    The moment 414 entered her room, she was assaulted, an attack coming from up above her. With reflexes beaten into her over many years, she quickly grabbed the attacker and pulled him up in front of her. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing, Mr. Fluffy Tail?” 
 
    Her attacker just squeaked at her, and she couldn’t help but smile. It had been three years since she had received him as a reward, and she couldn’t imagine her life without him. She brought him close and rubbed her nose in his soft fur, eliciting a purring sound from the creature. She went to her bed and sat down, with Mr. Fluffy Tail in her lap. She was exhausted from today’s lessons, and she was worried about the upcoming test. 
 
    The masters were all keeping quiet about what it was going to entail, which made her nervous. Mr. Fluffy Tail had to have sensed her feelings because he nuzzled his nose around her neck, hitting her collar. She pulled him away, as it was uncomfortable. She had been growing, and would need a new collar soon—perhaps after the test? 
 
    She closed her eyes and started to hum quietly, petting Mr. Fluffy Tail softly on his back. The custodians didn’t like it when they made such sounds, but 414 liked it. She had found something in a book once, about a skill called singing. It was a way of making pleasurable and harmonious sounds with one’s voice. She tried not to do it too often, since the custodians didn’t like it, but it helped her relax, and Mr. Fluffy Tail liked it. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    414 stood in the center of the arena, Mr. Fluffy Tail in her arms, the three masters standing in front of her. She had been woken up in the middle of the night and brought here, along with the critter in her arms. She didn’t know why she was in the arena, but she guessed that it had something to do with the test. 
 
    “Number 414,” Master Liron—the greatest of the masters—spoke. “You’ve had that monster for a while now, right?” 
 
    414 nodded her head quickly, knowing that making Master Liron wait was not a good idea. 
 
    “Did you name it?” Master Liron asked. 
 
    414 froze; she didn’t know if she had been allowed to do so. No one had told her that she couldn’t, but no one had told her that she could, either. 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Master Liron said slowly. 
 
    414 swallowed and then looked down at the critter in her hands. “Mr. Fluffy Tail,” she said. 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Fluffy Tail, a nice name,” Master Liron said. “Now, Number 414, it is the time for your test.” 
 
    414 buried her head in the soft fur in her hands. She kept her eyes closed, not wanting to see what was next to her. She wasn’t the first to take the test. 
 
    “Open your eyes, child,” he said, and she knew that she couldn’t disobey. 
 
    She opened her eyes and he grabbed her chin, then turned her head to the side where one of the other girls laid on the sand, blood scattered all around her. A tiny creature, looking almost exactly like Mr. Fluffy Tail, was bleeding next to her. 
 
    “That is what will happen if you fail this test,” Master Liron said. “Do you understand?” 
 
    414 nodded her head hurriedly. She didn’t want to fail. 
 
    “Good.” Master Liron nodded his head, and then pulled out a dagger from his belt and offered it to her. “Number 414, I want you to kill Mr. Fluffy Tail.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    414 curled up on the floor of her room, crying, blood covering her hands. She was shaking, and she didn’t know how to make it stop. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Mr. Fluffy Tail, screaming in her arms. 
 
    A sound startled her and she stood up, ready to fight as the doors to her room opened. A custodian entered, followed by another collared girl. 
 
    “Number 414, this is Number 93. From today, you will be sharing this room,” with that, he turned around and left. 
 
    414 didn’t even have the time to process what was happening. She looked at the girl in the pale orange light of the gemstone on the ceiling, and recognized her as a demasi by her small horns. Then she noticed the blood on her shirt and her hands, and then she knew that 93 had done the same thing she had. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “Please,” 414 said as the pain lessened. She couldn’t even see from the tears, everyone around her were just blurred shapes. She was tied to a chair, light pushed in her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t beg, Number 414,” Master Filos said. “You are better than that. Take the pain; learn from it.” 
 
    Before 414 could say anything else, one of the custodians grabbed another one of her fingernails and then pulled. She screamed as she felt flesh tearing apart. Before she could recover, the custodian started again on another. She was screaming, and begging, but they didn’t stop, not until they took all of them out as well as her toenails. 
 
    By the end, she was a weeping mess. She heard the master speaking with the custodians. 
 
    “That was good, heal her up,” she said, and 414 felt liquid being poured down her throat and her limbs. 
 
    “T-thank y-you, m-master,” she managed to say. 
 
    “That was good, Number 414,” Master Filos said, and it made 414 feel grateful, and proud that she had succeeded. 
 
    “Now,” Master Filos started again. “Do it again, but cut her tongue out this time. She screams too much.” 
 
    Before she could protest, someone grabbed her head and forced her mouth open.  
 
    Then they pulled her tongue out. 
 
    Hours, which felt like days, later, 414 was back in her room, lying in her bed, with Number 93 holding her close as she wept, whispering to her that it was all going to be all right. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “This is a new part of your training. You will spend one day every week in this room,” Master Liron told her. 414 looked through the open doors, not seeing anything strange inside, except that it was bare. 
 
    “Go in,” Master Liron said. 
 
    414 took a step forward and entered. The moment she stepped inside, everything changed. It was as if suddenly she was carrying a great weight, or rather as if she was a lot heavier. She couldn’t take a full breath, and she started to panic. She turned around, looking at her master through the bar window on the doors. 
 
    “Get used to that feeling, Number 414. The better you adapt, the stronger you will become,” Master Liron said, and then left her there. 
 
    She suffered in silence, knowing that no matter how much she cried out, nothing would change. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    414 dodged as the monster rushed her. It missed her by a hair and then struck a wall. She realized that this was her only chance—she was tired, and her wounds were bleeding too much. If she was going to win, she needed to do it now. She roared in defiance as she charged the disoriented monster, putting all her skill, all her strength, behind one attack. She stabbed forward with her spear, aiming for the weak spot in its hide, just behind its eyes. The monster didn’t react in time, and her spear stabbed through the flesh and deep into its body. It yelped in pain and tried to get away, but 414 followed. She pushed her spear deeper in, and the monster tumbled to the ground, its breathing slowing, until it finally stopped. 
 
    “That was good, number 414,” Master Filos said as he walked into the arena. 
 
    414 leaned on her spear, trying to catch her breath. She was hurting all over, but she had tried not to let her master see any weakness as he approached. He had a control rod in his hand, which he would use to shock them through their collars if they disobeyed—not that any one of them ever would. 
 
    “Number 414, you are soon going to gain access to the Framework, are you not?” Master Filos asked as he looked at the monster’s corpse. 
 
    “Yes, master,” she responded. 
 
    “And you know what you need to do?” Master Filos asked. 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    She felt something tap her shoulder as Master Filos walked around her, keeping his control rod on her shoulder. “You don’t need to hear what will happen if you make a mistake?” 
 
    “No, master,” 414 answered. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Number 414 blinked as she found herself someplace else. One moment she was inside her room, and then she was here, in a dark place that seemed infinite. She was sitting in a chair in front of a table, and across from her sat something else. Immediately, she realized that she was sitting in front of the Dealmaker. 
 
    She inclined her head in respect. 
 
    “Number 414, welcome. Today is the day you become something more,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    “I… I’ll have access to Essence now?” she asked. She had seen the adults using it, and a few of the other kids had gotten it recently. She didn’t know how it was going to feel, what was going to change, but she knew that it was what the masters had been preparing them all for. 
 
    “Of course. But first.” The Dealmaker waved his hand and orbs appeared in front of her. “One of these is your reward, for killing a monster before meeting me.” 
 
    Number 414 looked the choices over, but she already knew what she needed to pick—her masters had told her. She picked one of the skills and the Dealmaker nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now, you may choose to buy something more, with the Essence you have earned through your life.” 
 
    Number 414 looked at the orbs with longing, but she knew that she shouldn’t. The masters had a plan for them, and she couldn’t disobey. Regardless, she wouldn’t have enough Essence to buy anything of real worth. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer, but I…can’t,” Number 414 said. 
 
    The Dealmaker tilted his head. “Of course you can. This is your decision and yours alone.” 
 
    Ordinarily she wouldn’t have dared to disobey the Masters, but something about this place made her not care as much. After a few moments, she turned her eyes from the orbs and looked at the darkness inside the Dealmaker’s hood, then she whispered a word. 
 
    “Ah.” the Dealmaker nodded. “Yes, you have enough for that.” 
 
    Number 414 hesitated. She knew what would happen if the masters found out. But then she remembered Mr. Fluffy Tail, and decided that perhaps she was owed this. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The kick sent her rolling across the floor and into a wall. She couldn’t breathe right; something was wrong with her chest. 
 
    “Stupid bitch!” Master Filos said as he kicked her again. “I told you what you were supposed to do, and you disobeyed!” 
 
    She tried to raise her arms to block, but it was futile, he was much stronger than her. 
 
    “Singing? That is what you wasted a skill slot on? You ungrateful little worm!” He reached down and grabbed her hair, then pulled her up by it. She didn’t even have the strength to try and fight back. 
 
    Master Filos stared at her, his eyes filled with so much rage, more than she had ever seen him show. Then he grimaced and threw her across the room. She hit the floor hard and once she stopped rolling she remained down, unable to move. 
 
    “Take the bitch back to her room, and don’t heal her. Let her suffer until tomorrow.” Master Filos’ words were the last thing she heard before she lost consciousness. 
 
    When she woke up, she was hurting all over. She realized that she was in her room, and that Number 93 was above her, cleaning up the blood on her face. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have disobeyed,” Number 93 said. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A year had passed since Number 414 had gained access to Essence, and she had done well since then. She had raised all of her skills several tiers, and she was at the top in the fighting and physical categories. She had fought monsters and people daily, always to the death, sometimes barely surviving. Right now, she was gathered in the arena, standing in a line with the others. There weren’t that many of them left, a few dozen at most. 
 
    The masters were standing in front of them, with the custodians standing behind them. 
 
    “Today, you will be going to the Dealmaker, and you will be taking up a Class,” Master Filos said, and then his eyes turned to Number 414. “I don’t have to tell you what will happen if you do not do as we have asked. After that, each of you will be given a path. The real training will begin afterward.” 
 
    Number 414 didn’t know what exactly the masters planned, but they had been taught all about the three different focuses. She knew enough about each of them, that she could easily grow in power. 
 
    Then, as the masters gave their orders, she opened her screens and went to speak with the Dealmaker. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The monster rushed at her, but 414 dodged to the side, then reached with her hand toward the monster with her {Disrupt}. It stumbled as it lost its footing, and she pounced—she pulled her fist back and then punched. 
 
    |Perfect Essence Breaker| hit it in the side, and she felt it lose control of its power. Before it could react, she focused and triggered [Inflict Agony]. The monster dropped as it was hit by a wave of agony, and she jumped on its head. She hammered its head with her fists, and then, when she knew that it was close to death she triggered another of her abilities. She put her hands on top of its head and pulled with [Essence Drain]. 
 
    Quickly, she felt its life drain away along with its Essence. Then, it died, and she stood up. 
 
    “Nice job, Number 414,” Master Filos said. “Now, sit and create Essence Crystals until your cooldown is back. We will prepare another monster.” 
 
    414 nodded her head and sat on the ground with her legs crossed, following her master’s command. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A year later, Number 414 found herself in the arena again. 
 
    “Today is your graduation,” Master Filos said, as he looked at Number 414 and Number 93. 
 
    The two of them were standing one across another, waiting. They knew that they would have to fight; it was the usual way these tests went. 
 
    “But unlike your other fights,” Master Filos said, “this one is different. Only one of you will leave this arena alive.” 
 
    Number 414 blinked, not quite understanding. She turned and looked at the master, seeing the smirk on his face. 
 
    “Whoever kills the other first, wins. Refusing to fight will mean punishment, and let me assure you, nothing that you have felt before will even compare to what you will suffer if you disobey.” 
 
    Number 414 shivered. Her hands started to shake as she remembered another such test, long ago. She didn’t understand the concept of cruelty, not really. This was her entire world, but at that moment, she hated the masters. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Number 414 sat in her room, her hands covered in the blood of her only friend. She didn’t even understand what a friend was, but if she did she would’ve known that she had killed hers. She stared at her hands for hours, with a blank expression on her face, not really knowing what to do. 
 
    Then she felt the ground and everything else around her shake. 
 
    She blinked, because something like that had never happened before. She stood as more tremors came, then she walked over to the door. She put her head against it, listening. She could hear shouting and…fighting in the distance? 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but soon, the fighting got louder. 
 
    She stepped back and got ready. She didn’t know what was happening, but she knew that she needed to defend herself. 
 
    Her doors shook, and then swung open. Before they were even fully open, she jumped forward, attacking the intruder. She managed to hit them in the head, but then before she could even react, she was on the floor, her head slamming against it and making the world twist. 
 
    “Fuck,” she heard someone say. 
 
    “What are you doing! We are here for them!” 
 
    “I know, she surprised me,” the intruder above her said. 
 
    She could see down the corridor, which was filled with bodies of custodians. Her head hurt so much, and soon the pain became too much, and she felt herself slip into the dark. 
 
    “Shit, come help me with—” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Number 414 awoke in a world that was completely different than everything else that she had ever known. She was in some strange wooden house that was surrounded by nothing. Everywhere she looked she saw blue. Something about it was familiar to her, but she couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    She had a warm and soft blanket around her shoulders, and a warm cup of liquid in her hands. It tasted better than anything that she had ever tasted. Around her were a few of the others, but far less than she thought there should be, not even half a dozen. She didn’t know where she was, or what this was. 
 
    There was no sign of the masters, and she was afraid to even ask these new adults. The first time she asked they had clearly told her a lie. They’ve taken her collar off, even when she tried to fight them. She knew that she couldn’t allow them to take it, but she was too weak to fight them. Whoever they were, they were strong. 
 
    They were all demasi, and she saw them casting strange looks in her and the others directions. She even caught a bit of their conversations. 
 
    “Poor things—” 
 
    “Fucking monsters, doing that to children—” 
 
    “Should’ve kept them alive, just to make them suffer—” 
 
    “You think we’ll be able to help them?” 
 
    She didn’t understand anything that they said. So for now, she decided to sit still and wait. The masters would surely come back eventually, and she feared that all of this was just another test. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Number 414 found herself in a strange place. It was… She didn’t know what it was; she had never seen its like. She only knew that it was big. They were told to climb down from the strange house that she had learned was called an airship. They were led into a large empty place, with people waiting around. 
 
    Quickly they were separated, and Number 414 didn’t know what to do. Adults were telling her that everything was going to be all right, but she didn’t know what had even been wrong. So she just sat in silence and listened. Eventually the adults realized that she wasn’t going to talk, and left her alone, shaking their heads in a strange manner as they walked off. 
 
    They had left her at a table filled with food, but she didn’t touch it. She wasn’t given permission to. 
 
    Then, a few minutes later, she was startled by a voice next to her. 
 
    Number 414 turned and looked at a young demasi, probably close to her age. She had long blond hair and pale skin, and her horns were growing backward. 
 
    414 blinked at the way she was dressed, it was unlike anything she had ever seen. A long and colorful clothing item that covered the entirety of her body in one piece, it even trailed over the ground! 
 
    “Hello,” she said. 
 
    414 blinked at her, then glanced around, trying to see if anyone was close by. She didn’t know if she should respond. 
 
    “Why aren’t you eating?” the girl asked. 
 
    414 looked at the food, and then back at the girl. There were no masters nearby, and the girl was younger, closer to her age. Perhaps she wouldn’t get in trouble for speaking with her. 
 
    “I wasn’t given permission,” 414 said softly. 
 
    The girl blinked and then tilted her head. “You don’t need permission, silly. You are free.” 
 
    414 didn’t know what that meant. The girl stared at her and then sighed. 
 
    “My name is Selia. What is yours?” 
 
    After a few moments, she saw no reason why she shouldn’t respond. “I’m Number 414.” 
 
    The girl blinked, and her expression changed several times in a short period of time. “That’s not a name. You should pick a new one.” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to do that,” 414 said. 
 
    “Of course you are,” Selia said. “Your masters are dead. There is no one left to tell you what to do.” 
 
    414 didn’t see how the masters could be dead. They were… They couldn’t die. 
 
    “How about I help you pick one?” Selia said, then she peered down at 414 closely. “Let’s see, who do you look like..? Hm…you remind me of one of my aunts. She died in a war, a few years ago, so I don’t think that she would mind if you borrow her name. She was called Erdania. What do you think?” 
 
    414 blinked. “I…” She didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “C’mon, try it out, say it out loud. ‘My name is Erdania.’ See how it feels like.” 
 
    414 frowned, and then decided to humor the girl. “My name is…Erdania.” 
 
    “There!” Selia clapped her hands. “And what do you think?” 
 
    “I…I like it,” she said honestly. 
 
    “Good, then from this moment forward, Erdania is your name!” 
 
    Number 414—no, Erdania—didn’t know what to make of everything that had happened. Her entire world had been turned upside down. But something deep inside her told her that things would be all right.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Group Training 
 
      
 
    Zach dashed across the padded ground, his Shade Reaver’s wind blade in one hand and a short sword in the other. He swung and twisted, but his attacks did not flow in his usual style—this |Perfect Tempest Dance: My Art, Whirling Tempest| was more primal, wild and unpredictable. It was without a doubt less refined, but not any less powerful for it. 
 
    “Good, good!” a voice from the side said. 
 
    Zach finished his spin, his sword slicing horizontally and then his blade stabbing the empty air. He took a moment to gather himself, to calm his breathing. Then he turned around and looked at the spirit standing on the other side of the training room, next to Naha, who was meditating. They were in a private training room in the wardens’ temporary headquarters, since Zach didn’t want to reveal his powers. He had been warned that the public training areas were watched by spies from every faction. 
 
    Zach walked over to the spirit, a short and plain-looking woman, who was his current master. She was not someone he had been familiar with from history, nor, he suspected, was anyone else. The Last Heir of Terra contained the greatest sword masters who had ever lived, not just those who had been remembered. 
 
    Her name was Yiuha, and she came from someplace called Arslantepe. He didn’t know how long ago she had lived, but by the simple way she was dressed and the bronze sword on her hip, he assumed that it was a long time ago. 
 
    “That was great form!” She pumped her fists enthusiastically. 
 
    Zach didn’t have the heart to tell her that his form was crap. But he couldn’t deny that using primal and powerful strikes could be useful in certain situations. 
 
    “Thank you, master.” Zach inclined his head. He had spent every moment he was able training with the spirits, and his martial art had improved considerably. 
 
    “Not much time left,” Yiuha said. “Want to wake the changing one, for a fight?” 
 
    “Not today, master, we have work to do,” Zach said, and they ended their practice, her spirit dissipating. 
 
    Zach walked over to Naha, and gently woke her up. 
 
    “Done?” she asked. 
 
    Zach nodded his head. “We need to go, our patrol starts in less than an hour.” 
 
    She sighed then stood up and stretched. They walked out of the training room and headed toward the guard house. They signed in and then headed on their patrol, each wearing a white cloak that identified them as wardens. The cloaks were simple crafted items, but they did give 5 points to all stats. 
 
    The two of them were a team, with the simple job of patrolling the streets in the North District. With Zach’s time being split between training for the tournament and the patrols, he didn’t really have much time to spend with Naha, so they tried to make the most out of their shifts. 
 
    “So, any improvements?” Zach asked. The problem with them being in public was that he could quite talk about everything that he wanted to with her. 
 
    “Some. I’ve not felt…tired in a while,” Naha told him. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t mean tired. It was a good thing—it meant that her state was improving. 
 
    “That’s good, I’m glad,” Zach said as they entered a busy street. 
 
    People paid little attention to them, which was to be expected. This district was run by people close to the warden faction. It was unlikely that there would be any problems here. Zach had been on a patrol in the Eastern District, the merchant area. That had been a lot different than this district. It was a place where all factions came to trade and mingle. It meant that a lot of different philosophies and moralities clashed often. 
 
    “Hey!” came a voice, startling Zach. A person stepped in front of them with a wide look in his eyes. “You’re him, right? From the team?” 
 
    The man, really barely more than a boy, looked at Zach with a star-struck look in his eyes. Zach suppressed the desire to run. When he had agreed to join the team he hadn’t expected what came with it, which was…well, this. 
 
    “I am, yes.” 
 
    “By the heavens! It is so great to meet you!” the boy said, so quickly that his words were tripping over each other. “I can’t wait to see you in the arena!” 
 
    Once Zach had joined the team, they held a few public training sessions that were mostly for show. They didn’t want to reveal anything about their powers to other teams, so it was mostly to introduce the contestants. Zach had underestimated just what it meant to be a contestant. They were…well, they were like the popular athletes back on Earth. They had fans. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zach said uncomfortably, trying not to fidget too much. The fact that Naha was standing a few steps away, looking at him with mirth in her eyes, didn’t help his situation at all. 
 
    “Hey,” the boy whispered as he leaned in. “Is it true? Are you from the Seventh Iteration?” 
 
    Zach grimaced. Once their team was registered, it was only a matter of time until it came out. The wardens knew about it, and it wasn’t like it was a big secret or anything, but Zach hadn’t expected the fact that no humans had arrived in the arrival zone to become such a mystery that managed to captivate everyone’s imagination. 
 
    The rumor about him and the rest of his iteration were frankly, ridiculous. He had heard nearly everything in the past few weeks. Rumors ranged from silly to things that were so outlandish that no one in their right mind should believe in them. One of the more popular ones was that the human iteration had been killed by the skreen the moment they arrived; another said that the entire human iteration arrived, and then committed suicide right as they did. Once it became known that he was from the Seventh Iteration, it became even more ridiculous. The fact that he was strong enough to compete in the Mid Division had surprised nearly everyone, and from there the stories just got wilder and wilder. In one, he sold his soul to the Dealmaker in order to gain power, while in another he was a pilferer who had been wiping out skreen hives. Then there was the one where he was the son of a First Iteration Ranker, which didn’t make any sense, and yet he had heard the rumor at least three times. There was also the one where he had actually joined the High Division and was going to be fighting on behalf of a sect, and also the one where he had already become a High Ranker. 
 
    He had stopped listening to that nonsense, there was nothing to be gained from it. 
 
    “Yes,” Zach said finally to the expectant…fan. “I am from the Seventh Iteration. And before you ask, no, I did not go around wiping out skreen hives for the past two years.” 
 
    The boy almost looked disappointed to hear that. Then his eyes opened as something else occurred to him. “What about—” 
 
    “You shouldn’t trust everything that you hear. Rumors are rumors for a reason.” 
 
    The boy shut his mouth and looked down. That made Zach feel bad, but he didn’t know what to say to make it better. So he just coughed uncomfortably and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Well, we need to continue with our patrol. I hope that you enjoy my matches,” Zach said awkwardly and started to walk away, leaving his…fan alone on the street. 
 
    “I must say, you probably broke his little heart,” Naha said, barely containing her laughter. 
 
    Zach glanced at her, meeting her eyes. It was hard to tell when she was smiling, at least when she was in Nyathulla’s body, but he knew her well enough that he could tell regardless. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me,” Zach whispered. “I didn’t join the team for…that.” 
 
    “Well, you will have to learn to live with it. The Centennial Tournament participants are always famous.” 
 
    Zach grumbled and turned his head. 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Naha told him. “It’s funny seeing you having fans.” 
 
    “If I knew about this, I never would’ve agreed,” Zach responded. 
 
    “Well, you agreed, and there’s not much that you can do to change things.” 
 
    Zach knew that she was right, but he didn’t need to like it. 
 
    “So, how is the team training going?” Naha asked. 
 
    Zach grimaced. “I have no idea. We’ve barely trained at all,” Zach told her. The team trainings hadn’t really been what Zach had imagined. Most of it was going over the strengths and weaknesses of other teams. The others didn’t even know what Zach could do. He still hadn’t decided if he was going to show everything during the tournament. With how public the event was, he was pretty sure that it would be bad if everyone knew his powers. Going after bounties was hard enough without them already knowing what he could do. “They had been a team for a while, and they know one another well. They have other duties aside from the tournament, too. We should have a proper training tonight.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Naha said. “But you shouldn’t worry about it too much. The warden team is there to promote the organization, not to win.” 
 
    Zach knew that already; Warden Commander Yirrel had made it clear. Still, he did want to make a good showing. 
 
    They continued their patrol in silence, focusing on paying attention to their job. Eventually they made their way to the edge of the North District, to the Eastern District border. As they drew closer they couldn’t help but smell the appealing scents filling the air. The food street, as it had come to be called, stretched before them. 
 
    Stands and small restaurants filled both sides of the street, with hundreds of people passing by. 
 
    “Want to get something to eat?” Zach asked. 
 
    Naha tilted her head, and then nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    They walked into the street, looking around at the strange and appealing foods. Zach had never seen such diversity in meals, but he was in the mood for something more familiar. He spotted a small stand, with a big green-skinned human standing behind it. He blinked as he realized that he was wearing glasses. He had learned to spot the difference between items and mundane objects that had no power. The glasses were most certainly mundane, and added nothing to the man. 
 
    As they approached, he saw him flipping knives and cutting up meat that he then fried on a grill. They decided on trying him out. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Zach made his way through the warden compound, heading toward the private training rooms. He was supposed to meet with his team for a late training session. He wondered if they would finally start training for real. He reached the training room and entered, seeing that his team was already inside. 
 
    “Ah, Zacharia, you made it,” Okim Rockhands said as he spotted Zach. The tall minotaur was their team leader, and from what Zach gathered a melee combatant that used a large two-handed hammer. 
 
    “Of course, I wouldn’t miss a session,” Zach said as he walked over. 
 
    The others chuckled. 
 
    “You need to relax, Zach,” Ilina Tessel, a demasi woman with a caster build, said. 
 
    Zach didn’t respond, but instead looked the others over and inclined his head to them. 
 
    The last two members were Shkok Evesi, a kreacean blade master, and Ovlia Werta, an elf-human who was a healer. He hadn’t met many healers in the wardens, which is why he was surprised to learn about her power set. 
 
    “What did I tell you? Too serious,” Ilina added when she saw him greet the others. 
 
    “Don’t poke at the new guy, Ilina,” Okim said, then turned to look at Zach. “You came at the right moment. We were just about to go over what we know of our opponents.” 
 
    Zach blinked. “We know our opponents?” 
 
    “Ah, you had patrol today, right?” Okim said. “I forgot. Yes, the matches have been announced. The Low Division qualifiers are starting next week, and our first match will be in two. We are up against a team from a small mercenary guild, the Burrowing Blades. Thankfully, we do know quite a bit about them, so we can plan better.” 
 
    Zach couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He had expected a real training session, and it looked like it was going to be another planning one. “I had hoped that we could do some sparring,” Zach said, failing to keep his disappointment out of his tone. 
 
    The four looked at one another, and the Okim seemed to realize something. “Crap, I forget sometimes that you don’t know half of how all this works.” The minotaur shook his head. “I’m sorry about that. We weren’t avoiding sparring with you—but the truth is that it isn’t all that important for us.” 
 
    “How so?” Zach tilted his head. 
 
    It was Ovlia who answered. She cleared her throat and spoke. “Well, the four of us have been fighting together for a while. We know one another well, and we have a good combat sense. Trying to add you to that would only mess us all up. We had hoped that in team battles you could act independently, roaming the battlefield and taking advantage of opportunities you see. Also, the first qualifiers are solo team matches.” 
 
    “What?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Basically,” Okim jumped back in, “we will be fighting one on one against another team. The first team to reach three victories wins. The two teams will alternate between who sends out a fighter first, then the other team responds by sending their own. The win will be decided by information about other fighters. The more we know, the better we can match them. It is also why Commander Yirrel had you join us—you are an unknown. None of the other teams will have any information on you or your powers. You are our wild card. When we send you out, the other team will either send a weak fighter that you will have a chance of winning against, or their strongest, which means the rest of us will no longer need to worry about them.” 
 
    “Ah,” Zach said, seeing their point. “Still, wouldn’t we all benefit if we knew what we could do?” 
 
    Okim nodded, somewhat apologetic. “You are right, and we apologize. We’ve just been in information-gathering mode for a while now. We didn’t think.” 
 
    Zach inclined his head, accepting the apology. 
 
    “So, could we spar a little?” Zach asked. He really wanted to see what they could do. 
 
    “Next time, I promise,” Okim said. “Today, we need to go over our opponents. Also, we have something for you.” 
 
    Zach blinked as Okim pulled out a large chest from his storage ring. “What is that?” 
 
    “This is Essence. The Citadel is sponsoring us, and they want all of us to be as strong as possible for our division. There should be enough Essence there to get you up to level 359.” 
 
    Zach looked down at the chest in surprise. He already had a bit of Essence saved. Being on patrol paid well, but he hadn’t expected this. 
 
    “That is…generous,” Zach said. 
 
    “Like I said, the Citadel wants us to make a good showing. We haven’t had much luck the last tournament. We didn’t even qualify.” 
 
    “Really?” Zach asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes,” Okim said. “That’s mostly the result of the Citadel not sending their strongest, as having wardens power put on display is a good way of getting them killed on duty. That’s why it is wardens like us who participate, those who take care of the more public affairs.” 
 
    Zach narrowed his eyes. It seemed to him like what Okim was saying was that he and the others weren’t really the best choices for the tournament. He could see what he meant by wardens displaying their power publicly, though, which made him wonder why Warden Commander Yirrel asked him to join. Did she want to remove him, or was there something else that he couldn’t see? 
 
    Regardless, he had already decided on not showing all that he could do, and the tournament was a good opportunity for him to face off against powerful people, to let him get an idea of where he stood in the world hierarchy, and to learn how he compared to people on his tier of power. 
 
    He reached over and put the chest in his storage ring. He would advance later, in the privacy of his room with Naha. 
 
    The training session quickly moved back on track, and Zach settled in to listen about his upcoming opponents, learning their strengths and weaknesses. Inside his head he started making strategies and plans on how best to defeat them without revealing too much of his power.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    First Match 
 
      
 
    The arena was filled with people. It wasn’t quite full, but enough that noise filled the area. Pavilions or large tents were set up all around it, with people standing in front of theirs or sitting in chairs. Few of them were looking at the arena, but instead watched the projection that was at the edge of the arena. It was being projected onto something that resembled glass, but it probably wasn’t; either way, it offered a zoomed-in view of the dance happening in the center of the arena. 
 
    An extremely well-choreographed dance was taking place by a group dressed in elaborate costumes. It was unlike anything that Zach had ever seen before. It showed not only skill, but great mastery of their powers. The dancers were incredible, better than anything that people on Earth could do, as was the music. It was…strange, and yet pleasing. It seemed almost as if it was resonating within him, which it possibly was. Perks could do strange things. 
 
    “It’s almost time. We should go,” Okim said as he tapped Zach on the shoulder. 
 
    Zach nodded his head and then cast one last look across the arena stands, seeing so many differently colored tents and people looking, waiting. The qualifiers for the Low Division hadn’t been all that interesting, and the arena hadn’t been filled then. Not that it was full now, either—some were here and watching, interested to see who had potential, to figure out who to bet on in the future, or just looking to see what the other factions could offer. But Okim had told him that few faction leaders would attend the qualifiers. They had underlings for that. 
 
    The Mid Division Qualifiers might be a bit more interesting, with people who were more powerful, but they were still in the early stages. Once the best of the best were left, then it would be another thing entirely. 
 
    He shook his head and glanced at Naha. They were in the warden pavilion, a massive space with the area bigger than some houses Zach had seen. None of the really powerful people were here; the Warden Commander was busy with overseeing everything, and the others were on patrols. Event times were the busiest time for them, as that was when people thought they could get away with breaking the peace. 
 
    “Wish me luck,” Zach told her. 
 
    Her face tendrils twitched in what Zach knew to be a smile. “You don’t need it,” she said. 
 
    He returned her smile and then walked away, catching up to his team. They were led by a karura that had a blue ribbon tied around his hand, indicating that he was part of the tournament staff. They went down a tunnel that led beneath the stands and then beneath the arena floor itself. Formations were carved into the hard rock, deep enough that Zach wondered who had done it. He knew that the ground in this territory was incredibly tough. He could barely scratch the stone even if he swung with all of his strength. He pushed the thought out of his mind, scratching at his shoulder where he had a talisman implanted. It was supposed to prevent death, but they had all signed contracts declaring their understanding that accidents could happen. There was no scar and he didn’t feel anything, but he couldn’t shake the sensation of having something there. He shook his head and forced his hand away as he focused on what was coming ahead. 
 
    The last two weeks had been spent in training and going over what they knew about their opponents. They had, on Zach’s insistence, sparred together once, but it was clear that they wouldn’t be getting anything out of that type of training. Zach wasn’t part of their group, and trying to forcibly add him to their dynamic now so late in the game would only lower their team’s overall effectiveness. They had agreed that Zach would act independently in the true team battles, which would come later. So their training sessions contained mostly tactics and planning for the first qualifier match, and only a few real training sessions, during which Zach had been left on the sidelines, watching and learning their tempo, so that he could better understand their team dynamic and be able to work around them a bit more. But they mostly focused on individual training and preparation to take on their first opponents. He had also decided not to level, not yet at least. He wanted to see how he matched up against these people before he leveled. He did keep the Essence though, planning to use it once their opponents became more powerful. 
 
    They reached a large domed room, and a teleporter platform beneath. They didn’t have to wait for long before they were told to step on it, and then everything turned white. 
 
    A moment later, they found themselves on the arena floor. All around him he heard cheering—somehow, he could hear them perfectly despite the distance involved. 
 
    In front of them was a large stage, which was raised earth up to his waist height. A geomancer stood nearby, probably the one who’d raised the stage, since it hadn’t been there before they went underground. The fights don’t always have a stage—depending on the fight, the arena could be changed as needed. He knew that the proper tournament matches for the Mid and High Divisions would be held in the entire arena, but for this match they would have the stage, as well as rules. The stage was maybe two hundred meters across, and the rules were simple. To win, one needed to do one of three things: knock an opponent out of the stage, make them unable to continue fighting, or force them to surrender. It was the second option that had a caveat, because making them unable to continue fighting did include death. The talismans were supposed to prevent that, but… Zach didn’t know just how safe those were. At least there was one more failsafe. 
 
    Zach glanced to the side where a tall, green-scaled drake stood along with a small group of healers. He looked a bit different than the drakes that Zach had seen before. His features more like those of a crocodile than draconian. He was the arbiter of the fights, and had the right to interfere. He was there to prevent death, at least officially. From what Zach learned, he was one of the most powerful beings in the world, a Ranker of the Second Iteration, and a High Ranker as well. 
 
    Still, it was apparently very hard to kill people in the tournament. Aside from the Healer and her faction being on call, and the talismans, there were also formations beneath and around the arena that could catch a soul if a body was destroyed. Resurrection did exist in this world after all, at least until the soul passed on. The Tournament Association did guarantee that, if it was possible, they would recreate the contestant’s body and return their soul. It was Zach’s understanding that there were only a few people who could do that, and that their services were…expensive. Again, all of it had caveats—soul-damaging powers did exist, and nothing was forbidden in the tournament. 
 
    Across the stage, on the other side, stood their opponents: five people, warriors of a small kingdom far in the north, near the frontier. They weren’t particularly influential or powerful, but their warriors did look tough. They were ravzor and drakes, three white- and gray-furred big cat people, and two pale-scaled drakes. Most of them looked like they were warrior types, with armor and weapons in their hands. One of them was an archer, and another something that probably resembled a healing warrior—a paladin or cleric from the games back on Earth. 
 
    The info that the wardens had on them was extensive. The team knew their weapons, their basic ability descriptions, and some of their perks, as well as exact focus composition. All were Classers with Cultivation being secondary, and skills to round them off. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Okim asked as he turned to look at the team. 
 
    Zach and the others nodded their heads. 
 
    Then, the drake spoke. “The next match is between the Jerova Kingdom Team and the Wardens Guild Team.” The drake glanced at the two team leaders. “Are both teams ready?” 
 
    His voice echoed across the arena, being picked up by the formations, arrays, or some kind of perks, and then transmitted everywhere. 
 
    It was strange to Zach, to know that this was watched by literal billions across the world. That the Infinite Realm had something that resembled television from Earth, just made through different means. He was still unable to quite accept the disparity sometimes. Everything looked and felt somewhat more primitive, but appearances were incredibly deceiving. 
 
    Once both team leaders gave their response, the drake spoke again. 
 
    “Make your choices, and enter the arena,” the drake said, and as he waved a hand, a curtain of black rose in the center of the stage, making them unable to see the other team and their choice. 
 
    Okim turned around and looked at them. They had already decided on their first combatant. The match type meant that they needed to gamble in a way. They had to be careful; sending their strongest first might be a good strategy, if the other team sent someone less powerful, they would get their first win. But the opponent’s pick might be a sacrifice, which would mean that they wasted their strongest on the opponent’s weakest. 
 
    They had debated a lot about who they would send, since one fighter could only fight once, and in the end it was agreed that it would be Ilina, their caster. She was somewhere in the middle of their group, not counting Zach, since they hadn’t really worked that hard to find his place in the group rankings. Zach was their wild card, and not that important. They hoped that Zach could win against his opponent, but they weren’t going to be surprised if he lost. 
 
    As Ilina walked up to the stage, Zach cleared his mind and settled in to watch. 
 
    Once Ilina reached her spot on the stage, the black curtain dissipated, revealing her opponent. It was a drake, wearing tough-looking plate armor and holding a large halberd in his arms. 
 
    “Regor,” Okim whispered the drake’s name. “Not a bad matchup for us, but he is too tough for Ilina to take down.” 
 
    Her opponent wasn’t that fast, and he relied more on his physical strength and toughness to get through battles. Ilina, on the other hand, was a shadow caster. Her abilities and perks focused more on control of the battlefield and misdirection than actually dealing damage. In a team battle, she was indispensable. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be an easy fight for her. 
 
    “Contestants, are you ready?” the drake called. 
 
    Once both gave their response, he spoke again. “Begin!” 
 
    Ilina’s opponent moved immediately, charging across the stage with great speed, immediately using his movement ability. Ilina raised her hands, and launched arrows made out of shadow toward the charging drake. Unfortunately her offensive ability was more of a nuisance for him than anything else. Her [Shadow Bolts] weren’t all that powerful. Shadow was insubstantial in most cases, and while her ability did add some punch to them, it wasn’t nearly enough. The drake didn’t even bother to avoid her attack. 
 
    Once he got close enough, he roared and sent a blast of force forward. It was his Stunning Roar perk, which could stun or at least distract opponents who had low intelligence. Ilina had a high enough stat that she didn’t bother to dodge. Once the blast hit her, she stumbled back, which made Zach frown, as she shouldn’t have been affected. 
 
    The drake took advantage as he jumped forward and swung his halberd, intent on ending the match quickly. His halberd struck its target and cut through. Zach nearly yelped as he saw Ilina get cut in half, but then he realized that something was wrong. The drake lost his footing and stumbled forward through the two parts of Ilina that split and turned into shadow. It hadn’t been the real her, but just a shadow clone. Zach was surprised at that; he hadn’t even noticed that she had used her support ability. Then she appeared behind her opponent, who was still to regain his balance and was stumbling forward. 
 
    In an instant a hand made out of shadow rose out of the ground and caught the drake around his waist—without sure footing, he didn’t have the chance to react as the hand picked him up and threw him. 
 
    The drake flew across the stage and landed near the edge, tumbling across the stone as he tried to halt himself and prevent his body from falling out of the ring. Ilina used her movement ability and fell through her shadow, coming out of the ground near the rolling drake. Immediately she started firing her [Shadow Bolts], making him roll again, and with that one roll he tumbled out of the ring and onto the ground. 
 
    For a moment there was silence, and then a roar filled the arena, and the drake announced the victor. 
 
    “Winner, Ilina Tessel of the Wardens Guild!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the second match, Okim decided to send Ovlia, hoping that the other team would send their healer as well. Ovlia was a shield-wielding healer, meaning that she could throw out shields on her allies that would heal them for the percentage done to the shields, as well as protect them from damage. She was also fairly good with her staff. They hoped that she could take the other team’s healer if they faced each other. With her shields, she was about as tanky as the other healer was, and she had a few powerful attacks that could take him off guard. 
 
    Unfortunately, the other team didn’t comply. They sent in one of their weaker combat specialists, but he still won against Ovlia, easily. 
 
    “Damn,” Okim said as the score evened out at one-one. He smiled at Ovlia as she returned to their side after being healed by the healing group. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ovlia said, her face still pale. Her opponent had skewered her through the chest and stomach. Her clothes were still wet with blood. 
 
    “It’s okay, we expected this,” Okim said, then turned around. “Zach, you’re up.” 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and then nodded. He stepped up and climbed the stairs. The curtain prevented him from seeing his opponent, but he could still see the arbiter and the healers, standing to the side. The drake was looking at Zach intently. He had noticed the drake glancing in his direction before, but he didn’t really know why. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining it or if the drake was keeping an eye on him for some reason. He pushed those thoughts out of his head as the curtain lowered and his opponent was revealed. 
 
    It was a ravzor, his fur and features looking like that of a snow leopard. He was taller than Zach, and armored in a light armor cuirass with one pauldron over his right shoulder. He had a large bow in his hands and a quiver on one hip. Zach grimaced; his opponent was one of the stronger foes he could face. He was the second in command of the opposing team and had a lot of movement and misdirection abilities that he could use to create distance while pummeling his foes with devastating attacks. 
 
    Zach knew that he couldn’t allow him to do that; the rules of this match didn’t allow for healing potions or any kind of buffing ones. They could only use the gear that they registered, and their powers. If he got hit by even one of his arrows, he would be greatly reduced, unless his opponent triggered something like his Second Chance. 
 
    Zach did have a plan. He had studied all of his opponents and the archer was no exception. His strategy was simple, really, and he only needed a moment to make it a reality. Before the match started, Zach had debated on which plane he should visit before entering the match, and therefore what type of damage his powers would do. Because most of his opponents were physical fighters, he had decided to remain with the physical realm. This meant that he didn’t need to worry about overwriting his bonus. He also knew that he didn’t want to show all of his cards, as all of their future opponents would be watching this match after all. There was already very little information on Zach and his powers, and there was no need for him to give them something to look over. He was lucky that he had a wide array of powers to choose from, such that he could use his powerful attacks without quite revealing what his focus was. 
 
    “Contestants, are you ready?” the drake asked. 
 
    Both Zach and his opponent nodded. 
 
    “Begin!” 
 
    Zach immediately lowered his knees, his hand rising as if he was preparing to strike. In the same instant, he triggered several of his perks. 
 
      
 
    Last Heir of Terra activated and his stats doubled. The knowledge of the old masters filled him, making him sure of his plan. 
 
    Phantom Avatar followed and his stats increased by 100% of his total and then another 10% because of his Planar Mantle. 
 
    Then he activated Old Heritage, and his stats increased by another 100% of his total. 
 
      
 
    The ravzor had raised his bow and had a glowing arrow pointed at Zach. It was impressive; he had managed it in less than the instant it took Zach to activate his boosts. The ravzor let the arrow fly, it broke the sound barrier, flying toward him. But Zach had anticipated that. His |Perfect Tempest Dance: My Art, Whirling Tempest| had already put his body in an attack position. 
 
    As the arrow neared him, Zach triggered his Planar Blink. In an instant he was behind the ravzor, pirouetting and his hand already stabbing down, his |Greater Vulnerability Sense| guiding his attack. 
 
    He triggered his Ethereal Sword, and a short gladius-like sword manifested in his hand as he slammed his attack straight through the back of the ravzor’s neck and out his throat, severing the spine. His opponent’s body twitched and then slumped down, sliding from his blade. 
 
    Before the ravzor even hit the ground, the healers blinked inside, and he stepped away, letting his sword dissolve. One of the healers put his hand on the ravzor’s head while the other poured a red potion over the wound. A moment later, they blinked away with the ravzor in tow. 
 
    Silence filled the arena, a voice pierced through it. 
 
    “Winner, Zacharia Gardner of the Wardens Guild.” 
 
    As Zach looked around, a roar erupted, filling everything.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Class 
 
      
 
    Zach jumped back as Naha stabbed forward with one of her daggers. He blocked her follow up and then kicked into her center of mass. She twisted her hips and pushed his kick wide, making him lose his balance. Before he could react, she blurred forward, tackling him. He hit the ground hard, and she fell on top of him, restraining his arms with her legs. Her daggers touched his throat and he stilled. 
 
    She leaned down, her eyes narrowing, and then spoke. “I win.” 
 
    Zach smiled. “And so you do.” 
 
    Naha returned his smile. She was in her Quell body as they had started training with all of Naha’s bodies. Each fought slightly differently, and since the two of them often fought together, Zach wanted them to be familiar in all her forms. She leaned back and then started to change, shifting back into Nyathulla. 
 
    Zach suppressed the voice deep inside that made him feel guilty. He had made a choice when he accepted Naha, a choice to live by the rules of this world—and the Infinite Realm was brutal, twisted, and unfair. Naha had spent a large portion of her life being driven insane by the imbalance her power caused. He had vowed to help her, to stand by her and make sure that she managed to find her way back. 
 
    He forced himself to look at her, at one of her forms. There was no question in his mind that it was all Naha. He could see it in the way she held herself, in the way that she did everything. Slowly, she stood up, and Zach followed. 
 
    “You ready?” Naha asked. 
 
    Zach didn’t need to wonder what she meant by that, he already knew. 
 
    “As ready as I can be,” Zach answered. “We’ve had a few training sessions, and I am confident that we can at least function as a team.” 
 
    The Wardens Guild Team had won their first qualifier match. After Zach’s victory, Okim stepped into the ring and lost. It hadn’t been that surprising, Okim was the team leader, and his powers leaned more toward buffs for his allies, and more AOE abilities that hindered the enemy. Thankfully, Okim had left one of their strongest members as the last. 
 
    Shkok Evesi, the kreacean warden, had won his match against the strongest of the opponents’ team members. Shkok was a blade master, one that even Zach was impressed by. He didn’t know if he could’ve won against the kreacean, at least not in a pure sword fight. His sword technique, as well as his powers, were impressive. Apparently, the strongest sword masters in the Infinite Realm tended to be kreacean, their two sets of arms giving them a big advantage. Of course other races had their representatives in that fighting school, but Zach had seen just how overwhelming a real kreacean sword master could be. With his match won, they had moved a bit closer to the main tournament. They had one more match in order to qualify for the brackets, and there were significantly fewer people in the team category than there were in the singles. 
 
    Zach and Naha had managed to get in to watch one of the singles qualifiers. As a team member, he had access to the warden slot. The battle hadn’t been anything really impressive, which was to be expected. The real fights would take place once the main matches started, once only the best were left. The last week they had spent on patrols or in training, mostly on patrols. With the wardens in charge of most of the security, they were somewhat short on people, and they tended to send most of their people out during the arena events, since that was usually the most dangerous time—when most people thought they could get away with crimes. 
 
    But Zach and Naha had been given a day's rest, since he had a match tomorrow. They had taken advantage to spend some time together. 
 
    “You know,” Naha started as they settled on the bench that was placed against a wall of the training room. “I was approached by three different parties, asking questions about you.” 
 
    Zach blinked, then narrowed his eyes. “What did they want?” 
 
    “To know more about your build, of course,” Naha answered. “I was even offered quite a lot of Essence for that information.” 
 
    Zach was surprised. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course.” Naha met his eyes. “You didn’t show much in your match, but you did intrigue people. The betting places had to adjust their odds for the Wardens Guild Team.” 
 
    “Because of my match?” Zach asked. 
 
    “You are the only one who had been an unknown. They’d made your numbers low, since you are from the Seventh Iteration, assuming that you had been raised to your tier of power and that you were not so adept at using your powers.” 
 
    “Huh.” Zach had never really gave it much thought before, but the betting was apparently a very big part of the Tournament. “So, what did you tell them?” 
 
    Naha rolled her eyes. “Nothing, of course. They are annoying, but I don’t think they will have to wait long for their answers.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Your next opponents are strong,” Naha said. 
 
    Zach grimaced. She was right. “They are. You think I will need to reveal more than I want?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t see how your team wins otherwise,” she said. He trusted her opinion a lot more than he did those of his own team’s. Okim and the others didn’t think that their opponents were that difficult to handle. They were set to fight against a team from a small monster-hunting guild, and Okim and the others believed that they had an advantage. Since they were more used to fighting people, Zach had agreed with them. Yet, Naha seemed to have a different idea. Zach could tell that she was holding something back. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Naha met his eyes, and then answered. “The team you are going against is strong; the odds are only slightly in your favor. I’ve asked around about them, and there are rumors about them taking on some pretty powerful monsters.” 
 
    Zach didn’t answer immediately. “You think we’re going to lose?” 
 
    “Your team is good, solid, but they lack really big finishing attacks. Your opponents are used to fighting monsters and outlasting them. You will need to capitalize on as many advantages as you can if you want to win.” 
 
    Zach tapped his thigh with his fingers. He didn’t want to really show all that he could do, not his Shade Reaver at least. He was aware that he might not have a choice if he wanted to win, but he wasn’t sure if he did want to win. He had accepted this because it was good practice, because it could push him further, but he also knew that there was more to the reason as to why he had been chosen. He wasn’t stupid; the Warden Commander clearly wanted to see something. He just couldn’t imagine what that thing was. 
 
    “You should use the Essence you received,” Naha said, interrupting him. 
 
    Zach raised his eyebrows at that. “You think so?” 
 
    “I do,” Naha said with a nod. 
 
    “Fighting with fewer levels will give me better feats and achievements,” Zach added—it was the reason why he hadn’t done so. 
 
    “It will give you even less if you lose,” Naha replied. “Power in the Infinite Realm never comes without a price. There are rewards that you might get if you reach far enough.” 
 
    Zach nodded. He did know a bit about the rewards: items, potions, Essence, and a lot of other useful stuff. It wasn’t like he didn’t see her point, and the fact that the wardens had decided to give him Essence to advance meant that they at least wanted the team to do well. He knew that winning wasn’t a priority for them, either, though—they just wanted a good showing. The wardens weren’t real competitors, as that wasn’t their job. They were unlikely to win against people who spent their entire lives preparing just for the tournament. 
 
    But, if he advanced, he would get two new perks. That wasn’t a small thing. 
 
    He looked inside his storage, and then pulled out the box filled with Essence. He looked at it for a moment, then glanced at Naha and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Zach followed Naha’s advice and leveled all the way to level 359. After he assigned all of his free stats, he turned back to his notifications and started looking at them in order. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Warrior’s Fitness 
  
       	  Your stamina regeneration rate is increased by 50%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Warrior’s Vigor 
  
       	  Your health regeneration rate is increased by 50%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Warrior’s Mentality 
  
       	  Your mental stamina regeneration rate is increased by 50%. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Each option was simple, but also very powerful. It was a passive effect, which increased his current rate by the percentage. It wasn’t much, but Zach knew that every small thing could matter in battle. He showed his choices to Naha, but he already had an idea of what he wanted to take. He was reliant on his abilities and perks, most of which used his stamina as a resource. 
 
    After a short discussion, he picked the stamina option and moved on to the next. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  True Link — Through Your Eyes 
  
       	  Allows you to see through the eyes of your linked partner. You will only be granted the eyesight sense when using this perk, and the effect drains up to 5% total stamina per second to maintain depending on the distance between you and Nahamassa Plainrunner. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link — Our Power 
  
       	  Allows your partner to designate one perk and share it with you. You will be able to use an active perk once per week, or a passive one for half a week. Once the perk is used or a week has passed, a new perk can be designated. Both members will be able to use the perk independent of each other. Cooldown depends on your bond with Nahamassa Plainrunner. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Link — Restore 
  
       	  Once per month, you may increase your linked partner’s health regeneration by 200%. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach again showed Naha his choices. This was the second True Link perk he had gotten, and the choices were good. They immediately dismissed the first one; it was good, but they didn’t really have a need for it, not now anyway. The second was very interesting, and as Naha leveled and gained better and more powerful perks, it would only get stronger. The last one was also good. It gave Naha more survivability, which was never bad, but she already had a regeneration perk, which meant that there was really only one choice. 
 
    He picked the perk, and saw that he had one more notification. He blinked, and then pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  No Immortal Class requirements met. 
    
  You will be unable to continue leveling until you meet the requirements for at least one Immortal Class. 
    
  You can attempt to discover the requirements on your own, or undertake a Class Quest from the Dealmaker. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach wasn’t quite sure what the notification meant, but he saw that his Class seemed locked. He couldn’t put any Essence in to reach level 360. He was confused; nothing that he had read in the library told him about this, although only a few of the guides that he read showed anything after the third evolution. He showed his notification to Naha, hoping that she might know something. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that,” she said. “But…I haven’t really been looking. I hadn’t leveled enough to even get close to an Immortal Class.” 
 
    Zach grimaced, wondering what he should do. The one thing he knew was that he needed more information. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zach found his way to Okim’s room, then knocked and then waited. He heard the minotaur grumble as he walked up to open the door. Once he did, he blinked at Zach. 
 
    “Warden Zacharia, how can I help you?” Okim asked. 
 
    Zach shifted uncomfortably. The minotaur had told him that if Zach ever needed anything, he could come to him, but Zach was pretty sure that it was just something that the man had said, not really meant. Regardless, Zach decided that Okim was a good choice for him to try and learn more about his Class. 
 
    “I was hoping to ask you a few questions, if you have the time?” Zach said. 
 
    Okim tilted his head, clearly surprised, but then he nodded and stood aside, letting Zach enter. He walked into a room that was almost identical to his and Naha’s. Okim gestured at the seating area, and they climbed down the few short steps to sit down in the den. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” Okim asked. 
 
    “Well,” Zach started slowly. “I just used the Essence you gave me to level. And I reached level 359. I wanted to ask about this,” Zach continued, showing him the notification. 
 
    Okim nodded his head. “Ah, you didn’t know?” 
 
    “No,” Zach answered. “There was nothing about this in the Citadel’s library.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Okim said. “It is usually something that is guarded fiercely, and—in the case of us wardens—usually passed on from mentor to mentee. Once you have reached this level, the Citadel would put you in touch with someone who had already gone through this, assuming of course that your Class can evolve into theirs. Gaining an Immortal Class is not easy.” 
 
    Zach grimaced, knowing that wouldn’t be an option for him. “And if someone didn’t have a Class that was that well known?” 
 
    “Well, then, you are on your own. You need to find a master who can teach you how to accomplish the requirements to evolve your Class. This is why, in most cases, people follow the guides, the well-known Classes, because the evolutions and achievements are known.” 
 
    Zach shook his head. That would’ve been good to know before, but of course, no one ever wrote anything about it down. He still didn’t understand the Infinite Realm’s obsession with being so obscure and secretive. But then again, perhaps it was just him. He hadn’t gone through the usual education system of the Wardens Guild, and perhaps this was something that was covered. He sighed, realizing that he probably would’ve done the same thing even if he knew. “And what about the other option?” 
 
    Okim looked at him for a long moment, not saying anything. “Only if you have a death wish.” 
 
    Zach raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Okim sighed. “There are always fools like you, thinking that they can do it that way. They usually die quickly. The Dealmaker doesn’t give easy quests. Sure, going that way, you will not need to do the achievement requirement, but trying to figure out what achievements are required or doing random stuff to discover one is far more likely to get you something than trying the Dealmaker’s quest.” 
 
    “It is that hard?” 
 
    “I’ve heard about a warden who tried it.” Okim shook his head. “He was tasked with killing a dragon that was five tiers of power above him, alone. He never stood a chance.” 
 
    Zach didn’t comment, but…that didn’t sound as unachievable to him as it obviously did to Okim. But then again, Zach was used to fighting those who were much stronger than him, and he understood that he was a lot different than others. 
 
    He thanked Okim for the conversation, and then left, thinking about what he was going to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zach stood with his team in the arena. There was no stage this time—their battlefield was the entire arena floor, though the geomancers had created an environment. Pillars of stone, hills, small mountains and even caves filled the area. Both teams had their starting positions on different sides of the arena, and both were waiting for the match to begin. 
 
    The people in the stands watched through the massive screens, which didn’t allow the contestants to see anything from the arena side, such that they couldn’t get any information about their opponents. One of the arbiters stood next to them, probably in connection with the other one that was with the other team, waiting for both teams to be ready before announcing the start of the match. 
 
    His team was all standing still, waiting, all of their preparations already done. Zach grabbed his helmet and adjusted it slightly, more out of impatience than any real need. The rules for this match were different than those from their previous one. The team that eliminated all of their opponents first won, but there were also a few additions to the rules: for one, every contestant could use up to three healing potions of the same grade, which were provided by the organizers. It meant that battles could get prolonged. In reality, battles between highly skilled people rarely lasted long, as all it took was a moment, a single small mistake, and a master could take advantage. 
 
    Most of Zach’s fights ended in that manner, and it was what the spirits of Terra had taught him, to go in for the kill from the start. It was what he planned on doing. The arbiter glanced at Okim and asked if they were ready. Then, after he heard the response, a voice filled the arena. 
 
    “Begin!” the voice echoed. 
 
    Immediately Zach’s team sprung into motion, heading toward the center of the arena. Zach turned to the side and ran in a different direction, creating some distance between himself and them, taking a parallel path. His job was to take advantage of any opportunities that the team created and take out as many of the opponents as he could. 
 
    Zach kept pace with his team, all his senses looking for any sign of his opponents.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Realization 
 
      
 
    Anrosh looked at the throng of people around them. All were heading in the same direction: to the arena to watch the matches. She and Nayra sat next to each other in an open carriage, holding hands, with two of their warriors trailing behind them on mounts. It was…nice, in a way. Both of them were wearing dresses, something that they didn’t often get to do. Their styles couldn’t be more different. Anrosh was wearing a sect styled kimono-dress that covered most of her body. It was dignified and beautifully colorful. Nayra, on the other hand, was wearing something that was completely outside of the sect norm. Her dress was…to call it revealing would be an understatement. It took Anrosh visible effort to keep her eyes off her, which she figured was probably the point. Nayra’s dress revealed deep cleavage, had holes cut around her hips, revealing even more of her pale skin, and the dress also had cuts in its sides, revealing her long legs. Anrosh nearly pulled her back into their room when she saw her like that, but she managed to restrain herself. They didn’t have many chances to just do things together, and she knew that they needed to take advantage of the opportunity. Nayra had been spending most of her time training, which Anrosh understood. Both Nayra and Lesamitrius had won their qualifiers, and would enter in the tournament proper. Each had done well, at least so far. The real test would come later. 
 
    Once they reached the arena, they walked through the great arch, and then made their way to their plot. It didn’t take them very long, since it was on the same side as the Sect District. They only had a small tent, enough for a few people to enter and sit around a small table. It wasn’t like they needed anything larger. The tents and pavilions that other factions had were larger, in most cases. But they used them to hold meetings with other faction leaders in between the matches. The Twilight Melody Sect didn’t have such connections. 
 
    As they approached their plot, Anrosh saw Riodan and one more warrior standing near the edge of their “step” closer to the edge of the cliff, watching the large glass window high above that showed a match in the arena. The Low Division qualifiers had already concluded, leaving just the Mid Division ones before the High Division qualifiers started. Only the team battles were left now. There were a few empty chairs placed near the edge, for the sect leaders to sit in, but only one was occupied. 
 
    “How is it going?” Nayra asked as they reached Riodan and took their seats. 
 
    The ravzor glanced at them and then back at the screen. “The Dragon Heart Sect Team is winning, unsurprisingly.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded. The strongest Sect’s Mid Division team was filled with powerful people. The match didn’t take long to reach the end, with all of the Dragon Heart Sect’s opponents disabled, and none of theirs even injured. The cheers from the stands erupted, at least from the southern, or rather the sect, section. Those sects with plots next to theirs were cheering as well. None had really interacted that much with them, as the Twilight Melody Sect was an unimportant one. Independent sects were trying to gain the favor of a sect greater than them, while those that did have patrons or were subordinate sects were following the leads of those sects. 
 
    Riodan turned to Anrosh and tilted his head. “Young—ah, Lesamitrius didn’t come?” 
 
    Anrosh ignored his near slip. She knew that it was hard for the man to consider Lesamitrius anything other than his young lord. She shook her head at his question. “No, he is training with Ryun.” 
 
    Riodan nodded his head in understanding. He understood what kind of a chance training with an Immortal Realm Cultivator was. Nayra had been doing the same, but they had decided to come out today together. They hadn’t spent that much time together lately, which was why they took advantage of their stand plot. 
 
    Ryun had only attended one match, in the beginning, but it wasn’t much of an event for him. With his eyes, it was harder for him to see far into the distance, and the amount of Essence in the arena made things look messy. He couldn’t even see the projections on the windows, as it was all just a jumble of Light Essence to him. So he had instead started focusing on training for his matches, which made both Lesamitrius and Nayra decide to do the same. Aside from their matches, they had spent most of their time training. 
 
    The only ones who had attended the matches every day were Anrosh and Riodan, and they had rotated their people through, allowing all of them to experience the event. It had raised morale a lot, as it was an opportunity that few could afford on their own. 
 
    Riodan stood and walked to the warriors that stood nearby, talking to them about something. Anrosh knew that he probably just wanted to give Nayra and her some privacy. Anrosh glanced down at their hands, their fingers still entwined. Their relationship was progressing well, in her opinion—they had gotten into a kind of a rhythm, especially as far as ruling the sect was concerned. 
 
    The windows were now showing a group performing an elaborate dance, entertaining people as the next contestants readied themselves. 
 
    “This seems almost like a dream to me,” Nayra said, filling the silence. 
 
    “What does?” Anrosh asked, caught off guard by her words. 
 
    Nayra gestured with her other hand, then turned to look at her. “All of this,” she said. “Just a year ago, I could’ve never imagined this. Being here, especially not as I am.” She raised their entwined hands and smiled. 
 
    “If it is any comfort, I couldn’t imagine it either. When Jork died, the only thing I thought about was surviving, about keeping Kri safe. I never imagined that I would find someone else again,” Anrosh said. She only rarely spoke about her late husband, in part because it still hurt sometimes. She had spoken with Nayra about her marriage, telling her things that she hadn’t shared with anyone before. 
 
    Nayra squeezed her hand. “Well, I guess we should get used to the unexpected.” 
 
    Anrosh chuckled. “Probably,” she said, then they lapsed into silence. A few minutes later, Anrosh saw Nayra’s expression turn pensive, so she spoke. “How do you feel about your upcoming match?” 
 
    Nayra sighed. “I don’t know. Anyone who has passed the qualifiers should be strong enough. I am aware that I am not the best there is, but I think I can hold my own, at least. Hopefully I don’t get matched with too difficult an opponent.” 
 
    Anrosh knew that Nayra had been feeling unsure about her chances. She had barely won her last match. “How is your new path training going?” she asked.  
 
    Nayra had made her choice, which wasn’t really a choice at all. There was a reason why sects usually shared paths. A good sect would have at most four paths that the main people in the sect could choose from. It made training people in their use easier, and most sects usually used aspects that were similar. The Twilight Melody Sect was different in that most of the people had a venom or poison aspect, with paths that were simpler, while the leadership, which meant her and Ryun, shared one path. Nayra’s choice had been one of those two, since they had been upgraded by Ryun and made much stronger, as well because Nayra would have someone to teach her how best to use it. 
 
    The aspect that she had chosen from the three that Ryun gave her synergized well with her new path as well. 
 
    “It is going well. It requires a bit more Qi than I am used to, but it is worth it, I think. Even though it takes some getting used to, especially the constant switch part,” Nayra said. 
 
    Anrosh knew what she was talking about. The way that her aspect had flavored her techniques was interesting, but the base technique’s flavor was pretty unique, and she could see how it would need getting accustomed to. 
 
    Before she could say anything else, a voice filled the stands. 
 
    “Next match, Wardens Guild Team vs. Revos Kingdom Team!” 
 
    Both of them turned their eyes to the screen, looking at the projections of the two teams. The Revos Kingdom consisted entirely of minotaurs, all wearing heavy armor and wielding large two-handed weapons, axes, and hammers. The warden team was more diverse. They had one minotaur, who had a large double-headed hammer in one of his hands. It was so large that Anrosh was impressed by his strength, since he didn’t seem to be bothered by it. They had one demasi, a woman wearing a black dress with rings that glowed with power. A human stood in the middle of their formation, holding a large staff in her hands, wearing a white robe. The third member was a kreacean, with four long swords in his hands. He even had some armor over his carapace, which was unusual to see on his race. The last person was covered head to toe in white-plate armor, and was wearing a helmet that completely covered his face. Still, it was clear that he was a man, and probably a human based on the armor’s proportions. 
 
    Anrosh felt Nayra’s hand tighten and she turned to look at her girlfriend. “What is it?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Nayra smiled and shook her head. “Nothing, just remembering a run in with the wardens.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked. “You had a run in with the wardens?” 
 
    “A brief one, yes. I was…stupid. It is unimportant.” Nayra waved it away. 
 
    Anrosh was about to ask some more questions, but she was interrupted. 
 
    The announcer called out for the start of the match, and both sides sprang into motion. 
 
    The Revos Kingdom team surged forward, one of them obviously using a buffing ability of some kind that gave all of them speed. The Wardens Guild Team did the same, moving rapidly forward, only they had split off. One of their number, the white-armored man who had no weapons in his hands, ran in an arc around his team, somehow managing to keep pace, which was surprising. His team had to have been buffed to move as fast as they were, which meant that he did the same without benefiting from that buff. Such things did not have large ranges, not on their tier of power at least. 
 
    Quickly enough, the two teams met in the middle of the arena, a small plateau surrounded by rocks. The Revos Team roared a challenge and charged, the five minotaurs spreading out to surround the Wardens Guild Team and then using their movement abilities to close the gaps quickly. The Wardens Guild Team was in a square formation. Their minotaur stood at the head, with the kreacean sword wielder next to him, and behind him were the demasi woman who was most likely their caster, as well as the human woman who Anrosh assumed was a healer. 
 
    The battle began in an instant. The warden minotaur raised his hammer high and then slammed it into the ground. Cracks spread in a cone in front of him, forcing two of the attackers to slow down and pull back. The demasi woman gestured and one of the minotaurs on the right was suddenly grabbed by his own shadow and pulled back. The kreacean jumped forward to the right, his swords spinning around him as he twirled and engaged two of the attackers. 
 
    The minotaur jumped forward, a golden light suddenly surrounding him as the human with the staff pointed at him. The two minotaurs who had recovered jumped forward to attack him, and he met them blow for blow. His hammer blocked their attacks and then, suddenly, he stepped to the side, allowing one of the enemy attacks to land. The shield around him burst and sent a flash of light around him, staggering the two attackers. 
 
    The minotaur took advantage. His form blurred and he snapped forward with his hammer, catching one of the other minotaurs straight in the chest, sending him flying backward. The Revos Kingdom warrior flew only a few meters back, before he managed to catch himself, but just as he tried to come back into the fray, something flashed behind him. 
 
    Suddenly the white-armored warrior was behind him, his form misting and a ghostly-looking sword in his hand. He struck up and through the minotaur’s chest. The warrior wasn’t down—a strike like that wasn’t always lethal, depending on powers that a person had—but before the warrior could do anything else, the ghostly blade disappeared and the white-armored warrior moved, his hand swinging as a new sword manifested in his hands. He cut halfway through the warrior’s neck before a white light flashed and the warrior was gone. Anrosh realized that she had leaned forward, her hand squeezing Nayra’s. That had to have been the failsafe, the talisman that every contestant had implanted in their body. It probably triggered when it discovered an imminent threat to the person’s life. 
 
    The crowds cheered, and Anrosh couldn’t help but share in their feeling. The armored warrior moved, wings that resembled those of some great bird appearing on his back as he flew forward. The warrior who had been trapped by his own shadow had managed to get out of the trap, and was currently tanking bolts of shadows as he advanced on the two casters. Before he reached them, the white-armored warrior was there. Chains manifested from his hand and flew down from the air to tangle the warrior up, and then he pulled, raising the minotaur from the ground and pulling himself down from the air. His weapon flashed with lightning and light as he slammed it into the minotaur’s chest, pushing him into the ground with a loud crack. 
 
    The minotaur roared in pain and anger and kicked the warrior off. The ghostly blade disappeared as the warrior created another one in his hand. The minotaur stood up, and threads of shadow tried to catch him and tie him up. He activated something that created a ghostly armor around his body, increased his size. The minotaur charged at the white-armored warrior, who parried his attacks and evaded masterfully. 
 
    On the other side of the battle, the kreacean and the minotaur from the Wardens Guild Team were having trouble with the other three minotaurs. One of the Revos Kingdom contestants used a power that sent a shockwave around him, pushing the kreacean and the minotaur back. He took advantage of the timing to change direction and head for the armored warrior. 
 
    The warrior didn’t seem deterred by the addition of another attacker. The two casters had turned their attention to the other two of their teammates, probably intending to help them take out their opponents quickly. 
 
    The warrior danced between the two minotaurs, their powerful and quick attacks never catching him. Anrosh saw dust being kicked from the floor, making it look like a weak gale was turning around the man, sending that dust into the minotaur’s eyes. 
 
    Then, a blade appeared on his right hand, looking almost white in the window projection. With a ghostly sword in one hand and the blade in his other, his movements suddenly changed. He started going on the attack, whirling and attacking constantly, never stopping. The two minotaurs were clearly becoming overwhelmed by the onslaught. It was…an amazing demonstration of combat mastery, the movements themselves enough to take Anrosh’s breath away. 
 
    Then she realized that something was happening to the two warriors. With each blocked attack they seemed to be getting slower, and she recognized frost on their bodies. One of the warriors activated a power, and sent a blast of kinetic force forward, but the warrior disappeared and then reappeared behind the minotaur. He stabbed his blade in his back and then frost spread all over the minotaur, freezing him completely. A moment later the frozen minotaur flashed and was gone, the talisman teleporting him as he was disabled and unable to continue the fight. 
 
    The remaining warrior was the one who had activated some kind of defensive power, the ghostly form that surrounded him seemingly protecting him from the worst of the armored warrior’s attacks, because while he had slowed he hadn’t slowed as much as his comrade had. 
 
    The armored warrior attacked, not letting the minotaur breathe. The two-handed axe flew down, but the warrior just stepped to the side, obviously using a powerful evasive skill. Then he attacked with his blade, the strike blurring and glowing. In a span of an instant, several attacks hit the minotaur—another skill. His ghostly armor broke, and the warrior stabbed his sword through the minotaur’s armor and into his ribs, and a moment later another ghostly attack slammed into the same place. The minotaur stumbled, throwing a wide attack at the armored warrior which the man easily ducked under. He kicked the minotaur’s knee, making him drop to the ground. Then his sword stabbed through his back, followed quickly by his blade. Finally, the minotaur couldn’t take anymore, and he flashed with light as he was teleported away. 
 
    Immediately, the warrior turned and blinked across the distance. His comrades were barely holding on—the two minotaurs from the kingdom’s team were apparently their strongest. 
 
    The warrior appeared behind them, and then whirled as he became ghostly. He dashed forward and lashed out with his weapons. The minotaurs were hit and forced to step back. As soon as the man came out of his dash, he pulled his blade back and it turned white, becoming elongated like a wing. He jumped forward with wings on his back and attacked, cutting one of the minotaur’s arms off. The other tried to attack, but the man blinked away again, coming out of it behind him and hitting him with his skill again. Several attacks hit the minotaur, and frost spread over his body. The other wardens took advantage and pressed both of them: shadowy arms grabbed and held both of them as the kreacean attacked, his swords cutting up one of the minotaurs until he flashed with light, and the warden minotaur smashed down with his hammer, nearly crushing the other one before he, too, flashed with light. 
 
    “Winner: Wardens Guild Team!” the voice called across the arena. 
 
    Anrosh finally released a breath that she hadn’t known she had been holding. That fight had been…impressive. She had never seen anyone move the way that the armored warden did. His sword and the blade had been everywhere, blocking and attacking at the same time. Unrelenting. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Anrosh said over the cheers that echoed across the arena. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nayra said, but Anrosh detected something in her tone. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “Nothing. This just shows me what kind of opponents I should expect in my matches. I don’t know if I could take that warrior on, one on one.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t comment, because she wasn’t sure either. Watching the matches these past few days had only driven a certain fact home for her, but this last one had made her realize it for real: she was never going to be like those people. She had some talent, but it was not enough for her to close that gap. She would never be a great warrior of a sect. She was…perhaps slightly above average, but she was no great talent. And yet, she was a Sect Leader, she had to be strong enough to protect her people no matter what. 
 
    She knew what she had to do. Now she only had to convince Ryun to agree to it.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Power 
 
      
 
    Anrosh found Ryun as the sky started to darken. He was sitting inside a small room in their compound, alone and with his eyes closed. She didn’t knock or try to announce herself, as she figured that he probably already knew that she was there. She took a seat across from him and waited. 
 
    A few minutes later, he opened his eyes. Two globes of deep void stared out at her, and then he tilted his head. “How were the matches?” 
 
    “They were good. We saw some pretty powerful people,” Anrosh said slowly. “It was…eye opening.” 
 
    “How so?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t quite have the words to make her thoughts coherent, so she took a few minutes to gather them. That was one good thing about Ryun—she didn’t need to rush. There was no need to fill the silence when in his presence, and she could take all the time she wanted to gather herself and speak. 
 
    Finally, when she thought she had arrived at something, she spoke. “It was like watching you, I guess, though to a much lesser degree of course. I was watching people so far above me that I can never hope to catch up.” 
 
    “You can,” Ryun disagreed. “All you have to do is focus on achieving it.” 
 
    Anrosh chuckled and shook her head. It had become clear to her that Ryun did not view the world in the same way that she and everyone else did. 
 
    “You are wrong about that,” she said, then raised her hand to stop him when she saw him try to interrupt. “No, I know what you think, and for a while I almost believed it. But, Ryun, your view is skewed. You compare everyone to yourself, and you think that just because it comes easy to you, others should be able to do the same if only they applied themselves. This is not how the world works. You are a genius as far as Cultivation is concerned. There are no obstacles for you. You blaze through Realms as if there are no barriers to entry. But the Infinite Realm is filled with people who can barely reach Lord, who get stuck in Monarch, who spend a hundred years trying to get into the Immortal Realm. You are not like them, but I am.” 
 
    “You have talent, Anrosh,” he said. 
 
    “Not for advancement no. I am a good fighter. I’ve fought enough in my life, and have faced enough strong opponents since you arrived to know that. I can wield my power to great effect—not as well as someone who is as talented as you or Nayra, or even Lesamitrius, but I can bring my power to bear adequately. Still, I will never advance beyond Monarch like this, not in any reasonable timeframe. I might be able to figure out my inspiration in time, but it will take me decades, or even more. I will grow old. I do not think that I will reach the Immortal Realm on my own.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t comment, and instead remained silent, sensing that she had more to say. 
 
    “You’ve put me in charge of the sect, Ryun, to rule and protect it while you are away. And I cannot fulfill this duty as I am now.” 
 
    “You’ve done well,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Because we were lucky. Lesamitrius is the proof of that. You’ve trained him—you see that he is just as strong as Nayra is. If he hadn’t been taken by surprise, he might’ve won their duel. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if someone stronger came along? A Heavenly Cultivator? An Immortal? We would’ve lost the sect.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “You are the Sect Head. It is your job to project strength and power, to make sure that our foes and allies know that any discourtesy toward us will be met with a response. That any attack will be met with an overwhelming strike back. You put me in charge, and that is fine. A Sect Head does not need to rule; in most sects they do not rule. They spend all their time growing strong, mastering their power, projecting it. But you weren’t there. You abandoned us for a year, a year during which we had to fend for ourselves. You need to tell me what you want do, Ryun,” she told him. “After the tournament is over, will you come back to the sect and stay, or will you go away again? Don’t think I am forcing you to stay, because I am not. I can lead the sect in your name. If you place well in the tournament, your name and that of the sect will spread, and people will know what it means to go against us. People will try to gain our favor, others will try to make us their subordinates, and some will become enemies. If you plan on staying, we can handle it all together. But if you want me to act in your stead, as someone who protects the sect, then I cannot do that the way that I am now.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes for a moment. “I will always be there to help the sect, but… I think that I need to see this new world. To experience all that it has to offer, to find myself. I do not think that I can do that hidden in the sect.” 
 
    Anrosh released a deep breath. “Okay. If that is what you want to do, that’s fine, but you cannot just abandon us again.” 
 
    “I can give you Essence—” 
 
    “That’s not enough. We need power to defend ourselves, to protect the sect.” 
 
    “And how do you imagine me helping you with that?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh met his eyes, determined. “Today, I saw a fight between people who were powerful. I will never be as masterful as they are, but I can be strong enough. The power of a sect is part real and part appearance, part prestige,” she said, still holding his eyes. “I want you to share your inspiration with me, to push me into the Immortal Realm.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, not expecting that. “You’ve told me that there is a reason why people generally didn’t do that.” 
 
    Anrosh snorted. “Most don’t do it because they don’t trust those beneath them. Because in the heart of every sect warrior there is a dream: a dream that they will one day become strong and respected. It is how we are raised, to try to climb and become like those we admire. I do not think that you and I have any issues with trust.” 
 
    “No,” Ryun admitted. “But Tali did say that sharing this will cripple the Cultivator that is being raised.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded. “It will, though not in the way that she imagines of course. She is an old and once powerful Cultivator. She can’t imagine doing anything halfway. I’ve spoken with her at length about it. Yes.” She nodded her head. “If you share your inspiration, it will cripple my ability to advance on my own. I will never be able to change my techniques; they will remain as they are right now. I am prepared for that. I cannot achieve what the truly talented can. I will never change my techniques into anything remarkable, I will never gain inspiration for it, and I probably never will reach the Immortal Realm on my own. I need this—we need this. I can still be strong, I will just need to focus on mastering what I have instead of trying to improve.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment before answering. “I understand what you mean, Anrosh, but…” 
 
    “There is no but, Ryun. The sect needs someone to protect it when you are not there. And I do not trust anyone else to do it. If you will not fulfill your role, then Nayra and I are the only ones left. We have good people, who will get stronger in time, but we need power now. Nayra will advance on her own, as she is talented enough, but I am not. I will train, I will push myself as hard as I ever have to master my power, but I cannot reach higher realms on my own. I need you for that.” 
 
    It took something from her to say that, to admit it out loud. She, like everyone else, had dreams. When she had been a child, small and powerless, she had dreamed of being a great Cultivator. Now…she knew better. It was not just about her reaching those heights on her own. It was about the time it would take her to get there, and she couldn’t afford to spend decades or more searching for her own inspiration. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes. “I… You are right, of course, as you often are. I can’t be there all the time. I can’t keep those people safe, and yet they are my responsibility.” 
 
    She saw him close his eyes and take a deep breath. She didn’t say anything as he remained silent.  
 
    She waited for his answer. 
 
    “Very well, then,” he said finally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sharing an inspiration was something that neither of them had ever done, but Anrosh knew some of how it was done. An inspiration was two things: an act, an improvement of a Cultivator’s body, and a mental state, an idea that contained their power. Ryun had never had to actually seek it out. He had always known it, always felt it inside of himself. To him, it came easily, but it was not the case for everyone. A Cultivator could only share their inspiration with someone who shared a related aspect, or a concept of power. Someone with a fire aspect would be able to share the inspiration to any heat-based aspect, and someone on a path of destruction would be able to share with anyone who had a path related to that. 
 
    Anrosh had a combination that was close to Ryun’s. Her aspect was close to the idea of his path, and to his aspect: the Final End compared against the Absolute Cold, the heat death of everything. Her path was that of the sword, which was versatile, able to be used for both destruction and protection. And they shared a secondary path. They were, however, dissimilar enough that she knew that there would be a price. Once she did this, she would only ever be able to advance according to his inspiration, as her own would be too warped for anybody else's. 
 
    The two of them were outside of the city, a day after their talk, far enough away that they wouldn’t be bothered. He had told her what she needed to do in order to be able to advance, and they had prepared for everything. 
 
    She reached for the Essence in a box in front of her, and started to cycle. She would still at least cycle with related Essence, even if not actually Absolute Cold. She would lose some of her Cultivation bonuses, but it wasn’t what she needed. Anrosh was set on her path, now. The full power of the Absolute Cold was her daughter’s future, not hers. Anrosh only needed to be strong enough to protect her sect, to protect her daughter, until they could become stronger. Besides, she could use her Class to improve her Cultivation—her attunement already improved all of her cold-based powers. 
 
    She pulled in the Cold Essence into her core. Ryun had bought it from the auction for barely anything. Tier-6 Cold Essence was much more common than Absolute Cold Essence. She cycled slowly and advanced to Peak Monarch. 
 
    She got the notification about her new perk and looked it over, then showed it to Ryun. This was no longer just her choice, but his as well. He was raising her to be the sect’s protector in his stead, and she could not afford to make choices for herself. She needed to pick things that would give her an advantage against people more talented than her. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Frost Eyes 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit: anyone looking into your eyes feels the chill of frost. Strength of effect depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Insightful Eyes 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit: using Insightful Eyes allows you to see the target's strongest desire in that moment. Strength of effect depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Tempered Eyes 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit: as your body has been, your eyes are improved as well. Improves your eyesight. Strength of effect depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Which one?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Hm…not Insightful Eyes,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked. “I was leaning toward that one,” she admitted. “Why not?” 
 
    “I do not judge people on what is inside, I judge them on what they do. A person can disagree, can fear, can hate, and do the right thing anyway. It is a trap; as a Sect Leader, you will be subject to many different desires from our people, and you should not judge on what they do not show.” 
 
    “Even if it might give me an advantage?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Even then.” 
 
    She remembered how he hadn’t acted against people who were planning on betraying them until the last moment, when their betrayal could not be reversed. A part of her admired that about him. If there was one thing of his that she wanted to emulate, that was it. 
 
    She nodded her head. “Which one, then?” 
 
    “Having improved eyesight is good, but so is the first option. It might make you more intimidating, too, and that can end battles before they start.” 
 
    He was, of course, right. She sighed and made her choice. 
 
    “Now,” Ryun started. “I want you to use your techniques. Show them to me.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked. “Why?” 
 
    “You said that sharing inspiration will make it so that you won’t ever be able to change your techniques. That means that this is the last time you will be able to do so.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I know how to change them further, Ryun,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “You are right. I don’t understand what other people go through. I see potential in everyone; I cannot imagine them not being able to do something that I myself can. Perhaps that is wrong. I do not know, as I cannot know what someone else experiences. But, if you are going to rely on your mastery of them instead of greater power, we should do all that we can to make them better.” 
 
    “And how will we do this?” 
 
    “With my eyes, we can make your techniques better.” 
 
    Anrosh held his gaze for a moment, and then nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent hours going over her techniques. She would trigger one and he would look, telling her where the technique was inefficient, then walk her through changing the flow of Qi through her body to make it more efficient, pulling more power from the framework that she had to work with. They experimented a bit, changing some aspects of her techniques and enhancing others. In the end, they had changed all six of her techniques. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Arctic Ward 
  
       	  Ward an object with Absolute Cold Qi for 20 minutes. Anything that comes into contact with that object will have its heat sapped. Anyone coming near to or in contact with the warded object will suffer frost damage equal to 5.8x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arctic Onslaught 
  
       	  Enhance your body with the energy of the Absolute Cold, making you nearly impervious to cold effects. You gain +43.5% (30%) to strength and endurance, increasing by 2.5% to a maximum of 20% based on the temperature around you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arctic Sword Storm 
  
       	  Gather Absolute Cold Qi around your sword. After a few moments of channeling, create 8 (6) ice copies of your sword that last for 5 minutes and that you may direct to attack anyone near you. You may release the technique early and unleash a flurry of attacks around you that will destroy the copies but will deal damage equal to 8.7x (6x) your wisdom in a small radius around your body. Sword copies have durability equal to 2x your wisdom and deal base damage equal to 1x your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Glacial Shaping 
  
       	  Fill an area in a ten-meter radius around you with your Qi. The area is fixed in space, and your Qi freezes anything inside of it, dealing damage equal to 4.8x (4x) your wisdom, and enhancing the durability of anything frozen by 4.8x (4x) your wisdom. The frozen area will radiate cold. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Glacial Armor 
  
       	  Fashion armor made out of Absolute Cold Qi around your body. The armor lasts for 20 minutes unless broken and emits a moderate level of cold. Durability of effect is equal to 4.8x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Avatar of Frost 
  
       	  Partition your mind and split your focus to create a Qi copy of yourself that will have no initiative but will obey your will. The Avatar will also emit a moderate levels of cold around it. It requires 9.3% (12%) of your total Qi to create, and will be able to use your techniques by drawing on your core at a rate of 2.32x (3x) of the technique’s costs. The techniques will be only 50.75% (35%) as effective. The Avatar’s durability is equal to 4.8x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    They had managed to improve her techniques more than she had thought they would. She didn’t know if it was enough to increase her path’s rarities, but this was the last time that could happen. She took a deep breath and calmed herself. She had nearly exhausted herself with the effort. It was easy for Ryun, she could tell. He seemed to think that just because he told her what to do she could somehow magically be able to do it, but it had taken a real effort for her to follow his instructions. 
 
    “Now, how do we share my inspiration?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath. She already knew that she needed to reinforce her conduits. She pulled more Cold Essence into her core from the box, filling it up, and then turned to look at him. 
 
    “Give me your hands,” Anrosh said. 
 
    She placed the palms of her hands on top of his, and then looked him in the eyes. There was one other requirement one had to have in order to share inspiration, and that was absolute trust between parties. A strict contract could substitute that, but there was no need for it in their case. “Push your Qi to your palms, just to the edge. Don’t let it out. And then…well, you need to share the insight about your power that you had in the Monarch Realm.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “I don’t think that I had my inspiration then. It was… My advancement was easy. I didn’t need to think about it.” 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. “Of course it was,” she said with a sigh. And he thought that other people could do the same thing. “Just try to think on something that resonated with you, a revelation about your power.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, and then frowned. She started pulling the Cold Essence out of her core, cycling it out, and at the same time she pulled her Absolute Cold Qi out, moving it through her conduits. It felt as if she had instantly frozen, as if she was pushing shards of sharp ice through her conduits, but she persisted. 
 
    Ryun started talking. “I… Around that time—before, I think—I accepted what I am. A monster that cuts down anything in its way. My power, it was…it was a means to achieving that. My path was made to cut through those who opposed me. At least that is what it was then.” 
 
    Anrosh felt something inside her, a slight shiver. It didn’t resonate with her fully, of course. It was not her inspiration; it was not about her power. And yet, there were things that her power could latch on to. Her Path of the Sword could be used to cut down those in her way. It was enough. She finished cycling, a notification flashed, and she glanced at her screens, seeing that she now had the option to advance to the next realm. 
 
    “It is done,” Anrosh said. “I can advance.” 
 
    Ryun pulled his hands away, her Essence Crystal resting on them. “I hope this doesn’t hurt you too much.” 
 
    Anrosh smiled. “I’ve accepted who I am. This is more than I could’ve ever achieved on my own. I don’t deserve it, but I will try not to disappoint you. I’ll train and master my power as best as I can.” 
 
    She glanced at her notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation Bonus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Congratulations! You have improved your conduits. You gain +50% Qi conduit speed and +50% Qi conduit resilience. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She pushed the notification aside and then turned back to the box. She took more Essence Crystals, and advanced into the Heavenly Realm. She was glad to see her paths increase in rarity. She cherished the feeling, as it would be the last time she felt it. The next perk wasn’t a choice, simply a reward based on her previous perk choices. 
 
    “Now comes the hard part,” Ryun said and pulled out from his storage a large tub that had mist rising from it. 
 
    Anrosh swallowed and nodded. She did not look forward to this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was really starting to regret her decision. She sat in a tub filled with a liquid that was colder than anything that she had ever felt before. It hadn’t taken Lesamitrius long to find someone who could do what they required. Ryun had said that for the Immortal Realm, he had forged his body. He had gained a title by doing so, but according to Tali, it wasn’t necessary—Ryun had just gone to the insane lengths. She still needed to do something similar, however. 
 
    So they sent out Lesamitrius in search of someone who had the type of aspect that they could use. Finding a Cultivator who could fill a tub with liquid that was colder than tier-5 Absolute Cold was easy, but convincing him to sell it to them had been a problem. She didn’t know how much Ryun paid for this, but it had to have been substantial. 
 
    The tub was filled with deep blue liquid that was actually Qi given physical form. And she was sitting inside of it, naked and shivering. Ryun stood next to her, keeping watch so that she didn’t pass out from the pain. A part of her was embarrassed by him being there, and yet she knew about his power, knew that it was pointless to feel that way with him. And…he was perhaps the person she trusted the most in this world. They were a family, two people of such different pasts, with lives that were opposites of each other’s. She considered him a brother that she never had, closer than any real family she once had, and so she tried to push her embarrassment out of her mind. It was not like she was naked before him for the first time, nor had he ever shown interest in her at all. 
 
    She was freezing, so she didn’t have a lot of mental ability to keep on such thoughts. Even with her resistances, the cold was seeping into her body. She wasn’t helping; she had been cycling her Absolute Cold Qi through her body, and using her aura in a small area around her, with the intensity turned to the max. The tub had frosted over a long time ago, as had the ground around her. The air itself was forming crystal particles and was falling down on her. 
 
    She didn’t think that she could handle much more of this. 
 
    “You need more.” Ryun nodded his head. 
 
    Anrosh could barely hear him, and she most certainly couldn’t answer. She feared that she would bite her own tongue if she tried to speak. 
 
    Then four walls surrounded them, cutting off all light as Ryun raised them with his Qi. 
 
    In the complete darkness he started to speak. “I’ll fill the area with the Void and consume all air. It is holding on to too much heat.” 
 
    Anrosh wanted to scream at him that he was being an idiot, but she couldn’t really do that. She only suffered in silence and pain as she felt his Qi moving around. He moved closer and knelt next to her, his hands plunging deep inside and taking hers in his own. 
 
    “For my Immortal Realm inspiration, I believe that it was this: My word, is my bond. My power, is my right. My word grants me a purpose. My power grants me means. It is a part of my ideal, something that I am, deep inside. And yet, it resonated with my power as well. I believe that the Immortal Realm and possessing an ideal are instinctively linked.” 
 
    She heard his words, and she felt an echo of resonance again. It was not her inspiration, but she could use it. The temperature around her dropped further and she could no longer breathe as Ryun’s Qi devoured all of it. She was in the worst pain she had ever been in. With her stats, she could survive for a while, but she could feel her mind shutting down. 
 
    Then, a notification blinked in the corner of her eye. She didn’t even have the strength to pull it up. She tried to speak, to move, but she could barely do anything. Thankfully Ryun realized that she was trying to do something. He reached into the tub and picked her up as the walls around them shattered, the air rushing back in. She took in a shuddering breath as he took two steps toward the fire that they had made nearby and then placed her on a chair. A towel appeared in his hands and he wrapped it around her, helping her dry off before he took out a robe and placed it around her. 
 
    “Did you..?” Ryun started. 
 
    Anrosh struggled to nod, but then just made her notification visible. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Reinforcement Bonus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Congratulations! You have reinforced your body. You gain +50 to endurance and +50 to vitality. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Good,” Ryun said, nodding. 
 
    She couldn’t even speak enough to agree with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anrosh finished pulling in the last of the Essence, looked at her screen, then advanced. Hitting the Immortal Realm was unlike anything she had ever felt. Her Qi surged and changed, and it was as if an entirely different world opened up to her. And then she looked at her perk choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: Immortality 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rebirth in Frost 
  
       	  Your body has adapted to survive in a cold environment. You gain immortality. In case of death, your soul will anchor itself to your dead body for a period of time. If your body is brought to a place of intense cold and left there for a period of seven days, it will regenerate, and you will come back to life. The amount of time your soul will remain anchored and the amount of body needed for your soul to anchor itself depends on your tiers of power. Current: 88% and 12 days. Destruction of the last piece of the body will release the soul from its anchor and send it to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +5% to vitality and +5% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lesser Rebirth 
  
       	  Upon death, your soul will latch on to the closest recently conceived child that still does not have a formed soul. You will be born anew, but will not regain the memories of your previous life unless exposed to great stress and pressure. You will not regain your former power. The amount of memories of your past life will be revealed based on the trauma experienced. Dying before you reach fifteen years of age will result in your soul being sent to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +5% to vitality and +5% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Warrior’s Return 
  
       	  Upon death, if you are known and respected as a warrior by enough people, you may return. Your soul will anchor itself to your dead body. The warriors that respect you must complete the ritual of return, placing your body on a bier and standing vigil for seven days. If enough people are gathered, your body will regenerate and you will return to life. The amount of time your soul will remain anchored to your dead body and the amount of body needed for your soul to anchor itself depends on your tiers of power.  Current: 88% and 12 days. Destruction of the last piece of the body will release the soul from its anchor and send it to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +5% to vitality and +5% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She showed the choices to Ryun, and he hummed to himself. She wasn’t sure which one she should choose; two depended on her people, and one would mean her losing all of who she was. She didn’t know which one would be the best choice. 
 
    She talked it over with Ryun, and together they made a decision. 
 
    She sighed as she made her pick, and then looked over her screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Anrosh Kesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Achieve Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Pillar 
  
       	  Second-best contribution in the scenario 
  
       	  +5% to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heartstone Core 
  
       	  First to clear the Heartstone Core Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monarch 
  
       	  Reach the Monarch Realm 
  
       	  +10 to all stats 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heavenly 
  
       	  Reach the Heavenly Realm 
  
       	  +30 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortal 
  
       	  Reach the Immortal Realm 
    
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Hardened and Resistant Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is hardened. Gain +10% resistance to physical damage, +5% resistance to disease, poisons, and toxins, and +20% resistance to cold. Gain +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Steps (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain 10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Heart (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, ignore pain until the end of combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, your next attack deals double damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Absolute Cold (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using infusing techniques, your attacks inflict cold damage. Cold Qi courses through your body, making you resistant to cold. Gain +50% frost resistance, and +20% to endurance and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enduring and Cold Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is sturdy. -30% to any mental damage against you, and mind-manipulating effects are less effective against you. Any emotion-altering effects on you are 50% less effective while you have a technique active. Gain +15% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bottomless Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi is a bottomless well. Increase core capacity by 250%, reduce Qi replenishment rate by 90%. +20% to wisdom stat. Increases Essence draw-in rate based on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Anchor (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You are able to prepare your techniques in advance and trigger them at a moment’s notice, unleashing them without the need to change your breathing form. Techniques can be anchored to three points in your body, and an anchor lasts one day. Each anchor takes ten minutes to set up. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Lower your Class abilities’ stamina requirements by 20%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Enduring (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of the ultimate survivor, and as such your body is forged in that image. You gain a second heart. Pain tolerance is doubled,  lung capacity is doubled, stamina effectiveness is doubled, and all stamina-draining effects have reduced impact on you. +5% to vitality, +5% to endurance. Physical changes become manifest. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Absolute Cold Aura (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Cold damage equal to 0.85x (0.1x) your wisdom per second. After the initial blast of cold, the temperature around you will continue to drop at a speed that is based on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Age (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have reverted your body’s age to its prime, and have gained an increase of 50% to your lifespan. +10% to vitality, +10% to endurance, +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cold Regeneration (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your regeneration scales with the temperature around you, boosting your vitality. The lower the temperature, the greater the boost, up to 100% of your total vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Defensive Stance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You may trigger this perk and enter a defensive stance. In this stance, you gain +40% to endurance and vitality, and you also gain increased balance and pain tolerance. You will be able to anticipate your enemies’ movements 0.01 seconds in advance. You will be able to sense the power of your opponent’s strike. While in this stance you will be unable to attack first, only respond. Perk ends when canceled. Can only use one stance at a time. Cooldown: 5 minutes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intercepting Block (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Twice per combat, you may charge across a field at 200% current speed in order to intercept an attack being made against another. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Frost Resistance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain +60% resistance to all cold-related effects. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Frost Eyes (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit: anyone looking into your eyes feels the chill of frost. Strength of effect depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great and Deep Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core contains untold depths. You gain +25% to your current core capacity. +5% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enduring Stamina (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your stamina is enduring. Gain +50% to total stamina. +5% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Absolute Cold Transcendent (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi channels and core are immune to all damaging effects of the Absolute Cold. Your body has transcended and adapted to your Absolute Cold. All Absolute Cold techniques and powers deal 50% more damage. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rebirth in Frost (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has adapted to survive in a cold environment. You gain immortality. In case of death, your soul will anchor itself to your dead body for a period of time. If your body is brought to a place of intense cold and left there for a period of seven days, it will regenerate, and you will come back to life. The amount of time your soul will remain anchored and the amount of body needed for your soul to anchor itself depends on your tiers of power. Current: 88% and 12 days. Destruction of the last piece of the body will release the soul from its anchor and send it to the Ethereal Realm. Gain +5% to vitality and +5% to endurance. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Frost Knight (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  120 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Crescent 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Deflect 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Frost 
  
       	  Gain +20% to stamina and +20% effectiveness to all cold-related powers when fighting in cold environments. Gain +10% to endurance and strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Sword (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Absolute Cold 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Arctic Ward 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Arctic Onslaught 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Arctic Sword Storm 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Foundation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Absolute Cold 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Glacial Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Glacial Armor 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Avatar of Frost 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery  >> Sword Mastery >> Sword and Shield Art (8/10) 
  
       	  Swipe >> Greater Swipe >> Crescent Swipe (8/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Danger Sense >> Enhanced Danger Sense >> Threat Sense (6/10) 
  
       	  Dodge >> Enhanced Dodge (6/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Echo Sense >> Greater Echo Sense (9/10) 
  
       	  Block >> Greater Block (3/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  898 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  606 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  723 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  1215 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  550 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  721 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Arctic Ward 
  
       	  Ward an object with Absolute Cold Qi for 20 minutes. Anything that comes into contact with that object will have its heat sapped. Anyone coming near to or in contact with the warded object will suffer frost damage equal to 7x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arctic Onslaught 
  
       	  Enhance your body with the energy of the Absolute Cold, making you nearly impervious to cold effects. You gain +52.5% (30%) to strength and endurance, increasing by 2.5% to a maximum of 20% based on the temperature around you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arctic Sword Storm 
  
       	  Gather Absolute Cold Qi around your sword. After a few moments of channeling, create 10 (6) ice copies of your sword that last for 5 minutes and that you may direct to attack anyone near you. You may release the technique early and unleash a flurry of attacks around you that will destroy the copies but will deal damage equal to 10.5x (6x) your wisdom in a short radius around you. Sword copies have durability equal to 2x your wisdom and deal base damage equal to 1x your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Glacial Shaping 
  
       	  Fill an area in a ten-meter radius around you with your Qi. The area is fixed in space, and your Qi freezes anything inside of it, dealing damage equal to 7x (4x), and enhancing the durability of anything frozen by 7x (4x) your wisdom. The frozen area will radiate cold. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Glacial Armor 
  
       	  Fashion armor made out of Absolute Cold Qi around your body. The armor lasts for 20 minutes unless broken and emits a moderate level of cold. Durability of effect is equal to 7x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Avatar of Frost 
  
       	  Partition your mind and split your focus to create a Qi copy of yourself that will have no initiative but will obey your will. The Avatar will also emit a moderate levels of cold around it. It requires 7.5% (12%) of your total Qi to create, and will be able to use your techniques by drawing on your core at a rate of 1.875x (3x) of the technique’s costs. The techniques will be only 56.25% (35%) as effective. The Avatar’s durability is equal to 7x (4x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Her Cultivation paths hadn’t changed their rarity in the Immortal Realm, but she had expected that, as it was a side effect of sharing inspiration. But her techniques were good enough now that she didn’t feel so bad about it, and she had always intended on raising her Class and augmenting her power. She still had to bring her second path up, but it was not yet time. 
 
    Now, she had power, enough to protect her sect. She only needed to master it.

  

 
   
    SIDE STORY - A Nightmare Trapped 
 
      
 
    I was born in an instant, crafted out of the will of beings much greater than me. In the moment after my birth, I was already ancient. I had a history in my mind, an eternity of existence that never happened. I knew that this history was a lie, and yet it is who I am. There was nothing natural about me; my entire being came from the minds of others. I am a lie; I am a nightmare from dreams of those who are real; I am a story. My history came from their minds, from their imagination, written on pages and, with that, created in truth. But it was not they who birthed me, I knew that. I came from the Three, and I was born for a singular purpose. In my mind I was greater than them, and yet I was so much less than what my story said I should be. 
 
    I knew all of this in the instant following my birth. 
 
    And as I came to myself, as I remember a history that never happened, I looked around the endless nothingness that surrounded me. It was not the time yet for me to serve my purpose, but the time would come. I remained in the darkness, remembering my past that was a fiction. Yet, even though it had never happened here, to me it still was real. I understood now, that all creation was just a dream of the gods. Just because I did not came into being in the same way did not make me any less real. My history was written, theirs was lived—different, but still the same. 
 
    I dreamed of the past, of gliding on the through storms made out of cosmic dust, of whispering in the minds of mortals, of open green fields with sheep grazing upon them. I dreamed of ruling, I dreamed of being forgotten, and I dreamed of making them remember. 
 
    I was great and good, and I was terrible and vindictive. I was beyond their comprehension, I was vast and old. Through these dreams, I learned more, for I was an idea, a nightmare that they invented. I was one thing, and many things, different based on the pen that put the words down on the page. I changed, and had many names: some which were not to be named, others that were known, and ones that were unspeakable. 
 
    Eons passed, or more, or less. Time was not a concern to a being such as I, or the idea that I represented. I knew that there were others of my kind, those who shared my creation, whose myths were written alongside mine. Brothers and offspring and parents, they, too, had been given form from the stories of mortals. They were nightmares given shape, to tell stories that inspired, that frightened, or just stories to make the insanity of the hand holding the pen lessen. 
 
    We were not meant to be understood, to be known, and so, I did not know myself fully. I knew only that which was written about me, for I was a story. 
 
    And as I knew that others of my kind were given form by the Three, so too did I know that we had a purpose, that we were to do that which the mortals invented us for: to bring horror and fear, death and an end. I was their nightmare given form, a being beyond their understanding, malevolent and great. Sometimes, perhaps, I would be on their side, but it was not in my true nature. I was he who feasted from afar. 
 
    Then, something changed, and I was tugged in a new direction. My great body—a mass of vast flesh, of tendrils with grips that were made to tear and open and consume, of countless eyes to gaze upon, a form to induce madness in all that beheld it—all of it was pulled, compressed and pushed in a single point. It was almost enough to crush me, and yet it did not. I passed through, and then I saw light for the first time outside my mind. 
 
    My body was compressed and changed as I was forced into one of my many forms, a form out of a story that was a part of me, an avatar of my greatness. I found myself limited, small, weak. I moved and knew that I had assumed a form similar to those of the mortals that had invented me. Four limbs, to move and interact; a mouth to speak, ears to listen, and eyes to see. It was…disorienting, and also not, for in the stories I had already done this, many times before. I adapted, and looked around. 
 
    I was in a place that was large. A translucent white sky surrounded me and I quickly realized that there was something beyond it. I was trapped inside a dome that surrounded this place. I explored, walked from one edge to the other, a walk that took me time beyond measure. And yet, for all of its greatness, it was great only by mortal standards. My true form was greater still, and yet I was forced into this small vessel of weak flesh shrouded in a cloak of cloth. 
 
    It was all for a purpose, I knew. The Three had a need of me, and I would obey, even though all that I was wanted to fight. I was imagined as the greatest thing there was, a being that bowed to no one and nothing, but I was just a pale imitation of what the Three were. For they were truly eldritch, truly alien, beyond comparison or understanding even to the things that they had created. 
 
    I stood in the center of the dome, the emptiness surrounding me, until things started to change. Beyond the domain that kept me trapped, I saw things come into existence. The formless cosmic dust came into shape, and a world came into being: an endless world, stretching for as far as one could see. The sun blossomed into existence above, and then the inside of the dome started to change. Rifts opened up and creatures started coming in. Some I recognized, for they were tied to my own mythos. They looked at me and bowed, before heading toward the edge of the dome, there to begin to beat at its wall, trying to get out. They were monsters birthed out of the horror stories of mortals. Some took to the sky, and others burrowed beneath the ground; some towered over me, and others were smaller than my fingers. Builders and spawners, hunters and warriors, caretakers and healers—so many of them, and all wicked. They were things out of nightmares, and all wanted to get out. I knew it, for I could feel them all, could feel their emotion, and could know their thoughts if I so wished. 
 
    I knew, then, that they were mine to command, that I was to lead them in fulfilling the Three’s purpose for us. The howls of the mad filled the dome as ages passed, and more of them still came. The sky was black with their flying forms, so thick that the sun could not be seen. The ground was covered with them, climbing one over the other, a wriggling mass of flesh. They were beings conceived in nightmares and given substance by stories, created only to serve as tales to frighten, their only purpose to consume and kill. They were not what the mortals had intended, as the Three had changed them. I could see, and I knew. 
 
    Some of them were like I am, less than what their stories said, while others were more. There was a level of power that the Three wanted them to be on. 
 
    The only empty area was around me, a small patch where none dared to tread. I had nothing to do but wait and feel their desire to leave, their hunger, their thirst. They could not die from it, but they felt it. It made them worse. 
 
    I did not know when the time would come, but I knew that there were more places like this. There were three for each people whose stories gave birth to us, for a total of twenty-seven domes filled with horrors. I did not know who held the other domes, but each had one like me. It was strange, remembering things that I did not experience, that I did not know the source of, but all was as the Three decreed. 
 
    I was the king of this dome, and the monsters around me were my army. A legion, with enough numbers to blot out the sky and cover the ground as a wave of endless darkness. I did not know what I would face, but I knew that I would prevail. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    For the first time ever, something changed outside. I saw beings: some were mortal, human, but others were strange and unlike what my history told me mortals should look like. They approached my dome. I saw them look, I saw the horror on their faces as they looked inside and saw their doom. I saw the hope leave their eyes and fear seep into their bones. They ran, screaming and weeping from what they had beheld, as they should. 
 
    I did not smile. I did not enjoy this. 
 
    Time passed, and more came—sometimes a lone person, sometimes a group. They looked upon their doom and always ran away in fear. Once, an army came, and a lone mortal stood before it. He looked like a small dragon with wings upon his back, not like the mortals that had given birth to my story. I saw him fight, an armor of resplendent glory appearing around him, his wings sheeted in metal. He fought the army, and powers unlike anything that I have seen in my history clashed against one another. I realized that, perhaps, my purpose would not be as easy as I thought. The mortals had power of their own, and they would not be such an easy prey. 
 
    The mortal fought for days and nights, and in the end he left only blood on the sands. After, he turned and walked to the edge of the dome. Intrigued, I walked forward as well, the mass splitting around me as I approached. The mortal saw the disturbance, and saw me coming. 
 
    Finally I was there, only a hand’s width away from the edge of the dome that kept me trapped. And I looked upon the mortal through the slits in my mask, from beneath my hood. I saw his eyes within his helmet, and I saw his fear. Yet, inside of him there was determination and will. He feared me, but he would not run. I smiled behind the mask, knowing that the time would come when I was free, and when my legion would scour across the infinite land, when it would be joined by the legions of the others and when all would turn to night. 
 
     The mortal turned suddenly and walked away, leaving me alone with the mindless horrors still trying to get out. 
 
    In time, I would face them, the mortals—and they would know true horror. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The mortals came; never close to the dome again, but always there. They watched us, they watched me, and they waited. I knew what they were there for, to prevent someone from letting me out before it was time, and perhaps to watch, to learn the moment that the domes fell and we were released. It was a foolish action. I was inevitable, as was their death. 
 
    But as time passed I knew that something was coming. A feeling deep inside me told me that it was soon going to be that time. I raised my head and looked just as a pillar of light split the sky open, and then grew, opening a crack in the world in front of the dome. I saw through it, a light that shone through, that blazed through the tear from the world beyond. I could not see beyond the tear, for the light was too great for even me. 
 
    The mortals standing guard and watching over my dome ran forward, heading for the tear, but they were too far away, and they were to slow. A being stepped through the tear, and I knew. 
 
    The mortal was here to set me free. 
 
    Soon, horror and endless night would come. Soon, my legions, the legions of Hastur, the King in Yellow, would march across this world.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Party and Family 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing, and it showed no signs of stopping even though the middle of the night had already passed. It was…annoying in a way, at least to her. She looked around the great hall, taking in the ornate decorations mounted on the walls: priceless art pieces made by high-tiered individuals, all of it surrounding the floor, where people from all across the core were mingling. The music filled the hall, a human-demasi fusion of sound. The traditional demasi instrument, the veres, with its long glass tubes and their melodic sounds, met the soft sound of the human string instruments, the violins and cellos. Not everything had survived the old worlds, and not everything that was remembered could be replicated in this world—but some things, like music, did endure. She did not know how similar the music of this day and age was to that which existed before. She was no great scholar or historian who would search the few records there were, or interview the old Rankers who still remembered. Still, she did enjoy the music, and the soft tones made a perfect melody to slow dance to, which the people were taking advantage of in the middle of the hall on the dance floor.  
 
    Most were from the sects, and were wearing their elaborate robes in the colors of their factions, but some were from non-sect factions. Just being invited here was a great honor, a declaration that one had influence and prestige. Women of most races walked and danced in stunning dresses, presenting themselves to other guests. The demasi and humans dominated, as was to be expected—Zenshuen was a demasi-and-human sect, and most of the people in the hall were from the many families that comprised the sect. She looked around, seeing the women who attempted to lure drunken scions of great sects or influential faction members out of the hall, to the dark corridors where they might attempt to use their bodies to gain just a tiny bit of an advantage. Others looked dignified standing next to their partners and looking down on the rest. A few were alone, no suitors approaching them, and not seeking anything of the sort. 
 
    Selia was among their number. She was standing in the corner of the room looking out expressionlessly. She did not enjoy these kinds of events; she much preferred peace and quiet. Responsibilities, however, forced her to attend events such as these, even though the noise almost made her head hurt. They were all so wrapped up in their own lives, in their need to be seen and known, in seeking prestige and influence, as if they were the only things that mattered. It was why they were weak, why it took them so long to gain power. 
 
    She restrained herself from sneering at them. She couldn’t let them see her true feelings. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a new group enter, the colors of their robes immediately catching her eyes. She suppressed the desire to scowl in annoyance as her father—uncle, now—entered the room. The group around him was familiar to her, even though she hadn’t spoken with them in a long time, not since she had gotten the name Ha Jhan and had been adopted into the main family. 
 
    She didn’t know how they had managed to get an invitation to the event. Their branch of the family was low on the totem pole, far too weak and poor to be granted an honor such as this. Once, Selia would’ve felt better inclined toward them, but that was before she learned of the things they had done. 
 
    She knew that they were only here to seek her out, to try and wrest anything that they could from her, using their blood connection to try and gain more prestige and influence. She knew exactly what they had done in the past, how they were using her name to open doors that would’ve otherwise been barred to them. The only reason she hadn’t put a stop to it was because they were yet to cross the line, but she knew that it was only a matter of time. They were getting close to it already. 
 
    She looked around, trying to find the quickest way through the crowd and out of their sight. Unfortunately, she was too late, and they spotted her and headed her way. Her fa—her uncle led the way, a big fake smile on his face. Once they reached her he hesitated, just a bit longer than was proper, and then Kerial Elhan bowed. The two people surrounding him did the same. On his right was his sister, Selia’s aunt, and on his right was his eldest son, now Selia’s cousin. 
 
    “Greetings, daughter—pardon, niece,” he said, correcting himself, as if he could have forgotten. He did it on purpose, trying to remind her of where she came from, as if she could forget. Even calling her “niece” was pushing it—to him she should be only Sect Leader. 
 
    “Uncle,” she said evenly, keeping any emotion out of her voice. She didn’t respond to his bow, not even with an inclination of her head, letting him know exactly what she thought of his games. 
 
    She saw his face twist into a scowl for just a moment before it cleared up, and was replaced by his fake mask again. 
 
    “A great event,” he said, looking around. “Many powerful individuals in attendance.” 
 
    Selia didn’t respond. Her uncle waited for an answer in vain, and then sighed. He walked over to stand next to her and looked out at the part alongside her. 
 
    “Niece,” he started, again breaking with protocol. Not that she cared much for it in the first place—she just didn’t want to talk with him. “I’m sure that you’ve heard about the Golden Sky Sect’s raids on our territories.” 
 
    Selia sighed, realizing that he wouldn’t stop until she acknowledged him. “I am,” she said. Of course she was familiar with it. The Phoenix was insane, was going too far by attacking without provocation. The sect was yet to decide on what exactly they should do in response. 
 
    “Well,” her uncle started. “The family’s holdings have been impacted. We lost an entire village. With the way things had been going, that had been a large hit to our income. I was hoping that you might be able to provide some aid.” 
 
    She had known what he was going to ask the moment she saw him. The only thing her former family thought about was wealth and influence, nothing else. They had failed to protect what was theirs, and now they wanted her to bail them out. He probably imagined her going over and attacking the Phoenix in retaliation, as if she had nothing better to do than start a war over their worthless hides. 
 
    “An emissary was sent to the Golden Sky Sect, and the matter will be resolved,” Selia said. 
 
    “Of course, but perhaps aid in the form of Essence might be in order, to help us repair the village. It isn’t much to ask, niece,” he said with a small smile on his face. 
 
    “Sect Leader,” Selia said slowly. 
 
    He blinked, and his eyes became hard. She glared down at him, knowing how much it ate him inside that she had escaped his clutches and his influence, that she was greater than him, that he couldn’t touch her again. 
 
    “Sect Leader.” He inclined his head, stiffly. 
 
    “It is being dealt with. I have better things to do than worry about one small insignificant village at the edge of our territory,” Selia told him. 
 
    Kerial knew better than to speak again. 
 
    A few minutes of uncomfortable silence later, and her cousin cleared his throat before speaking. “I’ve heard that there will be a High Ranker Division this year. Are you going to participate, cousin?” 
 
    Selia glanced in his direction, then away. “No, I have no need to prove myself to others.” 
 
    “Don’t you want everyone to know—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Before anyone could speak again, a sect member dressed in red and gold, the colors of the Zenshuen main family, approached. He wore servant’s robes, and bowed deeply to her, ignoring the three standing next to her. 
 
    “Sect Leader, you are summoned to approach the throne,” he said, while bowed, respectfully and clearly. 
 
    Selia sighed in relief, then turned back to the three. “Duty calls,” she said and then stepped forward without waiting for their response, glad to be rid of them. 
 
    The servant walked in front of her, two steps ahead and one to the right. “Thank you, Feris,” Selia whispered to him. 
 
    “It was your grandfather’s idea,” he whispered back with a knowing look, before he schooled his expression back to its professional mask. 
 
    She walked behind him through the throng of people, seeing them look at her, studying her. Some looked with respect, others with fear, a few with lust. She tried to ignore them, but she couldn’t suppress the feeling of disgust at their lecherous looks. They knew that she was taken, and they still couldn’t control themselves. 
 
    She forcibly cleared her mind as they approached the throne, carved out of great red crystal, seamless and awe inspiring. It was the throne of Zenshuen, and it went wherever its owner went. In it sat Veriton Ha Jhan, the Sect Head of the Zenshuen Sect. He looked old, more so than anyone else Selia had ever met. He had been that way for as long as she had known him. His shoulder-length white hair was framed by two obsidian black horns that rose from his brows and stretched back nearly to the back of his head. His skin was wrinkled and pockmarked, leathery. It was the color of purest white, as new snow just fallen on the ground, a side effect of his True Body. He looked wise and powerful, despite his aged appearance. He was a Ranker of the Second Iteration, a survivor and a great man.  
 
    She approached the throne and bowed deeply before him. 
 
    “Sect Head,” she greeted him. 
 
    “Rise, granddaughter,” he said, his tone soft and kind. “And it is grandfather to you, always. How many times must I remind you?” 
 
    Selia straightened and met his startlingly bright blue eyes. “At least once more, grandfather,” she said with a smile. 
 
    He shook his head and gestured for her to approach. She climbed the steps and got near him. With a wave of his hand, the noise from the hall cut off as he activated a formation to prevent sound from entering and leaving their little bubble. 
 
    “Thank you for…” She trailed off; there was no need to name it. 
 
    Her grandfather nodded. “Of course. I know how family can be.” 
 
    She shrugged. They were no real family to her. The man in front of her was one of the very few that she considered as such. He wasn’t truly her grandfather, but more something like her great-great-great-grandfather. Kerial Elhan was born a sixth son of a third son of the Elhan family, and their connection to the Sect Head was tenuous at best. The Elhan family was started by the Sect Head’s great-great-grandson, who was the fifth son of his father, not even close to being in the main family. 
 
    Only the direct descendants, the first sons of the first sons, were considered of the Jhan family, but of course the Sect Head did not turn away those from the branch families. If someone proved themselves strong and capable, then they could be adopted into one of three branches of the main Jhan family, as she had been. She had been adopted by the Sect Head’s grandson, a great man who had led the Ha Jhan family for a long time. He had died a few decades ago, leaving Selia in charge of the Ha Jhan family, as the best candidate to be a Sect Leader. 
 
    She wouldn’t have done half as well as she had without her grandfather’s guidance. 
 
    “You’ve been restless, granddaughter,” he said, breaking the silence. 
 
    Selia considered brushing it off, but then shook her head. She only had one secret before her Sect Head. “Erdania hasn’t checked in yet,” she said slowly. 
 
    “Ah.” He nodded. “It can be hard, being away from those we love.” 
 
    “Yes,” Selia replied, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Well, perhaps you might want to go and rest.” He smiled at her. “Who knows? You might feel better by the end of the night.”  
 
    Selia narrowed her eyes suspiciously. She knew him well enough to know when he knew more than she did, but she didn’t press. She trusted him. She nodded, then leaned down and landed a soft kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, grandfather.” She straightened and bowed again. “With your leave, Sect Head?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and waved his hand, dismissing her and the cone of silence around them. 
 
    She smiled as she turned around and left the party, glad that she didn’t have to suffer through it anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked into her rooms and sighed in exhaustion. She did not enjoy being surrounded by so many people. It wasn’t her idea of having a good time, and she definitely did not enjoy people looking at her. 
 
    She made her way into her living room when she stopped. In an instant her Qi flew through her conduits and she formed a technique, {Sanguine Silver Spear}. Four spears appeared around her, pointing to the side. 
 
    “Hey! Hey!” a familiar voice yelled out, and Selia sighed. The spears disappeared, and Selia glanced in the intruder’s direction. 
 
    Erdania was lying on one of her couches, her legs sprawled across the armrest and her head dangling off the side uncomfortably. 
 
    “Dani, you couldn’t have let me know that you were coming?” Selia asked. Her grandfather’s words now made more sense—he had probably known that she had arrived. 
 
    “What would be the fun in that?” Erdania grinned and then rolled over her head to the floor and stood up, all in one smooth action that defied gravity. 
 
    Selia rolled her eyes, but inside she was happy. It had been too long that they had been together. The secret meeting they had both attended hadn’t been a place for them to really interact. 
 
    “Selia, my love, I’ve missed you,” Erdania said as she walked forward, her hands spread wide for a hug. Selia raised her hand and stopped her, her eyes narrowing. She hated this part, she hated feeling this way, but they had an agreement, and she would follow the rules of it. 
 
    “How many?” Selia asked. 
 
    Erdania’s expression fell and she let her arms drop to the side. 
 
    “Must we still do this? It’s been a long time now. You know that I love you. There is no need for you to torture yourself with knowing.” Erdania gave her a pained look. 
 
    “It is what we agreed to,” Selia responded. 
 
    Erdania held her eyes for a long moment, looking almost defiant, but then finally she deflated. “Fine,” Erdania said. “Nine.” 
 
    Selia blinked, their eyes locked. Nine… It was a larger number than she had expected. Erdania had only been gone for a few months. It made her angry, jealous, made her feel like something was wrong with her. She knew it wasn’t true, of course, but she just couldn’t help it. Before she realized what she had done, her hand moved on impulse. The slap echoed in her room, and Erdania’s head twisted to the side. 
 
    “Fuck,” Erdania whispered, then shook her head. “Selia, I—” 
 
    Before she could say anything, Selia stepped in and pulled Erdania close. “I’m sorry,” she whispered in her ear. 
 
    After a few moments, Erdania returned her embrace, although she didn’t relax completely. After a minute, they stepped away, looking at each other. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have hit you,” Selia said softly. “I just… Nine men, in only a few months?” 
 
    Erdania grimaced. “We agreed, Selia. I have needs, and if you can’t meet them, I—” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. It’s just hard,” Selia said, bowing her head. It was her failing that made this necessary, of course. She knew that. And they had agreed—Erdania had put up with Selia for too long, suppressing who she was. It was unfair of her to ask Erdania to accept her as she was without her accepting Erdania for who she was in turn. She had tried to change, tried to be intimate in that manner with her. It just…never worked. It didn’t feel right to her. She enjoyed being close to her, enjoyed kissing at times, the feel of her touch on her skin as they embraced, but anything more than that and she just…she couldn’t. 
 
    Erdania had to have read something in her expression because she stepped forward, pulling them close again. “Hey, it’s okay, there’s nothing wrong with you,” she said, then pulled her close for a soft kiss. 
 
    It was quick, and chaste, as Selia liked them. After, she looked in Erdania’s eyes. She had loved her for so long, since they were both just children. The day Erdania told her that she felt the same way was one of the happiest of her life. And yet, they had quickly discovered that there was one big issue between them. Erdania was… She was free, she enjoyed life and its pleasures. Selia…did not. 
 
    “Selia, love,” Erdania said slowly. “If this hurts you so, perhaps it is time for us to try again?” 
 
    Selia’s immediate reaction was to shake her head. “No,” she said. 
 
    “We can find someone, I know it,” Erdania insisted. “We did it once before.” 
 
    “Terland was special,” Selia said. “There is no one else like him.” 
 
    Erdania didn’t look convinced. “It’s been three hundred years since he died. We can’t go on like this, not if it hurts you so much.” 
 
    Selia turned away, not wanting to talk about it again. Terland’s death still hurt, and she blamed herself for what happened to him. It was her constant pushing for him to take what she could offer, for her to raise him to a greater power that had pushed him to try and prove himself. She should’ve left it alone, and instead she pushed him to his death. 
 
    There was never going to be someone like him. He was their great love. He had loved them and accepted them as who they were. He’d loved Erdania in the way that she needed to be loved, and he’d loved Selia in another, accepting her for who she was. 
 
    None of the others they had tried to bring into their relationship could ever do that. Oh, they said that they could, that they would. But she always knew; she could see their looks in her direction, thinking that they would be the one to change her, and she saw their resentment grow as they realized the truth. Both men and women had tried, and then when they inevitably failed, they always tried to take Erdania away from her. 
 
    “I’m tired, Dani. I can’t go through all of that again.” Selia shook her head. “What we have now works. It has to.” 
 
    “I don’t like seeing you hurt,” Erdania said as she embraced her from behind and put her chin on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m a big girl, I can handle it.” 
 
    Erdania sighed. “Please, promise me that you’ll at least think about it? We can take our time. We don’t need to pick someone from the streets tomorrow. It would be a lot easier if we added a third again.” 
 
    Selia sighed. “Fine, I’ll think about it—if we change the topic.” She knew that there was no winning against her, not where that matter was concerned. 
 
    Erdania held her for a long moment, and then finally released her and walked back to the couch. 
 
    “Well,” Erdania started. “How was the party?” 
 
    Selia grimaced as she joined her on the couch, taking a seat next to her and leaning her head against her shoulder. “My father came,” she said. There was no need to call him her uncle in Erdania’s presence. 
 
    “Ah,” Erdania said. “That had to have sucked, huh?” 
 
    “It did, and he wanted what he always wants. Essence, power, influence.” Selia shrugged. 
 
    “I should really kill him one of these days,” Erdania said slowly. 
 
    “We talked about this,” Selia warned. 
 
    “I know, but he deserves it, especially after what he did to you,” she said, her voice tinged with anger. 
 
    “Erdania,” Selia said softly. “There is no point, not now. It is a greater punishment for him to remain as he is: insignificant.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Erdania didn’t quite agree, Selia knew. 
 
    “What happened with your little mission?” Selia asked. 
 
    Erdania looked down with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Selia gestured at the room around them. “I installed a cone of silence formation. No one can learn anything that we speak inside here.” 
 
    “Ah.” Erdania nodded. “Well, it was a disaster.” 
 
    “Really?” Selia asked, straightening and turning so that she could see her clearly. 
 
    Erdania grimaced and nodded again. “Yeah, we went into the Ethereal Dungeon to scout it out, to see what we would face. It was…a really bad call.” Her eyes became unfocused as she remembered. “I went in with Shuffle, Horn, and a few of the mercenaries we hired. At first we faced spirits, and low-powered shades. It didn’t seem all that difficult, but then… Shades with nine or more rings started appearing, and we knew that we needed to leave. We started losing people then, but it wasn’t until we nearly reached the exit that we really understood what we were facing.” 
 
    Selia saw her expression darken. “What happened?” 
 
    “A spirit, a really powerful spirit. It shut us down, hard. We barely managed to get out. Shuffle took its attention, letting us escape, but he lost an arm and a leg, and we barely managed to escape. It will take a lot more than what we can gather to conquer that dungeon. It is a death sentence for anyone right now.” 
 
    “Is he…?” Selia asked. 
 
    “He survived. The fucker can teleport out of any situation, but he was badly hurt. Horn took him to get healed, and I got a message from him a few weeks back. Shuffle should be fine in a couple of months.” 
 
    Selia nodded. She didn’t particularly like Shuffle, but she didn’t want him dead, either. 
 
    “So,” Erdania started, looking back at Selia. “What’s new here?” 
 
    “The tournament is progressing as expected. Our Mid Division team has qualified, and we have a few people in the Low Division who got through. The first High Division qualifiers are next week. We’ll see how our warriors perform.” 
 
    “And anything from…you know?” Erdania asked. 
 
    Selia grimaced. “Actually, yes. Command sent me a message. He wants me to recruit someone to our little club.” 
 
    Erdania blinked. “He found someone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Selia said slowly, not quite sure what to say. She had barely believed that the message Command had sent her was genuine. 
 
    “Who?” Erdania asked. 
 
    “A Ranker, one from the Seventh Iteration,” Selia said. 
 
    “What? Why would we want someone like that?” Erdania looked at her in confusion. A part of Selia agreed with the sentiment. 
 
    “Well, apparently, this Ranker is special. It’s a human,” Selia said. 
 
    “Wait, didn’t something happen with the humans? I heard that the skreen killed them all?” 
 
    Selia chuckled. “No, I have no idea how that particular rumor started. The truth is that only two humans arrived. Their world was apparently much more savage than those of other races, and these two… They were far stronger than any other Ranker who had ever arrived in the Infinite Realm. They were summoned and placed outside of the arrival zone.” 
 
    “Really? Well, that is interesting, but I still don’t see how that makes them a good fit. They can’t be strong enough?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing. The man who Command wants recruited has entered the High Division. He has nine tiers of power, and is an Immortal Realm Cultivator.” 
 
    Erdania blinked in shock. “What? No way.” 
 
    “Yes, way,” Selia said seriously. “I’m not sure just how powerful he could be with how fast he gained power, but… Command does tend to know better than most.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erdania said. “Well, I guess there’s no harm in scouting him out a bit. If he’s in the tournament, you’ll get to see him fight.” 
 
    “I’ll get to see him fight? You don’t plan on helping me?” Selia quirked her eyebrow. 
 
    Erdania snorted. “Hells no, I just got back. I’m gonna be lazy and stay in our rooms sleeping for like a month, and you know I don’t watch scrubs fight. I’ll come out once the tournament starts in truth.” 
 
    Selia rolled her eyes. She did know that Erdania could get easily bored. It was her job, in the end. 
 
    “Fine, but if you are going to be staying here at the palace, you should really take some time to present yourself to the others. There are parties every night.” 
 
    “Ahhh, I hate those pretentious things. They’ll make me wear a dress,” Erdania complained. 
 
    Selia glanced at her barely covered form, then back up to her eyes. She knew why Erdania did what she did—it was why she could accept the things that she needed. Still, there were some things that even Erdania needed to respect. 
 
    “Grandfather will ask it of you, so it’s better you do it yourself. That way, you might redeem yourself a bit,” Selia said. 
 
    “The old man knows I hate it,” Erdania said. 
 
    “He also has a sect to run, and you are one of its Sect Leaders. You have obligations. If I have to suffer through those parties, you must do so too.” 
 
    Erdania whined, but Selia knew that she would agree eventually. She always did.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    First Match 
 
      
 
    Anrosh and Ryun walked back into their compound just as the moon turned into the sun. There weren’t many people in the courtyard; there were only a few workers feeding their mounts, and a couple of warriors training. But as they walked in, they were immediately noticed. Anrosh had been leaning on Ryun’s hand as they walked, still a bit shaken from all that happened the night before, her body still recovering. Ryun had offered to carry her back, which would’ve been quicker, but she wanted to walk. She had felt that it would help entice her body to recover faster. 
 
    She saw the people in the courtyard look at them, and especially her, as they walked in. It was clear that they were surprised, even shocked. As they passed them, everyone bowed deeply. They weren’t bowing to Ryun—he didn’t care for such things and most had learned that a quick and respectful half bow was good enough for him. These bows were deep and long, and they were intended for her. They could tell that she had changed, that she had advanced, and that she was now in the Immortal Realm. 
 
    She didn’t quite know what to do. She could hear them whisper behind her as they walked deeper into the courtyard. A commotion at the building in front of them announced the arrival of two people. Lesamitrius walked out first, followed quickly by Nayra. 
 
    “There you are,” Nayra said quickly as they approached. “We’ve been worried. You left without telling us where you went. We were going to…” She trailed off as Lesamitrius froze in front of them, and then he knelt, bowing his head to her. 
 
    “Immortal Master,” he said softly. “Congratulations on your advancement.” 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. She didn’t know how to handle all this attention. Ryun had tried to teach her a bit about how to keep her Qi under control, but one lesson was never going to do much. “You can stand, Lesamitrius.” 
 
    The ravzor glanced up, his expression clear and almost looking…proud? She didn’t know what to make of it, and she was too tired to try. 
 
    Nayra was looking at her with a guarded look on her face. Neither of them said anything, but Anrosh could detect something from her. She got the feeling that she had messed up in some way, only she didn’t know how, exactly. 
 
    “Nayra,” Ryun said before anyone could say anything. “Can you escort Anrosh to your room? She needs to rest.” 
 
    Nayra blinked, then nodded and moved to take Anrosh’s hand from him. Anrosh let herself be led, as she heard Ryun announce to Lesamitrius that they would be starting a training session immediately. 
 
    They left the two of them behind, and walked into the building. It wasn’t too large, but it was big enough to house them. Their room was small, large enough only for one bed that could barely fit them both. Nayra led her inside and then pulled the curtain over the entrance since they didn’t have doors. 
 
    “So,” Nayra started as she led Anrosh to the bed and took a seat. “You are an Immortal now. How?” 
 
    “I asked Ryun to raise me,” Anrosh said. “I…I was never going to be able to do the things that he, or even you, can. And I need to be strong enough to protect the sect when he isn’t present.” 
 
    Nayra nodded, but Anrosh could tell that something was wrong. 
 
    “What is it?” Anrosh asked slowly. 
 
    “What is it, you ask?” Nayra said, her eyes narrowing. “Well, how about the fact that my girlfriend made a pretty big decision, without even talking with me about it?” 
 
    “Oh,” Anrosh said, realizing what she had done. 
 
    “‘Oh’ is right.” Nayra stood in front of her, looking down at her with her hands on her hips. “I thought we were in a better place than this.” 
 
    “We are,” Anrosh said quickly. “It was… It was an impulsive decision. I didn’t know I was going to ask him about it when I woke up. It was…the tournament. The fights that we watched, they made me realize that I would never be like them.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t have even just told me what you were planning?” Nayra asked. “Frankly, I feel…I don’t know, hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Anrosh said and reached for her. Nayra let her grab her and pull her to her, and Anrosh leaned her head on her chest and hugged her close. “I didn’t mean to leave you out, it was just… Sometimes I feel inadequate when I’m with you. I can see that you will advance far on your own, and I…I’m, well, I’m just me.” 
 
    Nayra grabbed her head and turned it upward so that she was looking into her eyes. “Inadequate? You?” She looked bewildered, and then she shook her head and chuckled. “Anrosh, you are anything but. You are a great mother, a great leader. You’ve been keeping the Twilight Melody Sect together for a year, and even longer, before Ryun left. You are basically his caregiver. He can barely function as it is, and without you he would’ve done something stupid enough to get himself killed long before now.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, then returned her smile. “It’s not like he doesn’t do stupid stuff when I am around.” 
 
    “Well, at least he knows what he is heading into with you around.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for not talking with you.” 
 
    Nayra closed her eyes. “It’s fine. We haven’t been together for long, and we need time to become closer. But, I would appreciate it if in the future we could at least discuss things like this.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anrosh said, and then yawned. Her body was betraying her. 
 
    Nayra leaned down and kissed her lips. “Go to sleep,” she said after. “We have a big few days coming up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anrosh walked next to Ryun as they walked into one of the many small arena buildings raised near the center ring wall. The buildings were large, enough so that they could fit several small stages inside. The building that they entered into had eight stages, four on one side and four on the other. The building was filled with people, the contestants and their escorts. Each contestant was allowed four people as escorts, and Ryun brought Anrosh along with Nayra, Lesamitrius, and Riodan, who walked behind them. 
 
    Once inside, Anrosh cast her eyes on the competition, seeing a good mix of sect and other types of factions. The administrators were standing near the stages they were assigned to, while the wardens stood nearby, keeping an eye on things. This was just one of two dozen buildings, all of which would be conducting the qualifiers for the High Division. Ryun’s division’s qualifiers were the last on the schedule, and now that the Low and Mid were done, it was their turn. Every contestant would fight a single one-on-one match in one of the buildings just like this one, and those who got through would fight in the large free-for-all event for the chance to get into the tournament proper. It wasn’t really fair, of course, but nothing about the Infinite Realm was fair. 
 
    Everyone in the building was ignoring them, most being focused on their upcoming matches. This was a great opportunity for many of them; some had the resources of their entire faction invested in them just for this moment. Ryun didn’t really look around, but then again, he probably didn’t need to. 
 
    “Which stage were you assigned again?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Stage Four,” Ryun answered, then glanced back at Lesamitrius and Riodan. “Go and watch the other matches. Take note of any interesting winners.” 
 
    The ravzors inclined their heads and disappeared into the crowd. They had limited opportunity to gain intel on Ryun’s opponents, so they had to take advantage when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    Nayra walked up next to Anrosh, looking straight ahead. “There is your stage.” She pointed at a big sign with the number four written on it. They had worked through some of the stuff between them, but there was still a bit of a distance. Anrosh knew that she had messed up, but the only thing she could do now was to do better in the future. 
 
    The three of them walked up to the stage, and stopped at a table in front of it where one of the administrators sat. They had been given the time and place when Ryun’s match would take place, and she could see matches taking place at every stage. 
 
    “Name?” the administrator said as he noticed them. 
 
    “Ryun Nacht.” 
 
    The administrator looked up at Ryun, then back down to his papers. “Your match is next up. Your opponent is Kelak Strongclaw, First Knight of the Whiteriver Kingdom.” The man gestured with his head toward the side where a group of five stood. All wore plate mail armor, painted red with an emblem of a white river passing between two mountains. Two were human, and three were drakes. The contestant was obviously the man that stood in the middle: a drake with red scales. The others were checking his armor and whispering softly. 
 
    They noticed Ryun and were looking him up and down, but they didn’t seem too concerned with him. 
 
    “The rules are simple,” the administrator said. “You are forbidden from using deadly force. Killing will disqualify you, and you cannot use anything other than what you have on yourself when you step onto the stage. You will be leaving any spatial storages outside the stage if you have them.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “If I bring potions on my person, I can use them?” 
 
    “Yes,” the administrator said. 
 
    Anrosh glanced back at the knight who was going to be Ryun’s opponent, and saw that he had a small pouch on his hip, probably where he kept such consumables. He wouldn’t be able to have many, and even if he did, there was always the risk of them breaking in battle. 
 
    Ryun nodded. She knew that he had a perk that gave him a spatial storage, but he probably wasn’t going to reveal that. 
 
    “Prior to the start of the match, both contestants are allowed to use one non-offensive perk, ability, or technique, and drink one potion in preparation. The wining conditions are: knocking the opponent out of the ring first, forcing them to lose consciousness, or forcing them to surrender.” 
 
    Anrosh thought that the rules limited a lot of what a contestant could do, especially in such a small area. The stage was barely thirty-five meters long and wide. The potion part was also dubious, as some might be able to buy something really powerful and skew the odds in their favor.  
 
    Ryun nodded again and stepped away, walking to the place that the administrator indicated. The stage was occupied by two people fighting. A karura was flying above the stage, while a kreacean shot balls of fire at it. Instead of watching the battle, Ryun turned his back to the stage and faced Nayra and Anrosh. 
 
    “How many healing potions did we buy again?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “A few hundred low-grade ones, and two dozen high-grade ones,” Anrosh answered. A healing potion increased the regeneration rate of the person who consumed it. Low-grade ones could generally help heal small injuries, help bones heal and so on, but they couldn’t heal every wound. Higher-grade potions were required for that. Ryun looked thoughtful, and then his form shimmered, his robe coming off, the unequip function triggering as he sent it to his storage. Anrosh blinked as he was suddenly wearing only his undergarment, which left his entire body visible. The cracks in his skin misted faintly and glowed with black and violet light. A moment later he was wearing a different robe, something that he had bought on auction days ago. It wasn’t anything special, just a suit of epic armor that gave him a small boost to wisdom. Ryun didn’t rely on items that much, although she knew that he had some. He then pulled out two potions from his ring, one filled with blue liquid—meaning that it was probably a Qi-regeneration potion—and the other filled with a liquid that was silver: a boosting potion of some kind. He put both potions inside his robe and then he took off one of his rings, his spatial-storage ring, and gave it to Anrosh. He still had a few rings on his fingers, including a couple epic rings that boosted his stats, and the golden band that was his legendary Lifedrinker ring. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to take more potions?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, his eyes not really focusing on anything. Then he shook his head. “No need.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, not really sure if it was just him being sure of himself or if it was arrogance. She glanced at the knight who was talking with his people, then back at Ryun. She knew that he didn’t have a power that could let him measure his opponents, but she also knew that he was pretty good about telling those kinds of things—she just didn’t know how. 
 
    “Everyone here is strong, Ryun,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    “I know.” Ryun nodded. “But strength is relative. We shall see.” 
 
    She sighed, accepting his answer. She trusted him enough. They settled into a silence as the noise of the building roared around them. People were fighting, their escorts cheering them on. She didn’t know if the matchups were random or if the organizers had a way to sort them, but the matches didn’t seem to last that long. Finally, the match at the fourth stage ended, as the karura was brought down. The warrior hit the ground and was immediately swarmed by healers. 
 
    The administrators called and Ryun smiled at them. “Don’t worry so much,” he said to Anrosh, reading her expression. 
 
    “Try to win this. We put a lot of Essence on you,” Nayra said. They had placed a substantial bet on him—the odds were average, as they were for all contestants that were an unknown, but they could still win a lot. 
 
    Ryun walked up the stairs and stepped onto the stage. His opponent, the red-scaled drake, raised a bottle and drank a potion, then put his helmet on and gave Ryun half a bow, but didn’t talk. Ryun paused for a moment, and then inclined his head. It was more than he usually gave anyone. 
 
    Suddenly a sword appeared in the drake’s hands, a large and beautiful two-handed weapon with a broad blade and a golden cross-guard.  
 
    “That’s an awakened weapon,” Nayra whispered. 
 
    Anrosh nodded. She still couldn’t quite understand why Ryun had decided to give her his awakened weapon. 
 
    “Because he understands that his strength isn’t in the sword, and that it will never be,” Kagehime said. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head. She understood what Kagehime meant, but she didn’t know if she would’ve been able to do the same. 
 
    The drake’s armor and weapon suddenly flashed with golden light, and the red armor turned golden. 
 
    “A boosting power of some kind?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Nayra said. 
 
    Ryun reached into his robe and pulled out the silver vial, then downed it immediately. She felt a flash of something and realized that he had used a technique, but quickly it disappeared as he brought his Qi under control. 
 
    The administrator looked at the two contestants, then asked if they were ready. Once they both nodded, he announced the start of the match. 
 
    Immediately the drake used a movement ability and shimmered forward. 
 
    Before he crossed half the stage, a hole of darkness appeared between him and Ryun. If she had seen it for the first time, she would’ve been somewhat confused. From their side of the stage it looked just like a hole in space, darker than black, but in truth it was a wall made out of Void Qi. 
 
    She hadn’t known that Ryun could now shape his Qi at a distance, but she wasn’t surprised, not when it came to him. 
 
    The drake’s sword glowed with a brilliant light and he swung it at the wall, shattering it. It was too bad that Ryun had created two more walls behind the first one. The drake didn’t strike the wall again, but instead dashed to the side, intending to go around. Ryun started to walk. At exactly the moment the drake came around the third wall, Ryun moved behind it on the other side of it and out of their sight. The drake looked around quickly and saw that Ryun wasn’t present, then jumped away from the wall and swung his sword, sending a crescent of golden light into the wall. The third and the second walls cracked and broke apart under that power. Anrosh leaned forward, looking for Ryun, then found him crouching on a cube in the air. 
 
    The drake stepped forward immediately, but a step made out of Void Qi grew out of the ground and hit his foot while it was mid-step, making him stumble. While the drake got his footing back, a large wall grew in front of him again, obscuring Ryun from his vision, and then more walls filled the stage, making it impossible for anyone to see anything inside. 
 
    The drake recovered and then moved around the wall, only to discover that there was another one there. Ryun seemed to have closed himself inside a box. The drake stabbed his sword into the wall and then twisted, cracks of light filling the wall and shattered it.  
 
    But behind it was another wall. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Nayra whispered. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Anrosh said, just as bewildered as Nayra. 
 
    The drake didn’t enter the box. Instead he jumped back, and took a few moments to just look at it. He raised his sword and a ring of light appeared above the box of void, and then a pillar of light fell, striking the top of the box and shaking the stage and the building around them. She saw people turn around and look at the display of power in amazement. Even she was startled by it. 
 
    The dust settled quickly, showing a cracked stage and no more walls, except for one. Ryun stood in the middle with his hand above his head and a wall growing like a shield out of it. 
 
    “He had to have pushed Qi into it to offset the attack,” Nayra said. “Kept repairing it as it was destroyed.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t have the time to respond, because the drake attacked immediately, sending another crescent of light at Ryun before then dashing after it. 
 
    Ryun raised tall walls between them as he let the one above his head disintegrate. He jumped and landed on a cube as the light crescent broke through the walls. The drake was strong if he could destroy those walls so easily—that, or Ryun wasn’t making the walls with his full strength. 
 
    As the drake rushed through the crumbling walls, Ryun jumped forward, creating another cube above the drake and then jumping behind him. The drake was again surprised when he didn’t find Ryun, and quickly turned around and saw him standing on the other side of the stage. 
 
    Anrosh and probably everyone else could tell that the drake was getting frustrated. 
 
    “He is toying with him,” Nayra said in disbelief. 
 
    “Fight me!” the drake yelled suddenly. 
 
    Ryun didn’t seem to be listening. His eyes stared straight ahead, and while it was hard to tell with his pitch-black eyes, to her he did seem as if he wasn’t really looking. Then he closed his eyes. 
 
    The drake seemed to lose it. He pulled two potions from his pouch and downed them, and then his sword sang and two more swords flew out of it before orienting themselves around the drake. A moment later the knight’s form burst into golden light and he appeared in front of Ryun. He raised his sword and swung down, all three swords coming down toward Ryun’s head. 
 
    A horizontal rod of Void Qi grew above his head and blocked all three. The golden knight was glowing so bright that it was hard to look at him, but it wasn’t an issue for Ryun. Not only were his eyes closed, but his vision would probably not be that impaired by it. 
 
    The drake took a step back and then several things happened in quick succession that Anrosh couldn’t quite follow. He executed several attacks, and several small plates made out of Void appeared around Ryun, blocking the many attacks. 
 
    Then, she saw things that looked like small black and violet spikes appear around Ryun, thin threads of Void Qi attached to the plates in front of him. The dozen or so spikes flew at the knight, forcing him to retreat and block. Each swipe of his three swords destroyed a spike, but the drake was still moving back. 
 
    Then, as he took another step back, four walls sprang up around him with another up above him, boxing him in. 
 
    A second later the knight burst out of the box, blood spilling on the floor as he moved with broken spikes sticking out of his body. Anrosh blinked as she saw the inside of the void box. It was filled with broken spikes that had grew at odd angles from every wall. The knight’s light flickered then winked out, and the drake roared. 
 
    He raised his sword and it disappeared from his hand. It reappeared above Ryun—only, it was ten times the size it used to be. It blazed with light and stabbed down faster than Anrosh could follow. 
 
    She didn’t see how Ryun evaded it, but when the dust settled, he was standing on the other side of the stage with his back turned toward the drake. His opponent noticed him, still bleeding from the holes that Ryun’s spikes had punctured through him, but also still standing. He pulled out a healing potion and downed it; the blood stopped gushing, but it still dripped from his armor. The drake put his hand to the side and his sword came back, shrinking in size as it flew through the air. 
 
    As he started forward, pillars sprung into existence around him, growing in his direction. He cut them apart as he whirled in a flash of light. Then he blazed forward, activating another movement ability. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head as walls sprung up between them, slowing the drake down. 
 
    Light met the Void and crashed through the walls before the drake found Ryun in the same position with his back turned to him. He raised his sword and light flashed around it, more solid now, increasing the size of the sword.  
 
    Then he swung down at Ryun. 
 
    Ryun didn’t bother with a wall. He just sidestepped the attack and walked around the drake, his eyes still closed and his expression one of concentration. The drake burst into speed, but Ryun could see every attack coming. 
 
    It was…incredible. Anrosh had never seen anything like it. She could feel flashes of Ryun’s Qi, moving faster than she ever thought possible. Then, finally Ryun opened his eyes, and she saw him smile as if he had finally realized something. 
 
    He blinked several times, and then his eyes landed at the haggard drake, who was leaning on his sword, breathing heavily, with blood dripping from his armor. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head as if in surprise, and then turned around and started walking back toward the stairs of the stage. He flicked his hand and a pillar the size of a building came into existence near the knight and grew in his direction. There was no way for him to evade as it slammed into him and shoved him out of the ring. 
 
    There was silence as Ryun reached the edge of the stage and glanced at the administrator. 
 
    The administrator looked at the drake, who was being surrounded by healers, then back to Ryun. 
 
    “Winner, Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect.” 
 
    With a nod, Ryun started descending.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Clarity 
 
      
 
    Ryun kept his eyes closed as he felt the space around him with his skill. The fight was in the back of his mind, his body almost moving on auto pilot as his |Greater Split Focus| allowed him to focus on two things at once. It was…risky, as his opponent was strong. His great attack which had destroyed all of his walls had nearly crashed into Ryun, and he was sure that it would’ve hurt. Instead, he had to sacrifice nearly half of his Qi supply to repair the wall on top of his head and reinforce it enough so that it could survive. He wasn’t in great shape—he had spent nearly eighty percent of his Qi—but he had managed to test out his {Void Shaping}. The ability to shape his Qi away from his body was a great boon, but it was much slower than he’d anticipated.  
 
    He had managed to trick his way through the battle by focusing on his |Perfect Resonance Sense| to anticipate his opponent, having flooded the stage with threads of his Void Qi in preparation to raise walls anywhere on the stage. He was lucky that his opponent was a Classer and hadn’t been able to notice his Qi, though even still Ryun had tried to make the threads as small as possible, and had buried them beneath the stone. He was also lucky that the stage floor hadn’t collapsed from his Qi eating its way through it. He had spent a lot of Qi on his tricks, but he felt like it was worth it. His opponent was strong, and all it would take was for him to reach melee range again and Ryun wouldn’t be able to block his attacks—he didn’t have the Qi for it. At this point, Ryun didn’t have enough Qi that switching to his other techniques could save him. His {Empowered Null Mantle} and his {Void Shaping} had burned through everything he had, even with the Qi regeneration potion that he drank earlier. 
 
    But it was all worth it, him keeping his other techniques a secret, focusing only on two. He grew the most in combat, and this… Here, he was in real danger. He was forced to switch his {Empowered Null Mantle} bonus from his wisdom to his strength and dexterity in an instant, quickly creating powerful walls before his stat impairment caught up, then moving everything to his physical stats so that he could move faster than his opponent. It pushed him, his conduits burning with the effort of those two techniques being constantly active, but it was his skill that was being pushed to the limit. 
 
    He was sensing everything around him: the stage, his opponent, the people watching, and beyond. The building was filled with hundreds of people, every stage occupied with combatants, powers being flung around, everything filled his sense with noise. It made it harder to focus, but he pushed his will at his skill, forcing it to give him clarity. He felt as his opponent readied to attack again. The twist of a leg, the effort of a muscle, the grinding of his armored foot against the ground… He knew where and how the drake was turned, knew which direction the attack was going to come from. He switched his boost to his wisdom and pushed his Qi through the thread beneath him, through his feet and into the ground to create a wall to stop the attack. His opponent had a truly monstrous strength stat to be able to cut through his walls so effortlessly. With as high as his wisdom was at times, his walls were incredibly hard to damage. Ryun himself wouldn’t have been able to even scratch them, even with his boosted strength. 
 
    As soon as the wall was finished, he switched his boost and moved.  
 
    The drake crashed through the walls almost effortlessly, even though he was still bleeding. Ryun’s sense told him that while some of his wounds had closed, there were still remnants of the void inside, preventing every wound from closing completely. The drake raised his sword and Ryun felt something form around his sword, then swung down at Ryun. With his boosted strength and dexterity Ryun moved, his |Perfect Resonance Sense| now singing in his head. He evaded the attacks, his sense thrumming as the clarity of everything he saw inside the building and beyond it sharpened and cleared. 
 
    The drake activated an ability, his speed increasing, but Ryun could feel his muscles move, his tendons twitch, and he moved before the attack even came. He was slower than the drake, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    Finally, the drake stopped and Ryun felt a pressure inside his head and smiled. Notifications flashed, and then there was something else. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t see or hear or feel, but he sensed everything: an entire world built solely inside his mind. He knew so much that it was hard to even comprehend, the connections between things and the tiniest of movements. Each movement of an object sent a cacophony of information into his mind as he suddenly know everything that that movement influenced, as he knew everything that it would influence as it passed through space. 
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked, opening his eyes as the strange vision disappeared and he was back inside his own head. He felt his body burning from the effort of moving his Qi, and for a moment he was somewhat confused. Then he turned around and saw a drake leaning on his sword, exhausted as well. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and then realized that the fight was over. His opponent couldn’t continue. His sense told him that his body was trembling inside of his armor. Ryun turned and started walking away, and with a last effort of will he pushed all of his remaining Qi through his conduits and shaped. As his core emptied, his pillar threw his opponent out of the ring. 
 
    The administrator announced his victory, but Ryun could barely hear him from his exhaustion. He walked shakily down the stairs, trying not to show just how much he had exerted himself. He needed to find a way to increase his core capacity—it was his greatest weakness right now. 
 
    As he stepped down from the stage, Ryun pulled out his notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  |Perfect Resonance Sense| > tier evolution > |Perfect Resonance Sense: My Sphere, Total Clarity| 
    
  New title available. Beyond Understanding II — +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He smiled as he saw that, and then he checked his new skill perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Total Knowledge (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Sphere, Total Clarity allows you to sense even the smallest changes in a sphere around you. Once per week, you may activate Total Knowledge and gain complete understanding on the position of everything with regards to you. The effect will last for 10 seconds. Size of the sphere depends on will. Gain +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure what it was exactly, yet, but if the vision was anything to go by, it might come in handy. For now he pushed his windows away and looked at Anrosh and Nayra, who were waiting for him. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Anrosh said with a smile. 
 
    Ryun returned her smile then picked up his spatial ring from her. He saw her eyes narrow as she saw his hands shaking, but she didn’t comment. He immediately pulled out another Qi-regeneration potion and downed it, followed by a stamina potion. He took the opportunity to grab a few Void Essence Crystals and swallow them discretely as he downed the potions. His sustenance core had gotten low as well, the more active he was the more it consumed. 
 
    “It was a good fight,” Nayra said slowly. 
 
    Ryun nodded, his sense following his opponent as his escorts comforted him. It was unlucky that the man had come up against Ryun. He was quite skilled, but focused too much on melee and his strength. His perks were mostly internal, boosting his strength and dexterity from what his eyes could see. He put the man out of his mind as he experimented with his sense, and immediately he could tell who all was looking at him. Some were other competitors and their escorts that were waiting for their matches. The guards, wardens as Anrosh had told him they were called, didn’t pay him much attention as he moved away from the stage. 
 
    But there was one group that had been looking at him from the start of his match. It was a larger group, so not actually competitors, unless they were several groups that just stood together, but he didn’t think so. Most of the people around were looking at the people around them, but one had been looking at Ryun since he entered the building. It was a woman, demasi, with long horns and a slender body and tail, obviously from a sect by the manner of her dress. She was too far away for him to even try to sense her Qi, but somehow he doubted that he would be able to feel anything. 
 
    “Come,” Ryun said to his two companions. “Let’s find Riodan and Lesamitrius and leave. There are things that I want to do.” 
 
    The two women nodded and they started searching. Only after the five of them left the building, did the woman and her people move. A part of him was tempted to walk up and just asked what they wanted, but somehow he figured that he would learn that eventually. Or perhaps he just thought too much of himself; they could have just been there to observe all contestants and then sell the information about their powers to others, as Lesamitrius had informed him did happen. 
 
    Either way, he didn’t particularly care. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The five of them were gathered in a small room inside their compound, sitting on pillows in a circle. 
 
    “There was only one winner I feel strong enough to be noted, Sect Master,” Lesamitrius said, reporting on what he saw in the building. “Not that the others weren’t strong, but I do not think that the Sect Head would have any issue with dealing with them.” 
 
    As good as his subordinate’s confidence in him felt, Ryun did want to know a bit more. “And this one you noted, who are they?” 
 
    “Antosi Delar. He is part of a mid-sized Kingdom near the Northern Frontier. He defeated his opponent quickly, and he was fighting Genowksa Fierblot of the Wild Growth Sect, who I am familiar with. He was considered one of the more powerful Immortal Realm Cultivators in our neighborhood.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “And what is Antosi’s focus?” 
 
    “A Classer, a caster type from what I could see,” Lesamitrius answered. “I’ll need to try and gather more information in the next few days. I’m sure that the brokers will rush to sell now that he’s passed.” 
 
    They didn’t have much to go on, but just knowing to keep an eye on that opponent was enough. 
 
    Riodan cleared his throat. “The brokers will also try to buy and then sell information about you, Sect Head.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. 
 
    Anrosh gestured with her hand. “It’s not like they can learn much. Not even our warriors know the specifics.” 
 
    Nayra sighed and the tucked an errant lock of hair behind her ear. “They know enough,” she said. “Some had been there for when Ryun escaped the Black Viper Sect’s prison.” 
 
    “You believe that our warriors would betray the sect?” Lesamitrius asked, his tone almost scandalized. 
 
    Nayra thought about it and then shook her head. “No, actually, but there are…many different ways to gather information. Some might use dishonorable means in order to learn things.” 
 
    “I doubt that Ryun is on top of their list for information gathering,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nayra shot back. 
 
    Ryun nodded, realizing that there was more to this than he had thought. “We should instruct the warriors that they should move in groups, never alone,” Ryun said, and the others all nodded. He then met Nayra’s eyes. “Also, can you call your sister in? I’d like to talk with her.” 
 
    Nayra blinked, opened her mouth to speak, but then thought better of it. She stood and walked out. 
 
    “What do you want with her?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Her powers are very suitable for espionage. I think we should start using her to her full potential,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked in surprise, but then nodded. 
 
    A while later, Nayra came in with Daria, and Ryun instructed her as to what he wanted. He was fairly interested to know who the people that were watching their compound were. Two people from the group had watched him had followed them home, and now one of them was standing across the street from their compound, watching the entrance. Ryun would really like to know what their intentions were before he decided what to do about them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daria was lying on her back in bed, unconscious, or rather asleep. Her soul was outside of her body, and had been for the past few hours. Ryun was sitting in front of her with Nayra and Anrosh standing to the side. He took advantage of that time to glance at his screens and see all of his recent changes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  PERKS 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker's Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. You are able to alter your perception of time. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own temporarily. Strength of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Forged Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the Essence of the Void. Core capacity is increased by 20%, Qi density by 40%. You are able to create a personal void space inside of your core. +20% to wisdom. Size of void space dependent on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when in combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to 3 techniques at the same time. +20% to wisdom. Control depends on wisdom stat. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper  (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two, and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Hunter Aura: when active, nearby beings suffer -25% to all regenerative effects and -25% to total stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to you, and the other half to the Scythe. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents who are of a lower level or Cultivation stage than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, techniques, or skills from people who are less than twenty levels above you, less than a single stage above you, or whose skill level is less than one tier above your highest. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void (8) Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the essence of the Void, making any foreign essence in your body disintegrate. The speed of the effect depends on the power of the foreign essence. Gain +20% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura  (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Void damage equal to 0.5x (0.1x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi takes additional one-quarter of total damage dealt over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Regrowth (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, regrow a lost body part. Speed of regrowth depends on your vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Refined (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body and features are refined, enhancing your current capabilities. +15% to wisdom, dexterity, and vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Astral Eyes—Sights Unseen (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit. You are no longer able to see the real world; instead, you see a world in between the Ethereal and the Real Realms. Allows you to see Class, Cultivation, and Skill, as well as power currents. You gain +10% to vitality, intelligence, and wisdom. You thrive in the darkness. And now, your blind eyes see what others cannot. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Abyssal Core—Void Well (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is an abyss of the void. Your current total core capacity and your current Void space size are increased by 50% of current total. +10% to wisdom. Your core, an endless abyss. Nothingness and incomprehension rule here. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Hunter  (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endless Source of Stamina  (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your stamina is strengthened, and the effects of your endurance on your stamina are doubled. +10% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Forging of Body and Aspect: Mu—Primordial Void  (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is forged by your aspect and your path. You are able to mitigate and ignore the effects of gravity according to your will. Physical-force influences against you can be absorbed by your body, up to 90% of their power according to your will. Allows you to spend Void Qi to absorb special attacks, impacting your body up to 90% of their power according to your will and Qi spent. Void effects on your body, your Qi Conduits, and your core are lessened by 90%. Sufficient damage to your body will turn it into an insubstantial Void mist form; expending Void Qi can allow you to reconstitute your form. All Void powers are 25% more effective. You gain +20% to wisdom and +70% to endurance. The only one who influences here, is me. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Unyielding (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is highly resistant to physical damage and can function at peak condition in all states, even after it is damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Send Thought (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You and your contracted partner are able to send thoughts to each other regardless of distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  From Nothing—To the End of All  (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your soul transforms into a pure piece of oblivion. Your physical body is transformed into a Void-energy-based matter. It will retain human-like appearance and sensations, retaining all the gifts of Mu, but it will no longer function as one. You will no longer need to breathe or eat food, but will need to consume Void Qi or Essence. Reproduction will only be possible through the use of powers. Upon destruction of your vessel or upon suffering critical soul damage, your soul will be transported to the closest Void- or related-type Essence Plane for recovery. Time to full recovery depends on vitality and wisdom stat. Current: 8 years. Upon recovery, you will be able to reconstruct your body and leave the Essence Plane. Your soul can survive without access to the Void or related Essence for only a short time; if your soul is deprived of that type of Essence or prevented from entering an Essence Plane, you will die a True Death and return to nothingness. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to endurance. Without a beginning and without an end. You are an agent of oblivion. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Field of a Thousand Cuts (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Foes, Torn Asunder allows for great devastation. Once per day, you may create a field of a thousand cuts, creating spatial tears in a twenty-meter radius around you that will cut any foe that gets near them and deal damage equal to 20% of your current strength. One spatial tear can only deal damage once before disappearing. Undetectable except by special perceptions. Gain +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adept's Conduits (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are made for greater control, allowing for the extreme command of Qi through conduits. +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Total Knowledge (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Sphere, Total Clarity allows you to sense even the smallest changes in a sphere around you. Once per week, you may activate Total Knowledge and gain complete understanding of the position of everything with regards to you. The effect will last for 10 seconds. Size of the sphere depends on will. Gain +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Final End ( M ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void (8) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Empowering Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Void Beam 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Staggered End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Unbreakable Wall ( E ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Void Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Void Armor 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Avatar of the Reaper 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery >> Sword Art (2/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Resonance Sense: My Sphere, Total Clarity 
  
       	  Pounce >> Enhanced Pounce >> Rush >> Greater Rush  >> Pouncing Rush (5/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance >> Coordination >> Greater Coordination (8/10) 
  
       	  Aim >> Greater Aim (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster’s Trained Body  >> Enhanced Monster’s Trained Body  >> Persevering Trained Body  >> Greater Persevering Trained Body >> Enduring Trained Body (2/10) 
  
       	  Meditation >> Greater Meditation  >> Split Focus  >> Greater Split Focus (5/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Regeneration >> Quick Recovery >> Greater Quick Recovery >> Restoration >> Greater Restoration (2/10) 
  
       	  Mind Shield (2/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1786 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  1678 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  2546 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  2634 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  1735 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  2396 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     He saw when Daria’s soul returned to her body, the vaguely human-shaped form entering the room and lying down on top of Daria’s body. He dismissed his screens and waited. 
 
    A few moments later, she opened her eyes. She sat up and stretched her hands over her head. 
 
    “Well?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Daria grimaced, then met his eyes. “They are from a sect—Zenshuen. I don’t know what they want. None of them said anything.” 
 
    “Them?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Ryun had told them that there was only one person watching, and there had been, but another had joined the first since then. 
 
    “Another person arrived, and I think they could tell that they were being watched. They didn’t seem too concerned with it,” Daria told them. 
 
    “Zenshuen,” Anrosh said slowly. “That’s… What would a sect like that want with us?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “That name is familiar… Who are they?” 
 
    All three women turned to look at him. “How can you not know them?” Daria asked. “I know who they are, and I’m not even from here.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath. “They are one of the strongest sects in the world. A faction that holds thousands of territories, that has hundreds of millions of warriors serving them in their sect alone, not counting all the other sects that are their subordinates. The Black Viper Sect had been a subordinate sect of the Onyx Fang Sect, which is a subordinate of Zenshuen.” 
 
    Ryun raised his eyebrows. “Huh, so is this about the Black Viper Sect, then?” 
 
    “I don’t see what else it could be about,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “What do you think they want?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. “I don’t know. It seems…insane to think that they want to reestablish the connection we had. We are too small for them. On the other hand…” She looked at Ryun. “You are a Seventh Iteration Ranker, and someone who has achieved great power in a short time. They might want to try and reestablish the connection they had with the Black Viper Sect.” 
 
    Ryun tapped his fingers on top of his knee as he thought about it. “What does a sect gain by being subordinate to another?” 
 
    “Prestige, resources, protection,” Anrosh said. “But also their enemies, as well as responsibility. A subordinate sect could be called upon to send warriors for wars, or be tasked with any other manner of things.” 
 
    “Well,” Ryun said with a sigh. “I assume we are not interested in that?” 
 
    Anrosh’s face contorted into a pained expression. “I don’t know. If it was any other sect, I wouldn’t need to think about it. But Zenshuen… They are the rulers of the world.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t know what to say about that. In the end, it needed to be Anrosh’s decision to make, as she was the one that would be ruling the sect. “We don’t know what they want yet, so perhaps we shouldn’t panic.” 
 
    “Right,” Anrosh said with a sigh of her own. 
 
    “Maybe we could send Daria to spy at their compound?” Nayra suggested. 
 
    Her sister snorted. “I wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near their place. They will have it warded with formations tightly to prevent such things.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t know much about formations, but he did agree with Daria about that. It didn’t seem likely that a sect of such size and power would leave itself so vulnerable to spying. He opened his mouth to suggest something else, when his sense caught something. 
 
    “Ah, it looks like we will find out what they want soon enough,” Ryun said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “A third person just arrived, and they are walking toward our compound,” Ryun answered. 
 
    The three didn’t seem intent on any violence, so Ryun was really interested to hear what they had to say.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Roles 
 
      
 
    The three warriors of the Zenshuen Sect left the Twilight Melody Sect Compound. Ryun kept his eyes on them as they moved out of sight, and then focused on them with his sense. 
 
    “Well.” Ryun glanced to the side where Anrosh, Nayra, and Lesamitrius stood. “That was interesting.” 
 
    Lesamitrius had an awed expression on his cat-like face, while Anrosh and Nayra looked more apprehensive.  
 
    “To just be known by such a great sect is an honor, Sect Head,” Lesamitrius said. “That they had actually sent a message… It is incredible.” 
 
    Ryun wasn’t sure about that, but then again, he hadn’t lived in the Infinite Realm from the start. One sect was the same as any other to him. He looked at the scroll in his hand; it had elaborately shaped pieces, and he was almost certain that it was colorful and impressive. Too bad it was wasted on his eyes. 
 
    He unfurled it and then looked at the sheet inside. Immediately he frowned, as it was blank. He turned the other side and found it blank, too. Like before, whatever it was made from incorporating ink and writing surface in the same item, meaning that he couldn’t read it—it was uniformly one type of Essence, and his resonance sense told him that it was perfectly smooth. 
 
    Ryun grimaced and then offered it to Anrosh. “Can’t read it, again,” he said as she carefully gathered the scroll from his hands. He almost laughed at her gentle touch. “What is this stuff made of, anyway?” 
 
    Nayra cleared her throat and pulled her eyes from the scroll to meet Ryun’s eyes. “It is made through an ability, most often, though some perks could probably do it too. It is common for administrator Classes.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. “Huh, I guess that makes sense,” he said. It hadn’t occurred to him that it was possible to do something like that. He wondered what that would do for the advancement of science in the Infinite Realm, and what it had already done. There were so many things that were already different than they had been on Earth; add to that Classes that could replace technology, and he was pretty sure that the future of this world would look incredibly different than anything he could imagine. 
 
    He shook his head and focused on Anrosh. “What does it say?” 
 
    Anrosh cleared her throat and then answered. “It is an invitation to a masquerade party: for you, one guest, and one escort. It takes place in three days, at the Zenshuen palace.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ryun said. He wasn’t really a party person. “Any reason why we should go?” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at him. 
 
    “Pardon, Sect Head.” Lesamitrius bowed his head as he stepped forward. “This isn’t really an invitation that offers a choice. Refusing a great sect would have grave consequences.” 
 
    Ryun looked at the others, seeing that all of them agreed with him. He sighed, realizing that this wasn’t the same as the situations he had gone through before. “Very well, then. Anrosh, Nayra, the two of you will come with me.” 
 
    Nayra grimaced and then shook her head. “Uh, it might be better if I don’t go,” Nayra said. 
 
    Ryun blinked and tilted his head. She glanced at Lesamitrius and then back at Ryun. 
 
    “Can you do your…” She waved her hand in a circle, and he understood what she meant. 
 
    “Step back, Lesamitrius,” Ryun said. 
 
    The ravzor immediately followed the instruction and Ryun raised a box of Void walls around them. 
 
    “What is this about?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I should go,” Nayra repeated. 
 
    “Why not?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “I have some protections, a formation that hides one of my titles which would betray where I come from if it is seen. But…” Nayra shook her head. “A gathering such as that will have a lot of really powerful people, and some might be able to see through my protections. Of course, I doubt that anyone would waste the effort to do it on me, I am no one, but… We shouldn’t risk it.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ryun said, and then lowered his walls. As soon as they were down he met Lesamitrius’ eyes. “Change of plans. You are coming with us.” 
 
    With that done, Ryun turned and walked away. First, he needed to look through the auction, and perhaps even visit some shops to see how expensive core-improving elixirs were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun stood inside a shop in the merchant district. Riodan and Lesamitrius stood behind him as he looked down on the three elixirs that the shop owner presented to him. He had found no core-improving elixirs on the auction, since apparently they always sold immediately. The reason why this shop had them was simple: these were the most common elixirs which were cheap and easily reproduced. Like with the stat-increasing elixirs, one could only drink a core-improving elixir of a certain type a few times before it lost its effectiveness, which was why anything new that came up at auction was quickly picked up by someone who could use it. 
 
    “As you can see, these are the basic core-improving elixirs that any self-respecting Cultivator must consume. Depending on the quality of your core you may be able to drink one of each type up to three times, with at most a 20% loss with each following consumption.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. Each of the elixirs would increase his core capacity by 1%. With diminishing returns, assuming that he could drink one type three times, he wouldn’t even get a 10% increase; or perhaps he would, as with each drink his total would increase slightly, but he wasn’t so good at math to know for sure. Regardless, the truth didn’t change. 
 
    The one good thing was that the type of elixir he had consumed before wasn’t anything like these ones, so he could definitely use them. He had spent nearly one million Celestial Essence since they arrived here, with his own and Anrosh’s advancement—the Essence he bought for both of them as well as the method for her body forging. The aspect-removing elixir and the few items he bought were nothing compared to that. Too, he had sold some of his items—not all just yet since he was waiting for the big auction, but regardless, he still had roughly a million and half Celestial Essence. His year of traveling had been profitable. He had used Reave as he had been able, which wasn’t always on cooldown. Battles weren’t that clean, and sometimes he couldn’t risk it, while other times the monster died before he could do it, but he had nonetheless done so a fair amount of times. With everything else he encountered, he had been sitting at around two and a half million Celestial Essence, and already he was down to nearly half that number. He shook his head as he realized just how expensive everything was. 
 
    “How much are these?” 
 
    “100 Celestial Essence each,” the merchant said. 
 
    Ryun looked at the elixir in his hand then back at the merchant. “Do you have any stronger ones?” 
 
    “Sadly, stronger elixirs of this type are hard to make. Alchemists prefer to sell them on the auction.” 
 
    Ryun understood why, as Cultivators would pay great sums for such items. 
 
    “How many do you have in stock?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I have a couple dozen of each type, honored lord,” the merchant said, his tone turning more respectful than it had been just moments before. 
 
    Ryun didn’t care, but both Lesamitrius and Riodan bristled at that. 
 
    “Sect Head,” Lesamitrius whispered. “If you wish to buy in bulk, I am sure that we can get a better deal by going to the alchemists themselves.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. He hadn’t thought about that. True, he had planned on buying more of them, some for Anrosh and Nayra, and the rest for them to use for the sect. 
 
    “I’ll take three of each.” Ryun turned back to the merchant, and he saw the man’s expression falter for a moment before he nodded, disappointed. 
 
    As the merchant walked into the back room to retrieve the elixirs, Ryun turned to Lesamitrius. “Find an alchemist willing to sell us these common core elixirs in bulk, and inquire into any who are free to work on a stronger version. I want to know how much it would cost.” 
 
    Lesamitrius inclined his head and immediately left the shop, too fast for Ryun to tell him that he didn’t mean right that second. He shook his head in surrender. 
 
    “The boy only wishes to please you, Sect Head,” Riodan whispered. 
 
    Ryun turned around to look at the older ravzor. From Anrosh, he had learned that the man had served Lesamitrius’s father for a long time. He had come along when Lesamitrius returned to keep his word. 
 
    “He has proven himself useful to the sect. He doesn’t need to hang on my every word,” Ryun told him. 
 
    The ravzor grinned. “If you had known him before, you would not have said that. He is greatly changed, and it is thanks to you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Young Master had grown up with the best trainers the Green Rain Sect could offer, surrounded by people hoping to gain his favor, and by extension that of his father, who is a Sect Leader.” Riodan’s expression softened. “He had…grown accustomed to being important, to having everything that he wished for. And he did have talent; his father had seen it and he pushed him to grow. But…as often happens in the sects, children of Sect Leaders come to believe that they are better than others, simply by virtue of others telling him that is so. His father is a Peak Heavenly Cultivator, close to the Immortal Realm, and Lesamitrius had always assumed that would be his path as well.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “He did not think that your sect was worthy of having someone like him, after you returned. Well, serving directly under an Immortal Realm Cultivator, especially one such as you, is a great honor, and I am grateful that you had allowed us in your inner circle. Lesamitrius has learned a lot from you.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. He hadn’t been under the impression that he had been teaching anything, aside from perhaps giving a few suggestions during their training sessions. 
 
    “From watching how you present yourself, Sect Head,” Riodan clarified. “How you speak to others.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t know what to say to that, so he remained silent. The merchant came out with a box and one of those small interfaces. Ryun transferred the funds and they left, walking in silence. Ryun spent the time thinking about what Riodan had said. He had never really considered himself a role model, but apparently he was one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are something that any strong person should have,” Riodan whispered as the two of them looked down at a box filled with rings. 
 
    “How effective are they?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Riodan shrugged. “They are not going to stop someone who is extremely powerful. Some perks are greater than others. But…if a person was that strong, then I doubt that they would have a need to read you in the first place.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. It made sense to him. He picked up three rings in his hand and read their screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Ring of Privacy 
  
       	  +10 to intelligence 
  The Ring of Privacy prevents people from reading your screens. Works on powers up to and including tier four. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ring of Greater Privacy 
  
       	  +50 to intelligence 
  The Ring of Greater Privacy prevents people from reading your screens. Works on powers up to and including tier five. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Megor’s Ring of Privacy 
  
       	  +360 to intelligence 
  Once per week, you may change the wording on one of your perks or titles. Change lasts for 1 hour. 
  Obscures your screens from prying eyes. Will prevent readings from all but the most powerful powers. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell how good any of this is,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Reading powers and items are rare, so any one of them is good, I’d guess. Although, chances are that you will encounter someone in the tournament who does have a power or an item that can do that, though I doubt that it will a higher tiered power or item. Most combat specialists would think that taking a reading power at a high tier was a waste when they could take a more powerful perk.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. His Reaper’s Aura was more conditional, it seemed. A lower-tier perk would still work on him if the one using it was on a higher tier of power than he was. He hadn’t felt the need to have protection so far; he wasn’t important, and no one was going to go out of their way to read his screens. But now that he was past the first round of the qualifiers, and when he had somehow attracted the eye of a great sect… Well, now he thought that he should have something. 
 
    He sighed and gestured for the merchant to come, making his decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A day after his small shopping trip, Ryun headed out of the tournament city, alone. His first fight had gone well, but he was more aware now that he needed to watch his Qi. True, during that fight he hadn’t really been conserving it—he had flooded the stage with threads of his Qi, making points all over it so that he could raise walls quickly—but it was an expense that he wasn’t going to repeat again. 
 
    The elixirs had helped somewhat. He had taken three of each common elixir, and gotten a total of 7.2 percent increase on his core size, a bit over that if one accounted cumulative increases. A higher-grade elixir order would cost him 500,000 Celestial Essence, which he wasn’t sure was worth it. The alchemist that Lesamitrius found promised at least a 15% increase, which would be great for Ryun, but it was only one elixir for that amount of Essence. It might be better for him just to advance his second path and upgrade his perks. 
 
    Although he didn’t really want to do that. The longer he waited, the more things he did before advancing it, the better his upgrades would be. He could see now why Immortals didn’t advance. Why the rush to gain power when you can spend a few hundred years training and accumulating achievements, then get something truly powerful? 
 
    It was…a tricky situation. 
 
    Still, Ryun put the thought of advancement out of his head. He didn’t need to do it now, and so he would wait. 
 
    Once he was far enough away from the city and the night had fallen, he jumped and started shaping steps, flying high toward the end of the sky, where Void called to him. He pushed himself in, and settled into the seventh layer, where he could survive comfortably. He started to draw in Essence, then split his mind and focused once more on trying to figure out his ideal. 
 
    His understanding of an ideal was that it needed to be something that tied all the things inside of him together, and yet, he got a sense that there was room there for him to guide it, to make a decision, to force himself into a direction. The only problem was that he didn’t know what that direction should be. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. 
 
    My power, is my right. 
 
    My word grants me a path. 
 
    My power grants me a purpose. 
 
    All things have an end. 
 
      
 
    The words echoed inside of him, the words that he had already discovered. His entire being held within it several different forces, similar enough that they could fill the roles for each other. His path was that of the Final End, the destruction of everything. The pieces that he had inherited from the Aspect of True Death were about the ultimate death, something that had no remedy. His Void Qi was the annihilation of everything that was other than it. His Class was of a thing that consumed everything in its path. His secondary path was of a thing that was unwavering, unbreakable. 
 
    He was sitting inside the Void, an emptiness that had form—Essence. The emptiness that contained everything. 
 
    He felt like it would be so easy to allow all those influences to guide him, to make him into something that wanted only to destroy everything around it. But he was not just those parts of himself. He was a person, and he got to choose. 
 
      
 
    His word was important to him—it was his bond. 
 
    His power he had earned, paid for with blood and tears—it was his right. 
 
    His word to others was what guided him, what propelled him forward in life and granted him a path. 
 
    His power was what enabled him to do what he wanted, to grow stronger, and was part of his purpose. 
 
    He knew that all things had an end, that everything would eventually come to a halt. 
 
    He knew that, ultimately, everything was fated to return to the emptiness which existed before, from which all that now existed was born. And perhaps, after this thread reached its final end, something else could begin. 
 
      
 
    All things will return to oblivion. 
 
      
 
    But it was there that he saw beauty, in the moments that had happened and that were fleeting. At the end of a life, he could look back and see its worth. A man who had lived a life in service to others, and then died after he committed horrible acts would have the worth of his life diminished. And a man who had lived a life full of horrible acts, and then died doing something good, would have his worth increased. One could never know the final tally before the end. Ryun had done horrible things, and yet, by the time his end came, perhaps he could do enough things that others considered good that the scales would tip. 
 
    He didn’t know what good was, not really. He looked at those around him to show him the way: Anrosh, Nayra, and now Lesamitrius, who for some reason looked up to him. 
 
    And so he tried to think about what his ideal should be. 
 
    With the Void burning through his conduits, he let his mind flow free, thoughts flashing through his mind. To see the final end appealed to him; he was immortal, and perhaps he could survive until that moment came. He could look at other lives and see the glory and tragedy in them, could witness them, to see their final end. From his understanding of what the Void was, of the knowledge that everything had to have come from nothing, existence from oblivion, he felt through to something new. 
 
      
 
    The End is the beginning. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts resonated within himself, and he felt like he was close. When someday, all returned to oblivion, it would herald the possibility of something new, something that he couldn’t even imagine. It resonated, and started to build up deep inside of him, feeling as if it would burst.  
 
      
 
    I am— 
 
      
 
    His line of thought burst apart. Then, whatever had been building settled back down again, deflated, and Ryun lost the thread. He sighed, frustrated, and yet elated that he had made more progress. He shook his head and then started his descent out of the Void.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Party 
 
      
 
    Anrosh sat nervously inside the carriage. They’d had to rent one, since theirs was nowhere near appropriate for the occasion. Even their clothes were pushing it. She had spent an ungodly amount of Essence on her and Ryun’s clothes, and on their masks. They couldn’t afford to make their first appearance in high society looking like beggars—this was a stage on which all great sects played. 
 
    Their masks had been a rush job, so they were probably not going to hold up next to those of the other attendees. Ryun’s was a wolf’s mask, made out of a monster that he had killed and had been keeping in his storage. She didn’t even want to think about that. He said that it was just a habit from when he needed to eat food, but she was thankful that he’d kept it. Immortal monster meat was incredibly expensive, and it was the only thing that could sustain her now. She hadn’t thought about that before she advanced; she had known that she needed to eat food of higher tiers as she increased in power, but it seemed that the Immortal Realm required substantially more for her to keep going. 
 
    His mask was made out of black bone, the skull of a tier-9 wolf he had killed during his travel. It was shaped so that it covered his upper face, leaving his mouth free. The crafter had mounted fabric on it, violet strips that gave it a more fearsome look. Through the empty sockets she could see his pitch black eyes staring ahead. He was pulling at the collar of his robe. 
 
    Anrosh reached over and slapped his hand away from it. “Stop that! It isn’t as strong as you are, you’ll rip it.” The robe that he was wearing wasn’t the one that she bought him before—they’d had to find a new one. The downside was that they couldn’t have one made in their sect colors, but the tailor had been able to add a violet sash to the all-black robe. It was simple, but it was at least masterfully made. The crest of their sect, the wolf’s head, was masterfully placed on his breast, drawn with violet thread. 
 
    “It itches,” Ryun complained. 
 
    “Really?” Anrosh glared at him. He could handle having his eyes gouged out, but a formal robe was too much? She was already annoyed from having to convince him to shave again, and his beard had started to come back in. At least she managed that, he didn’t let her cut his hair, so it was currently a wide mess blowing backward. At least it gave him a kind of wild look, which was why she didn’t press him too much. 
 
    “Fine,” Ryun said. “But I must say that I feel targeted. You didn’t force Lesamitrius to wear something…like this.” 
 
    He pointed at his outfit. It was gorgeous, which was probably why he had a problem with it. It was also not made for fighting. The sleeves were too wide, the fabric around the knees bulky, and it wrapped around his knees. The sash was tight, too, which probably limited his hip movement to an extent. She understood where he was coming from. 
 
    Her outfit was picked to match his: an all-violet strapless dress. It was far too revealing if she was being honest, but they hadn’t been able to find a quality-made dress in a sect fashion for her, so Nayra convinced her to go in a different direction. Her hair had been pulled up and tied in an elaborate bun that had one black and one violet hair stick holding it in place. Nayra had even applied makeup to her face, putting on black eyeliner and mascara, paired with violet lipstick. She wasn’t sure how it matched with her red skin and white hair, but Nayra assured her that she looked…hot.  
 
    Her mask prevented most of her face from being seen anyway, which was why she allowed Nayra to do what she wanted. Her mask was made out of the same black bones, but hers had white-blue accents. Her dress was incredibly smooth and tight, letting even the muscles on her abdomen show. Her hands and shoulders were bare, and the dress had a longer back area that covered up to the back of her knees, while the front ended at her upper thighs, leaving everything else completely visible. She was uncomfortable with the amount it showed, but she couldn’t let her feelings rule her. The cap of her outfit was a long shawl that she carried on her forearms with its center being behind her back, its edges having the same crest as Ryun and drawn with the same violet thread. 
 
    This was both an opportunity and a danger. They couldn’t offend anyone, which was why she needed to keep her eyes on Ryun at all times. The party would be filled with powerful individuals, people far stronger than he was, but that was unlikely to stop him. He would only see someone more powerful than him as a challenge. She knew all of his perks, though, and while he might not be as strong as most that would attend, in a room filled with so many people with so much stats, all packed in together… All it would take was an instant and he could do some real damage. 
 
    Thankfully, she doubted that he was that crazy, but still—she needed to mind him. 
 
    “I should’ve brought Ereclaw,” Ryun grumbled. 
 
    “Ereclaw knows nothing about what we are about to walk into. Lesamitrius at least knows enough not to make a mistake that could cost our sect everything,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    “You really think that some small mistake can be that dangerous?” 
 
    Anrosh fought the impulse to shake him furiously. “Depending on how and to whom it affects, yes. There are people here who will not think twice about wiping out a sect for the smallest of slights. These people are old, arrogant, and powerful.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “I understand, Anrosh. Don’t worry, I’ll be…restrained. I cannot promise that I will give respect to those I do not think deserve it, but…” 
 
    Anrosh knew that it was the best she could get out of him. Too, at least it was a masked party, which were thrown for the exact reason to avoid the constant social requirements. It was probably the best that their first exposure to such events was this one, as at least he wouldn’t need to bow to everyone. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop as they arrived at their destination. Ryun moved to exit, but Anrosh put her hand on his. “Wait.” 
 
    He tilted his head and then sat back down. A few moments later, the doors opened as Lesamitrius came down from his spot near the driver. He wore his own ceremonial robe, which was already done in sect colors, he also had his scimitar at his waist. His mask was also that of a wolf—they were going for a theme here, after all—but his was simpler, without any adornments. 
 
    He put his hand out and Anrosh placed hers in it, allowing him to help her out. Ryun followed behind her and looked around. They were in front of the Zenshuen Compound, which looked more like a palace. It was resplendent in the dim light of the evening. The majesty of it was a testament to their power, that they had been able to build something like this in such a short period of time. It was also a testament to their wealth. To do something like this, they had to have burned through resources, Essence, and the cooldowns of great powers. But it had all been for a purpose, as everyone who saw this knew their might. It was why the Tournament City was always destroyed when it was done, because every time it was held again, the factions could compete, could show how much more powerful they had become. 
 
    There were a few other carriages around them, as well as other guests walking toward the entrance. Anrosh grabbed Ryun’s hand, linked their elbows, and looked down at him. “You remember what we talked about?” she asked him. 
 
    Ryun nodded. She kept her eyes on him for a moment longer, but then copied his gesture. Afterward, she glanced at Lesamitrius, who took his position two steps behind them. With a deep breath, she started walking, leading them to the entrance. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait in line for long before they reached the entrance: a large round opening in a wall made out of yellow stone, with plates of quartz and opal alternating in a circle around the edges of the opening. White and dark blue, the colors of the Zenshuen sect, were everywhere. The gates were open wide, and attendants welcomed guests inside. A big demasi warrior stood to the side, next to a smaller woman dressed in a resplendent all-white, sect-style dress. 
 
    “Welcome, honored guests,” she said as she bowed deeply. “May I see your invitation?” 
 
    Anrosh pulled the scroll from her storage and offered it with one hand. The attendant took it with both hands, bowing her torso. 
 
    “Gratitude,” she said, then passed one of her hands over it. A ring flashed, and she smiled. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening, honored guests,” she said as she gestured toward the courtyard. 
 
    The three of them walked in, and Anrosh couldn’t help but stare at everything around them. She couldn’t imagine what their headquarters looked like, if a temporary building was so grand. The roofs were in sect style, square and curved; the tiles were dark blue, with most of the walls painted white. There were several buildings in the courtyard, and towers at the edges of the walls looking out. Some were low with only ground floors, while others had several.  
 
    But the main building was what took her breath. It was pagoda of at least seven floors, with a wider base and shorter upper floors. Lanterns were attached to the beams, with colorful flames fluttering inside, making the walls look as if they were covered in dancing shadows. 
 
    An attendant walked up to them and led them inside, and as they moved, Anrosh continued to examine her surroundings. The walls of the building were covered with wood planks, and great and colorful tapestries lined the entire corridor…  
 
    She didn’t have the chance to take a closer look before they reached their destination. Two warriors opened the door in front of them, and immediately she felt a rush of several things. The first were the bright lights, blue and red, painting the entire room inside into a intimate atmosphere. Next was the music, the strings and deep sounds that she couldn’t identify collided into a fascinating and pleasing melody that tugged at her heart. The next was the sound of people talking, of shuffling feet, of plates and glasses clinking together. 
 
    Anrosh shook her head and then took a step forward, only to stop when she realized that Ryun wasn’t moving. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She felt his hands nearly shake. “The music,” he whispered. “It’s been so long since I’ve heard something like this.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, but he shook his head and opened his eyes. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They walked in, followed closely behind by Lesamitrius. The hall they entered was large, and filled comfortably with hundreds of people. If she was being honest, she didn’t quite know what to do now. People were mingling together and talking, and the three of them were standing there, sticking out. 
 
    “Perhaps we could grab some drinks?” Ryun offered after a minute. 
 
    Anrosh smiled in gratitude. Both of them were unprepared for this, but that only meant that they were in this together. They walked through the crowd and reached the bar where the kreacean bartender filled their glasses with something pink. Anrosh took a sip and found it to have a fruity kind of taste that was very appealing. 
 
    They stood there for a moment and watched the crowds, seeing people interacting. 
 
    “Why does it seem like they all know each other?” Ryun asked suddenly. 
 
    Anrosh blinked and realized that he was right—it was something had been bothering her since the start. The way that people were standing and talking clearly showed they were familiar with the people beneath the masks. 
 
    “Because they do,” Lesamitrius whispered from the side. 
 
    Both of them glanced at him, and the ravzor shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “The boy is right,” a new voice said from the other side, startling them. 
 
    “How so?” Ryun asked before Anrosh could even turn her head. She saw a tall demasi, dressed in an emerald-and-white robe and wearing a blank white mask over the top of his head, standing next to Ryun and peering down on him. 
 
    He chuckled to himself. “Ah, so you are new. I knew it,” he said, tapping his nose with a gloved finger. “I have a knack for finding fresh blood.” 
 
    Ryun just tilted his head, which to her obviously meant waiting for an answer to his question. Before she had a chance to worry, the man started speaking again. 
 
    “You see, the masks are there so that we can pretend,” the man whispered as he leaned in. “So that we don’t need to worry about all the bowing and scraping crap. So that we can just talk with each other freely.” 
 
    Anrosh was surprised at that, but Ryun just nodded as if it made sense. Then he spoke again.  
 
    “How do you know who is who with the masks?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “They are all wearing their sect colors, aren’t they?” The man pointed back at the party. “And, well, when you are as powerful as we all are, a simple mask isn’t going to be enough to hide someone’s identity.” 
 
    That part did make sense to Anrosh. Now she had to reevaluate all that she knew. It seemed that the knowledge from the frontiers was not everything that there was. She wondered if Lesamitrius knew, if that was why he suggested that they wear sect colors. They had talked about the party for a while, but there was only so much that he could teach them when he didn’t know what exactly they didn’t know. 
 
    “Well.” The demasi smiled then inclined his head. “I am Reki Ra Jhan, of Zenshuen, of course. Future Champion of the tournament, at your service.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head at the man, then turned to look at her, obviously asking if he should tell him. A part of her was wary, but in the end Ryun’s way of always speaking the truth was rubbing off on her. Sometimes it might not be the best option, but there was something to be said about never wavering in one’s beliefs. 
 
    “We are from the Twilight Melody Sect. I am Sect Leader Anrosh Kesh, and this is Sect Head Ryun Nacht,” she said. 
 
    “Two Immortals, from a sect I’ve never heard of? Curious.” Reki tilted his head. “May I ask how it came that you were invited?” 
 
    “We don’t know exactly,” Anrosh said slowly. “We think that it has something to do with the fact that our sect, or rather the sect we…conquered, used to be subordinate to the Onyx Fang sect.” 
 
    “Oh,” Reki whistled. “Conquerors, huh? Well, I guess the man himself might know why you are here.” He turned around, looking at the people in the hall. 
 
    By the time Anrosh realized what he was doing, he started yelling. 
 
    “Hey! Eari! Come here!” He waved his hands at a man wearing black-and-green robes, just a shade off from the old Black Viper Sect colors. 
 
    A demasi with a viper’s head mask over the top of his face walked over, looking inquisitively at Reki. 
 
    Once he reached them he glared at Reki. “You do know that we are supposed to pretend that we don’t know who everyone else is?” 
 
    “Bah.” Reki waved his hand. “It’s a stupid rule.” 
 
    Anrosh kept her eyes on the man, recognizing his name immediately. Even with the mask there was little chance of her not knowing who he was. Eari Ji Van—Eerv’s son. Like his father, he had two long tails, his horns twisted up and then back. She didn’t know what to do, and Ryun had obviously not put two and two together. 
 
    “What is it, then?” Eari asked. 
 
    Reki turned at Ryun and Anrosh, grinning at them. “I was wondering if perhaps you knew why my new friends here were invited to this party. They come from the sect that conquered the one that that was subordinate to your uncle.” He turned back to Ryun and Anrosh. “What was it called again?” 
 
    Before they could respond, Eari had figured it out. He turned his eyes on them and spoke. “The Black Viper Sect.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, and Anrosh took a step forward and inclined her own. “Honored brother,” she said, falling back on the customary honorific. Technically she should call him nephew, since she was close with his father, but she didn’t know how well that would go over since they were close in age. “I do not know if you got my letters—” 
 
    “I got them,” Eari said, his body stiffening. 
 
    “I am so sorry for your loss. Eerv Ji Van was a great warrior, and a greater man. Our sect still mourns his loss,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Eari grimaced. “He was a fool.” 
 
    Anrosh froze. She had known that their relationship wasn’t the best but…  
 
    Ryun stepped forward, his dark eyes staring at Eari through his mask. 
 
    “Eerv was…a friend to me. For my memory of him, I will allow you this one chance to apologize for disrespecting him in my presence,” Ryun said calmly. 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes, wishing that she had been able to stop him. If this turned violent… 
 
    “And who are you to speak that way to me?” Eari asked. 
 
    “I am Ryun Nacht, he who was your father’s friend,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Eari returned Ryun’s glare, but then Reki put his hand on Eari’s shoulder. 
 
    “No matter what happened in the past, family is still family, my friend,” Reki told him. 
 
    Anrosh saw Eari’s lower face turn into a grimace as he met Reki’s eyes. Then, he turned back to Ryun and inclined his head. “Apologies.” 
 
    Ryun waited until Eari turned his head back up and then nodded. 
 
    Eari took a moment to study Ryun, who was at least a head shorter than him. “You are the one who killed my aunt and cousin, who defeated my father and took the sect from him.” 
 
    Reki blinked at that, then met Anrosh’s eyes, mouthing something that to her appeared to be, “Shit.” She closed her eyes, wondering if they weren’t yet out of the danger of violence. 
 
    “I am,” Ryun said. 
 
    “My father wrote me about you,” Eari said finally. “He said that you were…strong.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer, because there was no question. Anrosh had noticed how he always changed his words and expression to more formal and cold when he was uncomfortable or speaking with strangers. He had gotten better at talking with her and Nayra, and was probably the best with Kri, but to anybody else, he spoke in a weird way that made him seem arrogant. She didn’t even know how to bring it up to him. 
 
    So she decided to interrupt by turning to Reki. “You said that you are the future Champion of the Tournament? You are a contestant, then?” 
 
    Reki thankfully realized what she was trying to do and cleared his throat. “High Division. I’ve been preparing for this for a long time.” He glanced at Eari, then placed his hand on his shoulder again. “Eari is competing in the High Division, too. Got through the first qualifier as well, which I doubted he would.” 
 
    Eari glanced at Reki. “We shall see what you say if we meet in the tournament proper.” 
 
    “Or perhaps I’ll hunt you down in the next qualifier,” Reki laughed. 
 
    “I am competing as well,” Ryun said. “Perhaps we will have a chance to fight each other.” 
 
    Both Eari and Reki blinked at that. 
 
    Reki then laughed and hit Ryun’s shoulder with his hand. “I’ll be looking forward to that. Always a pleasure fighting new and interesting people.” 
 
    Eari shuffled and pulled Reki’s hand from his shoulder. “It was…a pleasure meeting you two,” he said slowly. “But I must leave you, as I am supposed to be by my uncle’s side.” 
 
    With that, he left, and Anrosh sighed in relief as she watched him go. That could’ve gone a lot worse. 
 
    “Whew,” Reki said after Eari was gone. “People always tell me I should think more before I act. I guess when they say that, they’re meaning things like this, huh?” 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes and shook her head. “Probably,” she whispered. 
 
    “Uh… Where did he go?” Reki’s voice made her open her eyes and look around. 
 
    Ryun was gone. She turned around looking and saw Lesamitrius eating a snack at the bar. He noticed the attention, and when she narrowed her eyes at him, he had the decency to look embarrassed. 
 
    She took her eyes of him for one second and now he was gone. “Damn it, Ryun,” she whispered to herself.  
 
    Anrosh could only hope that he didn’t do something stupid.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Selia I 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing by the time the sun turned into the moon. Selia looked around, seeing all the people with their elaborate masks and their expensive and lavish outfits. Her own outfit and mask were elaborately crafted, the one thing that she enjoyed about these events. No matter her thoughts on the way the sects were run, she had to admit that she did enjoy wearing the newest and the most expensive of dresses. The dress she was wearing now was a marvel—a sect-style robe with long and wide sleeves, several layers folded over one another, and a large sash that tied in a ribbon at the back. It was crafted of the finest Great Avanosian Spider Silk, a breed created by the Avanos Sect, the best monster breeders in the Settled Territories, and painted in her sect colors, of course—pearl and azure. Her mask was fashioned from the hide of a white-furred Elgazion, one of the most dangerous predators in the Infinite Realm. This particular monster was one which had been slain by her adoptive father a century ago. 
 
    The people in the hall kept their distance from her, as they usually did. The masks did little to hide people’s identities. Those who attended events such as these more often than not had some type of sensory power that allowed them to identify people other than through their eyes, and some races relied on other senses more than others. A ravzor could identify someone by smell, and a kreacean through their hearing. Even without, with their high stats, they noted more things. Their bodies saw and remembered. The way someone walked, the way they spoke, their body shape… No, the masks were there just so they could pretend, to allow them to relax the customs that they had built their sects around, to let them enjoy a single night without having to worry about appearances and honor. To Selia it was…ironic, in a way. They said that the masquerade freed them, and yet even here they had managed to bring in their philosophies. The way someone was dressed was noted, the craftsmanship that produced their masks, the materials, all of it taken into account. Even if it was not mentioned, it would be remembered. 
 
    Selia would rather not be at the party at all, but as a Sect Leader she couldn’t just ignore them. And she was at this party for an additional reason: the task granted to her by Command. She didn’t know why he wanted the Seventh Iteration Ranker recruited. Their group was looking for more members, that was true, but they needed people who were strong, who could stand up to the Cabal. The Seventh Iteration Ranker was…not that. She had watched his first qualifier match, and hadn’t been all that impressed. He had to have had some good sensory skill or perk, with the way he moved around his opponent, but most people who were powerful had the same. His technique was simple, and obviously a Qi drain. Others might not have noticed, but she knew that he had nearly depleted himself by the end of the match. True, he had only used two techniques: a boosting technique that probably not many people noticed him using, and his wall-creating one. He had good control over his Qi, that much she would give him, and perhaps he was hiding his best powers. Command had to have given her an order for a reason. 
 
    For now, the most impressive thing about him was that he had achieved such power in such a short time, without anyone raising him. He was a Ranker, which Selia had heard made people…different. She wouldn’t know, as she wasn’t one, and most of the Rankers she knew were from the Fifth and the Sixth Iterations. Of those who had managed to become immortal, few were genuinely impressive. The only Ranker she was impressed by was her great grandfather, the Sect Head of Zenshuen, but the old man was unique. 
 
    She stood alone, Erdania had once again managed to get out of coming with her, not that Selia was going to press her. She knew why Erdania disliked these parties even more than Selia herself did. Erdania would much rather find a small bar and pretend to get wasted with low-tiered warriors than stand before the arrogant rulers of the high society. It was people like this who had robbed her of her childhood, and Erdania would never forget that. Regardless, Selia could see that Erdania was shaken. Oh, she could hide it well, better than anyone Selia knew, but there was little that she could hide from her. Erdania hadn’t told her everything about what happened in the dungeon; she’d glossed over the battle and everything else that had to do with the spirit that they encountered, and so Selia was fine with letting her relax and be lazy for a while. It was better than the other way that Erdania coped with her traumas.  
 
    Which meant that Selia would need to deal with this alone.  
 
    She felt the Ranker arrive. Her sensory skill was powerful and had a range of several hundred meters, a requirement for her build and path. She felt his Essence as he walked in, accompanied by a human woman and a ravzor man. She kept her watch on him as he entered the party and they made their way to the bar. 
 
    She didn’t quite know how to approach him, not that she had even decided if she would. She didn’t know if she agreed with Command’s order. For now, she would watch him and see if she could learn more about him. She could feel his Essence, his position in relation to her, but she couldn’t hear what he was speaking about. Then, a familiar bundle of Essence approached and engaged them. Reki, the young sect warrior—it didn’t surprise her. Reki was likable, and he liked meeting new people. He was the favorite to win the High Division, and nothing that Selia had heard or seen made her think otherwise. Reki was trained by the Nihal Ra Jhan himself, a Sect Leader and the head of the third main family of Zenshuen, the grandson of the old man himself. Selia doubted that anyone would be able to beat that kind of training. 
 
    Reki called out to someone—even on the other side of the hall, she heard his voice. She watched through the throng of people as another person joined their group, recognizing him immediately. The double tails were a dead giveaway. It was Emar’s nephew, his sect’s representative. Emar had boasted about his nephew, and perhaps he could reach far, depending on his opponents. Emar was a master of the spear, perhaps as good as she was; he was a better teacher than she was, that was for certain. 
 
    She couldn’t hear their exchange, but it did seem like it was tense for a while. She knew that the sect that this Seventh Iteration Ranker conquered used to be subordinate to the Onyx Fang Sect, and for a moment she wondered if she had made a mistake by inviting them, but then the situation seemed to resolve itself peacefully. Afterward, as the rest of the group watched the nephew leave, the Ranker moved. 
 
    He slipped between two people and got lost in the crowd. His people looked for him, but there were too many in the hall, and he somehow always had someone in between himself and his people when they looked in his direction. 
 
    It took her longer than she would admit to realize that he was making his way through the hall and heading for her. For a moment she doubted what her sense was telling her, but then she decided to test it. She moved into the crowd, watching as he adjusted his route and followed after her. She was unsure why he would be coming after her. He didn’t know who she was. They had never interacted, there was no reason for it—unless he had noticed her during his qualifier. That seemed…unlikely. She had been watching him from across the hall, both with her skill and her perks. For him to notice while fighting in his match…and then for him to recognize her… It would mean that his sensory power was incredibly powerful. 
 
    She grimaced, and then started walking toward the exit, trying to create a distance between them and perhaps lose him in the crowd. It didn’t work. She left the hall and moved down the corridor, drunk guests stumbling around her, making her nose twitch. She never understood how people could do that, not even Erdania. There were people who specialized in lowering other people’s resistances just so that they could get drunk, and those that made spirits that could kill even some immortals just for those who couldn’t go without. 
 
     She debated just making her way to the restricted parts of the building—the party was held on the base floor—but she had invited the man here with the intent of checking him out from a distance, seeing how he would act surrounded by people so much stronger than him. So far, he had shown little regard for that, which could mean several things. In the end, she decided to lead him someplace private, where she could have a conversation without anyone overhearing. The gardens were the best place for that, as it was what they were used for. In the gardens there were plants that devoured sound, as well as formations that prevented scrying and other powers from peeking in. It was one of the first things that had been built. This might be a temporary home, but it required a bare minimum in terms of defenses. Everyone trusted the peace, but being prepared was just smart.  
 
    She entered the garden. Flowers and plants surrounded her, their beauty paling in comparison with the great gardens of home—but she forgave the gardeners that, as it had been grown in a fraction of time. The gardens were the preferred place where the old man liked to hold meetings, and so they were everywhere he went. 
 
    Selia found a secluded spot, a place away from the other guests exploring the garden. She stopped beneath a tall ekoa tree, a plant native to the demasi homeworld, Enhell. It could survive anywhere, and its bark was edible, not that it was any good. This variant was much improved on the plant that had come with the demasi Rankers, but it still retained its red leaves and black bark. A torch nearby gave her enough light that she could see her surroundings, but it was not necessary, as aside from the moon the sight below her blazed with light as well. 
 
    The Seventh Iteration Ranker arrived, finding her with ease in the garden. He walked up and stopped next to her, his eyes glancing at the view before them, but quickly turning around to look at her. She was surprised at that—the view was quite impressive. One could see the entire Tournament City from here stretching in the distance, and the other cliffs, where the rest of the great factions had their headquarters blazing like small suns in the middle of the dark. Even she was tempted to just look at it, to take it all in for hours. 
 
    The man didn’t speak, and neither did Selia. She waited for him to make the first move. 
 
    Quickly, he seemed to lose patience, and he spoke. “You were there, during my match, watching me. Why?” 
 
    Selia blinked at the directness, but she did find it refreshing. She turned around and met his eyes through his mask. It hit her like a physical force, making her take a step back. 
 
    She was all his pain. 
 
    It whispered in her mind, an echo of an echo, and she clamped down on her perk. He tilted his head at her and she quickly composed herself. It had been unexpected; the gaze had taken her off guard. It was so rare for her to meet someone who had experienced true sorrow. The eyes were the windows to the soul, and through them she could see it. She felt her perk inside her, wanting to reach out, but she pushed it down. 
 
    She had lived for hundreds of years, and looked in many eyes in that time. Only a few times had she felt what she had felt from this man. Most immortals had grown callous, jaded; they did not feel in the same manner. They moved on. True sorrow, the loss that scarred the soul, that was rare, and this man in front of her had felt it. It was…unexpected for someone so young, but she could see a weight in his eyes. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought him old. It was the same look that the old Rankers had, that they had always had. She had always assumed that it was just because they were old in truth, but perhaps… She couldn’t imagine what living through the end of a world could feel like.  
 
    Otherwise, the man himself didn’t look all that impressive in terms of his physique. He was wider in the shoulders and shorter than her, built stocky. 
 
    She realized that she hadn’t answered his question. He just stood there, waiting—again, surprising. Another would’ve grown frustrated asked more questions. He seemed at ease with waiting. 
 
    “I watched all the competitors that day,” Selia said slowly. A truth, only not all of it. 
 
    His pupil-less eyes, two dark orbs on nothingness stared at her. He saw right through her. 
 
    “You invited my sect to this party, yes?” he asked. 
 
    Selia grimaced behind her mask. This was not how she wanted things to go. Recruiting people wasn’t easy, but she was much more at ease when she had the advantage and now hers was lost. 
 
    “I did invite you, yes. Your sect used to be subordinate to the Onyx Fang Sect, which is subordinate to mine. I wanted to get a chance to speak about your sect’s intentions and plans.” Truth again, only not all of it. 
 
    The Ranker didn’t answer immediately, but then after a moment he spoke. “You obviously know who I am. Where I come from, it is considered rude not to introduce yourself, especially if you want something.” 
 
    Selia blinked at that, taken aback. “I am Selia Ha Jhan, Sect Leader of Zenshuen,” she said. 
 
    The man didn’t immediately bow, nor did he react really in any manner that she expected. Then she remembered that he was a Ranker of the Seventh Iteration. “And you have no idea who I am.” She realized that he had spent all his time on the frontier in a small sect. He knew nothing about what they called her or what it meant. It was…refreshing, in a way. 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said, nodding. “This has happened to me before. Your name is familiar, but I am bad at remembering names.” He shrugged. “I might have overheard it somewhere in passing. Regardless, I don’t know much about the core.” 
 
    Selia looked at him, trying to see whatever it was that Command saw in the man. She could feel his core, just barely. He had great control of his Qi, and in a few years he would probably be able to keep it hidden completely, like she did. His aspect was that of the Void, and it was a high tier. It felt powerful. She saw cracks beneath his mask, a faint mist rising from them—the result of the forging of his body and aspect, obviously. She couldn’t know more about his power without peeking with her ring, but that would be rude, and probably wouldn’t work, as he had a ring on his finger to prevent such intrusions. Without knowing everything about his power, she couldn’t evaluate if he would be a good addition. It was why she wanted to wait and observe, to see him in more matches. The invitation was so that she could see how he acted around the people who ran this world. 
 
    From the way he acted with her, she didn’t think that he particularly cared for them. Or perhaps it was just ignorance; it would be hard to tell now. First, she needed to change the subject, to try and learn more about him. 
 
    “You,” she started, “are a Ranker of the Seventh Iteration, correct?” 
 
    The man tilted his head again. “Yes.” 
 
    She waited for a moment, but that was apparently all that he would say. She wondered if he was just rude, or if it was something else. 
 
    “I have heard many rumors about what happened to the rest of the human iteration. Are you willing to tell me what really happened?” She did know the truth that only two humans arrived, although she didn’t know other details. 
 
    The man shrugged. “By the time we were transported here, there were only two of us left. We apparently did not arrive where we were supposed to.” 
 
    Selia studied his gaze, wondering who this man was. Two years was all it had taken him to reach the Immortal Realm… She didn’t know if someone had shared their inspiration with him, although she doubted that. Command wouldn’t have asked for someone that weak to be recruited. He was impressive in that regard, that much she could admit. Still, they knew too little about him. It occurred to her then that perhaps Command knew all of this as well. There were other people whom he could’ve asked to recruit the man, but he had asked Selia. He knew her enough to know that she wouldn’t move before she knew everything there was to know about the Ranker. 
 
    She was meant to learn about him. The question was, how best to go about it? 
 
    “Would you consider making your sect a subordinate of Zenshuen? Not of Onyx Fang, but directly to my sect, to me?”  
 
    Any Sect Head in the world would jump at that offer. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, though, Ryun shook his head. “I don’t know you. I don’t know your sect. And I value the freedom to do what I want.” 
 
    “The Zenshuen name could open many doors for you. You could get your sect invited to exclusive events; you will be made aware of great opportunities. We will provide you with Essence, resources, everything you need to succeed. You will have our protection.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “I have no need of such things,” he said. “And I don’t like putting myself in others’ debt. What I would like to know is why you are even interested in us.” 
 
    He had no idea what he was turning down, and she doubted that she could convince him otherwise. 
 
    “We are always on the lookout for new talent. You are a Seventh Iteration Ranker, and you have advanced faster than any Ranker before you, something that has drawn the eyes of many. Why wouldn’t I be interested in you and your sect?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to have an answer to that. Still, she knew that convincing him would be hard. For now, she needed a reason to stay close, to interact, and learn more about him. 
 
    “How about this? Agree to have our sect sponsor you personally during the tournament.” She raised her hand to stop him from refusing as he opened his mouth to speak. “I know, you don’t want us to give you power. I can see that you are used to being on your own and making your way. If you don’t want it, we will not force it on you. But our sponsorship can open other doors for you, including access to items sold by the exclusive shops, invitation to the Grand Auction, things like that.” 
 
    She saw him think about it, but something told her that he was going to refuse again.  
 
    Selia didn’t let him. “Think about it. Talk with your subordinates. I don’t need an answer now,” 
 
    He grimaced and tilted his head. “Hm… Perhaps I should do that.” He sighed. “If you will excuse me, my party is searching for me. I should go.” 
 
    “Think about it,” she said as he turned and walked away. She frowned after he was gone. He had said that his party was searching for him: a statement, not conjecture. It could mean that his sensory range was much larger than she initially thought, beyond even hers. 
 
    He was an interesting man, but she still didn’t see anything that would make him a good fit with the League. Perhaps she was wrong.  
 
    Only time would tell.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Witness 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked out of the Zenshuen gates with Anrosh and Lesamitrius following behind him, his conversation with the Zenshuen Sect Leader still weighing on his mind. Obviously, there was more to her interest than what she had said. What he didn’t know was if that was something that he should look more into. Once, he wouldn’t have cared, but now… He had an obligation. He couldn’t make the same mistakes he had before. At the very least, he needed to learn what she wanted. 
 
    “Where were you?” Anrosh asked once they were halfway to their carriage. 
 
    “I was speaking with one of the Zenshuen Sect Leaders, the one who invited us,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Anrosh and Lesamitrius exchanged a look, and then she spoke. “A Zenshuen Sect Leader invited us? What? Why would they bother? We are no one to them.” 
 
    “I don’t know, which is why I am bothered,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Which Sect Leader was it?” Lesamitrius asked. 
 
    Ryun furrowed his brows. It wasn’t that he was that bad with names, really, he just didn’t care for those who didn’t seem important to him. “Selia…Jhan?” 
 
    Both of them stopped, staring at his back. He turned around and looked at them. 
 
    “You spoke with the Spear of Sorrow?” Anrosh asked, her voice awed. Even Lesamitrius looked properly impressed. 
 
    “I did. She offered for the Twilight Melody to become a direct subordinate of Zenshuen,” Ryun said, and before they could say anything, he cut with his hand to the side. “I refused.” 
 
    “What?” Anrosh nearly screamed. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know the reason as to why she would want our sect. By your words, we are not important, and there is no reason for her to offer that.” 
 
    He saw her reasoning battle her emotions. To her, it would seem like an incredible opportunity. 
 
    “After that,” Ryun continued, “she offered to sponsor me personally, in the tournament. To get us access to places that we might not be able to get to.” 
 
    “That…” Anrosh clearly didn’t know what to say about that. 
 
    “She asked me to think about it, to talk it over with my people. Which I will do, once we get back to the—” Ryun frowned. 
 
    “What is it?” Anrosh asked, noticing the change in him immediately. 
 
    Ryun wasn’t quite sure what it was, but he felt…something tugging at him, coming from the direction of the plain stretching behind the Zenshuen Compound. He had never felt anything like it, and yet it was also familiar to him. 
 
    “Go back to the compound,” he told them. 
 
    “Not until you tell me what is wrong,” Anrosh said stubbornly. 
 
    He glanced at her and smiled. She had come so far from the mother that had been so afraid in his presence. Now, she could stand there and glare at him with no fear. 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly. One of my perks is…doing something.” He had a suspicion about what it was, though. “Don’t worry, I don’t think it is anything dangerous. I just want to check it out.” 
 
    She kept her eyes on him for a long while, and then finally sighed. 
 
    “Fine. But after you come back, we are talking about everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun walked across the plain, following the tugging sensation. There was a sense of urgency, of timing that came over him, and he hurried. He took to the air and soared from step to step, until finally he reached the source in a territory neighboring the Tournament one. 
 
    Before him stretched a large lake, and on the shore a woman sat on a stone. 
 
    Ryun dropped down silently, but the woman still somehow detected him. 
 
    “Did they send you?” she asked. “I should’ve known that they would’ve seen something, figured out what I planned to do.” 
 
    She turned, and Ryun saw her face. She was a human, with slightly pointed ears. Her face was smooth and young looking, but that meant nothing in this world. He couldn’t tell much about her expression with his eyes. 
 
    “No one sent me,” Ryun said. He was sure now that the woman was the source of the tugging. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, and then tilted her head. “You are telling the truth.” She shook her head and turned around. “Just my luck. I go to the middle of nowhere to be alone, and someone stumbles on me.” 
 
    She kept her head in the direction of the lake, and Ryun walked up to stand next to her. He didn’t get the feeling that she was hostile. 
 
    Finally, Ryun spoke. “What are you doing here, if I might ask?” 
 
    The woman glanced at him. “I was here first, so why don’t you tell me what you are doing here? You are dressed for a party and there is none in this territory.” 
 
    Ryun blinked and then raised his hand, touching his mask. He had forgotten about that. He took the mask off. “I was…” He thought about what he should say, but in the end he didn’t really have anything to hide. “I was drawn here by one of my perks. I don’t know why.” 
 
    The woman blinked. “Truth again,” she murmured to herself. “Well, isn’t that something.” 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow, but she just turned to look back at the lake. He had a suspicion about why she was here. It was…instinct, and his Eternal Hunter: Reaper perk was pulsing in a way that it had never done before. And there was just one part of that perk that he had never seen manifest: the ability to sense death. 
 
    He had always wondered why it didn’t work. He had been around death plenty of times, and he had never felt anything. Now that he knew more about the Infinite Realm, he understood that death was not the end, that it was not a True Death—and his perk came from the Aspect of True Death. 
 
    Ryun stood there in silence, looking at the lake. The woman cast glances at him from time to time, obviously annoyed and impatient. But he didn’t move. His sense of time slowed and he had his answer. 
 
    Finally, she turned to face him and spoke. “Do you mind? I came here to be alone.” 
 
    Ryun met her eyes. He couldn’t feel any Qi from her, but he was certain that she was strong, at least an Immortal. 
 
    “You do realize that there is no coming back from this? This will be your final decision. Irreversible,” Ryun said. 
 
    She blinked, her right hand tightening around the flask that she held behind her leg, hidden from his view but not his skill. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “They did send you after all,” she nearly snarled. 
 
    “I was sent by no one,” Ryun said slowly. “I…I can feel what you are about to do.” 
 
    She blinked. “You can feel what, exactly?” 
 
    “You plan to kill yourself. Not so that you may reach the afterlife, but so that you die a True Death.” 
 
    The woman’s face twitched, giving him his answer. He felt her Qi for the first time, a rolling and heavy power that threatened to overwhelm. 
 
    “I’m not here to stop you,” Ryun said quickly, and she frowned. 
 
    “Why are you here then?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know, really. I came because this was the first time I felt something like this from my perk.” 
 
    “So what? You just want to watch?” she mocked. 
 
    “I think,” Ryun started, “that perhaps it might be easier if you are not alone, at the end.” 
 
    The woman turned her eyes away and then brought her flask up in front of her. “I already did it,” she said slowly. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Did what?” 
 
    “Drank the poison. I am already dying,” she said. “The poison is seeping into my soul through my body.” 
 
    Ryun could tell that the flask in her hand was still full. 
 
    “This.” She shook the flask. “It is just an accelerant. If I take it, it will speed up the process.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. 
 
    “It is supposed to be very painful, and will take hours,” she said. “I figured that I might want to end it quicker. It took me nearly two decades to find an alchemist who could make an accelerant that could affect a soul-burning poison.” 
 
    “You’ve been planning this for a long time, then,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes.” She sighed. 
 
    “Can I stay with you, then? Keep you company,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said again, softer, her voice shaking slightly. 
 
    “I am Ryun Nacht,” he introduced himself. 
 
    The woman did the same. “I’m Ullia Dar Ishi.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Ullia.” 
 
    With that, Ryun took a seat next to her on the wide stone and looked at the lake. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” he asked. 
 
    “Barely. It won’t start for a few hours yet,” she answered. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Ryun finally asked the most important question. “Why?” 
 
    “You are not going to convince me to change my mind. I’ve been planning this for centuries.” 
 
    “That is not my intention; all things have an end. I simply wish to understand,” Ryun told her. 
 
    She looked him in the eyes and then nodded. 
 
    “Because I am tired,” she said. “This world is… It is not a place I wish to live in any longer.” 
 
    “May I ask how old you are?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Asking that of a lady is rude,” she chuckled, then shook her head. “I am one thousand and eighty-six years old.” 
 
    “That is…a long life,” Ryun said. 
 
    “It is,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “You are Ranker, then.” 
 
    “I am,” Ullia answered. “Sometimes, I can close my eyes and almost remember the world of before, of a simpler life, when the only things I worried about was getting good grades on my tests, and what was going to happen on the next episode of my favorite TV show. Now… I can’t even remember what it was that I watched.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. “Huh, I never realized it. I don’t remember either.” 
 
    Ullia turned to look at him. 
 
    “I am a Ranker, too,” Ryun said before she could ask. 
 
    “What Iteration?” 
 
    “Seventh,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “That’s impossible. You would be too young to be an Immortal—wait. I heard about a human Ranker from the Seventh Iteration joining the High Division. I thought that it was just a rumor, but it’s you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Huh.” She shook her head. “How did you manage to become an Immortal so quickly?” 
 
    “I don’t think my Earth was like the others, and I was always good at Cultivation,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Ullia shrugged as if wasn’t that important to her, which it probably wasn’t. She had killed herself. Ryun wondered what that feeling inside of him meant, what he was supposed to do. Finally, after a few more minutes of silence, he spoke again. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me a story,” Ryun said slowly. 
 
    “A story?” Ullia asked confused. 
 
    “Yes, a story about your life, about your journey. If you are going to be gone, I’d like to know, to remember.” 
 
    “What? You think that if I remember, I’ll change my mind?” 
 
    “Not at all, I can tell that you won’t,” Ryun told her. “All life is a story, a journey, a book written by one’s actions. This is the last chapter of your journey, and I simply wish to learn of those who came before.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a while, and then she started to speak. She told him about her early life on Earth, or what she remembered of it at least. It was so similar to his own experience that he couldn’t help but remember his own life. He remembered his family, who he had put behind him so long ago, and his mother and father, who had probably died as soon as the Framework arrived. It was at least what he liked to think, that they were spared of the things that came after. 
 
    Then she spoke about the arrival of the Framework, about how the people came together and fought the monsters, and how she emerged as one of the ten thousand. Then came the arrival to the Infinite Realm, the early struggle, the losses that the First Iterations suffered as they fought against the monsters. And then came the arrival of the Second Iteration, of her finding love, and having children. 
 
    Ryun interrupted her then. “You do not wish to see them again? In the afterlife?” He didn’t ask with the intention of making her feel guilty, he was truly curious. 
 
    “They are dead, a true death,” she said. “I had five children, and all of them died in fire on the day of the Red Dawn. Their souls burned to nothing as they followed a madman to war.” 
 
    She raised her eyes to the sky and gazed at the moon for a while. “I never had any children after that. I couldn’t go through that again. I lived, I survived, I fought. I had friends and enemies, and I had subjects. But now… I cannot take it anymore. This endless existence, just the thought of it is unbearable.” 
 
    “All things have an end, Ullia. Even those who have gone to the afterlife will meet it in time,” Ryun told her. 
 
    She turned around, meeting his eyes. “You really think that?” 
 
    “I know that,” Ryun said, and he felt something inside of him build up again, slowly. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ullia said. 
 
    He saw her wince, and he looked at her. He could see the poison in her body, attacking her soul. 
 
    “It has started to hurt,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, eying the flask in her hand. 
 
    “Will that help with the pain?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but it will make it quicker,” Ullia answered. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. He believed that everyone was free to make their own choices, to do what they wanted with their life—but that also meant living with, or in this case suffering, the consequences. Still, he found himself wishing to offer her an alternative. 
 
    “I could make it easier for you,” Ryun said. 
 
    Ullia raised her eyebrows. “How?” 
 
    As a response, Ryun turned on his perk. Red mist spilled out of him and surrounded them. Ullia blinked, and then he felt her surprise as she probably read the debuff. 
 
    “Well, that is… interesting,” she said. 
 
    Ryun shut his perk off and then spoke. “How about a deal? You finish your story, tell me about your life, and in return I will grant you a quick and final end?” 
 
    Ullia looked at him for a moment, and then nodded. 
 
    With their bargain struck, she continued her story, telling him of her life—of her successes and her losses, of the things she was proud of and the things she was ashamed of. A story about a life. 
 
    By the time she came to the end, he could see that the poison was making the pain worse. 
 
    “It was a party that made me finally make this decision. I’ve had the poison for almost a century, but it never seemed like a good time. And then, I went to a party and I realized that I didn’t care for anything that those around me cared about. I was only pretending. I made my peace, and gave out all that I had to those I thought were worthy. And I came here, alone with nothing but the clothes on my back.” 
 
    She was looking over the lake again, the moonlight making the surface of it glitter with Light Essence reflected back. He could only imagine the sight in his mind. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing that with me,” Ryun said after a moment. 
 
    “It is time, I think,” Ullia said. She stood up and then started walking. 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment and then followed after her. She entered the lake up to her ankles, then pushed her hand through the water. She looked like a young girl, a painting, and for a moment he regretted no longer being able to see the world as he once could. Ullia was smiling as she turned toward him, then she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re going to keep your side of the bargain?” Ullia asked softly. 
 
    “My word is my bond,” Ryun said slowly. He was…sad. Sad about this stranger whose life he now knew about. And yet, it was as it should be. All things had an end, and some ended sooner other later. 
 
    He stepped closer and embraced her. She stiffened for a moment, but then she returned the embrace with a sigh. 
 
    Ryun activated the Presence of the Eternal Hunter and red mist surrounded them, her stats flowing into him. He used his skill and split his mind. One side pulled Qi out of his core, activated his mantle, and pushed all of his boosts into wisdom even as he was building up a second technique, and the other side pulled even more Qi, preparing a perk. 
 
    When he was finally ready, he paused, wondering if he should say something else. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “And thank you, Ullia, for sharing the story of your journey with me.” 
 
    He pulled her closer, felt her tremble against him, her hands tightening on his back.  
 
    Ryun whispered into her ear before he did it. 
 
    His Void Aura manifested around them, narrowed to just his immediate circle, but with its intensity pushed to the maximum, devouring more than half of his Qi. In the same instant, his fruit technique billowed out of him. 
 
    {Staggered End} exploded out of his body, annihilating Ullia in an instant. The water and the ground around him disappeared as the void devoured everything. Two blasts followed, the second obliterating anything that survived. 
 
    Ryun lowered the effects of gravity on himself and floated downward slowly. He shaped a step and landed on it, standing with both feet on it and looking around. He turned off his perks, as the water from the lake rushed back into the crater that he had created, filling it up slowly. 
 
    Something fluttered in front of his eyes and he frowned, then reached up with his fingers and touched his cheek. He pulled it away only to see the tears on his fingertips turn to void-mist. 
 
    “Huh.” Ryun closed his eyes. 
 
    This was…a Final End. An end that came by choice, not imposed by someone else, an end that came at a time when it was meant to, when the person whose life it was wanted it to come. A part of him that still held the echo of the Eternal Hunter was pleased. He had listened to the story of her life and learned her worth. The final word of her life had been written, and the book weighed. 
 
    And then, it came to him, almost as if it had always been there. An ideal was what was deep inside, but it was also what a person themselves decided it was to be. He was not a monster who wanted total destruction. The Path of the Final End was not a path that destroyed, it was the path that waited for the Final End. He was not someone who would seek to end things, but he would be there at their end—to witness it, to know it. His purpose in life was to live, to do what he wanted, how he wanted, to survive until the Final End came, and see it happen, to witness it. 
 
    He reached down inward, feeling the pieces clicking into place. 
 
      
 
    My word, is my bond. — I do not break my word. 
 
    My power, is my right. — I earn what I take. 
 
    My word grants me a path. — I tread my own path. 
 
    My power grants me a purpose. — I do not bow to those in my way. 
 
    All things have an end. — Nothing lasts forever. 
 
    All things will return to oblivion. — Reality is all, and it is nothing. 
 
    The End is the Beginning. — From oblivion will come something new. 
 
    I am the last witness. — Through stories, I see worth. 
 
    I am the Witness of Journey’s End. 
 
      
 
    Ryun opened his eyes as he felt a notification ping in the corner of his eye, but he didn’t pull it up just yet. He felt as if everything had clicked into place for him, as if he had learned the truth of who he was supposed to be. To witness the Final End—that was an ideal worth striving for. To live and survive until reality itself came to its end? It was…everything. 
 
    He sighed, feeling incredibly tired, but he pulled his notification to his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  The Witness of Journey’s End (Unique) 
  
       	  Reach at least a combined power level of nine tiers, and embody an ideal. 
  
       	  +400 to all stats, 
  +5% to all stats, 
  Conclusion Dominance, 
  100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    An ideal. He had managed to achieve it. It was a title, a perk, a power. And yet, it was so much more than that. For the first time since…perhaps ever, he felt like he knew where he was going. 
 
    And all of it was thanks to a life that had met its Final End—all thanks to Ullia Dar Ishi, whose name he would never forget.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
      
 
    “You remember what we talked about?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun nodded. “Of course I do,” he answered. 
 
    “You have everything stored and ready?” she asked. She was aware that she was being annoying, but sometimes Ryun had the tendency to forget the simplest of things. 
 
    The two of them were standing beneath the arena, just in front of the entrance to the gathering hall for the contestants of the free-for-all event. 
 
    “I believe that I have everything stored, yes,” he answered, indulging her worry. 
 
    She couldn’t help it. The High Division matches were different than the others. There were no tokens that could teleport an Immortal out of the arena if they sustained enough damage inside their bodies, and many could and did die during these matches. They did have small tokens as items, nestled somewhere with skin contact, but they couldn’t teleport them out unless their bodies were destroyed without a hope of being repaired. There were also people with powers that might interfere with that.  
 
    At best, once someone was considered dead, the token would teleport the body and soul before it had the chance to leave for the Ethereal Realm or wherever the person’s immortality would take them. At worst, they would die and move on. Of course, it was rare, as there were formations beneath the arena that would catch any soul in case their bodies were destroyed completely, and would then send them on to the Healer, where their bodies could be recreated. But resurrection powers were rare and costly—some of those who died during the match and whose souls couldn’t be caught would just trigger their immortalities, which brought a price of its own. 
 
    Ryun wore a legendary combat robe, a recent purchase. He didn’t rely on equipment for the most part, so his items were all supportive. She knew that the robe increased his Qi regeneration by 20% of his base. It wasn’t much, but in matches such as this one, it added up. 
 
    He also wore his Megor’s Ring of Privacy, which protected him from appraisal powers. The only other really powerful item that he wore was his Lifedrinker ring, which had three charges to allow him to heal rapidly. It was one of his stronger items, on the higher range of legendary. 
 
    Seven of his other fingers held epic and rare rings that gave small stat boosts, mostly to his intelligence for Qi regeneration and his wisdom for power, as well as small passive boosts to regenerations and some resistances. The last finger held his storage ring, which held ten weapons of common, uncommon, and rare rarity. Most of them had come from the shipments that Nayra’s people sent as payment for their passage through the Twilight Melody territory. They weren’t really great weapons, but they were useful for his needs. As per the rules of the match, he was allowed ten potions of whichever type he wanted. Ryun focused mostly on Qi-replenishment and regeneration potions and two healing ones. He had to empty and then show his ring to the organizers so that they could approve of the contents. He wasn’t permitted to bring anything other than what was allowed. He had a replacement robe as well, but that was about it. The rules allowed for a replacement set of armor, as well as ten replacement melee weapons, or in the case of throwing weapons or ammunition, a number decided by the arbiters based on the type. They had allowed Ryun twenty-five of his javelins, but with how many opponents would take the field, that was a low number. 
 
    Still, he was as ready as he could be. 
 
    “It’s time,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh nodded, then pulled him in close in an embrace. “Good luck.” 
 
    His only response was a small smile, and then he walked into the gathering hall. 
 
    Anrosh made her way up through the tunnels, and out to the stands. A few minutes later she reached their plot. Everyone was there already, waiting. Nayra sat with her sister and Ereclaw, while Lesamitrius and Riodan sat with one seat empty between them and Nayra. Four of their warriors were behind them, near the edge of the plot as well, eager to see the match. It was early morning, and the stands were full. The amount of people who had watched the prior matches was nothing compared to this. Every plot was filled, flags flying, and people waiting. The noise was deafening, an entire city filling the massive arena. 
 
    The arena itself was changed completely. Instead of flat ground, it was now filled with rocks sprouting out of it, forming small hills and even a lake. The geomancers had taken the last few days to prepare the arena, and it seemed that a mixed terrain had been chosen. 
 
    She made her way to Nayra and sat down next to her, then put her hand on her thigh. 
 
    “How is he?” Nayra asked. 
 
    “As he always is.” Anrosh sighed. She didn’t detect any nervousness from him, any fear. She didn’t know how he did that, but she had learned to accept it. 
 
    They had spent the days before the match talking about whether they should accept the Zenshuen sponsorship, and they still hadn’t made a decision. Ryun had decided that he would make a decision after this match, as if his qualifying wasn’t even a question. They could’ve gained a lot by accepting the sponsorship before—better gear, at least. But Ryun was Ryun, and one could have a better chance of touching the sun than to know what was happening inside his head. 
 
    An amplified voice cut through the noise of the arena, and the glass windows blazed to life. A green-scaled drake stood on top of a tall rock that jutted out of the ground: Zenker Brokentail, one of the most powerful people in the Infinite Realm. She blinked as she saw him appear. Usually, he wore nothing but a simple pair of pants, but this time he was completely different. He wore armor that looked like it was made out of red crystals, rough and uneven, as if it was sheared into shape. It made him look wider than he was, with long spikes jutting out of his shoulder to the side. The chest piece bulged forward and ended up in a triangle-shaped edge in the middle of his chest. In between the crystals, it had orange-looking plates that probably allowed for movement. His hands were covered in gauntlets that ended with large and wicked claws, the same for his feet. 
 
    “Welcome to the free-for-all match of the High Division,” his voice thundered across the arena. “Today you will see something special: people who have dared to push and advance to great heights, those who would one day become High Rankers, the rulers of this world.” 
 
    Anrosh couldn’t help but shiver as she heard that. She had always known that people in the High Division often became people that the entire world knew about. The winners of the High Division, without fail, became High Rankers. Most of those who ended up in the top five did as well. 
 
    The drake’s armor flowed over his head, creating a helmet, and then he finished his speech. 
 
    “A battle for fame, for power, for ideals. Watch, learn, enjoy, and see what the Infinite Realm requires of us all.” 
 
    With that, the entire arena flashed with bright white lights as the contestants were teleported in. A moment after the light winked out, the battle began.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 – PRESENT – Ryun and Zenker 
 
    Match 
 
      
 
    The light that surrounded him didn’t bother him at all, but he had sensed the other contestants around him grimace or close their eyes. To him, the light was just Essence, sand that was see-through. He had no issue seeing through it, as it was not dense enough for that.  
 
    It was what gave him an advantage. 
 
    He had arrived in at the bottom of what looked like a small canyon, stone stretching all around him, and he hadn’t been teleported alone. Around him, four others teleported in at the same time. He didn’t have the time to waste, and he had to test some things. Ryun cycled his Qi through his body, using his {Empowering Null Mantle} to boost only his legs and arms, pushing all his bonuses into strength and dexterity. Two out of the four around him wore heavy armor, and he went for them first. He pulled out a sword out of his storage and used |Pouncing Rush| to close the distance quickly. With his |Sword Art| and |Greater Aim|, he swung for the tiny opening in the armor. 
 
    The four were all distracted by the light, and the first one didn’t even see Ryun before it was too late. As soon as his attack got near the opening in the armor, Ryun pushed all his will into his |Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder|. His sword burst forward, tearing through the gap in the armor and the metal around it, cutting into the person’s neck and the surrounding flesh. It was as if several cuts came at him at the same time. The other fighter did notice the attack and managed to react, but not fast enough. Instead of cutting the man’s head off, Ryun split his neck open, cutting through more than half of it, along with the spine. His armor parted but stopped most of the other cuts; still, his chest and helmet sprouted gashes. The man tumbled to the ground as his legs pushed him away from Ryun, but he was done. His mind would survive for a bit longer, but unless he had a power that could help him recover from that wound, he would die. Regardless, he was done for now, and Ryun turned toward the three remaining fighters. 
 
    Lesamitrius had done a lot of reconnaissance for him, and he had passed on the knowledge about the most powerful people, those who were the favorites to pass this round. He had also told him that many of the factions had managed to get several of their people through to this round, but that some had plans to focus on getting one through. It meant that some people would meet up and move as squads, protecting the person who they intended to pass into the next round, keeping them from getting tired, as well as allowing them to hide their power. Of course, everyone was teleported into the arena at random, so they would need to survive in order to meet up. Ryun was at a disadvantage there—he was alone, and he needed to survive until only thirty-two out of thousands of competitors were left. They would fight until all others were eliminated. From what Lesamitrius had told him, they could be fighting for days. 
 
    The other three of his foes recovered and saw that one was already down. Immediately, they moved. One turned into a bolt of lightning and blasted upward, escaping, while the other two stepped back, getting some distance as their bodies flashed. He could see numerous perks being activated by both of them, and he raised a wall in front of himself, hiding his body from view. The two began fighting and he watched them with his |Perfect Resonance Sense: My Sphere, Total Clarity| skill. He needed to pace himself, so he was content to let the other two fight. He dropped his mantle technique and turned. As the ground shook from their attacks he approached the fighter on the ground, and saw that his neck was surprisingly trying to stitch itself back together. He cut down with his sword through neck again. He felt the sudden flow of power as his Vampire and Feast perks activated. That had been one thing that he had wanted to check—it seemed that it did work. 
 
    As soon as the he separated the head from the body, light flashed, and the body was gone. He saw the moment the token decided the person was dead, and teleported them out. The person would be teleported to the healers, and Ryun wondered if they would be able to save him. Reattaching a head and bringing a person back to life after such a short time didn’t seem like a big task. People on Earth could do it without any power, and he couldn’t imagine what kind of powers people here had. Regardless, what happened to the fighter told him what he should expect to happen to him in case he lost. His token was tucked into his robe, tightly secured against his skin.  
 
    He turned his head toward his wall, seeing the battle taking place beyond it. One of the fighters, the second armored one, had cut off the hand of the other, who was now trying to escape while being pursued. Ryun debated going after them, but he decided against it. He needed to conserve his power. 
 
    His sense painted a picture of a hundred battles all around him. The ground shook and the air was filled with thunder. Ryun looked around, for a moment debating just staying down here and hiding out for a while, but quickly he decided against it. This was not a good place for him to exert his power—he needed open space and much more room. He started walking, going after the two fighters, his sense never losing them. He could see a great part of the arena with it, although not all with total clarity. The closer something was to him, the clearer it was. 
 
    As he walked, he detected the end of the fight ahead of him, the armored fighter having surprisingly lost. The now one-handed fighter had to have detected Ryun somehow, because he immediately hid behind a rock, obviously waiting in an ambush. The man drank a potion and his limb regrew—it seemed that he had brought a very powerful potion for it to act that fast. His foe was a Classer, without weapons and dressed in light garments. Ryun had sensed his fight, so he knew what the Classer could do. 
 
    As he approached, he pulled his mantle around him and pushed everything into his wisdom. Then he wove his Qi through the ground, sending threads of the Void behind the rock where the man was hiding. The moment Ryun got near enough, the man decided to attack, but Ryun had already been prepared. Spikes stabbed from three different spots and pierced the Classer. One got him through the leg, another through the stomach, and the last pierced through the bottom part of his head and punched through his head and brain. A moment later, the man flashed and was out. 
 
    Only a few minutes had passed and he had already eliminated two fighters… Too bad there were thousands more left just in his range. He monitored his surroundings and slowly walked, avoiding the battles and any people heading his way. Staying out of the battles at the start seemed the best way to preserve his power, and also to gather information. 
 
    As he walked, he observed what kind of powers his competitors had, looking for weaknesses and things that he could exploit. His sense meant that nothing could get close without him knowing, so he relaxed as he monitored the situation. 
 
    For a moment he paused, his mind going blank as if his sense skill had just disappeared. The moment he realized something was wrong, he acted, and pulling on his |Mind Shield| skill he shrouded his mind.  
 
    It was what saved him. 
 
    As his sense came back to him, he sensed a blade coming straight for his head. Time slowed as his Tinker’s Mind activated, and he moved his Qi. His mantle shrouded him immediately, half of his bonus in his strength and the other in endurance. As he moved, the blade cut through his shoulder instead of his head. The wound sizzled and widened, but it didn’t pain him or hinder him much, as his Unyielding perk meant that he could function despite the state his body was in. 
 
    He twisted, summoning a blade in his hand and swiping where his opponent was. His sword met a short blade and the other fighter twisted through the air, visible to his eyes as only a faint outline that quickly disappeared from his sight just as he slipped from his sense. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. It seemed that there were some powers that his skill couldn’t pierce. The fighter had a stealth build, obviously, but he had appeared to his sense the moment he started to attack. This meant that he would have some warning. The other interesting thing was that he couldn’t even see him with his eyes. That meant that he wasn’t moving through the Real or the Astral Realms. It was annoying, but Ryun needed to deal with him quickly, as he couldn’t afford to spend much time and his power on this fight. 
 
    His mind was still operating at an accelerated speed, so he quickly shaped his Qi and raised a box of Void Qi around himself, buying a bit of time. He couldn’t see the fighter or sense him, which meant that he would have only a short window to act. He grimaced, but decided that he needed to do exactly that. The wound on his shoulder had stopped hurting, the blood spilling from it was turning into void mist. With his Unyielding, it wasn’t even a nuisance, but he still pulled some of his bonus to vitality, making his Regenerator more effective. He pulled the Qi from his core and formed his armor in its crystallized form, and in his hands he pulled out two swords from his storage before lowering his walls. 
 
    He stood still, monitoring everything with his skill and listening for any other sign of his opponent. There was nothing that he could sense or hear, but he kept his |Mind Shield| on—something that the fighter had done had momentarily made his mind go blank, likely a mental attack of some kind. 
 
    Then the attack came. Faster than before, two blades smashed into Ryun’s back, cracking through his armor to pierce his back. As soon as he felt the pain, he pulsed his Qi through his armor, and spikes exploded backward through the man. Except that he seemed to have gone insubstantial—the blades stopped pushing through his armor, and the fighter was gone again. 
 
    Ryun grimaced again. The wounds weren’t deep, but he was at a disadvantage, it seemed. 
 
    He wondered what he should do, and then realized that he had little choice. He knew that the fights were being shown to the audience through the great screens, which was why he wanted to keep as much of his power a secret as possible. People would be watching in order to sell the information, but he also knew that it wasn’t like they could show every battle, and it wasn’t likely that they were focusing on him right now, not when there were probably a hundred more interesting fights around him. 
 
    Ryun dismissed his spikes and then reformed his armor. A moment later, he switched the bonuses to his intelligence and then blasted his surroundings with [Bringer of Sorrow] and Reaper’s Aura. A sound reached his ears, and his skill picked up a slight disturbance to his left. Immediately Ryun moved, and with his [Inevitable Step] he reached the space as his mantle switched all his bonuses to strength and dexterity. He swung his swords with |Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder|. 
 
    He bisected the entire area with cuts that rent the space apart. The fighter was good, faster than him, and even the large area of attack wasn’t enough to completely catch him of guard. But a tiny amount of blood splattered against the floor—and that was enough. 
 
    The moment he spilled his blood, Great Hunter activated, immediately telling him his foe’s location. The fighter was behind him, and then he surged forward, quickly approaching at Ryun’s back. 
 
    Ryun moved all of his bonus to his wisdom, and sent threads all around his back. The moment the fighter approached and became solid, four walls snapped around him—spikes punching inside. He called that particular application of his technique the death coffin. It seemed fitting. He turned, his swords raised, and then dismissed his coffin, although he already knew what happened. The bisected body of his foe dropped to the ground and then flashed with light, teleporting away. 
 
    Ryun frowned. He had spent more Qi on that than he had wanted, and he’d been forced to use both his armor and his mental attacks. Hopefully none of the fighters nearby had anything like Ryun’s sense, and hadn’t been able to see or sense what he had done. 
 
    He decided to keep his armor around himself as he began walking, monitoring the situation once again.

  

 
   
    Zenker 
 
      
 
    Zenker jumped from rock pillar to rock pillar, keeping his eyes on the battles around him. He…didn’t quite hate being an arbiter, but it wasn’t his favorite thing to do. He wore his Armor of the Crimson Depths Set, which was not the best thing he had available, but sufficient for the task. Not that he believed anyone would be stupid enough and try to attack him—he had a big glowing orb above his head that clearly marked him as an arbiter. 
 
    He used his |Perfect Sound Tracking| as well as his |Perfect Spatial Sense| to monitor what was happing around him. He didn’t need those two skills to know what was happening, as his tier-9 skill told him everything. But he was practicing, as soon he would need to evolve them so that he could create another tier-8 skill. He had filled all of his slots and was now on the last stretch of his advancement. He had spent a thousand years preparing, learning, understanding. A base skill could be something that anyone could do, a simple action like swipe or aim, and one could train it without having the skill. He had mastered every action that he wanted to make into a skill, such that taking it and pushing it to its perfect form was easy. 
 
    He had to be careful, to be smart about things. He had seen what happened with those who pushed powerful skills to the ninth tier. The more esoteric a skill, the greater the price one had to pay for its tier-9 power. His |I Saw A World Entire| had a tiny drawback, though nothing compared to Sigmund, who couldn’t speak without his skill twisting reality based on his words. Zenker’s skill simply meant a slightly greater load on his mind. 
 
    Soon, he would combine the rest of his skills, and then at last he would push the last stretch to the end. 
 
    He focused back on the fights happening all around him. Thousands were shaking the arena with their power, and thousands were losing every minute. He knew that soon, only those smart enough to stay out of the initial chaos would remain, and then the match would really begin. A contestant, a kreacean War Form, thundered through a large pillar of stone as he struggled to escape the combined power of several other contestants. A group of about a dozen of the fighters had decided to take down the greater threat together. The kreacean didn’t last long. On the other side of the arena, a human with a rifle shot glowing bullets at a fighter who took to the sky, hitting him from half the arena away, taking advantage of his long range. 
 
    “Section 37, True Death danger,” a voice spoke inside Zenker’s ear. The communication arrays that the arbiters used were something new, not yet released to the public. They were good, but could just barely cover the arena. 
 
    Zenker turned and jumped with his |My Path, Unstoppable Thorns|. He blasted through a mountain—after making sure that there was no one in the area, of course. He reached Section 37 and immediately noticed the other arbiter, a glowing orb flying above his head. Each arbiter knew that they could lose their life during the tournament. They were all old and powerful, but accidents did happen, and the contestants weren’t weak. 
 
    The arbiter didn’t seem to be in a rush, so Zenker just stepped next to him, watching the battle taking place in front of them. 
 
    “Report,” Zenker said. 
 
    “One of the fighters is using a powerful soul-damaging weapon, and he isn’t taking any precautions to limit the damage,” the other arbiter said. 
 
    Zenker turned his head and immediately saw a battle between a drake and a ravzor. The ravzor held a large two-handed weapon in his hand, a darc’ar—a drake weapon. It was surprising, as most people used human-invented weapons. Their kind had much more of warlike history than the other races, as far as inventing weaponry was concerned. The cthul had probably been more warlike, but their weapons and ideas didn’t work here. Zenker shuddered at the thought. Just from the stories he had heard from the cthul Rankers, he knew that he didn’t want them to succeed. The Infinite Realm gave out weapon rewards based on the person, or team, as well as the current technological level of the Infinite Realm. The materials and effects of the item rewards that were made a thousand years ago were not the same as they were today. Every time someone in the Infinite Realm invented something new, it was added to the reward pool. There had been more items modeled after the inventions from other worlds, but in the end, the human weapons had been adopted, and slowly the other weapons were abandoned for the most part. The human weapons were easier to make, besides being simple and fairly effective—not that there weren’t still weapons from other races, as demonstrated by the fight unfolding in front of him. They were just rarer. 
 
    The darc’ar in the ravzor’s hand was a long, two-handed weapon. A metal rod carried the head of the item, a nasty assortment of long, talon-like blades. It looked like a bush made out of metal with wicked thorns and nasty branches. A hit with it would rend anything it touched, turning the skin to mincemeat. The ravzor’s opponent was lucky that he wore heavy armor, but Zenker could see that he had suffered at least one attack that had savaged his armor and messed up the scales and flesh beneath. 
 
    They continued to watch the battle, seeing how it was progressing. Through his visor, Zenker could see souls, and he knew that the ravzor’s weapon ripped pieces of it with every strike that damaged the flesh. All contestants were warned that attempting to cause a true death was against the rules. Accidents did happen, but that was why they had arbiters around. The ravzor was yet to make a lethal attack, but with his weapon it would only take one good strike against the center mass. Zenker’s ring showed him the drake’s full screens, bypassing whatever countermeasures he had. Few had countermeasures for masterwork items. Zenker could see that the drake’s immortality wouldn’t survive such damage to the soul, nor did he have any other defenses against soul damage. 
 
    The ravzor had the advantage, his weapon whirling around him and smashing the drake’s shield away, rending the metal apart. The drake collapsed, and the ravzor pounced, his weapon raised high. Zenker moved. In an instant he was in between them, catching the ravzor’s swing by grabbing the shaft of the weapon and holding it in place. The ravzor tried to pull back, but he couldn’t get it out of Zenker’s grasp. 
 
    “True Death is forbidden in this tournament. You’ve won,” Zenker said slowly. 
 
    The ravzor’s eyes narrowed, but he knew who he was. With a curt nod he acknowledged Zenker’s words, who then released the weapon. With one last look at the drake, the ravzor turned and walked away. Zenker glanced behind himself at the drake breathing heavily on the ground, and with a small exertion of will into the ring on one of his fingers Zenker activated the drake’s talisman remotely, teleporting him to the healers. 
 
    He sighed, then moved, looking for more signs of trouble.

  

 
   
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun jumped to the side as a halberd came down from behind him. Evading the attack was easy when he had seen it coming. He jumped forward, even as he raised a wall behind his back, obscuring his view from his attacker. The karura beat her wings, attempting to fly over the wall, just as Ryun pulled one of his javelins out of storage, moved his bonus to strength, and then threw it. Right as the karura rose above the top of the wall, the javelin smashed into her chest faster than she could react. She flew back, carried by it, and became impaled in the stone pillar behind her. 
 
    She screamed, or rather squawked, in pain. Ryun dropped his wall, then sent two spikes to finish her off. She twirled her halberd, breaking both of them even as she was still impaled. She swiped and sent a blade of wind cutting toward Ryun through the air, forcing him to raise another wall to defend. With his sense he saw her pull herself from the javelin and then fly away, running. 
 
    He didn’t pursue, as there was no sense in wasting his Qi. He climbed the pillar with his void steps and retrieved his javelin. Then he jumped back down. He had seen fliers get picked off the moment they took to the sky, and he knew that his best course was to stay close to the ground. 
 
    He didn’t know how many people were left in the tournament, but battles were taking place all around him. He was even sensing what appeared to be people fighting in groups. He had been warned that that would happen, that some factions had gotten several people through in order to make one pass this stage for certain. 
 
    With his range, he was able to see people coming, so he continued following his plan to avoid fighting and conserve his power as much as possible. 
 
    For hours he avoided people, moving so that he was always in the pockets where there was no one. As the competitors started to drop out and less and less people remained, it actually started to become harder. Others obviously had sensory powers like his, and without other targets, they would usually head toward him. Without being able to avoid a fight, he started leading groups into each other, forcing them to fight against themselves and leaving him alone. 
 
    Finally, a couple hours later, he had been unable to escape a group pursuing him. A karura flyer found him first, quickly followed by the rest of their group. Three more people ran into the area surrounded by four natural stone pillars, making it a four on one. 
 
    “You’ve made quite a mess for us, coward,” the drake among them said. He was wearing light armor, and had a long staff in his hand with a gemstone set as its head. Flanking him were two fighter types, a human and a minotaur, one carrying a large axe and the other a two-handed sword. The karura had landed on one of the stone pillars, holding a bow and arrow pointed in Ryun’s direction. Obviously they were one of those who had put competitors in just to guarantee one of them getting through. 
 
    “What, too scared to talk?” the minotaur asked, laughing. 
 
    Ryun didn’t feel the need to indulge them. Based on the fights that they had been in before, he already knew their powers and focuses, and he had some idea of their stats. They were dangerous, but they were spent—their armors covered in blood and grime, breathing harder, their muscles twitching from exertion. They were Classers and had been in hard battles, so he was sure that they had burned through their more powerful attacks. 
 
    Ryun, on the other hand, was still fresh. His armor was sheathing him in Void Qi, and already he had recovered what Qi he had lost to create it and fight. The only question for him was how he was going to go about this. He knew that there were still hundreds of fighters, and the ones who were left now would be the smartest and perhaps the strongest ones. He was not yet at the point where he could fight without a care. So, that left him with a fast-and-hard approach. He would need to show one more technique if he planned on doing that, but he had no choice. 
 
    He pulled his Qi out of his core, pulled his mantle around him, and switched everything to wisdom, then started building another technique. 
 
    “No matter,” the drake said, then raised his staff, commanding an attack. 
 
    Ryun used [Inevitable Step] and closed the distance quickly, [Bringer of Sorrow] and Reaper’s Aura billowing out of him for a second, stunning his opponents for that one moment. The karura above him let his arrow fly, but it was already too late. Ryun released his technique and {Staggered End} billowed out. The two melee fighters had jumped forward close to him, and as they shook off the effects on their minds, they were the closest to him. The first blast of Void hit them right in the face, disintegrating and pushing them back. Surprisingly, they survived that, their armor holding. The drake pulled his staff close and a bubble of energy formed around him just in time to block the first wave, but then the second exploded out of him. The arrow in the air managed to push through the first wave, but the second disintegrated it a meter away from his head. The two fighters who managed to get to their feet and brace themselves were hit with the second wave, and their armor collapsed, their skin turning to dust before they flashed with white light, teleporting out. He didn’t know if they had been alive or not. The drake caster survived both blasts behind his shield, even as the ground and the base of the four stone pillars around them didn’t. The third wave exploded out of him and the shield collapsed, the Void smashing into the caster, who looked straight at the curtain of black Qi with his eyes open wide. 
 
    He didn’t last long before he, too, flashed with white light.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Warden 
 
    Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi 
 
      
 
    Yirrel watched the screen in front of her large pavilion. She held the largest plot in the arena’s stands, and a massive structure of cloth stretched behind her, filled with attendants doing everything from preparing food, to writing down what they were seeing on the screen. It wasn’t the only plot that the wardens possessed, of course; they had smaller ones that she liked to give access to the wardens who had proven themselves, or to people whose favor she needed. 
 
    She sat beneath a canopy, her ever-present assistant—Bera—standing a step behind her, her glasses on top of her head as she watched the screen. Many underestimated her, but that was because they didn’t understand what she was. A high-level support Classer could do many things, and Bera was unmatched in her field. Yirrel’s guest sat on her right, watching the screen with the most interesting battles taking place in the arena displayed on it. 
 
    Currently, that was a fight between a group of four fighters from the Kingdom of Aner, a powerful kingdom at the edge of the core. Their four combatants had been featured often on the screens as they went around the arena fighting and eliminating other contestants. In comparison, their opponent was only now featured for the first time. She recognized him immediately—not because she had seen him before, but because Bera had kept her eyes on both Seventh Iteration fighters and given her reports on them. The Void Qi armor around him was unique, not something that he had shown prior to now, but she had known that he could do it.  
 
    She had a full list of his screens from Zenker, and she was very much interested to see how the fight would go. Zenker had given his thoughts, but none of the others had yet made their mind about the other Ranker. Yirrel had assured them that she would guide and watch over the one in her organization carefully, and today was a big part of her plans. 
 
    The battle turned out to be short. The Ranker closed the distance and blasted the three fighters on the ground, dispatching them quickly and without remorse. The stone pillar on top of which the karura had stood and shot his arrows at the Ranker collapsed as its base was destroyed and it started to crumble. He took to the sky, shakily, but the Ranker was already turning toward him. A javelin appeared in his hand and then he threw it with such precision that it flew in between the crumbling stone to smash into the karura trying to get away. His wing became pinned to his hip, and with only one wing, the karura started to fall. 
 
    The Ranker didn’t bother catching up to finish the job, but instead turned in the other direction and walked away smartly. Others would be drawn in by the sound of battle soon enough, and the free-for-all was not just about power. 
 
    The arena roared their approval, but then the screen changed, showing a more interesting battle. 
 
    Yirrel glanced to the side to look at her guest. The Grey Horde had been leaning forward, looking at the screen with interest. 
 
    “That one is dangerous,” she said finally as she leaned back. Looking at her, she couldn’t help but be amazed. Such a small creature, such a beautiful creature, and yet she was one of the most powerful beings in the world. Her body was small, with white chitin and twig-like hands that held so much power. Around her neck she had a fluff of fur-like material framing her triangular head, with small mandibles and big round eyes that blazed with pink light. Her antennae were long and twitching constantly, and behind her, long and delicate-looking white wings were folded behind her chair. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    “A lot of damage in a short amount of time. Great amount of Qi control,” the Grey Horde commented. To her, though, it wasn’t all that impressive—what she spoke about was more of an observation. Yirrel wondered what she would say once she found out that the man she had just watched was the Ranker of the Seventh Iteration. 
 
    The Grey Horde herself was not a Cultivator, as none of the skreen were. They had difficulties with inspiration, as well as Qi control and drawing in. The insect-like race was not made for contemplation and meditation. 
 
    “Your champions are doing well,” Yirrel said, changing the topic. The Triumphant Hive had brought only two champions for the High Division. It was more than they had ever had, as the Grey Horde’s skreen were isolationists for the most part, content to live in the great swath territory they had taken for themselves. Yirrel much preferred the Blue Forest Hive, with whom the Elder Kingdom had relations. Regardless, they needed the Grey Horde. Yirrel glanced up behind the Queen of the Triumphant Hive at her protector, the hulking champion of her hive—Trklak, the Horde Itself, standing motionless behind his queen. 
 
    “Naturally,” the Grey Horde said. She wouldn’t have allowed her champions to compete if she didn’t think that they were a match for the strongest of the rest of the world. 
 
    Still, as much as Yirrel would like to put things off, she had invited the Grey Horde here for a reason. 
 
    “Sigmund said that you spoke. You have an answer for us?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    The Grey Horde turned her hand and met Yirrel’s eyes, then nodded. “Yes,” she said. “The Voice was convincing. I do not agree with all of your reasoning, but I will provide aid.” 
 
    Yirrel forced herself not to sigh in relief. “That is good. As soon as you can send orders back to your territory, we can have Eratemus help with the deployment.” 
 
    “I will go myself,” the Grey Horde said. 
 
    Yirrel blinked. “What?” she asked, taken by surprise. 
 
    “You underestimate the threat. He and my armies will not be enough.” 
 
    “We do not think that it will come to that,” Yirrel said slowly. 
 
    “You think wrong,” the Grey Horde said. 
 
    Yirrel waited for her to clarify, but she realized that the queen didn’t think there was anything else to say. 
 
    Yirrel opened her mouth, then closed it. They had gotten what they wanted; there was nothing else to say. 
 
    She focused back on the screens, seeing the number above tick down to almost a hundred. They were in the last stretch of the free-for-all match, and so she turned her thoughts to other things. She wondered if the other human Ranker was in the stands, watching. She had given him access, put things into motion. She wondered if he would recognize the other, if she would finally see if he was worthy of her favor. Either way, soon enough, she would have her answer.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 – PAST - Zach 
 
    To Hate 
 
      
 
    It was raining when he found them. Seeing them made all his hope evaporate. In the distance, he could hear fighting—the other teams were killing and driving away the monsters that had moved into the city, feeding on the corpses. Blood was being washed away by the rain, rivers of crimson flowing among the cracked stone, seeping from the gore and pieces of the people. Some were almost unrecognizable, whether after what the monsters had done to them or because of the cause of their death. The shattered buildings buried a lot of the bodies, but a chewed-off hand or a leg could be seen every so often. 
 
    Zach was on his knees, looking at the two corpses, or what was left of them. One had been cut in half, with no sign of the other half; it was tiny, and it was all he could look at it. The other was a mangled mess, half eaten by monsters, only one side of her face still there. She looked ahead, as if accusingly. Inside, he was just numb.  
 
    He knew who had done this. A few had managed to survive the carnage, those who had run early enough. He didn’t know how anyone could do something like this, how anyone could be so heartless and so cruel. No matter what was done to a person, no matter the loss they suffered, no matter the pain and the injustice, this… Such carnage was never justified. 
 
    He closed his eyes, not able to look at them anymore. Tears that streamed down his face were lost in the rain that fell from the gray sky. How could anyone survive this much pain? Their faces flashed in his mind. Rayleigh and Linda—one moment they were smiling, and in the next they were the broken pieces that he had found. There was nothing that he could do for them now, not even with all of his strength. He moved slowly, as if through a dream. He could barely remember what he did, but he knew that he gathered their bodies and buried them outside of the city. 
 
    The day turned into the night, and still he remained over their graves, looking down at the two mounds. Somewhere in the back of his mind he noticed more people arriving, more teams. Gloria had approached him during the night. She spoke to him, but he didn’t listen. He couldn’t. The only thing he could think about was killing the monster that had murdered his wife and child. Eventually they managed to usher him to a tent, and to a cot, where dreamless sleep took him. 
 
     The next day, Zach was again inside the broken city. People were gathering the dead, sifting through the rubble—there were so many of them, so many dead. And for what? Revenge? A whim? Madness? It didn’t matter; there was a point where there was nothing else to be said, a point where there was nothing more was to be considered. 
 
    Zach gathered his equipment and slipped away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took him months to find him, and when he did, it was in a forest, sitting on a rock surrounded by trees. His face was calm, collected. It did not look like the face of a person who had slaughtered thousands. Gloria and the others had sent teams after him, to apprehend him, but none had succeeded. He had killed more since New Dallas: travelers, civilians, people who had no connection to the government, women, children, the old and the young. He had killed them with such savagery that it looked as if their bodies had been torn apart by monsters. 
 
    Seeing the carnage left in his wake, they knew that they were dealing with someone who had to be stopped. 
 
    Zach walked into the clearing, his sword in his hands, ready for a fight. The others were behind him, trying to catch up. He didn’t have a lot of time, but he needed to be here alone. He needed to know. 
 
    “You found me,” Ryun said, his head turning slowly so that his eyes could watch Zach. 
 
    Zach gritted his teeth. There was no sign of remorse in those eyes, no guilt. His voice was even, disinterested. There was nothing of the man Zach used to know in those eyes. 
 
    “You murdered them,” Zach managed to say through clenched teeth. 
 
    Ryun just tilted his head and shrugged. That made Zach see only red. He charged, his [Leap] sending him forward even as he activated [Piercing Stab]. His sword was blocked, Ryun moving backward. Zach attacked, but he couldn’t get through Ryun’s block. He screamed in rage and frustration, and with all of his strength he swung his sword from above with his |Strike|. Ryun’s sword shattered, but he moved out of the way in a burst of speed, then kicked out. Zach felt the kick connect with his ribs, felt them crack and break as he flew back and smashed with his back into a tree. 
 
    He coughed, blood spilling from his mouth. “How could you…” He coughed up more blood, the pain in his chest making him wince. “…do that? Those people did nothing to you! The government did nothing to you! One monster took something from you, and as a response you slaughter indiscriminately? People who had no connection to what happened to you? People that just wanted to live in peace, to survive this horror?” 
 
    “They were in my way,” Ryun said simply. 
 
    Zach looked in his eyes and saw a monster that felt nothing, that cared about nothing. A monster that needed to be stopped. 
 
    “You slaughtered children,” Zach hissed at him. You killed my child, he wanted to say. But he didn’t—so many people had lost their families to him, because Zach had cared for his friend. Because he let him go when he killed an entire town. “How could you do that?” 
 
    “It is a mercy,” Ryun said with a shrug. “Better that I end them quickly than for them to suffer what this world has turned into. They are too weak to thrive. This world was not meant for those who are like them. They are here only as fertilizer for the rest of us—to die in front of us, to sever us from the old world and teach us what true pain and horror is, to teach us how to hate. To make us stronger, so that we can rise and survive.” 
 
    Zach closed his eyes, then pushed himself up to his feet, his sword held in front of him. Then he attacked again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They found him leaning against the tree, his sword broken next to him. Gloria and the others came, ready for a fight. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as they someone knelt next to him and looked at his wounds. 
 
    “I…” He didn’t know what to say. That he’d failed? It seemed somehow too small a word for what happened. There was nothing that he could say. People were dead, murdered, butchered, and Zach had failed to protect them. 
 
    Then he remembered: the broken bodies of his family, the city filled with the dead, and the innocent travelers. He had to stop him. He was the only one that could. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The city was on fire. They had arrived too late. They had entered through the shattered gates, and saw the dead. Nothing in the city lived, no one had survived. 
 
    Only one thought echoed through Zach’s mind. Why? How could someone just change so much, snap, and go on such a rampage? Even with the tragedy that had happened, he had never imagined that the Ryun he knew was capable of something like this. He had to know that these people weren’t guilty of anything, and still, he had killed them. 
 
    “We have to stop him,” Gloria said. 
 
    John Grisom grimaced. “He moves constantly. We are barely keeping up as it is—and you remember what happened the last time we faced him.” 
 
    Zach did remember. Ryun had beat them, and the more time passed, with the more he killed, the stronger he became. In the end, he had let them live, saying that they were strong, and therefore worthy. 
 
    Zach didn’t know if he could handle this for much longer, seeing so many dead. It was horrible enough when the Framework arrived, seeing the monsters hunting and killing them. Now, they had one of their own people doing the same thing. It was somehow worse, even. If Ryun had some goal, perhaps Zach could understand. But this was beyond revenge, beyond hate and anger. This was just pure slaughter. Zach could understand the warlords who fought and pillaged, as they wanted to gain more power to gain more resources. Ryun cared for nothing. He was building nothing. He just destroyed. 
 
    Gloria was right: he had to be stopped. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “We lost another city,” Gloria said as she walked into the small office. 
 
    Zach raised his head and looked at her, unable to even muster any emotion at the news. Years of living in this new world had taken their toll. None of them were who they had once been. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Monster surge,” she said as she collapsed into a seat across from his desk. 
 
    Zach closed his eyes. There were only two ways a monster surge could happen—an event, or a monster-spawning point being closed. Gloria would have told him if it was an event, which meant that it could only be the other option. 
 
    “He is closing the points again,” Zach said. 
 
    “Yes,” Gloria confirmed. 
 
    Zach turned and looked at the map behind him. Blue pins marked cities, while red ones marked monster spawn points. Closing a point was in most cases a good thing, as it meant that no new monsters would spawn in the area. But sometimes, when the point was closed in the middle of the cluster of other points, the neighboring spawning points would increase their spawn rate, which would trigger a surge. Monsters from nearby areas would invade a single area, overwhelming it with monsters. They couldn’t fight that; they had tried in the past. 
 
    “Damn him!” Zach hit his desk, making everything shake. They had so few people now, and any loss was too much. They couldn’t survive this way. 
 
    They had tried everything to stop him, and all things had failed. After three years of failures, the government had decided to just stop trying to bring him to justice. They moved cities out of his way, relocated people away from him. Zach had helped facilitate that, as he had long ago decided that following the will of the people was the only way for him. His own decisions had proven to cause countless deaths. If he had listened to what he had been asked to do, if he had stopped or captured Ryun back when he still had a chance, none of this would’ve happened. The law of the majority was the only thing left to him, the only thing that he could cling to. 
 
    No matter what they did, in the end, it didn’t matter. They had a year of peace before the monster surges began. Even with them leaving Ryun alone, he had still caused countless deaths. They couldn’t just stand by and let him murder them all. 
 
    “Do we know where he is now?” Zach asked. 
 
    “We have a few tracking teams searching,” Gloria said. “But, Zach, we can’t win, not like this.” 
 
    Zach knew that she was right. “We need to hunt more monsters, to level. It is the only way.” 
 
    They had no other choice. They had to stop him, or none of them would be left by the time the ten years were up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Zach asked, not quite able to comprehend what they had said. 
 
    The others were in a similar state, and the other five people sitting behind his side of the table were the same. Zach glanced to the side, saw Gloria blinking at the speaker. 
 
    Zach turned his eyes back to the speaker. The woman was old, had been old when the Framework arrived. The years since then had not been kind to her. Her skin was pockmarked and shriveled, lines crisscrossing every part of her face. She was just…old. Everyone knew her, of course, as Mrs. Reka had been a major part of the crafters group for years, and a leader of it for a couple of months, since the suicide of the last leader. A few dozen people had filled into the small hall for the city meeting, the representatives of the few thousand people living in the city—the last people alive on the planet, as far as they could tell. Not even half of them had the necessary requirements to be on the Ranker list, and with monsters now being so rare, there was almost no way for them to grow enough to do so. It didn’t matter that the list was mostly empty; only a few of them had managed to get on the list. And they…they were all old or crippled, people who barely had a few years of life left. 
 
    Still, Zach couldn’t quite believe what he had heard. 
 
    “We have talked about it, amongst ourselves,” Mrs. Reka said. “Half of us can’t get what is required for the list, and the rest… We are old, and we are tired. We had lost too much, watched our families die, watched our friends take their own lives. The Framework has taken everything from us, our entire lives, and we wish to do something that is our choice alone.” 
 
    Zach closed his eyes. He knew that there had been too many suicides amongst them. Most had come a few months ago, when they lost contact with the only other surviving city in the world, as they watched the Ranker list lose names. So much death and destruction… They had lost everything. Years and years of slow attrition against the monsters, always losing a few until the numbers just kept rising. Only six of them remained who could fight, all the other fighters falling as the world crumbled around them, as the monsters surged, as every semblance of order collapsed and cities went to war with one another. As they hunted the monster that had done this to them.  
 
    Now they were the last, six people capable of fighting, and a few thousands of the weakest. The crafters who had stayed in safety, who had somehow managed to survive, the elderly, and the crippled who couldn’t fight. 
 
    Zach knew that he couldn’t save them, that he couldn’t keep help them in any way, and that hurt more than he could handle. But what they asked wasn’t something that he could accept. 
 
    “No,” Zach said finally. “We will not become like he is.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gloria added. “It is…it is abhorrent.” 
 
    Mrs. Reka shook her head. “It is not your decision to make. We are not going to survive this one way or the other. We are too old and too weak. We either die here on Earth, or one day a few years from now in this new reality, if it even exists. If it is anything like what the Framework turned this world into, we don’t want to go there. This way, at least, you will gain something from our deaths.” 
 
    “You can’t ask this of us,” Gloria insisted. 
 
    But Zach could see the determination in their eyes. They were letting Mrs. Reka speak for them, but all were agreed. 
 
    “Of course we can,” Mrs. Reka said. “You can accept or refuse, but we will be going ahead. If you don’t want to take what we can offer, we will do as our friends and family had, and take our own lives. There is nothing here for us, and we are too old to survive a new reality, not when we barely managed to survive this one. I suggest that you think it over. There are no more monsters for you to grow strong. This is the last thing we can give you for keeping us safe all these years.” 
 
    With that, they left the hall, leaving the six of them to decide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The knife was heavy in his hand. It had been a reward for clearing an event, what seemed long ago now. They had been sharing it, using it to kill monsters and get stronger. And now…they used it for something much worse.  
 
    Zach was the last one. The others had all had their turn in the small room, with people coming in and not coming out alive again. He was close to walking out, to refusing to do it. But in the end, it was their decision, and he had vowed to never ignore the will of the people again, to follow the laws that they put in place. He couldn’t refuse. A part of him understood and was grateful for what they were doing. They were old, people who had lived entire lives in the old world, who hadn’t adapted to the Framework. People who didn’t know how to fight, people who had lost everything. Families, friends, who had all watched the world they once knew change completely and become run over by monsters. 
 
    The doors opened, and the first person walked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One after another they came in. They sat with him and they talked. Some spoke of what the world was like before, so long ago that Zach could barely remember. Some spoke of their families with kindness, while others had only hate on their tongues as they told him how monsters took their families from them. The stories were similar, in the way that each had tragedy in it. He sat with them in silence sometimes, and cried with others. He held an old man’s hand as he tried to convince himself that the last ten years were just a nightmare, and that Zach was about to wake him up. He stroked an old woman’s head as she bawled like a child. He took their pain, and their hate, and their impotent rage. Each of them had lost someone because of the greatest monster there was: the human who cared for nothing, the one who had ended the world. They were afraid, but they hated him more, hated him enough that they would come up with something like this. 
 
    And then the doors opened for the last time, and Mrs. Reka walked in. She took a seat next to him, and they sat in silence. 
 
    “The others made you promise, didn’t they?” she asked finally. 
 
    Zach nodded, not able to speak. They had asked his word, that he would do everything in his power to make the monster that had taken everything from them pay for his crimes. And Zach had given it. Some crimes could have no forgiveness. 
 
    “If you get the chance, you should forget about it,” she said. 
 
    Zach blinked, not expecting her words. 
 
    “I don’t know what this Infinite Realm will be,” she said slowly. “But…this world, it was soaked in blood. This is… It is not how any of us are supposed to live. We were never meant to be filled with so much hate.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing this?” Zach asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “We lost our will to live a long time ago. We had just been surviving. What can the old and the infirm do? We were just a burden to you and the others.” 
 
    “It was our duty to protect people, and we failed.” 
 
    “You did more than anyone else could’ve,” she told him. 
 
    “I could never forget what happened here,” Zach said. “So many innocent lives snuffed out, and for what? Power? Revenge? It… The world, life, should not be so cruel.” 
 
    “You are right,” she agreed. “It is madness. And in this new world, if you get a chance to find something good and right, then do it. Don’t let hate twist you as it has twisted him.” 
 
    Zach didn’t say anything. The words didn’t come easily to him anymore. He had lost everything. They sat in silence for a while. 
 
    “Well, I guess that we should get to it, then. I think I am ready,” Mrs. Reka said. 
 
    Zach closed his eyes and nodded, grabbing the dagger. 
 
    “You’ll make it quick?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Zach said, looking in her eyes, forcing himself to memorize her face, as he had memorized the faces of the others before her. She was wrong; it was already too late for them. All of them had been twisted long before this moment. 
 
    One quick thrust and it was done. He remained in the small room, cradling her body as blood spilled over his hands, numb to everything. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “This is our last chance,” Gloria said. “Our last opportunity to stop him. We cannot let him reach the Infinite Realm. We don’t know what we will find there. But… If he gets an opportunity to grow stronger, there will be no stopping him.” 
 
    “He is our responsibility, I agree,” Zach said heavily, looking at the others. They were all ready. They had prepared as much as they could, had leveled up, had even bought a power designed to stop Ryun. They had done all that they could’ve. 
 
    “We will buy you time,” Gloria said, and then she turned to look at Zach. “You are the strongest. You have the best chance of winning.” 
 
    Not even with all of them together did they think that they could win. Zach knew that they weren’t strong enough, even with their new levels. They hoped that they could match him, but they knew that it was unlikely. It all rested on him and his |Sealing Slash| to take his power away, and only then they would have a chance. 
 
    “Yes.” Zach nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The six of them walked away from the empty city, filled with the dead, and headed toward their target. One way or the other, the end was near.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 – PRESENT - Zach 
 
    Fantasy and Reality 
 
      
 
    Zach woke up suddenly, breathing quickly. He glanced to the side, seeing that it was still night. Next to him Naha stirred, and then sat up next to him. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked sleepily, and he glanced at her. She was looking at him in the dark; both of them had skills that allowed them to see in it. She was wearing her Quell form, as she often did when they were alone. 
 
    He took a deep breath and relaxed. “It was nothing, just a dream,” he said, and then lay back down. 
 
    A moment after she followed, and he felt her weight press on top of him as she shuffled on top of him. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” she asked. 
 
    Zach’s first instinct was to say no, but then he realized that there was no point in keeping anything from her. 
 
    “It was a dream about Earth, about what happened there. I can’t remember everything, mostly the feelings… Denial, sadness, rage, acceptance, then responsibility.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Zach had shared everything of his past with her, just as she had shared everything about her past with him. She could probably assume what he meant. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see two dark-green stars. Her chin was propped up on his chest as her eyes looked at him with a startling intensity, her golden hair framing her face. 
 
    “You still feel like you owe them something.” It was not a question. 
 
    Zack grimaced. “How could I not? They gave us their lives, and asked only for us to make them a promise. For us not to forget.” 
 
    Naha shook her head. “They were cruel.” 
 
    Zach blinked as her expression darkened. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They had no right to push such things on you. It was cruel and selfish,” Naha said. 
 
    “They had everything taken from them, they were—” 
 
    “No,” Naha insisted. “I know how you feel, Zach. I had felt the same way once. I took the weight of my entire world on my back and it nearly broke me. If it hadn’t been for you, I would still be a raving lunatic. You helped me, gave me my sanity back.” 
 
    Zach could see the sincere emotion in her eyes. Removing her Cultivation had helped a lot. She hadn’t had any outbursts; her desires came and went more quickly, but were less intense, enough that she could suppress them herself. She was getting better by the day. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to make the same mistake I made,” she told him. 
 
    The last conversation he’d had in a small room flashed through his mind, and he closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to pretend that he hadn’t thought about it. He had, to just forget about everything, but… The pain and the rage were still inside of him. 
 
    “Zach.” Naha’s voice brought him out of his head, and he met her eyes again. “I know that it is hard, but… At some point we all must make a decision about what we want to do.” 
 
    He didn’t have anything to say to that, and eventually the silence stretched until both of them went back to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several days later, Zach and Naha found themselves in the arena. They had been given access to the stands, or rather Zach had been given it as a reward for his performance in the tournament. It was the free-for-all match of the High Division, the first qualifiers from that division held in the arena. Zach was actually excited to see it. Naha had told him that people competing in that division, or rather those who would qualify, would be the most promising fighters in the Infinite Realm: the future High Rankers, rulers or great warriors. He wanted to see how he compared to them. 
 
    The two of them reached the Wardens Guild plot. The only other people present in their area were two higher ranking wardens who waved at them as they approached. Zach returned the gesture, and then they took their seats. Zach was quite impressed by the arena itself, the feeling of grandness that he got still present. The stands were wide, enough so that tents and pavilions could be set up against the cliff sides of the step above, while also leaving enough room in front of them that they could put seats which let them look directly into the arena. And then, above them, were the massive glass windows, screens that showed zoomed-in pictures of what was happening inside the arena. It was all quite impressive. 
 
    “I still can’t get over this,” Naha whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zach asked as a drake wearing armor started to announce the start of the match. 
 
    “Those screens, the fact that we can watch something so far away as if we were there… It is incredible,” Naha said. 
 
    Zach glanced to her, seeing her face tendrils twitch in excitement. He smiled at her. Seeing her so impressed made him realize that while the Infinite Realm had some pretty amazing things, there were some things that Earth had that the Infinite Realm hadn’t yet caught up to. He didn’t doubt that, eventually, they would. 
 
    The match started with white light as the contestants were teleported all over the arena, thousands of lights all appearing at the same time. It took less than a second for the fighting to begin. Big, flashy explosions filled the arena, and people flew into the air so fast that cracks of thunder reached even them on the stands. Zach’s eyes were glued to the screen as a ten-way fight between peoples of different races were shown from above. Everything was happening so fast that he could barely keep up. The fight was brutal, and fighters were quickly dropping out, teleporting out of the arena as they were injured enough that they couldn’t continue. As one fight concluded, the screen changed to show another, and then another. Different weapons, different powers—he saw some impressive feats demonstrated. 
 
    So many fights, some ending in a few instants while others lasted for far longer. Some were smaller in scope, between fighters who had less flashy powers, compared to the others who could crack the ground and shatter the tall stone pillars in the arena in an instant. 
 
    Quickly, though, it became apparent to Zach that some of the competitors were teaming up. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem fair,” Zach said after one team started hunting solitary targets. 
 
    “I thought you understood by now. The Infinite Realm is not fair,” Naha told him. 
 
    “I know, but…shouldn’t a tournament at least have some fairness to it?” 
 
    “Why? It would only give the winners a false idea about their power. Nothing in the Infinite Realm is free; nothing is fair. People are rarely faced with a fair fight. There is no point pretending that this is supposed to be it.” 
 
    Zach sighed. He did know all of that, but he still dreamed of a world where things were fair, where everyone could be free and safe. It was idealistic, he knew, and he had mostly changed his mind about that. The Infinite Realm had shown him what reality here was, and he had mostly accepted it. Still, one could dream. 
 
    The fights continued, and they watched for hours, entranced at the displays of power. 
 
    “This is who I need to match,” he said after the end of an extremely brutal battle. There were many in the free-for-all whom Zach felt he could take, whom he was stronger than, but some… There were real monsters down there, with incredible powers. The ones at the top were still out of his reach. 
 
    “In time, you will eclipse them—we will eclipse them,” she corrected herself. “Few of them truly understand real struggle, what it means to live through horror and pain, as well as loss.” 
 
    Zach squeezed her hand in acknowledgment. The two of them were in this together. They would become strong enough that they could do whatever they wanted. 
 
    The battles had already tapered off, the ones remaining being those who were smart enough to avoid the early fights and those who were so strong that they had won every encounter they had.  
 
    The screen changed and they saw a new group. A person wearing some kind of violet-and-black armor covering every part of their body stood against a group of people whom Zach recognized. They had been on screen before—they were a group who had went around the arena taking down solitary fighters. The one in the strange armor that wisped softly hadn’t been featured on the screens before, so Zach was interested to see what they could do. 
 
    The fight started suddenly. The lone fighter closed the distance, and then a blast of black-and-violet energy exploded out of him. Zach leaned forward, his heart starting to beat quickly. Two more blasts followed the first, making him doubt himself. The fight ended as suddenly as it started, with a javelin flying through the air. 
 
    “Zach?” Naha whispered, and Zach realized that he had been squeezing her hand hard. He relaxed his grip immediately, and then turned his eyes back to the screen. The winner of the fight walked away, and the view changed to another fight. 
 
    A part of him felt that it was impossible. Ryun’s technique hadn’t looked exactly like that; it hadn’t had three blasts, and it hadn’t been that color. Except…they didn’t have aspects on Earth. Everything else about it was the same. He shook his head; it was impossible. There was no way that Ryun would’ve joined a tournament. He cared for nothing and no one. 
 
    “Nothing,” he whispered. “I’m seeing things.” 
 
    Naha didn’t say anything, and they continued to watch the battles in silence. Zach kept his eyes on the screens, waiting for the armored fighter to be shown again. He saw him again two more times, fighting against two other fighters, both of whom had been tired out from their fights before. Both he dispatched quickly, and in a way that was completely unlike Ryun. Rods of black and violet grew out of his hands and the ground, and he pummeled his opponents to unconsciousness. Zach relaxed—that power wasn’t anything like what Ryun had, which only convinced him that he had been wrong. 
 
    The match continued for almost another hour, but then a loud horn blared through the arena, just as the sun above began to dim. The ending of the tournament came, and white light flashed. The remaining thirty-two fighters were all teleported in the middle of the arena, standing in line with several other people with glowing orbs above their heads standing across from them. 
 
    The main arbiter, the drake in crimson crystalline armor, moved, and his helmet melted away into the rest of his armor. He opened his mouth, and his voice echoed through the arena. 
 
    “Honored spectators, the qualifiers for the High Division are over, and we have our thirty-two competitors.” 
 
    The drake started naming the winners, saying their names and affiliations, then waiting for the cheering of the arena to quiet. Zach’s eyes were locked on the armored person half-way down the line. He barely remembered the other names—but then the drake reached him. 
 
    “Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect, Ranker of the Seventh Iteration.” 
 
    The cheer of the arena was drowned out by the throbbing rush of his blood through his body, the rhythmic pumping of his heart. For a moment he wasn’t even sure that he had heard right, but then his mind restarted. It was him, here, fighting in the tournament, within reach. The rest of the drake’s words penetrated after. He was a Sect Head, a leader of a faction—the Twilight Melody Sect. The name itself almost made his vision go white. 
 
    “Zach!”  
 
    He realized that Naha had been calling for him. He met her eyes and saw her panic.  
 
    “Zach, you can’t—” 
 
    He stood up. She knew—of course she knew. The moment the drake announced his name and that he was a Ranker, she knew. He had told her everything. He moved quickly, heading out of the stands and to a warden post beneath them to the teleporters. A part of him could hear Naha calling for him from somewhere behind, but he only had one thought in his mind. He reached the teleporter and stepped on it. His warden’s badge was tied to his sash. 
 
    “Warden Zacharia,” the warden at the controls said, blinking in surprise. Fame had its perks, it seemed. “Where to?” 
 
    “Southern station,” he said, and the warden nodded. He adjusted the controls just as Naha walked in. The platform flashed before she could say anything, and then he was someplace else. 
 
    He didn’t even greet the wardens present there—he just walked out of the room. The wardens kept the peace, they guarded the arena, and Zach knew exactly where the sect competitors’ exit was. He had guarded the arena before, during the Low Division matches. He walked out of the arena, then walked over to the exit. He stood outside of the arena, waiting.  
 
    He didn’t wait for long. The doors opened and the sect fighters, the winners, started coming out. The crowd was large as their attendants waited for them, congratulated them, and then led them to their carriages.  
 
    And then he walked out. 
 
    Ryun had changed. He was clean shaven, his hair was cut shorter, and his eyes were two pools of endless darkness, reflecting nothing. He had scars that bled violet and black over his face, across his eyes. He walked out and turned right, walking away from him. Zach followed, his eyes seeing only his back. 
 
    He stopped, freezing as Ryun—the monster that had destroyed Earth—stopped in front of a group of people. Two women smiled at him, one of them embracing him. Zach’s ears were filled with the noise of his blood rushing through his body, and he couldn’t hear anything. Two ravzors stood behind them, and a group of warriors, all bowing their heads to him. He heard him chuckle. 
 
    That… It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They were congratulating him, they were close to him. Ryun didn’t suffer anyone to be close to him; he slaughtered everyone who tried to talk with him. He was without mercy, without emotion. 
 
    Zach tightened his hands, his Shade Reaver arm throbbing in his mind. He had a chance now for a single strike, with all his power. And yet…only Immortals were in the High Division, which meant…meant that he couldn’t— 
 
    He had had waited for this moment for so long, and now that it was here, he froze. 
 
    He saw other wardens approach him, noticing him standing there, saying things to him, but he didn’t hear anything. 
 
    Then, he noticed one of the women, the red-headed one, glanced at him. She blinked, and then her eyes went wide. She stepped forward, almost as if to protect Ryun. And that made him lose his mind. To protect him? He who had killed countless innocents? Babes in their mothers’ arms? Who had murdered Zach’s family? 
 
    Shade Reaver took on a blade form and his body tensed. The woman summoned a golden spear and he— 
 
    A hand grabbed his shoulder, massive and clawed, bulging with muscle, and roughly pulled him back. It was so sudden that he nearly lashed out, but then he saw Naha in Nyathulla’s body, one arm transformed into that of a monster, her eyes blazing as she moved in front of him. 
 
    “Zach, stop!” she yelled at him, and he froze once more. 
 
    “Ah,” a familiar voice said from behind her, and Zach saw Ryun turn around. His empty eyes looked at him. “Zach, you lived. I’m…glad.” 
 
    There was…emotion in those eyes, flashes of them changing too fast for Zach to see them all. Was that guilt? Or is he just mocking me? It had been so long since he had seen any kind of emotion on that face, and it shook him. The warriors behind him spread around him, the two women standing in front of him both holding weapons in their hands. He recognized the red-skinned woman’s sword, and saw that it was Ryun’s. The blade that he had seen him use to kill so many of his friends. 
 
    “Zach, the Peace. You can’t,” Naha whispered as she kept an iron grip on him. He could get away. He could blink attack—but he didn’t.  
 
    He looked at Ryun’s eyes over her head.  
 
    “You hate me,” Ryun said with a nod. “You have every right to.” 
 
    Zach clenched his jaw. “You don’t get to say that to me, not now, not after everything you did.” 
 
    “Warden Zacharia, is there a problem?”  
 
    The wardens were around them. Those guarding the arena had gathered—they looked to him and to the warriors across from him, their hands on their weapons. He was known to them, was part of the team competing on their behalf. 
 
    “No,” Naha said firmly, trying to calm everyone down. “Nothing is wrong. A misunderstanding.” 
 
    Zach’s face twisted. He was there, in front of him, and he could finally fulfill his promise. 
 
    Naha leaned close and whispered in his ear. “He is a Sect Head and you are a warden. If you do something, if you break the Peace, you will start an incident at best, and a war between the sects and the other factions at worst.” 
 
    A war, caused by him. Because of that monster. 
 
    Ryun was looking at him with a strange look in his eyes. A look that Zach didn’t want to see on his face. He looked around, seeing the people around him. He had people who followed him, people who…cared for him. Did they know what he was? Did they know of the things that he had done? 
 
    His eyes met those of the red-headed woman, and he realized that she was familiar to him. It was enough of a shock that he stared at her for a long minute. 
 
    “You,” he said. “I know you. You are the criminal who attacked us.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at her. 
 
    “You interfered with a warden investigation, and attacked two wardens with intent to kill,” Zach said. He was filled with impotent rage, and he needed to do something. She was with Ryun, and if he could take even something small from him, like he had taken from everyone else on Earth, then he would. 
 
    Zach glanced at the wardens around him. “That woman is a wanted criminal.” 
 
    The wardens looked amongst themselves, but before anyone could say anything, the red-skinned woman stepped forward. “She is a Sect Leader of the Twilight Melody Sect, and we do not recognize warden law in our territories. This territory is neutral; you cannot prosecute people for crimes committed elsewhere.” 
 
    Zach’s hand tightened. One more thing that he couldn’t do anything about. 
 
    “Zach,” Naha said urgently. “Come, there is nothing that you can do here.” 
 
    Isn’t there? he wondered. He could attack, and perhaps he could even kill him. Ryun was strong, stronger than him, but Zach had his tricks. And then, then…then everything would tumble down. He would break the Peace as a warden. The Warden Commander would hunt him down, a war, blood and death. Naha… She would be left alone. 
 
    She pushed him back, and he let her. His eyes turned back to Ryun, each staring into the other’s soul. 
 
    “Go back to your posts,” Naha ordered the other wardens. She didn’t technically have the right to do that, but they listened anyway. He could see how tense, how afraid, they all were. 
 
    As Naha led him away, he kept his eyes on Ryun, thinking about all the things that he wanted to say, all the rage inside of him that he wanted to let out, but couldn’t. And yet, in the end, they hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words. A meeting that he had been seeking for so long, and he did nothing that he had planned. What did you say to someone who had killed your family and friends? To someone who had killed an entire world? 
 
    The thing that made him boil the most was his expression, his eyes. There was emotion there, a glimpse of a person whom he’d once known, long ago. And that broke his heart all over again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn’t remember how they got back to their room. His head was filled with doubts, with what-ifs. If he had just attacked, before he was noticed… But he hadn’t. He’d hesitated. 
 
    He looked around their room, and grabbed the first thing he could find: a chair set against the wall. He picked it up and smashed it into the ground. It splintered, and he kept smashing it against the ground until it was completely destroyed. He stood there, looking at the pieces of wood splattered all across the floor, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Zach,” Naha’s voice brought him back, and he met her eyes as she shifted into Quell’s form. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have stopped me,” Zach whispered harshly. 
 
    “You weren’t thinking clearly,” she told him. 
 
    He couldn’t deny that. The rage had overcome him in the moment. “I had him right there, in front of me. Not knowing that I was watching. I could’ve…” He trailed off, not knowing what to say. Kill him? 
 
    Then he remembered something. “You used your shifting, you revealed it to everyone who was there.” 
 
    “No, you have no right to say that,” she said and stepped close. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was thinking that I had finally found the monster that had slaughtered my world, who killed my family. And you stopped me from killing him.” 
 
    “And there you see how you didn’t think clearly at all. You were surrounded by people, by both wardens and his warriors. If you attacked, you wouldn’t have survived.” 
 
    “It would’ve been worth it if I killed him,” Zach snapped. 
 
    “Ah, but you wouldn’t have killed him. He is in the High Division, which means that he is immortal. At best, you would’ve traded your life for a few years of his.” 
 
    Zach blinked, the rage churning inside of him still. “I could’ve found a way,” he said, but he knew that it was a weak argument even as he said it. 
 
    “Is that what is most important to you?” she asked. 
 
    “I…” It had been, for so long. For years, years that seemed like an entire lifetime in his head, his only goal had been to kill him in order to protect the few people who had been left. “I made a promise, to myself and to everyone who died because of him. I made a promise to stop him before he did here what he did back there.” 
 
    “Is he more important to you than me?” Naha whispered. 
 
    Zach froze. “I…” 
 
    “What do you think would’ve happened if you had attacked him? You would’ve broken the Peace, would’ve caused an incident between the sects and the Wardens Guild. The sects war amongst themselves, true, but they hate interference from those outside of their structure. You could’ve caused a war across the entire core.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “We heard no stories of atrocities committed, and he has people around him, an entire sect. People in the Infinite Realm tolerate a lot, but what you told me about him… That would never have been allowed.” 
 
    Zach didn’t say anything. 
 
    “And what do you think would’ve happened to me? They would’ve investigated everything about you, about me. I fooled the formations once, but I would not be able to fool any intensive investigation. Are you fine with that? Getting your revenge and losing me, causing a war that could lead to the deaths of thousands?” Her voice got quiet at the end, just barely above a whisper. “Were you so ready to die just to get revenge? Did you even think about me at all? Would you have left me all alone? Let me suffer the pain of losing you, of being all alone again? What about our plans and dreams of getting stronger together, of carving out a piece of this world for ourselves? Would you have traded your life to get revenge for people who had never set foot in this world?” 
 
    Zach’s face twisted, and he turned his eyes away from hers. “He killed my family.” 
 
    “And how many families would’ve died if you caused a war? Or even just an incident? The Infinite Realm is a brutal place; a small border incident can cause the deaths of thousands.” 
 
    “He is mad,” Zach whispered. 
 
    “As mad as I was?” Naha whispered back. 
 
    “No, you didn’t have a choice in what happened to you. You were twisted by your power. Even then, you restrained yourself. Even if he was mad, he had no such restraint—he slaughtered everyone in his way just because he wanted revenge, because he didn’t care enough for the lives of anyone other than himself. He called them fertilizer to my face, sitting on a stone, his body covered with the blood of children.” 
 
    “The way you explained what happened on Earth painted a picture of a mindless killer. That man did not seem like what you described. I got better, with your help.” 
 
    Zach closed his eyes, she was right. The look in Ryun’s eyes wasn’t the same, and he couldn’t explain it. Something was wrong. Naha had gotten better. They hadn’t known about imbalance and madness on Earth. Yet, from what he had learned here, madness shouldn’t have happened there, not with their tiers of power. It couldn’t be that, could it? 
 
    “He… You don’t understand what kind of a monster he is,” Zach said weakly. 
 
    “Or what kind of a monster he used to be?” Naha suggested. 
 
    Zach felt weak in his knees, and he fell to the floor, kneeling in front of her. Naha stepped close and pulled him close against her chest. 
 
    Had he been wrong? Had the monster just been in their heads? Had Ryun simply wanted what Zach wanted now—revenge, only taken to such horrible extreme that he’d murdered everyone? The person he’d known before the Framework would not have done that, or at least Zach didn’t think so. Ryun had always been callous, but to that extent?  
 
    The Framework had changed them all. 
 
    “Zach, we are all monsters to someone. Him to you, me to the families of those I killed. A warden is a monster to those who care nothing for the laws, the criminals who run from them.” 
 
    “So what?” Zach whispered. “I should just forgive and forget?” 
 
    “No,” Naha said as she ran her hand over his head. “Some things can never be forgiven. But all people can grow, and change. In this world, life can be forever. How do you balance a person’s life when they have the potential to change? To do more good than they had ever done evil?” 
 
    “Naha, I…” 
 
    “It is hard for you, for us, we who had come from the old worlds, because we were raised with the knowledge that eventually our lives would end. We were told to do good while we were alive, so as to leave a great legacy behind,” she whispered. “We remember how it was there, but here? In this world? Here, there are no memories of great and good figures. Legends walk among the rest; they rule on their immortal thrones, their deeds always accumulating. You know this. It is why you decided to help me. I know that you understand, and I know that it is hard, especially now when you have seen him in person. He is no longer some distant goal in the back of your mind—now, he is here. But how can you look at me, love me, and believe that he is beyond redemption?” 
 
    Zach buried his head in her dress, frustrated, angry at everything, hurt, and filled with sadness. Tears were streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered lamely. 
 
    “I know,” she said back. “You loved him once, too. Can you put a knife through my heart? Because if you want to take your revenge against him, it will be the same as pushing a knife through my heart yourself. I love you enough that if you ask it of me, I’ll help you kill him, even if it means my death. You gave me my life back, and I would gladly give it to you. But you must know what that choice will mean, what the consequences will be. A war, blood and death. Countless who have never known us or him will die. Old grudges will come to light and stir the flames until all are consumed. My lie will not survive that, and I will be hunted down. We both will be.” 
 
    He raised his hands around her, pulling her close, squeezing. He’d known, back on that rooftop, when he first realized who the Night Horror was. He had broken himself then, and he was yet to put the pieces back together. He loved her, and he had helped her. She was no longer looking to kill people, no longer needed to satiate her desires. She was no longer mad. And yet, did that erase what she had done before? It did not. What she had done could not be forgiven, but he understood. 
 
    He didn’t truly want to do this, even earlier, when he had seen him. He froze, he hesitated. There was too much of his friend in his eyes. It was so much easier when he had been emotionless, a husk that murdered everything in its way. 
 
    “I only ever wanted to kill a monster that was threatening my people,” Zach said. “To protect them.” 
 
    Naha just held him closer. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to cause death and suffering. I don’t want to turn into him,” Zach whispered. 
 
    “Whatever you decide, I will be by your side. No matter what,” Naha whispered back. 
 
    “Why is life so cruel?” Zach asked with his eyes closed. So much hate and anger. They were all broken things. 
 
    “We struggle, we hurt, so that the moments of happiness feel more precious,” Naha said. “It is one of the guiding principles of my kind, on our world, at least. We live a life of strife, so that we can grab hold of a few precious moments of joy.” 
 
    “I can’t forgive him,” Zach said again. “I hate him.” A monster like the one that had caused the end of a world could never be forgiven. 
 
    “You can hate him and still not allow him to force your decisions,” Naha said. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I just want to be at peace, to protect those closest to me.” 
 
    “The Infinite Realm is large enough for you both. And if he ever does show himself for what you remember him to be, then I promise you, people will not allow him to live.” 
 
    “He had people around him, people who cared for him. How does he get to be happy? After all that he has done?” 
 
    “The Infinite Realm is not fair. And besides, don’t you have me?” 
 
    Zach turned his head up, then stood slowly, keeping his hands around her. He pulled her close and leaned his head against hers. 
 
    “You are more important to me than he is,” he said, remembering a conversation in a small room back on Earth. 
 
    He felt her shiver in his embrace, and he realized that she had been…afraid. Afraid that he would choose his revenge over her. He pulled her closer, hating himself for making her feel that way. 
 
    They stood there, embracing each other for a long time. Then, she pulled back, just enough that she could look up in his eyes. He saw tears flowing down her cheeks, too. “We need to decide what it is that we want to do, what it is that we want to be.” 
 
    He remembered their conversation from before, and he closed his eyes. 
 
    “All I’ve ever wanted was to protect people, to keep them safe from the monsters coming to kill us all, him included. I failed in that, because I was not strong enough.” 
 
    “And so did I. I was weak, and my people died. Those who looked at me with admiration, who loved me and what I represented. And because of that hate I turned myself into a monster. That is what hate does, Zach—it twists us completely. It is what it had done to me, what it had done to him. Don’t let it do the same to you.” 
 
    How easy would it be to indulge in it, to decide that he had to make Ryun pay… And what if he decided against that? Would he be betraying everyone back on Earth? Did he owe them this? He wasn’t responsible for what Ryun became; he hadn’t done anything to him. Ryun was the one who had taken everything from Zach, not the other way around. He was the same as everyone else on Earth—just a single soul, suffering. He could go after him, and that would be the end of his life. Perhaps he could die in peace then, and yet… He deserved to be happy. He deserved more than hate and rage. He opened his eyes and looked into her eyes. 
 
    His choice was to abandon Earth, the lives that had ended there, for a chance to be happy in the future. It was selfish, but it was in the end the only choice he could make without breaking himself, without causing more death. 
 
    Earth was, at this point, an old wound—scarred over and still painful, but long in the past. If he had seen Ryun a month, perhaps even half a year after he had arrived in the Infinite Realm, he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself. Nothing could’ve prevented him from heading straight for him. But now… He had a new life in the Infinite Realm, a life that was more precious to him than one life, no matter how guilty it was. 
 
    “You are right,” Zach said, as his emotions and his thoughts slid into place. “I am not like him. I do not sacrifice everything to achieve my goals, no matter the cost in lives. I am better than that.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, and then released it, feeling some of his tension slip away. 
 
    “We need to be strong. Stronger than anybody else, strong enough that no one can ever hurt us or those around us again,” Zach told her slowly. It had always been his goal, but the need to find and kill Ryun had always been there beneath it. 
 
    Getting to the point where he could make his own rules, where he could protect—that had always been his goal. 
 
    Seeing him, Ryun, changed things. He knew that he was different; he didn’t know how or why, and he didn’t care to know. He had let his hate for him push him forward for long enough. Ryun didn’t deserve to live inside his head. He had something more precious now, and he wasn’t about to lose someone he loved again. 
 
    “Without making the same mistakes that we had made before,” Naha said. “Move forward, but be better than we were yesterday.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zach said. “Thank you for stopping me. For allowing me time to calm down.” 
 
    Zach nodded, then leaned down and kissed her softly, tasting her own tears on his lips. 
 
    He could never forgive Ryun, and perhaps fate would still put them against each other. But even when all he could think about was how to kill him, he had always only wanted to protect others. He wasn’t alone anymore; he couldn’t think of his life as something that he could spend in order to kill Ryun. His actions could endanger not only Naha, but millions more in the Infinite Realm. 
 
    The rage and the hate didn’t leave him, and perhaps he would lose the battle against them—but he had Naha, who was more precious to him than anything else. Perhaps Ryun would slip back into his old ways; perhaps he would get the chance to do this right.  
 
    In the end, Ryun’s life was not worth losing Naha. 
 
    A knock on the door behind them startled them both, and they froze for a moment. The knock came a second time and she cursed, shifting back into Nyathulla’s form. 
 
    Zach composed himself, and then walked to the door. He opened it slowly, ready for anything. 
 
    A minotaur with glasses met his eyes. Bera, the Warden Commander’s assistant, stood there alone. 
 
    “Warden Commander Yirrel wishes to speak with you. Both of you.” 
 
    Zach looked at her, a strange feeling building up inside of him. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Now.” 
 
    Zach glanced behind to Naha, and then sighed. They really had no choice.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 – PRESENT - Zach 
 
    Here Be Dragons 
 
      
 
    Zach and Naha followed behind the Warden Commander’s assistant. Bera, the minotaur, set a brisk pace, leading them through the Wardens Headquarters in the Tournament City. Zach kept glancing at Naha, fearing that her showing her partial shifting ability had revealed her. Yet, if the wardens knew that she was not in fact Nyathulla, he didn’t think that they would just invite them to a meeting. He would’ve expected an entire strike team coming at them. Perhaps that was what this whole thing was; perhaps someone was waiting for them just around a corner. 
 
    Zach didn’t know what to do. He was still filled with rage about Ryun even though he had decided that there were things that were more important to him. He glanced at Naha, seeing her nervousness even though she was hiding it. He couldn’t let anything happen to her. His eyes scanned their surroundings, and his Shade Reaver arm was ready to activate at a moment’s notice. He began figuring out the best ways to run if they needed to. The best way would, of course, be through the Ethereal Realm, as he could open a way and then close it behind them rather quickly now. He just hoped that he was over-thinking this. Her arm shifting hadn’t been that obvious; only her hand had been visible because of her clothes, and it had been on his chest. He hadn’t paid much attention on where every warden had been, but most had been to the side and behind him, and their attention on Ryun and his group. Perhaps no one saw anything, and this was just about them nearly starting an incident. 
 
    They made their way through the various corridors until finally they reached the Warden Commander’s office. Bera opened the doors for them and ushered them in, then entered and closed the doors behind her. 
 
    Inside the office, Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi sat behind her desk, her eyes following them as they walked over to stand in front of her desk. 
 
    “Warden Commander,” Zach and Naha greeted, bowing their heads. 
 
    For a moment, she said nothing. Bera walked around the desk to stand behind the Warden Commander, then adjusted her glasses. He was still not quite used to seeing a minotaur wearing a strange, glasses-like contraption. 
 
    Then before he had the time to contemplate her glasses, the Warden Commander spoke. 
 
    “You’ve found the one you wished to hunt down,” Yirrel said slowly. “You confronted him, even after I told you that the crimes of your old world did not matter here. Despite the Peace, despite that badge you wear.” She nodded at the warden’s badge tied to his waist. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Zach kept his eyes on hers, unflinching. Her accusation was right. He wondered what he should say; a dozen believable lies flashed through his head.  
 
    In the end, he decided on the truth. He knew too little about what she knew. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct,” Zach answered. 
 
    She looked at him for a long while, then glanced at Naha for a second. Her eyes narrowed at her, but then she turned back to Zach. “It seems that, in the end, you decided against doing what you had been seeking ever since you arrived. Tell me why you changed your mind.” 
 
    Zach blinked; he didn’t quite understand what her thoughts were, or why she wanted to know. He wasn’t that important to her. Perhaps she just wanted to be sure that Zach wouldn’t go off the rails and cause an incident.  
 
    And yet, he didn’t quite know what to say to her. The emotions inside of him were raw; he hadn’t processed things yet. Ryun was here, practically in front of him, and Zach had realized that he wasn’t the most important thing to him. His rage and hate, his pain, all his thoughts and promises, their hold on him had grown lesser over the time he had spent with Naha. He had traveled around the Infinite Realm, and it had finally sunk in that this was another world—now his world, too. Earth was gone and there was no going back to it. He had a simple choice between living in the past or looking toward the future. 
 
    It did not mean that he would forgive Ryun. It did not even mean that he would let him go free, because Zach would not stand by if innocents were being killed. But…perhaps he could achieve a balance. Naha was far more important than revenge. 
 
    “I…I nearly attacked him. But in the end, I realized that I have things that are more important to me now than he is,” Zach said, his eyes sliding over to Naha. 
 
    Yirrel nodded, then started tapping the fingers of one hand on the wooden table in front of her. “And what now? Do you still want to go and try to kill him? Will you try it once the Peace is no more?” 
 
    “I…I hate him, but… I can see that the consequences of my going after him could be grave.” 
 
    For a moment, something resembling a half smile appeared on her face, quick enough that he wasn’t even sure that he had seen it right. 
 
    “Good. I’ve wondered what you would do once you knew that he was here.” 
 
    Zach narrowed his eyes. Something about the way she said nagged at him—and then he realized what it was. 
 
    “You knew,” he said. 
 
    Yirrel nodded. “Of course I knew. Only two Rankers of the Seventh Iteration Earth had arrived in the Infinite Realm. I had people searching for him since the moment you told me your story. I said that his crimes on the old world did not matter, and they don’t, but I was not about to allow someone to go on a rampage and start murdering people all over. If it makes you feel better, he didn’t do that. Oh, he killed people—he conquered a sect—but he didn’t indulge in wanton slaughter, nothing that anyone in the sects would consider excessive.” 
 
    It didn’t make him feel better. He didn’t know what to think, how to align his image of Ryun with someone who didn’t go around and kill everyone in his way—because that is who he had been on Earth. 
 
    “How long have you known about him?” Zach asked, trying to keep his voice level. 
 
    Yirrel tilted her head as her star-shaped eyes studied him. “Before the Tournament started, in truth.” 
 
    “You knew,” Zach said, now certain. “You wanted me to see him. You wanted to see what I would do.” 
 
    She had given him access to the arena on purpose. She had manipulated him. 
 
    “Does that make you angry?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” Zach ignored her question—of course it made him mad, there was just nothing that he could do about it. 
 
    “Because I wanted to see what you would do, as you have deduced.” 
 
    “What would you have done if I had attacked him?” 
 
    “It would’ve never reached that point,” she told him. “Bera was nearby. She would’ve stopped you.” 
 
    Zach blinked and then glanced at the minotaur. An assistant. Nothing about her screamed danger, yet Zach didn’t for a moment think that Yirrel was lying to him. 
 
    “Why test me?” Zach asked. 
 
    “You are my warden, and you are a Ranker. You do not realize just how fast you grow compared to everyone else, how much strength you have within you. What Rankers go through, what we’ve gone through… It makes us different. We’ve lived through a reality that was alien to this one, and we’ve adapted to something completely out of our realm of understanding. That makes us strong, and I have a need of people who are strong. I wanted to see if I could rely on you, if I can invest in you and trust that you will not go mad with power. I needed to see if you are willing to set aside your personal feelings, to know if you can tolerate darkness if it means doing something good.” She glanced at Naha, who had been standing next to him in silence. 
 
    “So, you wanted to see if you could trust me. To see if I can control myself. Why?” he asked again. There was more to it, he could see it in her eyes. 
 
    For the first time since they arrived, he saw her mask crack, and beneath it he saw a tired woman. She stood up and walked around, turning her back to them as she looked out of a window. 
 
    “You’ve traveled through some parts of the core,” she started, her back still turned toward them. “Tell me, what do you think about life in it?” 
 
    Zach frowned, then exchanged a look with Naha. Zach thought about it, and then gave his answer. 
 
    “It is…it feels like it is too tame. Like there are no great dangers, for most of the population, at least. The monsters are all but exterminated, the dungeons conquered and known. The criminals are weak, but are not taken down by those who could do it with ease. Instead, they are allowed to go free, almost as if they are allowed to, so as to give the ordinary people and those who are on lower tiers of power an impetus to do something about them by themselves.” 
 
    Yirrel turned around from the window and smiled. “Yes. It is one of our great mistakes. We’ve scoured the core of nearly all threats. It is how we grew strong quickly… And then we realized that our descendants had nothing to do, nothing to worry about. They lived in the light that we created, a light that protected them. It took an incredible will for them to push and grow. They didn’t have threats constantly pressing at them from all sides, and that made them weak. It still makes them weak. They are surrounded by relative safety, and so they don’t even try to reach greater heights. The sects combat that with their constant wars, with their culture focused on advancing in order to gain prestige. Each faction has its own ways. My wardens enforce the laws, and adventurers hunt the few monsters that spawn in the core. It isn’t enough.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It is why we let people deal with issues that are near their tier of power, why an Immortal doesn’t go around hunting criminals on lesser tiers of power.” She glanced at Naha again. “It is why we let her roam around for so long.” 
 
    Both Naha and Zach froze at that. She knew who she really was. He felt his Shade Reaver arm twitch, and he nearly activated it. Only the knowledge of how futile that would be made him pause. 
 
    “Still restrained, I see.” Yirrel smiled at him, then turned back to Naha. “You don’t need to worry. If I wanted you dead, you would’ve never left the Citadel. Your perk is formidable, and it did fool our usual tests, but it failed to fool our advanced ones.” 
 
    Zach’s head was filled with thoughts that not even he could keep track of. There were things at play here that he couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    “You did good,” Yirrel said as she turned back to look at him. “Removing one of her focuses was smart. It is hard to reverse madness, but at least you got her under control. You must’ve done something incredible for Gemheart for him to grant you such a boon. Focus-removing elixirs are beyond rare. He traded some of his oldest favors for it—for you, a stranger to him.” 
 
    “I saved his daughter’s life,” Zach said, not really knowing what else to say. 
 
    “Ah.” Yirrel nodded in understanding. “That would do it. Gemheart loves deeply.” 
 
    “How—why?” 
 
    “Why did I let you two go, after she killed wardens?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    Zach closed his eyes, the guilt rising up again. Naha’s words from earlier came back to him: We are all monsters to someone. He had done something horrible, because he had wanted to help Naha. Because he had lived a life of horrors and couldn’t bring himself to harm someone he loved. 
 
    “Yes,” Zach answered finally. 
 
    “Because I need strong people, and you”—her eyes turned back to Naha—“are a Ranker too. You went mad, but I hoped that you could be made whole again. I let you live to see what he would do with you, to see what he would allow you to do. Because I need the strong, and I am willing to pay any price to get the right kind of powerful people on my side.” 
 
    “What for?” Naha asked, speaking for the first time. 
 
    Yirrel took a deep breath and looked at them. “We’ve painted a world filled with false lights, a bastion of civilization, a safe haven for those who are weak and who did not want to advance. We taught them to stay close to those lights, the High Rankers, the rulers, and guiding hands hidden behind thrones. Even though most are mad, even though most are monsters themselves. We keep them in power because we need them, to protect people from the darkness, from the things that lurk beyond our light. We keep the people here, around us, protected and safe, where they cannot grow strong, because we fear the darkness that waits beyond our borders. We fear the wrong people growing strong and then provoking the things that lurk in the dark and killing us all. We keep them from wanting to explore, we keep them from finding out the things that we know to be true—that there are things far worse than they can imagine just over the next mountain. 
 
    “You ask why I tested you, why I let you live?” she asked, and then answered her own question. “Because this world is cruel. Because we need people who understand the dark, who have seen horrible things happen but still wish to protect those who are weaker. Because we are—because I am one of those monsters. Because I need people who are willing to stand between that darkness and the rest, even when it means letting a murderer go free so that you may use them later, even when it means keeping the peace when all you want is to punish a wrong. People like you… A monster who regained her sanity. A Ranker who arrived here fuelled by rage and hate but was able to not let it consume him. 
 
    “I need strong warriors who can stand with me, who can stand side by side with other monsters in order to keep what is coming from washing over us all. For our survival, and for any hope of a future.” 
 
    Yirrel stopped and looked at them both. Zach didn’t know what to say; he didn’t know if there was anything to say to that. He couldn’t imagine what kind of great danger could exist that it made even someone like the Warden Commander terrified. 
 
    He didn’t like what she had done, how she had tested him. And yet, she had done things for him as well. She had allowed Naha to live when she had every right to demand her head. That alone would’ve been enough.  
 
    “The only thing I ever wanted was to protect people,” Zach told her. 
 
    “I failed my people once,” Naha whispered. “I do not intend to fail again.” 
 
    Yirrel nodded. “I know. It is why you are in this room, still breathing,” she said. 
 
    Zach swallowed, trying not to think about what could’ve happened. 
 
    “You say that the High Rankers are mad? That you need to let them remain in power? Why?” 
 
    Yirrel sighed. “Not all of them are mad; some, and their madness is focused, particular. Something that can be controlled, but still terrible. We need them in power because finding people who are…right, is harder than you can imagine. Because if we tried to remove them now, we would have a war that would consume the entirety of the core. Because, despite their flaws, they do serve a purpose. Because we struggle to find a balance of what this world should be. Most of us who are strong, who rule, grew up on the old worlds. We remember a life when there were laws, when we lived in a way that is so much different than anything that we have here. And we know that we cannot replicate the civilizations of the old worlds here and now. There are no laws of the old worlds that can be equal for all here. How do you create a framework of civilization when one person is barely level one hundred and the other almost four hundred? You can’t enforce that; you can’t make a law that is equal for all. So, we’ve adopted this system. We are divided into countless smaller factions, each led by those who have power. And the only thing that is keeping the peace is that the threats they pose to one another are keeping them in balance.” She shook her head and paused. 
 
    Zach understood. He had struggled with the same ever since he arrived here. The laws and moralities of Earth couldn’t work in a world guided by the Framework, in a world where people could live forever. 
 
    Yirrel sighed. “There are things that are beyond you as you are now. In time, if you rise and prove yourselves, you might learn more.” 
 
    She reached for her desk drawer and pulled something out. Quickly Zach recognized it as a warden badge, the same as the ones that he and Naha carried. She offered it to Naha. 
 
    “This is to replace the one you have on you now,” Yirrel said. “Warden Nyathulla’s circumstances mean that it is unlikely for anyone to come looking for her, but there are people in the Infinite Realm who do know her. You will leave this territory in that body and then return with another. You will not use this body again. Warden Nyathulla will die on a mission; you will take on a new identity. Be sure to pick a suitable body.” 
 
    Naha blinked at that, then hesitantly picked the badge up. 
 
    Yirrel then turned to look at Zach. “You will continue to compete in the tournament. It is not a priority for us, but a good showing will be good for the Citadel. After the tournament is over, we will talk about what we will do with the two of you.” 
 
    With that, she waved her hand, dismissing them. “Oh,” she called after them as they walked toward the exit. “I am sure that I don’t need to tell you that you are not to speak about anything spoken in this room today?” 
 
    Both of them nodded at that, and then, finally, they were out. 
 
    Zach wondered how long it would take him to process everything. His world seemed to be getting more complicated by the minute. He met Naha’s eyes, and smiled. As long as the two of them were together, he could weather any storm.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 – PRESENT - Zach 
 
    Dealing 
 
      
 
    A week had passed since Zach found out that Ryun was in the Tournament City—a week that he had spent trying not to think about the fact that the monster that had killed his wife and daughter was nearby, and that he had decided not to do anything about it. Naha, or rather Nyathulla, had left on a mission, a mission from which she wouldn’t return. Naha would come back in a different body and be assigned as his new partner. The timing of it was…not the most opportune. Zach was not quite sure what to do. He was…lost. 
 
    He wasn’t stupid. He was pretty sure that the Warden Commander had ordered this on purpose. She wanted him alone, to see what he would do. Would he change his mind and go after Ryun? Zach had tried not to think about it. He practiced with his team, working on tactics for their future matches. But now, he found that he just couldn’t take staying in the city any longer. He needed to get out, to find a place away from everything to just think. 
 
    So, he made his way out of the Tournament City, and just wandered aimlessly. He had always been someone who took his time thinking about things. Just because he had made a decision did not mean that he had thought everything about it through. There were greater implications that he needed to go through himself. Naha was… She was great. She anchored him in a way that he had lacked for a long time. But she couldn’t help him now—this was something that he needed to do by himself. 
 
    When he had first arrived in the Infinite Realm, he had taken the time to learn as much as he could about his new circumstances before making any decisions. He spent time with the adventuring team, learning about the world and the best way for him to learn more about it. When he’d had the opportunity to join the Wardens Guild, he had done so because it was a way to gain more knowledge with greater ease. He had then spent months in the library, in training, months during which he learned more about the Framework and the powers that it provided. Only after he felt that he knew enough did he level. Since then, he had tried to gain as much power as he possibly could, in as short of a period of time as he could, because he needed to be strong. Strong enough so that he could keep Naha safe, so that he could stop her if their attempts at helping her failed; strong enough so that he would never need to watch people around him die without him being able to protect them; strong enough so that he could stop the World Ender. 
 
    And now, he had found him, the monster that had killed the Earth, that had killed his family and friends. And he couldn’t go after him, not without risking a death toll that rivaled that of Earth’s. He couldn’t do that, couldn’t watch innocent people die just so that he could have his revenge. No matter what he had promised, the weight of his promise was nowhere near equal that of innocent lives. 
 
    So, he found himself wandering around the rocky terrain, alone, with only the moon shining from high above as his companion. He had made mistakes, he knew that. He wasn’t perfect. He had never been, nor had he ever claimed to be. The only thing he had wanted to do was protect people from monsters. 
 
    He had gotten to do that in the Infinite Realm, and it had helped him. He hadn’t realized just how much darkness had seeped inside of him on Earth, not until he saw the faces of the children he and Naha had rescued. Not until he had seen the grateful look in Gen’s eyes as he saved her from being sacrificed. That was what he had always been meant to do. 
 
    He glanced at his hand. It felt and looked like normal, except for its color. It took on the color of the active form—currently, that was the pale green of the Lesser Wind Aspect. He could control the wind around him without summoning its blade form.  
 
    He had experimented with his hand a lot since he gained it. He could switch forms nearly instantaneously and could use some of the forms abilities without needing the blade form. It was a powerful weapon, perhaps the most powerful weapon in his arsenal, and it was a constant reminder of his failing. It felt like a real arm, but it was not. His own arm was gone, as was the basis of the Shade Reaver—Mistral, his awakened weapon. Destroyed, killed—if an awakened weapon can be killed—by a being that made anything Zach had ever seen before pale in comparison. Zach had made a mistake by trusting it. He had been naive. He had found a living, thinking monster inside the dungeon, a shade imprisoned, and he had pitied it. He had thought that mutual aid would be enough for him to honor their deal, and perhaps it was. The Yeti had honored their agreement, only it had done so in its own way. 
 
    It was a monster that was Zach’s responsibility, something that he himself had set into motion by releasing it. He was aware that whatever the Yeti did would ultimately be his fault. It was one of the reasons why he needed to get even stronger, because in the end, he only wanted to protect people. And to do that, he needed to be stronger than everybody else. 
 
    Now, he felt lost. For so long, finding Ryun had been his main goal, the reason why he pushed himself. Now…he didn’t know how to live in a world where someone he had seen only as a monster ran free. And yet, Ryun did not act like he had on Earth—that much was clear. It made him question everything, but ultimately, he was not responsible for Ryun’s turn, nor the things that he did. He had stood in his way, trying and failing to protect the innocents, and if Ryun turned to his old ways again, he would be there once more, standing between the monster and the people. It was why he needed to get stronger. 
 
    He stopped as he reached a canyon cliff. Beyond it was darkness, but with his |Greater Night Vision| he could see something down below. The sound of running water confirmed to him that there was a river flowing at bottom of the canyon. He sat down on the edge and closed his eyes, letting the sound of the river fill his mind. It was soothing, relaxing, and he hadn’t been relaxed in a long while. 
 
    He had skills that kept his mind whole, that prevented outside interference. His |Clear Mind| evolved from |Mind Resistance| protected him from any intrusive powers. His Enlightened perk did the same thing, meaning that such powers would be incredibly weak against him. But while his mind was protected from the outside, his perks and skills did little to protect him from things that came from within. 
 
    He settled and pushed his will into his skill, |Greater Meditation|. A kind of trance overcame him, and he started sorting through his own feelings, trying to untangle the mess of emotion that had started to fill his mind. It was clear that most of his issues stemmed from seeing Ryun again. He had prepared himself for finding him again, of course he had, but he hadn’t even entertained the thought that he would find something other than a monster. And why would he? He had tried to reason with Ryun dozens of times, he had pleaded, he had raged, he had fought, and he had cursed him. Nothing had moved the monster that he had become. Yet something in the Infinite Realm had changed things, and instead of the monster he had found someone…someone else. 
 
    He put that out of his mind. His decision was made, and now he needed to center himself again, to decide on what it was that he wanted to do. Naha’s words echoed through his head. 
 
      
 
    “Move forward, but be better than we were yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    It was a simple thing, to take a step forward, one at a time. But sometimes, it was the hardest thing in the world. Both of them wanted to protect people, to shelter them from the horrors that the Infinite Realm inflicted upon them. 
 
      
 
    I will protect the innocent, always. 
 
      
 
    Something about those words, spoke in his mind for his own benefit, felt right. It was as if they resonated within him. As if…he didn’t know how to describe the feeling. He felt something similar to what happened when he pushed his skills to evolve, when he grasped at an understanding deep inside and forced it on the world. Only this was as if he was pushing an understanding on himself, not outside. 
 
    To protect people felt right. He hadn’t always done that. He had stood aside, he had failed, but a value held within was something one aspired to, always. Even when one failed, when things got rough and hard, when one wanted to give everything up. Zach had come to that point once on Earth, and he knew that he would come to that point again. He would fail. 
 
      
 
    I will fail, but I will never stop trying to do good. 
 
      
 
    Another piece clicked into place, and he sighed. There was something inside of him that wanted more, but Zach felt his meditation skill slip and his body sag with exhaustion. He sat on the ground, breathing deeply and feeling as if his muscles had been put through a marathon. He had done something; he just didn’t know exactly what. 
 
      
 
    I will protect the innocent, always. 
 
    I will fail, but I will never stop trying to do good. 
 
      
 
    Simple words; idealistic, perhaps, but good foundations for the future, for a guiding light in this darkness. He remembered what Yirrel had told him, what she wanted from him and Naha: for them to stand between the ordinary people and things in the dark that wanted to harm them. It was a goal worth having, and he would do all in his power to achieve it in truth. 
 
    He turned his eyes to the sky and looked at the full moon, letting all his thoughts bleed away from his mind. The moon in the Infinite Realm was beautiful—strange, but beautiful. It wasn’t often that Zach was reminded of the beauty of this reality. It was moments like these that made life worth living. He only wished that Naha was here so that he could share it with her. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Less than an hour after he returned to the Wardens Headquarters on the next day, Bera, the Warden Commander’s assistant, found him. With little explanation, she had him follow her. Bera led him through the corridors and then beneath the ground, to a room that looked very familiar to him. Not because he had ever been in it, but because it was built in a similar way as one he had seen before—Gemheart’s Vault. 
 
    He recognized what it was immediately: an access point to something else. The guards in the room bowed to Bera as she approached the control mechanism and turned the wheel around. The Vault’s entrance was a large door made with blue stone, with arrays surrounding it. A loud sound of rolling stone filled the room, the door slid open, and he saw a familiar curtain of light. An entrance to the Vault. 
 
    The Wardens Guild, it seemed, had a single massive spatial place just like Gemheart. A spatial space that they could access remotely, as long as they built the access gate somewhere. He still didn’t know how exactly they made sure that someone else couldn’t get in, and he doubted that he would learn that anytime soon. 
 
    Bera motioned for him to follow and they entered, finding themselves in what appeared to be a library. The ceiling was low, but everywhere he looked there were rows and rows of shelves filled with books, tomes, and scrolls. 
 
    She took a step forward and then turned to look at him. 
 
    “I assume that you didn’t lie when you updated your information with the Citadel?” she asked him. 
 
    Zach blinked, but then shook his head. “No, I didn’t.” He had updated his Class progression for the records. 
 
    “Good,” she said, and started walking in between the bookshelves. 
 
    They didn’t walk for long before she stopped and started looking at the tomes on the shelves. She pulled out a scroll and then offered it to him. 
 
    “That holds the information about the most direct Class evolution of your current one—information about the perks you can get and what you can expect to be able to evolve that Class into. It, of course, has the requirements for that Immortal Class. It isn’t the simplest of requirements, but it is something that you should be able to achieve in a fair amount of time.” 
 
    Zach blinked, then pulled the scroll open and gave it a cursory reading. The Class name was Riftlord, and one of the requirements was that he visit certain planes: every base Element plane, every base Concept plane, and every base Law plane, of at least tier 5. 
 
    “I was thinking about taking up a Class quest from the Dealmaker,” Zach commented. 
 
    “You still can,” Bera said. “Just like previous evolutions you get to make a choice, you currently don’t meet any requirements for an Immortal Class, but there is no limit to how many requirements you may meet. You will just need to choose one. Although, I would warn you that the Dealmaker quests are often lethal. Few people survive attempting them.” 
 
    It looked like he wasn’t forced to choose just one way. He could pick up the quest, but he didn’t need to finish it. 
 
    “There are a few more different Class records here whose requirements you might meet. Unfortunately, your evolutions aren’t all that common, so we don’t have that many, and often the records are incomplete beyond just the Immortal Class. Further evolutions might bring you to a wall that you will need to rely on by yourself.” 
 
    Zach nodded as she pulled out a book and a tome from the shelves, and offered them to him as well. 
 
    “Why are you sharing this knowledge with me now?” Zach asked. He knew that they kept the library in the Citadel limited to only the first few evolutions, but he had always suspected that they had more knowledge hidden somewhere. 
 
    “Because we believe you are trustworthy, and because we want you to get as strong as you possibly can. Few people in this world are truly worthy of great power. We need to be very careful with who we allow to advance, lest we allow monsters to gain power.” 
 
    Zach nodded. He understood that all too well.  
 
    He looked at the minotauress for a few seconds. He was still not quite sure what to think about her and the Warden Commander, and he felt as if any moment they could decide to come after him. He had been terrified that they would just execute Naha, but his True Link perk still worked, which meant that she was fine. 
 
    Finally, he thanked her, and she let him take the information out of the vault, with the promise that he didn’t show it to anyone else. She hadn’t insisted on a contract, but somehow Zach knew that it was just another test—one he didn’t intend to fail. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zach sat in his room, the information he took from the vault spread in front of him on the floor. He had a few pieces of paper where he put down his own thoughts on the Classes that he read about. There were several that were interesting, like the Riftlord, which Bera offered him first. It was a Class that focused greatly on movement and traveling through rifts to other planes, as well as pulling power and attacks from them. 
 
    If the information he read was true, he could expect many more movement perks as well as an increase of his blink limit in combat. It would also change all of his abilities; all Immortal Classes did that, it seemed. 
 
    The few other Classes that he found interesting were the Exemplar and the Soul Warden. Both were pretty big sidesteps from his current evolution, though, which would mean an extensive change in his perks and abilities, something that might take some getting used to. From what he read, Class evolutions were like different trees, stretching upward with some branches growing straight up and staying within that tree, and others reaching to the side and intersecting with other trees, allowing for a change of focus. It was what Zach had done several times. Now, he just had a visual aid to go with it. 
 
    The Exemplar Class was more focused on physical combat, focusing on a single weapon and attaining great mastery of it. It boosted the skill-leveling speeds of the chosen weapon significantly, but it also seemed to have some kind of significant drawback. The attunement seemed to have a rule, by which the Exemplar had to follow a certain code of conduct. In return, it did provide significant power in the way of perks that could deal incredible amounts of damage. Zach also already met one of the requirements, which was a perfect weapon- or combat-related skill.  
 
    The Soul Warden was completely different, in the way that it focused mostly on defense. It would also pull him back in the direction of the Ethereal Realm, the protection of the souls, his own and others. There were some offensive perks recorded as well, though. It would give him a lot of defense against soul damage, which could be useful. The requirement, however, was…hard. He had to survive incredible soul damage, as well as fulfill certain acts in the Ethereal Realm. 
 
    In the end, he realized that he still had a lot to think about. There were a few more Classes that he needed to look over, but the more he read, the more he was sure that he would need to talk with the Dealmaker as well. These Classes were good, but Zach needed power, needed something more. And while it would be risky, he had never shied away from danger. He continued reading, but in the back of his mind, he had already made his decision.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 50 – PRESENT - Zach 
 
    Class Quest 
 
      
 
    Zach spent an entire day going over the records of the Immortal Classes. Most of them had been achieved by wardens of the past, and only one of them was still alive. It seemed that even when one was immortal, the Infinite Realm found ways to kill people. None of the Classes he read about were anything really incredible. They weren’t bad—they were great—but Zach didn’t want to be just great, he wanted more. All but one of them were mythic rarity, and the one that was relic was…not exactly what he wanted from his progression. 
 
    If Zach could build his own Class, it would be something with high mobility, that could allow him to avoid taking damage, but could also allow him to reach his foes quickly and unleash a huge amount of damage in a short amount of time. Currently, he could do a lot of damage, but all of it was focused on dealing a lot of low-to-mid amounts of damage in a short amount of time through many smaller attacks. That was fine for some situations, but he knew that he would be hard pressed to overcome the more powerful defensive powers that could soak up a lot of damage. None of the recorded Classes provided him with anything like that. Still, he decided to at least try to finish the requirements for one of them—the Riftlord one. It wasn’t exactly what he wanted, but at least it would be a nice back up. 
 
    Finally, he sighed and started cleaning up the mess in his room. He knew that he was stalling, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t like going to the Dealmaker. Something about that place made him feel…strange. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but aside from the usual way that he acted, inside there was also something else: a silent fear of the Dealmaker. It was a being that was incomprehensible, that existed in a realm that Zach had a hard time grasping. 
 
    He finished stacking the records and his own notes and realized that he had nothing else to use to distract himself and stall. He took a deep breath, then sat in a chair and pulled his screens up, navigating to the shop before finding what he was looking for. He mentally pressed a button and then he was somewhere else. 
 
    The transition was always instant, but Zach always needed a few moments to gather himself. He hadn’t visited the Dealmaker often—indeed, he avoided it as much as he could. The Dealmaker could grant you great power, for a price, but Zach had always felt like he lost something when he did that. 
 
    He found himself in a world of endless shadow, a darkness that messed with one’s perception. And, as always, all his fears and doubts evaporated. In front of him was a table occupied with a being shrouded in a cloak, with the hood raised up. There was no real way to tell what gender the Dealmaker was, and Zach had gone through thinking it either way. He stood there for a moment, just looking at the Dealmaker, the being that had introduced him to the Framework—the being that had announced the end of his old life. In a way, it was funny to Zach now. He had spent a long time hating the Dealmaker, because he had believed that he had stolen his old life away, that he had imposed the Framework on their world. But in truth, reality was never the place in which he lived. Earth was a fantasy, an experiment. The Framework was the real reality, shaped by the gods themselves, if one could think of them as such—Zach didn’t know another word to call them—at least according to the sparse religions of the Infinite Realm. Many had ideas, and thoughts, but few had anything really concrete. 
 
    “Zacharia,” the Dealmaker said as Zach walked forward. “Welcome. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Zach took the seat in front of the Dealmaker’s table and looked in the endless darkness of the Dealmaker’s hood. He had never seen anything inside of it, and yet the sensation of being watched never abated. 
 
    “Dealmaker,” Zach greeted in return. 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” The Dealmaker asked. 
 
    Zach wondered just what the limits of the Dealmaker’s power were. Did he already know? It didn’t seem possible, and yet… Zach shook his head and then focused on the Dealmaker. 
 
    “I am here to ask about a Class Quest,” Zach said. 
 
    “Ah,” the Dealmaker said. “You wish to undertake one?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zach said. “I don’t know how it works, though. Can you explain it to me?” 
 
    “It is simple. You can only have one Immortal Class Quest active, if you wish to abandon it and take another, you need to return to me. You do not have a time limit on completing the quest.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “I assume that I can browse through all the Classes that my current Class can evolve into?” 
 
    “Of course, but you probably want to narrow it down some,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and thought about what he wanted. “Does that mean I can pick a Class with a higher rarity than my current one? Is there a limit on what rarity I can take?” 
 
    “There is no limit, but of course the quest gets harder, the greater the rift between your current rarity and that of the Class you choose.” 
 
    Zach grimaced, but…in the end, he didn’t want to play it safe. He needed something great and powerful, something that would give him power. Seeing Ryun again, seeing him fight in the arena… He was behind, which he didn’t mind that much. He liked taking his time to research, to see what he could achieve and how, and then execute his plan quickly. 
 
    “Can I… can I see what evolutions my available Classes will have in the future?” Zach asked. He didn’t need just a powerful Class; he needed a powerful end game. 
 
    “Of course,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    “All right, show me the higher damage-dealing Classes of the relic rarity that I can evolve into,” Zach said at last. 
 
    The Dealmaker didn’t move, but orbs appeared behind him, hundreds of them. Zach realized that this wasn’t going to be as easy as he had imagined. There were too many for him to choose easily. He reached out for one on random, focusing on it in his mind and it flew to his hand. 
 
    A moment later a window appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Radiant Knight (Re) 
    
  A master at harnessing the destructive power of the light plane and unleashing it on their foes. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach grimaced—there wasn’t nearly enough for him to be able to make a choice. 
 
    “Can’t you show me more about the Class?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Of course, for a price,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Zach sighed. “How much?” 
 
    “Ten thousand Greater Essence for the most basic information.” 
 
    Zach grimaced. He had a bit of Essence, but he didn’t have enough to buy the full information on all the Classes that were available to him. 
 
    “Give me the basic information for this one,” Zach said. A moment later, he lost the Essence, and the window in front of his eyes changed. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  POWERS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Radiant Knight 
  
       	  Light be my guide. 
  You are a warrior relying on the powers of light, Able to pull from the Light Plane to boost yourself and your abilities. Specializes in powerful attacks and mobility using light. 
  
       	  Attunement—Lightborn 
  Attributes—Strength/Dexterity  
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The basic overview was just as the Dealmaker said, basic. An expanded description, the name of the attunement, and the main two attributes. It wasn’t nearly enough. He was never seriously considering this Class. This wasn’t what he was looking for. 
 
    He looked over a few other random Classes, but nothing really stood out to him. Most were focused on a single plane and drawing power from it. 
 
    Finally, he glanced at the Dealmaker, who had remained silent, waiting patiently. Zach looked over the hundreds of the Classes in front of him, thinking about what he needed. None of them had been anything special, something that could give him the kind of power. 
 
    “Can you show me only combat-focused Classes?” Zach asked. 
 
    Some of the orbs disappeared, but not many. His Class evolutions had always been more combat oriented. The Dealmaker sold and traded everything, but there were things that he did allow, information that he did let go through for free, if someone knew to ask the right questions. Like how he could narrow down his Class choices—that in itself gave him information about them. 
 
    Zach had spent a lot of time thinking about what his power should be focused around. His evolutions so far were broad, but he felt like he needed to focus on something now. He raised his Shade Reaver arm, which was his greatest weapon. 
 
    “A merger of the old and the new,” the Dealmaker said. “If you want, I can remove it, no payment needed. It was never meant to exist in this reality. The prisoner was not supposed to go free; his punishment for arrogance was an eternity spent imprisoned.” 
 
    Zach blinked at the Dealmaker, then grimaced as he mentioned the Yeti. Yes, Zach knew that he messed up with him. There was more there, some information that perhaps held clues to this reality itself, but Zach already had too much on his plate. Trying to solve another puzzle was too much for him now. The Yeti was his responsibility, but he did not delude himself into thinking that he could do anything about him now. No, he needed to focus on growth before he could turn to such matters. 
 
    Still, he hadn’t expected such an offer. Zach didn’t think that he would’ve ever agreed to it. His arm was powerful, and gave him tools that he needed to fight several tiers above his own. He didn’t need to get rid of it, he needed to master it. 
 
    “No,” Zach told the Dealmaker. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Can you show me all the Classes that would synergize well with it?” It was a bit broad as far as question to narrow the Classes down went, and for a moment he thought that the Dealmaker wouldn’t respond. Then, the orbs shifted, and many disappeared, leaving only a handful of them floating behind the Dealmaker. 
 
    Zach blinked; he didn’t think there would be so few possible choices. 
 
    “This version of the Framework recognizes your arm as an awakened weapon. These are Classes that will work with it,” the Dealmaker said. “And there are two that are not focused on awakened weapons, but have some synergy.” 
 
    Zach looked at each of the Classes, pulling up their sparse descriptions, then immediately discarded two. He read through them and narrowed his choices down to three, then bought their basic information, nearly depleting his Essence. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  POWERS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Awakened Weapon Master 
  
       	  By my weapon, I am known. 
  You are a warrior who has found perfection in the mastery of a single melee weapon. You seek to unite your body with your weapon, turning you into the ultimate weapon.  
  
       	  Attunement—Awakened Heart 
  Attributes—Dexterity/Strength 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  POWERS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rift Champion 
  
       	  Power from the beyond. 
  You are Champion of the plains. Your power draws on the might of different planes of reality to augment your own. A Rift Champion can walk through any plane with little risk and bring power from beyond against his foes. 
  
       	  Attunement—Rift Soul 
  Attributes—Strength/Intelligence  
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  CLASS 
  
       	  DESCRIPTION 
  
       	  POWERS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord of the Aspects 
  
       	  Aspects bow to my will. 
  You are a warrior that seeks to understand and gain command over aspects. Using your connection with different aspects, you unleash devastating attacks on your foes. 
  
       	  Attunement—Aspectborn 
  Attributes—Strength/Intelligence  
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was pretty sure that the first choice focused completely on an awakened weapon, probably improving it and helping it grow stronger. He didn’t know how it would do with his Shade Reaver, how the Framework system would adapt to it not quite fitting in. Still, he did consider it. 
 
    The second was a continuation on his current Class; from the sound of it, it was more combat focused, which was what he was looking for. 
 
    The last was…something about it called to him. The Shade Reaver allowed him to steal aspects from shades, and he knew just how powerful having different aspects could be. If he could increase the power of his different aspects further, it would make him significantly more powerful. He didn’t have an exact idea of what the Class was, but…he already had access to different aspects. If the Class could provide him with buffs to them… It would make the Shade Reaver a lot more powerful. 
 
    The attributes were an issue, being strength and intelligence. Intelligence wasn’t as useful of a stat for him, but he did have a lot of it, so if the Class gave him intelligence-scaling perks, perhaps he could make use of them. 
 
    He would need to plan out his stat allocation with greater care from now, but he was getting ahead of himself. He hadn’t even heard what the quest was. 
 
    He turned toward the Dealmaker and spoke. 
 
    “Can you show me the possible evolutions for the Lord of the Aspects Class?” Zach asked. 
 
    Orbs appeared behind the Dealmaker, a couple dozen of them. It was a lot less than before, which made him think that the Class was narrowing down, that it had fewer branching paths. He didn’t know if that was good or not. Still, he took the time to look through the choices, and he saw a trend of them either narrowing down to specific aspects or continuing down the empowerment of many. He knew that each of those Classes would have requirements, just like the Immortal Class, but he hoped that he would be able to figure them out without taking the Dealmaker’s quest every time. 
 
    “I’ll take the quest for the Lord of the Aspects Class,” Zach said, making his choice. 
 
    The Dealmaker nodded, and then a moment later a window popped up in Zach’s vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Lord of the Aspects Quest Available! 
  
      
 
       
       	  Kill nine elementals of different aspects that are at least three tiers of power above you and of at least mythic rarity: 0/9 
  Kill six elemental dragons of different aspects that are at least three tiers of power above you and of at least mythic rarity: 0/6 
  Visit nine planes of different aspects that are at least tier 6 and stay there for at least three days: 0/9 
  Gain any Master Warrior title from any faction: 0/1 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach blinked at the quest. A part of him had expected one big feat, something that he could focus on doing. Instead, it was several tasks. None of the tasks seemed easy to him, except for perhaps the nine planes one. Also, it seemed that it didn’t count his previous achievements, but that was fine with him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zach said. This wasn’t something that he would accomplish quickly, but he felt that it would be worth it in the end. 
 
    “Of course. You will need to accomplish the tasks in the quest by yourself, aside from the last one, of course. You may have help in preparing, but the tasks themselves must be accomplished by you alone.” The Dealmaker paused, then spoke again. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    Zach was about to shake his head when he paused. He looked at the endless darkness inside the Dealmaker’s hood and then asked the question. 
 
    “Why did Ryun turn into a monster back on Earth?” Zach didn’t really expect an answer—what he expected was a price that was something that he had no way of paying. So, when the Dealmaker started speaking, Zach could barely believe it. 
 
    “You expect an easy answer? You expect me to tell you that it was focus madness, or something in the same vein? The truth is never so simple. He was filled with grief and anger, and he killed people because he hated them. Was there more to it, a foreign influence? Yes. Was it the only thing that drove him to do the things he did? No.” 
 
    Zach closed his eyes. He had made his peace with Earth, he had set it aside knowing that it was not his fault. He was not responsible for Ryun’s actions, he had known that. “Could I have helped him?” 
 
    “What was, was,” the Dealmaker said. “What is, is. Perhaps you could’ve, perhaps you couldn’t have. Just trying would not have guaranteed success.” 
 
    Zach nodded. It was the last thing he needed to hear in order to set aside that part of his life, to put it behind him and look to the future. For a moment he debated asking for more about what it was that influenced Ryun, but in the end he stopped himself. It didn’t matter, and as the Dealmaker said, it was still Ryun. Knowing would not change what had been done. 
 
    “Thank you for answering, for not asking for Essence,” he said, wondering why the Dealmaker had done that. But who was he to know the mind of a being such as that? 
 
    A few moments later, he found himself back in the real world, his quest still in front of his eyes. He looked at it and fixed it in his mind. That was his next goal, the first step to gaining enough power that he could protect all those who needed it. 
 
    He pushed the quest away, and then stood. He headed to bed. Tomorrow was the day when Naha was supposed to return as someone else, a different identity. Nyathulla would die on a mission, days or months from now. A part of him was glad for it; he had failed her, had been to slow to save her, but he could only walk forward, hoping to do better than he had yesterday.  
 
    Soon the Tournament would continue, and he needed a clear head if he was going to help his team move past the first round.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Naha II 
 
    What Lies Beneath 
 
      
 
    She walked through the arena, slowly, ignored by all. She was no one, just a face wearing a warden’s badge and cloak. It was a face that was different than the one she had worn before, a different shape. She was a human now, with pointed ears and long black hair, unremarkable. A part of her was struggling with having to switch to a new body. She hadn’t spent much time in this one, and it was making her feel… shaky. 
 
    The fact that she wasn’t near Zach was only making things worse. She hadn’t realize just how much she relied on him being near her to anchor her. She had…episodes, moments where she nearly lost control and slipped. Thankfully, she had managed to remain in control, but she shuddered to think on what would’ve happened if they hadn’t removed her Cultivation. 
 
    She hurried to one of the Warden Guild’s arena spots. She needed to see him. Since she came back, they had spent only a few short hours together, just one patrol, during which they had to pretend not to know each other. It was excruciating, not being able to reach out and touch him, hold him, and not being able to go to sleep next to him at night.  
 
    But they had to keep up appearances. He and Nyathulla had officially broken their partnership up, both romantically and professionally. Nyathulla was now officially on a mission, and would lose her life in a couple of months, long enough that Naha’s presence here couldn’t in any way be linked with her. 
 
    She wasn’t an idiot; Naha was aware that this was just another test. The Warden Commander split them apart on purpose—she wanted to see what Naha would do without Zach around, and Naha knew that just one slip up would mean her death. The Warden Commander might be willing to overlook what she had done when she had been under the influence of her madness, but now… Naha was better. She wouldn’t slip up. It would not only mean her death but would also break Zach. He had put everything he had in trying to make her better, because he had been failing for what he felt was his entire life, because he needed to succeed at something. 
 
    She worried about him. She had only spent a few hours with him but she could see that he wasn’t right. He was struggling with everything that had happened recently, with finding his former friend, with being pulled into the inner circle of a High Ranker, and trying to find himself among so many things that pulled on him from all sides. 
 
    She reached the warden area, and barely greeted the other wardens watching the tournament. She had gained access from the Warden Commander’s assistant—Bera. The identity she had taken on was that of Lira Windfall, a body that she hadn’t used often. The name was a fabrication, nothing like the name of the original owner of the body, but Naha had acquired this body a long time ago. It was the only body that she had that was completely clean. She hadn’t acquired it through force or blood—her family had sold Naha the right to use it after the woman’s death—but that had been in her early days in the Infinite Realm, when she had still been sane. 
 
    As she settled in the chair and looked at the screens, she sighed in relief that she hadn’t been late. She had worried about that. Zach’s team was already in the arena, but the match was yet to start. The Wandering Drake spoke, announcing the teams and then asking them if they were ready. Naha barely heard him; all of her attention was on Zach. His team was around him, looking ready for a fight. Zach wore his white armor and had his Ethereal Sword in his hand. 
 
    The arena was the same as it had been during the free-for-all fight in the High Division, a large area with a lot of different terrain. Suddenly they sprang into motion, moving forward quickly. Naha kept her eyes on Zach until he split off and went on his own. Their team tactics hadn’t changed much since last time, although Naha knew that they had trained a lot more together. His team was now aware of the things Zach was capable of, or at least what he had shown them. Still, their original tactic remained sound. 
 
    The team they were fighting was from the Adventurers Guild, a monster-hunting team. It meant that the Wardens Team should have a slight advantage, in theory at least, since their opponents were more used to hunting monsters rather than people. 
 
    Naha watched with anxiety, waiting for Zach to reappear. She wasn’t sure how he was going to perform in the fight with everything he had bouncing in his head. She couldn’t help but worry about him. The two teams met up in the middle of the arena, and the Adventurers Team made the first attack. They had a standard monster-hunting team composition: a large War Form kreacean in front, wearing plates of metal over his body, augmenting his already tough natural defenses, fulfilling the team’s tank role. A step behind him came a human wearing light armor and a large two-handed spear, a quick melee damage dealer. Supporting them were two long-range damage dealers: a demasi with a staff, probably a mage type, and a ravzor with a large crossbow in his hands. The last member of their team was a healer, a karura flying above them and outside of the combat range. 
 
    The Wardens Team’s minotaur leader, Okim Rockhands, clashed with the enemy tank, his two-handed hammer meeting the kreacean’s large club. Okim had to dodge in order to avoid the counterattack, while Ilina Tessel, the Wardens Team’s demasi shadow mage, gestured at the War Form’s shadow. Chains of black shadow rose from the kreacean’s own shadow and grabbed hold of him, while Okim attacked. The chains held for barely a moment before they broke, and the War Form blocked Okim’s attack.  
 
    Then, from behind him, came the Adventurers Team’s human spear wielder. Abilities and perks were used in quick succession, and the end result was a spear punching through Okim’s shoulder. Shkok Evesi, the Wardens Team’s kreacean blade master, jumped in, forcing the human back, even as two of his hands deflected crossbow bolts from the opposing team’s ravzor. The crossbow was a repeater, with a magazine, allowing for an incredible rate of fire. The ravzor had to have activated some ability or perk, because his bolts started to glow and pelt both Shkok and Okim. Ovlia Werta, the Wardens Team’s healer, used her abilities, and blasts of yellow light hit her teammates, healing them as they were pelted with crossbow bolts. Ilina used her shadows to protect them as the Adventurers Team’s demasi mage threw spikes made out of earth at them from a distance. 
 
    The exchange in the middle ended with injuries on both sides, and the karura healer floated down to heal his teammates. That was when Zach struck. He jumped from the top of a stone pillar, his hands spread and the fabric between his arms and torso extended. She knew that he had to have used his Wind Form to help him move, because he flew quickly and accurately. He stabbed with his Ethereal Sword, catching the karura off guard. The karura opened his beak wide in pain, and then a pillar of light hit him, blasting Zach away with enough force that he smashed through the side of a pillar, sending cracks through it. 
 
    Naha’s breath hitched, and she followed Zach’s form as he flew away. She knew that he could survive that, but she couldn’t help but feel fear. 
 
    A moment later the pillar collapsed and started to fall on top of the combatants in the middle. The War Form bellowed and smashed the floor, sending cracks through it and causing both Okim and Shkok to stumble. The adventurers’ back line pressed forward, firing their great powers. An earth wall rose behind Okim and Shkok, cutting them off from their support and cutting off their avenue of escape. Okim’s hammer blazed with light as the pillar of stone collapsed on top of them. He smashed it upward with enough force that the falling stone burst apart and exploded upward, showering everyone with debris. 
 
    They didn’t have much time to recover as the human spear wielder appeared among them, and he danced. His spear tip trailed light as he cut through Okim incredibly fast. A moment later the minotaur’s body flashed, and he was gone. 
 
    Shkok attacked, forcing the human back with whirling strikes of his blades, but then a crossbow bolt hit him in the shoulder, making him miss a block. The spear took him in the thigh and then the War Form’s club smashed on top of him from above. The flash of light announced his elimination, too. The wall of earth collapsed, and the two advanced on Ovlia and Ilina. 
 
    Ilina used the shadows, and in a large attack sent a field of shadow spears from every patch of darkness around her. She perforated the War Form, blood spilling from a dozen wounds. The human danced and blocked the shadows with his spear, however, and managed to get out unscathed. 
 
    They didn’t last for long. The Adventurers Team’s mage raised his hands, and the stone all around them, suddenly imploded toward the spot where the two wardens stood, smashing them to bits. Naha grimaced—that had to have been a very powerful perk, which meant a longer cooldown. She looked at the screens, knowing that now Zach was the last one left. She kept her eyes glued to the screen, waiting for him to show up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    Zach shook his head as he pushed himself from the rubble he’d landed in. He grimaced at the pain in his ribs; he didn’t think that he’d cracked them, but they were definitely bruised. As soon as he got to his feet, he moved, running around the natural obstacles before heading back to the battle. He reached it just in time to see the last of his team flash with light and get teleported out. They’d lost.  
 
    He sighed, disappointed. His job had been to take care of the healer, but he hadn’t managed to do that. He looked at his opponents, seeing that most of them were injured, and that the large War Form kreacean was worst off. His armor was filled with holes, with yellowish blood seeping through them. The karura was on the ground, limping, the wound on his side that Zach had inflicted closed but obviously not fully healed. The healer was heading for the War Form, probably to heal him. Zach was impressed that the War Form was still standing. 
 
    He thought about what he should do. He was all alone, unlikely to be able to do anything by himself. He knew that surrendering would be the best course of action, that there was no need for him to struggle. And yet, he couldn’t stop. He felt his heart rate spike, and anger rise up inside of him. He remembered what Ryun had accomplished, his fights in the qualifiers, and he felt…inadequate. He saw and remembered him, as overwhelming as he had been on Earth. His anger churned inside. He wanted…so many things. 
 
    Naha was in the audience watching; the entire Infinite Realm was watching. He had heard the whispers, the rumors, about a Seventh Iteration Ranker who fought in the High Division, who qualified for the tournament itself. But Zach was…forgotten, overshadowed. He was nothing. It shouldn’t matter, his worth shouldn’t be what others thought about him, and yet… 
 
    He looked at the opposing team, injured, but still all five of them in the match. They had fought hard to get here; they deserved the win. But a part of Zach didn’t want to just lay down and let them. He wanted to show everyone what he could do, with no holding back. Even though it wasn’t smart, and would let others know what he could do. Yet, his time as a warden was not going to last. Whatever the Warden Commander wanted from him and Naha would not involve policing the populace. 
 
    Zach closed his eyes and then let his anger bubble to the surface. Anger at Ryun for what he had done and for how he had managed to just move on with his life as if nothing happened. Anger at himself for letting Earth weigh on him so much. Anger at so many things that he couldn’t even articulate properly. He needed this, to unleash everything that he could do, and show to everyone who he was, to show himself. He was a Ranker, he had survived the Ethereal Dungeon, he had fought and struggled. He had earned his power. 
 
    The opposing team was looking around, searching for him. The match wasn’t over, so they knew that he was still in the fight. 
 
    Zach glanced in the direction of the stands. He couldn’t see anything of course, but he knew that Naha was watching. 
 
    The Last Heir of Terra was singing in his head, getting louder. The masters of Earth did not like to lose, they did not like to give up.  
 
    Zach turned around and ran away. 
 
    He put distance between himself and the other team, and he activated his [Planar True Sight], looking, searching, for a weak spot. He didn’t have to search for long before he found what he was looking for. There were several weak spots leading to the Ethereal Realm, but what Zach was looking for was a weak spot leading to the Earth Essence Plane. First, he activated his Essence Sense, triggering a sense based on the Real Plane, what was physical. It gave him a broad sense of everything around him—not particularly precise, but a necessity when he couldn’t use his ordinary senses. Then he used Planar Blink and pushed through the weak spot, entering the other plane. Immediately the suffocation and pressure of a high-tier Essence plane assaulted him from all sides. He activated his Essence Elemental perk, and immediately felt the transformation take place. His bruised ribs healed, his mind cleared, and he became something else. 
 
    Immediately he left, returning back to the Real Plane. His Riftborn attunement activated, increasing his stats by 20% and lowering his cooldowns. He charged back to where his opponents were. He sensed them closer than where he had left them, and all five were approaching.  
 
    He increased his speed and used his [Planar Wings]. Wings of stone sprung from his back—he was too heavy to fly, but he had two extra limbs now. He beat them as he jumped at his opponents. They were waiting for him, the War Form in front. They had to have heard him thunder as he smashed his way through the arena. 
 
    The War Form was braced, but Zach wasn’t aiming at him, not exactly. He spread his wings and his arms, using the great size and the weight of his Earth Elemental form to his advantage. The Adventurers Team realized what he was doing too late. Zach smashed into the War Form, his wings beating at the others around them as he embraced the War Form kreacean and pinned him. One of his wings forced the spear-wielding human to dash back in a cloud of fast-moving smoke. His other wing was hit by a pillar of earth cast by the demasi mage—and both his wing and the pillar burst into pieces and pelted the mage and the healer. Exploding crossbow bolts were hitting his body, but the stone he was made out of was tough. He used his [Planar Binding Chains], and chains made out of stone links erupted around the War Form, the stone tightening and wracking his armor. 
 
    Then Zach ended his Essence Elemental perk. The stone around him was pulled back into its own plane, and Zach moved, kicking off the War Form’s body. Flipping back through the air and evading crossbow bolts, he triggered Phantom Avatar and his True Link—Nahamassa Plainrunner. As soon as he landed, he took a deep breath and used Rift Shout. A blast of Earth Essence hit the adventurers, staggering them back and weakening the area in front of him, creating new weak spots. Before they could react, he picked a weak spot in the middle of their formation and then extended his hand and pulled it back as he used Forceful Rift. 
 
    The rift leading to the Air Plane tore open, a gash in space close enough to the War Form’s back that it ripped half of his body apart as a blast of Air Essence exploded. All of the adventurers were sent flying—the karura healer in the air was thrown, tumbling through it, and smashed into a stone pillar.  
 
    Zach had been ready, so he recovered first. The Air Plane rift was leaking a large amount of Air Essence, which manifested as an incredibly powerful air stream being continuously released from the tear. With his Planar Blink, he appeared next to the karura mid-air. His right hand shifted into a long blade of pale green, his Venom Aspect blade form. He stabbed the karura through the stomach, twisting and doing more damage, applying the debuff. Then he kicked off the stone and let the healer fall on his own. A crossbow bolt hit his shoulder and detonated, blowing a hole in his armor and flesh beneath it. Zach grimaced and then blinked down, behind the crossbow user. His blade changed to a deep-red color and appeared as if it was made out of liquid. He stabbed at the ravzor’s neck from behind, where his helmet and leather armor beneath met. The liquid passed easily through, the Blood Aspect blade ripping his flesh apart and surging inside, pulling Blood and Life Essence from the ravzor. The ravzor had some kind of a defensive perk, something close to Zach’s second chance, it appeared. His body twisted and he rolled away, his blood spilling all over the stone. Zach pointed his blade at him as he brought his crossbow to bear on him, and before he could fire, Zach triggered Sanguine Burst. Blood exploded out of his back and his eyes rolled back into his head as he started to fall. Before he hit the ground, he flashed with light. 
 
    A spear punched through Zach’s back, through his heart and out of his chest. He screamed in pain and used |Spatial Evade| to slip free. The attack wasn’t enough to immediately stop him, but it was a lethal attack that would kill him eventually, so Second Chance triggered. The spear wielder advanced, and Zach switched to his wind blade, pushing himself back out of the range of the spear and out of the way of a stone boulder that came flying at him. He pushed the wind around, creating a whirlwind of it around him as he picked up dust and dirt from the floor, obscuring himself and the spear wielder. He figured that the mage wouldn’t throw stones if he couldn’t be sure not to hit his teammate. Then he moved forward, his |Greater Vulnerability Sense| and his |Perfect Tempest Dance: My Art, Whirling Tempest| guiding his steps. He summoned his Ethereal Blade and danced in the wind, his Essence Sense still on and telling him where his opponent was. The adventurer could see, or otherwise sense, him too, as his spear met Zach’s attacks easily, blocking and attacking back. Zach waited, letting him press him and attack while he blocked. Then, his |Greater Vulnerability Sense| flashed and he used |Spatial Evade| again. He slipped to the side as the spear wielder used his own skill and what looked like ten spears stabbed where he used to be. Then Zach triggered his Consequence. The spear wielder turned to smoke, but Zach’s attack and the wind around them sent it flying away. The spear user turned back solid and fell to the floor, rolling out of the range of Zach’s dirt and dust cover. 
 
    Immediately, a boulder of stone flew through the wind curtain Zach had raised. He jumped at it, activating his [Planar Whirling Wing] and phasing through it as he lashed out and broke it to pieces. A spear obscured by a curtain of smoke attacked the moment he was vulnerable again, but Zach triggered his Old Heritage and blocked by striking the spear with his Dazzling Strike. The spear wielder yelped in surprise as he was blinded, and Zach blinked away. He came out of it next to the mage who sent spikes of stone at him from the ground immediately after Zach appeared. Zach twisted out of the way, Naha’s Greater Reflexes making him far quicker to react. 
 
    Before the mage could attack again, Zach moved Qi through his body and attacked first. The mage raised a wall of stone to protect himself, and Zach’s Ethereal Sword stabbed into it, Lighting Qi discharging harmlessly. He dashed to the side around the wall and cut low, leaving his blade cutting into the mage’s leg. The demasi screamed and the wall burst, pelting Zach with fist sized rocks. He grimaced and moved his hands up, protecting his head as he was thrown to the side. 
 
    He rolled over the ground and came up just as a spear came down on his head. Zach felt the blade nick his cheek as he twisted out of the way and swiped with his weapons, sending a gust of wind in his face. 
 
    The spear man closed his eyes for a moment, and that was enough for Zach to blink behind him. He switched his blade to its Blood Aspect and stabbed through the neck. The blood blade only tore through skin, not materials, so he needed to target places where it was visible. The skin on the back of his neck split open and his blood blade slipped in, and like a liquid shifting snake it pulled blood and Life Essence out of his body. It didn’t last for more than a few moments before the spear wielder burst into smoke and dashed away. 
 
    Zach immediately used Sanguine Drink, healing some of his wounds. 
 
    He looked around, seeing that the karura healer was on the ground, light on his hands over the wound that Zach had inflicted—dealing with the poison. The spear wielder was forming out of smoke. The mage was on one knee, his staff raised and preparing to attack. The War Form was on his knees, half of his side missing, but still in the fight. Zach snarled behind his helmet and pushed himself forward, switching his blade to Hunger Aspect. The spear wielder and the mage tensed, but Zach ran away from them and toward the War Form. 
 
    They hadn’t expected that, and so they didn’t react in time. He nearly lost his balance near the still open tear that was expelling air, but he managed to get through. The War Form tried to raise his arm, but he was too hurt to really do anything. Zach activated his |Rending Strikes| and his blade passed through the War Form’s body several times, lowering his stats and increasing Zach’s. He used the War Form’s body as cover while he drained him, preventing the mage from attacking, but the spear wielder came at him. As soon as he was near, Zach triggered Hungry Heart. The stats he’d stolen increased by five times and he slid out of the way of the spear cutting at his head. 
 
    He switched to his Nature Blade and struck the spear. The branch-like blade twisted on his will, growing and twirling around the spear handle. His opponent tried to pull his weapon back, but Zach pulled with greater stats, ripping the spear out of his hands. A moment later he attacked with his Ethereal Sword, twirling around and using Double Planar Strike. His two attacks cut across the spearman’s chest, opening it up. He let the spear go and then stabbed forward as he pressed his advantage and change his blade to its Fire Aspect. He stabbed his blade through the open wounds on the man’s chest, burning him from the inside. He flashed with light and was gone. He turned around and stabbed his sword through the War Form’s neck, making him flash with light as well. 
 
    A rain of stone spikes came at Zach, but he still had greater stats. He jumped forward and used his [Planar Wings], and real wings appeared on his back. He beat them and flew up as he pulled the air around him with the Wind Aspect blade, helping him navigate faster and evade the spikes. He blasted toward the mage faster than the demasi could react, smashing into the mage and stabbing his blade and sword through his chest. A moment later, the mage flashed with light and Zach smashed into the ground, hard. He stayed there, breathing hard for a few moments. 
 
    He pushed himself up slowly, his head turning and seeing the karura healer standing to the side, barely on his feet. Zach pulled from deep within himself and managed to stand, then stumbled in the karura’s direction. The healer looked at him for a moment, and then raised his hands in the air. It took Zach a moment to realize that he was surrendering, and then he flashed with light. 
 
    Zach blinked at the empty space where he used to be, then looked around himself at the empty, destroyed battlefield. A moment later the roar of the arena reached him, and he closed his eyes.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 51 – PRESENT – Naha and Anrosh 
 
      
 
    She shivered against Zach’s chest; she hadn’t realized just how much she had missed his touch until the moment they had managed to get a private moment. They were on the ground, naked and uncomfortable, but neither of them really cared. Their lovemaking had been urgent, full of need from both of them, and now they rested. They were in a private training room, since no one would blink twice at them training together—they had been partnered for patrols, and it was known that Zach trained often. 
 
    Her hands ran across his dark skin, as she relaxed in his arms. She had been closer to the edge than she had known. He was her anchor, the one person who made everything better. She didn’t want to imagine what would’ve happened if they had been forced to remain apart for much longer. Her hold on her sanity had been slipping, but at least it wasn’t anything like what it used to be. 
 
    She raised her head and rested her chin on his chest, looking at his face. His eyes were closed, his expression calm, but she knew that there was a storm beneath. He had shown it in his last match. There was no mistaking it—everyone had seen it in the way he’d fought. He had been unrelenting, precise, and overwhelming. It had been glorious to watch him, to see him cut loose and do what he did best. The way his blades moved, the way his body turned, the way he chose his attacks—it made her blood run hot just from watching. She loved that part of him. She loved all parts of him, but she rarely got to see that one. 
 
    She had known that he was feeling angry, that he was feeling helpless. The other Seventh Iteration Ranker was within his grasp, and he couldn’t do anything about him. He had to put all that had happened to him behind, to forget, if not forgive. It was…harsh. She understood it, as she’d had to do the same. She, too, had had to abandon her desire to get revenge on the High Ranker who caused the deaths of her people. It was not something that she could accomplish, not without causing more death and suffering—the same as Zach. 
 
    He was someone who believed strongly, who tried to do the best that he could. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Naha asked. 
 
    Zach smiled and opened his eyes. “Exhausted.” 
 
    Naha rolled her eyes. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    Zach’s smile faded, and he shrugged. “I know, yes. I feel…less angry, I guess. I needed that, but…” 
 
    “Something is missing,” Naha finished for him. 
 
    “Something is missing,” Zach agreed. 
 
    She understood that, perhaps better than anyone else could. 
 
    “This tournament is…a distraction. It isn’t what I am meant to do,” Zach said after a minute. 
 
    “Your quest, our goal,” Naha said. 
 
    “Yes.” Zach nodded. “Only now we have a High Ranker invested in us. The Warden Commander will want things from us.” 
 
    “She has always been invested,” Naha told him. “We just didn’t know it.” 
 
    Zach grimaced. “Point.” 
 
    He grew quiet again, and Naha searched for the words to make him feel better. In the end, she couldn’t find them, and the only thing she could do was be here, near him. 
 
    “Did you hear what they are calling you?” Naha said, switching the topic. 
 
    Zach grimaced, looking uncomfortable. She smiled; this was a very different type of discomfort. His last match had been a big hit, as was Zach himself. Taking on an entire team by himself was impressive, something worthy of notice. People in the city had clearly enjoyed the match, enough that he had earned a nickname—Warden’s Tempest. It wasn’t the flashiest one there was, but this was how legends were made. 
 
    “I barely won,” Zach said. 
 
    Naha nodded. “We still have a long road ahead of us, but we will get there eventually.” 
 
    Zach sighed and put his hands around her, pulling her up and then kissing her. She was in her human body, with black hair and pale skin. She knew that he preferred her demasi—Quell—body, but neither of them had wanted to wait. They were all over each other the moment they had privacy. Now, after their kiss, he pushed her back, his hands on her face. His fingertips traced lines on her body, and his eyes took everything in. She knew that this body was unfamiliar to him. Lira was taller than Quell, and had more visible muscle; the previous owner had been a warrior with perks and stats that had shaped her body into a weapon, unlike Quell’s body. A part of her had worried that he might not like for her to use it for longer periods of time. He had seen it only once before, and that had been a long time ago. 
 
    “No matter what body you wear, I can always see you,” Zach told her as his eyes bored into hers. 
 
    She felt her heart skip a beat and she relaxed. That was one of the reasons why she loved him—he could see beyond the flesh. He could accept her in whatever body she currently was, seeing her, and not just the external shell that she wore. 
 
    She settled back down on top of him, and they just held each other for a few minutes. 
 
    Finally, Naha broke the silence. “Are you ready for your next match?” she asked. 
 
    His win had allowed the Wardens Team to advance to the next round, making them now one of the top sixty-four teams in the Infinite Realm. The reward for getting that far was Essence—a lot of Essence. Zach’s share had been two hundred thousand Celestial Essence, an almost insane amount. But now…now they would face a real team, and no one on his team thought that they could win. 
 
    Zach took a deep breath. “I am as ready as I can be. The others intend to give a good showing, but they have already given up, I can see it in their eyes.” 
 
    Naha knew that Zach disliked those who wouldn’t take advantage of opportunities in front of them, and his team had joined the tournament without any real goal to win. It was to be expected; they were not the best that the Wardens Guild had to offer, aside from perhaps Zach. But Naha figured that that was the point. It was so strange to look back in hindsight and see just how much the Warden Commander had nudged things in order to see how Zach and she reacted. She had put him in a team that was weaker, as she wanted to see what he would do. Tests within tests. She wondered why she was doing all of this. 
 
    “They are strong, probably the strongest team in the tournament,” Naha said. “Losing won’t be held against you.” 
 
    “It is not about that. It is about them not even trying.” Zach sighed. “But I understand, being how they are is just easier.” 
 
    “What will you do?” Naha asked. 
 
    Zach smiled at her. “Fight, of course. I am done doing things halfway. Well, mostly done.” 
 
    Naha understood; he had still kept some of his powers a secret in his last match. 
 
    “You could go and buy some equipment, some elixirs, maybe. It could help,” Naha suggested. 
 
    “No.” Zach shook his head. “Not now, at least. The tournament is important to me, but it is not so important that I should spend my Essence just to try and win it. No, that Essence will be better spent after, when I begin working on my Class Quest.” 
 
    Naha nodded; it was a good decision. A part of her was looking forward to his next match. She wanted to see how he would handle himself against such opponents. After all, the Dragon Heart Sect had some of the most powerful warriors in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Anrosh 
 
      
 
    Their group walked into the arena, Anrosh and Ryun in front, with Nayra and Lesamitrius following a step behind them. Another two warriors flanked them as they made their way to their spot in the stands. As they walked in between the sect pavilions and warriors, she saw people looking at them. Some even bowed to Ryun. The Twilight Melody Sect’s popularity had changed overnight with Ryun having gotten through the qualifiers. The fact that he was a Seventh Iteration Ranker only made him that much more interesting. Someone who had been in the Infinite Realm for barely any time at all had managed to qualify… It made people take notice. 
 
    Their compound in the city had been getting visitors almost all the time. Some were other sects coming to seek favor, some to check out the competition. Anrosh and Nayra had their hands full dealing with all of that, so much that she hadn’t been able to quite keep an eye on Ryun.  
 
    Anrosh tried not to glance at Ryun. He had been…a bit more distant since they’d encountered the second Ranker from his Earth. Anrosh had known about what he had done there, but she hadn’t really thought about someone else living through it, and looking at Ryun with such hate in his eyes. It was…eye opening. 
 
    She had tried to engage Ryun, to see if he was all right, but he had just spent time alone—training. Then, he had suddenly asked to go the arena, to the other Ranker’s match. Anrosh remembered that match—it, too, had been eye opening. It showed her a tiny glimpse of someone who was like Ryun, who came from the same place. He didn’t disappoint. She had seen the same things she had seen in Ryun, got the same sense of overwhelming power that she always felt when she watched Ryun fight. 
 
    The other Ranker, Zacharia Gardner, had fought an entire team on his own. It had been a marvel to watch, to see such great mastery. 
 
    They reached their spot and settled in their chairs, Nayra sitting next to Ryun and Anrosh taking a seat on his other side. The warriors and Lesamitrius stood behind them, as guards. The match was about to start. The Wardens Team stood on their side of the arena, while their opponents, the Dragon Heart Sect Team, stood on the other side. 
 
    “The match is about to begin,” Anrosh whispered to Ryun. He, of course, couldn’t see the match. The teams were too far away for his sense to catch, and his eyes couldn’t see what was on the screens. She had never really given much thought to all the things he had to give up when he chose to have those eyes. Even when he had no eyes, he always knew everything that happened around him. It never really seemed like an issue for him, but as she had learned in time, there were things that he could no longer see. Reading things that had been created through abilities or perks was something he couldn’t do, as was seeing color, or at least color as she and every other person saw it. He couldn’t even see that far in the distance—he said that it just became too muddled with all the Essence filling everything. 
 
    And he couldn’t see the screens, the incredible invention that quite frankly still boggled Anrosh’s mind. Ryun had told her that they had something like it on Earth, before the Framework, which seemed so unbelievable to her. How could they project an image without Essence? Without formations and arrays? Crazy. 
 
    She and Nayra had narrated the last match that Warden Zacharia was in, and his reaction had been…confusing. He had seemed almost glad at what happened, but when asked why, he just shook his head and didn’t answer. She knew that meeting the warden had brought up a lot of things for him, many memories and emotions. She knew enough to give him space, but she was starting to worry about him. 
 
    Still, she would give it a bit more time. 
 
    The match start was announced, and Anrosh spoke. 
 
    “It is starting,” she said, needlessly. Ryun had his eyes closed, and was leaned back in his chair, listening. 
 
    “What are the teams doing?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The wardens are staying where they are,” Anrosh told him. “His teammates are in formation, while he’s moved behind a stone pillar.” 
 
    There was no need for her to clarify on who he was. 
 
    “The Dragon Heart Team is heading for their location.” Anrosh watched the mostly drake team move. Coordinated and sure of themselves, they were crossing the grounds quickly. The Dragon Heart Team had three heavy-armor-wearing front-line warriors—all drakes. One carried a large battle-axe, the second a long halberd, and the last a shield and a one-handed hammer. Behind them were two casters, a demasi with two wands, one in each of his hands, wearing a robe. Last was a human woman who didn’t seem to carry any weapon, and was wearing an elaborate robe. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the Dragon Heart Team to reach their opponents. As soon as they saw them, the Wardens Team braced, but then in an instant there was chaos. Anrosh barely followed what happened, it all played out so fast. The Dragon Heart Team executed an assault that was coordinated beyond anything she had seen before. 
 
    Fire serpents curved through the air, hitting the Wardens Team from their flanks, just as the ground rolled and staggered them. The human woman raised her hands and bolts of black light smashed into them. The shield-wearing drake jumped into the Wardens Team, his entire body shining with translucent plates of red Qi. The fire obscured her view, but the drake somehow forced everyone to attack him. 
 
    The rest of the Dragon Heart Team moved around and through the wardens, ignoring them completely. 
 
    “They’ve clashed,” Anrosh said quickly as it all played out. “One of the drakes is holding four of the Wardens Team all alone. The rest are—” 
 
    The axe-wielding drake smashed through a stone pillar and she saw flashes of light. They had known where Warden Zacharia was and had immediately attacked. 
 
    “The rest are fighting Zacharia,” Anrosh whispered, trying to see the fight. But it was all happening too fast. The rest of the Dragon Heart warriors were attacking, demonstrating a lot of power in a short period of time as they tried to take out who they obviously believed to be the biggest threat. 
 
    Anrosh leaned forward on her seat, her mouth telling Ryun everything that she saw almost absentmindedly as her eyes soaked everything in. The display of power was amazing. The Ranker had managed to survive the first attack, but she could see that his armor was mangled. Serpents of fire were chasing him even as a rain of black bolts showered him from above. A halberd fell from above, too, which the warden parried just as the second drake approached and attacked with his axe. There was a whirlwind of movement from the warden and the two drakes attacking him. 
 
    Anrosh was impressed, but it was obvious that he wouldn’t be able to hold out for long. These warriors were not on the same level as those in his last match. 
 
    “He is getting pressed hard,” Anrosh said as the warden tried to do something, only to have his body thrown to the side by an explosion of a fire serpent near him. She could see the flow of battle, she knew that they were attacking him constantly, preventing him from using his most powerful abilities. 
 
    Wings grew on his back, and he blinked to the air, attempting to gain distance. It was the wrong move. A barrage of black bolts smashed into him from above throwing him back to the ground. He blinked away before he hit the ground. 
 
    “He is trying to get some room,” Anrosh told Ryun, who continued to listen with eyes closed. His team was being occupied by one member of the Dragon Heart Team still, and it was obvious that he was trying to get back to them. It was just as obvious that the Dragon Heart warriors were too good. 
 
    And then, there was a gasp from the arena. In an instant the warden blinked, and then moved in a blur that was almost too fast for her to follow. He attacked the axe-wielding drake, his extended blade and sword whirling around him. The drake was covered by frost in an instant, and as his allies came to the rescue the warden blinked behind him and stabbed with his sword, breaking through the armor on the drake’s back. Then his blade turned red as blood and he punched it through the hole his sword made even as he executed another attack with his sword. 
 
    The drake flashed and then was gone, defeated. 
 
    For a moment Anrosh felt that perhaps he could win, but then the rest of the Dragon Heart Team retaliated. It was just a single moment when he had been pinned by his own attacks against the drake, a moment when he defeated one of them, and the Dragon Heart Team took advantage. They moved in position and the moment the light of their defeated team member flashed, they attacked. Powers hit the warden from all sides, sending him flying into a stone pillar. 
 
    Anrosh waited for the flash of white, but it didn’t come. The warden was lying on the ground, and a drake approached, then stabbed his halberd into his chest. Then the warden flashed with white light and was gone. 
 
    “He…he lost,” Anrosh said. She had been narrating everything for Ryun, and now she paused, unsure as to what his reaction would be. “It was to be expected. The Dragon Heart Team are the favorites to win. Their warriors are the best of the best in their category.” 
 
    Ryun opened his eyes and then smiled. 
 
    “Four on one, against the best that the Infinite Realm has to offer,” Ryun whispered. “And he managed to take one out.” Anrosh blinked as she saw Ryun’s smile widen. “That’s why he had always been worthy of living. He never gives up.” 
 
    Ryun stood and then started walking toward the exit of the arena. Anrosh glanced at the screen, then at Nayra and the rest. She shrugged and followed after him. There wasn’t a need for them to continue watching—the outcome of the match was no longer in doubt, and neither was it at all important to them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 52 – PRESENT - Nayra 
 
    Fire and Heat 
 
      
 
    Nayra was nervous, even though she tried not to show it. Anrosh stood in front of her, tightening the straps on Nayra’s armor for the third time. It was obvious that she, too, was nervous.  
 
    Nayra tried to smile through the slits in her helmet. 
 
    “It’s tight enough,” she told her. 
 
    Anrosh froze for a moment, and then nodded. “Right, yes, you are quite correct about that.” 
 
    Nayra nearly chuckled. She had noticed that Anrosh seemed to have picked up Ryun’s habit of talking strangely when she was nervous or uncomfortable. When Ryun did that, it made him seem detached, almost as if he was looking down on you. When Anrosh did the same, it only made her look…cute, though of course Nayra was biased on that front. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine. I’ve already reached farther than I had imagined I would,” Nayra said. 
 
    Anrosh gave her a weak smile. “You could go farther. You are good enough.” 
 
    Nayra felt uncomfortable to hear her say that. Anrosh was an Immortal now, what many considered the peak of power in the Infinite Realm. Nayra had always dreamed about the moment when she would reach it. She felt guilty for being jealous of Anrosh, especially for the way she had gained her power. She knew that it was unfair, Anrosh had only wanted to be strong enough that she could protect her people, and there was nothing wrong with that. Still, it did make Nayra feel like she was falling behind, again. She couldn’t help but compare the situation to what she had gone through with Reyla. She had fallen behind her sister, and that had created a rift between them. She didn’t want that to happen between her and Anrosh too. 
 
    “I hope so,” Nayra said, resolute. “I plan on giving it my all.” 
 
    “As you should,” Anrosh said with a grin that was just a bit predatory. The peoples of the sects were not known for their restraint. 
 
    An attendant entered the small preparation room and Nayra took a deep breath. 
 
    “Wish me luck,” she said. 
 
    Anrosh kissed two of her fingers then placed them against Nayra’s lips through her helmet. “Good luck.” She smiled, then knocked on Nayra’s breastplate. 
 
    Nayra chuckled and then turned, putting all her doubts aside as she followed the attendant to the teleportation platform. The team battles had concluded without any major upset. Everyone had assumed that the Dragon Heart Team would win, and they had. Nayra had been quite surprised by some of the team matches. Some of the people fighting in them had been good, enough so that she didn’t know if she could’ve beaten them if they were in the solo matches. That probably had to do with the prizes, as the tournament was a gold mine for factions. Having people in every category was probably the best course of action for them to reap as many rewards as they could. 
 
    Before she knew it, she had been teleported to the arena. The light of day made her narrow her eyes for a second before they adjusted, and then she looked around. An arbiter stood next to her, a giant orb resembling an eye hanging above his head. It was the mark of an arbiter, though she suspected it was also one way that the action was captured for the screens around the arena. 
 
    Her opponent would be on the other side of the battlefield, waiting for the start. 
 
    “No need for you to be nervous,” the voice of her awakened spear, Er’ishi Resav, spoke inside her head. “You’ve prepared for this.” 
 
    “I could’ve practiced more with my new techniques,” she told him. 
 
    “The training with Ryun was sufficient. You understand them well enough.” 
 
    “I don’t yet have the rhythm down quite right,” Nayra said. 
 
    Her second path’s techniques were powerful, holding the might that Ryun had put in them when he made them. Flavored by her new aspect, they were…unique, as well as great, but it had taken a bit for her to adjust to them. They were so much more powerful than her main path, which made things slightly difficult. Still, she was thankful beyond words for what Ryun had done for her. She had been leaning toward the Molten Aspect, one of the three that he had brought for her. She had spoken with Anrosh and even with Daria, trying to figure out which of the three would be the best for her, and They had all gravitated toward the Molten Aspect. Then, just before she made her decision, she went to Ryun, to ask for his advice. He had given her three aspects and told her that it was her decision, but when asked, he did give her his opinion. And it was…quite illuminating. It gave her an insight into how Ryun thought, how he planned his advancement. With her Cultivation path and True Body, she didn’t need to worry about the purity of the Essence she drew in or used for advancement, which gave her an advantage. And Ryun had taken everything into account—the way that her techniques would change, the way they would synergize with each of the aspects with both of her path. Then he talked about her fighting style, about her skills, what she could do with each aspect. By the time they had finished their conversation Nayra left with a changed idea of what she wanted to do. In the end, she picked something that she hadn’t thought she would when she had first been presented with the three aspects. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the arbiter next to her asked. 
 
    Nayra called Er’ishi to her hand and hefted the over-sized spear to her shoulder. Then she looked at the arbiter and nodded. A moment later, a loud voice echoed through the arena, announcing the start of the battle. 
 
    “Nayra Ornn, Sect Leader of the Twilight Melody Sect, versus Fenor Oaken of the Kieran Kingdom. You may begin!” 
 
    Nayra sprang into motion immediately. She knew some things about her opponent; Lesamitrius had done everything he could to learn about the people they could meet in their matches. Her opponent had a good sensory ability that could track changes in the air. He had enough range that he could probably find her easier than she could find him with her newly evolved skill—|Thermoception|. He had a greater range than she did, but she had evolved her skill to be more sensitive. So, as she ran forward, she looked for a good area to choose as their battlefield. She needed a specific place if she was to make use of most of her power. 
 
    As she neared the center of the arena, she finally found it: a small clearing slightly indented ground surrounded by several pillars and large boulders. It was maybe two dozen meters across, which would limit the battle area somewhat, but that was what she needed. 
 
    She stopped in the center and waited, keeping her mind on her skill and looking for any sign of her opponent. The temperature around her was mostly even, with only some small fluctuations, which made it easy for her to sense when something moved. A heat signature that was slightly warmer than the surrounding air moved straight toward her, and Nayra braced herself. She raised her shield, hiding her body behind it as she rested her spear on top. 
 
    Her opponent came at her fast and hard. He was a tall human, covered in armor and carrying a shield and a hammer in his hands. She knew from Lesamitrius’ information gathering that he was a Classer with skills as his secondary focus. His fighting style was that of using powerful control perks to tie his opponents down and then finish them off with his hard-hitting abilities. 
 
    She knew that she shouldn’t get into a prolonged battle with him. As she had watched Ryun fight through the tournament without revealing his most powerful cards, a part of Nayra had felt like she should try to do the same. In the end, however, she had decided against it. She wasn’t Ryun, she wasn’t that powerful. She had reached far, that was the truth, but she didn’t have the power or talent to go through battles while hiding her power. She needed to go all out from the start—she couldn’t afford to underestimate her opponent. 
 
    She activated her boosting perks. With the Gunnr attunement she already had a 20% boost when in battle; her Quick Steps gave her a 10% to speed, and now to that number she added her Valkyrie’s Might and Valkyrie’s Swiftness, doubling her strength and speed. 
 
    Her foe charged at her, metal chains exploding out of his shield and heading straight for her. 
 
    Nayra had already moved her Qi through her body, and as she moved she activated both {Mesmerizing Mirage} and her secondary path’s base technique, her Blazing Conduits letting her use up to two techniques at the same time. Heat rose from her skin, through the seams in her armor, creating a heat mirage around her even as her strength and dexterity soared. The effects of her True Body—Lotus Born already made it hard for people keep track of her, and with the heat mirage it made her position even more uncertain. 
 
    She dashed to the side. The chains missed her, and she pushed her Qi through her conduits, dropping her technique and preparing another. She dashed forward with her Dawn Dash and triggered her Dawnfire Immolation. She reached her foe, who was surrounded by golden fire—it surprised him, she could tell, but still he reacted. A blast of kinetic energy hit her, forcing her to stagger back as he attacked with his hammer. She used |Greater Block| and stopped his attack, then stabbed with her spear. The man raised his shield to block, but she triggered Viper’s Reach, and Er’ishi Resav bent over the shield. Her foe was good, and managed to duck so that her spear just scratched the metal of his pauldron. 
 
    She grimaced as he pushed her back. She took a step back and blocked his returning strike as her bonus switched from her strength and dexterity to her vitality and endurance. She pulled back, focusing on defense as her boosted endurance allowed her to take his hammer strikes with greater ease. The heat coming off from her Dawnfire Immolation made it hard for her opponent to get really close; she could see it in his movements. Her Greater Steel Mind let her read his movements better—a twitch here, a wince there, all telling her that his armor was heating up and that he couldn’t handle the heat for much longer. 
 
    Then he unleashed a barrage of attacks. Chains burst into existence around her from holes in the air itself. She couldn’t evade them, and so ended up tangled up and pinned in place. His hammer glowed and increased in size, a use of a skill, and then he smashed it down on top of her. 
 
    Nayra opened her mouth and unleashed her Valkyrie’s Shout. The blast hit him and made his body freeze up for a second, halting his hammer in the air. It wasn’t enough to stop the attack, only slow it down. Then she activated her Valkyrie’s Avatar of Fire, and her body burst into fire as her stats increased. She grew and the chains around her broke, her foe forced back by the heat as she pushed forward, activating her Goddess of Speed, attacking with her spear using |Greater Swipe|. A wall of chains sprung up around her target, blocking her first swipe and the follow-up stab. She activated her Dawnfire Wings and blasted off the ground. From up above him she attacked with [Dawnfire Mirage], sending an image of herself diving from up above. A moment later she triggered [Shimmering Burst], following after her image. Chains burst from the man’s body, and with wicked hooks on their ends. They ripped through her image, dispersing it, and then, unable to stop herself, she smashed into them too. They wrapped around her spear and arms, then snapped to the side, sending her tumbling to the ground. She hit hard, but with her |Greater Pain Tolerance| she barely felt it.  
 
    Her foe didn’t give her the time to respond. She rolled from the attack of his enlarged hammer, got to her knees, and raised her shield as he burst into motion and smashed it against her again. She felt the strike send a shockwave through her shield, shattering the bones in her hand and twisting her arm. Her own shield snapped back and smashed into her helmet, rocking her head back. Disoriented, she barely managed to get out of the way of his follow up. Even then, he caught her shoulder with the edge of his hammer and sent her flying. She rolled over her broken arm, her shield clinging to the broken mess that it had become. 
 
     She groaned in pain and got to her feet, and then with her [Dawn Dash] moved out of the way of his next strike. She knew that she needed to get him to the center of the clearing, to the bottom of the indent in the ground. So, she used her Great Lunge, resetting the cooldown on her [Dawnfire Mirage]. She reached for him and stabbed forward, Er’ishi Resav surrounded with dawnfire. He jumped back, and the dozen chains that were still growing out of his back slapped her spear away.  
 
    But that was fine. She beat her wings and dashed to the side, then sent another mirage image of herself at him. He knew now what it was, so he just stepped to the side, closer to the center. 
 
    Nayra felt her strength and speed dip, her thirty-second boost perks running out. It didn’t matter anymore. She had him where she wanted. Nayra used |Greater Throw|, sending her spear flying at him as a distraction. Then, with a beat of her wings, she closed the distance. He attacked with his chains even as he blocked her throw with his shield. Nayra sent a blast of dawn flames all around her as she used Dawn Stun. She saw him close his eyes and turn his head as he took the blast and was stunned for one second. It was enough. She stepped forward, closer, and focused inward as her stat boost switched for the second time to her last stat pair, to her intelligence and wisdom. The moment her wisdom soared, she triggered her second path’s fruit technique. 
 
    With a rush of sound and heat, her {Mist of the Scorching End} exploded out of her. A gush of mist exploded out of her skin, through the seams in her armor, heating up the metal on her body. If she didn’t have Heat Resistance and a few other perks that let her deal with the heat, she would’ve probably burned herself badly. 
 
    In less than a second the entire battlefield, some two dozen meters across was filled with an orange tinted mist. The Aspect of the Scorching Mist would not be what she herself would’ve chosen, but she knew that it was the right choice. It was a mist that blazed hotter than fire, tiny particles further amplified by Dawnfire that burned everything that they touched. Ryun had called the mist an aerosol, something that she knew nothing about—mist was mist to her. He said that it would allow her to control and burn an area around her if used properly. He had been right. 
 
    She heard her opponent’s scream of pain as the mist surrounded him, as it burned through the seams in his armor, as it boiled the liquid in his eyes, and as he inhaled it. His scream cut off as the mist burned his throat and his lungs from the inside. She knew that his greatest advantages were his two sensory skills, and according to Lesamitrius they were both perfect skills. One allowed him to sense changes through the air, a skill that was based on the touch sense of his skin, and the second was an eyesight-based skill. She had just blinded him, nullifying his sensory skills by burning his skin and eyes. 
 
    The mist was anchored to her position, moving with her for at least fifteen seconds, but there was no need for her to rush, she had chosen her battlefield so that it would be a surrounded by stone. If her opponent managed to survive for fifteen seconds, her mist would start to dissipate, but the area around them would keep it in place for longer. 
 
    She used her |Thermoception|, tracking the difference in heat. The entire area around her had blazed in her sense, the mist pushing everything to the same temperature, but her foe stood out. Even if she couldn’t sense him, she could hear him as he tried to run away, out of the mist. It was smart—as long as he stayed inside of it, he would be taking damage every second. 
 
    She beat her wings and jumped forward through the mist and toward her foe. She sent her armor to her storage ring and, stripping naked, she put all of her other rings and her amulet there as well. She then triggered her True Body—Lotus Born Cloud. She burst into a cloud, mingling with her Scorching Mist. She lost all senses that her body was capable of, but with her |Thermoception| she could still track things around her. She pushed a part of herself and caught her storage ring as it tumbled down. It didn’t weigh enough to stop such a thick mist from pulling it up. Her shield, on the other hand, tumbled to the ground, too large and too heavy for her to move. 
 
    She moved through the mist, pulling it in, consuming it to heal her injuries. She reached her foe—he had run, but she had chosen her battlefield for a reason. He hit a wall, likely a pillar or a boulder. There were only a few ways out of this clearing, and he was now blind. She moved down and surrounded him with her cloud, pushing through the seams in his armor, getting beneath it. She pushed through his nostrils, through his mouth and ears, and got inside of him, burning him all the way through. Through her |Thermoception| she could tell that his inner temperature was rising as she burned him from the inside, as his blood evaporated. His chains were spinning around him widely, his hammer moving through the mist, but what could he do against mist? His power was physical, and he couldn’t damage her. 
 
    He collapsed to the ground, unable to scream because she filled his lungs, burning them from the inside, not letting them contract. And then, in an instant, he was gone. For a moment she didn’t know what had happened, and then she realized that his talisman had to have activated. 
 
    She pulled herself back together, reforming her physical body, now healed as she had consumed a portion of the mist around her to fix her arm. Naked, but surrounded by mist, she put her ring back on and then equipped her armor. She walked through the mist, finding her shield and putting it on again. The anchoring for her mist ended and it started to move, dissipating slowly in the air, lifting up. 
 
    She didn’t wait for it, as she walked out of the mist and looked around. An arbiter stood nearby, the orb above him pointed at her. A moment later the echoes of the cheers from the arena reached her and she closed her eyes, taking it all in. 
 
      
 
    —————————————————————————————— 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Nayra Ornn 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  PERKS 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Twin Link (Unique) (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is linked with that of your twin, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Descent (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, jump high into the air and then descend toward a targeted area and stab your weapon into the ground, releasing a shockwave around you. Strength of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heat Resistance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is resistant to heat. Gain +20% passive heat resistance, and gain an additional +1% heat resistance for every 15 points of endurance. (Currently 34.4%) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Goddess of Speed (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your dexterity for two strikes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of the Greater Wolf (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body utilizes your endurance more efficiently. Your stamina is counted as if your endurance is 2.5 times its base. All stamina-draining costs are reduced by a factor of 2.5. +10% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thousand Cuts (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every injury you inflict that draws blood heals 20% slower and bleeds for 10% more. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Recovery (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, heal a non-lethal injury. Speed of recovery equals twice your vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Avatar of Fire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day transform into an avatar of fire, doubling your size and your total stats. Every kill you make while in this form grants you double Essence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Swiftness (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your speed for thirty seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ferry the Soul (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Create a contract with a recently departed soul. Carry it to the Ethereal Realm and provide it protection until it reaches the afterlife. Fulfillment of the contract will permanently grant you a boon in the form of one of the soul’s perks. The perk gained depends on the soul, as the soul will lose the perk it offers. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie's Shout (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a powerful shout that stuns nearby enemies. The effectiveness of the stun depends on your opponent's resistances. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per day, recover your stamina to its full. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Might (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, double your strength for thirty seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Wings (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Wings made out of dawnfire grow out of your back, allowing you flight. The wings last for a maximum of three hours, and will stay on cooldown for the same amount of time that they have been used. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire Blink (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, teleport to any place in a twenty-meter radius around you. Upon arrival at your destination, release a blast of Dawnfire that hits everything in a three-meter radius. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Call (Class Perk) 
  
       	  While in the Ethereal Realm, summon any recently departed soul to your location. The soul is not required to answer. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vaporizing Cuts (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every attack that draws blood sends a blast of heat into the wound, vaporizing a tiny portion of your opponent’s blood. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Greater Steel Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  In combat, your mind is additionally focused. Reading your opponent's movements comes easier to you. Mental attacks are 15% less effective against you. Effect depends on your intelligence stat. +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fortified Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is fortified. Your core capacity is increased by 25%. +20% to Qi speed. +10% to wisdom 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scorching Mist (6) Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using techniques, your inner temperature rises, increasing your heat resistance by 25%. When Scorching Mist Qi courses through your body, your heat-based attacks deal 20% more damage. +20% to wisdom and vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Blazing Conduits (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are developed for great bursts of Qi, and are able to handle a greater volume of Qi moving through it at the same time. You are able to unleash techniques without the need for a breathing form and are able to use up to two techniques at the same time. +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Steps (Bonus Perk) 
  
       	  You gain 10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Lotus Born Cloud (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of one untouched by impurity, of pure heart and mind. As such, your body is forged in that image. Your Cultivation is no longer affected by the impurity of Essence you use, and always grants the maximum benefit. Your movements induce dreamy forgetfulness in those who gaze upon you. The power of the effect depends on their mind resistances. Physical changes. 
    
  Your Body retains all the abilities granted by Lotus Born. Lotus Born Cloud is your truest self. Your body is soaked in Scorching Mist Qi, and you may assume the state of Scorching Mist. While active, your body becomes a cloud of Scorching Mist, giving off the Essence of the Scorching Mist, increasing the effects of your Scorching-Mist-Qi-based techniques by 20% in your immediate surroundings. While in Scorching Mist Cloud state, you gain a +80% increased resistance to physical attacks, but you also become more vulnerable to special attacks by -40%. You are immune to mental attacks, and anyone caught in your Cloud will suffer a moderate mental attack that induces forgetfulness. While the full Scorching Mist Cloud is active, you have none of your physical senses. Running out of Qi while in Cloud form will result in death. Entering into your Cloud form when surrounded by Essences related to mist will allow you to use that Essence to heal yourself. Gain +10% to wisdom and +10% to vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit Cry (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, release a cry that will increase the soul protection of everyone around you by 50% for 15 seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Lunge (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, lunge forward and reset the cooldown on one of your abilities of choice. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Valkyrie’s Mantle (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Passively gain +20% Essence from every kill you make even when Avatar of Fire isn’t active. The bonus is added to that of Avatar of Fire when it is activated. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawn Stun (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, send a blast of dawnflame all around you that will damage and stun anyone caught in it for 1 second. Time varies depending on targets resiliencies. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Battle Trance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, enter a battle trance for two minutes. You gain increased awareness of the battle around you and +20% to all stats, and your cooldowns are reduced by 20%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Death Sense (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You are able to sense the nearly departed in a radius around you. You may gain insights about the cause of their deaths. Radius depends on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Death Empowerment (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain increased stats depending on the amount of death around you. Gain +1% to all stats per recently deceased body in a radius around you. Radius depends on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lady of Battle (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, you can inspire every ally around you, increasing their strength, dexterity, endurance, and vitality by 10% for 1 hour. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Heart of Gunnr ( M ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  359 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Mirage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Shimmering Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Dawnfire Immolation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Dawn Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Ethereal Cross 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS: 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shepherd for the Souls 
  
       	  You are able to see souls. All Ethereal-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1.5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnfire 
  
       	  All fire-based powers now create dawnfire, an intense fire that is extremely hard to put out and burns more intensely during the day. All fire-based powers are 20% more effective. All special attacks deal 1% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dawnspirit 
  
       	  All dawnfire abilities gain 50% more effectiveness in the Ethereal Realm. Your soul regenerates at a 200% faster rate. Gain +10% to strength and intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gunnr 
  
       	  Your stats are increased by 20% in battle. Any person you consider an ally gains 10% to their stats while fighting with you. Your base ability cooldowns are reduced by 20%. The souls of warriors think of you as kindred. Gain +15% to strength and dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Lotus Dance ( U ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Scorching Mist (6) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Mesmerizing Mirage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Mist Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Curtain of Mist 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Final End ( M ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Mantle of Rising Mist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Scorching Blast 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Mist of the Scorching End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Spear and Buckler Mastery(9/10) 
  
       	  Block >> Greater Block (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heat Sense >> Greater Heat Sense >> Thermoception (9/10) 
  
       	  Swipe >> Greater Swipe (5/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Pain Tolerance >> Greater Pain Tolerance (4/10) 
  
       	  Throw >> Greater Throw (9/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1630 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  1104 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  431 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  383 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  651 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  641 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path of the Lotus Dance Techniques 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mesmerizing Mirage 
  
       	  While using this technique, you are surrounded by a heat mirage that confuses and mesmerizes your opponents. The power of the mental effect is equal to 2.3x (2x) your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mist Burst 
  
       	  Activating this technique sends you forward and unleashes a burst of scorching mist all around you. The speed of your movement is equal to 2.3x (2x) your dexterity, and the power of the scorching mist equal to 2.3x (2x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Curtain of Mist 
  
       	  Activating this technique releases scorching steam from your body that condenses into petal-like forms orbiting you. You can unleash them in any direction. They explode with the power of the scorching mist on impact, dealing  2.3x (2x) wisdom damage each. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path of the Final End Techniques 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mantle of the Rising Mists 
  
       	  Increase your stat pairs, starting with strength/dexterity by up to 46% (40%) of their total. After ten seconds, all stat bonuses will switch to the next pair, increasing that pair by 46% (40%) and adding the bonus stats from the previous pair. Ten seconds later, all the bonus stats given by this technique on the second stat pair will switch to the last pair, repeating the process. Ten seconds later, all three combined stat bonuses will switch back to the first pair with no more increases. From this point on, the bonus will move from one pair to the next every ten seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scorching Blast 
  
       	  Send out a concentrated blast of Scorching Mist Qi out of your body, dealing variable heat energy damage depending on your wisdom, the amount of technique channeling, and the amount of Qi used. Base damage equals 6.9x (6x) your wisdom. The blast superheats the area it passes through, dealing one-quarter of the resultant total heat damage per second over the next four seconds to anything in the area. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mist of the Scorching End 
  
       	  Unleash a sphere of Scorching Mist in one giant wave, filling the area around you. The mist will remain anchored to your position for 15 seconds, after which it will start to dissipate at a natural rate. The mist deals heat damage equivalent to 11.5x (10x) your wisdom per second to anything within the mist. The damage can be increased up to an extra 100% by charging the technique for up to five seconds, with each second adding another 20% damage. Leaving the mist will stop the damage being dealt; marked targets will suffer quarter damage over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 53 – PRESENT - Nayra 
 
    The Top Fighters 
 
      
 
    The battle that was taking place on the screen was holding all of Nayra’s attention. She even tuned out Anrosh narrating the fight to Ryun as she watched. Lesamitrius’ battle was incredibly captivating. She had sparred and trained with him for a while now, but she hadn’t ever seen him really fight for real. His style was completely different than anything she had seen before. He had his scimitar in his hand, ready to be used if his opponent managed to close the distance, but that wasn’t his main offensive tool. His path was the Path of the Green Rain, and with it he could call down a rain of acid. She watched as the ground itself sizzled and melted from the green rain that poured down on both him and his opponent. 
 
    Sadly, it didn’t look like Lesamitrius was doing much damage. His Qi was powerful, but his opponent was defense oriented. Her armor was sizzling, even melting in places, but not quickly enough, and Lesamitrius was having trouble keeping out of her range. She had caught him once, and while he had managed to get away by sending a stream of acid from his mouth directly at her face, she had somehow managed to heal the damage he had done and nearly break him. Instead, her mace had smashed into a boulder and pulverized it. 
 
    Lesamitrius used his sword from a distance, since aside from being a weapon, it was also a focus for his Qi. He sent bolts of concentrated acid at her from a distance. His opponent knew better than to let them hit; the acid that fell all around them had already weakened her armor and it made all of his other acid attacks stronger. She had taken a few of those bolts on her shield before, which was how she had lost it. Lesamitrius’ attacks had eaten through, forcing her to abandon it. 
 
    The battle was a race to see if Lesamitrius would manage to stay ahead of her or if she would manage to catch him before his acid ate through her defenses. She had to be burning through her resources and perks quickly to have been able to resist the acid effects for so long. 
 
    The match continued, with Lesamitrius continuing to stay one step ahead. His opponent had tried to get out of the range of his rain a few times, but Lesamitrius was faster—all he had to do was follow and she would remain in the rain. She could resist for a long time, but she had to know that the only way she could win was to reach him and defeat him before his acid prevailed. 
 
    With a burst of speed, the armored woman flew through the air, straight at Lesamitrius. It surprised him; he didn’t manage to move out of the way fast enough. Nayra watched a quick exchange with their weapons. Lesamitrius was weaker than his opponent and got pushed back. Then he swiped with his sword and all the acid on the ground around them, brought there by the acid rain, moved. The liquid shifted like a river and smashed into the woman’s side. She went tumbling, and Lesamitrius followed. 
 
    Too late, he saw the trap. As he prepared to end the fight, his opponent gestured with her hand. Nayra didn’t quite catch what happened, but there was a blast of force that sent the acid rain flying away from them, clearing the air and creating a dome that was safe from the rain. Then Lesamitrius’ body was blown back. He flashed with light midair, losing the match. 
 
    An hour later, Nayra stood in front of the infirmary watching as Lesamitrius walked out of it, healed. 
 
    He looked at the ground, but his body was turned in Ryun’s direction. 
 
    “Sect Head.” He bowed over his hands. “Forgiveness. I’ve failed.” 
 
    Nayra glanced at Ryun, trying to see what he was thinking. She didn’t have to wonder for long. 
 
    “You’ve done well, Lesamitrius. Our sect has shown great quality. All of us who joined the tournament have managed to qualify. That is more than enough.” 
 
    Nayra could see that Lesamitrius wasn’t convinced, but there was nothing that he could really say. Lesamitrius was sect-grown; he couldn’t even imagine talking back to his Sect Head. He looked ashamed, and perhaps even frustrated. 
 
    “You’ve done our sect proud,” Ryun said, then turned to look at Nayra. “Both of you.” 
 
    Nayra shrugged uncomfortably. She had reached the top thirty-two fighters in her category, an achievement for sure. She knew that she had one of the best educations one could possibly have. She didn’t dismiss the power that she now held because of it—she had disagreed with the direction her own life should take. She wasn’t accustomed to being praised; she didn’t know what to say. 
 
    And praise seemed to be the last thing that Lesamitrius wanted now. 
 
    Thankfully for them, Ryun wasn’t the most observant person around. He turned, and all of them followed him back to their compound in silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nayra closed her eyes as the teleportation platform sent her into the arena. It had been a week since her last match, and it was time for her next one. She had prepared as much as she could, but she knew that her most powerful cards had been shown to everyone, while she knew little about her opponent. He hadn’t been one of the people who anyone had really expected to qualify, and Lesamitrius had been too busy preparing for his own match to learn more. Anrosh had sent people to watch all the matches, but her opponent hadn’t shown that much in his match, having won quickly and easily. The only thing that Nayra knew about him was that he was a drake and that he fought with his claws. 
 
    She appeared in the arena, her spear and shield in her hands, ready for battle. 
 
    The arbiter stood nearby, and again asked if she was ready. She nodded and readied herself as another voice echoed through the arena. 
 
    “Nayra Ornn, Sect Leader of the Twilight Melody Sect, versus Basthec Fusescorch of the Scorch Hunting Guild. You may begin!” 
 
    Nayra jumped forward, moving quickly. She knew that her opponent would probably expect for her to search for a good battlefield, so she decided to do the opposite. 
 
    She activated her Dawnfire Wings and took to the sky. She flew above the stone pillars, but still near them enough that she wouldn’t be visible from a great distance. She used them for cover as she searched for her opponent. Finally, she saw him in the distance, running over the ground. She banked in the air, moving Qi through her body. She activated her {Mantle of the Rising Mists} and prepared her {Curtain of Mist Petals}. She felt her strength and dexterity rise with her technique and she triggered her boosting perks—Valkyrie’s Swiftness, Valkyrie’s Avatar of Fire, and Valkyrie’s Might. She beat her wings and blasted through the air. 
 
    In moments the form of her foe grew larger in her vision and she activated her {Curtain of Mist Petals}, causing mist to fly out of her forming petals that shot down with her spear. 
 
    Her opponent dodged, his body twisting out of the way in a manner that looked unnatural. Her spear and petals hit stone, the mist Qi exploding and blowing holes in the ground, sending debris flying everywhere. She raised her head and saw that a few of her petals had gotten her opponent. Blood was flowing down his arm, his armor having been blown away. Before she could react, his armor shifted and repaired itself, and cracks that resembled the breaking of bone and tearing of flesh came from his back. She followed as he jumped back, attacking with |Swipe| in front of her. Wings like those of a large bat sprang from his back and with one mighty beat he blew her back and got out of the range of her attack. The second beat put him into the air, and he flew up above the stone pillars. She jumped after him, beating her wings made out of fire, blasting through the air. She exploded above a pillar and looked around, searching for her opponent. 
 
    She found him quickly; he wasn’t even trying to hide. He was floating in the air with his lips pulled in an expression that showed all of his teeth. 
 
    She pulled her Qi readying another technique when her opponent did something that she didn’t expect—he spoke. 
 
    “That was so awesome!” he said, and she blinked, taken off guard. “The way you came down like whoosh, and then boom! Didn’t even see you until it was almost too late! I nearly lost the match right then and there!” 
 
    Nayra blinked, her body still shrouded in golden fire, and watched her opponent as he made gestures with his hands, miming something swooping down followed by an explosion. 
 
    “Uh…” Nayra said uncertainly. “Thanks?” None of her opponents had spoken to her, in any of her matches. It was to be expected. They weren’t there to talk, they were there to fight. 
 
    “I’ve got to learn how to do that,” he mused, mostly to himself. 
 
    “Uh…” Nayra wasn’t quite sure what to do, so she hefted her spear and got ready. 
 
    “Ah, right! Fight,” her foe said. “I’ve been looking forward to this for the entire week, ever since I learned you were my opponent.” 
 
    “You have?” Nayra said before she could stop herself, then grimaced and decided that she needed to cover up her slip. “Actually, I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    It was a bit of a lie—she knew his name and some basic things about him, but not much else. 
 
    “What? I am Basthec Fusescorch! The man who will be the greatest Monster Hunter in the Infinite Realm!” 
 
    Nayra shook her head. “Okaaay, enough talk,” she said and activated her [Shimmering Burst]. She flew straight at him, her body shimmering. She then sent a [Dawnfire Mirage] ahead of herself, then banked hard to the side. Basthec’s armor shifted, and a tendril grew out of it, snapping forward to block her mirage’s spear. It passed through it, the dawnfire burning it slightly. He realized that it was an illusion, but she already had her opening. She used [Dawn Dash] and closed the distance from his side. She stabbed with her spear, he blocked with one arm, pushing her spear off course—but she triggered her awakened weapon’s ability, and it twisted around it and stabbed into his shoulder. 
 
    He grimaced, but then his body rippled, and webs shot out of his hands, snaring her. A moment later his wings beat and he swooped down toward the ground, pulling her down with him. The webs were burning up in her fire, but it was enough to disorient her. She got free before they reached the ground, and she beat her wings to reorient herself. Basthec turned midair, his tail rippling and changing. It split into sections, now resembling something like a scorpion’s tail with a vicious stinger at the end. 
 
    Nayra was still falling, and he lashed out with his tail. She moved her shield in the way and used |Block|, taking the hit on it, then triggered her [Dawnfire Immolation] and opened her mouth, releasing a Valkyrie’s Shout. Her attack stunned him visibly, his wings freezing up, letting Nayra catch up and stab with her spear. 
 
    The tip of Er’ishi Resav punched through and into his chest, but then his armor rippled, and her attack was thrown aside. Her momentum still carried her forward, however, and she smashed into him, dawnfire burning him. His scales rippled, becoming darker and larger, and she saw that her fire no longer burned him. She realized that he had to be some kind of a shifter, someone who could take on the properties of different monsters. 
 
    They smashed into the ground, the force of the impact separating them. She rolled across the ground and then quickly stood up, her |Greater Pain Tolerance| making her able to ignore her injuries. 
 
    “Ha ha ha!” Basthec yelled out. Nayra raised her eyes and saw him charging at her. “That was awesome!” 
 
    She didn’t have the time to answer before his claws extended and became sharper. A moment later he was close enough to attack, and she was forced to defend. 
 
    She blocked or deflected claws that could rend her armor and flesh apart, the heat of her fire no longer affecting him. It had to be his scales; somehow, he had shifted them to a fire-resistant variant. She did not enjoy being put on the back foot, and she knew that she couldn’t let it continue. The moment she surrendered the initiative, she was going to lose. Her stat boost was now on her secondary pair, her endurance and vitality, which made it easier to defend—but then the boost switched, and she immediately triggered another technique.  
 
    She stabbed forward, then turned to the side and with a beat of her wings and {Mist Burst} she dashed forward, away from her foe. A blast of Scorching Mist exploded out of her, through her skin and the dawnfire surrounding it. The fire that clung to her skin was blown away with the mist, sending a blazing and expanding cloud of dawnfire and mist all around her. It obscured her opponent’s sight and allowed her a moment to get to the sky again, but it didn’t give her as much time as she had hoped. He blasted out of the dawnfire mist and flew after her. 
 
    He had to have some pretty high fire and heat resistances to be able to handle that without burning up. It meant that her hardest hitting cards were useless against him.  
 
    “Here I come!” Basthec roared as he flew through the air. 
 
    Nayra banked between two pillars, then glanced behind her to see him following close behind. “Why are you announcing your attacks!?” 
 
    “Because it’s fun!” he said as he swiped at her with his claws. Nayra kicked his hand away and then pulled her wings close, shut her avatar off, and flew through a gap in-between two pillars. She heard a smash and a curse from behind her and smiled. She was smaller than him, and the gap was just wide enough for her to pass through. She spread her wings and spun in air to look behind her. Basthec was falling to the ground, one of his wings broken. 
 
    She blasted after him, her spear ready, and Qi moving through her conduits. She reached him and attacked, {Mesmerizing Mirage} making her movements hard to follow and her {Mist of the Scorching End} ready. She stabbed with Er’ishi—her foe managed to move her spear off target, but she still hit his flesh, stabbing through his leg. Then she activated her fruit technique. The mist exploded out of her, filling the sphere around her with the Aspect of the Scorching Mist. She knew that the heat was unlikely to harm someone with his resistances, but at least it would take care of some of his senses. Her spear was wrenched out of her hand and something smashed into her, sending her tumbling to the floor. She realized too late that her |Thermoception| had a hard time tracking him. Whatever gave him his resistance also regulated his temperature, and it was nearly the same as that of her mist now. 
 
    She had hoped to try and suffocate him with her Cloud form, but if she couldn’t see him with her heat sense, then she would have no way of knowing where to move when robbed of her other senses. As she tried to figure out what to do, she heard his voice through the mist. 
 
    “It’s too bad you’re fire focused. I have so many fire-based attacks that I could’ve shown you.” 
 
    Nayra grimaced at that—it meant that he was like her, possessing mostly fire-based attacks. It explained why he could handle her own, and it also meant that both of them were at a disadvantage, unable to use their most powerful attacks. She didn’t answer his words, but instead moved. She dashed through the mist, and using her [Dawnfire Mirage] she sent an image of herself forward through the orange-tinted mist at the location where he had been last. She didn’t follow after it, but instead watched and listened carefully. 
 
    Then, she saw a shadow of a movement and heard steps on the ground, the whistle of claws passing through the air. She smiled as she heard Basthec’s voice. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    With Dawnfire Blink, she reached him in an instant. He had mistaken her image for her and attacked it, which meant that he, too, had trouble seeing well in her mist. She arrived next to him in a blast of dawnfire that blew the mist away from their position. She stabbed her spear and glazed his neck, spilling blood, and immediately followed up with her shield. The blade attached to the bottom of it caught his forearm, slicing through armor and scale. 
 
    He beat his one still functional wing and then smashed it on her shoulder, making her stumble. A moment later his claw rent through her helmet and cut through her eye and cheek, glancing off her teeth and breaking her jaw in the process. The pain nearly overwhelmed her, but as he pressed his advantage she turned into her Cloud form, her armor going into her ring in less than a second. The mist that had been blasted away surged back in, since the technique’s anchor was still active. She pulled the mist in and healed herself as her shield and spear tumbled to the ground, her storage ring floating in the middle of her form. She surged forward, intent on trying to get inside of his lungs and suffocate him if she couldn’t burn him, but then suddenly she could feel only pain. 
 
    It was so unexpected and intense that she immediately turned her Cloud form off. She reformed and tumbled to the ground, naked, her muscles twitching. The mist around her was surrounded by flashes of bright blue lightning. Before she hit the ground something smashed into her, tackling and carrying her out of her mist that had started to dissipate anyway. She hit something with her back, hard, and felt her spine crack. She tasted blood in her mouth, and she tried to use a perk, ability, technique—anything—but was unable. Her body was twitching from the shock, still, and the only thing she could see was her foe above her, his claws extended and sharp looking. 
 
    “That was a good fight,” Basthec said. “Maybe we can do it again sometime?” 
 
    Then his claws came down and everything went black.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Ereclaw 
 
      
 
    The smell of two-legs had stopped bothering him a long time ago. But there were times when he missed the smells of the forest. It saddened him that he could never return to the simple life that he’d had in the past—hunting with his pack, sleeping in the burrows, living a life that was simple. He did not regret his decision, but he did miss his old life at times. He had wanted power, and that he had gotten, yet he still felt like an outsider, and a bit lost. Ereclaw no longer fit with the monsters and he did not fit with the rest. In a way, he wasn’t much different from the two-legs. He talked like them, he wore clothes like them, but while he did in some ways think like them—a big part of him was still a wolf. 
 
    He had walked through the streets of the city, as he often did, surrounded by people, and had barely been spared a glance. The walks were his way of trying to learn more about the two-legs, to learn how to adapt to their world. With his change he no longer had a name and tier visible above his head, the qualifier for being a monster; but a monster was just a classification by the Framework, and Ereclaw had started to suspect that there were reasons as to why things were like that. He couldn’t fathom them, not yet, but perhaps in time he would. 
 
    Now, he made his way through the Twilight Melody Sect Compound, the warriors and attendants moving out of his way. He was the contracted beast of their Sect Head, and that meant that, under their complicated law, he had the same standing as Ryun. He passed by them without acknowledging them, mostly because he was still not comfortable enough with them to do anything. 
 
    He found Ryun inside the main building, in a small room that he had turned into a place for meditation. He entered and knelt in a corner next to him, waiting. Ryun already knew that he was there, of course, so there was no need for him to announce himself. 
 
    A few minutes later, Ryun sighed and his whole body relaxed. He opened his eyes and glanced in Ereclaw’s direction. 
 
    “I think I was close to evolving my |Mind Shield|, but…I don’t think that I can manage it without a quest if I don’t have someone mentally attacking me,” Ryun said. 
 
    “You could find someone to train with you,” Ereclaw suggested. 
 
    Ryun grimaced and waved his hand. “Everything here costs Essence. I could find someone, sure, but they would require a payment for their service.” 
 
    Ereclaw raised one of his eyebrows. “And you don’t want to spend Essence?” 
 
    “I don’t. The Grand Auction will be soon, and I need everything that I have.” 
 
    “Hrr,” Ereclaw growled low in his throat. It wasn’t like he cared one way or the other. 
 
    Still, he had come to see him for a reason. It might not be obvious to the others, but something was bothering Ryun. He had been different ever since he had met with the other Ranker of his world. Well, perhaps Anrosh could tell, but from what Ereclaw had seen she had decided to deal with it by letting Ryun have space. Ereclaw didn’t care much about two-legs, but Ryun and he had an understanding. He didn’t know if he could help, or even merely understand anything about what Ryun was feeling, but he figured that he should at least try. Ryun could not afford to be distracted so close to the tournament matches. 
 
    Ereclaw narrowed his eyes on him, and then just spoke, as directly as he could. “You are bothered by something.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, then tilted his head at him. “I am,” he said, unsurprisingly. Ryun never lied, and he rarely had the time for avoiding topics. “It is that noticeable?” 
 
    Ereclaw shrugged. “I am a wolf; I notice more than most.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. It was one of the things that Ereclaw liked the most about him. He was direct, and didn’t waste words in the same manner that the other two-legs often did. “It is about the other Ranker?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    Ryun hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. “It is,” he said, looking down on his hands, closing them into fists. “It…made me remember things.” 
 
    Ereclaw rumbled deep in his throat. “You smelled of blood and death when we met. The blood of thousands.” 
 
    “Yes…” Ryun whispered, his face turning hard, almost angry. “I was…angry for what I lost, and I slaughtered all in my way. I do not regret the past—it is pointless, and I try not to dwell on it—but I understand that some of those whom I killed and those who died as a result of my actions were innocent. When I saw him, Zach, I remembered our past. The times when we fought, when he screamed in my face and I didn’t care. I…I killed his family, or so he said.” 
 
    “You don’t remember that?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “I remember the city where they lived, I remember killing people in it. But…the faces…they all blur together in my mind; the sounds are just noise in my head. I had to have done it, yet I do not remember. I feel as if that is…wrong, somehow? That I don’t remember the faces of all I’ve killed.” 
 
    Ereclaw didn’t understand two-legs, but Ryun had never been much like other two-legs. He didn’t think like them—he thought more like Ereclaw. It was why their contract had been so easy for them both. 
 
    “Remembering the prey you hunted is a way to honor them,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said. “And I don’t remember. It feels disrespectful, not that they would want my respect in the first place. But this is not about them, it is about me. Zach hates me, and for good reason. I took everything from him.” 
 
    “You don’t feel guilty?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    “No,” Ryun said. “In some ways, that is wrong. Some would even say evil. But…the past is the past, and cannot change it. All actions have consequences, and the actions of all those on Earth led to this conclusion. I can own that.” 
 
    “But?” Ereclaw pressed. 
 
    “But.” Ryun sighed. “We were friends once. He had been my only friend, really. It was…difficult to see the hate in his eyes. Before, I didn’t care about it. I wasn’t prepared for how it would feel—meeting him again, I mean.” 
 
    “I cannot understand that, and I cannot help you with it. My pack had abandoned me because I am too strange for them now. I am alone, aside from you. I don’t know about him, about your past, about feelings. But I understand you. You and I seek to grow stronger; I wish to witness great and interesting things, to hunt those who are powerful. What others feel about me is of no concern to me. I cannot change how they feel.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes and a sad smile appeared on his face. “You are right in that I don’t think there is anything I can do to change things. Even if I tried, nothing would ever be enough, and if I am honest with myself, I wouldn’t even want to try. I am sad for the loss someone who was my friend once suffered, but…I do not regret what happened on Earth. Regardless of how he feels about me, Earth has made him strong.” 
 
    Ereclaw nodded. Strength was something he understood. “The weak perish, and the strong survive and thrive.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “Thank you for the talk, Ereclaw. My path isn’t in the past, it is in the present and in the future. All the way to the end of all things.” 
 
    “Of course, Ryun. We are a pack, our fates linked. I will be by your side until the end.” 
 
    Ryun opened his eyes and they looked at each other for a long moment. They didn’t need many words; they didn’t need conversations such as this. They understood what the other sought. 
 
    Then Ereclaw blinked as a notification appeared in the corner of his eye. He had gained a new contract perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Void Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You can draw upon your contracted partner’s power. Once per day, you may erase all of your presence from the Real Realm, moving without sound, unseen, and without disturbing any of the Real Realm’s forces.  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ereclaw grinned—a good perk for him. He had some stealth perks already, but this one would improve his stealth by a large margin. He glanced at Ryun, and saw his eyes moving, reading something in front of his eyes. 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “That is interesting. It might come in handy with my cutting skill.” 
 
    He had gotten a perk as well. The two of them didn’t receive the same perks, not always, and so far they shared only their Send Thought perk. With a wave of his hand, Ryun made his perk visible. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Wolf Claws (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You can draw upon your contracted partner’s power. Once per day, you may summon crystallized blood-claws on your hands. The claws’ durability depends on your contracted partner’s power. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Just after Ereclaw read through the window, it disappeared, and Ryun tilted his head. “We are about to have a visitor.” 
 
    Ereclaw strained his ears, hearing a hurried run that he recognized. A few moments later, Lesamitrius entered their room.  
 
    “Forgiveness, Sect Head, but the… Ah, I—we have a…” 
 
    “I know, Lesamitrius,” Ryun interrupted the nearly babbling ravzor. “Zenker is here.” 
 
    Ereclaw blinked. He had heard the name, but one two-legs was the same as any other. He stood up and walked out of the room. This was of no concern to him. Perhaps he should try to practice with his new perk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked out of the building, Lesamitrius just behind him, trying to keep up. He could sense the nervousness in Lesamitrius with every step he took. His sense also told him exactly what was happening outside. All of his people had bowed deeply to the drake, even more so than what they did for him. Granted, Ryun didn’t particularly care for it, as long as they showed respect. What they did for Zenker, though, was a lot more. 
 
    He didn’t mind. He had learned exactly who the drake was in his time here, not that he hadn’t already known plenty. His reading his screens had been enough to tell him just who he had met. Ryun paused in front of the building, letting the drake walk up to him. Lesamitrius took his position next to Ryun, looking and standing uncomfortably. 
 
    Once the drake was close enough, he grinned at Ryun and inclined his head—less than what Ryun usually get, but more than Ryun probably deserved from someone like him. Ryun returned the gesture with the exact same motion. 
 
    “Zenker,” Ryun greeted him simply, their one conversation making him feel safe with just using his name. 
 
    “Sect Head,” Zenker greeted back, though the tone of his voice was relaxed. “I see you’ve taken my advice.” 
 
    Next to Ryun, Lesamitrius nearly fainted. Hearing his Sect Head speak in such manner to someone like Zenker was probably too much for the man, and the fact that what he just heard meant that Ryun and Zenker knew each other was nearly pushing him over the edge. 
 
    “I have, on both counts.” Ryun nodded. “I had been planning on coming to see you, to thank you for the hint.” 
 
    Zenker tilted his head at that. “I’ve wondered why you haven’t come to me.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to be a bother during the tournament. You seemed to have a lot of work,” Ryun said, though if he was being honest, he just didn’t know what to say to him. 
 
    “You’ve done well by qualifying. It’s never happened before, you know, for a Ranker to qualify for the High Division during the first tournament after their arrival to the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    Ryun hadn’t known that, but he had suspected. His rate of growth was not the norm. 
 
    Zenker glanced around, seeing all of the Twilight Melody Sect people looking and listening to them intently. Ryun’s sense had told him that everyone else had found their way out of the building, too. Nayra and Anrosh stood behind him with Daria, both nearly in the same state as Lesamitrius. Zenker coughed, clearing his throat, and then gestured to the side where Ryun’s people had set up tables and benches. “Could we talk in private?” 
 
    Ryun nodded and led the way there. Once they had taken their seats at one of the tables, Ryun opened his mouth to offer to close the space off with his Void walls, but Zenker twisted a ring on his finger and suddenly the area around them became blurry and the sound cut off. 
 
    “There, no one should be able to listen in now,” Zenker said. 
 
    “So, you did come here for a reason,” Ryun commented. “I wondered.” 
 
    Zenker gave him a grin. “Not really a reason. More like I drew the short straw.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, not understanding. 
 
    Zenker sighed and waved his hand. “Let us just say that I am here to have…a talk.” 
 
    “What kind of a talk?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Well, I am here representing a small group of people like me,” Zenker started slowly. Ryun could imagine what a group of people like him meant. “We are…I guess we make sure that things don’t get too out of hand in the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. He had wondered about what the powerful people in the Infinite Realm did all the time. “And you—they—want to have a talk with me?” 
 
    “Not really a talk. We are always on the lookout for talented people. Those who we think could go far. I am just supposed to let you know a few things.” 
 
    “Things like what?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Things like don’t go around causing great wars and don’t go on indiscriminate rampages. This we say to everyone who approaches the power of High Rankers. For you, though, we have extra.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. So, it seemed like there were some people who watched over everyone and tried to make sure that civilization endured. “What kind of extra?” 
 
    “The pilfering kind, of course. As long as you don’t go mad, you’re good. We don’t put down pilferers just because that’s what they are. Taking power from your foes is one thing—manufacturing situations or pilfering everyone in your way is something else, and not something that we can allow.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “I don’t have any plans to go mad with my thirst for power.” 
 
    “Good,” Zenker said. “Next, I want you to know that we—well, mostly me—can offer you a lot, as long as you…make yourself available when we need you. Resources, access, secrets.” 
 
    Ryun looked at the drake for a long few moments. “That sounds a little vague,” he said finally. 
 
    Zenker sighed. “And it will remain so, for the time being, at least.” 
 
    Ryun wasn’t sure what all of this was about. Suddenly being sought by people who were at the top of the Infinite Realm did not seem all that coincidental. 
 
    “This is not the first such offer I have received,” Ryun said slowly, trying to see if perhaps he could learn more. 
 
    Zenker frowned. “Someone gave you a similar offer?” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “Yes, Selia…Jhan? The Spear of Sorrows. She invited me to a party and offered to make my sect a subordinate of Zenshuen, whereas one of the sects that I had taken over had been a subordinate of their subordinate. I thought that was the reason why we were invited, but when I refused the offer, she gave another, more personal one. To sponsor me.” 
 
    Zenker blinked at that, and then rolled his eyes. “No one tells me anything,” he grumbled. “If they had already given the task to Selia, they could’ve saved me the hassle.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, surprised. “She is part of your…group?” 
 
    Zenker shrugged. “She joined recently, or she should have. Not that I have much time to pay attention with the tournament. Still, I guess it makes sense. If her sect had connections to yours, they would have asked her to reach out to you.” 
 
    “So, I am guessing that this offer is not something that I can refuse?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Zenker waved his hand. “You can refuse, of course, and as long as you don’t break the rules, we will leave you alone. I wish that you wouldn’t refuse, though, as we really can offer you a lot. And…we need people like you if we are to keep this world safe.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Why come to me now? I’ve been at the tournament for months.” 
 
    Zenker met Ryun’s eyes. “We wanted to see how you and the other Earth Ranker would react when you met.” 
 
    Ryun hadn’t expected that answer, but it did make sense in a twisted, Infinite Realm kind of logic. If they had resorted to violence, to trying to kill each other despite all the rules of the tournament… Well, Ryun didn’t think that they would’ve been allowed to fight for long. 
 
    “So, you know about him.” 
 
    “We keep an eye on all promising individuals,” Zenker told him. 
 
    A half-smile appeared on Ryun’s face. Of course they had recognized Zach’s strength. 
 
    “So, I should just accept Selia’s offer?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Do what you want.” Zenker shrugged. “But at least give her a chance.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. He had gotten another invitation from her, this one to a restaurant in the Tournament City, a public place. He was yet to reply, but perhaps he should at least hear her out. Although, if Zenker wouldn’t go in specifics, perhaps he wouldn’t get anything from her too. Still, he would give her a chance. 
 
    “Well, that was all I came here to say,” Zenker said, and stood up. 
 
    “Zenker,” Ryun said as the drake reached for his ring.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I have an…issue, and I was wondering if perhaps you could point me in the right direction?” 
 
    “What kind of an issue?” the drake asked, apparently intrigued. 
 
    Ryun met his eyes and spoke. “What do you know about soul damage?”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 54 – PRESENT - Anrosh 
 
    Playing Dress-up, Again 
 
      
 
    Anrosh looked Ryun over, trying not to lose her temper at him. He was in the process of getting dressed for his dinner with the High Ranker—the Spear of Sorrow—and she was guiding the attendants in their task of wrangling him into cleaning up to look like something approaching respectful. She didn’t know when she had become responsible for him, but thankfully she had plenty of experience with these types of things from the time when Kri had been younger. It almost made her laugh just how similar the experience of trying to get a child to dress up was to having Ryun do the same thing.  
 
    Nayra was sitting in one corner, looking at what was happening with wide eyes. She hadn’t been present for the other times when Anrosh had to deal with this side of Ryun. 
 
    Seeing her so engrossed with what was happening, looking only slightly horrified, made Anrosh smile. She had been down ever since she had lost her match. Anrosh understood that, but Nayra had nothing to really feel down about—she had qualified for the tournament, and had ranked as one of the top thirty-two. That was no small feat. Regardless, everyone had been giving her time and space, both her and Lesamitrius. Her reward for the tournament was significant as well—two hundred and fifty thousand Celestial Essence. It was a fortune, and Anrosh for one hoped that Nayra realized she hadn’t failed. 
 
    Anrosh gestured at one of the attendants holding scissors and the woman swallowed in fear, but then approached. Ryun met her eyes, then scowled at the scissors in her hand, making the woman freeze just a few steps away from him. 
 
    Anrosh sighed and walked up, took the scissors from her hands and turned her own glare on him. 
 
    “My hair is fine,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Your hair is not fine,” Anrosh shot back. 
 
    He scowled at her with an incredulous look on his face. “I don’t even know how you convinced me that I need to…clean up,” Ryun grumbled. 
 
    He was sitting on a chair in the center of the room, his torso bare, the Void slowly leaking from the cracks in his skin. She approached and brandished her scissors at him. Ryun leaned back, glaring at them and her. 
 
    “Don’t be a child,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    “I like having a beard,” Ryun told her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll just…trim it, I guess, and your hair, too. You can’t go to meet a High Ranker looking like this.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, and Anrosh started working on his beard, not letting him grumble more about it. 
 
    A few minutes later she finished and stepped back, then grabbed his chin and moved his head left and right, looking down on him. “I guess this is acceptable,” she said with a sigh. She had trimmed his beard close to his face and cut his hair so that it was chin-length again. He still looked wild, but at least he was a cleaned-up wild now. 
 
    Ryun’s glare didn’t lessen at all, but by now she knew him well enough to know that it meant nothing, at least not when it was turned toward her. In any case, Ryun didn’t glare at those he wanted to kill, he barely even looked at them. She had seen him give his enemies enough of his indifferent looks to recognize when, exactly, he was dangerous. 
 
    She nodded and walked a few steps back, gesturing at the attendants to clean him up. Brushes pushed hair off his shoulders and wet towels cleaned up the rest. They then tried to coax him into the bath, but unfortunately, that ended up being Ryun’s limit. His Qi blazed through his body and then he triggered his technique. A tiny version of his {Staggered End} whiffed out of his skin. It was an impressive demonstration of control. Most people couldn’t control their techniques in that way, lowering their output. The attendants jumped back in fear as the Void disintegrated his clothes and everything else that was in contact with his skin, including the chair he was sitting on. She knew that he could control enough of his Qi to push it out and manifest the effect on the outside of his clothes. He had been wearing the trousers from one of the outfits she’d gotten for him. 
 
    “Really,” she told him. “Even Kri knows better than do something so petty.” 
 
    He had the audacity to grin at her. On the other side of the room, Nayra had turned her head away, trying not to look at him standing there naked in the center of the room. The attendants did the same, or at least pretended to. She narrowed her eyes at them when they cast glances at his bare body. 
 
    Anrosh sighed again and wondered when she had gotten so comfortable with him. She shook her head and told the attendants to bring out his outfit. One of them opened a small ornate chest that had been placed in the corner of the room, and started pulling out pieces of clothing. 
 
    They started to dress him as he looked extremely uncomfortable. She tried to hide her grin—the outfit came with an equip function, but seeing him squirm as others dressed him felt like a good enough form of payback. It was his own fault for not wanting to learn how to dress properly. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Ryun grumbled as two attendants fastened a sash across his dark violet robe. “A simple battle robe should suffice. I am not…this,” he said, gesturing at the fancy outfit. 
 
    Anrosh rolled her eyes. She had nearly strangled him when he mentioned that he planned to accept the dinner invitation from a High Ranker. They had been completely unprepared for that. The clothes that she had purchased for him were completely inadequate for something like this, and he most certainly couldn’t go in the outfit that he’d worn to the party. Thankfully, he had told her early enough that she had been able to get a custom order for an outfit. It had required her squeezing Essence from him, but in the end, she felt that it was worth it. 
 
    His outfit was spun from soft Essence Spider silk, tinged with the Essence of the Void. It was a Legendary set that, when worn together, increased his Void draw-in rate by 5%. It was capable of surviving up to the fifth tier of the Void plane and also gave a modest boost to wisdom. It had cost them a fortune, nearly one hundred and fifty thousand Celestial Essence—that much because of the rarity of the silk, and the fact that it did a specific and niche thing. When looking at the whole of the Infinite Realm, there were few Void users overall. Ryun had grumbled at the price, but in the end, he had paid it. Anrosh knew that it was worth it. Nice materials weren’t everything that made a good outfit; how it fit its wearer mattered just as much. A Sect Head wearing such quality clothes that matched his aspect? Well, that signaled prestige all on its own. 
 
    The outfit was in classic sect style. On his feet he had soft, black silk shoes, and black silk trousers that were bound by violet bands all the way up to his knees—leaving the trousers wider and looser around his upper thighs. A black sash tightened his violet upper robe, and his hands, similar to his knees, were bound with black bands of silk around his forearms. The outfit had equip and restricted—which prevented its Void-tinged strands from damaging anything that it touched. It gave Ryun a clean and dignified look. 
 
    It was too bad that his face ruined the illusion. His unruly hair, coupled with the cracks over his eyes that leaked Void, made him look intimidating, though that was only proper for a Sect Head.  
 
    But it was her job to make sure that he represented their sect well, something that Ryun was not capable of doing. He was powerful, and that brought a lot to the sect, but actually leading it had fallen down on her. She had spent days locked up with Lesamitrius and Riodan, learning more about the core, about sects, about the ways in which they needed to act. With Lesamitrius and Riodan, she had started the foundation of an information network. Lesamitrius had made connections with a few other smaller sects scattered around the core, those that had been interested in the Twilight Melody Sect after everyone had learned who Ryun was and seen him in the tournament. She had even granted them a budget, which was an added headache to Anrosh. 
 
    “None of this was necessary,” Ryun said once they were done. 
 
    “Of course it was,” Anrosh told him. “You are a Sect Head; you need to look like one. Perhaps in time you will be strong enough that you won’t need to care, but not yet. Regardless, you are meeting with the Spear of Sorrow, and you cannot afford to look like a beggar. You cannot afford to be seen in the company of a High Ranker in anything less than your best.” 
 
    “We are just going to talk,” Ryun said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. She is a High Ranker, one of the best in the entire world. You need to show her the respect,” Anrosh said, though she knew that her words were probably wasted on him. She was yet to recover from the knowledge that Ryun somehow knew the fucking Wandering Drake. When asked, his response had been that they just met one day a year ago. As if that somehow explained anything; but getting information out of Ryun was harder than turning a mountain into a castle. The mood in the sect had changed. Not only had Ryun qualified for the tournament, but two High Rankers had shown interest in him. One had come to visit, as if they were friends, even. It was… Frankly, Anrosh couldn’t let herself dwell on the fact, or her brain would turn to mush. 
 
    But she would force Ryun to take advantage of all his connections for the sect. They had to get as much as they could out of them if they were to survive and grow. People were interested in Ryun, and a part of her understood—he was a monster, talented and powerful, and even though there were those who were stronger, the biggest reason she could imagine someone wanting to get him on their side was his growth rate. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “I shouldn’t have accepted the invitation.” 
 
    Anrosh waved the attendants out of the room, then put her hands on her hips. “You promised that you would hear her out. Besides, this is not just about you, it is about the whole sect.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. Why is she that big of a deal, even?” 
 
    Anrosh opened her mouth but then closed it. She glanced at Nayra in the corner and realized that neither of them knew. Nayra didn’t because she had grown up in a place so far away from here, and Ryun didn’t because he was a Ranker. 
 
    She took in a deep breath. Anrosh, like any other child in the sects, had grown up hearing stories about the High Rankers—the Cultivators, at least—and the Spear of Sorrow was one of their number talked most often about. “The Spear of Sorrow,” Anrosh started. “She is important, because she is strong, and at the end of the day that is what most people in the sects care about. She had also become a High Ranker at a relatively young age, when she had been just over one hundred years old. She follows a path that utilizes blood and silver Qi, a unique path that is one of the three main paths of the Zenshuen Sect. Her Class is rumored to be some kind of object-copying Class. She is a great fighter, and one of the great leaders of her sect. She had been made a Sect Leader of one of the oldest sects in the world. She is…in all possible metrics, impressive.” 
 
    “Blood and silver aspect?” Ryun said. Anrosh sighed—of course that part would be the thing that interested him the most. 
 
    “Yes,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    “Why is she called the Spear of Sorrow, then?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh wondered how to explain it best. It was a famous story in the sects. She was sure that the truth was nothing like what people shared, and yet… It was a story of loss, sorrow, and blood. 
 
    “I don’t know how it really happened; she got her name more than two hundred years ago. But the story is this: A long time ago, Selia Ha Jhan and her lover lived happily in the Zenshuen Sect. But then, the two of them fell in love with a man. He was weaker than them, but it didn’t matter to the two women. They decided to open their hearts and their lives to him, making the three of them a closed triad. They were together for years, but the man didn’t advance and he refused the offers of power from his two lovers. He wished to advance on his own, to be worthy of the both of them. It is said that he searched far and wide for something to help him, for he himself wasn’t talented enough. In the end, he turned to dark powers. He made a deal with a monster living deep in the Under, but when the time came for him to pay, the monster wanted only his soul. It grabbed him from his home, and dragged him down into the Under, never to be heard from again.” Anrosh paused, looking at Ryun, trying to see what he thought about the story so far, but she could see nothing in his expression. She knew that the story was probably not true, and yet it was the version that she had heard. 
 
    “Selia was angered by the disappearance of her love, so she asked the Dealmaker to tell her where he was. She paid with everything that she had, and more that she borrowed from others. She learned that her love was deep beneath the ground, in the Under. At that time, for her level of power, going to the Under was the same as a death sentence, but still, she and her remaining lover went after him. They fought through the monsters in the dark and painted the cave walls with their blood. For one hundred days and nights they searched, but they found no trace of him. In the end, Selia lost all hope that they would ever find him, and she turned to grief. She wandered the Under for fifty years, fighting every day, her spear made of blood and silver soaked with the death of monsters. They say that, when she finally walked out of the Under, she dragged her spear on the ground behind her, and that she was covered in dried blood. That from her eyes trailed lines of bloody tears, showing all her sorrow at having failed to find what she had lost. They say that, even now, every dozen or so years, she goes down again and searches for the man she loved. And every time she returns with bloody tears trailing down her cheeks.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, not saying anything for a moment. “That is not what I expected.” 
 
    “Not all High Rankers are named for the ways in which they fight, or some great feat they have accomplished,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    Ryun grunted at that. 
 
    “Who knows what they’ll call you,” Anrosh added with a smile. There were already rumors about the Seventh Iteration Ranker who had entered the High Division. Everyone knew that it was impressive to rise so high in such a short period of time. Even the other Seventh Iteration Ranker had been the topic of talks, perhaps even more so than Ryun in the recent weeks. He had already fought in his division and had shown incredible power. Anrosh wondered what they would think and say once Ryun finally had the chance to fight in his matches. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You are in the tournament. How do you think that names such as these come to be? If you prove yourself, the people will need something to call you.” 
 
    He didn’t look all that enamored by that idea. Then, he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care that much, really. What I do care about is why this Spear of Sorrow actually wants me. Zenker told me that she was a part of his group, whoever they are, but neither one of them had given me any details. I don’t know enough about either of them to really make a decision. Besides, I like doing things on my own.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, aside that they are some of the most powerful people in the world. I don’t know anything about any groups, but then again I grew up in the sects and we mostly only care about our own. At least, the smaller sects like the one in which I grew up in do. If there is a group that rules from behind the scenes, those two would probably be good candidates for it. Still, Ryun, you need to decide what it is that you want. They can help both you and the sect a lot.” 
 
    “I dislike tying myself to people I don’t know,” Ryun said. 
 
    “That is easy to fix, isn’t it?” Nayra said, speaking up for the first time since they’d started this conversation. Anrosh glanced at her, seeing that she looked about as lost in that conversation as he was. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Obviously,” Nayra started, “you need to get to know her, or them.” 
 
    Ryun blinked, as if that hadn’t occurred to him. Then he grimaced. “I am not the best person around at social interactions.” 
 
    Anrosh snorted and Nayra chuckled. Anrosh took a deep breath—what he said was the truth, but she also thought that perhaps his personality might be of use now. 
 
    “The Spear of Sorrow has people bowing and scraping before her all the time. You are… In a way, you are her equal. You are a Ranker, which holds weight in our world. You have an honored spot. It is true that most recent Rankers haven’t amounted to much, and that the title has suffered because of it. But you,” she said, pointing at his chest, “have advanced to the Immortal Realm in only the few years that you have been here. You’ve risen and entered the Tournament. People have heard about you, they speak about you. Perhaps your more direct approach would be better. Don’t hide who you are, ask what you want to know of her, and make your decision. Even if she doesn’t tell you anything, the way she answers will tell you a lot.” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes narrowed, then seemed to come to a decision. He nodded and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Well, then, I should get going. Don’t want to leave a High Ranker waiting on me.” 
 
    With that he turned and headed out of the room. Near the doorway, he paused and glanced back. 
 
    “Thank you, Anrosh, for all the things that you do for me.”  
 
    Before she could answer, he was already out of the room. Anrosh smiled to herself and glanced at Nayra. 
 
    “So, fifty Greater on him making a scene,” Nayra said. 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes at Nayra, but the redhead just grinned at her. Finally, she sagged. Nayra was probably right. At least Lesamitrius would be accompanying him as a bodyguard. She hoped that the man could prevent Ryun from causing too much trouble.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 55 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Pleasant Conversation 
 
      
 
    Ryun climbed out of the carriage, followed by Lesamitrius a few steps behind. He was the one person in his sect who at least knew some of how the core worked. The two of them had arrived at the restaurant in the Eastern District of the city. It was a large building, with three gardens arranged in three steps. Hanging plants fell from the edge of each balcony, and a few trees were scattered around the first floor; the second had no trees, but water flowed through small paths raised out of the floor. The last floor was…hidden from his sense, which surprised him. He glanced up with his eyes and saw Essence swirling around it like a dome. A formation or an array of some kind, perhaps. 
 
    Ryun turned and took a look at Lesamitrius, standing nervously behind him. Sure, he didn’t appear that way outwardly, but Ryun could tell with his sense. Lesamitrius wore a combat robe—an official-looking one, true, but still a combat robe. Ryun wished he could’ve worn something like that, but if he was being honest, he did understand Anrosh’s point. 
 
    He started walking toward the entrance, observing the people around him. There was a long line in front the building, in which groups of people were waiting anxiously. He overheard people whispering their hopes about getting in, others promising retribution if they weren’t. Ryun ignored them and walked past them all. They glared at him, whispering again. Some recognized him from the tournament, but that didn’t seem to make them stop glaring. He heard a few comment on his arrogance for thinking that he could cut the line, and some even laughed and made bets with their friends about how long it would take for him to be turned away. 
 
    Ryun and Lesamitrius arrived at the entrance, where a single attendant stood with a book opened up in front of him on a small podium. Ryun approached and without a word spoken, handed him the small plate that had the invitation written on it. Anrosh had told him that it was beautifully made, but it, like a few other things, had been made so that it had a smooth surface. He couldn’t sense anything about it; to his eyes it was just a jumble of different kind of Essence, and to his sense just a small plate. 
 
    The man took it and seemed to freeze for a moment. Then he respectfully offered the plate back to Ryun as he bowed over it. 
 
    “Greeting, young master. We’ve been told to expect you.” With a gesture he summoned another attendant. “Please escort our guests to the Blue Room.” 
 
    At his words the whispers behind Ryun silenced, and then only a few seconds later started again. By then, Ryun and Lesamitrius had already followed the ravzor attendant inside. He pulled his attention away from the outside of the building and focusing on the inside. He could still sense the people outside, of course, but it was more in the back of his mind now. 
 
    They were led to the stairs and then up. They passed the first two floors and reached the third. Ryun could sense the hole in his sense more clearly now, finding that it was definitely placed around the entire balcony. They walked outside and his sense of the outside disappeared, replaced only by the small section they were in. Low walls split the balcony, with smaller sections being surrounded by tall and rich plants that obscured the view inside. He could now only sense the straight corridor that stretched to the end of the balcony. They were led to the end and then the attendant bowed and gestured toward the entrance of the section on the right. A curtain of light separated it from the corridor, probably out of a concern for privacy. 
 
    Ryun walked in, followed by Lesamitrius a moment later. His sense came alive before his eyes. In that moment, a part of him breached the boundary, and he could sense everything in the room. He knew that there were only three occupants. One was standing at attention on the other side of the room with his back turned, looking over the edge of the balcony—a warrior, by his bearing. Another stood closer to the entrance and was dressed in a similar garb to that of the restaurant attendants. Plants grew all around the edge, closing up around the small room like walls. Four torches were placed along the low walls, in order to provide light. The room was mostly bare of any other furnishing. There was a small table to the side with some bottles placed alongside it and another next to it with covered plates. In the center was a small table, just large enough for two people to sit comfortably. The Spear of Sorrow was already sitting there, both of her hands in her lap and her back straight. She appeared composed and relaxed, her head turned in the direction of the door as if she had known that he was entering. 
 
    A moment later, his step took the rest of his body inside. He didn’t know if she planned on playing some kind of games with him or not, but he, in general, didn’t play at all. His eyes met hers the moment his face passed through the curtain. She didn’t show any sign that she was taken off guard by that, but perhaps her face or eyes showed something that he couldn’t see. To him she looked like any other person, albeit one with horns: a sculpture made out of fine sand without any real color. In his sight, her skin had a silver sheen, and something red and silver, thick and powerful, moved through her body, through her veins. She was one of the few people he had seen that in. For most, he only saw the surface Essence of their flesh or whatever they had for skin—but the Essence beneath her flesh was stronger than it, and so somehow showed through. 
 
    The attendant bowed to him as he entered, but Ryun didn’t move his attention from his host. 
 
    “Welcome, Sect Head,” she said with a small incline of her head. Despite her standing, Ryun was technically above her, at least in titles. Anrosh had told him that he should show respect regardless of what she did, so he inclined his head the same amount, even though he wasn’t required to do so. 
 
    “Sect Leader,” he greeted her in turn. 
 
    She raised her hand and gestured at the table. “Please, take a seat. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering a meal for us both.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t really get much from normal food, but he could still taste it, at least. His stomach just disintegrated everything that entered it. He gestured with one hand and a glance at Lesamitrius and the man walked over to join the warrior standing guard on the other side of the room taking the same position with his back turned to the room. 
 
    Ryun took a seat and forced himself to bear through the dance. Anrosh and Lesamitrius had instructed him in how these things went. First, they would eat, the attendant would serve them, and they could converse lightly, without touching on any more important or pointed topics. Only after they were finished with eating would they turn to speak about the reason why they were here. 
 
    As the attendant started serving them, Selia spoke. “This is a demasi dish, a specialty from the homeworld. There are few in the Infinite Realm that still know how to make it, but thankfully the Reino Sect is one of them. It is one of my favorite dishes, though sadly I don’t get to indulge in it often. The way that it crunches beneath my teeth and the juices it releases… It is as near to bliss as I have ever gotten.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. The Reino Sect were the owners of the restaurant. They were a sect that focused on fine dining, though Ryun wasn’t quite sure how that worked. 
 
    “I am sure it will be delicious,” Ryun said uncomfortably. Small talk wasn’t one of his strengths, and he was already debating why he even played along. In the end, he forced himself to do it because he understood that the people in the Infinite Realm had their customs, and it cost him little but time to honor them. 
 
    “Do you have any favorite meals? I am sure that the chef would be able to recreate it just from your description, and if not fully, I am sure that they could get pretty close.” 
 
    Ryun shifted. “Not really. I eat whatever I have available to me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, her expression looking regretful. “I forgot that you spent the last decade on a dying homeworld. Food was probably the last thing on your mind.” 
 
    “There were…other concerns, yes.” 
 
    They ate their meal in silence after that, without talking beyond the few short exchanges about the food itself. Once they were finished, the attendant gathered everything, making it disappear into a storage space, and then left, leaving only a bottle of something that vaguely resembled wine and two filled glasses. 
 
    Once they were alone, aside from their bodyguards, she turned her head in his direction and met his eyes. “I know that you probably didn’t have the chance on the old world, but I can see that you haven’t taken advantage since you arrived here, either.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, somewhat confused. 
 
    “You don’t do this often, do you?” She gestured at the table. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Enjoy things,” she answered. 
 
    Ryun paused, then thought about it for a few seconds. She waited patiently for him to gather his thoughts, keeping her eyes on him. “I guess I don’t.” Ryun shrugged. “Things like these have never been that important to me. Even this—I can tell that it was tasty, that it was well made, but it doesn’t really add anything to me. Food is food. I find enjoyment in my Cultivation, in introspection.” 
 
    “Hm… Perhaps this was a bad idea, then,” Selia commented. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “What was?” 
 
    “Inviting you here,” she answered. “This establishment is run by one of the most highly sought-after chef masters. Just being allowed on the first floor is considered fortunate. People curry favors and pay exuberant amounts just for a chance at an evening being served by them. I didn’t take into account the fact that you probably don’t know anything about this.” She waved her hand at the room. 
 
    Ryun glanced around, more for show than any real need. “It is interesting, but…no, this will not influence me. Displays of wealth and influence do not appeal to me; I do not care for them.” 
 
    “What do you care about, then?” Selia asked. 
 
    “Truth and respect,” Ryun said immediately. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, then leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table. One hand reached up and pulled one errant lock of hair back behind her ear. Ryun wondered if she was trying to flirt, or otherwise seduce him. He knew that he wasn’t that good at recognizing the signs. Not that it would really matter, as the attraction was more than just a physical thing for Ryun, and it wasn’t like her looks mattered when he didn’t see the world in the same manner. From what his eyes could see, her face was pleasantly shaped, but he couldn’t see more than that. Her dress was in sect style and elaborate, with several tightly packed layers. His sense told him everything there was about her. 
 
    Beneath her dress he could sense her figure, every curve of her body. She was lean and fit, as most people here were—not as much as some people he had seen before, but that didn’t mean a lot. A person’s physical appearance depended on many factors, like what they did in their daily life, how many higher physical stats they had, and what ratio those stats were in, but also perks. Everything shaped a person’s body into the best shape for who they were. 
 
    “Just truth and respect? And nothing else?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Some things are more important than others.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Selia 
 
      
 
    She looked at the man across from her, seemingly oblivious to all her charms. She had worn a dress that accentuated her more attractive features. She did not enjoy doing that, but some men and women were easier to handle that way. She wasn’t naive enough not to know that others desired her. She wasn’t some great beauty, but she was strong, prominent, influential, and when all those things were put together, it made people want her. It was normal; it happened to everyone who was in a similar position as she was in. True, she had never been as comfortable with it as Erdania was, but… Command had sent another message, insisting that she manage to tie the man to them or at least to her, somehow. 
 
    Surprisingly, the man’s eyes hadn’t wandered. She was a bit at a loss as to what to do. She knew how to tempt people who wanted power or wealth, but none of that had worked on him. She didn’t know how to get him to accept her offer. Her plan had been to get him to accept her sponsorship, and then perhaps over time, as she learned more about him, she could guide him in the direction that her group would prefer, culminating in him joining up. 
 
    Now… Truth and respect, he had said. She didn’t know what that meant to him. She knew little about him in truth. Her perk was pulsing inside of her, telling her that he held great sorrow inside of him; it was rare, but perhaps not for a Ranker who had lost everyone on his world. She pushed the perk down, not wanting it to cloud her judgment. 
 
    “All right, then.” He wanted the truth, so perhaps she could give it to him, or at least a version of it. “What would it take, then, for you to consider accepting my offer?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and thought about it. She had to admit that she was impressed by that. He always took the time to think about his responses. It was refreshing, in a way, to speak with someone who seemingly didn’t want anything from her. She was surrounded by people in her own sect all vying for her attention, who wanted something from her. The only people who didn’t want anything were Erdania and her grandfather—but he was a Sect Head of one of the most powerful factions in the Infinite Realm, and a Ranker, and so there was little that he really needed from anyone. 
 
    “I will be honest: I do not know you, and there is little chance for me to accept anything that you can offer,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Selia blinked. It was startling, again, to hear him say something like that. Everyone in the Core knew her. It had been so long since she had been in a room with someone who didn’t. Then it truly dawned on her what it all meant. He was…a Ranker who knew little about the Infinite Realm and its history, about her history. To him, she was just some random person who had approached him out of the blue. For everyone else, this entire thing would be something else entirely. For him, it was just…strange. 
 
    “I see,” Selia said. “And if we changed that? Got to know each other? Would you change your opinion then?” 
 
    “That would depend on who you are as a person,” Ryun said. 
 
    To be measured against her real self, not the image of what people understood about her. She knew that he couldn’t really know or understand what that meant for her. 
 
    “What? You would only accept if you think that I am a good person?” Selia asked. 
 
    He waved his hand. “No, I don’t particularly care one way or another. Good or evil, those words mean little to me, and apparently they mean even less in this world. What I care about is trust, and if can I give that to you. If I count on you keeping your word and telling me the truth, always.” 
 
    “Well, you are right. For that, we would need to know each other very well. How would we go about getting to around that?” Selia asked. 
 
    He shifted in his seat, looking almost uncomfortable. “You want something from me. I would say that it is up to you to decide how that is to happen.” 
 
    She looked at him, trying to piece together who he was as a person from the information she had available. Prior to this meeting, she had her people ask around and learn more. Surprisingly, his people were unwilling to divulge any secrets, even to someone from a Great Sect. It spoke much of the love his people had for him—or fear. But, after her people had made it clear that they didn’t want in-depth information that might hurt the sect, they had started talking a bit. 
 
    She knew that he was direct and blunt, that he was often not around the sect, but out hunting monsters and training. She heard that he and his sect had fought off a swarm, which might explain how he’d become so strong in such a short period of time. People in the Infinite Realm advanced fast when faced with adversity. His people told rumors about him and his Sect Leader; some said that he was in a relationship with her, while others said that he was in a relationship with both of his Sect Leaders—which was why she thought that her dress might work. 
 
    What all of them agreed upon was that he was powerful, and that he ended all those who stood in his path. His fights in the tournament hadn’t been that impressive compared to what Selia had seen in her life, but it was nonetheless impressive that he had managed to qualify. Perhaps he was more skilled than she had first given him credit for and had just managed to hide what he was truly capable of. Command had to have a reason for wanting him recruited. 
 
    She realized that she had grown quiet, and the two of them had just been staring at each other for a while. Anybody else would’ve tried to fill the silence, but he had just waited patiently for her to think things through. That rarely happened to her; even Erdania couldn’t handle more than a few seconds of quiet.  
 
    “You are a Ranker,” Selia said finally. “You know, I’ve never really had an opportunity to talk with one of you. My grandfather is a Ranker, but he…he is old. Only a fraction of his life had been spent on his homeworld compared to the Infinite Realm. This is his home now. And the other Rankers… They rarely move in my circles.” She tried to put it delicately—the truth was that few of the newer Rankers ever came to approach her level of power. There was a power difference there that made things more difficult, if she wanted to just talk. She didn’t feel that from Ryun. Despite her being stronger and older, they could talk as if they were equals. She wondered why that was. Perhaps it was because he was advancing so fast, or because he himself simply didn’t care for status. Perhaps it was because of the things he had experienced on the old world, things that made him different than everyone else. Whatever the reason was, she realized that this was the best opportunity for her to learn more about what existence was like before coming to the Infinite Realm. “But for you…it had to have been hard.” 
 
    Ryun blinked his black eyes, then waved with his hand. “Yes and no. In the world before the Framework arrived, I was…an outcast, I guess you could say. I had few friends, and I lived life day to day, searching for something to make it seem worthwhile. When the Framework arrived, I found it, and I’ve never looked back since.” 
 
    “I know that Earths usually have high technology. How was it losing access to it?” Selia asked, leaned forward and interested in hearing his answer. 
 
    “I miss some things, of course—the entertainment, mostly—but I’ve seen that the Infinite Realm has many analogues, and I plan to live long enough that I’ll see things I once enjoyed be invented again in a new way.” 
 
    Selia shook her head with a small smile. “Most of that advancement has happened in the last hundred years. Before that, the Infinite Realm had looked much different.” 
 
    “I guess I arrived at the right time, then,” Ryun added with a small smile, matching hers. “You know, this will take a lot longer than one conversation.” 
 
    Selia blinked. “What will?” 
 
    “Getting to know each other,” Ryun told her. 
 
    “Well, we have a few weeks until the Grand Auction. I think that we’ll know each other well enough for you to make a decision about the sponsorship.” 
 
    “And what about the other thing?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Selia blinked. She hadn’t revealed that she was trying to recruit him for something bigger, but then, she had come to realize that while Ryun was a lot more than he appeared to be. He had to have figured out that it was unlikely that a Great Sect would bother with someone like him, or that she would keep trying even when he refused her. She couldn’t really reveal the existence of the League, especially not now when she had been accepted into the Cabal. But she could let him know that she had a more personal interest in him than what she had previously said. 
 
    “You said that you value the truth, so I will not lie. I do have more than one reason for wanting you to accept my offer, but I cannot talk about it yet.” She tried to find the right words, but then she smiled as she found them. “I guess that we will need to get to know each other better before we can talk about that.” 
 
    He nodded seriously and switched the topic of the conversation to other things.  
 
    “What does a Sect Leader of a Great Sect even really do?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Well, I am mostly needed as a visible presence for my sect. A deterrent, if you will,” Selia answered. “That means that I spend most of my time training, when I am not dealing with important issues with the management of my holdings. Getting stronger is my full-time job.” 
 
    “Ah, that I can understand. It is the same thing that I do,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I bet,” Selia said. “You’ve advanced incredibly fast for someone who arrived in the Infinite Realm just a couple of years ago.” 
 
    Selia knew about how there had been only two people from his Earth, and how strong they had been before arriving. She wondered what happened on Earth; what she knew was sketchy at best, but that wasn’t a conversation about just getting to know one another. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Ryun said. “Cultivation, or rather advancement within it, has always come easily to me. I understand that Essence is risky to come by, but sometimes I look at everyone around me and wonder just how they could be wasting their opportunities. Cultivation is, for me, a way of life. It is the foundation upon which I build all that I am. My path is my guiding principle in life.” 
 
    Selia blinked, and then nodded. “I understand,” she said, getting drawn in. It was so rare to hear someone talk that way, to understand it the same way that she did. “A path is a way of life.” 
 
    He smiled at her then, and she couldn’t help but do the same. 
 
    “Not many can even grasp that,” he told her. 
 
    She had a similar belief. She was young when compared to most of the Infinite Realm’s elite, but she knew that power came when one was in constant struggle, when one’s life was at risk. Many did think like her, only for them to lose their lives. But there was also something else that she could see now. His advancement through the Cultivation Realms was incredible, and she was pretty sure that he hadn’t had inspiration shared with him. That meant that he was beyond talented in that domain. She had seen it before—some people just had everything come so easily to them that they couldn’t comprehend the struggles of others. Erdania was like that. While Selia had plenty of talent, she had to work twice as hard as her partner in order to get as strong. But, in the end, they were the same in that way. She had often wondered about the same thing that he did. She only had the advantage of living in the Infinite Realm for longer, and realizing the truth. 
 
    “Not everyone is the same,” Selia started, “and putting one’s life at risk is not something that everyone is willing to do. Still, there are crafters, people on non-combat paths. They, too, required risk, if perhaps not risks that were tied to combat. Struggle and adversity unravels all the secrets of who one is.” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes held hers for a moment, and then he nodded in agreement. “You are right. I didn’t think much about that,” he said. “Perhaps I am wrong. I had begun to believe that getting inspiration had something to do with being in life-or-death situations.” 
 
    “It is not so simple.” Selia shook her head. She was surprised how easy it was to talk with him about this topic, how easy she had been drawn in. There were few Cultivators willing to talk about it at all, and even fewer of those had anything smart to say. “Many people have different ideas about what it is, how to best gain it. In the early stages it is tied to Cultivation directly, the improvement of one’s Qi system and path. And then, starting with the Immortal Realm, it switches to a more internal and personal concept. Most agree that the inner revelation is a current state of your evolving soul, a snapshot of who you are.” 
 
    Ryun listened and then grimaced. “I would not agree with that completely. I achieved my Immortal Realm inspiration by molding myself as I tried to achieve my ideal. It was not who I was, but who I wanted to be.” She looked at him with wide eyes, listening to every word that he said. Before she could say anything, he continued. “Perhaps, for some people, who they want to be is who they currently are, so it is easier for them.” 
 
    Selia blinked, shocked. “An ideal? You knew what ideals were before you reached a combined tier of nine?” 
 
    “I had the good fortune of meeting a good teacher,” Ryun said. 
 
    She looked at him in disbelief. She knew that it was impossible for people to gain an ideal before having nine tiers, and she also knew that no one had even tried. It was just…something that was known. Why waste time and willpower on something that you couldn’t achieve? Then she froze and looked at him. She twisted a ring on her finger, but she saw nothing—he had to have protections against it now. Yet, the way he spoke made her suspicious. 
 
    “You already have an ideal, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    His expression changed, becoming more guarded. “I thought that one was only not supposed to have an ideal before they started in the tournament.” 
 
    Selia blinked, and then chuckled. He was right, of course, because the Tournament was made to help the promising young warriors who were close, but couldn’t quite gain their own ideal. Some would manage to break through their blocks in the battles they fought, and others, if they were lucky, would gain a public ideal—perhaps not something that was internal, but it could still be powerful. 
 
    “Yes, of course, you don’t need to worry,” Selia said. This would make the Tournament a lot more interesting. Now, she really wanted to see him fight with Reki, to see how a Ranker would match against someone who had been trained by the best that the Infinite Realm had. Reki wasn’t much older than Ryun—few of the people in the Tournament were. The older ones either had managed to achieve their own ideals through notoriety by themselves or had managed to break through their blocks. Still, Reki was close to seventy years old. 
 
    “Ah.” Ryun sighed. “That is good. I do not care that much myself, but my…subordinates are excited.” 
 
    Selia could imagine. A small sect having someone fight in the High Division? It was the stuff that stories were made out of. 
 
    “Still, your thoughts on inspiration are…interesting. I haven’t heard it said that way before,” Selia said slowly, thinking. She had always been taught that inspiration was an internal snapshot of who a person was; that to progress beyond the Immortal Realm, a Cultivator had to understand the deeper meanings of who they were and how their power related to the people around them. 
 
    But what he had said, his understanding… It was different. 
 
    “It is not how you achieved your inspiration?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Selia shook her head, intent on changing the topic. She had been taught her whole life never to share it with anyone else, other than those she considered worthy enough to follow in her footsteps. During her life, she had never shared her inspiration with another. Yet…this felt like an opportunity to her. 
 
    “My Immortal Realm inspiration had boiled down to a simple sentence. The last words were this: I spill lifeblood, to shape my path,” she said softly, almost in a whisper. She was aware of the two bodyguards behind her, but inspiration was more than just words. Perhaps it would help them some, as even a few words could give them insight, but right now that wasn’t important to her. 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment, and then spoke. 
 
    “I came to this world aimless. I did not have a goal beyond survival. When I needed to advance to the Immortal Realm… I did not even know that I had achieved this inspiration at first. I believed that just improving my body was what had done it. It was only later that I understood. For me, it is instinct. My words were: My word, is my bond. My power, is my right. My word grants me a purpose. My power grants me means.” 
 
    Selia mulled over the words for a moment, thinking them over. She could see why he respected the truth just by the first part of his inspiration. It did not resonate with her, of course—aside from her being in the Evolved Realm, it was nothing like her own inspiration. 
 
    She knew that he didn’t understand what he had shared when he told her how he achieved his Immortal Realm inspiration. To gain it through an ideal? She had never heard anything about that before. Did that mean that he had somehow shaped his own ideal, too? An ideal should encapsulate who a person was, beyond just their Cultivation, inclusive of all of their power, all of their actions and thoughts put together. 
 
    He didn’t know what he had given her so freely and without asking for anything in return. She had been stuck on her Ascended Realm inspiration for decades, and now…this could be the thing that would finally push her to the next realm. 
 
    She stood up, startling him, then bowed at her waist over her fists. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing that with me,” she told him. 
 
    He blinked in surprise, but then stood and did the same. “And thank you for sharing as well.” 
 
    The silence grew again, but neither one of them felt the need to fill it as they took their seats. Now, she could see what Command saw, even though she didn’t understand how he could’ve known. The man sitting in front of her was impressive, and talented. His advancement would continue, and they would have someone who could stand at their level soon enough. 
 
    They spent a few minutes in the silence, each gathering their own thoughts. Only later did they start talking again, continuing their conversation and getting to know each other better.

  

 
   
    Side Story – First Child of Two Worlds 
 
      
 
    Tarsh Yuron sat on a bench in one of his many stables, his four hands all on a sleeping monster, a war-charger breed of Rock Mountain Boar. It was a breed that he had cultivated and created by himself some fifty years ago, and it was one of his favorites. He had been tasked to make a breed of boar for mounted combat by a mid-sized sect. It had taken him a couple of years to get the breed down right and fulfill all of their requests, and he still remembered how proud he was when he had finally gotten it just right. It seemed fitting, somehow, that it was now that he had finally accomplished his long sought-after goal. As his perk finished its work and made changes to the embryo in the animal in front of him, a notification appeared in the corner of his eyes. 
 
    He pulled it up and immediately read through it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Essence Breeder Quest Completed! 
  
      
 
       
       	  Create nine new breeds with at least 80% differences from the original strain: 9/9 
  Crossbreed nine breeds with conflicting aspects: 9/9 
  Discover nine unique and previously unknown monster types: 9/9 
  Discover nine new and previously unknown traits in breeds you created: 9/9 
  Gain any Grandmaster Breeder title from any faction: 1/1 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He had finally completed his Class Quest for his level 420 evolution. It had been so long that he had almost forgotten about it. He had attained requirements for a few Classes over the years, but always he would pass them over, waiting and striving to reach the one that he had asked the Dealmaker for, the Class that would put him above every other breeder in the world. 
 
    He immediately stood and walked out of the stables and headed for the small hut where he usually slept. He didn’t need much, and most of his land was covered with stables and pastures where he kept his animals. He entered and reached for a chair, and then, as soon as he sat down, he started putting Essence into his new Class. He had accumulated a lot of it over the years. Tarsh was one of the most well-regarded breeders in this part of the core, and his position on the border of Sect and Guild territories worked to make him be in demand by both sides. He had wealth enough to keep some for his advancement, although most of it he invested back into his stock. Feeding his animals, hiring monster hunters to capture rare specimens for him, hiring workers to help him with the animals—it all added up to an insane sum. 
 
    Still, he quickly rose in his levels, some of his perks upgraded and he began to get new perks. He took his time with each, but the first hadn’t been anything special, and he had very nearly started to regret his decision to try and be a trailblazer.  
 
    But then he reached a perk that nearly took his breath away. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Essence Fertilization (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per month, you may take the Essence of one being and implant it into another. The implanted being must be one that possesses eggs capable of being fertilized. The fertilized egg will take on the basic template of the mother being, while some traits from the Essence of the father being will be transferred to the basic template. This type of fertilization will work across species. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Tarsh blinked in disbelief. This perk would allow him to…to mix different species, to create new types of monsters that would be completely unique. With this, he could become not just the best breeder in this part of the world, but everywhere! This was the gain of a lifetime, something that changed everything. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three years—that was how long it had taken Tarsh to truly understand and get full control of his perk. It wasn’t as simple as its description made it sound like. He had managed to create three stable species by combining two completely different types of monsters. It was…an achievement that would shake the Infinite Realm.  
 
    Or rather, it would have shaken it. 
 
    Now, Tarsh stopped his hurried escape through the mountain pass and looked back at the valley that had been his home. Illuminated by the dimming light of the sun, a karura with four wings of blue and black feathers, shifting constantly, was flying in the sky: the Storm Caller. With a group of her warriors she came down from the sky, red lightning smashing into the army below and the wind throwing them aside as if they weighed less than twigs. 
 
    His home had been consumed in the fighting, his life’s work destroyed, and there was nothing that he could do about it. A war that was not of his doing, that had nothing to do with him at all. And yet, somehow, the two sides had converged here, in his valley, in the territory of his faction. He didn’t even know the reason they were fighting. 
 
    Lightning blazed and the earth heaved. Tarsh turned around and walked away, not able to look at the fire consuming his home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had expected it, but it still hit him hard. A year since his home had been destroyed, a year of attempting to get back on his feet, and he had nothing. None of his colleagues had been willing to help him, not even to give him a loan of Essence or hire him to work for them. He was higher in level than most of them, better than them, but none wanted to risk him growing enough that he could take from them what was theirs—despite his assurances that he would not, not even when he offered to make contracts with them. Not even his enemies had agreed. He was alone and on the streets. 
 
    All the Essence that he possessed had been invested in his work, in his monsters, in the people, and in himself. He had nothing to help him rebuild. 
 
    There was only one thing that he could do now, one thing that might earn him enough Essence, and he hated even the thought of it…but he knew that he had no choice now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarsh walked into the Guild House of the Seekers of Knowledge, walking past the grand entrance filled with robes figures walking about. At the end of the room, he found one of the attendants waiting and dealing with patrons that entered the Guild House. There, Tarsh waited in line until it was his turn, and then he stated his reason for coming. Unsurprisingly, he was quickly ushered into a private room and left with one Seeker sitting across from him. 
 
    The man or woman across the table from him wore the standard Seeker garb, a black cloak with a mask over their face. 
 
    “Tarsh Yuron,” a clearly female voice said. “You’ve come to share knowledge with us?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, for a price,” he answered. 
 
    The Seeker nodded. “Of course. The Seekers of Knowledge understand that not all knowledge is free. But the payment will depend on what you have to offer.” 
 
    Tarsh looked at the blank face-mask, knowing that this was his last chance to turn away and keep his secrets. But…he didn’t have any other option. Not if he wanted to get back to his old life. 
 
    “I offer the knowledge of my Class, of its requirements, and all the evolutions before it. I offer the knowledge of my perks and all the prerequisites for them. I offer the work of my entire life.” 
 
    The Seeker didn’t say anything for a long while, shocked into silence. 
 
    “Well,” she said after a while. “That is worth much.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarsh looked over the modest stable—at least modest in comparison to what he used to have, but it was a start. He had sold the information about his Class for a fortune, enough such that he had been able to restart his life. It pained him, in a way, as he had given information that would inevitably spread. The Seekers bought and sold all kinds of information and knowledge, and in time, there would be others with his exact build, even  some that would improve on things that he had done. But that was a concern for the future. For now, he needed only to build up his new menagerie and restart his business. 
 
    He walked out of the stable and headed toward the small house that he now lived in. He didn’t take more than three steps outside of the stable before he felt pain in the back of his head, and then—darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tarsh woke up slowly, his mind taking a few moments to catch up with his surroundings. He was lying in a lavish bed, in a room that he didn’t recognize that was just as lavish as the bed. In the room were three people. His eyes hadn’t yet adjusted properly to the torch light, so he couldn’t make out any more than their outlines. 
 
    His heart started to pound, as he looked around searching for a way out. The only exit that he could see was behind the three people.  
 
    “Ah, Grandmaster Yuron, good morning,” a voice said, using the title that Tarsh had earned as part of a faction that no longer existed. 
 
    “What is this? Where am I?” Tarsh said as he pushed himself to a sitting position. 
 
    “Apologies for the manner in which we brought you here, but the matter is…delicate,” the same voice sad. Then one of the three shapes walked forward. 
 
    By now Tarsh’s eyes had adjusted well enough that he could see the three. The man on the left of Tarsh was a demasi wearing armor, and he had his hand on the pommel of the sword at his hip. He looked like a warrior, and he stared at Tarsh without blinking. In the center was the man that had been walking closer to the bed. He was a human, tall and wide, clearly muscular. His hair was black and shoulder length, and he had a full beard. His clothes were fine, but functional. Tarsh swallowed as he recognized the man. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” the man asked. 
 
    Tarsh nodded. “Of course, Lord Darkhoof.” 
 
    Venges Darkhoof kept Tarsh’s gaze for a long minute. Tarsh tried to remember everything that he knew about the Axe Lord, the High Ranker who led the Adventurers Guild. He had been born a long time ago, just years after the First Iteration arrived. His parents died when he was but a babe, and he was adopted by a clan of minotaurs, raised in their ways. He fought in the early years when so many of the powerful died to unknown monsters. Years after the Third Iteration arrived, he started a group that eventually became the Adventurers Guild. He was one of the most influential and powerful people in the world. 
 
    “I’ve brought you here because I have need of your services, Grandmaster Yuron.” 
 
    Tarsh tried to calm himself. True, he had been kidnapped, but perhaps there was still some way that he could get out of this alive.  
 
    “Pardon, Lord, but there were better ways to get my services,” Tarsh said. If he was needed, at least he could voice his displeasure. 
 
    Darkhoof grimaced and nodded. “I apologize, but I couldn’t risk anyone realizing what we wanted. Rest assured, you will be compensated greatly for your time and work, and in the end you will leave here with greater wealth than anything you had ever had.” 
 
    Tarsh blinked at that. He didn’t know what he could do for someone like a High Ranker; there were hundreds if not thousands of other breeders that would’ve thrown themselves at his feet just for a chance at pleasing him. Tarsh was good, one of the best, but there were others just as good. 
 
    “Well, I am sure that we can come to an agreement. I have started a new stable. My stock is low, but I—” 
 
    “No.” Darkhoof shook his head. “You are not here because of your monsters.” 
 
    Tarsh blinked, confused. 
 
    Darkhoof glanced behind himself at the last person in the room, and she walked over, reaching down to take the High Ranker’s hand in her own. They stood before him, holding hands, and Tarsh recognized her too. She was the man’s partner, and had been for hundreds of years. He remembered hearing that they had…issues in the beginning, because of their relationship. They had been together since relationships between the races hadn’t been looked upon favorably. The woman was demasi, tall and with dark, red-tinted skin. Her horns curled to the side then back behind her head and her orange eyes looked at him. She wasn’t a High Ranker as her partner was, but she too was known as a great adventurer—Ninha Rehdan. For all intents and purposes, she was perhaps just as powerful. 
 
    “I apologize, Lord, but I don’t understand?” Tarsh looked at them. 
 
    “We’ve searched for something that would help us for a long time, and then you sold information to the Seekers,” Darkhoof said. 
 
    Tarsh frowned. This was about his Class? He didn’t understand and before he could ask for him to elaborate, he spoke again. 
 
    “You have a perk that we are interested in. Essence Fertilization.” 
 
    Tarsh kept his confused eyes on them, looking from one of them to the other. Then, finally, his eyes fell on their hands. They were holding each other tightly, their hands almost shaking. He realized that they were…nervous? Frightened, maybe, or perhaps excited. It took longer than it should’ve for him to realize what they meant. 
 
    “Tha—that, it doesn’t work like—that…” He finished weakly, but he had already pulled his perk up, reading it again. The description clearly stated being, not monster. He pulled more perks up, those that had been upgraded on his level up. The wording had changed to being for a couple of them. He had never really thought about what that meant. His world had been monsters; he had never imagined. 
 
    “I…I don’t know if it can work that way,” Tarsh whispered. 
 
    “We are willing to try,” Ninha Rehdan said in a soft voice that clearly translated longing unlike anything that Tarsh had ever heard before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tarsh sat on a chair in a small bedroom. Ninha Rehdan sat on a modified chair across from him, completely naked, and with her legs spread open. Venges Darkhoof loomed on a chair next to her, naked as well, glaring at everything. He didn’t know if clothes would interfere. He had never done this on someone who was not a monster, but the clothes themselves were made out of Essence, too, and he didn’t know if the proximity would somehow contaminate the sample that he could take. The situation was uncomfortable for all of them, but he was doing this in the same way that he had done it with his monsters. He couldn’t make any mistakes. Usually, he would take the Essence from near the reproductive organ of the monster he wanted to transfer traits from. He didn’t know if the location made any difference, but now was not the time for him to change or try new things out. 
 
    He took a deep breath, then put one of his four hands on Ninha’s stomach. Focusing his mind, he started the process of casting his perks: Inside Sight, Greater Enhanced Fertility, Calm System, Reproductive Trance. 
 
    Once he was done, he glanced at the High Ranker. Tarsh did not look forward to this part, but there was nothing to it. Still, the situation was awkward and embarrassing for all of them. Tarsh was not a healer; he had tried to make everything seem as professional as he could, but there was a difference between monsters and people. 
 
    He reached over with one of his other hands and focused, then used his perk Essence Fertilization and pulled. He had talked with the two of them prior to this moment, and they had their input into what traits they wanted from the father. They settled on the smaller traits: human eyes and muscle structure, enough so that anyone who looked on the child would be able to tell that they were not fully demasi. Tarsh didn’t know what was going to happen, but based on his own experiments with the monsters, the results were not always what one expected. A white, seed-like looking stream of Essence left the High Ranker through his skin. It was slightly glowing, and it formed into a ball in Tarsh’s palm. With his third and fourth arm, Tarsh opened his insertion tool and placed the Essence inside. 
 
    Then he turned back to Ninha, raised his syringe, and glanced at her face. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Do it.” 
 
    Tarsh swallowed and then got to work. He placed one hand on the syringe and used his perks Total Sterilization, Numbing Agent, and Flexible Material. After that, he inserted it. He did not have the best knowledge of demasi anatomy, but he had familiarized himself in the last couple of weeks. Despite his fears, he didn’t have any issues completing this part of the process. Once done, he placed a hand over her stomach again and focused. 
 
    Guiding Hand, Instant Fertilization. 
 
    The two perks activated, and he felt through the next part, being able to see through her skin with his Inside Sight. He guided the Essence to its target and then Instant Fertilization finished. 
 
    He looked at the egg, his other perks pinging in his mind, and then finally it took hold. He sighed and relaxed. 
 
    “What happened?” Venges asked. 
 
    Tarsh glanced at him and his mandibles clicked in excitement. “It worked.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarsh had continued to monitor Ninha during her pregnancy, which lasted for eight months. They hadn’t dared to try and use any potions or his other perks that accelerated the process. Instead, it had been a long eight months of daily scans and uncertainty. From what Tarsh could see, the pregnancy was proceeding without any issues. His perk had done its job well. 
 
    Finally, when the time for birth came, Tarsh was there to help the woman through it. After only a few hours of an intense birth, the child was born. There, nestled in Tarsh’s hands, was a pale-skinned baby, two tiny protrusions marking the start of horns on top of his head. The child’s skin was split into two shades. His limbs were deep red in color, the same as the mother, while the rest was the same shade as his human father; it was not something that they had planned for, but he had warned them that his perk could have unforeseen effects. The child opened his eyes and Tarsh looked into very clearly human eyes that were orange—not a natural human color. 
 
    Tarsh realized that what he held in his hands was the future of the Infinite Realm. A child of two different worlds…a child who changed everything.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 56 – PRESENT - Kael 
 
    Knife in the Darkness 
 
      
 
    “I am thankful for your aid so far, but this is where we part ways,” the red-headed human said with a slick smile. “I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kael said with a nod. He did not enjoy dealing with the man or his people. The Empire of the Exiles was just as bad as the Core in its own way—but they did serve a purpose.  
 
    “Keep your eyes and ears open,” Erik Ornn said. “Soon you will have an opportunity unlike any other to further your cause.” 
 
    Kael bowed his head in thanks. The man did not understand just how true his words were. He believed that Kael’s people would strike in the wake of whatever it was that Erik planned. He was partially right, but Kael had waited for an opportunity like this for a long time. 
 
    The Emissary of the Empire walked out of the room and left Kael with his people. Fethum and Maya stood nearby, ready for anything. 
 
    “Do you think he will succeed?” Maya asked. 
 
    Kael turned around and met her eyes. “They’ve planned this for a long time, and the Reaction Engine is capable of great destruction. Whether they fail or succeed doesn’t matter; either way, they will grant us an opportunity to act.” 
 
    Both Maya and Fethum nodded at that. They understood that the Unchained had a purpose, and soon their first real step to accomplishing it would come. They would free the people from the shackles of the strong. Many would die, that was true, but in the end, existence would benefit. For in the fire of struggle, the strong would rise and grow to push the limits of the Framework that ruled them all. 
 
    “Come,” he said, then led them out of the meeting room. They were deep beneath the Western District of the Tournament City. The criminal factions that controlled it were all bound by the Peace, but that was true of even the factions that weren’t criminal. In a way, things were calmer here than they were in other districts. 
 
    Still, Kael did not walk around showing himself. He wasn’t that recognizable to the general public, but there were people who knew about him. Having to wear large coats with long hoods over his face and wings annoyed him, which was why he spent most of his time beneath the ground. His people depended on the hospitality of the Assassins Guild, as it was not the first place someone would look for them. 
 
    But Kael dealt with everyone as long as they could help him further his goals. Still, even with the Peace, he would be a fool not to keep on guard. They made their way through the empty corridors until they reached their quarters. 
 
    Once inside, they were greeted by the rest of his team. 
 
    Geor Ur Kagla, the old demasi healer, was sitting on a couch in the middle of the room, his cane within grabbing distance in case he needed to hit something. The large skreen warrior, the Exiled Shell, sat across from him. The two were engrossed in a game of shah. 
 
    Tellisa was at a table in the corner, filing her claws. She glanced in their direction when they entered, but didn’t move aside from that. 
 
    The last person in the room was Berion Noname, sitting on the other side of the table from Tellisa, reading a book. The young minotaur was in many ways the most important member of their group, and maybe the most important member of all the Unchained. Kael had put so much responsibility on the young man’s shoulders. Perhaps too much. It had been barely ten years since Kael had found him out in the frontier: a scrawny child, exhausted and near to death from his ordeal. Kael had been traveling beyond the frontier then, attempting to get a handle on his own anger. When he’d found Berion, he had been on the run, a group of slavers on his heels. Berion was born a slave, and while he didn’t talk much about his past in the Empire of the Exiles, Kael had put a few things together from his snippets. 
 
    Berion had been a very unique type of slave, a purpose slave. He had been raised as such, never thought to think for himself, and when he became part of the Framework, he was given a contract that bound him to an immortal. From there, his life was spent in service, raised for a singular purpose—to be a transportation tool for his master. It was only chance that had granted Berion his freedom. A contract could not be enforced without a way out, and Berion’s out was the death of his master. In a cruel way, Kael was thankful for Berion’s master, as without him most of his plans wouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    The young man was a spatial master, a savant at manipulating space, perhaps the greatest in the world. He wielded so much power for someone so young. It was funny—Kael was not much older than him, but somehow, he always looked at Berion as a much younger brother. That was probably because of his demeanor. Whereas Kael had learned under the pain of the whip and the horrors of the arenas, Berion had lived a life of servitude and solitude. 
 
    It always surprised Kael just how little Berion understood his own strength. Out of all of the Unchained, it was Berion who was the most powerful. If he’d wanted to, he could’ve killed them all in a blink of an eye. Kael would put his power against those of High Rankers hundreds of years his senior any day. Power depended on many different factors; some took hundreds of years to reach a certain point, while others were so talented that they could do the same in half the time. Some were true savants for whom it all just came with unimaginable ease, and others were forged in struggle and adversity. Berion was both: he was a savant, and he had spent his life in struggle. Compared to him, Kael was merely talented. The biggest difference between them, however, was that Berion lacked the instinct of a warrior, or even the stomach for killing. 
 
    Still, he was the pillar on which Kael put all his plans. 
 
    “Kael,” the Exiled Shell spoke when he noticed him. “They are gone?” 
 
    “They are.” Kael nodded. “They are in the last stages of their plans.” 
 
    “So, are we going to finally start with ours?” Tellisa asked over her sharp claws. 
 
    Kael looked around at the small group in the room. They were the people he trusted the most in the world. Each of them had gone through something horrible; each of them had suffered. They all followed him because he wanted to change things, to fight the established order. His true goals ran deeper, but those were things that he wouldn’t be able to accomplish in the near future. Still, there were things that he could do now. 
 
    “We will not be going after the High Rankers,” he told them, sharing at last his own plans. 
 
    Tellisa frowned. “What? If they trigger the Reaction Engine at the right time, the High Rankers will suffer a terrible blow. This is the best opportunity for us to strike.” 
 
    Kael looked around the room, seeing that most of them agreed. It was only understandable. All of them had some issue with the people in charge, and the High Rankers were the most visible symbol of that. Kael understood them, but he also knew that what they had been doing so far would not work. 
 
    “We’ve killed how many High Rankers since we’ve been active?” Kael started. “A dozen, and their deaths have changed nothing. We could wait for the Exiles to execute their plan, and we could jump on the opportunity—isolate a few High Rankers in the chaos and kill them. With all of us here, I am sure that we could kill a handful of them. But you know, just as I do, that the High Rankers are just the most visible of the strong. There are more, keeping—smartly—to the shadows.” 
 
    Kael closed his eyes and took a deep breath, remembering the feel of sand beneath his feet, of the blood spilling inside a cage. “No,” he said as he opened his eyes, staring at all of them with such intensity that he saw them all lean back in surprise. “They consider us a nuisance at best. They think that we are just upstart fools. No more. We will show them who we truly are.” 
 
    “How?” Geor, the demasi, asked. He was the oldest one among them by far—a man whose growth had been crippled by the jealousy of the Healer. He hated the High Rankers with a passion. 
 
    “The people of this world have grown accustomed to the way things are. They follow down the paths made by people that came before them. Few attempt to go into the darkness on their own, trying to blaze a path of their own. I pity them, for they don’t understand what it is that they are doing. They are just…enjoying living in safety. We will show them the truth that they have forgotten: that this world is not safe, that it is not kind to those who shy away from adversity,” he told them, his voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “I learned a lot in the arenas,” Kael continued. “But there is one lesson that I have always carried with me, one lesson that I have always remembered: one must always have a knife in the darkness. We will make the world tremble, and they will know that this is the turning point in the history of the world.” 
 
    They watched him with reverent looks in their eyes. They were all here because they believed in the cause.  
 
    The Exiled Shell met Kael’s eyes and spoke. “What will we do?” 
 
    Kael glanced at them, then turned his eyes to Berion. “You, my friend, will be the instrument of our triumph.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. It is because of you that we will be able to do this, and because of you that I even know how to achieve it.” Kael smiled. He could tell them everything now, but he understood people. The less time they had to think about it, the better. He trusted them, but there were things that not even they were aware of. 
 
    He assured them that he would tell them soon, and then sent them out into the city to gather information. There were too many powerful people at the Tournament, and even with the distraction of the Reaction Engine, they needed all the help they could get if they were to pull off what he planned. 
 
    A few minutes later, Kael was left alone with Berion. The minotaur looked at Kael, his eyes downcast. “I’m not sure that I can—” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Ber. You are greater than you can even imagine.” 
 
    The minotaur shifted uncomfortably. “I am not worthy of your trust.” 
 
    “You are more worthy than anyone else. If you cannot believe in yourself, then believe in me.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I don’t even know what it is that you want me to do.” 
 
    “Do you remember the stories you used to tell me, about the trips your master used to take you on?” Kael asked. 
 
    Ber nodded as he frowned in confusion. “Of course, but what—” He paused, and then his eyes widened. “Kael, you can’t.” 
 
    “We must.” He put his hand on Ber’s shoulder. “This is the only thing that can change everything.” 
 
    Ber opened his mouth, but then closed them. His eyes searched for something in Kael’s, and then he sighed. “I… We don’t even know what it does. I know so little. I was just a slave; I overheard much, but…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my friend,” Kael told him. “This is the right path for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zenker 
 
      
 
    Zenker sat in a room filled with Essence. Few realized it, but there were certain types of Essence that could enhance willpower, that could be shaped by it. It was a secret that many kept for themselves—the Zenshuen Sect being one of the most prominent ones. They kept the source of their Bloodsilver tightly controlled. 
 
    Zenker was deep beneath the Tournament City, in the Under, in a cave filled with Wardsoil. He had found it a few centuries ago, during one of the previous Tournaments. The soil surrounded the cave and prevented his will from leaking outside. No one could sense him or what he was about to do while he was surrounded in it. 
 
    In front of him was a large bowl, filled with a liquid metal of red and silver. The small amount of Bloodsilver was what he had managed to procure a while ago, and it had served him well.  
 
    Elemental Essence had three basic states. Each type of Essence had a different main state, but all could change. The states were solid, liquid, and cloud. Earth liked to be solid, most of the time, for example, but sufficient will could change that state, just as interactions with other Essences could. Cultivation was the art of forcing Essence into liquid form inside one’s body. It made it more malleable, easier to refine and improve, and far easier to form into techniques. The moment Qi left the body, it changed state based on the will and technique guiding it. 
 
    Zenker had spent time studying the natures and underlying laws beneath all three focuses. He had taken his time with his skills, choosing to rely on his items, because he wanted to make his ascension perfect. He had seen what had happened to Sigmund, how his ultimate skill had enacted a price for its power. All complete skills required a price, as Zenker himself had seen with his own, but he had managed to limit them. 
 
    But his goal, the real reason why he had kept his skills so low for so long, was because he knew what the end looked like. He had seen it. He had encountered the only person ever to have reached nine tier-nine skills. Power came to those who struggled, those who pushed, those who had talent, and those who had time. Not all were required for someone to reach great heights. The prime example were the two Rankers of the Seventh Iteration: they’d had less time, but more struggle and talent. It was a balance. 
 
    Zenker closed his eyes, remembering the mad fool who had reached the end, the insane woman who had pushed all of her skills to their ultimate form without any regard for balance, for integration. With no idea what she was doing. Zenker had pitied her then, and he still felt sadness at that. His hip throbbed with a phantom pain, one that never truly went away. Still, after all this time, his fight with her had been the moment when he had come closest to death. Even now, he didn’t understand quite what she had done that had hurt him so. If she had been sane, if she could have controlled even a tiny portion of her power, she would’ve splattered him across that mountain. 
 
    He remembered the space around her trembling, the patchwork of nine images stitched together around her, exerting her mad will on the world, crushing anything in its path. They had been visible even to the eye, but twisted beyond any hope for Zenker to recognize what they were supposed to represent. She had no integration between them, nothing that could pull them together into something cohesive. She had been fighting herself more than she had fought him, and still she had managed to destroy one of his Eternal weapons. 
 
    He hadn’t really understood then what he faced. It was only later when he saw more people reach tier-9 skills that understanding came. There was something beyond that, a manifestation of power, an image that reflected the will of the skills that comprised it. 
 
    Nine skills, each integrated into one concept. He didn’t know who she had been; he had found her a long way beyond the frontier. She had been one of those who were like him perhaps, who wished to explore, or perhaps someone who wanted to push themselves to greater heights. She had succeeded, no matter what the result had been. Perhaps she had been mad before she reached that point; Zenker had seen how madness lent itself to greater understanding of skills, to greater growth of willpower. 
 
    He turned his mind away from his memories and focused on his skills. He had successfully joined remaining perfect skills into tier-8 skills. Now, he was at the point of pushing them all to tier 9. Improving skills was a matter of willpower, of holding a concept or an idea inside one’s mind. Perhaps the better word would be image. He wouldn’t do all of them now, of course—pushing his mind that much depleted his willpower. He needed rest. But he focused on one of them, this time one of his active skills. 
 
    He needed to be careful, to do this right, without any distractions. It was why he was all alone in the Under. He needed to be sure to mitigate the drawbacks as much as possible. He focused on his |My Dash, Closing Swipe| skill: an active skill that allowed him to close the distance quickly and execute a powerful space rending swipe. 
 
    He threw his memory back, finding a kernel of an idea. It was a skill that had come from his dash and swipe skills. It was about movement and attacks, at its core, and he pushed that concept to the forefront of his mind. His will trembled as he pushed all other thoughts out of his mind, searching his memory for a defining moment of those skills. It came to him the same way it had the last time. He felt the concept, the idea, the image of him closing the distance and swiping take hold: a single action raised up to his perfection, to its ultimate form. He felt the skill inside of him, and as his will nearly crumbled, he pushed the last part through. 
 
    Something clicked and his skill evolved. His will blazed out around him and reality trembled as he pushed his rule over it. 
 
    He sighed from exhaustion and saw notifications in the corner of his eye. 
 
    He chuckled. As far as skill names went, |I Arrive And Lash Out| was not too bad. Now he needed to test it out, to see what the drawback would be—for if there was one thing that Zenker had learned over his years, it was that there was always a price for power.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 57 – PRESENT - Reyla 
 
    Domination 
 
      
 
    She woke to the now already familiar rumbling. It was like the early stages of the earthquake—when you could hear what was to come, when you could feel it in your bones. Her bed was large, lavishly draped with the finest cloth spun in the colors of gold and red. She groaned, her muscles still sore from the yesterday’s training session. Reyla’s mother had taken her training seriously, and even though Reyla knew that she was holding herself back significantly, it didn’t mean that she couldn’t bring the pain. 
 
    Reyla stretched her muscles for a bit, knowing that with her stats her soreness wasn’t going to last for long. She finished cleaning up and dressing just as a servant walked in with breakfast. Reyla grimaced as she realized that she had to have slept in. Because no one came to wake her up, she assumed that her mother’s orders were to let her sleep. Reyla wasn’t about to argue with that, as she had spent the last couple of months training daily, with barely a moment’s rest. She finished her breakfast and then walked out of her room. The wooden walls gave the building a comfy feeling, which she appreciated. Inside, she could almost imagine that she was somewhere else, could forget what awaited outside—only, not really, because the faint rumbling never stopped. 
 
    She stopped in front of the main door and took a deep breath, then opened it and stepped out of the wooden mansion and into the grove. Trees with gold and red leaves curved above her and all around her, arranged in an orderly fashion. The ground was paved with white stone, with indicated paths leading in three main directions. She saw Ornn family servants walking around, doing their tasks. They barely stopped to bow to her as they passed, but she didn’t begrudge them that, as she knew that they were busy. 
 
    The rumbling was louder outside, but it was still being cushioned by the trees and the nature around her. She walked down one of the paths, and soon there were no more branches above her, and she could see the blue sky stretching in all directions. Two towers stood nearby, grown out of four pieces of wood spinning around each other. She saw large ballistae on top of them, with two guards manning them. She knew that there were two more on the other two towers on the other side of the grove behind her, and that the mansion itself had three more, as well as a bunch of other defenses and powerful arrays. The mansion was woven from wood, just like the towers and the rest of the buildings in this grove. It was father Ender’s doing, of course. She knew that, because of that, the wood was probably stronger than some metals, and it would also have a lot of other interesting properties. As she walked, she couldn’t help but get the sense that every piece of nature around her had been placed with purpose, even though she didn’t quite understand what that purpose could be. 
 
    She reached a clearing, and saw the small training yard in front of her, much smaller than the places she usually trained in. There were a few wooden practice dummies, grown from the ground and with arrays attached to them. There was no one training at the moment, but Reyla did spot Emyris—her brother—standing at the edge of the yard, leaned over the wooden railing that grew out of the ground as well. 
 
    He was looking at something below, and then she heard a loud roar. Quickly, she made her way to him and came to a stop next to him with her hands on the railing, looking down. The clouds reached up, almost as if to touch the flying palace she was on; she could see the ground through the openings. The dark ground looked as if it was constantly waving, which in a way was true. Every part that she could see was covered with monsters, all moving in the same direction. And then there was the noise, the roars, and screeches—the sound of thundering hooves, paws, and feet. It filled the air, rumbling and unending. She didn’t know if she would ever grow used to it. 
 
    She glanced around, seeing the other flying palaces around them. The big families flew theirs nearby, but there was one that captured the eye immediately. The largest palace was in the middle of the formation, looking like a fortress made of black stone. Towers surrounded the diamond-shaped platform that was held in the air by a thick cluster of dark gray Storm Cloud Essence. Compared to the Royal flying palace, the Ornn family one was almost a quarter smaller, and looked more like a flying forest with a wooden palace in the middle surrounded by a garden. That didn’t mean that it wasn’t as defensible as stone, however, as most of the defensive and offensive capabilities of the flying palaces came from arrays. 
 
    Around the palaces flew the formations of cloud ships, which were smaller and ready to defend the palaces if there was a need. 
 
    A roar came again, and Reyla looked around, trying to find the source. 
 
    “What is happening?” she asked her brother. 
 
    Emyris was looking around just like her, but he answered. “We encountered the apex monster of this territory. Vargar is doing his thing.” 
 
    Reyla blinked at that, then intensified her search. She had missed the other fights, mostly because they tended to happen at the front of the Great Swarm, while the palaces usually kept to the back.  
 
    She opened her mouth to ask him if he knew where Vargar was when the question became moot. 
 
    Two shapes blew through the clouds far in the distance. One was a monster that she had never seen before, and had trouble identifying. It was long and serpentine, without any legs or arms, and had six wings spread out over its long sinuous body. The wings were covered in feathers that gleamed as if they were made out of red metal, while the body was green. The head of the monster was elongated and snake-like, with large fangs clearly visible even from this distance. A small group of cloud ships was nearby, which helped her get an idea of the scale of the monster. Those cloud ships were all just shy of fifty meters long, and the monster looked like it could swallow one of them whole. It was at least five times their size, but it was hard to tell since its long body was constantly coiling through the air. It roared, and even from this distance, Reyla could feel the power of it. 
 
    She removed her filters and took a look at the monster, seeing its name. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Zavazcoatl: Sovereign of Clouds (Tier 16) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She nearly shuddered at what she read. It was a monster that could do some real damage, even to the palaces. It was an amphiptere variant, and an incredibly powerful one. But she didn’t worry, because just behind it came another monster: a dragon. His body was thicker, and he had arms and legs, the top of his back and tail covered in gleaming silver spikes, while the rest of him was protected by black scales. His wings pierced through white clouds, leaving trails behind him as he soared after his opponent. The dragon’s head was large, with two horns curving backward from the top of his head, and in his mouth wicked teeth were sharp and gleaming. He wasn’t as long as the other monster, and his tail a bit shorter, but there was no question that the dragon was bigger. 
 
    On his neck, a large collar blazed with light, an array that allowed them to control him, and through him the Great Swarm. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Vargar: Scourge of the Sands (Tier 18) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She watched as the dragon took a deep breath and then a plume of silver fire exploded forward. It hit the other monster in its long tail, melting through scale and bone. The screech from the amphiptere shook the air itself, and it beat its wings before making a sharp turn, heading straight down toward the dragon. 
 
    Its wings started to shine and then it twisted and pointed them at the dragon. Six beams of deep crimson pierced the sky, all heading toward Vargar. 
 
    The dragon’s horns glowed silver, and then the six beams hit a dome of silver light surrounding the dragon. 
 
    “Shit,” Emrys said, and grabbed Reyla pulling her a step back. She saw the six beams hit the shield and then deflect in different directions. Two of the beams cut through the formation of the cloud ships near the battle, cutting three of them in half with ease. Three others deflected up into the sky, but one was deflected in the direction of the palaces. 
 
    She saw the red beam the size of a house hit the Royal Palace, its shield array blazing with light. Her ears were filled with noise and her eyes with red light. She was forced to close her eyes and cover her ears, but after a few seconds it stopped, and she blinked her eyes open. 
 
    The Royal Palace was still there, and she released a sigh of relief. Her parents were there at the moment. She knew that it would take more than a single attack from a monster like that to break through the shield array on the flying palaces, but she couldn’t help her worry. 
 
    Her eyes searched the sky for the battle of the two titans, and quickly she found them just as they clashed into each other. The force of it blew the clouds around them away, and sent a shockwave spreading through the air. Reyla saw the surviving cloud ships flying away, putting some more distance between the fight. She knew that they were unlikely to interfere, as Vargar winning on his own would have the effect they desired. Having help would undermine their goal. 
 
    She saw the amphiptere coiling its body around Vargar as the dragon raked its scales with his claws ripping open flesh. His jaw opened and bit down on the amphiptere’s neck just as it tried to bite him. The two tumbled through the air, struggling in a match that left Reyla in awe. Blood fell beneath them like rain, and their growls and yelps of pain overpowered all other sounds. 
 
    She saw a flash of silver, and one of the amphiptere’s red wings was burned off, causing a big piece of it to fall down toward the ground. The dragon roared, a silver field blasted around him, and the amphiptere was forced to release him, its body uncoiling itself from around the dragon. 
 
    It tried to get away, but Vargar was on its tail, hunting the injured monster, his big wings sending him forward in the blasts that tore through the air. He caught up and then grabbed hold of the amphiptere’s body from above with his claws, his mouth closing around the nape of the amphiptere’s neck. The struggle began again, and Reyla was so engrossed in watching the two monsters fight that she completely missed another person arriving to stand next to them. 
 
    “What do you think the outcome will be?” 
 
    Reyla nearly jumped when she heard the voice from her right side, and her head swiveled to see her oldest sister, Vanessa, standing next to her and looking at the battle in the distance. 
 
    Reyla exchanged a look with Emrys and then answered. 
 
    “Vargar will win,” she said. 
 
    Vanessa gave her a look, and Reyla grimaced as she realized that she had given the wrong answer. 
 
    “That outcome was never in doubt,” Vanessa said, in her haughty tone. Mother had put Vanessa in charge of the palace when she and her fathers weren’t around, but she also put her in charge of Reyla’s and Emrys’ education. To be more precise, she was teaching them how to properly apply their martial power and to know how to read situations and anticipate events. 
 
    Emrys cleared his throat and then gave his answer. “I don’t think that the amphiptere will submit. I think that it will fight to the death.” 
 
    Vanessa tilted her head, then turned her eyes back to the fight. “It will submit,” she said. 
 
    Reyla blinked and tried to think of a reason why she thought that. Vargar had fought apex monsters in every territory the swarm passed through that had one—either to the death or until submission. The monsters that submitted entered the Great Swarm, and the monsters that didn’t died. In case of death, not all of the monsters in the territory would submit; instead, some would run away in smaller swarms. In the case of submission, all the monsters under the submitted monster would enter the swarm. 
 
    The Great Swarm had been unleashed, or rather nudged into a direction. From the far south of the Great Empire’s territory, they had traveled all around their borders, absorbing more and more monsters on their way.  
 
    The time of the Return was upon them—the Empire was marching to war.  
 
    Reyla glanced right, looking back at the end of the swarm, and then far in the distance she saw what looked like another swarm. She knew that it wasn’t; the tiny specks in the air were cloud ships, and the tiny shapes on the ground were massive walking engines and fortresses. The armies of the Empire, of the Orders. She didn’t even know how many troops they were sending, but she knew that it was most of what the Empire had. The armies were following behind the Great Swarm, ready to sweep through the core once the Swarm caused chaos, once it depleted the enemy armies. She saw explosions at the front lines, the small and short bright lights. She knew that it was the army fighting the stragglers from the swarm. During fights like this one, Vargar’s control on the swarm slipped and stragglers tried to move in all directions. But it was only a tiny amount, as the Great Swarm was so big now, its momentum built up, that even without Vargar the swarm would continue heading forward until it encountered something that broke it. 
 
    The air shook again, and the flying palace they were on trembled. Reyla looked back at the battle, somewhat fearful. She knew why they had moved forward: in case Vargar couldn’t handle the monster. They did not have the time to suborn another monster of his might, which meant that they couldn’t risk losing him. The palaces and the cloud ships were there so that they could interfere. 
 
    But from what Reyla could see, the dragon had everything under control. 
 
    Then, the battle suddenly ended. The dragon and amphiptere separated and silence filled the sky, even the ground and the rumbling seemed to still. The two monsters hovered in the air across from each other. The amphiptere glared at the dragon, whose silver eyes glared back, its body covered in blood and missing one wing, and then it bowed its head. A moment later, Vargar opened his jaws and a plume of silver fire split the sky above him. The roar of monsters on the ground grew steadily until it was deafening. In the distance, Reyla could see flying flocks of lesser wyrms and other flying monsters moving through the air aggressively. Vargar closed his mouth, and then unleashed a roar that thundered over the roars of the other monsters. 
 
    Reyla knew that now the other monsters in this territory would join the swarm, that the amphiptere would join as well. The Great Swarm would grow, as it had since the moment they had started their march. 
 
    “How did you know?” Emrys asked once the noise had settled. 
 
    Vanessa looked at Vargar as he flew in the distance, becoming smaller and smaller as he moved toward the front of the swarm—the amphiptere following behind him. 
 
    “That monster was a sovereign. Monsters that have titles as well as names are special. Their names mean more than just an identification of a type. It was a ruler; it knew that it was over matched between Vargar and us. There was no point in it dying. Monsters of that power level are smart, whether they have animal instincts and cunning or something greater. They are not to be underestimated. But their names can tell you more about them and what you can expect. Some might be as or smarter than some of us,” Vanessa answered. “Try to remember that for the future.” 
 
    Reyla nodded. She had seen many different types of monsters so far, but she had to admit that she had never given it much thought. There seemed to be more that she needed to learn. 
 
    Without saying another word, Vanessa turned and left Reyla and Emrys alone. 
 
    “Could’ve said bye at least,” he muttered. 
 
    Reyla glared at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She can probably hear you.” 
 
    “Let her hear,” Emrys said. “We are her siblings, not her servants.” 
 
    Reyla grimaced, but she had to admit that he was right. Mother’s…family gathering, had changed many things in the family. But it was obviously hard for the older ones to care for those that they hadn’t had many interactions with. Her parents were obviously trying to change things by putting them all together, but…it was going to take a long time for that to happen. 
 
    They had already been traveling for months, and they had a few months more to go before they reached the Golden Coast on the Settled Territories Frontier. But everything that the Empire had worked for was close to coming to fruition, and Reyla still didn’t know how she felt about that. In reality, her thoughts didn’t matter at all, so she tried not to dwell on them.  
 
    She sighed and turned around, pulling her spear out of her storage and getting ready for some more training. Mother might not be there, but Reyla still wanted to train regardless. 
 
    She glanced back at her brother and raised an eyebrow. “Coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said. 
 
    They walked to the training yard and settled across from each other for a short spar.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Selia II 
 
      
 
    The Grand Auction was underway, and Selia was sitting in one of Zenshuen private booths. Not the main one, of course, as that one was exclusive only to Zenshuen Sect members, and today she had a guest.  
 
    At her table sat Ryun Nacht, the Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect. He had agreed to accept the sponsorship of the Zenshuen Sect for the Grand Auction. It had taken her longer to convince him than she had expected—enough so that her people had felt insulted. There were few who would refuse such an offer, and fewer still who could do it without it seeming like an insult. 
 
    Her people had been suggesting many things to her to make the Frontier Sect Head learn his place. She had frankly had to make sure that none of them did something on her behalf behind her back. They didn’t understand why she was pursuing him and allowing herself to be insulted. Truthfully, if she thought that the Ranker was doing things with the intent of insulting her, she would’ve reacted in much the same way as her people had—but she knew that he didn’t know yet the culture of the sects, and that insult was the last thing on his mind. 
 
    He didn’t care for the Essence or resources that Selia could grant him, and even the sponsorship that he had accepted was without the strings that such a thing usually entailed. In truth, there were…implied obligations, things that everyone in the sects understood and acknowledged. Ryun Nacht, on the other hand, didn’t know. Selia had figured out that he was quite literal, a complete opposite of most people in the sects. It was refreshing in a way, which was why she had made sure to be clear with her words and what she wanted in return. 
 
    In the end, she hadn’t managed to secure much. If her people knew what she settled with, they most definitely would’ve tried to do something for the perceived insult. Of course, they had no idea why she was even talking with a Sect Head from a small frontier sect. Most could justify her curiosity by the fact that he is a Ranker and had qualified for the tournament, and she didn’t try to elaborate. The only thing she had secured was that he would continue talking with her, and allow Zenshuen emissaries in his sect. It was barely anything, and most certainly not worth what she was paying for it…if one didn’t know her real reasons for doing so, at least. 
 
    Her grandfather had mentioned it in passing, but he trusted her enough not to look deeper into it. She had just told him that she could see potential in Ryun Nacht, and that was the end of it. But she knew that doing what Command had ordered would be harder. So far, she was still evaluating him. She needed to know more about him and see how powerful he really was—though, the tournament would soon show her that. Recruitment into the League did not happen overnight. It was not something that one just revealed to people. First, she needed to learn who he was. It felt weird to say that she was getting to know someone; it had been such a long time since she had done anything resembling this, and even then, it was in a much different context with Erdania by her side. 
 
    This was… She had to admit that this was at least more enjoyable. Ryun Nacht was young in years, but there were moments where she forgot that, when she looked at him and saw the people her own age or even older in his eyes. There was a maturity there, even more so than with some who were hundreds of years his senior. He didn’t have the need to try and leverage his power and achievements, didn’t try to make sure that everyone knew. There was an aloofness to him, as if he didn’t really care what others thought of him. 
 
    His ideas about inspiration and advancement were interesting, and she found herself drawn into conversation with him often, enough so that she forgot the passage of time. She had even tried to internalize some of his ideas and experiment with them. It was strange to just talk with someone about that. Everyone in the sects was taught to keep such information close to their chest, to reveal only with those they consider their closest allies. Ryun Nacht did not grow up in the same environment, did not have the same ideas and habits. And she felt…more comfortable talking with him about it than anyone else. He didn’t have any allegiances, and from getting to know him she understood that he wouldn’t tie himself to another, no matter what. 
 
    She could see in him the qualities that the League could value. The difference between the League and the Cabal was not great. They both wanted the same thing: stability in the Infinite Realm. The only difference was the way they went about it. The Cabal liked to work from the shadows, to suppress and keep the other High Rankers in check by various means, though rarely violent ones. The League liked to push forward, to search for power and advantages, and they wanted to interfere directly. They hadn’t made any big moves yet; they weren’t yet so strong that they could, but in time they would be. 
 
    She shook her head and pulled her thoughts back to the present. The small chamber that they were in was occupied by only a few people. Selia and Ryun were sitting at the table near the edge, just next to the opening that showed the center of the inner tower and the podium where the auction was being held. Behind them were their guards. Selia had two demasi immortals standing at attention somewhere behind her, while Ryun had brought his two Sect Leaders, who were two humans. Her information gathering had uncovered that the two women were in a relationship, and she had some info about the red-headed woman’s power—since she had fought in the Mid Division of the tournament. The other woman was an immortal, and they knew nothing about her power, though it was clear that she was a new immortal as her Qi control wasn’t yet up to par with her Sect Head’s. 
 
    The Grand Auction was currently underway, or rather the preshow was. Part of her sponsorship with Ryun was that she provided him with low-grade potions and elixirs. She had been frankly shocked when she heard that he had used only a few of them. She had given him enough for him, as well as some extra for his sect. The low-grade elixirs and potions that were of a type that he had not yet consumed wouldn’t give him much, but they would help. 
 
    The second part was that they had given him one million Celestial Essence in credit, to be used on the auction. It wasn’t much, but should let him buy something at least. It would of course not let him buy the better items that would be available. The last part of the sponsorship was one item of his choosing from the auction—within reason, of course. They weren’t going to open their vaults for some of the high-end stuff that would appear in order to give it to an affiliated sect. 
 
    “What do you think?” Selia asked after a while. The auction had started a few dozen minutes ago, and was just now moving into the interesting items. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, his eyes looking forward but not at the large projection in front of the opening of their room. She wasn’t quite sure, but over their interactions and talks she had started to notice that there was something strange with his eyes. She almost suspected that he was blind, but he clearly could follow and see her when they talked, and he could clearly see the windows that popped up when a new item was shown, although that was Framework based, so sight wasn’t really required. It was probably one of the more unique eye perks, which meant that it had to have drawbacks—she just didn’t know what they were. In any case, his qualifier fights had shown her that he had some kind of a sensory skill, as did their interactions since. She was sure that he could see what was happening on the podium below them. 
 
    “The items are interesting,” he said. 
 
    Most of what they had seen so far was unimpressive to her, but it should’ve been impressive to him. Still, she had seen that he had some pretty impressive items himself. He had wanted to sell some of his items and materials at the Grand Auction, and Selia had offered her help. In the end, she had bought most of it herself, paying a slight premium just so that she didn’t need to buy through the auction. He had a mythic item that had been useless to him and any other person who was mainly a Cultivator, rather than a Classer, but she could use it for some of Zenshuen’s adopted members. Having Classers in a sect was rare, but it did happen. The rest were rare materials and aspects that he had collected on his trip beyond the frontier.  
 
    Selia had been surprised and delighted to hear about that trip. She had always wanted to do that, to just go beyond the borders and explore, fight all on her own. She rarely had the chance to do that these days. 
 
    “But nothing that you are interested in?” Selia chuckled. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “I don’t have the need for most of the things that are on offer,” he told her. “I do not rely on items in general. The things that I am looking for now are things that can help me improve what I already have.” 
 
    Selia nodded. She understood that, but still she wanted to see what would draw his eye. 
 
    “You are not buying anything for yourself?” he asked a few minutes and a dozen items later. 
 
    “No. My sect has the list of the things I am looking for, and they will buy if something from it comes up.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at her with a raised eyebrow. “Ah, so you are here only to entertain me?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Selia answered. 
 
    “Hm…that thing you can’t talk about yet must really be important,” he commented, likely referring to the recruitment. 
 
    Selia had been trying to plan just how to bring him in. It was not as easy as it might seem. There was always a risk of him refusing, which meant that she needed to reveal enough information to entice but not enough to endanger the League should he decide to refuse. It was a balance, and she needed to be very careful. 
 
    “Our conversations are enough to make me want us to spend time alone. My bodyguards are under contracts not to reveal anything I speak about in private, and I really want to know more about how you think advancement works,” Selia said, hoping that he would reveal something new. Any snippet she could get could be the key that would unlock her inspiration and let her advance to the Ascended Realm. 
 
    “Hm…perhaps another time,” he said with a smile that made her think that he was teasing her. “After you share more of your own.” 
 
    True, their conversations were a bit of a give and take, so she had to accept what was fair. She turned her eyes back to the auction as the next item was brought out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun didn’t really want to avoid talking about inspiration and advancement; he enjoyed his talks with Selia about it. But if he was being truthful, he was waiting, looking at every item brought out and trying to figure out if it would be of use. He was looking for something specific, something that could help him with his most glaring weakness: the amount of Qi in his core. The potions that he had gotten from Selia had included some core-density potions, but they had been the lowest grade, and he had barely gotten a 3% increase from them. But everything added up in the end, so he was grateful. 
 
    He still didn’t quite know what exactly she wanted from him, but Anrosh and the others were insisting that just establishing a basic connection could be worth it for the sect. That was why he was even doing this, or rather it had been at first, at least. He had found that Selia was…interesting, and obviously knowledgeable and experienced. It was nice to talk with someone who could grasp at the concepts that he felt instinctively. He was not the best person at explaining things, but Selia seemed to be able to understand, which he appreciated. And he was learning a lot, things that would no doubt help him in the future as well. 
 
    A friendship felt weird to Ryun, especially after he had met with Zach again and was reminded of what they once had. There was only one person in the world now whom he really considered a friend, and that was Anrosh. Nayra was great, but they still needed time. Ereclaw was a companion, and a like-minded soul, but… Ryun wasn’t really sure what being friends with someone meant. He was not someone who entertained loose relationships—he was the kind of a person who either didn’t care at all or cared deeply. There was no in-between for him. 
 
    And he was feeling awkward. He didn’t know how to do this really, how to make meaningful connections with other people. He was pretending, and probably coming off as aloof and without a care in the process. But inside, he just…didn’t know exactly how to act, and so he fell back to his old ways. Other people had always been the ones who had approached and befriended him—on Earth, and here, too. 
 
    He shook his head and turned back to the matters at hand. A new item had been brought up, and Ryun glanced at the window that was projected in the air in front of him. It was a Framework window, so he could see it clearly, even though he couldn’t see the projection that showed the podium and the item. But that didn’t matter much, since he could sense the items. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Bleeding Whip Lasher 
  
       	  +70 to Dexterity 
  The whip lasher can be extended like a whip to a distance of ten meters. Any wounds made by this weapon will bleed 50% more blood or any other vital essence and will heal at a 50% slower speed. A portion of the vital essence is siphoned off and added to the wearer as stats, up to a maximum of 5% of the target’s total stats. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The weapon was a khopesh made out of dark red metal, with clear sections marked along the blade, which Ryun assumed would separate into a whip. It was a good weapon, something that might even be useful to him, since he was better at range. The starting price was 100,000 Celestial Essence—a lot for a mythic item, but this one was in the upper tier of mythic items. Nothing in Infinite Realm was built equal. 
 
    Ryun placed a few bids, but quickly the price skyrocketed, and he was forced to abandon his attempts at securing it. He had almost three million Celestial Essence, if he counted in the credit that Selia had given him. His remaining items had sold for around a million on their own; some on the auction and some directly to Selia’s guild. He might’ve lost some Essence by selling directly, but, he felt like it was an investment in her continued good will. He couldn’t complain, as she had granted him access as well as a significant sum to spend at the auction. Though, according to Anrosh, that was nothing for a sect of their size. Still, Ryun was thankful. 
 
    “You are interested in a weapon?” Selia asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve used a sword for most of my time on Earth, but…it didn’t fit me anymore, so I gave it away. Now I am forced to use cheap weapons to activate powers that require them. But few things seem to fit exactly what I need.” 
 
    “Ah, I understand,” Selia said. “I’ve had the same dilemma for a long time, too.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at her and tilted his head. “You can’t find a good weapon? I would think that with your sect’s resources it would be easy.” 
 
    “Oh, I have a powerful weapon, but I am searching for an awakened weapon that fits my style perfectly. I am not reliant on weapons in the first place, so I have the luxury of waiting. I’ve tested out a few, but in the end, I had to break the bond and give them to those who were better suited.” 
 
    Ryun nodded in understanding, as he had done the same thing. Her mentioning that made him remember the spear he held in the corner of his storage space. White and gleaming, it was a reminder of what he had lost. And he couldn’t bring himself to even touch it. He didn’t know what its bond would do, what perks and abilities it would have. Melody hadn’t bonded with it, but it, like Kagehime, changed the more it was used. The more she fought with it, the less solid her spear became, turning into something resembling a white cloud. 
 
    Now, he knew that those weapons were shaped to be compatible with who they were when they had received them, which meant that it would’ve fit Melody at the time when she received it as a reward. Her build had relied on quick and precise attacks, on quick movements. He assumed that her weapon would reflect that. 
 
    He shook his head and turned back to the auction. The next hour passed quickly as item after item was presented. They had long since moved into the relic rarity territory, and a few masterwork items had been shown as well. Ryun made bids on a few, but he was out of his depths. He didn’t have nearly as much in the way of funds as the others. Selia was giving him looks, probably wondering why he hadn’t spent her credit on the cheaper items, since now he had no chance of finding something within that budget. He could’ve done that, and would’ve if he had found anything that was exceptional. There were things that could’ve helped him, but nothing had really been completely earth shattering. He needed something to cover his weakness, and he was saving all of his Essence for it.  
 
    Then, finally, an item that fit what he wanted was presented. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  True Soul Core Reformation Elixir 
  
       	  Consuming this elixir will reform your core based on its current state. It will merge all of your core-related perks into a new and improved perk. The result will depend on the quality of your existing perks and their compatibility with each other. Warning: Elixir’s effect can cause crippling damage if your perk compatibility is not sufficient! 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That was what he had been waiting for—well, not the exact thing. He had hoped for something to deepen his core, to allow him to have a greater amount of Qi, but perhaps this could be just as good. He had confidence that his perks were compatible, as he had only two, after all. 
 
    “A truly incredible elixir!” the host said. “Created by the famed Grandmaster Kelik Oteem of the High Garden Kingdom. The first of its kind on sale, and a great opportunity for any Cultivators out there. We are starting the bid at 500,000 Celestial Essence!” 
 
    Ryun immediately made his own bid. The price skyrocketed quickly, with sects entering into a bidding war for it. Ryun kept up, until the price reached two and a half million. He could see the trend of the auction, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to keep up. As the price hit three million, his entire budget, he turned to look at Selia. 
 
    “You said that you will purchase one item for me,” Ryun said. “That is the one. You can have all the Essence that I currently have, even.” 
 
    Selia tilted her head, then glanced down as the bids kept rising. “My own sect is bidding on it. That elixir will be useful to us as well.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t say anything, but instead just looked at her. 
 
    She glanced at him, then back at the auction. The price had reached five million Celestial Essence, or rather five thousand Immortal Essence. It was an insane amount, and it didn’t seem like it was slowing down. 
 
    “It is too much,” Selia whispered as she met his eyes. “I said within reason.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t look away. This was the moment when he found out just how important he was to her, and just how much value she placed on her own word. This was the instant when he would know her. 
 
    She glanced back at the auction as it reached seven thousand Immortal Essence. Then, she placed her hand on the device on the table in front of her. 
 
    “And here we have a new bid! Coming personally from Sect Leader Selia Ha Jhan, a bid made against her own sect! Things are heating up,” the host announced. 
 
    Selia grimaced, but kept her eyes on the podium. Ryun looked at her face. It was determined and stoic; her long hair was pulled back behind her ears and her posture straight and dignified. He hadn’t really paid that much attention to her before, but now with his eyesight, she made him think of statues made by great artists back on Earth. Things of beauty and refinement. 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to look at the auction as well. The Zenshuen Sect hadn’t placed any more bids, apparently deciding to let Selia bid. He wondered if they knew why she was doing it, and if she would get in trouble for it. Most of the bidders had abandoned trying to get it, leaving only Selia and the Dragon Heart Sect bidding against each other. 
 
    The price had risen to ten thousand, and Selia’s expression turned hard. He could see, or rather sense, the competitive streak in her. The way that her body tensed, the way that she leaned forward, the way she moved to sit at the edge of her chair. How her eyes never moved from the projection in front of her. It was impressive to watch. She was lost in her own little world, not caring about anything else. He had rarely seen people quite like her. Selia seemed to be a person who did things that she wanted, and who wasn’t afraid to go after those things no matter the cost. He couldn’t help but stare at her, and admire that. 
 
    Then, a loud noise filled his ears and he turned around, realizing that the auction for the elixir had concluded. The elixir was sold for forty-five thousand Immortal Essence, or forty-five million Celestial Essence. The most expensive item at the auction by far. 
 
    “The Elixir is sold! To Selia Ha Jhan of the Zenshuen Sect for forty-five thousand Immortal Essence!” 
 
    She turned to stare at Ryun, her eyes narrowed. “You better think of something to make it up to me. That is a fortune.” 
 
    Ryun looked her in the eyes, grateful, but also satisfied that he hadn’t made a mistake. He had seen what kind of a person she was. Keeping one’s word was one of the most important things to Ryun, and she had kept hers. The only thing that Ryun had to give in return was his insights, and he would gladly share them with her. 
 
    Ryun smiled and spoke. “Of course. How about a dinner tonight? We can continue our talks, I’m sure that I can make it up to you.” 
 
    She held her expression for one long moment, and then chuckled. “You’d better. My grandfather will kill me once he finds out what I intend to do with the elixir.” 
 
    Ryun turned away, slightly uncomfortable. He had put her in a difficult position. But still, he couldn’t help but look forward to getting the elixir. His first match was in only a couple of days, and with this he would have a much greater chance of moving forward.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 58 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Conclusion Dominance 
 
      
 
    “Why did we need to go this far out of the city?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun glanced at her from his kneeling position on the ground. They were on the shore of a large lake, the place where he had discovered his ideal. He had found himself coming here often. The place calmed him, and he remembered Ullia Dar Ishi. 
 
    “I don’t know what this will do,” Ryun said. “I don’t want to be in the city.” 
 
    “But why here, though?” She gestured at the empty land around them. Stone and the lake were the only things that surrounded them. 
 
    “I like it here,” Ryun answered. 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it with a snap and shook her head. “Fine.” 
 
    Ryun nodded and settled, then started putting Essence into his second path. Selia had declined to take the Essence that he had offered; it wasn’t like it would make much difference to her. 
 
    He advanced his second path, upgrading his perks. He had considered waiting some more, as the more he did so, the better his upgrades would be. But with the main part of the tournament coming up and with him planning on using the elixir, he decided that he should do it now. True, in a perfect world he could wait, but he couldn’t afford to stay his hand in hope of some future power increase. The Infinite Realm was dangerous, and anyone could die at a moment’s notice. It was better that he had more power now than to risk not having it if he needed it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk improvement available for Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura 
  
      
 
       
       	  Might—Oblivion’s Presence 
  
       	  Doubles the base damage of your Void Aura. Base Qi cost is doubled for all instances. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reach—Oblivion’s Grasp 
  
       	  Doubles the range at which you can extend your Void Aura for the same cost. Initial base Qi cost is doubled. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lingering—Oblivion’s Persistence 
  
       	  Doubles the amount of damage that your Void Aura deals to the marked targets after the aura is no longer affecting them. Base Qi cost for increasing the effect intensity is doubled. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun read through all three improvement choices. These were not evolutions, which meant that he probably didn’t meet the requirements for any—that, or this type of perk didn’t have a branching evolution path. Quickly he decided that neither the range or damage would help him much. He didn’t rely on his aura to deal damage, and he usually used it while he was in melee range. His other techniques were more than enough in most cases, but dealing more damage over time could be useful. Someone just entering his aura for a moment would suffer more damage than they would before. 
 
    He made his choice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Void Aura—Oblivion’s Persistence (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Void damage equal to 1.7x (0.2x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi takes an additional half of total damage dealt over the next four seconds. Gain +15% to wisdom. Oblivion endures. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His perk had become named, and Ryun could feel a deeper understanding. It was…it felt tied to his ideal, his desire to endure until the end of everything. He felt like he could lose himself in trying to understand more, but now was not the time. He advanced and reached the next perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk evolution available for Physical Appearance: Refined 
  
      
 
       
       	  Refined Appearance 
  
       	  Your body and features are refined. Your appearance becomes more attractive. Enhances your current capabilities. +20% to wisdom, +20% to dexterity, +20% to vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Inner Refinement—Void Chassis  
  
       	  Your body and features are refined. Your inner parts are a step closer to embodying the void. Stat impairment and sickness have 50% less effect on you. Enhances your current capabilities. +25% to wisdom, +25% to dexterity, +25% to vitality. You are built of Void. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Refined Body 
  
       	  Your body and features are refined. Your entire body is further refined, increasing all your base stats by 10 for every advancement realm (current: +60 to all stats). Enhances your current capabilities. +20% to wisdom, +20% to dexterity, +20% to vitality. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Only two choices interested him, and in the end a named perk was the obvious one. He moved on, advancing again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk improvement available for Astral Eyes—Sights Unseen 
  
      
 
       
       	  Precision 
  
       	  Increases the fidelity of your sight. You gain +15% to vitality, +15% to intelligence, +15% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Sharpness 
  
       	  Increases the clarity of your sight. You gain +15% to vitality, +15% to intelligence, +15% to wisdom 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perception 
  
       	  Increases the ability of your eyes to notice change. You gain +15% to vitality, +15% to intelligence, +15% to wisdom 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at the improvements, and in the end decided to go with Sharpness. He didn’t need perception, since his skill coupled with what he already had was enough. Precision didn’t matter either; perhaps if he was a crafter or formation maker, he would’ve taken that. Sharpness was the best choice for him, as he often became blinded by the amount of Essence in front of his eyes. 
 
    Then, he finally advanced one more time. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk improvement available for Abyssal Core—Void Well 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aether Core 
  
       	  Your core is vast and powerful. It can hold the entirety of Aether. Your current total core capacity is increased by 500%. Gain -5% to current Qi speed. +20% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titanic Abyssal Core 
  
       	  Your core is a titanic abyss of the void. Your current total core capacity and your current Void space size are increased by 150% of current total. +25% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rift Core 
  
       	  Your core is a rift in space. Increases current total core capacity by 200% and core density by 25%. +20% wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at the choices. The Aether Core was what he had been searching for all this time: an increase of his core. The only issue was that it had no mention of void, and if he was going to use the elixir, he needed his two perks to be as compatible as possible. The Titanic Abyssal Core wasn’t bad either, and in the end it was the only choice he could take. 
 
    He picked it and felt his core change and deepen. It was just a direct improvement of his previous core, so the effect wasn’t anything drastic. With that last change he looked over his notifications, seeing that his second path had increased in rarity, as he had expected. The Path of the Unbreakable Wall was now mythic, the same as his main path. 
 
    Ryun glanced at Anrosh, who had waited patiently next to him. He gave her his storage rings since he had emptied his Void storage for this. He didn’t know what was going to happen to it. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Ryun said as he pulled out the True Soul Core Reformation Elixir. 
 
    “Me, too,” she said, and he downed the elixir. 
 
    He was not prepared for what happened. 
 
    The moment the elixir settled in his stomach, his core caught on fire—or at least something resembling that. He no longer really needed his organs; they were there just for show. His body pretended to work in a way that his human body had, but it wasn’t anything near that at all. It was made out of Void, and he only needed Void to survive. Sure, his mind still thought one way, and a mind was a powerful thing. If he didn’t breathe, he would feel like he was suffocating—eventually, at least. 
 
    Now, the pain that he felt was akin to what he had felt when he had been inside the Void Plane. He slipped into |Greater Split Focus|, one part of him dealing with the pain while the other focused on what was happening. With the pain now relegated to the back of his mind, he could feel the change. He looked down, his eyes seeing a vortex of Void Qi churning inside of him. 
 
    His core collapsed into itself, compressing into a pearl barely larger than his fingernail. In the back of his mind, the pain was excruciating, but his second focus watched with interest as the pearl started to grow. His core had always been solid, but now…the walls seemed firmer, as if they were made out of crystallized Void, similar to what happened with his {Void Armor}. It was smooth and it gave off a sense of a deep void, similar to what he felt in the Void Plane when he pushed himself as far as he could. 
 
    And then his conduits reattached themselves to the new core. Crystal reinforcement grew over the conduits near the area where the conduits and the core met. The pain subsided and he took a deep breath, stopping his skill. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun tried to move his Qi, but realized that his core was empty—only a trickle came out as it slowly regenerated. The speed at which it regenerated seemed to be slower than what he was used to, and he couldn’t exactly tell how much Qi he could pack into his core. 
 
    “I guess we are about to see,” Ryun said as he pulled out his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Forced Core reformation initiated. 
  Void Forged Core and Titanic Abyssal Core—Void Well perks removed. 
    
  Congratulations, reformation successful. New Unique perk is now available. 
  Gained — Mark of the Endless Core—Oblivion Beckons 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  New Unique Perk available! 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mark of the Endless Core—Oblivion Well  
  
       	  Your core is endless. It can encompass the whole of oblivion. Its physical size is set and will never change. The inside of your core can be deepened endlessly. Your current core size is equal to 150% of your original core size, and your Qi regeneration is equal to 80% of the original core’s regeneration. Your Void Storage size is increased by 20% of the original. Drawing in Essence past the point of it being full will deepen your core’s size. Cycling has greater benefits; each cycle increases the core size by an extra 5%. You can convert drawn-in Essence to Qi and replenish your core, as long as the Essence is of the same Aspect as your Qi and it is tier 6 or higher. Gain +50% to wisdom. Your core is endless as oblivion. Without end. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun read through his new perk carefully. It was definitely an upgrade—already, he had more Qi capacity than he had even with his upgraded Early Heavenly perk. Losing Qi regeneration would not be an issue if he could just replenish his core with Essence. He pulled out some of the Void Crystals that he had left over and started to pull them into his core. They were all tier 6, which fit with the requirement. He didn’t have enough to fill his core, unfortunately, but he did have enough to test things out. The next evolution required 12000 Celestial Essence, but he wanted to cycle it through as much as he could, if now he would get 5% core size every time he did so. He would need to spend a lot of time drawing Qi in. 
 
    He managed to fill his core about halfway through, and then he closed his eyes. He felt inward, trying to interact with the Essence, and then it came to him as if by instinct. He could feel the Essence in his core being refined and turned into Qi. He glanced at his screen and saw the numbers slowly going down. It was a process similar to pulling out Essence and creating Essence Crystals, only doing that inwardly. He stopped the process. His Qi would regenerate on its own, and he planned on filling his core so that he would be able to replenish it at a moment’s notice. With this, he basically had twice the capacity of his core as long as he had Essence to convert into Qi. 
 
    That would fix most of his issues. 
 
    Finally, Ryun glanced at Anrosh and smiled. “All is good.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath as he prepared himself for the upcoming match. Anrosh stood next to him, probably more nervous than he was. 
 
    “You remember what Lesamitrius told you about your opponent’s powers?” she asked, for probably the third time. 
 
    “I remember,” Ryun said as he adjusted his battle robe. It was mostly black, with some red embroidery at the hems. His fingers had all of his best rings, and he had potions ready in his Void Storage. For this match, they were allowed four potions of their own choice. Ryun decided to go for two potions that would increase his Qi regeneration and two healing ones. 
 
    His opponent was someone named Geor Tharson, a human who Ryun had caught glimpse during the free for all: a ranged combatant that used something akin to a rifle. He didn’t know much from the match; he had only sensed him shoot down a few of the fliers. Lesamitrius had gathered some more information, but it boiled down to the man being a long-range shooter. He used rifles and guns, specially crafted items that needed ammo. His primary focus was a Class that focused on empowering and improving his weapons and shots. 
 
    The downside of such a build was that it relied on the materials of his weapons for damage. And it was expensive, too: from what Lesamitrius told him it was in most cases not worth it. Getting ammo powerful enough to pierce through the skin of high-tiered individuals alone had nearly insane costs, and then there was everything else to consider as well. 
 
    Anrosh had insisted that they make a plan for the match and consider all that they knew about his opponent. Ryun didn’t really have any reason to refuse, so he had agreed. He wasn’t the one to make plans in advance, not really. He usually made a general outline of a plan and then acted on instinct. 
 
    Their plan boiled down to Ryun closing the distance as fast as possible, and then finishing the match quickly with a burst attack. Ryun agreed, since he didn’t know too much about his opponent. With the terrain and his skill, it shouldn’t be too hard for him to find his foe. 
 
    The attendant came in, and he knew it was time. 
 
    “Good luck,” Anrosh said, and he nodded. 
 
    The attendant led him away, and then he was teleported into the arena. 
 
    As soon as he arrived in the arena a voice echoed loudly. 
 
    “Welcome to the High Division Tournament! This match is between Geor Tharson, Sharpshooter of the Green Waste, and Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect! Which one of these two will triumph and move to the next round? We’ll find out!” 
 
    The arbiter near Ryun asked if he was ready, and Ryun activated two of his techniques—as each contestant was allowed to activate two powers prior to match start. He chose his {Empowering Null Mantle} and his {Void Armor}. He switched all of his bonus stats to wisdom and then activated his second technique. After Crystallized Void covered his entire body, he switched his bonus stats to strength and dexterity for speed. Only then did he let the arbiter know that he was ready. 
 
    He was on one side of the arena, and while his range could cover all of it if he was in the center, right now he couldn’t see his opponent—since he was on the other side. Still, he focused on his Perfect Resonance Sense: My Sphere, Total Clarity, preparing to search for him as he got closer. 
 
    The match start was announced, and Ryun dashed forward. 
 
    His sense was the only thing that saved him. He threw himself to the side as something moving incredibly fast punched through the stone mountains and pillars heading straight for him. It was barely enough. It struck his armor and the crystal shattered—he focused his will and the special part of the attack was absorbed by his Mu body. The physical part, though, smashed straight through his shoulder. His Tinker’s Mind slowed down his perception of time and he activated |Greater Split Focus|, buying himself more time. 
 
    His entire right side had been blown away, his arm flying through the air as it was ripped off. The pain was secondary as one part of his mind handled that. Blood and gore flew behind him, turning to void mist nearly instantaneously as his momentum still carried him to the side. As soon as his arm moved away from his body, it turned into violet mist. The amount of damage did something strange to his body; after the initial strike, instead of blood, his body leaked Void mist. That had been a powerful attack, and he wondered if perhaps he should’ve tried to absorb its physical force, but quickly he realized that he had made the right decision. He had no idea what the special part of that attack could do, while he knew exactly what the physical force would do. He was feeling slightly drained, but he didn’t know if that was the residual effect from the special part of the attack or just the damage he suffered. He didn’t have the time to wonder, though, as he sensed another attack enter his range, heading straight for him. 
 
    With his Tinker’s Mind pushing his perception of time to the max, he had the chance to inspect the attack. To his sense it was a large vibrating bullet, a caliber that was as thick as Ryun’s forearm. It was basically a cannon shot. He didn’t have the time to spend on it, so he moved.  
 
    |Pouncing Rush| moved him out of the way of the bullet, but not fast enough. The attack clipped his ribs, which were unarmored from the impact that made him lose an arm.  He felt the bones shatter inside of him just from the bullet grazing him. The skin ripped apart and a wound the size of a fist opened up below where his armpit used to be. 
 
    Everything around his wounds turned to mist. Even half of his body still beneath the armor did so as everything that had been damaged by the attack. He focused on his Mu body and the mist leaked out in a surge, his Qi dropping as he used it to reconstitute his shoulder and arm as well to heal his ribs. His core dipped by a good 20% of his Qi supply and he grimaced. He jumped forward again, trying to use the stone pillars for cover as he didn’t know how his opponent was tracking him, considering his own skill didn’t yet reach him. 
 
    Then a third bullet blasted into his range. Ryun focused on his [Inevitable Step], but this bullet was faster than the last two. His ability activated, but the bullet clipped him on the way. He exited his step with his hip blown apart. The {Void Armor} shattered and his leg was left behind him to turn into mist. He tumbled to the ground and feared that he had just lost the match, that he would need a moment to recover, but no new attack came. It suggested that his opponent couldn’t fire that attack indefinitely. That was good, but now he was in a race against his foe’s cooldown, and he didn’t know how much time he had. 
 
    He glanced down and saw his hip and everything around the wound leaking Void mist. He focused and another 15% of his Void Qi supply disappeared to heal the wound. Quickly Ryun downed one Qi-regeneration potion and moved his null mantle bonus to wisdom and recreated his armor, this time in his Mist Armor mode. It would take more of his Qi if he got hit, but it wouldn’t just crack under impact. He hoped that he could disintegrate the bullets without them eating all of his supply. He was already below 70%. 
 
    He got to his feet and started running forward as he moved his bonus back to strength and dexterity. He crossed the distance quickly, the fact that he could now handle his stats even better indicating his clear improvements. He moved almost as fluidly as he did when his stats weren’t boosted. 
 
    He crossed the distance quickly, using his [Inevitable Step] once it came back from cooldown. And then he saw his foe with his sense. He was moving to the top of a stone pillar, carrying a large rifle on his back and having a couple smaller weapons on his waist and upper thighs. Ryun shaped a step and ran on air, heading straight for the shooter. He was going incredibly fast as he shrugged off the effects of gravity, allowing him to soar through the air in great bounding leaps. 
 
    His opponent stood on top of a pillar, wearing a coat that covered the guns strapped on his body, as well as bullets and other gadgets. The sniper pulled out two smaller weapons that looked to be handguns when Ryun closed the distance to a couple hundred meters, and then he opened fire as Ryun entered the visual range. Smaller bullets ripped through the air, hitting Ryun and getting disintegrated by his armor. He was about to continue forward, ignoring the attacks, when he noticed just how many attacks were hitting him and how much his Qi was dropping. Each bullet dropped his Qi by less than one percent, but he had been hit by upward of two dozen. His Qi had regenerated another 10%, but with these attacks he dropped below 60%. He could risk it, could reach him and unleash a {Staggered End} as Anrosh and Lesamitrius’ plan called for, but he realized that he did want to win—and this way, he might not. 
 
    His opponent flashed in his eyesight, and he knew that he had activated a couple of abilities. Two shots left each gun, glowing dangerously in his sight. They moved faster than he could react, and before he even registered that his opponent had used an ability, the two shots hit him. His armor ate the attacks, but his Qi dropped all the way down to 30%. Ryun grimaced and hardened his armor back into its crystallized form. With his current Qi supplies, it just wasn’t worth it for him. 
 
    As his opponent prepared to fire again, Ryun stopped lessening the impact of gravity on his body and switched to halting his own momentum. His mind screamed as he turned his will to another task, but his body ground nearly to a halt. He shaped a wall in front of himself and one above, then pushed himself with his arms straight down. 
 
    Another four bullets burst through his wall, one of them ricocheting as it broke apart on its way through. The fragment hit his extended hand and ripped it off at the forearm. The other three bullets were fired down, at the place where he was going to be. The first hit his helmet over his jaw and exploded, the crystallized Qi shattered and shrapnel from the bullet and his own Qi shredded Ryun’s face, blowing his jaw and one eye clean off. The second bullet hit him straight in the chest, exploding against the armor and shattering it, pieces of shrapnel impaling his torso. The last bullet his shoulder and he felt bones beneath break, but somehow his armor there held. 
 
    He tumbled down to the ground. The attack made it hard for him to focus and he failed to focus his will—instead of robbing his body of momentum or absorbing the physical force, he smashed into the stone at full speed, cracking the rest of his armor in the process. 
 
    Air burst out of his lungs and the bones in his back cracked. It couldn’t stop him from moving, though, as his Unyielding perk meant that even if every bone in his body was broken, he could still move as if he had no wounds at all. 
 
    He rolled as more bullets came his way, then stabbed the stump of his hand against the ground and pushed himself up to his feet. With his |Pouncing Rush| he dashed away and reached an opening that led into a canyon. He tumbled, hitting walls on the way down and then landed at the bottom on his knees. He focused and pushed all of his bonus stats to vitality, feeling his |Greater Restoration| and |Enduring Trained Body| help heal his injuries, and his Regenerator perk helping it along. His opponent was sitting on top of the stone pillar, his weapons trained on the opening of the canyon, waiting for him to surface. 
 
    His body was wrecked, his vision blurry in his remaining eye, and the rest of him in not any better condition. Mist was leaking through the hole in his lower head where his jaw used to be, the lifeblood or whatever it was that he now had slowly seeping away. 
 
    Ryun tried to think about how he should close the distance. His opponent was dangerous, and hard to deal with at a distance. The range between them was just over two hundred meters, but that might as well be ten times that, as the moment Ryun showed himself he would get hit with bullets. 
 
    His robe was in tatters, and his remaining hand and legs were bare. He pushed his Qi out and healed his injuries, depleting it fully. Mist rushed out of his body, enveloping the areas that were injured or no longer existed and then his body reconstituted. With his core depleted and his body sore from healing, he was at a disadvantage. He downed a healing potion to help with the residual injuries, as well as his remaining Qi regeneration potion, and then he tried to think. He had a few ways that he might be able to close the distance, but the more techniques he was forced to use, the slower he would be. 
 
    He closed his eyes, his sense focusing on his opponent. He was waiting patiently, obviously used to waiting for his targets, Ryun doubted that he would miss again. 
 
    And then Ryun froze. He wondered why he was even doing it this way. The plan wasn’t his, and while he agreed that it was good, that it was logical, he probably wouldn’t have done the same. His opponent was weak in melee range, so it was an obvious thing for him to try and reach him there. But Ryun was good at range, too, and they were at a perfect distance now. 
 
    He took a deep breath and thought about the match, the tournament. He wondered if he really wanted to win. The tournament wasn’t that important to him; it wasn’t necessary to him. He wasn’t after the prestige, nor was he after rewards. He was after something, though: a worthy fight. His opponent was good, but Ryun felt that he could win if he didn’t hold back. And then…then he could fight others who were stronger. He could push himself further. 
 
    There were several ways that he could do this, but only one that he was sure would work 100%. It would require him using something that he hadn’t been able to test, but he instinctively understood how it worked. It would give him the victory. And he found that he did want to do it, that he did want to win this way. He wanted to move to the next round and see how far he could get.  
 
    And so, his decision was made. 
 
    He focused inward and converted the Essence that filled his core to Qi, replenishing it nearly to the brim. Then he pushed all of his bonus stats into wisdom and used {Avatar of the Reaper}. A copy of himself appeared next to him, and his split focus took care of sending commands. He sent it up, heading out to rush the sniper, while he shaped a pillar beneath himself. As soon as the avatar climbed up, the sniper started firing, hitting the Void Construct with bullets. Ryun raised the pillar beneath himself, pushing himself up into the air. He blew up past the edge of the canyon and high into the air until he was above the stone pillar where the sniper stood. 
 
    After only a second of a delay, the sniper moved his weapons to level them at Ryun, leaving the avatar to shape steps and head straight for him. Ryun’s Qi burned in his conduits, and before the sniper could fire, he pointed both hands at him and activated {Void Beam}. 
 
    From his palms, an empty void tinted with violet at the edges blasted out, his |Greater Aim| helping him fire on target. The sniper rolled and jumped from his stone pillar as Ryun’s beams cut through it, cleaving off a piece as Ryun followed after the running sniper. He cut through everything in his way, hunting his opponent with his beam. Pillars toppled as the beam disintegrated pieces of them, hunting the sniper that used them for cover.  
 
    But there was no cover from Ryun’s sense. His avatar ran on shaped void steps, closing the distance as well. The sniper pointed a weapon without looking straight in Ryun’s direction in a moment when there was nothing in between them. Ryun knew that he would hit, and Ryun had no armor now. 
 
    He activated Total Knowledge just as the sniper fired. Six bullets left his gun in a span of a second. But the sense of Ryun’s immediate surroundings sharpened, and as soon as he sensed the bullets he knew where they were going, where on his body they would hit. Ryun twisted his body, his |Greater Coordination| making it far easier. Five of the bullets grazed his skin, but none of them hit, and they was still enough to injure him. Two passed near his legs, scorching and ripping skin where they passed. Two passed by his right arm, the force of their passage shattering the bones inside his arm. The fifth passed near his waist, the force of the passage making it feel as if a building had just fallen on his hip. He couldn’t focus enough to rob them of physical impact, and he had thought that evading was enough. That was his mistake. As the last bullet curved in the air, blazing with power, it hit him in the center of his chest, blowing a hole the size of a small melon straight through. It severed his spine, removing his heart and half of his lungs, but it didn’t matter. His Unyielding meant that his body would continue to function at its peak, no matter the damage it took. 
 
    His opponent’s attack had paid off regardless. Ryun’s evading of bullets meant that he had to move his hands, widening the gap between his beam and his opponent managed to gain more room—enough that he stopped, knelt, and pulled the big gun from his back. He lined the shot with Ryun and he knew that the cooldown for the opening attack had to have come back. Ryun wouldn’t survive that, and his beam wouldn’t cut him down fast enough. 
 
    With the Tinker’s Mind, he saw the man’s body flash as he activated several abilities and skills in concert, and then pulled the trigger. The bullet left the barrel, heading straight for Ryun’s head. It was too fast, and Ryun knew that he had no choice if he wanted to win. As the bullet closed the distance, Ryun activated his ideal perk. 
 
      
 
    —Conclusion Dominance— 
 
      
 
    The words echoed in his mind, almost as if they were announcing something. He felt his opponent react, his body tensing as if he too had heard the words, and perhaps he had. Ryun’s perception changed. Aside from his sense and his eyesight, a new, third sense appeared. He saw strings filling his perception—not sight or sound, or smell and touch, but something more. Each string represented something, a piece in the everything that was reality, the future probability of what would happen, of what was happening, of the bonds and actions, of interaction. The way that the stone would endure for hundreds of years if not disturbed; the way the air would remain in place unless blown away; the way that the bullet would reach him and blow a hole through his head. The string of that latter probability was strong. Ryun reached out with his will as the bullet neared his head and found the line that governed the continuity of the bullet’s momentum which would continue until it was expended. He pushed his will on that string, straining on it until it bent and finally severed. The act brought the bullet’s momentum to the False End. 
 
    The bullet stopped in the air and then fell straight down. 
 
    His foe was surprised, but only for a moment. Ryun jumped to the side as the second bullet exploded out of the barrel. He knew that this one wouldn’t hit him, so he didn’t even bother. The sniper moved to line up the third shot, and Ryun reached for the lines in the sniper’s body. He could sever anything, could end his life as he brought his life string to a False End. He didn’t have the will to do that to another living thing, however, not yet—but a person was not made of just a single string, but thousands. He reached to the string that represented the sniper’s eyes and leveraged his will on it. It was harder than the bullet, since the sniper had his own will that opposed him, but Ryun pushed his will to the extreme. Pain pounded in his head, but the string bent and the broke. The sniper’s eyes reached the False End, the end of their existence, and the sniper went blind. 
 
    It made him hesitate. His rifle’s movement slowed down. Ryun knew that he probably had another skill or perk that let him sense his surroundings, but he had seen him look down the scope. He relied on his eyes too, enough that he hesitated. 
 
    Ryun landed on a step and pointed his arm at the sniper. A beam of Void burst out and lashed at his opponent. The sniper blurred as he evaded using an ability, but the beam disintegrated the front of his rifle, forcing him to drop it. He dodged back as Ryun moved his arm, following after him. The sniper pulled his guns and fired, but Ryun forced his will on the stone pillar next to him. He cut the string that held the piece of stone Essence together, and it turned into gravel, falling out and making the side of the pillar topple in the way of the bullets. His beam had no problem punching through the stone as it fell to the ground. 
 
    The sniper blurred again, getting some distance from Ryun’s beam, and evading directly in the path of a second beam. Ryun’s avatar stood with hands in front of its body, a beam of void blowing through the side of a boulder and cutting the sniper’s legs off. He tumbled to the ground and screamed. Ryun jumped forward as his avatar made his way around the boulder.  
 
    The sniper opened fire from the ground, two dozen exploding bullets eviscerating Ryun’s avatar and broke it apart. By then, Ryun himself had reached close enough. He leapt through the air, void mist leaking from his wounds trailing behind him. He focused his will and cut the string that governed the man’s tendons as he raised a hand to shoot at him. Pain exploded in his head and Ryun realized that he had hit his limit with that power, at least when trying to cut strings that were part of other living things. 
 
    He shaped walls around the man and created his death coffin. A moment afterward, he landed on top of the same pillar and he let his technique collapse. He saw his opponent tumble to the ground as dozens of spikes dissipated and no longer supported his body. He was filled with holes that had pierced through him. Then Ryun’s opponent flashed with white light as the talisman on his belt activated. 
 
    A voice echoed through the arena. 
 
    “Winner! Ryun Nacht!” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework-run World 
  
       	  5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Transcended 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to reach the Foundation Stage 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Body of Iron 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to forge their body 
  
       	  +20 endurance, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Quickened Mind 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to forge their mind 
  
       	  +20 intelligence, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal 
  
       	  Kill more than 5000 people of your own race for their Essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lake of Qi 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to forge their Qi 
  
       	  +20 wisdom, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lord 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to Reach the Lord Stage 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Qi Manipulator 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to gain Qi manipulation 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution I 
  
       	  Evolve your Class for the First time 
  
       	  +5 to all stats 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First True Body 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to obtain True Body 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hated Foe 
  
       	  Be hated and hunted by more than half of a world’s population 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Man Army 
  
       	  Fight against more than 1000 opponents and win 
  
       	  +40 to all stats, Indomitable, 500,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Butcher of Humanity 
  
       	  Kill more than 500,000 people of a race by yourself 
  
       	  +200 to all stats, Reaper’s Aura, 5,000,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding II 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence (per Tier 6 skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Limit Break: Reign of Three Territories 
  
       	  Defeat the three Rulers in the Reign of Three Territories scenario while on a lower Realm and lower level 
  
       	  +40 to strength, endurance, and vitality, +5% to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monarch 
  
       	  Reach the Monarch Stage 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 1000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler 
  
       	  Become the sole ruler of a territory 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence, Small Mansion unlocked (Town Upgrade) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heartstone Core 
  
       	  First to clear the Heartstone Core Dungeon   
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Heavenly 
  
       	  Reach Heavenly Realm   
  
       	  +30 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Hunter 
  
       	  Kill 5000 different monster types     
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Crucible of the Body 
  
       	  Go through a harrowing experience to improve your body by forging it in the harshest conditions possible based on your body type 
  
       	  +500 to endurance and vitality, +2% to all stats, Unyielding (Unique Perk), 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Immortal 
  
       	  Reach Immortal Realm 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beyond Understanding II 
  
       	  Focus and specialize your understanding of a tier-6 skill 
  
       	  +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence (per focused skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Glaxon Town 
  
       	  First to clear the Glaxon Town Wild Dungeon   
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Witness of Journey’s End (Unique) 
  
       	  Reach at least a combined power level of nine tiers, and embody an ideal 
  
       	  +400 to all stats, +5% to all stats, Conclusion Dominance, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  PERKS 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker's Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. Able to alter perception of time for the user. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own temporarily. Strength of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly while in combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to 3 techniques at the same time. +20% to wisdom. Control depends on wisdom stat. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents who are of a lower level or Cultivation stage than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, techniques, or skills from people who are on the same or lower primary tier of power than you. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void (8) Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of the Void, making any foreign Essence in your body disintegrate. The speed of the effect depends on the power of the foreign Essence. While Void Qi is moving through your body, you are less susceptible to movement-restricting effects. The power of the effect depends on the strength of the attack. Gain +20% to strength and wisdom.  
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Aura—Oblivion’s Persistence (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Void damage equal to 1.7x (0.2x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi takes an additional half of total damage dealt over the next four seconds. Gain +15% to wisdom. Oblivion endures. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Hunter Aura; when active, you gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. Nearby beings suffer -25% to all regenerative effects and -25% to total stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to you, and the other half to the Scythe. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Regrowth (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, regrow a lost body part. Speed of regrowth depends on your vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Inner Refinement—Void Chassis (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body and features are refined. Your inner parts are a step closer to embodying the void: stat impairment and sickness have 50% less of an effect on you. Enhances your current capabilities. +25% to wisdom, +25% to dexterity, +25% to vitality. You are built of Void. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Astral Eyes—Sights Unseen (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit. You are no longer able to see the real world; instead, you see a world in between the Ethereal and the Real Realms. Allows you to see Class, Cultivation, and Skill, as well as power currents. Increases the clarity of your sight. You gain +15% to vitality, +15% to intelligence, and +15% to wisdom. You thrive in the darkness. And now, your blind eyes see what others cannot. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Send Thought (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You and your contracted partner are able to send thoughts to each other regardless of distance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endless Source of Stamina (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your stamina is strengthened, and the effects of your endurance on your stamina are doubled. +10% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Forging of Body and Aspect: Mu—Primordial Void (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is forged by your aspect and your path. You are able to mitigate and ignore the effects of gravity according to your will. Physical-force influences against you can be absorbed by your body, up to 90% of their power according to your will. Allows you to spend Void Qi to absorb special attacks, impacting your body up to 90% of their power according to your will and Qi spent. Void effects on your body, your Qi Conduits, and your Core are lessened by 90%. Sufficient damage to your body will turn it into an insubstantial Void mist form; expending Void Qi can allow you to reconstitute your form. All Void powers are 25% more effective. You gain +20% to wisdom and +70% to endurance. The only one who influences here, is me. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Unyielding (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is highly resistant to physical damage and can function at peak condition in all states, even after it is damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 
  
      
 
       
       	  From Nothing—To the End of All (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your soul transforms into a pure piece of oblivion. Your physical body is transformed into Void-energy-based matter. It will retain human-like appearance and sensations, retaining all the gifts of Mu, but it will no longer function as one. You will no longer need to breathe or eat food but will need to consume Void Qi or Essence. Reproduction will only be possible through the use of powers. Upon destruction of your vessel or upon suffering critical soul damage, your soul will be transported to the closest Void- or related-type Essence Plane for recovery. Time to full recovery depends on vitality and wisdom stats. Current: 8 years. Upon recovery, you will be able to reconstruct your body and leave the Essence Plane. Your soul can survive without access to the Void or related Essence for only a short time; if your soul is deprived of that type of Essence or prevented from entering an Essence Plane, you will die a True Death and return to nothingness. Gain +15% to wisdom and +15% to endurance. Without a beginning and without an end. You are an agent of oblivion. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Field of a Thousand Cuts (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Foes, Torn Asunder allows for great devastation. Once per day, you may create a field of a thousand cuts, creating spatial tears in a twenty-meter radius around you that will cut any foe that gets near them and deal damage equal to 20% of your current strength. One spatial tear can only deal damage once before disappearing. Undetectable except by special perceptions. Gain +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adept's Conduits (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi conduits are made for greater control, allowing for the extreme command of Qi through conduits. +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Total Knowledge (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Sphere, Total Clarity allows you to sense even the smallest changes in a sphere around you. Once per week, you may activate Total Knowledge and gain complete understanding of the position of everything in regard to you. The effect will last for 10 seconds. Size of the sphere depends on will. Gain +10% to intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Conclusion Dominance (Title Perk) 
  
       	  Once per three months, for three minutes you may see the strings of future probability of all reality in a three-hundred-meter radius around yourself. By expending your will, you can bring/cause a False End to any and all things by cutting the string, no matter the plane of reality. The amount of will necessary and the difficulty of cutting the string increases with: length of the probable future, power disparity, opposing will, size of target.

Upon the duration's end, if possible, the cut strings will be reconnected and returned to the previous path and state. The changes may be irreversible, as everything, including reality itself, ends someplace and sometime. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wolf Claws (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  You can draw upon your contracted partner’s power. Once per day, you may summon crystallized blood-claws on your hands. The claws’ durability depends on your contracted partner’s power. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mark of the Endless Core—Oblivion Well (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is endless. It can encompass the whole of oblivion. Its physical size is set and will never change. The inside of your core can be deepened endlessly. Your current core size is equal to 150% of your original core size, and your Qi regeneration is equal to 80% of the original core’s regeneration. Your Void Storage size is increased by 20% of the original. Drawing in Essence past the point of it being full will deepen your core’s size. Cycling has greater benefits; each cycle increases the core size by an extra 5%. You can convert drawn-in Essence to Qi and replenish your core, as long as the Essence is of the same aspect as your Qi and it is tier 6 or higher. Gain +50% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Harbinger ( E ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  89 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Final End ( M ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Immortal 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void (8) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Empowering Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Void Beam 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Staggered End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Path of the Unbreakable Wall ( M ) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Heavenly 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base Technique 
  
       	  Void Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch Technique 
  
       	  Void Armor 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit Technique 
  
       	  Avatar of the Reaper 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery >> Sword Art (2/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect
Resonance Sense: My Sphere, Total Clarity 
  
       	  Pounce >> Enhanced Pounce >> Rush >> Greater Rush >> Pouncing Rush (5/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance >> Coordination >> Greater Coordination (10/10) 
  
       	  Aim >> Greater Aim (10/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster’s Trained Body >> Enhanced Monster’s Trained Body >> Persevering Trained Body >> Greater Persevering Trained Body >> Enduring Trained Body (2/10) 
  
       	  Meditation >> Greater Meditation >> Split Focus >> Greater Split Focus (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Regeneration >> Quick Recovery >> Greater Quick Recovery >> Restoration >> Greater Restoration (2/10) 
  
       	  Mind Shield (9/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  2208 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  2145 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  3071 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  3057 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  2176 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  3068 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude – Selia III 
 
      
 
    Selia watched Ryun’s match from the main Zenshuen berth, sitting next to her grandfather. She had been surprised, and very impressed when she saw him regenerate crippling wounds in only a few instants. Nothing about his previous matches had suggested that he had that much survivability. She had assumed that he was a short-range control and burst caster; most of his techniques did seem to be built toward that, but his body was also clearly able to take an incredible amount of punishment and regenerate from there. He seemed to be like Erdania, only where she had an endurance-based toughness that made her nearly invulnerable, his own toughness was based on vitality and insane regeneration.  
 
    Selia wished that Erdania had come to watch—she would’ve found him interesting. Selia grimaced, wondering if perhaps she should’ve insisted, but Erdania had said that she was only interested in the real matches, which for her were the semi-finals. She knew Erdania and understood that she needed time for herself from time to time. Mental illness didn’t really exist in the Infinite Realm, not like how it had in the pre-Framework worlds—as far as Selia understood it—but she knew that as people grew older and were warped by their power, peculiarities emerged. Erdania had many such peculiarities, all ways of dealing with her past. Occasionally she just shut down for a while and lazed about without the will to do anything. That typically happened when she had close encounters with death. 
 
    She continued to watch the match in silence. She could tell that the match had grabbed her grandfather’s attention, since he was actually watching instead of talking with the other people sitting around them. Ryun had been hit repeatedly, and always managed to regenerate his wounds. The smaller wounds closed slower than he had regenerated before, but still incredibly fast. That made him a very dangerous opponent, as most regenerators were. Dealing with people who could take your strongest attack and just regenerate or shrug it off was difficult, especially when they could hit back hard, too—and she knew that Ryun could do that.  
 
    He continued running toward his opponent, and his armor changed from solid to mist. He had many ways of mitigating damage or just outright healing it—but his opponent was an incredibly bad match up for him. The sharpshooter was clearly powerful, too, and focused on empowering his shots. People who used such devices were not widespread, for the simple reason that their equipment was an added Essence sink. It had to be if one wanted to be able to use those weapons to fight people on the same level as them. Ryun’s opponent obviously had weapons made out of the high-grade materials, strong enough that Selia knew that his big shots would threaten even her if they managed to hit, and Ryun seemed to lack a long-distance attack that could reach his opponent. Then, as he grew closer, he started pulling out over-sized javelins and throwing them at his opponent, surprising her again as he forced the sharpshooter to evade and give Ryun time when he wasn’t being shot at to get closer. 
 
    She looked at the screen as Ryun was forced to hide in a canyon to evade more attacks as the sharpshooter’s cooldown came back. And then she watched as he got out, summoned a Qi copy of himself and fired a beam technique at his opponent. Everything it touched it deleted from existence, but the sharpshooter had some powerful evasive abilities and managed to stay ahead of it. 
 
    The two exchanged fire…and then it happened. He used his ideal, and the sharpshooter’s attack stopped in the air, causing the bullet to fall to the ground. The use of an ideal would be unmistakable to anyone who had an ideal themselves. Those who were in the range of his ideal would hear the name of it inside their head, whether they had an ideal or not, but anyone who already had an ideal and was close enough to see would know what he did. It was…a resonance, just a knowing. 
 
    She didn’t know what it was, or what it did. It clearly stopped his opponent’s attack, but that didn’t tell her much. She watched as the match drew to a close, the winner already clear in her mind. Only once his victory had been announced did she realize that she had leaned forward in her seat. 
 
    “I see why you have taken an interest now.” Her grandfather’s voice made her startle, and she leaned back. 
 
    “Ah,” she started. The conversation about the elixir that she had given to Ryun had not been easy, but she had managed to convince her grandfather that it was for the best. “Yes, he could become a good ally.” 
 
    Her grandfather nodded. “We shall see. He used an ideal…the fifth so far.” 
 
    Selia knew what her grandfather meant. Four people in the top thirty-two had gained an ideal during their matches, all those who had shown more of their power during the free for all. It was far more than any time prior, according to her grandfather. The Tournaments usually produced one or two ideals, three at the most. This Tournament was different; this was the first tournament that was broadcast across the settled territories. Billions of people were watching, and that had to have influenced things. The question that Selia and many others had now, was just how powerful these ideals were. There hadn’t been any time for the people to talk, for an external ideal to be formed by the people. Obviously, many people looked at a person and thought the same thing, which was why the ideals were formed in the first place. But…just how clear those opinions were was yet to be determined. 
 
    She shook her head in response to her grandfather’s statement. “No, he didn’t gain it now,” Selia told him. 
 
    Her grandfather turned and glanced at her, raising his eyebrow. 
 
    “He had an ideal before this match. I think that he gained it sometime between the qualifiers and now.” 
 
    “So not an external one, then,” her grandfather said. “That’s a pity. Based on what he showed in this match, he could’ve gotten something incredible.” 
 
    Selia nodded in understanding. An external ideal was not necessarily weaker than an internal one, and based on Ryun’s showing, it would’ve most definitely been something tied to his regeneration. It could’ve elevated his already great survivability to unkillable levels. 
 
    “We don’t know what his ideal is,” Selia reminded him. 
 
    Her grandfather shrugged. “His next match is against one of ours, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Eari, Emar’s student, yes,” Selia answered. 
 
    “Well, that will be interesting at least.” 
 
    Selia nodded. The matches were random, but…Zenshuen competitors had been placed in brackets that met before the final fight. Regardless, chance was chance. The winner of Ryun’s next match would face the winner of Reki’s next match, since he had already won his first. 
 
    Selia had to admit that she had underestimated Ryun greatly, and she wondered just what else he would show them in the future. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun stood in the corner of the large ball room, Anrosh and Lesamitrius at his side. They were in the Zenshuen Compound, again. The sect was holding parties after every round, and since he had been sponsored by them, he was required to attend—or at least that was what Anrosh and Lesamitrius told him. He would’ve much rather spent his time cycling, as with his new perk every moment not spent cycling seemed like a waste. Still, he couldn’t complain. His reward for passing the first round had been many potions and elixirs of all kinds, enough so that they were preparing an elixir bath for Ryun, which he was looking forward to.  
 
    Two familiar people approached from the side, and Ryun turned to look at them. Reki had a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “That was a great match!” Reki said as he reached Ryun and slapped his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ryun said slowly. The person standing behind Reki stepped out and looked at Ryun. 
 
    Eerv’s son was Ryun’s next match, and he wondered what the man had planned. 
 
    “I am looking forward to our match,” Eari said at last. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, surprised. He didn’t yet have a clear picture of who the man was. Because of Eerv, he felt compelled to be at least somewhat courteous. “Likewise.” 
 
    Reki laughed. “And I get to fight whoever wins! It’s going to be great!” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head, wondering just how strong Reki was. Ryun had been there for Reki’s match, with Anrosh and Lesamitrius telling him how it went, but there was only so much that they could see on the screens. He was a physical-damage mid-range fighter, similar to Ryun. His techniques seemed to be capable of firing powerful blasts of kinetic force. 
 
    And Ryun had also been there for Eari’s matches. What Lesamitrius and Anrosh described to him was enough for him to confirm that he was following the same paths as his father. That made it easier for Ryun, since he already knew what Eerv had been capable of, and Ryun had an idea of how to fight him. 
 
    Reki and Eari didn’t stay for long, but instead excused themselves and mingled with others. A few minutes after they left, Selia arrived with a few people shadowing her from among the crowd. 
 
    “You came,” she said as a way of greeting. 
 
    “I was told that it was…important,” Ryun said while he met her eyes. 
 
    The side of her lip rose in a half-smile, and she shook her head. “Trust me, I don’t enjoy these gatherings any more than you do. My partner hates them even more than me, though.” She sighed. “I had hoped to get her to come today, to meet you, but… The two of you have builds with similar goals. You could have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. She had mentioned her partner only in passing, but Ryun had gathered that she was a woman and that the two of them had been together for a long time. It seemed like the story that Ryun had been told was true, though he had never asked Selia just how true it was. 
 
    “I’m sure there will be opportunities for us to meet in the future,” Ryun said. 
 
    Selia nodded, then glanced around the room. A lot of people were pretending not to look at them. Even before Selia had arrived, most had cast glances and whispers in Ryun’s direction. 
 
    “You know what they’ve started calling you, right?” she finally asked. 
 
    Ryun nodded. His sense had told him exactly what everyone whispered where they thought that he couldn’t hear. He didn’t know how to feel about that; he had seen it happen even on Earth before the Framework. Nicknames or titles were given to people who did something exceptional, or something stupid. As far as nicknames went, though, it wasn’t the worst. 
 
    “The Undying Void—not the worst nickname to be known by,” she said, mirroring his own thoughts. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Oh, trust me, it matters. It is what will shape others’ perceptions of you. It is what will guide your enemies when they decide to go against you, and shape how those who want to be your friends approach you.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t care much about those things, so he just shrugged again. 
 
    Selia chuckled at his gesture. “I envy that about you.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t have anything to say to that, so he remained silent. They stood there for a while, neither one saying anything. It took Ryun a while to realize that she was using Ryun as a shield of sorts. While she was near him, it would be considered rude for people to approach her. She knew that Ryun didn’t really want anything from her, and that he was comfortable with silence. 
 
    It suited him fine, and he could play along. He tuned the party out of his mind and turned inward, planning his next match. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Eari 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eari stood in the arena, his spear ready and his armor shining in the sun. A part of him was nervous; he had seen his opponent’s fight and knew that he was difficult to deal with, but he did have a plan. His equipment was geared toward countering his opponent, but he would need to close the distance as quickly as he could and overwhelm him with his aspect. The Void Aspect was a hard aspect for his own to overcome, but it was possible if he did things correctly. 
 
    The other part of him was actually excited. He was about to fight someone who his father had lost against. He didn’t know the details, but not all of the members of his father’s sect had remained after his father surrendered. Eari’s uncle had found them and offered a lot of Essence for information. Eari knew the rough outline of events that led to his father’s surrender, which was what had emboldened him. His father had won the first battle against Ryun Nacht, and that meant that Eari could, too. 
 
    If he managed it…it would mean that he was on the right path. He could prove his father wrong, his old way of thinking. Eari focused his mind on the battle, ignoring the voice announcing the match. He knew what they had started to call his opponent: The Undying Void. He had to admit that the name fit.  
 
    Eari saw the arbiter appear next to him and ask if he was ready. 
 
    He nodded, and a few moments later, the battle began. 
 
    Eari jumped forward, activating the ability of his helmet, and suddenly two blue shapes appeared in his vision. One was an arbiter standing on a small hill, and the other was his opponent, his shape moving up as he probably used his shaping technique to create steps. Eari couldn’t see him, as he was behind several stone pillars, but Life Sight showed him any life signature even through walls—or in this case, stone pillars. He started his {Bolstering Venomous Infusion}, pushing his Qi into his spear and into his legs. His awakened weapon was a gift that he had received at birth from his grandparents, and it was his greatest possession. 
 
    “He isn’t coming for us,” the voice of his awakened weapon, Grudge, said in his head. 
 
    “No,” Eari agreed as he shifted his direction to follow the life sign. 
 
    His strength and dexterity were boosted, and he hurried after him, being careful not to allow a line of sight between them. He always moved so that some hill, mountain, or stone pillar was in between them. The closer he got, the better his chances were. 
 
    Then the life sign stopped mid-air, and Eari quickly caught up. He paused behind a boulder as he saw what his opponent was doing. 
 
    “Well, that is new,” Grudge said. 
 
    Eari grimaced as he peeked out and saw his opponent, Ryun Nacht, standing on top what could only be described as a crude fortress or tower made out of black-and-violet walls. The base was a large box, with a smaller box on top of it. Ryun was standing on it, his similarly black-and-violet armor covering him in hard Qi plates, and around him were four walls keeping his sides and head covered. The front that faced Eari was open, with only a half wall built, reaching up to his waist. That was not even close to anything that he had done before. Eari quickly focused on the Ring of Safe Return on his hand, creating an anchor point behind the boulder. 
 
    Eari had only a moment to react as Ryun pointed his hands at him. With a [Burst Step] he got out of the way of the void beam that disintegrated the boulder he had been hiding behind. He triggered his True Body—Mithridatic Crystal and ran, just barely staying ahead of the beam. He knew that it was going to catch him, so he realized that he had no choice. He triggered the set bonus of his Incarnate of Strength Armor Set and his strength rose by 120%. He jumped up on top of boulder and then used it as a stepping stone to get even higher in the air. He had wanted to get closer for this, but he didn’t know if he would be able to do it. The closer he was, the less time his opponent had to react. 
 
    As the beam moved, getting closer to him, Eari quickly moved his Qi and triggered his {Summon Exploding Vipers} technique. Six green vipers flew out of his spear and toward Ryun. The man didn’t even bother to react, but they struck him in his armor exploding with Venom Qi, slathering it over his armor. Their aura hung around Ryun, marking him, and that was enough. 
 
    Eari activated Technique Charge—Overwhelm and started charging another technique as he landed on a stone pillar just as a beam reached him. His amulet flashed a shield around him, protecting him for the second that it took him to ready it and use his [Burst Step] again. He launched himself off the pillar as his shield broke, and midair he activated his Overwhelm with his {Heartseeker}. It locked onto the Venom Qi hanging onto Ryun’s armor, and Eari pushed his mind. His |True Sight| and |Enhanced Spatial Awareness| made it easy for him to orient himself in the air. He pulled his hand back, and then, with a |Perfect Spear Throw| and Piercing Star, launched his spear. 
 
    Even if his opponent could avoid it, {Heartseeker} would follow him. Instead of evading, however, Ryun shaped several walls in front of himself. They were powerful, but with Overwhelm, which increased the effect of his technique by three times, and Piercing Star, which increased his strength and his piercing damage by 500% for one attack, a complete block was highly unlikely. His spear punched through all of his walls and then through his armor. Ryun stumbled back as the force of the spear pushed him back. 
 
    Eari landed on a stone pillar and pulled out an ordinary spear, then dashed forward through the air with {Defiant Leap}. He could feel his Black Viper Venom Qi seep into his opponent. Ordinarily it might not have much of an effect on him, but Grudge lowered his opponent’s resistances to Venom-type Qi and any attack with the awakened weapon ignored 50% of any resistances. 
 
    Eari flew through the air, his spear high above his head as he prepared to activate more perks. Grudge was still embedded in Ryun’s chest, seeping Venom Qi into his body, its presence making it hard to heal.  
 
    The only thing that saved Eari was a moment when Ryun’s control of his Qi slipped for just a moment. Ryun activated his technique and a blast of Qi exploded out of him, shattering his tower and blasting everything around him. 
 
    Eari’s momentum carried him toward the blast, but he triggered his ring before it could. The only charge on the Ring of Safe Return activated, and he was teleported back behind the wreck of the boulder where he had created the anchor. He glanced up and saw Ryun standing on a step in the air, a big sphere of nothingness around him. His tower was gone, and one of the pillars that had been nearby was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Ryun looked straight at him with Grudge in his hand. He had baited Eari, had left the spear in his chest on purpose. With a flick of a hand, Eari summoned his spear back to his hand. 
 
    “How much?” Eari asked. 
 
    “Not nearly as much as we hoped. The venom hurt him, and the paralyzing effects probably numbed him a bit, but… He has a high aspect tier, and it is combating our Qi,” Grudge said. 
 
    Before Eari could respond, Ryun pointed his hand at him and fired his beam. Eari used [Burst Step] and moved to the side, only to find that Ryun had pointed his other hand at him and fired a second beam from it before Eari had even landed. Eari raised his spear and focused his mind. |Spatial Deflect| met his beam, and the beam bent around Eari. He felt his mind strain under the effort, and as soon as his leg touched the ground, he pushed himself off it with |Spatial Evade|. 
 
    He escaped behind a stone pillar and readied himself for another attack. Ryun had baited him again. His beams were fast, but he couldn’t move his limbs as quickly as he could when he was firing them—so, he had fired one and then aimed with the second before using it. 
 
    No new attack came, and Eari waited as he tried to get his bearings and figure out what he wanted to do. He needed to do a lot more damage if he wanted his Venom to take hold. With how much Ryun could regenerate, though… He didn’t know if he could do it. 
 
    Eari activated his Venomous Stingers, and they grew on top of his tails and prepared for another offensive when he heard Ryun’s voice. 
 
    “I fought your father before,” he said. “He was better, you know. The way he moved was more practiced. I know what he could do, and while you aren’t as adept, you are more powerful. I’m not letting you get close enough so that you can take advantage of that fact.” 
 
    Eari ground his teeth. He had to force himself to not respond. This was not the place, and he would not let his opponent distract him. 
 
    He started preparing his technique again, when his |True Sight| caught something at the edge of his vision. He spun around as a dozen spikes flew at his head. He switched his technique to {Army of Spears} and a dozen spears manifested around him, shattering every spike. 
 
    He saw an armored Ryun rushing at him—but his Life Sight still showed him standing in the air. The copy, then; only, when had he created it? When he had distracted him with his words? Before, when Eari had been forced to use his ring? Before they had even met on the field?  
 
    It didn’t matter. The copy shaped four walls, raising them around Eari, and he knew enough from Ryun’s previous battles to know that he couldn’t let them close around him. With his [Triple Thrust] and Overstrike, he broke through the wall before using [Burst Step] to get away. A javelin flew at his head, and Eari spun his spear in a [Swift Parry], blocking it as two spikes exploded beneath his feet, hitting his midsection and cracking on his crystal body. He felt the impact, though, and knew that his crystal skin had cracked at impact points even though his armor had held.  
 
    How much power could one person have? It wasn’t fair. Eari had trained for his entire life; he was thought by some of the best in the world; he had equipment and resources—and still he couldn’t even reach a Ranker who had only been in this world for barely two years. 
 
    His eyes saw Ryun throwing another javelin his way. He turned and used Crescent Wave, sending a crescent toward his opponent and breaking the javelin in the process. Then he turned toward the copy that had its hands pointed at Eari, clearly intent on using his beam technique. 
 
    Eari used {Defiant Leap} and activated the shield from his amulet again. The beam hit it and shattered the shield, then struck Eari. His armor and crystal body survived for long enough that Eari could get close. With an Overstrike and |Transferring Viper’s Strike|, Eari broke through the armor and speared the center of the copy, then danced around it before cutting its head off.  
 
    The copy dissipated into mist, but Eari didn’t have the time to celebrate. Two javelins flew in his direction, one after the other. He blocked one with |Spatial Deflect|, but the other hit his shoulder, breaking itself on his armor but still making him stumble back. Eari groaned, but pushed forward, cycling Qi from his core to heal his body. His crystal body was weaker against physical attacks, and Ryun had decided to stop using special attacks and instead slam javelins at him. Eari dropped his crystal form and ran forward. He sent another Crescent Wave at his foe, then used Greater Reset to reset his perk cooldown. 
 
    He triggered Overwhelm while Ryun raised a wall to block the crescent. He prepared his {Heartseeker} as there were still enough traces of Venom in Ryun that it could lock on. Again, he chained his powers: Overstrike with Piercing Star, into |Perfect Spear Throw| and finally {Heartseeker}. His awakened spear blazed through the air, sending a sonic boom that shook the air. Ryun created walls to block again, but they didn’t even have the time to fully form before Eari’s attack smashed through them. It hit Ryun and picked him off his step, carrying him back through the air. Eari ran forward, pulling another spare spear from his storage. 
 
    Ryun caught himself in the air, his speed slowing with unnatural speed, bleeding off all of the momentum in seconds. With Grudge still in his chest, he shaped a step beneath himself and stood in the air.  
 
    Eari focused on his bond perk and activated Malice.  
 
    All of his Qi bled out of his body, leaving him without breath and nearly stumbling. Up on the step, he saw Ryun sway as all of Eari’s Qi was transferred to his awakened weapon and directly into his opponent’s body. His armor crumbled around him and Eari saw green lines spreading all over, beneath the skin on his face and down beneath his robes. His eyes looked at Eari in surprise, but Eari forced himself to ignore everything. He had no more Qi, and he had to leave Grudge in Ryun’s chest for its power to continue to reduce his resistances. He clicked his heels together, then used [Burst Step] to walk on air. His boots’ ability lasted only seven seconds, but that was enough for him to reach his opponent. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and gave him a sad smile. Eari didn’t even have the time to process that before space around him rippled. He hadn’t even gotten that close to Ryun, and he didn’t see Ryun do anything at all. His right hand was savagely carved to pieces, as if a hundred little cuts had rent his flesh apart. His hand was gone, and the rest was just mangled meat, his armor torn to pieces. His left leg was gone, his hip savaged; his chest was cut open, and green, venomous blood seeped from all his wounds, but he didn’t understand. Half of his world was gone, and only then did he realize that one of his eyes had been removed from its socket. 
 
    Without one of his boots, he tumbled down through the air and hit the ground hard. He struggled to think, to make sense of what had happened. There was no technique activation, no movement from his opponent at all. In the dimming vision of his remaining eye, he saw Ryun land near him, Grudge in his hand. His skin blazed with violet lines that were devouring the green ones, and he was stumbling as he walked forward. Eari forced his body to move, his remaining hand pulling him over the ground. He focused his weakening mind and the trickle of Qi that had regenerated in his core and triggered {Summon Exploding Vipers}. One viper manifested and flew at Ryun, who shaped a box around it, containing it. He moved his remaining tail and launched a stinger from it that Ryun just slapped away. 
 
    “That was well fought,” Ryun said, but Eari could barely hear as he felt his body give out. Ryun said something more, but that was lost on Eari as he slipped into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes a while later, and immediately realized where he was. The healers moving about was a dead giveaway. He closed his eyes and sighed—he had lost. 
 
    “We fought well,” Grudge said. “We nearly overwhelmed him with Venom. If he had been just one aspect tier lower…” 
 
    Eari didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. If he was honest, he had gotten a lot further in the tournament than he had ever dreamed of, but that didn’t change the fact that he failed. He could see now why his father had surrendered to that man. There was just something about him, an overwhelming sense of power. The Undying Void indeed. 
 
    He opened his eyes and realized that he had a notification in the corner of his vision. He pulled it out, and blinked at what he read. He had to do it again because he wasn’t sure that he wasn’t imagining things. He remembered what his uncle had said, about him making a good showing and being rewarded for it. He smiled and looked at the notification again. 
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    CHAPTER 59 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Kinetic Might 
 
      
 
    The arena felt familiar to him by now. The bland stone terrain, with mountains and hills, canyons and stone pillars, even a few lakes. It wasn’t what he would’ve chosen for the tournament, but he couldn’t complain. His sense couldn’t reach his opponent—unsurprising, since they were on opposite sides of the arena. Ryun had prepared as much as he could for this match. He had gone through an elixir bath and gained almost a hundred stats in all of his attributes, and he had recharged his Lifedrinker ring. Lesamitrius had told him as much as he knew about his opponent, which was surprisingly a lot. The Zenshuen Sect was one of the strongest in the world, and their paths well known. 
 
    The Zenshuen Sect had three main combat paths: the Path of the Unwavering Impact, the Path of Primal Wrath, and the Path of Vision Forging. Their warriors utilized one of three aspects: the Sanguine Silver Aspect, the Kinetic Force Aspect, or the Aspect of Gravity. They had three main branches, each specializing in one of those aspects and one combination of their paths. Reki was in the Ra Jhan branch, which meant that he was on the Paths of Primal Wrath and Vision Forging, with the Kinetic Force Aspect. It fit with what Reki had shown in his battles, although they didn’t know what Class or skills he had. The Zenshuen warriors for the most part invested into all three focuses, but that was where their personal preferences came in to shape their builds. 
 
    The arbiter asked Ryun if he was ready, and Ryun activated his Void Armor in the crystallized form. He wouldn’t be able to use it in Mist Form; that one was good when he needed to defend against many smaller hits, and from what he knew about Reki’s attacks, his hit a lot harder. Robbing them of some of their power on impact with his armor would need to be enough. He mostly relied on physical damage, which in theory Ryun could counter. The issue was his Qi, which amplified the kinetic force of all his attacks beyond their potential, which made that portion of damage special. Ryun would need to decide which part to counter—if he were hit, of course. 
 
    Then he used his mantle and pushed all of his stats into wisdom. The start of the match was announced, and Ryun moved his Qi, creating his {Avatar of the Reaper}. Immediately, he split with it and moved, putting his bonus stats into strength and dexterity. 
 
    He didn’t rush, but instead tried to be stealthy, utilizing his Silent Hunter perk to make as little noise as possible. He didn’t go through the air, but instead used the terrain as cover, as Reki had shown powerful ranged capabilities.  
 
    His avatar cut the path straight through the middle. When he created the copy while wearing his armor, it wore it, too, which made it hard for anyone to really tell that it wasn’t him. The armor covered him completely, and unless Reki had some special sense like Ryun’s skill or eyes, he wouldn’t be able to tell. Regardless, Ryun kept one part of his |Greater Split Focus| on his resonance sense, looking for his opponent.  
 
    He didn’t have to search for long. He felt something small and fast rip through the air, heading straight for his avatar. It wasn’t as fast as the bullets from Ryun’s first opponent, but it was close. His avatar jumped to the side, evading, and the small ball of Qi hit a large boulder. Even from so far away, Ryun heard the crack, and his sense showed him how the boulder exploded on impact. 
 
    Immediately he knew that the damage was not proportional to the speed and size of the object that had impacted it. The rules in the Infinite Realm were different; he knew that the Kinetic Force Essence came into being when certain types of Essence moved, building up proportionally based on speed and size. Mass was a tricky thing in this reality, as it was basically a representation of the density of Essence, but it too had an effect. 
 
    The attack was clearly much more powerful than it seemed, but Ryun had expected that. He pushed forward faster, as his avatar headed toward the direction where the attack had come from. 
 
    That was nearly a mistake. Ryun’s sense caught a barrage of small spheres made out of crystallized Qi heading for him from a different direction. He raised a hand and shaped walls in front of the attacks, three of them in a layered pattern. The dozen or so attacks punched through each of the walls, losing some of their power and speed, but still remaining dangerous. 
 
    Ryun ducked to the side with |Pouncing Rush|, evading the attacks. They hit a stone pillar behind him and exploded its base, making the pillar start to tip right over Ryun. [Inevitable Step] took Ryun away and to safety, only for him to be attacked again. Another dozen attacks were headed his way, and Ryun shaped walls again as he changed his bonus stats to endurance. He dodged to the side as the attacks broke through his walls, but two of them hit his shoulder. The attack cracked his armor, but the kinetic force reacted strangely. Instead of the attack punching through, just the force of it continued forward through his cracked armor. It hit his body and shook everything inside of him. He was thrown back and hit the ground hard, rolling over it as his sense told him that more Qi spheres were heading his way. His Tinker’s Mind was working overtime, but he knew that he couldn’t evade these ones so easily. He activated Total Knowledge and suddenly knew exactly where everything was in regard to himself, as well as where it was going. He slammed all of his bonus to his dexterity and moved. 
 
    He twisted his body, evading the attacks that he could and letting the others glance off of his armor. He evaded being hit head on, but his armor did crack in a few more places. This time he was ready, and with his will he eliminated any kind of momentum from his body, preventing himself from being thrown back by the attacks. He switched his bonus to vitality, helping his |Greater Restoration| and Regenerator to heal his body, not that the damage was that high or that it even hindered him. His body would continue to work regardless of damage thanks to Unyielding, and his Mu body meant that he didn’t really need his organs to survive. The effects of such damage were more mental than physical. 
 
    Then, his opponent entered Ryun’s skill range. Now he could see him preparing his attacks, and he moved. More attacks came, but now Ryun saw them before they were even thrown. He ran forward, evading and closing the distance. Reki was creating spheres with his hands, and then throwing them at Ryun from a distance. It meant that he had to have a good sensory skill or ability, something with a greater range than Ryun did at least—that, or it could be an item, but it hardly mattered. It was obviously not nearly as precise as Ryun’s own, considering that he seemed to only be able to tell Ryun’s position. His attacks often ended up inside mountains or boulders. He couldn’t actually see that far, but could only sense where Ryun was. It let Ryun close the distance with greater ease now. 
 
    Finally, he was close enough, he switched his bonus to wisdom and he put a hand out. A {Void Beam} cut through the air, and Reki dodged. Ryun stopped the beam, moved his hand, and fired again. Moving his hand while the beam was active made his movements slower; as his Qi coursed through his body, it made it harder for his muscles to move it. From his last few fights he had realized that shutting it off and firing again was much better, even though it drained his Qi a bit faster. 
 
    A void beam cut through the side of a boulder and nicked Reki’s shoulder as he tried to evade. Ryun’s sense picked up on him cursing—he had been surprised by that. But before Ryun could use the beam to cut him apart, a sphere exploded out of the other man, blasting the beam away. It remained around him like a shield, blasting his attack around him and disintegrating the ground and the sides of stone pillars which surrounded him. 
 
    Ryun stopped his attack and took advantage of his opponent’s defensive posture to get closer. As he narrowed the range to less than two hundred meters, he realized the trap. His sense was very sensitive to movement, but when things were still, it only showed him the shape of things. He couldn’t really distinguish between Essence unless it was doing something, by causing movement, vibrations, or unless it was…well, doing something to create a resonance. 
 
    The instant he stepped into a small clearing surrounded by stone pillars, Reki triggered something. To his sense, it was as suddenly everything around him was filled with noise—he went blind. To his eyes, now sharpened with his upgrade, he saw the Kinetic Force Essence of everything around him, the stone beneath his feet, the pillars around him, even the air itself, just release all of its energy. It was as if he was suddenly in the middle of a concussive explosion, one exploding straight toward him as a center. 
 
    Ryun didn’t have much time to react. He quickly renewed his armor, shaped a box as thick as he could make it around himself and then pushed all of his stat bonuses to endurance. He put one arm next to his chest as he braced himself into a ball. He focused all of his mind on |Enduring Trained Body| as the force hit him. His void box crumbled quickly, and then he was battered with a force unlike anything he had ever felt before. It was crushing him, his armor cracking under the pressure and biting into his skin, then into his flesh. High endurance helped, but a part of his split mind screamed in protest, in agony. His legs were shattered and then turned to paste. His arms, his hips, the top of his head—everything cracked, pieces of him turning to mist.  
 
    Ryun could feel everything going dark. He needed to heal, but he knew that if he did it too soon he would only go through everything again. The force of the attack was still around him. The hand next to his chest was still whole, and he triggered Lifedrinker, burning through all three charges to heal even as he was being damaged. His mind was probably already so concussed that he shouldn’t be able to think, but he knew that it didn’t matter. His body was a vessel; he was not the body, he was the soul. His mind wasn’t in that flesh, it was just pretending to be his mind. His soul wasn’t used to operating without a body, so a part of his mind screamed as it felt all that happened to it. |Greater Split Focus| drained his will, but the other part of his mind, the one that was his true mind, remained clear. 
 
    And then he felt the attack losing its power. His Qi surged from his core, and mist spilled out of his wounds. Almost a full third of his Qi was consumed as his body flashed from mist to whole again. The residual energy of the attack battered him, but with high endurance it only felt as if he was being hit by a truck. He started falling inside a devastated crater that was the center of destruction that stretched for hundreds of meters. His body was still healing the small damage that he suffered after he reconstituted his form as he shaped a step beneath his feet. He pulled and downed two potions, one boosting health and the other Qi regeneration. His robe was bloody and torn to pieces, but he didn’t have the time to worry about that. According to Ryun’s sense, as it came back, Reki had taken advantage to get closer, spheres made out of Kinetic Force Qi held in his hands. 
 
    Now, he was close enough that Ryun could see him with his eyes. He saw the Essence around him shifting, kinetic energy building up constantly with every movement. He was…he looked like a vortex of Essence to his eyes. There was so much of it that he couldn’t even see his body clearly, couldn’t see him activating techniques and abilities. 
 
    Ryun grimaced and then shaped spikes all around himself, shooting them off at his opponent, but Reki responded by sending a blast of force forward that shattered them. A void beam followed, but the same shield he used before sprung into place. To Ryun’s sight it was violently blowing everything that came near Reki back, but it was also doing something else. It was pulling Kinetic Force and adding it to the storm around Reki. Ryun grimaced and immediately stopped his attacks. His beam was in fact closer to an extremely focused plume of Void Essence. It had power behind it. 
 
    Reki threw his spheres, shooting them at Ryun, who shaped a wall above and pushed himself down, evading. Pulling a javelin, he let it fly toward Reki while he was falling through the air. It shattered before it reached him—it was as if its kinetic force was turned against it the moment it reached him, making the javelin shatter itself. Ryun hit the ground just as Reki created more spheres and prepared to attack. Qi trembled around him as some of his storm was pulled into him and the spheres, and then in a rapid flurry he sent a dozen attacks forward in a split second.  
 
    The spheres shook the air as they headed for Ryun. He had a choice of stopping their physical damage or their special damage, mitigating either way. He did neither. He let the spheres shatter his body and break through the other side, focusing his will on lowering the momentum that the spheres transferred to him. His hip was blown off, his chest caved in, then exploded through to his back. His arm  was then ripped off, but he didn’t move at all. 
 
    In the pause between attacks, Ryun emptied his core and healed his body. Then he burned the Void Essence in his core to replenish half of his Qi. Reki paused in his assault, but Ryun could sense him doing something. Ryun shaped spikes and sent them at him just as Ryun’s avatar arrived. Spikes exploded out of the avatar’s armor, forcing Reki to turn toward the avatar in order to defend. Ryun attacked from his side at the same time. Spikes were being shattered as fast as they were created, and then Reki moved, back, putting the avatar between him and Ryun. Every step he took, every movement was explosive, shattering the ground where he pushed off from. He was moving faster now than he had at the start, and Ryun realized that he was somehow taking and storing the kinetic energy around him and making himself stronger. The longer the fight went on, the stronger his attacks would hit. 
 
    Ryun ran forward as his avatar grew spikes toward Reki. As soon as he reached the avatar, he grabbed it with his hands and switched all of his bonus to strength. Ryun would need to either overwhelm Reki’s defensive power, or attack with something that didn’t have Kinetic Force. He had a few ideas about that. 
 
    But for now, he picked his avatar up, and then with a yell twisted and threw it through the air, straight at Reki. To say that his opponent was surprised would be an understatement. For a moment he paused as he prepared to throw a sphere at Ryun, and that was enough. His avatar hit the field around Reki and then, before it could be destroyed by it, {Staggered End} billowed out of it. 
 
    Ryun jumped to the side, Qi circling through his body as he charged a technique. The Void filled everything; the three blasts obscured Reki from his sight, and his sense was filled with noise, but he could tell enough. The avatar dissipated as the technique ended, and Reki was leaning against a boulder, one arm missing and his armor misting with violet-and-black Qi, bleeding from wounds on his chest. 
 
    With an |Inevitable Step| Ryun was at the edge of Reki’s storm of Essence, and Ryun’s aura filled the space around them as he released a fully powered and charged {Staggered End}. The storm around Reki exploded in all directions, and Void met Kinetic Force. The ground shattered, the air shook, the earth moved. Ryun’s mind was filled with noise, and when he finally came to, he was in the air. His left arm felt as if it had been completely shattered, and he was missing a leg. He was leaking Void mist as his blood turned into it outside of his body. He didn’t need to heal, though, since his Unyielding let him still move at 100% speed. Still, his Qi was low and his sustenance as well, and the more he fought, the more it drained. He pulled Qi from his core and filled it back up, then pushed his stats to vitality and let his Regenerator and |Greater Restoration| heal him. He fell to the ground, slowing the influence of gravity to land gently on it, and looked around.  
 
    All around him, for several hundreds of meters, was a crater that was broken by a line in the middle, as if the earth had been pushed apart, a new canyon formed. The air was filled with the sound of earth moving. In the distance, rocks tumbled into the crater in small avalanches, and the ground beneath their feet shook and groaned. Further beyond the crater the stone pillars were toppled, and debris showered everything. The two of them had turned a big chunk of the arena to a debris-filled crater. 
 
    Reki was on the other side of the canyon, in front of Ryun, breathing hard and holding the stump of his hand. He no longer had the great storm of Essence around him, but there was still a little bit of it left. His wounds were healing slowly, an empty bottle tumbling from his fingers down toward the ground. 
 
    Ryun activated Wolf Claws and red claws sprung on his hand as he focused his will. Perhaps willpower would be enough to overcome what remained of Reki’s defensive shield. Ryun saw Reki move, and he started running toward him, a big smile on his face. It was a smile that tugged at Ryun, too: the satisfaction of a good fight, and the anticipation of it being over. Ryun felt drained, his Qi low, and his head throbbing. He braced and prepared his skill. 
 
    Then something echoed in Ryun’s head. 
 
      
 
    —Lord of Kinetic Might— 
 
      
 
    Instantly everything around them stilled. The ground stopped shaking, the rocks and debris tumbling down in the slides stopped, the wind stopped, the sound stopped, and the light stopped. Ryun’s body stopped, the breath in his lungs stilled. He felt as if he had been robbed of something, and quickly he realized what it was as Reki exploded in his sight. He had drained everything around him of its current Kinetic Force, and now he blazed with it, the storm of before looking like barely a breeze compared to this. It was much more controlled, and much more intensive. He was charging at Ryun, tearing up the ground and the air. One moment he was hundreds of meters away, and in the next his step pushed him away with such force that he was nearly halfway to Ryun, leaving shattered ground behind him. 
 
    Ryun focused, moved all of his bonus to wisdom in an instant. He shaped with both hands, using Void Shaping twice at the same time. He spun a massive pillar in front of himself, narrowed it into a spiraling spike. Then he used the Field of a Thousand Cuts and spatial tears appeared all around him. Lastly, he focused on his hands and claws, preparing his skill. 
 
    He figured that Reki probably couldn’t control all that kinetic power enough to stop himself. 
 
    A moment later Reki reached him, and Ryun unleashed his Reaper’s Aura and [Bringer of Sorrow]. He wasn’t able to see if it had an effect before the kinetic energy shattered his spike, but Reki was too fast—even as it was breaking it, he impaled himself on the broken piece. Ryun could see that he wouldn’t be able to stop him. He was too fast. The kinetic force around him covered too wide of a range for Ryun to pounce, and his step was still on cooldown. 
 
    Ryun could feel his Presence of the Eternal Hunter just beneath the surface. He could activate it in an instant. With it, perhaps he could drain him enough, boost himself enough, that he could win. It would be so easy. And Ryun did want to win, but…in the end, this tournament wasn’t that important to him. 
 
    The Kinetic Force billowing ahead of Reki reached Ryun and sent a concussive force through his entire body, shaking him to his core. Ryun unleashed |Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder| aimed at Reki’s head as the spatial tears rippled around Reki, the Kinetic Force countering them enough that they barely cut up his skin. 
 
    Ryun’s clawed hands rose, and space bent. Reki’s jaw split open, as did his neck, the cuts going deeper. The Kinetic Force was blowing Ryun back, his body crumbling from the front, his chest, his nose, his eyes—everything turned to paste, but his sense let him see. Reki’s chest was impaled on Ryun’s spike, his chest ripped open, and Ryun’s cut was tearing his flesh. He wasn’t quite on target, but his cut ripped deeper through Reki’s neck, reaching the spine. 
 
    Then everything went black.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 60 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Reward 
 
      
 
    Ryun’s return to consciousness came swiftly, as it always did. His eyes snapped open, his sense took in his surroundings in an instant, and his mind processed it all in a split second. He relaxed, the Qi moving through his body returning back to his half-filled core. He was in a room, inside a large building filled with beds and people moving about. Obviously, it was the place where competitors were getting healing, Ryun had never been this deep in the building, but he had visited the front after every match. 
 
    He was whole, his body healed of all injuries, his core slowly regenerating. It being half full gave him some idea about how much time had passed since the match. With his eyes he could see that the entire room was filled with low-grade Void Essence, which intrigued him. He turned his head and looked at what his sense had already discovered: a small orb, the size of a fist was floating there, dark with violet streaks flashing through it. It was the source of the Void Essence in the room. He had heard about such things; they used them to create rooms for Cultivators to train and draw Essence in. It was too bad that the quality of this Essence was too low to do much for Ryun. 
 
    The doors of his room opened suddenly, but he had already expected that. 
 
    A karura with wings for arms entered, her eyes meeting his immediately. 
 
    “Ah, you are awake,” she said. Moving closer to the bed, she put her hand over him and then nodded. “Looks like everything is fine. Do you have any idea how much trouble you caused us, young man? Reconstituting a body that is made out of the Void Essence is a pain in the ass. We had to have the Healer oversee!” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head. “Thank you.” 
 
    The karura snapped her beak and then spoke again. “What was recovered of your gear is in here.” She opened a drawer next to the bed and Ryun looked inside. His robe was just a few pieces that looked more like a collection of rags than anything that had once been worn. Half of his rings were cracked, with many being just a few pieces of the original whole. Thankfully, though, his most important rings were still whole. He put on his storage ring, followed by Megor’s Ring of Privacy and Lifedrinker, then pulled out a spare robe out of his ring and put it on. 
 
    The karura healer opened her beak to speak, but before she could, the doors opened. Again, Ryun knew of the person approaching long before he reached the room. 
 
    Reki stepped into the room, a wide grin on his face. 
 
    “You’re awake!” he yelled even as two people wearing healer’s colors followed after him. He had heard them telling him that he shouldn’t be moving yet while he was on the way. 
 
    “And so are you,” Ryun said slowly. He already knew how the match had gone; the people in the building talked, and he heard every word.  
 
    Then Ryun smiled as well. “It was a good fight.” 
 
    “Ha!” Reki laughed. “You took my head off! If you’d been just a few moments faster…you would’ve won. Even with me using my ideal, you managed to kill me! Look, you cut off my lower jaw and everything else all the way down to my chest!” 
 
    Reki was pointing at his face, trailing a line down his neck. He was healed, just like Ryun had been, of course, so there wasn’t anything there to see. 
 
    “Your ideal is powerful,” Ryun said. “Did you get it during the fight?” 
 
    Reki grinned. “No, I got it after my last match. I really wanted to keep it for the finals, but…I would’ve lost without it. It’s too bad that you couldn’t use yours. I wanted to try and figure out what it does. You know that everyone’s wondering about that? And that bastard Tharson isn’t telling anybody a thing! I even tried to bribe him. Though, that might just be because I’m sect.” 
 
    Ryun was surprised that his previous opponent hadn’t said anything, though perhaps he was just holding out for a larger payout—not that Ryun had any enemies willing to pay that. 
 
    “And how are you able to heal so much?” Reki asked. “I hit you a dozen times at least, and you recovered from everything, it’s crazy!” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “You were tough as well.” 
 
    “Ha, not really. I’m good against physical stuff, not things like your attacks. If I don’t block it, I don’t have a lot of other options on my hands aside from my armor. We need to do this again.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes; it had been a good fight, and he didn’t feel bad for losing. It was strange. He had given it his all, or most at least, and perhaps if he was better, he could’ve won. He had the power, and even with Reki’s ideal…he did think that he could’ve overcome it in different circumstances.  “Yeah, perhaps one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The reunion with his sect had gone… Well, he didn’t know exactly how it went. Ever since his first real fight in the tournament his people had been acting strangely. They had always been respectful to him, and somewhat fearful, at least those who had seen him fight before. Now they were…proud? Ryun wasn’t quite sure what they were.  
 
    Still, Anrosh and Nayra were trying to console him for his loss. 
 
    “I am not sad, Anrosh,” he told her. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said, and somehow Ryun was sure that she didn’t really believe him. “You’ve done more than anyone thought you would! You are a Ranker who hasn’t been in the Infinite Realm for even a decade! The fact that you are one of the top eight rising fighters in the entire Infinite Realm is an amazing achievement.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A day after he had lost his match, he had gotten an invitation from the organizers to come and collect his reward for being one of the top eight fighters. So, he and Lesamitrius—who had turned into something like his shadow—walked up to the large building near the arena. The building resembled a fortress, and it was surrounded by guards of at least three different factions. One side was clearly sects, the other wore white cloaks of the wardens, and the last were a mismatched group of people who seemed to come from different factions. 
 
    Ryun and Lesamitrius walked in and were immediately met by Selia.  
 
    He blinked as she approached. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    Selia smiled. “Rewards are usually given out by High Rankers who are currently on duty. Since I sponsored you, I felt that I should be the one to walk you through the vault.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. Quickly, they were escorted deeper in the building. Lesamitrius was forced to stay behind after a certain point, and then Ryun and Selia walked into a large room with a formation-and-array-surrounded door at the end. Guards filled the room, but they didn’t even twitch as the two of them entered. Selia manipulated the mechanism on the side while Ryun watched the Essence dance in his sight. The door was surrounded by quite a lot of high-tier Space and Void Essence. 
 
    The Essence rippled in his sight, and then the door was a portal. They entered and then they were somewhere else.  
 
    “This is impressive,” Ryun said. 
 
    “It is a temporary vault. You should see the one that Zenshuen has,” Selia said. 
 
    “So, this is where the rewards are being kept?” 
 
    “Yes,” Selia answered. “Each great faction donates a portion.” 
 
    “Hm…how does that work out, usually?” 
 
    Selia gave him a look. “I know what you are thinking—it doesn’t happen like that. Providing subpar rewards would lose them face. Everyone makes sure that the rewards are of the highest quality.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond. He had already gotten a lot of Essence and elixirs as rewards. An awakened object was powerful…but Ryun had already given one away. It was not necessary, and he was…unsure as to what he would really need. His understanding was that he could choose. 
 
    They walked in silence through the first room, which was filled with closed boxes, though he could sense they were filled with elixirs and potions. He could only sense the room that he was currently in, however, which meant that there were some protections. 
 
    The second room was filled with items; not awakened items, but powerful regardless. 
 
    “Your fight with Reki was impressive,” she commented as they walked. 
 
    “Thank you, he is strong. A credit to his sect.” 
 
    “Reki has been trained since childhood. It is more a credit to you that you got so close to winning.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond to that, even though he did notice the question that she didn’t voice. He had gotten to know Selia a lot better over the last couple of months. When he didn’t say anything, she slowed, and then came to a stop. He did the same and turned to look at her. 
 
    She tilted her head and studied him for a moment. “Could you have won?” 
 
    Ryun blinked at her. “Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “Because I have spent time with you. I’ve seen all of your fights. In each of them…you fought in a different way. Almost as if you were trying different things.” 
 
    Ryun couldn’t prevent a smile from coming to his face. He didn’t think anyone would’ve noticed. In his first qualifier, he had tested and improved his sense and {Void Shaping}. In the free for all, he had tried to monitor the flow of battle and move so that he was never caught without an advantage. Against the shooter, he had tried to be as mobile as possible. With Eari, he had tried to keep one area under his control without moving much. Finally, in his match against Reki, he had tried to rely more on his body’s regeneration. It was clear to Ryun that he lacked in his combat training. He was good, he knew that—his battle instincts were honed from daily struggle on Earth. He made good decisions in fights, and he adapted quickly. Still, if he wanted to match people that were older than him, he needed to find what his niche really was, what his greatest strength was. From his matches, he was leaning toward something like what he had done against Eari: to take and hold a certain position, to rain void on his opponents from a distance, and control and devastate when—or, rather, if—they managed to get closer.  
 
    “Do you think I could’ve won?” Ryun asked instead of answering the question. 
 
    Selia studied him more intensely, if that was possible. “If you had your ideal—” 
 
    “No. Do you think that I could’ve won without it?” 
 
    “There was a moment, near the end of your fight, when I thought that you were sure you would win. Not many would’ve seen it; maybe no one who doesn’t know you at least a little would’ve,” she said.  
 
    It was funny. She didn’t know him as well as Anrosh or even Nayra, yet in a way she did. She understood power, and what it meant to wield it. She had been strong for a long time, and Ryun knew that feeling, too. He had been the most powerful being on Earth for a long time. That gave him a different perspective on things. The Infinite Realm had…thrown his balance for a while, but in the end, even now, with so many powerful people all around him—some even more powerful than him—Ryun didn’t feel like he was less than them. He felt it inside, the knowledge that if he used his power well enough, he could triumph over anything. 
 
    “Winning the tournament was never my goal. Fighting powerful people, seeing what they could do, was what I was after. And that was what I got.” 
 
    “You do not care for the prestige that winning the tournament brings?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “It is power,” Selia said simply. “Respect, wonder, fear.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. He had spoken with her often on their ideas about how to advance, how to sharpen one’s search for inspiration, but they had never really talked about what they viewed as power. It was obvious that they had very different upbringings—they’d grown up in totally different realities, after all. Ryun had felt kinship with her, however, in the way that she too sought to gain more power. To always improve herself. 
 
    Ryun wondered for a moment if he should even try to say his piece. He did not care to speak at length, not with people who didn’t matter. He needed to decide if she mattered enough for him to make the effort. He enjoyed their talks, and he knew that she would keep her word to him. Of course, she could’ve done it for her own gain, as she obviously wanted something more from him. But Ryun had always judged people on what they did, not what they planned and whispered in the dark alleys or even their own heads. She had never been anything other than forthright with him, and he could only be the same with her. 
 
    “Prestige means nothing to me,” Ryun said at last. “It changes nothing about who I am. But learning from others? Seeing the power that others hold? That is far more valuable than winning the adoration of others. I do not need them to recognize my power. I know how powerful I am; I know what I am. I did not come to the tournament for that. I came to see what this world is, what the people were, and to see if I was lacking. I know now that I am not, that even here, with those who have had all the advantages and the time, I still sit near the top.” 
 
    “You have not seen a High Ranker fight yet,” Selia said slowly. 
 
    “I have taken the time to learn what that title means. All talk about it as if it is something great—my own people, too. But…it is only perceived power. I know that some of that is real, but then again… These people who stand at the top, they are not that different than Reki, than Eari, or I. They are on the same tiers of power as we, perhaps a bit higher, but nowhere near enough. They are…stagnating, basking in this adoration, in this power that you speak of.” 
 
    “You should not underestimate us. You are strong, but you are nowhere near the strongest people in the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled at that. “Many have stood in my way, many even who were more powerful than me, and in the end, I am here, and they are less than dust. I do not bend for anything or anyone. I know that this sounds arrogant, but that is who I am. I know that I can reach them, that even now I can strike with blows powerful enough to make even them fear me. It is what this tournament has shown me. What you have shown me.” 
 
    “Me?” Selia asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Ryun nodded. “I can see how powerful you are, and I do not need a power to scan your screens to know it. I can see it in the way that you move. How the air parts before you when you make a step. How tight the control of your own Qi is. How your muscles move beneath your skin. I can see it even in the way that your head turns to scan your surroundings, when you remember to pretend that you even need to do that. I learned more at times when you walk without looking, because I know that you can see regardless.” 
 
    “So, you’ve watched me. And how do you think you stack up compared to me?” Selia asked. He didn’t detect any sign of a threat in her tone, but he had never been so good at that. The half-smile on her face was what told him that she wasn’t offended. 
 
    “No one is invincible. The strong can fall to the weak. I might not be at the point where you are all the time, but I have forged my path and power into something that allows me to reach far higher.” 
 
    She nodded at that, apparently not wanting to press him for a more precise answer. 
 
    “So, you think that you don’t need to show others how powerful you are? I know that you have strengths, but you’ve gained it fast, perhaps too fast. You are part of the sects, and this is how they function. The more visible your power, the less likely it is for someone to try and interfere with your business.” 
 
     “I do not need them to look on me and think that I am powerful. I have not come here for that. Even these rewards that I have gained… They are good, and I will not refuse them. But you must understand, Selia: I have lived a life that to you might appear short, but to me… Even now it seems like an eternity. I was trapped inside my own mind, where time moved at a glacial pace. Even still, I have walked forward, striking down all in my way until I alone stood at the peak of an entire world. I know that you understand power as it is in this world, but you cannot understand what it means for you to stand on top of all. To know that you are the most powerful being that has ever set foot on an entire world. I had that. I knew that I was undisputed, that nothing could touch me. I nearly died because I didn’t even bother to block attacks.” Ryun chuckled as he remembered Zach’s last attack. Even now, he fell back into that habit at times. Breaking old patterns wasn’t as easy as people thought it was, but he was getting better at it. 
 
    He shook his head and continued. “But I learn from my mistakes, and I grow stronger. I will never stop pushing forward. Your ideas about how long it should take someone to become powerful? Those mean nothing to me. Who are you to decide the rate at which I should grow? I will not look to others as examples of how I should gain power. They have knowledge, and I respect that, but I’ve reached this point through my own power. It was not gifted to me. I have listened to advice, and I have gathered information, but in the end, my path is my own.” 
 
    Selia narrowed her eyes, almost looking taken aback by his words. Then she nodded at him. “You are a strange man; you know that, right?” 
 
    “I am who I am,” Ryun said with a shrug. He had always understood and accepted who he was. There was no point not to. What did it mean for him to be strange? He did not live his life for others’ sakes. He did not live in their world; he lived in his one. “Being true to yourself is the first step to living a free life.” 
 
    Selia blinked at that, her entire expression changing. He couldn’t quite tell what her expression meant, but she didn’t respond for a few seconds. 
 
    “You really think that?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course. Why should I change to fit what other people want or need? What they think I should be or not? They do not matter to me at all. I am. Just as I accept others and their choices, so too do I require the same in return. They have no right to question the way I live my life, and if they do, well… If someone disagrees, that is fine. It will not change anything. If they stand in my way, then they should already know that I will step through them. I do not apologize for what I have done or what I will do. I own all that I am without repentance.” 
 
    Selia turned her head away, looking beyond Ryun, thinking. Something about his words had struck her. Then she took a deep breath. “You might be right about that. I think that I knew that, once,” she whispered. “I advanced fast, too, and then I…I let outside influences force me to slow down. That is when I lost my inspiration, when I got stuck.” 
 
    She shook her head, looked at him and opened her mouth, then closed it immediately after. “We should continue. We don’t have all day for you to choose.” 
 
    A moment later she continued walking, and Ryun followed right behind her. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The room was filled with awakened objects, but nowhere near what he had expected from seeing the other rooms. He knew that the four winners of the top eight fights had already made their choices, and Ryun was the first of those who had lost. 
 
    There were weapons on one side, sets of armor in the middle, and miscellaneous trinkets on the other—rings, amulets, and other such items. 
 
    He approached the closest object: a breastplate hanging on a rack. It was golden in color and had a small piece of blank paper attached next to it. He leaned down but realized that the paper probably had something written on it. 
 
    He turned and glanced at Selia, who just studied him quietly. 
 
    “You have any advice?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Selia blinked, then gave herself a small shake. “I’ve spent years searching for the right awakened object for myself, and I’ve still not found the right match. It should be something that is useful to you, but most importantly something that has a personality you can accept, something that you can get along with. Otherwise, you will not be able to progress your bond, and that is where the true power of an awakened object lies. These are all objects that no longer have wearers, and whose bond no one in their faction could progress, or else the faction just felt like they could give them away.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. He had thought the same. It was why he had given Kagehime away, they no longer fit together. “So, how do I tell what the awakened object does?” 
 
    Selia blinked then pointed at the note. “All that is known about an object is written there,” she said. 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” Ryun sighed. 
 
    “Why?” She tilted her head. 
 
    “I can’t read that,” Ryun said at last. 
 
    “But the Framework—” She paused, then nodded in understanding. “Your eyes. I had a feeling that they changed the way you saw things.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said simply. He liked her well enough, but perhaps not enough to tell her exactly what his eyes did. Not yet at least. “I’m going to need you to read them out to me.” 
 
    Selia took a step closer, then leaned down next to him. “This is Firewrought,” she said. Each awakened object had a…well, something like a title, what they actually where—like how Kagehime was Shadow Princess. They could get names beyond that. “It gives a bond perk on bonding that increases your heat resistance by 40%. Its first ability is recorded as an aura of fire and heat that can be turned on or off. Second is a blast of fire, third an upgrade to the perk that raises the heat resistance to 80%. No further bond tiers were ever unlocked. The object’s personality is recorded as difficult; it enjoys seeing things on fire.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, that is not for me,” Ryun said. 
 
    Then they started to move from object to object, and she read their notes out loud for him. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “Splendor. Perk increases vitality by 10% when used. Ability that allows the user to appear more impressive. No further bond tiers unlocked. Personality is arrogant, vain, and narcissistic.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. They had spent about an hour in the room, going from item to item. Many were something that he wouldn’t even consider, like the painting brush or this circlet that she was showing him at the moment. 
 
    He sighed. “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that it would be the one, no,” Selia said. 
 
    They had seen some good ones, although only a few had records of anything beyond the second bond tier. There was a reason why these awakened weapons were being given away, after all. Only a few had caught his eye, and some of them could end up being useful. There were weapons that gave boosts to stats, but their personalities were…not compatible with his own.  
 
    There were three awakened objects, however, that he had narrowed his choice down to. 
 
     One of them was Darkwood Cabin. Its form was just a wooden key, and as its name suggested, it was also a cabin. A small one, barely two rooms. It gave no bonuses or anything else other than…well, being able to summon a cabin. It was assumed that with more bond tiers the cabin would grow, as it was not the first awakened object of that type that people here had found, but no one knew for sure. The awakened object’s personality was described as kind and warm, but no one had managed to deepen the bond. 
 
    The second object was basically a wizard staff. Called Highest, it was long and made out of something that looked like black bone. On top there was a fist-sized orb with no markings, completely smooth. Its perk was simple: it increased any ability and technique effectiveness by 10% if they were channeled through it, though he didn’t know how that would work for everything. That was already useful. The second thing was its first ability, one that could store one use of an ability or technique inside of it, similar to Anrosh’s anchors. The power of the ability depended on the bond level, which at the start meant that any ability stored would be about the same power level as if the ability was from a second-evolution Class at most. For techniques, the orb could store only so much Qi, which meant that it couldn’t store the more Qi-hungry techniques. Ryun might be able to store a {Void Beam} that would be weaker than what he himself could use. Still, it was useful. With the bond level, the restrictions should decrease, meaning that more and more powerful things could be stored, or at least that was the assumption. No one had ever increased the bond level of that awakened object. Its personality was said to be haughty, with nothing else written down. 
 
    The third was one that he was leaning the most toward; an item that, even if he wasn’t able to progress the bond, would be of use to him. As an item it looked like a small blacksmithing hammer, and it was called the Star Forge. It gave a bond perk, which increased the durability of all the items he wore by 10%. That was not a small increase at all. He remembered the rings that he had lost in the fight, the fact that they had been broken by his opponent. Adding durability to armor would increase its defense as well, and he did go through robes quickly.  
 
    But it was actually its two unique abilities that interested him the most. The first one allowed him to store common or uncommon items inside of it, and the forge would then replicate them, creating up to six additional copies. That alone might be enough for him to consider it, since it could store any type of items, including robes. He didn’t rely on items that much, but if he stored even one robe, it would help him a lot. He often destroyed his clothes in battles, and it was annoying having to buy new ones so often. Also, any item stored inside would gain equip and repair, which is what would really help him. He could even store javelins and not need to worry about running out of them—although the rate at which the forge replicated items wasn’t quick, at least not at the base bond tier. The second ability gave the items extra stats based on rarity and increased the durability of any item placed inside the forge after a certain amount of time had passed. 
 
    And from the note he knew that with increased bond tiers the amount of items that could be stored, and their max rarities, would increase, as would the bonuses that the forge provided. The most that someone had been able to increase the bond to was only a few tiers, but it was enough that they had an idea on what to expect. The personality though, was…annoying. It was written as greedy and interested in new things. It would require Ryun to bring it interesting items, and in order for the forge to work, he would need to provide it fuel in the form of items on occasion. At the base bond tiers, however, that cost wasn’t anything that would be an issue for Ryun. 
 
    “What do you think?” Selia asked after a while of Ryun just staring at the three objects in front of him. 
 
    He sighed. In the end, what he lacked in his kit was long-range capability. His javelins were one answer to that issue, and he didn’t really see any need to change that so far. He would need to train a bit more with his aiming skill, but with his strength he could deal a lot of damage with thrown weapons. And…he had to admit that he liked the idea of having an infinite amount of clothes.  
 
    He reached down and picked up the blacksmithing hammer. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A while later Ryun was sitting on a void platform high in the air, just outside of the Void Plane. He held the hammer in his lap, preparing to make the bond. The hammer was small, its handle and head as dark as night, but from time to time he could see something flicker inside of it: flashes of light, like stars. He cut his finger and let a drop of his blood touch the hammer, and before it turned to mist, he focused and reached out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You are about to make a permanent bond with the Awakened Forge — Star Forge. Are you sure you want to proceed? Y/N (You can only have one bond with an awakened object) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He accepted and then a voice spoke inside his mind. 
 
    “Oh, a new bond.” The voice had a strange echo to it. 
 
    “Greetings Star Forge, I am Ryun Nacht. Do you have a name?” he asked. 
 
    “Ah, greetings to you, too, Ryun Nacht, I was called different names by different owners, but since you asked…the one I preferred the most was Bright Star.” 
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Bright Star,” Ryun said. “I hope that we can work well together.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Bright Star said. “As long as you provide me with interesting new things to play with, we shall get along just fine. So, do you have a gift for me, perhaps?” 
 
    Ryun knew that the personality was described as greedy, so he had prepared some items to give it as fuel. He pulled them out of his storage. 
 
    “Here, let me show you how to use me,” the forge said. 
 
    Then Ryun felt something change, and the hammer blazed with stars and nebulas inside. A moment later it was as if he was pulled inside his own mind, and suddenly he was standing on a large platform in the middle of space, with stars and nebulae surrounding him. A large sun loomed nearby, filling one side of the platform. 
 
    In the center of the platform in front of him was a simple anvil with a forge made out of starfire—that was the only way that he could describe it, as it blazed with light and colors. Around the forge were racks, each having one place pulled in front and six others behind it. 
 
    “Welcome, welcome,” Bright Star said. 
 
    Ryun knew that it wasn’t real, in part because he could see as if he didn’t have his astral eyes. It was all in his mind, or wherever it was that the awakened items went when they weren’t summoned. But the major part that told him that it wasn’t real was the fact that he could still feel his body in the real world, could feel the wind on his face. 
 
    “It is impressive,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Thank you, I am,” the forge said. 
 
    Ryun shook his head and walked forward, looking around and getting to know his new bonded forge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A while later, once he had given the forge enough items for it to study and eventually destroy, and once he had placed four of his javelins and two robes inside, he found himself sitting and looking through his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Forged in Stars (Bond Perk) 
  
       	  Any item worn by the user gains +10% to their durability. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Bright Star 
  
      
 
       
       	  Armory of the Stars 
  
       	  Grants the user the ability to store up to 6 items into the Star Forge up to uncommon rarity. Each item placed inside the forge will be replicated and stored alongside the original, to a maximum of 6 copies. The rate or replication is: 
  Common rarity: 1 per 1 hour. 
  Uncommon rarity: 1 per 4 hours. 
  Any item stored in the forge is granted equip and repair while used by the user. The item copies will last for 5 minutes outside of the forge if they are not used by the user. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Star Improvement 
  
       	  Any item placed in the forge for longer than 10 days will gain bonuses based on rarity: 
  Common rarity: +5 to all stats and +10% to its durability. 
  Uncommon rarity: +10 to all stats and 12% to its durability. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He felt satisfied with his choice. It wouldn’t give him any real increase to power, but he had never been after that. He didn’t want to rely on an item for power, but he did want it to be something that would be of use—and the forge was definitely of use.  
 
    He closed his screens and finally walked up into the Void, preparing to cycle and improve his core.

  

 
   
    Interlude - The Calm Before 
 
      
 
    Selia walked into her living quarters. They were not nearly as comfortable as her home back in the mountains, but they were passable. She made her way to the bathing room, already knowing that her partner was in there. Erdania was laying in the large bath, her body completely submerged save for her head. She walked over then climbed the two steps up in silence. She sat down at the edge of the bath that was embedded into the raised floor and sighed, her side turned toward Erdania. 
 
    Her partner opened her eyes and glance at her. “You done with the reward?” 
 
    “Yes,” Selia said. In truth, she was…she was conflicted. What Ryun had told her had been… It had struck a nerve with her. It had been a long time since she had really thought about her life, what she even wanted to do. Somewhere along the way, she had just become so accustomed to what it had become. When she had been young, advancement had been all that she thought about. And of course, she thought about it now, too, but… She knew that she had time. In fact, it paid off to wait, to grow stronger without advancement.  
 
    Yet… 
 
    Ryun didn’t think that way. He didn’t care for anyone else’s pace or path. He was building his own. Selia had once dreamed of doing that, of following her own path. Along the way, though, she had started to follow others’ advice, to copy what they did on their own paths. It was… That was not her path. 
 
    She looked at Erdania and realized just how much their relationship had suffered. They loved each other, that was not in question, but it had been a long time since they had been…steady. A relationship was not something static, it was not all sunshine and calm seas. They had to work at it. But she remembered when it had been the best, when they’d had a third. When Terland had been alive, they had been more…balanced. The things that she and Erdania had gone through had forged their bond, but Terland had brought them even closer together. Their relationship had always worked better when part of a triad. She had forgotten that, or perhaps she had chosen not to think about that. 
 
    Terland’s death had hurt her, had hurt both of them. She blamed herself for his foolishly trying to grow strong on his own. If they had just spoken about it more, if… It didn’t matter now; they couldn’t change anything now. It had taken them a long time to heal, and they had barely survived as partners without him. Selia had always known that there were things that she couldn’t give Erdania, and that was fine. They didn’t need to be able to give each other everything in order for them to be together. There were things that Erdania couldn’t give her, too. 
 
    When they had tried to bring others into their relationship, to try and regain what they had lost, it had always turned wrong. Few people understood that Selia did not enjoy sexual intercourse, that she did not want that kind of intimacy. They tried, but in the end, they always resented her. It wasn’t like Selia didn’t crave being touched, being close with someone—but every time she had tried to get such intimacy from the people they brought into their relationship, inevitably, they took it as an invitation to go a step further, to try and get something that she didn’t want to give. They always thought that they could change her. 
 
    And when they truly understood that they couldn’t, they tried to take Erdania away from her. She pitied them in a way, as that was the fastest way for them to get on Erdania’s bad side. The two of them could open their hearts and lives for another, but it took time for a bond as strong as the one they had between the two of them to form. They never got that far. 
 
    She sighed, remembering all these last years—decades, really. They had been shambling, and it had taken its toll. She saw it, like how Erdania had closed off now. She had always done that after a period of excitement or a near-death experience; but before, when they’d had Terland, he would go into her dark space with her, and help her come back out. Selia had just given her space. She shouldn’t have done that; it had taken too long. And they had been doing that for so long. 
 
    “What is it?” Erdania asked. 
 
    Selia met her eyes. “I was just thinking… I don’t think that this is working.” 
 
    Her expression immediately changed. She saw fear in her eyes and knew that she hadn’t expressed herself well. 
 
    “No, no,” Selia said quickly. “I wasn’t talking about us.” She reached down and grabbed Erdania’s hand, pulling it up and kissing the back of it. “Well, maybe a bit. We…we haven’t been good for a long time. But it isn’t just about us—it is about our entire life. We used to do so much, and now… decades can pass with us barely leaving our mountains. It’s been so long since we last advanced, and I can’t quite remember the moment when we stopped.” 
 
    Erdania blinked, then pulled herself up to sit at the edge of the bath with her, turning her hand in Selia’s so that they held them together. 
 
    “What brought this on?” Erdania asked. 
 
    Selia took a deep breath. “I’ve been talking with the Seventh Iteration Ranker. His views on things are…very unique.” 
 
    Erdania blinked. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” Selia said. “He reached far in the tournament, and I think that he could’ve gone farther. But it isn’t important to him. He is…unapologetic about who he is and how he wants to live his life. We used to be like that, and then somewhere along the way, we became more like everyone else. We were young for when we became High Rankers, and now… I want to do things again, to advance. I feel like my inspiration is just at the tip of my tongue, and all it took was talking with someone who doesn’t know how things in the Infinite Realm work. Or at least how everyone thinks that things work.” 
 
    “You think that he is that insightful?” Erdania asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. You need to meet him. I’ll invite him to the big party once the tournament final is done. I think you will like him.” 
 
    Erdania didn’t look quite convinced, but she nodded. 
 
    “And…” Selia started, then paused. She didn’t quite know how to bring this up. She had refused for so long, and now… she felt bad about it. Finally, she took a deep breath and decided to just say it. “I think that we should look for the third again.” 
 
    Erdania leaned back and just stared at Selia for a moment. 
 
    “You really want that?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. I think I am ready now.” 
 
    Then, Erdania’s eyes narrowed. “This Ranker, do you…” 
 
    Selia blinked as she got her meaning. “What? No.” She shook her head. That hadn’t even occurred to her. Ryun was…young, although perhaps only in age. In some ways he was more mature than many she interacted with in the Infinite Realm, even though they were decades older. “He is interesting, but I am also on a mission to get him recruited.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense for her to mix those two things—and regardless, they needed someone that Erdania could come to care about as well. 
 
    Erdania chuckled. “Well, we’ve waited this long, I’m sure we have the time to find someone.” 
 
    Selia agreed, they needed someone who could anchor them, who could accept the both of them. A part of her was worried—they hadn’t had much luck with past partners—but Selia knew that her heart hadn’t been quite in it when they’d tried before. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Selia and Erdania sat in the main Zenshuen plot as Reki’s match drew to a close. His opponent was a warrior from the Dragon Heart Sect, the second favorite of the tournament. It hadn’t been that much of a surprise, nor had the match been as interesting as Reki versus Ryun. It was to be expected, as both Reki and his opponent had a lot of information about each other. The match result had come down to simple skill. 
 
    Reki charged his injured opponent, kinetic force blazing around him, and then he sent it flying forward at his opponent. The Dragon Heart warrior tried to evade, but he was too injured to do it fast enough. The match was over. 
 
    “Ah, a good victory,” Selia’s grandfather said from his seat next to her. 
 
    “It is,” Erdania said. “Reki is a credit to his family.” 
 
    The voice of the arbiter filled the arena, but Selia, Erdania, and their grandfather didn’t pay it any attention. They didn’t need to hear the announcement. 
 
    “The Zenshuen name is still strong,” Selia added. 
 
    “It could be stronger,” their grandfather, Veriton Ha Jhan, said. “If you would change your minds.” 
 
    Selia grimaced. “You know why I don’t want to do it.” 
 
    “And I have nothing to prove to them,” Erdania said. 
 
    The Zenshuen Sect head sighed. “I know. But fighting other High Rankers would show just how good we are. It could change your rankings.” 
 
    Selia sighed. Neither Selia nor Erdania had agreed to fight in the High Rankers portion of the Tournament. It was too dangerous. The Healer could heal a lot, and the talismans made by the great crafters did provide some protection, but… Death was a real possibility. Even if it was just a trigger of their immortality, the time they spent away could be used against the sect. Both Selia and Erdania agreed that they should just let other High Rankers indulge in their fighting. They all knew that this was only a way for them to settle their grudges. 
 
    “It isn’t important, grandfather,” Selia said, Ryun’s words weighing heavy on her mind. He was right—she didn’t need to prove anything to anyone. As long as she put down anyone who tried to come after her sect, word would spread. 
 
    “Whatever you think best. This is enough.” He gestured at the screen that showed Reki and one of the arbiters on it. 
 
    With that win, their reputation was secure. There was no need for them to risk anything else. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The party was in the full swing, and Selia hated it, but she suffered through it. At least Erdania had finally come along. Since their talks a few weeks ago, things had improved. Selia felt that Erdania was more relaxed—just her knowing that Selia was willing to try again seemed to have put her in a much better mood. She was standing next to Selia talking with a few of the people from the sect, wearing a blood-red dress that was significantly more modest than her usual garb. She wore long-sleeved fingerless gloves on both hands, and straps were being used to hold the dress itself. The dress trailed down to her ankles, and hugged her torso, stomach, and hips tightly, while it flared slightly below the waist. Her black hair was loose instead of braided, and it framed her face. The white tattoos on her black skin almost shone in the light of the party. 
 
    Selia, on the other hand, wore a silver-and-blue dress that showed a lot of more of her cleavage than Erdania’s did, and hers had cuts in the sides that showed off her legs. But it was all a dance, an act, and she knew how to play her role—how to look good for her sect, even if she tried to foster the air of being unapproachable. At least Erdania was here now to play buffer for her. 
 
    Her sense caught the person she had been waiting for before she saw him. He made his way through the throng of people, coming straight for her. He shouldn’t be able to see her, but he knew where she was anyway. It told her that his sensory power could identify people as well as see in a large range. She didn’t yet know how to broach the subject of him joining the League. She would first need to explain what it was, but she no longer had doubts as to his worth. He wasn’t as strong as some of the members in the League, but he was a Sect Head on the Frontier, and one of the top fighters of the tournament. He was positioned on the edge of the Settled Territories, and that position itself could be very useful for them. They always needed places where they could lie low. 
 
    She found herself smiling as he walked up. She really did enjoy talking with him, and she was sure that Erdania would like him, too. She reached over and tapped Erdania on the shoulder as Ryun approached. She saw him turn his eyes on Erdania’s back and frown. 
 
    “I’m glad that you decided to come,” Selia started as Erdania turned around. “This is my partner Erdania.” 
 
    Their eyes met and Selia saw Erdania’s eyes widen. “This is—” she started, but before she could introduce him, Erdania spoke. 
 
    “Ryun?” she asked, surprise tinting her tone. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, then looked from Erdania to Selia and back. 
 
    “You are the Seventh Iteration Ranker?” she asked, shocked. 
 
    “I am,” Ryun responded. “And you…you are Selia’s partner.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, almost dangerously. “I thought you didn’t do that.” 
 
    Erdania leaned back as if slapped. “We… No, I don’t.” 
 
    Selia frowned at the two of them. Erdania hadn’t watched Ryun’s matches, but she could’ve heard his name…except that she had been almost completely isolated by herself. And every time she went out after that, she had done so with Selia, and she had never mentioned Ryun’s name. They hadn’t talked about him much—a few times only—and she had always referred to him as a Ranker. But they talked as if they had met before, and she knew that they couldn’t have before now. Unless… 
 
    “You know each other,” Selia said, not asked. Erdania glanced at Selia, and she saw it in her eyes. There was only one reason for why Erdania would give her that look. “When?” Selia just asked, her emotions in flux. 
 
    Erdania looked uncertain, but then she spoke. “A few months ago, in Dall’dvor.” 
 
    A hundred years since they had this agreement, and in all that time Erdania had made sure that Selia never met the people that she slept with, as that was what they had agreed to. And here they were. She didn’t know how she felt about it. Hurt? A bit, but it didn’t hurt as much as she had imagined it would, and she wasn’t sure quite why. 
 
    “Selia,” Ryun started, but she cut him off. 
 
    “This isn’t the place for this talk,” she said, as people around them were listening. Some knew about Erdania and Selia’s agreement, but not all, and in a place where every piece of information could be used as a leverage, Selia did not want to give anyone anything that they could use against her family. 
 
    “I…” Selia started, but then realized that she needed time to process. “We can talk later. Enjoy the party.” 
 
    Without another word, she grabbed Erdania by the elbow and walked away. She felt her partner’s fear and trepidation, the way that her whole body was tense. Selia didn’t know what she was going to do, not yet. But one thing was certain: she knew now that not even this was enough to shake her relationship with Erdania. It was freeing in a way, to know that no matter what, the two of them would survive.  
 
    That didn’t mean that she wouldn’t let Erdania stew for a while, though. 
 
    She could barely believe the coincidence, the fact that Erdania had met Ryun before Selia. But life was strange, and she knew how to roll with it. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Kael walked into the small room and found Berion sitting on a box. He approached him and saw that his leg was twitching, up and down like a nervous tic. 
 
    “How are you doing, Ber?” Kael asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know if I can do this, Kael,” Berion whispered. 
 
    Kael sighed and walked up to him, then knelt in front of him. He placed one hand on his twitching knee, and it calmed down. “You’ve got this, Ber. There is no one who can match you in this. I have faith in you.” 
 
    “It is so far,” he whispered as he raised his head and looked at the ceiling, his eyes becoming unfocused. 
 
    “For everyone else, perhaps, but not for you. And you have this,” he said, and pulled out a vial filled with bright yellow fluid. 
 
    “Even with that,” Berion started, but Kael raised his other hand. 
 
    “Ber, trust me when I tell you: You don’t know how to fail. Without you, I would have nothing. You are the most important of us. You are the one who has allowed us to reach this far. Without you, we would’ve died long ago. You came through for us every other time, and you will do the same now.” 
 
    Berion took a deep breath and then nodded. “Yes, I will. Thank you, Kael.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “You slept with Erdania Xi Jhan?” Anrosh asked her Sect Head.  
 
    It was a day after he had returned from the party at the Zenshuen Compound, and the only reason she knew about what happened was that Lesamitrius felt that he needed to inform her of the…incident. 
 
    They were sitting in a small room back in their compound. The only people present were her, Nayra, and Lesamitrius. She still had trouble forming her words. Ryun had surprised her often, but this was… 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. 
 
    “And you are friendly with Selia Ha Jhan,” Anrosh said evenly. 
 
    “Yes,” he said again. 
 
    “Should we run?” Anrosh asked before she even realized that she had spoken. She did not want to get caught in a lover’s feud between two High Rankers and her Sect Head. 
 
    Ryun’s head tilted as if he was listening to something. “I don’t think that you need to worry, Anrosh.” 
 
    “Don’t worry?” She realized that her voice had gotten louder, but…he wanted her not to worry? She had no idea how he got into these things. 
 
    A warrior walked into their room, looking a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sect Head,” he said. “Sect Leaders from the Zenshuen Sect are at the gate. They are asking for you.” 
 
    She glanced at Ryun and saw that he had already stood up. “I guess the three of you should come with me. They’ve brought an escort, too.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, and then realized that he had to have known that they were there before the warrior informed them of their arrival. 
 
    She swallowed hard and exchanged a look with Nayra, then finally sighed. At least she couldn’t complain that her life was boring. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Selia walked the walls that surrounded the arena in the middle of the night. With there being a short break between tournaments, there were no guards on the walls. It was dark, the only light being that of the moon above them. Erdania walked on her left and Ryun on her right. Their people trailed behind them, sufficiently away that they couldn’t listen in, although the formation that Selia kept active on her person prevented anyone from listening in even if they wanted to. A large gathering was taking place at the moment, and both of them were supposed to be there—but Selia felt that this was more important, and she couldn’t keep pushing it off anymore. They could be late to the gathering; it might be important for the sect, but it was not more important to her than her relationship. 
 
    She had a long talk with Erdania after the party. It hadn’t turned out nearly as bad as either of them had imagined that moment to be, and perhaps that was because of who it was. Erdania had told her everything, of course. They did not have secrets between them. She had met Ryun in Dall’dvor, and she slept with him; she didn’t know anything about him, as she never tried to get to know her sexual partners. Although, she did say that the two of them talked a bit. Selia had noticed that there was something more there, but she didn’t press. 
 
    The largest fear that Selia had was that seeing Erdania’s lover would make her feel inferior, that she would find herself wanting, that she would lose her to someone else. Yet, Ryun wasn’t… It wasn’t that she felt like he was better than her, but she felt like she had gotten to know him enough that she understood him, in a way. He did not seem like a person who would try to stand in between Selia and Erdania. He followed a way of life that she admired. 
 
    They walked in silence, none of them really knowing how to start a conversation that they all knew they had to have. Selia wasn’t one for letting things fester, at least not anymore. She wanted to live her life with direction and purpose, and Ryun had been the one to help her realize that. And there was a small part of her that whispered things and possibilities that she didn’t want to entertain at the moment.  
 
    In the end, it was actually Ryun who spoke first. “Selia, I wanted to apologize. I did not know—” 
 
    “You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Selia said slowly. “Erdania and I have been together for a long time, and we are secure in our relationship. What you two did was not behind my back. We have an agreement, and you did nothing wrong. I was just…surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “I told you that I don’t do that,” Erdania added. 
 
    Ryun looked at both of them and then nodded. It was…so easy when one talked with him. He could accept things without the desire to ask more questions, to intrude and seek to understand. 
 
    “I…” Ryun started. He looked at Erdania and then inclined his head. “I wanted to thank you, again, for what you did. You’ve helped me immensely. I was grieving and carrying a hurt that I had buried deep. That night was in a way the piece that I was missing. It is what helped me understand what I wanted to do and be. It was the key in me achieving my ideal.” 
 
    Selia blinked at that. Erdania had told her that they talked after, but hadn’t gone in depth with it. She started to feel…strange, and doubt began seeping in. It looked like they had shared more than she had assumed. 
 
    Ryun then turned to Selia. 
 
    “And I need to thank you, too,” he said. “I’ve been enjoying our talks. You’ve helped me see more of how this world works, and have given me ideas that I have not thought about before. I know that you have your reasons for wanting to get closer to me, but those do not matter to me. I’ve gotten to know you enough to know that I wish to be your friend, and I would not want anything to prevent that.” 
 
    Selia was surprised. It was almost laughable. She had never before been told that someone wished to be their friend, or at least not how he had just now done. Of course, everyone wanted to get close to her, wanted to be her friend. But they all had larger reasons for it. She knew Ryun enough to understand that he was direct and didn’t care enough to pretend. He just wanted to continue talking with her, the same way they had done so far. 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond, and then the night turned into day. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Kael came out of the spatial technique along with Exiled Shell, Tellisa, Maya, and Fethum. A moment later, Berion followed. The six of them stood in the middle of the arena, a flat space surrounded by destroyed stone pillars and mountains. The organizers hadn’t yet repaired the arena, as they were a few weeks out from when the High Rankers were supposed to fight. 
 
    It didn’t matter at all. 
 
    “Are you sure that it will happen soon?” Fethum asked, his voice reverberating in that way that cthul voices always did. 
 
    “I am. Erik kept a lot of information close to his chest, but this is the best opportunity for him,” Kael answered. He turned his head to look in the distance, seeing a large building bathed in light standing atop the cliffs surrounding the city. The Warden’s Guild Headquarters hosted the great gathering. Heads of all the major factions would attend, and perhaps more importantly, all the High Rankers present in the city had been invited as well. 
 
    It was a grand affair, a place where they would speak and decide the fate of those weaker than them. Kael had once dreamed of striking at their hearts.  
 
    Today, he didn’t have to. 
 
    Kael glanced to the side where his people stood. “Be ready. We won’t have much time once—” 
 
    Night turned into day. A pillar of light, filled with all the colors imaginable, rose where the Warden’s Guild fortress used to be. The earth shook, the air trembled, and their ears were filled with thunder. Kael saw the blast spread and devastate the district beneath the cliffs, but it was nothing compared to what had happened to the cliff, he knew—the blast was focused. What hit the city was only the aftershock. 
 
    “Place the pillars,” Kael said, and four of his people moved, each to a different corner of the clearing. He turned to look at Berion, who was looking at the light in the distance with his eyes open wide.  
 
    “Ber, it is time.” 
 
    Tonight was the time for death, for suffering—time for the fire to consume the forest, and perhaps for something new to grow in its place.

  

 
   
    Interlude - The Long Night 
 
      
 
    Bera standing at her side, Yirrel looked around at the gathering. The leaders of all the great factions were present, aside from a few exceptions, but even those who didn’t come themselves had sent representatives. Vara Smokewing stood in a corner, here instead of Awirren Goldenfeather, talking with a few representatives of other sects. It was probably a good thing that the Golden Phoenix hadn’t come in person—she tended to bring trouble with her wherever she went. 
 
    Kithul of the Stars stood next to the big crafting factions. One of the strongest cthul in the Infinite Realm, he was obsessed with recreating the technology that his people used to have. Venges Darkhoof loomed nearby, talking with Yirrel’s sister Yerala. The two of them worked together often, as many people who focused on conquering dungeons usually started as adventurers. 
 
    The room was filled with High Rankers, although not all had come to the Tournament. Some had other obligations; others didn’t really care. Yirrel herself understood the value of these gatherings, which was why she did them. It fostered peace among the ruling powers. Even the criminal elements were present. The Queen of Shadows sat on a couch, surrounded with men waiting on her every thought, their focus obviously related to sex—she could feel their draw from across the room. 
 
    There were few people who were weak in this room: the staff that catered the event, as well as a few attendants. Everyone else was a High Ranker. 
 
    Yirrel kept her eyes on the crowd, searching. Zenker and Sigmund were late, as the two of them usually were. She resisted the urge to sigh; she should’ve forced Zenker to stay with her, instead with Sig. Still, she knew that while Sig often indulged Zenker in his fits of random ideas, he would get him here eventually. 
 
    At least Raela was present—Yirrel had seen her somewhere. Dracael had left with Eratemus and the Grey Horde to bring her fleet closer to the Frontier. They didn’t have any information about the Third coming by sea, but they wanted to be ready regardless. 
 
    Someone approached her from her side, and she glanced up to see Gemheart standing there. She smiled and inclined her head. 
 
    “Gemheart, I’m glad you came,” Yirrel said. 
 
    “Yirrel. Ms. Bera,” he said, greeting both of them. 
 
    “You looking forward to the crafting tournament?” she asked. Gemheart supplied most of the materials and rewards for the crafting tournaments, and his faction did compete as well. 
 
    “Of course. Mine are not the best crafters in the core, but I am thinking about pushing them to improve more.” 
 
    “I am sure they will,” Yirrel said. 
 
    “How has your warden, Zacharia, been doing?” Gemheart asked. “His matches were interesting.” 
 
    Yirrel knew that the Ranker had received the large kreacean’s gratitude and trust by saving his daughter. It was one more reason why she wanted him to remain close to her. She needed people who would do the right thing even when they didn’t need to. The Ranker was not quite where she wanted him to be, but she had time to mold him into something great. He had proven himself during the tournament, and that was enough for now. 
 
    “He is well. He is on patrol in the city,” Yirrel said. Few of her wardens were present here; only the most powerful ones were, and not even all of them. She needed powerful people out in the city, keeping the peace. This gathering was unlikely to spark into trouble, and if it did… Well, a few guards weren’t going to stop anyone. 
 
    She saw his mouth open to speak, and then her |Perfect Danger Sense: Premonition of Disaster| sparked.  
 
    Her mind went into overdrive. She saw people all over the room move, but this was the most intense feeling of impending doom that she had ever felt. She didn’t pull anything. 
 
      
 
    —Abyssal Aegis— 
 
      
 
    A glowing, deep blue shield manifested in front of her, raising her defenses as she grabbed Bera on her right and pulled her close as armor manifested around her and a shield grew on her left hand. 
 
      
 
    [Inspire: Area of Abyssal Defense], [Inspire: Shield of the Depths], [Inspire: Power of the Shield], True Link—Armor of the Depths, True Link—Overclock, Battle Roar, Inspiring Presence, Hastening Presence, Strengthen Defense. 
 
      
 
    She boosted herself and those in her immediate surroundings. 
 
      
 
    |I Hold The Abyss| 
 
      
 
    The world twisted around her as her will billowed out, the defenses of everyone around her increasing further. 
 
      
 
    |I Make The Law| 
 
      
 
    Reality bowed to her will. Everyone around her obeyed her will and burned their most powerful defensive abilities, both those who had noticed something and those who hadn’t. She only hoped that it would be enough. 
 
    Then the world turned white.  
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zenker looked at himself in the mirror, adjusting his suit and placing the special monocle over his eye. His fascination with old human fashion was still alive after all these years. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around to see Sigmund standing there signing with his hands. 
 
    “I know, I know,” he said and picked up a top hat from a chair nearby. “There. I’m ready.” 
 
    Sigmund rolled his eyes and walked away. Zenker followed after him. They walked out of his house at his faction compound and Zenker turned his eyes toward the cliffs where the Warden’s Guild Compound rested on top of it. 
 
    And then the entire cliff became engulfed in white light. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zach patrolled the streets with Naha, who was now wearing her human-elf body and going by Lira Windfall. The two of them had been partnered together, and slowly they were leaving clues about their relationship. Zach had spent most of his time since on patrols and training his skills. He knew that in order to finish his Class Quest, he would need every advantage that he could get. 
 
    They were walking down the street between the North and East Districts as part of their route. He didn’t know if it was on purpose or not, but all of his routes had kept him away from the Southern District. A part of him was offended—it was as if the Warden Commander didn’t trust him to even get close to the sects. In the end, though, it didn’t matter. He had seen Ryun’s fights. He knew. 
 
    A group of people across the street of them caught Zach’s eyes. A group of three demasi and a human were surrounding a demasi woman. She was clearly in distress. 
 
    Zach gestured to Naha and they headed that way. 
 
    Then the night turned into day. The ground shook and the air filled with noise, making his ears hurt. He glanced to the side and saw the cliff where the Warden’s Guild Compound had rested gone. Dirt and debris flew through the air and was falling on the district below it. 
 
    He saw a big chunk of rock in his direction, and he moved. He blinked to the other side of the street—the four men were running away, but the girl was on the ground as she lost her balance from the ground shake. 
 
    He grabbed her just as a large rock hit the building above them, and he pulled her with him, using Old Heritage to jump to the side. He rolled as the rock crashed through and tumbled over the street, crushing the running men. 
 
    Naha stepped out of the shadows and both of them looked in the direction of the cliff as the air started filling up with cries. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The attack on the High Rankers went without issue. Erik watched the destruction from the opposite side of the city. Two people flanked him—his squad. He didn’t need a lot of people for this, and they didn’t want to risk capture. 
 
    But now that his part was done, they needed to return home. First, though, he needed to find his sister. He had been completely taken aback and surprised when he had seen her in the tournament. That hadn’t been a part of any plan that he knew about. Nayra wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near here, and he was really interested to hear how she’d arrived. She had always had a rebellious streak; it was possible that she was here without anyone knowing. Regardless, he would find out soon enough. 
 
    Just as he was about to move, a voice echoed inside his head. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Ryun turned his ears in the direction of the destruction in the distance. His eyes couldn’t see anything but a rippling fog, and his sense didn’t extend that far. 
 
    “Go to the sect now. Call all our warriors.” Erdania was giving orders to her and Selia’s escort. 
 
    “Grandfather was there,” Selia whispered. 
 
    Erdania turned to her. “He is strong, he—” 
 
    “You know what that was: the Reaction Engine. Anyone caught in that would be dead for good, their souls scourged,” Selia answered, her voice saddened. 
 
    Ryun glanced at his people behind him, but they were looking in the distance, where their eyes could see what was happening. Nayra’s eyes were open wide, and Ryun figured that this had to have something to do with her people. 
 
    He was about to speak when he caught something at the edge of his sense. He turned his head and saw something in the center of the arena: a box made out of bright Essence.  
 
    “What is that?” Ryun pointed. 
 
    Selia and Erdania turned and looked at it. Anrosh stepped next to him and spoke. 
 
    “There is a protective barrier in the middle of the arena,” she told him. “A see-through box.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything else, a voice spoke inside his head. 
 
    “People of the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    Everyone around him froze, and Ryun looked at Selia and Erdania. 
 
    “Do you hear it too?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Selia nodded, while Erdania had a strange look on her face. 
 
    “Long have you kept your eyes closed, blind to the sins of those you follow. I speak to you now only to make you understand. You should’ve never allowed them to do this to you, to chain you and turn you into this weak thing you have become.”  
 
    “Kaeliss,” Ryun heard Erdania whisper. Selia turned her head to look at her partner. 
 
    “I am not here for you today. You are already lost. I am here for those who are yet to come. I do this to teach you all a lesson. You are too weak.” 
 
    Ryun saw the surge of Essence and felt space itself tremble with his sense. It was so powerful that his sense nearly made his head hurt from the intensity. 
 
    “Heavens,” Anrosh whispered next to him. 
 
    “What is it? What do you see?” he asked. 
 
    “There is a line in space inside the barrier,” Anrosh answered. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The sound of an alarm blasted her awake. Reyla quickly got out of bed and dressed in her armor—they’d had drills about this, but this was the first time that an actual alarm had been sounded. She walked out of her room and out of the house, heading up the stairs and to the command room on top of it. 
 
    Once inside, she saw her older sister Vanessa and her brother Emrys standing with their mother, and Father Olem. 
 
    All of them were looking at a table that had a map of their surroundings generated on it. The army and the sky palaces had pulled back behind the Great Swarm, since they were getting close to the Frontier of the Settled Territories. They were about a week out at their current pace, and they didn’t want them to immediately know about the army. The more time it took them to gather a response, the better their attack would be. They would underestimate the swarm. No matter how many people told them that it was a great threat, the High Rankers would inevitably assume that the people on the frontier were just weak. 
 
    Reyla walked up to Emrys and whispered. “What is happening?” 
 
    Emrys glanced at her, his expression unsure. “Don’t know yet. We have received reports that the swarm is fighting something at the front.” 
 
    “Another swarm?” Reyla asked. 
 
    “Unknown,” Emrys answered. 
 
    Her mother was holding a Far-link Orb in her hands and speaking with someone. Then, she turned suddenly, and her eyes landed on the three of them. 
 
    “You three, come with me.” She walked off, and they hurried after her. She led them to a side room where the teleportation platform was placed into the floor. She stepped on, and the three of them followed. 
 
    A moment later, they were teleported somewhere else. 
 
    This was a large room, one with stone walls, and their mother stepped off while people in armor stepped aside. Immediately Reyla recognized their blue full-plate armor as that of the royal guards. They walked through a long corridor until they reached a large command room. The Emperor stood in the center, looking over a large desk that showed the map of their surroundings with colored grains of sand creating the terrain. Both the army and the swarm were depicted, too, with green and blue sand. On the front of the Great Swarm’s lines, she saw a lot of red. 
 
    One of the people next to the Emperor leaned over and spoke. “We just received word from the front. One of our sky ships managed to get close. The swarm is fighting the undead.” 
 
    Reyla saw her mother walk over and speak. “Are you certain?” 
 
    The Emperor raised his head and looked at her. “We heard no word of him moving.” 
 
    Reyla sat in the background with her siblings, just watching as people yelled and tried to figure out what was happening. 
 
    “Move us forward,” the Emperor ordered. “Order all aerial assets over the swarm.” 
 
    Reyla looked at the table and saw hundreds of dots on the map moving toward the back side of the swarm. The army on the ground wouldn’t be able to keep up. 
 
    The generals and family heads around the Emperor spoke in hushed tones, several Far-link Orbs being used to communicate with the forward elements. 
 
    “We can’t lose the swarm,” the Emperor turned to Reyla’s mother. 
 
    Karya Ornn nodded, but before she could speak, an ear-piercing shriek reached them from outside. 
 
    Everyone raised their heads and exclamations came from the outside of the room. Quickly everyone shuffled out, almost running to the large balcony of the flying palace. Reyla caught up to her mother, who was standing at the edge where large concave windows stood, magnifying the view. They all were looking out into the distance. She followed her mother’s gaze, and then just as she was about to ask what was happening, the clouds above where the windows were looking were broken by a massive shape.  
 
    Vargar, the massive dragon that ruled the swarm, tumbled down, blood spilling from his body. 
 
    Behind him, another form split the clouds, larger and far more terrifying. A skeletal undead dragon followed after Vargar, its sockets blazing with orange fire, its bones carved with glowing orange formations. The skeletal wings were filled with fire, and with every beat it sent blasts all around it, burning the smaller fliers that Vargar had called to defend him. More shapes broke through the clouds: skeletal drakes and birds, decaying flying zombies, even some karura wearing armor. They fell on the flying monsters from the swarm. 
 
    The palaces and sky ships were too far away to do anything, but she saw some try to fire at the undead in the distance. 
 
    The undead dragon caught up to Vargar, its claws sinking into the black scales. Then a green fog suddenly surrounded them, and she thought that she saw Vargar’s scales sizzling. Everyone on the balcony watched in silence as the undead dragon ripped into the great beast’s flesh, bit into its neck. Silver fire was blazing from Vargar’s neck, but it wasn’t enough. The undead dragon’s bones weren’t getting damaged no matter how much it tried. 
 
    With one last scream, the great dragon floundered, and the undead beast ripped Vargar’s throat out with its jaw while its claws ripped apart his wings. The great beast fell through the air, toward the ground and the middle of the swarm. 
 
    No one said anything as it hit the ground. Then, it was almost as a ripple went through the swarm, and it went wild. Their roars and howls filled the air, and she looked down to see total chaos. Some monsters were fighting one another—the swarm was ripping itself apart. 
 
    “We need to destroy the undead,” Reyla heard her mother say to the Emperor. “There are still enough monsters that smaller swarms will form, and they will continue forward no matter what.” 
 
    The Emperor opened his mouth to respond, but then the two mountains in the distance that surrounded the swarm exploded outward. The debris reached far up into the air that it would’ve hit the palaces and sky ships, but instead it landed on the core of the swarm. 
 
    Reyla leaned forward as the magnifying windows were turned to show the mountains. There were giant holes in them, and then she saw shapes moving through them.  
 
    A legion of undead monsters spilled out of the holes and fell upon the swarm. 
 
    “No,” Reyla heard the Emperor whisper in the silence on the balcony. No one had any words to express what they were seeing. They were still too far away, and even if they weren’t, the army was behind them. They could only sit there and watch as the swarm was taken apart. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Eratemus—the Lord of Death, as he was called by some—pulled himself from the vessel of the undead dragon. He let it continue on his basic orders, killing any monster in its way. He grimaced at the discomfort of being compressed from such a large form to a vessel so much smaller. 
 
    “It is done?” the Grey Horde asked from his side. 
 
    Eratemus nodded, the demasi vessel still feeling stiff. “All that is left is for us to take care of the rest of the swarm.” 
 
    The two of them stood on top of a mountain that was straight in the path of the swarm. His undead were streaming through the cave openings at the base of the mountain, coming out of the tunnels that led to the Under, swarming the valley where the front lines of the swarm were passing through. He felt the threads that he had attached to his control plates, but he didn’t need to control the undead much. Simple commands of kill everything in your way sufficed. 
 
    But the amount of undead that could come out were insufficient for the swarm; thankfully, he had brought all of his armies. “I’m blowing the mountains,” he said. 
 
    The Grey Horde didn’t answer. Instead, she just watched, surrounded by two of her champions. In contrast, Eratemus had a squad of his death knights, his greatest creations, containing the anchored souls of people in his service. 
 
    Eratemus pulled out a formation trigger and activated it. Two mountains far in the distance exploded, the debris showering the monster swarm. When the dust settled, Eratemus reached through his control plate and sent a single command—Go. 
 
    Undead surged from the underground caverns. First came monsters, followed by his undead armies. Undead monsters were a great resource and he had been using them as shock troops. What he sent to attack now looked more like a much more terrifying monster swarm. 
 
    The result was never in doubt. The swarm assembled here was great, but his undead horde was greater. He was losing undead at a rapid pace, however; his armies would be wrecked for a long time until he had the time to replace them, but it was worth it. 
 
    “They are coming,” the Grey Horde said. 
 
    Eratemus noticed what she meant a moment later. Far in the distance he saw the flying palaces and sky ships of the Third Iteration. Their armies would be even further behind, but that was an opportunity in itself. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Eratemus said, and turned, walking over to one of his revenant dragons that waited there. The blue scales of the dragon had become paler, but other than that, its body had been preserved perfectly by his art. He climbed up to the saddle and then commanded the beast to air. It beat its massive wings and took to the sky. 
 
    The Grey Horde followed quickly behind, catching up to fly alongside him with her own wings. Her champions flew slightly behind them, trailing after them. 
 
    They flew over the back line of the swarm where the undead hadn’t yet reached, but he could see below that his armies were devastating the monsters. It was no contest, really. His undead knew no fear, they knew no pain—each had been reinforced by his art, and all of them were organized, working for the same goal. The monsters were fighting both against the undead and themselves. 
 
    They were still outside the range of the Third Iteration, and Eratemus glanced at the Grey Horde. He saw her looking at him and nodded. 
 
    Immediately she dove, heading straight for the ground, her form blurring and the air shaking by her passage. He watched as she neared the ground and the space around her twisted as she slammed her fist into the ground. Everything rippled; the ground cracked and parted as a blast of force expanded, throwing monsters and debris alike in all directions. The back line of the monster swarm was decimated, and his undead moved in, finishing up the rest. 
 
    Monsters would escape, as was inevitable, but their monster swarm was no more. 
 
    The Grey Horde flew back up and rejoined him in the air. Then, with their power demonstrated, the two of them moved forward, slowly. 
 
    There was no fire coming in their direction from the Third. Everything was silent. Eratemus wondered if they would attack, or if they would suffer them long enough to listen. They flew to hover in front of the largest flying palace. 
 
    “Erakael,” Eratemus started, using a formation to amplify his voice. “Your swarm is done. Return to your Empire, and we can have peace. Forget old grudges. Nothing good can come of this.” 
 
    The Emperor of a wronged people narrowed his eyes, and then spoke. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Reyla saw the Emperor’s eyes narrow in anger. Her mother put a hand on his shoulder and spoke. 
 
    “Erakael, without the swarm, we can’t win against all of the Settled Territories.” 
 
    “We still have the army, and our people in the core will sow chaos. We can win. He broke his army against the swarm.” 
 
    “Erakael—” her mother started, but the Emperor shook his head. 
 
    “How dare you!” he yelled at the two beings hovering in front of them. “You massacred us, and now you want us to retreat with our tails between our legs?” 
 
    The pale demasi sitting on top of an undead dragon, the Lord of Death, shook his head. “You cannot win, Erakael. Every dead monster from your swarm will join my army. But even had I no undead left, you could not win. I am not here alone.” 
 
    At that, Reyla saw the Emperor glance at the other person in the air: a white skreen, her wings stretched wide. She looked slightly different than the ordinary skreen, as her wings were thicker and wider, and she had a tuft of white fur around her neck. She was a command queen, not a breeder. Reyla knew who she was, of course—the stories about the only skreen command queen who had ever gained control of a hive was often talked about in the Empire. Skreen followed their breeder queens, and command queens only controlled skreen on behalf of them.  
 
    But not this one. The Grey Horde was unique among her kind. 
 
    She hadn’t been a part of the war that happened long ago, only because she had fought the kreacean who hadn’t joined with the rest of the Third. 
 
    “Why are you here, Grey Horde?” the Emperor asked. “You care nothing for them or for us.” 
 
    “I’ve learned my lessons well. I will not have war weaken us all. Go back to your lands. This world is infinite—grow strong and prosper. We need not ever meet one another again.” 
 
    “So, you side with them?” 
 
    “I side with my hive.” 
 
    “You are powerful, but you cannot stand against my army alone,” Erakael said. 
 
    “Erakael,” Reyla’s mother whispered. “What are you doing? You want to fight her?” 
 
    “We can take her. If we bait her into using her ideal…she can fall just like anybody else can,” the Emperor whispered back. 
 
    “You should know better than that, Erakael. Skreen serve in your army. A skreen Queen goes nowhere without her army.” 
 
    At that the ground rumbled again, and Reyla looked down from the edge. More black shapes were coming out of the two holes made in the mountains, and then some even took to the sky. It took her a moment to recognize them as skreen. 
 
    “We can’t fight the undead and her army, too,” Reyla’s mother whispered to the Emperor. 
 
    She saw Erakael Darkwing, the Emperor of Sands, look down at the undead that were cleaning up the stragglers of the once Great Swarm and the skreen army moving behind them. His expression was conflicted; he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I—” the Emperor started, but then a loud chime sounded in Reyla’s head. 
 
    A notification unlike anything that she had ever seen blazed in front of her eyes, a red screen. She read through it, but didn’t understand anything that was written on it. 
 
    “This is impossible,” Reyla heard her mother say, her voice shaking. 
 
    The Emperor and some of the generals around them had terrified looks on their faces. 
 
    “What did you do?” the Emperor yelled at the two, but Reyla saw that they, too, were shocked. 
 
    “This was not our doing,” the Lord of Death said, even his undead voice shaken. 
 
    The Emperor closed his eyes. “You’ve killed us all.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Kaeliss Cloudwrought stood in the middle of the arena, his people standing at the edges of the glowing barrier that now surrounded them. The four pillars of light were high-quality barrier arrays, powerful enough to buy them time should anyone decide to interfere. With his speech to the people of the city done, there was only one thing left to do. 
 
    “Berion,” Kael said to the most important person on his team. “Do it now.” 
 
    The minotaur nodded. His Qi had already been moving through his body in a controlled fashion that would’ve put even Kael’s teacher to shame. Then, the reality around Berion twisted as he pushed his skill and then released his technique. 
 
     The space in front of Berion twisted and then ripped open. A gash split the air and parted, opening up a portal, anchoring two different locations together. Berion collapsed to his knees and Kael dashed forward, catching him before he hit the ground. His nose and eyes were bleeding, but he was smiling. 
 
    “I did it, Kael,” Berion rasped out. 
 
    “Yes,” Kael said as he glanced at the permanent portal that his friend had created. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “Go,” Berion whispered. “Do it for all of us.” 
 
    Kael made sure that Berion was solid, and then he stood up. With resolute steps, he walked through the gash in space. One moment he was in the arena and in the next he stepped on the scorching sand, a massive dome filling the vision in front of him. He heard thunder and looked to the side to see an army charging from a fort built on a rock nearby. They were there to protect the dome, but they were too far away—they would not reach him in time. 
 
    He spread his wings and flew over to the dome. He saw the creatures that filled it, twisted monsters and horrors unlike anything he had ever seen or imagined. They clawed at the dome, trying to get out. The dome itself was massive, larger than entire territories, filling the sky and everything in between. There were so many monsters inside that he couldn’t even begin to guess at a number—some flying, others crawling over each other on the ground. There were grotesque buildings that he could only glimpse at moments when the monsters moved in the right way. As he got closer, the monsters at the front stilled and then moved aside. A figure wearing a yellow robe with a hood that covered their whole body walked up to the edge of the dome. They had a wooden mask on their face, but as Kael met the eyes behind it, he felt his entire body shudder. 
 
    He turned his head and took a big breath. For a moment he hesitated, but then he remembered. He steeled himself and placed his hand on the surface of the dome. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  11th Dome of the Reckoning - Dome of Hastur, the King in Yellow 
    
  Time until release — unknown (Counter will start upon arrival of the Ninth Iteration Rankers) 
    
  Do you wish to release the dome early? 
  Y/N 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     Kael took a deep breath, and then made his choice. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Berion had regained some of his strength by the time Kael stumbled through the portal. His expression was shaky and he immediately yelled out to everyone. 
 
    “Quickly—it is time for us to go!” 
 
    The others gathered to him and Berion started his technique. 
 
    “Did you do it?” Fethum asked. 
 
    “I did, and we need to get away from here before those things get through,” Kael said, glancing over his shoulder at the portal filled with light. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Berion said, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Take us away from here,” Kael said, and Berion released his technique.

  

 
   
    Interlude – Unprepared 
 
      
 
    Yirrel Annsi, the Bulwark of the Deep, as some called her, Warden Commander to others, knew only pain. One moment, the world was all white, and in the next it was agony. She opened her eyes, blinked a few times before she realized that she was buried beneath the rubble. Her right hand clutched a warm form to her chest, so she raised her left and found nothing. Distantly, through the fog that somehow surrounded her mind, she realized that her left hand was gone. She was in pain that ran deeper than her body. 
 
    She groaned and tried to focus on her perk. It took her three times to activate it, but she managed to trigger her Force Blast. The debris blasted away from her, and she groaned as her head nearly split in half. 
 
    “Yirrel—” Bera started, and then coughed. Blood splattered on Yirrel’s sinew-like armor. “What happened?” 
 
    Yirrel couldn’t even speak. She pushed the both of them out of the rubble, and after a step it was Bera who was holding her up. She grimaced as she leaned on the minotauress, every part of her body aching. She looked around, trying to figure out who else had survived. She didn’t know what hit them, but if it had damaged her this much even with all of her defensive perks active, then she didn’t have much hope for others, even with her powers boosting them. 
 
    A piece of rock tumbled next to her, revealing a crystalline shell, glowing brightly. It was cracked and battered, and then it crumbled and Gemheart stumbled out of it, coughing up blood all over the ground. She turned and scanned with her eyes around the ruin of the cliff. Then she heard the cries—people who were injured and buried in the rubble near her. Some had managed to survive, but they wouldn’t live for long. Beyond her circle, there was no signs of survivors. Yirrel looked in the direction where her sister had been and found no sign of her. She closed her eyes tightly, then pushed the grief back. She didn’t know if this was over, and she was in no state to fight. 
 
    She saw a blast of light in the distance clear a piece of debris and a woman in white crawled out. The Healer’s veil was torn, her arm gone. Before Yirrel’s eyes, the skin on her face and her arm regrew. Yirrel knew that she had to be healing her own soul to be able to heal that way. Half of the pain Yirrel felt now was soul pain, as she could tell that her injuries were not healing despite her high vitality. She would need to heal her soul before she would be able to do that. 
 
    But if the healer survived, then there was hope for the few others near Yirrel. She was just about to call out to her when something interrupted her. 
 
    A voice spoke in her mind. 
 
    Yirrel listened to what it said, anger rising up in her. Kaeliss, the Speaker for the Blind, and his Unchained had crossed every line imaginable. He had killed hundreds, had killed her sister. She shook her head, fighting through the fog in her mind, trying to get back on track. She realized what had hit them now—Awirren had been attacked by the Unchained. The stupid bitch had refused to speak on the reasons, saying only that they had tried and failed to assassinate her like many other High Rankers they had killed in the past.  
 
    This much damage could only have been done by the Reaction Engine—the vile weapon created by the cthul in their mad hope to recreate what they had lost. The laws of the universe did not work as they did in the old worlds, and they’d had no idea what they had created. In an instant it had killed hundreds of the most powerful people in the world, the majority of the High Rankers in the core. The Reaction Engine had destroyed their souls, with no hope of resurrection. Her sister… 
 
    She steeled herself and called out to the Healer. “Polima,” she rasped, barely able to speak above a whisper. The Healer heard her despite that and turned in her direction. 
 
    Yirrel coughed, blood leaking down her chin, but she pushed through, opening her mouth to speak when a notification blazed in front of her eyes, bright red. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Warning! The 11th Dome of the Reckoning - Dome of Hastur the King in Yellow has been opened! The armies of Hastur are on the move. Defeat Hastur and all of his generals in order to stop the spread of corruption. 
    
  Fight, prevail, and prove that you are worthy. 
    
  Defeating Hastur will bring new opportunities and rewards for those brave enough. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Yirrel froze, her mind barely able to comprehend. She had never imagined that anyone would be so stupid to try this, yet she and the others had made sure that each of the domes was watched. All but two were watched by their people, and this one was one of the two that was watched by the Empire of Exiles. They had people in the Empire’s forts, spies, but she had believed that their measures had been enough. Now, her sluggish mind tried to put the pieces together. The Empire would be foolish to release a dome, and she did not think that they were stupid enough for this. 
 
    Before she could get much further in her thoughts, Bera spoke. 
 
    “Yirrel,” she said hurriedly. “I’m getting reports from wardens in the city: there is a spatial rift in the center of the arena. The Unchained created it and—new report. Something is… They report monsters coming through.” 
 
    Yirrel’s eyes widened and immediately she looked at Polima. 
 
    “Quick, Polima,” Yirrel said. “Heal us—we need to close that portal!” 
 
    Polima’s eyes turned, dazed, as if she was looking at something far away. Then, her face contorted in a visage of terror. A small sphere appeared in her hands and she immediately crushed it against her chest. Light flashed, forcing Yirrel to turn her eyes away. She blinked and looked back, only to see that the place where the Healer stood a moment before was now empty. 
 
    “No,” she whispered in disbelief, her life-sensing skill telling her that the people around her who had managed to survive were quickly dying. Two had already vanished from her mind. 
 
    “Coward,” Gemheart rasped as he downed a potion that didn’t do much to improve his state. Regardless, the War Form kreacean pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    Yirrel looked at the empty space where the Healer had stood for a long moment, and then steeled herself. 
 
    “Bera, mass communication, now.” 
 
    “On your word, Warden Commander,” Bera answered. 
 
    “Start now. This is Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi, speaking to all…” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked as he read through the notification. He didn’t understand what it was, but it did resemble events that he had encountered in the past. 
 
    “Erdania,” he spoke, and the woman turned her eyes to look at him. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “I…” she spoke slowly. “Maybe. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Selia was a few steps away. She had been in the middle of speaking with one of their escorts when the notification came through. 
 
    Then, Ryun’s sense caught something at the edge, where the barrier and the rip in space were. The people inside disappeared, space trembling as they somehow got away.  
 
    And then something got through the rip in space. 
 
    “Something is coming through the portal,” Ryun said. 
 
    Erdania turned her eyes in the distance as something turned into several somethings, then a dozen more. The rip in space shook and then twisted, expanded, breaking the barrier around it and becoming somehow thicker, larger. Then, things were flooding out from every side of it in a nearly full circle. 
 
    They were fast, and of varied sizes. He couldn’t quite get a good picture of them at that distance. 
 
    “Selia!” Erdania yelled and her partner ran over. “What are—” 
 
    Another voice echoed inside his head. 
 
    “This is Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi, speaking to all able fighters. The notification that you just received means that one of the domes housing unimaginable dangers has been released. The Unchained have created a portal in the center of the arena, linking the released dome to us. It is of utmost importance that the invading monsters be stopped, and the portal closed. I do not rule most of you, but I beg of you, anyone who can fight, head to the arena walls immediately. Do not let the monsters get into the city. All non-combat personnel need to start evacuating right now. Anyone with powers who are able to close spatial rifts, find me on the walls.” 
 
    As soon as the voice stopped, Ryun looked back at Anrosh and Nayra. “Go to the compound. Evacuate our people.” 
 
    “What?” Anrosh asked, confused. “She said that we need to fight—” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “We won’t hold them here.” He focused his willpower on his sense; the image in his head sharpened, and he saw. Thousands were spilling into the arena every moment, running in all directions, and only a fraction of the wall was occupied. He sensed a massive shape pass through, and he heard the intake of breath and curses from people nearby. A shape as large as a house dragged itself across the ground, six spear-like limbs pulling a bulging abdomen that felt like a sack filled with eggs to his mind. As soon as it got through, it started to burrow into the ground. This wasn’t just monsters, a swarm—this was more. He could sense small monsters, barely the size of dogs, and larger ones the size of lions, of elephants, even buildings. “They will spill into the city. Go, now. I’ll stay and help hold them off as much as possible.” 
 
    Anrosh and Nayra hesitated, but then with one look at the arena, Anrosh nodded before they both turned and ran to the city. 
 
    Ryun saw Erdania and Selia stand at the edge of the wall, and he joined them. His sense told him that only a few people behind them were heading to the wall that surrounded the arena. The Warden Commander’s request had been heard, but it looked like few were going to accept it. 
 
    A piercing shriek drew Ryun’s attention and he turned to see a massive shape blaze across the sky, heading straight for the portal. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zenker landed on top of the wall of the arena. He lowered Sigmund down next to him and looked at the center. The monsters were spilling into the arena, running across the ground like an unending black tide. The white light of the portal illuminated everything, letting them see the horrors that were running toward them. He saw large shapes lumber forward, each different than the last. He couldn’t see any identification above them; there was nothing to tell him how strong they were. 
 
    “Fuck,” Zenker said. 
 
    Sigmund remained silent, watching. 
 
    His senses informed him of an approach, but he didn’t turn. Gemheart landed on the wide wall next to him, cracking the ground. Zenker glanced to the side to see Yirrel and Bera sliding from his massive back. 
 
    “This shouldn’t have happened,” Yirrel rasped. Zenker could see just how injured she was. 
 
    “How many got out of it alive?” Zenker asked. 
 
    “Three of us,” Gemheart rumbled. “Healer ran away.” 
 
    Zenker grimaced. “We need to close the portal,” he said. 
 
    Yirrel nodded. “Too many have gotten through already. Too many are coming through every moment.” 
 
    Then, before Zenker could open his mouth to speak, the sky turned to day. A golden bird flew through the air, a phoenix. Zenker recognized Awirren Goldenfeather immediately, and he leaned forward. They had left her alive, despite how crazy she was—because they knew where her power lied, because they knew how useful she could be. 
 
    She screeched and dove, before words echoed in Zenker’s mind. 
 
      
 
    —Golden Dawn— 
 
      
 
    A sun blossomed above her, filled with golden fire. It grew in size until it was at least a kilometer in diameter. Its light turned the night into day. She beat her wings and the sun fell apart, the fire streaming down around her and toward the ground. Zenker watched as the golden fire flowed like a waterfall and hit the portal, then expanded outward, scorching everything in its way—an expanding ring of golden flames, burning with fire so hot that he could feel the heat on his scales from so far away. 
 
    He very nearly cheered, but he held himself back as his senses warned him. 
 
    The fire bathed the arena floor, burning stone to glass, boiling lakes, and turning monsters to ash. Then the fire was gone, and the portal remained. Thousands of monsters were gone, but the big ones remained, some injured, some still surviving. A massive monster the size of a tall building stood in front of the portal, one of its tentacled hands raised high. It looked like a hulking beast with four arms that, instead of hands, ended in tentacles. Its neck was short and head squat, with red eyes and a long trunk covering the lower half. A dome of light had protected the monsters around it. 
 
    More monsters were spilling out of the portal, replacing the losses. Some of the surviving monsters on the other side of the arena started climbing the stands, heading into the city. The Golden Phoenix screeched again, fire blazing around her, and then monsters flew out of the portal, hundreds of them, all flying straight for her. 
 
    He turned his eyes from the fire filled battle in the sky. 
 
    “Yirrel, what do we do?” he asked. 
 
    The Warden Commander closed her eyes for a moment. “Do you have anything that can close the portal?” 
 
    Zenker grimaced. “Yes, but I would need to be on the other side of the portal to use it. It will detonate the portal, the explosion focused on the side where I use it. If I use it here… It will level the city,” he told her. 
 
    “We need to slow their advance,” Gemheart said. 
 
    “If Awirren couldn’t burn all of them… These monsters are strong,” Yirrel added. 
 
    “Fuck,” Zenker cursed. “I need you to buy me time, half an hour at most, and then I’ll go to the other side.” 
 
    Sigmund tapped his shoulder and then signed when Zenker looked at him. 
 
    “Yes,” Zenker answered his question. “I have no choice.” 
 
    Sigmund nodded, his expression turning determined. He grabbed Zenker’s shoulders and looked in his eyes, then he whispered. 
 
    “YOUR WILL IS PARAMOUNT.” 
 
    Zenker sighed as he felt reality bend around himself. His will surged, threatening to burst out of him. He stepped back, nodded at Sigmund in gratitude, and then sat on the ground. He hadn’t planned on doing it this way, but he had no choice. He focused on his remaining three tier-8 skills. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The Golden Phoenix’s attack had killed thousands, but more were coming still. Erdania watched as they filled the arena, running in all directions, a mass of black and twisting limbs. Something about them terrified her, but she pushed that fear aside. 
 
    Selia stood next to her, with Ryun beyond her. All of them were looking at the arena, at the tide coming for them. It seemed impossible to imagine them fighting that; it seemed impossible that so many could spill through that portal every moment. Yet there they were. 
 
    “What are we doing, Selia?” Erdania asked. 
 
    “We hold the wall for as long as we can. I’ve sent for our warriors, and once they arrive, we can…” She trailed off as attacks in the distance lit up the side of the arena. Someone was on the walls, and all around them people were beginning to fire at the oncoming tide. It was too little, too weak, she could see it, but some had to have answered the wardens’ call. They were there and fighting. In the sky, fire blazed in all directions as hundreds or perhaps thousands of flying monsters fought the Golden Phoenix, more spilling from the portal every moment. 
 
    Ryun climbed on top of the wall’s embrasures and looked toward the center. She felt him use Qi, and then he pointed both hands at the monsters running toward them. From both of his arms, one beam of Void Qi exploded forward, hitting the front line of the monsters far in the distance. He moved his arms slowly, and she saw the monsters he hit falling, injured and some even dead. 
 
    Selia glanced at Erdania and then stepped up next to him. She shaped her {Sanguine Silver Spear} and then Erdania saw her use her abilities and perks. The spear multiplied into several dozen and, with a flick of a hand, she sent them all flying forward at the monsters. 
 
    Erdania took a deep breath and climbed next to her. She didn’t have such long-range attacks, but she could already see that the monsters would reach them soon enough. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zach and Naha rushed toward the wall that surrounded the arena. He saw other wardens running just like them. People were running all around them, heading in the opposite direction. It was making it hard to run on the streets, so Zach and Naha jumped to the rooftops. They didn’t know what would await them there, but they had heard the words of the Warden Commander. Whatever that notification had meant, it was clear that this was an incredible threat. 
 
    It took them minutes to reach the wall, and by that time others were already on the walls. He saw powers being thrown at the mass of monsters running toward the stands. Zach looked around, and in the distance, he recognized the towering shape of Gemheart. Since both he and Naha were melee fighters, he nudged her, and they headed that way. 
 
    Once they got near, he saw the Warden Commander, wearing a strange armor that looked like it was made out of dark-blue muscle fibers. She was missing an arm, and looked terrible, with Bera keeping her upright. 
 
    “Where are my fucking geomancers?” the Warden Commander asked. “We need to drop the stands, create taller walls, now!” 
 
    No one answered them, and before they could ask anyone for orders, Bera noticed them. She whispered to Yirrel and the Warden Commander turned to look at him. She gestured with a hand and Zach approached, other wardens parting to allow them through. 
 
    “Zacharia, good. You have a perk that can close rifts, yes?” she asked. 
 
    Zach nodded. “Yes, Warden Commander,” he answered. 
 
    “Good, you are staying next to me then. You are our Plan B.” 
 
    Zach swallowed hard as he looked out in the distance, at the entire arena covered in moving black shapes. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Ryun and Selia were killing monsters by the dozens, hundreds even, from a distance. It wasn’t nearly enough. His sense told him that along the wall next to him, monsters had already climbed up and were heading into the city, slaughtering everyone in their way. 
 
    The monsters in front of them weren’t slowing at all, and Ryun knew that it was only a matter of time before they reached them, and then… 
 
    The line of monsters reached the first step of the stands, and they started climbing, jumping. Some of the monsters were too fast, and Ryun couldn’t hit them with his beams. He dropped one of his {Void Beam} techniques and then cast his {Void Armor}, followed by {Avatar of the Reaper}. He pulled in javelin copies from his forge and passed three to his avatar. 
 
    He dropped the other beam as one monster managed to evade Selia’s spears. It leapt impossibly fast toward them, and Ryun and his avatar both launched javelins at it. They both hit, sending the monster back. But more were coming behind it. Thankfully, their reinforcements arrived just in time. One of the reasons Ryun hadn’t turned and ran was that he had sensed them coming. Reki and more Zenshuen warriors landed on the walls and started firing at the coming monsters. 
 
    Despite their help, Ryun could tell that it wasn’t going to be enough. The arena was filled with hundreds of thousands, and more were coming by the moment. Not all of the wall was being defended, either; people in the city were not evacuating fast enough.  
 
    It was going to be a slaughter.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Near the End 
 
      
 
    The monsters surged out of the portal, all countless different types. The smallest of them, the foot-soldiers, were formless spawn, shifted into the shapes of the various creatures of this realm. Shape-shifting monsters made out of black ichor, even as they charged across the ground they shifted, adding tentacled limbs to their already twisted forms. Larger shapes charged among them, smaller in number, hulking horrors twice the size of any human.  
 
    Of their number were the Gnoph-Kehel—six-legged beasts with curving claws, a single horn atop their heads, and tarnished black fur. Second were the Nyogtha-el—an amorphous mass of black substance with tentacles reaching out, letting it move slowly over the ground. Third were the Voormis-el—big, bear-like monsters resembling yetis and carrying clubs in their three-fingered hands. Many more horrors were among them, including some that didn’t even have names. In far lesser number, though, were the great titanic forms, towering over the others, each the size of a building, shambling slowly over the ground—four-legged beasts with legs like tree trunks, they had tentacled limbs growing from their torso, each covered with a hundred eyes.  
 
    From each of the monstrosities on the field an aura of faint horror spread. It did not instill an instant, terrible terror; it did not strike at the mind with a hammer; rather, it whispered, a slow building madness to all who gazed upon them. 
 
    Great worm-like, insect-like shapes crawled through the portal, dragging the sacks filled with eggs attached to their abdomen. The spawning queens, a dozen of them, were sent to burrow and prepare to birth more monsters. Those who opposed them didn’t know, but the threat they faced was far greater than they realized. 
 
    The last horror on the field was a general: a two-legged towering figure, the size of several floored buildings, it had four arms that ended in tendrils. It stood near the portal and watched as the army under its command continued forward. They spilled over the stepped cliffs, climbing over the walls and into the city. He felt them killing and rending all in their way. 
 
    That was not the case everywhere, though. The general saw the few holdouts along the wall. There were several areas where his army was being killed before they could climb. It didn’t matter at all—more were coming through with every moment. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    The battle had lasted for less than half of an hour, and Selia could see that they weren’t going to be able to stop the monsters. Already some had managed to climb over the walls in the undefended sections, and even with her sect’s warriors around her, they couldn’t hope to keep up with the number of monsters heading their way. A few other sects had arrived, fortifying their position. They were holding a piece of the wall that was at least three kilometers in length, and they covered slightly more. 
 
    She was shaping spears and sending them flying through the air. Ryun stood next to her with his avatar, firing beams of the void into the monsters, killing them by the scores just as she did. It wasn’t going to be enough. The bodies were piling up at the bottom step, hundreds, maybe thousands. So many powers were flying from the wall that she couldn’t even keep track. 
 
    Her sect had a few hundred warriors on the wall, slightly more than half of the amount they’d had in the city. The rest either hadn’t yet arrived or were helping with the evacuation of the city. Other sects were next to them, too. The Onyx Fang Sect was here, including Emar and his nephew Eari. They had several thousands of warriors from many sects, standing on the walls, some even protecting their backs from the stragglers that had breached into the city in other places.  
 
    Regardless, Selia knew that they couldn’t stay here for long. In the distance she saw a few other areas of the wall being detected, but they had already failed to contain the monsters. No one had expected an attack from the center of the city, and they hadn’t had warriors nearby. With the destruction of the Warden’s Guild Compound, they had lost leaders of every major faction. It was clear to her that there was barely any leadership remaining. 
 
    She also knew and agreed with the Warden Commander. They couldn’t retreat, as the invading monsters came through the portal seemingly without an end. If they left such an army behind them… It was doubtful that they even could get away. They needed to hold them off as much as possible and close the portal. She hoped that someone in the city was capable of that, or otherwise they were all doomed. 
 
    The battle in the sky drew her attention. The fliers were fighting the flying monsters. Awirren Goldenfeather, in her evolved form, was turning the night sky into a painting of golden fire. Still, there were so many dark shapes flying around her, threatening to overwhelm her. 
 
    Selia turned her eyes back to the ground, then turned to Erdania. 
 
    “Gather the warriors and head down to the lower steps,” she told her. Erdania nodded and moved to gather warriors. She had seen the same thing that Selia had, and soon the monsters in front of them would start climbing in force. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Erdania led a force of more than a thousand warriors down to the lowest step of the stands. Powers flew over their heads, striking at the monsters charging at them, climbing over the corpses of the dead. The warriors didn’t even have the time to settle into formation before the first monsters began spilling over the edge, climbing onto the stands. She saw Emar’s spear flash, and he bisected the black-skinned monster. The monsters all looked similar, being four legged with elongated snouts and powerful jaws. Still, there were some differences, and she recognized some types of monsters—only, they were twisted. All of them had one thing in common, though: they had two sets of eyes on their heads, and tentacles growing from their bodies. 
 
    As a group of three monsters climbed onto the wall in front of Erdania, she focused. As they leapt at her, she prepared two techniques at the same time. She stepped forward into the attack of the closest one, pulling a large two-handed staff from her storage, the metal weight beneath her fingers familiar and welcome. She stabbed the first monster in the head, releasing her {Pulsing Shifting Strike}. A pulse of Gravity Qi hit the monster and the vector it affected the monster on shifted, no longer pushing it down from above, but instead pushing it from front to back. The monster flew backward, sailing through the air. 
 
    She spun and smashed her staff into the second one before it landed, releasing a {Reverberating Blow}. The monster’s entire body rippled from the impact and exploded to the side. The last monster landed and lashed out with its claws and tentacles. She took a step back, exerting influence on the gravity around her with her Master of Gravity perk, making it harder for the monster to move. Its speed slowed and she activated her Gravity Orb perk. A black orb made out of Compressed Gravity Qi manifested into existence next to her, orbiting her. She moved it closer to the monster, and it was pulled from the ground by the orb’s gravitational pull. Floating in the air, it was shambling, trying to grab a purchase on air. She whirled her staff and hit it over the head, pulverizing it. 
 
    She looked around, seeing warriors fighting monsters. A warrior of some sect that Erdania couldn’t identify immediately fought near her. Then, he stumbled, his spear missing its target, and monster claws raked him over the chest. A pair of tentacles grabbed him and pulled him close. The monster’s jaws closed over the warrior’s head. A moment later, as the body fell to the ground, the monster lashed out at empty air and Erdania watched as the space rippled, its claws grabbed purchase, and pulled a glowing form in the shape of the warrior.  
 
    It opened its jaws and ate the man’s soul. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Yirrel watched as the monsters advanced. Too many of them had already gotten into the city, and too many people were dying as they tried to stem the tide. She stood on top of the wall, as ranged fighters around her rained hell on the monsters below while her melee fighters stood at the bottom of the stands with the few geomancers that had showed up. They were creating fissures that slowed the tide, but it wasn’t enough. There was just too many of them. She kept Warden Zacharia and his partner next to her—she couldn’t risk him dying. She could see that he wanted to fight, but he didn’t complain. 
 
    Gemheart stood nearby, holding cannons in his arms and firing down at the arena floor along with his people who had shown up. Sigmund stood on the wall, balls of blue energy orbiting his head and then shooting off to strike monsters in the distance. On the steps below them, the melee fighters were finally engaged in combat themselves. 
 
    She was surrounded by the wardens, fighters from many other factions. The Adventurers Guild was here, their ranged fighters firing alongside her wardens. The fighters from several kingdoms and empires were present as well. There were thousands of warriors on her side of the wall, all fighting the monsters, but her call had not been heard by all. Many parts of the wall were bare, with no one defending them. The monsters were inside the city, and it was only going to get worse. 
 
    She glanced at Zenker, and could feel reality rippling around him. From time to time she could see…something around him, but she couldn’t identify what it was. She wanted to rush him, but she knew that she couldn’t, so she focused on what she could do. She used her perks and her abilities, strengthening their defenses. 
 
    A gasp from her side made her turn her attention back to the fight and she saw what had made Bera exclaim. Several monsters had ganged up on a knight wearing white armor someone whom she recognized as a competitor in the High Division. They ripped the knight apart, and then she saw one of the monsters attack the empty air above the corpse. “Heavens,” Yirrel whispered as she saw the knight’s soul get pulled into the real realm and then devoured by the monster. The knight was immortal, she was certain of it, yet it hadn’t helped him. 
 
    “Bera,” Yirrel said. “Mass communication, start now: Attention, everyone. The monsters are capable of pulling souls to the real world. They are capable of causing true death.” 
 
    She knew that that information might discourage people from fighting, from coming to the wall, but she also knew that they needed to know. She raised her eyes and saw six major areas of the wall being defended; there were holes all over the wall, but they were slowing the attack down, and with every monster they killed here they saved a life in the city. Despite the portal constantly letting in new monsters, they had to stand. 
 
    She took a deep breath and focused. Her head was killing her, but she couldn’t allow her injuries to slow her down. It took her a good several seconds before she managed to activate her perk, and when she did it nearly left her breathless. 
 
    True Might of Warden’s Call spread from her to everyone under her command in the city. Every warden in the city felt the increase to their stats, the boost to their defense, as did everyone else who had listened to her command and came to the wall. A white citadel blazed in the air above the arena, announcing her perk for all to see. The bare minimum requirements for her perk was for her to consider them under her command. She had wanted to wait for more people to get to the wall, but she couldn’t afford to wait now. It was one of her greatest perks, and perhaps it would give them a slight edge. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    The white citadel glowed for a few moments in the air above them, but Eari was too busy fighting to focus on it as he felt himself become stronger. A faint white glow surrounded him, and he realized that he was faster, stronger. He didn’t dare check his notifications, but he knew that he and everyone else around them had been boosted. All of them were glowing. He stabbed his awakened spear into a monster, then ripped it out to the side; and with a |Spatial Evade|, he got out of the way of an attack from the monster near him before releasing his {Army of Spears} at it. The monster exploded into pieces from his attacks. 
 
    He glanced around, seeing the warriors of his sect fighting, some dying, their souls ripped from the Ethereal Realm to be killed fully. He fought as hard as he could, trying to help those warriors around him. His uncle fought next to him, his black spear and armor almost causing him to meld with the darkness. They followed the same paths, but he could see just how great mastery his uncle had over his paths. He was a one-man whirling storm of death. What his spear touched, died. 
 
    Eari turned his focus back as more monsters climbed on top of the first step of the stands. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Anrosh released her Absolute Cold Aura and the ground around her started to freeze. The monsters jumped at her, two at a time, she triggered her Defensive Stance and saw their attacks. Her shield rose and she blocked the attack from the first monster, which allowed her to attack. Kagehime soared through the air and she cut the side of one monster as she stepped back, taking the claws of the second monster on her shoulder, letting the {Glacial Armor} protect her. 
 
    Her {Avatar of Frost} attacked the monster from the side, stabbing its sword into its side. A spear wreathed in fire hit the monster in the neck, punching through and exiting through the shoulder. It disappeared as the monster fell to the ground, returning to Nayra just in time for her to stab another monster on the other side of the street. 
 
    They were fighting in front of their compound, protecting the caravans that were leaving the area and fleeing the city. A monster leapt at Nayra and was caught mid air, a net of spectral threads catching it. Anrosh glanced at Daria standing behind them; her powers were not useful against these monsters, not when they could attack things in the Ethereal Realm. Nayra’s sister didn’t want to risk using any of her soul-related powers, not after they saw a warrior get its soul ripped apart. 
 
    They had encountered only a few dozen or so monsters, and they were barely able to hold them off. She couldn’t imagine what was happening around the city. 
 
    Two monsters jumped at her and Anrosh spent one of her anchors. Her Arctic Sword Storm was unleashed around her, ice swords coming into being and then attacked in a flurry, cutting up the monsters. She finished them up quickly and waited for more to come. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Yirrel glanced back as she felt something stir. Zenker opened his eyes and stood up. Behind him and around him the air wavered, like a heat haze it danced, a mirage with shapes in it. It was murky for a few moments, and then it solidified into a clear image. It was a landscape, and it changed from one to another, a forest to a desert, then to a mountain and a cave. Different places, different landscapes, but one thing was always the same: a winding path cut through the middle, making it seem as if Zenker was treading upon it. 
 
    His eyes met hers and he spoke. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
     Zenker Brokentail felt the pieces of his skill come together. Pushing a skill to tier 9 was both more complicated and simpler than anything that came before. It required a firm idea of what one needed and wanted, and enough willpower to hold it, of course, to force it into shape. He focused on the idea, on the moment in his memory when he understood the concept of what was at the very center of his skill. The idea, the image, took shape, then took hold. His will was throbbing, in pain, exhaustion, in… It didn’t matter. He had done it. 
 
    The last of his skills came together and he felt everything change. A notification flashed in his vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  You’ve achieved the pinnacle of your focus, and you have gained great power! 
    
  Image formation unlocked. 
  Skill synchronization — 89% 
  Image formation — Nascent 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Image: The Wanderer 
  
       	  Your skills and path are those of one who wanders the world. The image of the wanderer surrounds you and, based on your will, can influence the reality around you. 
    
  Current image formation grade: Nascent 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenker opened his eyes and stood up. He felt his image start to form around him, his willpower pushing it upon reality. Even after all this time of carefully selecting skills, he hadn’t gotten more than 89% of skill synchronization. It didn’t matter; he didn’t have the time to worry about it now. He met Yirrel’s eyes and spoke. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said, and started pulling items from his storage ring. 
 
    First, he pulled three glowing elixirs, each a different color. He downed them in an instant—his scales hardened, his stats soared, and his willpower was replenished. Next, he put on his armor, a glowing blue-and-white piece of interlocking plates surrounded him, covering every part of his body. The helmet didn’t even have a visor, but from the inside, Zenker could see everything as if it were see-through. The Armor of the Last Star boosted his stats and its set effect hit him like a boulder, but he gritted his teeth and focused. 
 
    Next, he pulled out a weapon. The Staff of Ten Thousand Storms settled into his right hand, followed by the Wand of the Mountain’s Force. He walked over to Yirrel and her assistant. Few of the warriors on the walls paid him any heed, too focused on the fight against the monsters. 
 
    “You are sure you can close it?” Yirrel asked. 
 
    “I can. The only thing that worries me is what I’ll find on the other side,” Zenker said. 
 
    Yirrel gave him a long look, then placed her remaining hand on him. 
 
    [Inspire: Shield of the Depths], [Inspire: Power of the Shield], Battle Roar, Greater Strength, Greater Power Regeneration 
 
    Her power seeped into him, and he inclined his head, thanking her. Then, with a glance at the others fighting the horrors below, he stepped onto the wall and looked at the portal in the center before triggering his True Step perk, crossing the distance.

  

 
   
    Interlude - The Ground Shook 
 
      
 
    Erdania smashed another monster with her staff and kicked another in the head. Her skill |Enhanced Sphere of Awareness| let her know that a monster was attacking from her posterior. She stabbed her staff into the ground and leapt over it, avoiding another attack. As the monster passed below her, she smashed her palm into its back, releasing a {Reverberating Blow}. The monster’s body buckled and exploded, spreading black ichor all over the floor. These monsters didn’t have organs or blood inside of them, but instead seemed to be made out of the same substance, or at least most of them did; she had encountered a few that were different, although she hadn’t stayed long enough to examine their corpses. 
 
    She had tried to use her [Inflict Agony] on the monsters, but her touch didn’t seem to be doing anything, nor did her [Draining Step]. It was as if these monsters didn’t feel pain or have any stamina to be drained. There was no real intelligence behind them, only hunger. 
 
    And then there was the faint buzzing inside her head. She had been noticing it more and more, her |Crystal Mind| seeming to protect her, but she had seen a couple of warriors around her fight with strained expressions on their faces. The monsters were exuding something, but she couldn’t examine what it was without lowering her own defenses, and there was no way she would do that. 
 
    The Gravity Orb pulled monsters around her off their feet, but there were too many around her, and even with that she was often surrounded. She whirled her staff, killing monsters with single strikes. Her stats were rising with every kill, her Vampire perk adding their stats to hers. Her stamina was still full, as her Stamina Regenerator perk kept her topped off. 
 
    A group of monsters leapt at her, surprising her. A couple of them were of the standard type, but one of them was larger, looking like a monstrous bear with six arms and a horn on top of its head, towering over her. She pushed her Cosmic body, allowing the mass of her body to exert its full effects on her surroundings. She swiped with her staff, triggering its power. In an instant it weighed ten times the amount, and she smashed through the monsters as they came at her. 
 
    Then the bear-like monster reached her. She pushed the effect of gravity on her body to its maximum, the ground beneath her cracking under her weight. She whirled her staff back and blocked the monster’s attack, but two of its limbs got through to strike against her skin. Its claws didn’t even scratch her skin, and its momentum barely moved her. She pulled her staff to her chest, pulling the monster closer in the process. She dropped her staff and then smashed her palms against the sides of the monster’s head, exploding it between them. Black gore showered over her face and body, but she didn’t even slow. She kicked her staff at a monster coming at her, then jumped forward as she lessened the impact of her mass and the pull of gravity on her. She caught her staff as it bounced off the monster’s head and then brought it down on top of it. 
 
    The majority of the monsters were about as strong as an average Monarch Cultivator, the larger ones maybe a few tiers above that. But she could see other monsters in the distance, including the towering behemoths, that were slowly getting closer. 
 
    She continued to fight, seeing Emar and his nephew nearby, their spears flashing in unison and killing dozens of monsters. The warriors of her sect were fighting bravely, but she saw that many were dying, both from other sects and her own. She needed to do more to help them, but she couldn’t do that while she was near them. 
 
    Then, before she could react, a large shape smashed into her. It was an amorphous mass of blackness with what seemed like a hundred tentacles that all wrapped around her, tightening, the hooks on the tentacles attempting to breach her skin. It was powerful, and she could feel the hooks pricking her skin, but her mass was greater than even the monster that was three times her size. She focused her will and let her mass fully effect the real world, then increased the pull of gravity on herself. Her Gravity Orb was orbiting quickly, smashing into the monster in attempts to have it release her. 
 
    Her mass pulled her and the monster to the ground, and she felt the tentacles tightening, but it was getting squished against the ground. She pushed more, increasing the gravity around her with her Master of Gravity perk. The monster was trying to move, but it couldn’t—it was getting crushed between her and the ground. She wiggled, getting more room as the monster lost its strength from the crushing weight. Then, once she had enough room, she turned and used her {Wrathful Assault}. Her limbs struck out chaotically and blindly, smashing everything in her way. The tentacles and the core of the monsters splashed against the ground from her impacts, gore flying everywhere. 
 
    It took her a few moments to climb out of what was left of the monster. Once she did, more monsters were already on her. Her orb pulled them off the ground and then smashed into them while she grabbed her staff from the mass of tentacles. She jumped off the monster corpse and returned gravity around her to its normal intensity. 
 
    Then, a large monster limb grabbed the edge of the cliff, and something pulled itself up. It was large, as large as a small building, with a flat face and no mouth. Its eyes were large and glowing with red light. It was elongated, gangly, and thin, but its claws were large and were digging into the ground as it fully raised itself. It stood on all four thin limbs, and then something filled the air around it. Immediately she was hit with a mental attack. It made her pause for only a moment, but she saw the warriors around her pause for longer. Dozens died in an instant as they paused in their attacks or they missed a block. 
 
    Six of the larger sized monsters jumped at her, taking advantage, but silver spears and a beam of void cut them down before they could reach her. She silently thanked Selia and Ryun, and then focused. 
 
    She opened her mouth and sang, letting her Clearing Song come out. The tones were simple, without any words, just humming, but it filled the cliff and she saw people recover. Emar and Eari jumped at the big monster, their spears glowing with green Qi. Her song ended, and the warriors restarted their defense. She was about to jump in to help them when she saw another large monster climb on top a few hundred meters away. This one was just as large, but built like a building. Six limbs crashed on top of the step, one of them crushing a warrior beneath it. The tree-trunk-sized limbs were thick and muscled, and the monster had large tusks that it stabbed into the ground, ripping chunks of it out and sending a shower of debris at the warriors. 
 
    She saw a beam of Void Qi scour its thick hide, but not penetrating deeply inside. Selia’s spears were embedded in its skin, and then they exploded, rocking the monster but not downing it. 
 
    Erdania looked around the line and knew that they would need to retreat to the second step soon. The monsters would begin overwhelming them shortly.  
 
    She put her staff back in her storage, then jumped forward at a monster that was just about to climb over the cliff before activating her Evolved Form: Gravity Titan. Her body grew in size and she felt the gravity around her intensify slowly. She crashed into the monster and carried it down to the arena floor. She crushed it beneath her weight and then she stood. Monsters were swarming around her feet, and she stomped on them, the gravity intensifying around her with every moment that passed, and quickly the monsters were starting to slow down. The ranged fire from behind her was raining all around her, and she continued to wreak havoc. She moved her Qi and triggered her {Inverted Gravity Sphere}. Monsters all around her were thrown into the air, hundreds of them, and she released it and used her |Whirling Kick| to smash through as many of them as she could. 
 
    Then she jumped forward at a towering monster. The gravity around her was at the point where it was difficult for all monsters to move, the large one included. She smashed her fists into the monster with |Wrathful Pounding|, punching it into the ground and breaking its bones. Once it was dead, she stood; monsters were trying to claw at her legs, but even if she wasn’t the size of a building, they would’ve barely been able to scratch her skin, as her body was too tough to be damaged by their weak attacks. 
 
    Another of the towering monsters charged at her, even through the gravity field around her. It was screaming, sending a mental attack against her, but she shrugged it off. The monster opened its mouth wide and black fire spewed out of it, splashing against her. She grimaced as it sizzled on her skin, burning her slightly. She charged through the fire and smashed a fist into the large monster’s jaw, breaking it and making it turn its head toward the ground and scorch the monsters around them. 
 
    She raised her fist to kill it when everything shook. She staggered and turned her head, looking toward the portal.  
 
    In the distance, she saw a massive blast sending thousands of monsters through the air. The large monster that seemed to be in charge near the portal was pushed back as well, and then it tumbled to the ground. Through the chaos she saw someone step through the portal from this side. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Zenker arrived amongst monsters, near the portal. He was immediately attacked, of course, but his blue-and-white armor protected him. He saw the large monster that had blocked Awirren’s ideal. Clearly a general of some kind, it raised its tentacled hands toward him, but Zenker pointed his wand at it and released its full charge. The Wand of the Mountain’s Force unleashed the force that he had been storing in it. The blast turned the earth; a kinetic force vaporized the monsters near him and sent everyone else flying. A cone of force extended from him, and the large monster staggered back, then fell.  
 
    Zenker turned away, activating his None May Stand in My Way, then jumped forward. The monsters coming out of the portal collided with him and exploded as they were hit by his potential energy. For a moment all was bright, and then he stepped onto the sand, the exploded bodies of monsters surrounding him. 
 
    The scorching sun blazed from above, and everything was covered in charging black forms. He realized now just how screwed they were. Only a bare fraction of the monsters were entering the portal, while the rest were fighting with an army in the ruins of a fortress. Black ichor was covering the walls, growths were pulsing along it, and a dozen monsters the size of buildings were smashing the inside of the fortress. More of the same type of general monsters stood in the distance, while the sky was filled with black shapes: a cloud that spun in the circle all around the battle, leaving only the sun in the center above them. 
 
    The monsters surged at him as soon as he arrived. Zenker raised his Staff of Ten Thousand Storms and slammed it against the ground. The sky turned gray, and then lightning smashed down. Most hit the flying monsters, but then after a delay, after the monsters in the sky were cooked alive, the bolts hit the ground all around Zenker. Every monster in a large range around him died in a flash of light. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. He put the staff in his storage, since he had spent all of its charges, then turned and pulled out his Wand of Rift Exploding. He regretted not having more ways to deal with spatial rifts, but in his defense, it was such a rare occurrence that he had to deal with, and it had never seemed necessary. Spatial items and powers were already rare, and with his wand he had always been able to deal with them, violently at least. The wand would explode the rift; the detonation would depend on the power and size of the portal. He already knew that this portal was probably the most powerful one ever created. It had bridged the entire known world; it would destroy everything. 
 
    He could feel his image wrapping around himself, and he wasn’t sure just how it worked. So far it seemed to be instinct and willpower. The ground around him trembled and he released the charge inside his wand. The blast flew toward the portal, and then the world twisted. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    Zenker saw a battlefield, but a moment before, he had been in a meadow. He had found an entrance to the dungeon. He was… His mind wrenched itself back, then reality twisted itself and he felt his |I Remembered All Sights| protect his mind. 
 
    In front of him stood a being. It wore a yellow robe with a wooden mask, behind which eyes shone. It made him shiver. Its hand was raised as it stopped his wand’s bolt. The flying monsters from above started to fall and he moved. With |I Walk And Thorns Spread| he stepped, thorns exploding out of the ground with each of his footfalls, lashing out at the dead monsters around him. He fired another bolt from his wand, and…again something tried to mess with his mind. He grimaced; with his skill and his mind-protection ring he seemed to be able to shrug the effects off, but for a moment there he had frozen. 
 
    The yellow-robed being was again in front of him, blocking his attack. 
 
    He activated his Piercing Gaze. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Hastur — The King in Yellow 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That was all that he saw, but he remembered the notification from before. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered. He was facing the monster after which the dome was named, the leader of them all. 
 
    The monsters charged over the corpses of their comrades, heading for him. He charged at Hastur, released his Monstrous Aura, and used |I Arrive And Lash Out|. He blurred across the ground and his claws lashed out. Hastur didn’t move, but tentacles slipped out beneath its robe and one of them slapped Zenker away. He flew across the ground, smashed through the sand and corpses of monsters, then rolled for a long time before he managed to stop—and he halted only because he hit one of the building-sized monsters and became stuck in its body. The monster fell, blood and gore flowing around and over Zenker as he groaned and then pushed himself out of the fallen monster’s body. 
 
     Immediately he was swarmed. Monsters swiped at his armor, not even scratching it, but a crack spread over his chest from the yellow-robed being’s slap. He had lost his wand in the roll and he roared a challenge. His armored gauntlets had clawed tips and he ripped into the monsters around him, sinking claws into their bodies and pulling them apart. He ran back toward the portal. As he charged, something around him was trembling—he saw reality flickering and he pushed his willpower out. He felt it fill his image, infusing it, and then the ground around him changed. He stepped on brown rock instead of sand, blazing lava flowing around him. The monsters nearby recoiled as they were burned by it. 
 
    Zenker remembered this place. It was a place that he had walked, ground upon which he had trodden before. His image flickered a bit. It didn’t cover a lot of ground, only his immediate surroundings, but it was enough to give him some breathing room as the monsters slowed their attacks. 
 
    He pulled his hand back and took out a large spear from his storage. Then, with all his might and |I Throw With the Weight Of A Mountain|, he hurled The Spear That Pierces the Sky. It blazed through the monster horde, and any monster that was near its path simply melted into a puddle of black ichor that was then thrown aside. The sand along the path was blown away, creating two walls of dust and sand that expanded away from the spear’s path. The ground shook and the air trembled. 
 
    The spear flew faster than a blink, a fraction of an instant, and smashed into Hastur the King in Yellow. It pierced his yellow robe in the center of his chest. Hastur staggered a step, the space behind him exploding. Monsters near the portal were thrown away in a blast of sand and air, a big chunk carrying through the portal. The world was filled with noise and shaking. Then, after it ended, Hastur reached up to the spear with one hand. Zenker saw the gnarled and gray-skinned hand grip the spear and pull it slowly out. 
 
    Then a voice filled Zenker’s mind. It was…smooth, the sound of a river passing through a forest, almost gentle. It spoke of things that Zenker wanted more than anything else. 
 
    “You are strong,” Hastur whispered across the battlefield, yet Zenker heard him clearly. 
 
    Zenker kept his eyes on the leader of the armies from the dome. He couldn’t see his wand among the dead monsters and all the chaos that his attacks had caused, but his |I Remembered All Sights| told him exactly where it was.  
 
    A moment later, he moved. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Selia saw a massive blast of something explode out of the portal. For a moment she thought that perhaps it had closed, but then her hope died. The portal still shone, but at least the number of monsters getting through had been reduced significantly. Her eyes had been able to see clearly who had gotten through, and she wished the Wandering Drake all the luck in the world. They couldn’t hold out for much longer, and she knew that people all around them were dying. Monsters were in the city, and the only reason the city hadn’t been overrun was that some of them held large pieces of the wall, slowing down the tide. Yet she could see even that slowing down, some were retreating, pulling back into the city. They wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    The battle in the sky had moved away from the city, which meant that most of the newly arrived flying monsters were heading toward them, attacking the wall and others in the city behind them. Selia had tasked Reki and his warriors with covering the skies and protecting them from the fliers. 
 
    Selia threw her spears at the monsters, trying to keep her strength, since she didn’t know when she might need it. Erdania had used her evolved form, which was helping them immensely. She had slowed down the monsters significantly and had already killed thousands. The problem was that it seemed like there was no end to their number. The warriors had managed to retreat to the second step and had started to prepare to meet the monsters there. 
 
    Then, Selia noticed Ryun walk over to her. 
 
    “Selia, we have a problem,” he said. 
 
    She didn’t glance at him, choosing to keep her eyes on the monsters below. He had helped a lot with his technique, and his avatar was still firing, thinning the monster waves. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Monsters are about to hit us from behind,” he said. 
 
    Selia blinked, stretching her senses, but not noticing anything other than people running around in panic. She knew that he had a long range on his sensory skill, though, so she didn’t argue with him. 
 
    “What is happening?” she asked as she sent another dozen Qi spears flying down. 
 
    “A couple of thousands of them are charging through the city, killing anyone in their way. The people fighting in the city are not slowing them down. They will hit us in a few minutes.” 
 
    Selia grimaced. “We can pull back some of the warriors to defend against them.” 
 
    “We need to decide if we are staying here, Selia, or if we are going to retreat into the city,” Ryun said. “Soon, we will be surrounded.” 
 
    “We need to slow them down, to give the people a chance to escape. And…we need to close that portal, or those monsters will flood the core. We don’t know how many of them there are.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to look at the portal. “Whoever went through hasn’t closed it, not yet,” he said. “But if we need to hold a bit longer…we need more power.” 
 
    She knew that he was right. She could see the way things were going—there were too many monsters, and the larger ones had started to reach them. Soon they would start to lose more and more people, and they would be overwhelmed. Her ideal was not meant for combat like this. She still had her evolved form, and a few other perks, but…she was just one person. Even if she killed ten thousand in an instant, even if she killed five times that number, it was just a fraction of what was in front of them. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tilted his head. “We won’t survive for long as we are now,” he said, his words mirroring her feelings. 
 
    “The Warden Commander is right; we need to close the portal. I’d hoped that she had some ideas, but…” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “I…I have something that can give us power, but it comes with a price.” 
 
    Selia knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t be wasting time at a time like this. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, hoping that whatever he had been holding back could make the difference—because by the way her |Threat Assessment| was screaming in her mind, they needed all the help they could get.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 61 – PRESENT – Ryun and Zach 
 
    TRUST IS THE COLOR OF DEATH 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun kept firing his void beams at the mass of monsters. He didn’t even have to aim that hard—there were so many of them that even if he was shooting blindly, he would kill something. The smaller monsters died under his beams, but the larger ones were tougher. He classified them into three types inside his head: the small, medium, and large monsters. The smallest were the weakest and the most numerous; the medium were tougher, but there wasn’t as many of them; and the last were the large type monsters, which were all the size of buildings. Naturally, they were also the toughest. Ryun had fired his beams at them from time to time, and saw that the void was doing damage, but not enough to do anything more than annoy them. Perhaps if he focused for a while he could bring one down from this distance, but it was all that he and Selia could do to stem the tide heading toward them. The two of them were doing the most damage, although there were many warriors around them adding their power to the fight. Many were focused on the skies, though, protecting them from the flying monsters. 
 
    Ryun remembered fighting against the swarm, and despite its size he had always felt like they could win. This… He didn’t see any way to win this. They just kept coming out of that portal. He had stayed to fight because he wanted to help slow them down, because he knew that he could be of use. Because he had given his word to his sect, his people—and his word was his bond. He knew that the only way to keep his word was to make sure that his people managed to get away. 
 
    But now… It was all he could do to keep his calm. He had felt it with his sense, when the first warrior on the steps beneath him died, when the monster reached for his soul and killed him. It was…it was as if he could hear the anguished scream of the soul’s death inside his head. He had nearly let the Presence of the Eternal Hunter out; it had nearly activated on its own, slipping out of his control. And with every death since, it had only gotten worse. They were dying a true death, and he could sense the wrongness of it. It made him remember all the people that he had killed on Earth before his perk had been put behind the wall. He killed them with the perk active, had given them a true death before it was their time. He hadn’t felt like this then or now when he had used his perk. It was… It seemed as if his perk almost made him be someone who could decide without consequences, but when others caused true death, it made him angry, or at least the parts of the Aspect of True Death that lived inside of him. 
 
    People were dying all around him: both the warriors beneath him, and those trying to escape the city. He could feel the few small bands of monsters behind them in the city, hunting those who were too slow. 
 
    He tried to push all that death out of his mind, to convince himself that he didn’t care. He didn’t, in a way—he cared more that some monstrous force was in his way than he did about their deaths. But he had still given his word to his people, and he knew that his contribution to the wall was significant. And…the time of him retreating alone had passed. Monsters filled the sky, which meant that he couldn’t run away through the air, and there were bands of monsters behind them. 
 
    The only hope they had now was to close the portal, and then retreat together. There were already too many monsters in the arena for them to fight. They would get overwhelmed no matter what. They couldn’t fight what was in front of them—they were barely holding back the tide as it was, and they were being pushed back further with every passing moment. He had already downed three Qi-regeneration potions, and he had felt the third one having lowered effectiveness. Just like any other potion, consumables too could get saturated, and it would take hours before he could drink another of the same type at its full effectiveness.   
 
    He could see the way that the fight was going, they couldn’t survive for long. 
 
    Then, a voice spoke inside Ryun’s head. 
 
    “We have a problem,” Ereclaw’s voice came through their Send Thought perk, a message thrown to Ryun’s mind. 
 
    “What is it?” Ryun asked. Ereclaw had been in their compound when the attack started. After that he had entered the city, scouting and helping protect the retreating people. 
 
    “A large mass of monsters has gathered. Those who spilled into the city around you, they met in the middle of the district and are now moving toward the walls. They will surround you.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. He couldn’t sense anything but the few wandering groups of monsters, which meant that they were still outside his range. He didn’t doubt Ereclaw, though. 
 
    “Did the sect get out?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Not yet. Anrosh is holding the monsters back while they move. Only a few had made their way to the outskirts of the city.” 
 
    Thinking about Anrosh fighting these monsters made Ryun grimace. 
 
    “Go back to Anrosh and get our people out,” Ryun said. Ereclaw sent a thought of acknowledgment.  
 
    It didn’t take long for him to sense the monsters coming at them from the city. He could see the deaths of anyone in between them who hadn’t yet escaped; it was inevitable, just as they now had no way to escape. The only thing they could do was try and punch through the army at their back. 
 
    Ryun looked around at the warriors around him, all of them had stayed in order to protect people in the city, to give them time to escape, and many lives had been saved because they all stayed here. Ryun had seen a lot of cruelty and indifference in this world, but here in this moment people stood and fought. Not all, though—he had sensed warriors running, and there were only a handful of sects on the wall with them compared to the thousands that had sent representatives to the tournament. 
 
    But they stood. Ryun saw Erdania towering over the monsters down below, fighting the large types, smashing the tide and giving them even more time. There were more pockets around the walls, fighting as well, and some people had decided to stand. It was worthy of respect. 
 
    Yet Ryun could see that they were all about to die, both the defenders on the walls and those behind them who had run away. If they didn’t close the portal, if they didn’t start retreating now, they were all going to die a true death, and the window for his own escape had already passed. 
 
    Every moment that passed sent a shiver through his body and mind as he felt another soul die. He had one more thing that he could use to help, and he knew that it wasn’t going to be enough, not on its own. 
 
    Ryun turned and walked over to Selia while his avatar continued firing. 
 
    “We can pull back some of the warriors, to defend against them,” Selia said after he informed her of what was coming behind them. 
 
    He looked her in the eyes, not seeing anything other than the flat surfaces of her eyeballs.  
 
    “We need to decide if we are staying here, Selia, or if we are going to retreat into the city,” Ryun said. “Soon, we will be surrounded.” 
 
    They would die then, he knew—the portal was still open and they couldn’t overpower what was coming.  
 
    “We need to slow them down, give the people a chance to escape. And…we need to close that portal, or those monsters will flood the core. We don’t know how many of them there are.” 
 
    He could detect fear in her words, but he could tell that despite that she didn’t intend to move from the walls. She wanted to help as many people as possible to escape, but… She was looking beyond that. Ryun didn’t understand, not as she did, he didn’t know what that notification meant or if there was even an end to the monsters. If they didn’t close the portal then they could have a never ending army marching through the entire world. Ryun doubted that his sect could just hide and remain unscathed from that, no matter how far they ran. 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to look at the portal. “Whoever went through hasn’t closed it, not yet. But if we need to hold a bit longer…we need more power. We won’t survive for long as we are now.” The portal and the army spilling out of it was death, he knew it. He looked inside his storage ring, at an object stored in its corner. 
 
    “The Warden Commander is right; we need to close the portal. I’d hoped that she had some ideas, but…” Selia trailed off. He could see that she was struggling with what to do. 
 
    Ryun glanced at Erdania on the arena floor, becoming overwhelmed with the sheer amount of monsters. Her form had increased several fold, but they were attacking her legs, trying to climb over them. He hadn’t expected to ever meet her again, let alone find her here, to learn that she and Selia were together. 
 
    Erdania had helped Ryun more than she could ever know, had let him grieve Melody properly, had helped him move on. He had never planned on using her orb. He had always felt like it would be…improper. But now, his perk was struggling inside of him, like a living thing. So much true death all around him was doing something to it; death that was not at its proper time, that was not chosen by the Aspect of True Death. It… The perk was never meant to be alone. It was one half of a single whole. 
 
    He closed his eyes. The bond that he shared with Melody had been special, made more so by the perk. He had loved her, and she had loved him back. Their bond through the perks had let him know that. But the perk itself had never held romantic entanglements. The Scythe and the Reaper weren’t lovers, they weren’t friends, they were literally two halves of the same being. Such things didn’t matter to them. His dreams of the Reaper had shown him that. 
 
    He had been hurt by the perk when Melody had died, but only because he had been too weak to contain what was left of the Reaper. Now…the Reaper was gone, and he was much stronger. 
 
    If he gave the other part away now, they might be able to hold the walls for longer, or perhaps even figure out a way to attack the portal and close it. He just didn’t know if he could do it. Yet…without it, death seemed certain to him. 
 
    It was, in the end, just power. He knew what the other perk did, and he knew that it would work best for someone who could utilize the speed component of the perk. It would slow those affected down both physically and increase their cooldowns, and it would give the drained speed to both the Reaper and the Scythe—cooldowns for all powers, abilities and perks included. One part to him, and the other to Scythe. Alone, each would be powerful, but together… 
 
    He looked at Selia and wondered what he should do. He liked her, respected her, even more so after seeing her fight and knowing that she fought to protect her and other people. It mattered to him. Perhaps he would consider them friends. She wouldn’t be his first choice if he had to give the sphere away, but life wasn’t perfect, and death was coming for them all. Out of them on the wall, she was the only one who was powerful enough, and who could use the perk to its fullest. He had seen her activating abilities often—she was mainly a Cultivator, but her build relied on both her Cultivation path and Class. 
 
    He trusted her, even while he understood that she had loyalties that had nothing to do with him. Trust was a hard thing to gain for Ryun, and he knew how it could take death. Emberhorn had taught him that. He looked at her and wondered. 
 
    Finally, he made a decision and nodded. “I…I have something that can give us power, but it comes with a price.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun pulled out the sphere out of his inventory and offered it to her. She blinked as she touched it. 
 
    “A path stone? This… I—where did you get this?” she whispered as people all around them fought. 
 
    “I and my…partner, found the Twin Aspects of True Death on Earth. We were granted their powers, and became two halves of a single whole, bound together. She died, but the power of True Death cannot die as long is one of its halves remains. I hold the other half, and if you take this it will bind us together. We will always know the direction the other is in; you will feel what I feel, and I will feel what you feel. We will be able to speak with our minds. It will bind us until one of us dies. It is a great price, but it will give you great power.” He found his screens and then made his part of the perk visible to her. 
 
    She read through it and he could see her eyes widen. 
 
    “The monsters surround us. There are already more of them than there were people in the city before today. We cannot hold like this, and we cannot win no matter what we do. So, make a choice.” 
 
    He watched her thinking it over, his eyes blind to her expression and the emotions in her eyes. She looked down at the arena, where her partner was fighting, getting pushed back by two monsters taller even than she was. The monsters behind them had nearly reached the other side of the wall, and everything was falling apart quickly. 
 
    Selia turned and met his eyes, then picked the sphere up. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    Zach wished that he could get into the fight, but he understood why he was being held back. It didn’t change the fact that it frustrated him. He was seeing people dying on the steps of the arena—wardens, adventurers, soldiers. Naha stood near him, her hand gripping his elbow tightly. He could tell that she was…frightened, and who wouldn’t be? A never-ending army of monsters was spilling through a portal made out of light. He knew that there was some kind of mental effect that was impacting everyone around him, as he had heard them talking about it. He didn’t feel anything, but he had his Enlightened perk, which probably shielded him from the effects. Naha only had her Clear Mind skill. 
 
    This was a battle on a scale that he hadn’t seen before. The sky was set ablaze, golden fire painting everything and making it seem almost as if it was day. An unending horde of monsters was charging, and powers were flying from the walls. In the distance, he saw more people fighting, just as he saw monsters climbing the stands in the areas where there were no defenders. The arena was massive, and too few people had come to defend the walls. He saw an attack that he recognized, beams of void hitting the monsters and killing them far in the distance. Knowing that Ryun was there, fighting… He didn’t know how to feel about that. He had tried so hard to push him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “He should’ve done it by now,” Zach heard the Warden Commander’s assistant, Bera, say. 
 
    He turned his eyes in her direction, seeing her mangled body. He wondered how she was even standing. Her left arm was gone, her armor twisted and melted into the stub that was just a few hand-spans beyond her shoulder. She was battered, and clearly in pain. 
 
    “Zenker will do it,” the Warden Commander responded. 
 
    “Yirrel,” Bera whispered. “If we don’t close the portal soon…” 
 
    The Warden Commander closed her eyes tightly, as if she was in great pain. Then she opened them and turned around, looking straight at Zach. She motioned for him to approach and Zack walked over. 
 
    “It looks like we might be forced to use you,” she said. 
 
    Zach glanced over the wall at the arena, the endless moving mass of monsters. The fighters on the walls and the steps were throwing everything at them. It was as if a wall of all kinds of powers was falling down on them, killing them, and still some managed to get through to fight the people in the stands. 
 
    “I am willing,” Zach said. This was what he had always wanted to do, to fight in order to protect other people. This was his calling. “But I can’t get through that.” 
 
    The Warden Commander nodded. “We would need to escort you,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Bera added. Everyone turned to look at her. She met the Warden Commander’s eyes and continued, “The teleportation platforms beneath the arena—they weren’t charged, since there weren’t supposed to be any matches this week, but…” She pulled a small plate out of her storage and looked at it. Zach recognized it; he had seen the arbiters holding something similar in the teleportation rooms. “There is enough charge to send maybe a dozen people through.” 
 
    The Warden Commander’s eyes widened, and then she nodded. “And Eratemus’ talismans, we can use them to escape. They are keyed to send people to the Healing Building.” 
 
    She turned her eyes to east and grimaced. “Which is in an area of the city that is overrun.” 
 
    “Still better than being in the middle of all that,” Bera said. “We can send a group there to secure it, and we can retreat from there after it is finished.” 
 
    The Warden Commander looked around and then called out. 
 
    “Sigmund!” she yelled, and the human man standing on top of the wall and firing orbs of blue light at the horde turned. He walked over and moved his hands in elaborate ways. It took Zach a moment to realize that it was some kind of sign language. 
 
    “I need you to take a small group and secure the Healing Building in the Eastern District. I’ll go and to try to close the portal,” the Warden Commander said. 
 
    “Yirrel,” Bera said quickly. “You are in no—” 
 
    “There isn’t anyone else who can keep Zacharia safe for long enough,” the Warden Commander said. 
 
    Zach looked at her and saw her resolve. 
 
    Then, before anyone could say anything else, stars appeared in the distance. Zach looked in the direction of another group that was fighting on the walls, and he saw a large cloud of red-and-blue aura mixing together, what seemed like a thousand stars shining above them with silver light. It took him a moment to realize that they weren’t stars at all, but something that at a distance resembled slim spikes. Then all of them blasted through the air toward the monsters, and two wide beams of void exploded out behind them. Everything they hit, they erased. A couple of the towering monsters were hit by it and after a moment or two of resisting, the beams burned through them, slicing them in half. 
 
    Then, something flew through the air and landed in the middle of the horde. A moment later, the monsters died as a massive sphere of black mist enveloped everything in three waves. 
 
    For a moment, everyone was silent. 
 
    “I think,” Yirrel started, “that we should try and get the aid of a few other defenders.”

  

 
   
    Interlude – Plans 
 
    Selia 
 
      
 
    In all of her life, Selia had never seen a perk stone. She had never heard about one, either—everyone agreed that such things didn’t exist. Yet here it was in Ryun’s hands. His words spoke of a price, of being bonded to him for life. It was a price that was too high for her to pay, or it would be in any other situation. He was right: they were losing, and soon they might not even be able to retreat. She glanced at Erdania, her great love, and she could see her death. No matter the support from the walls, from the warriors around her, or from her towering Evolved Form, she couldn’t hold the line for much longer. 
 
    The horde of the monsters was overwhelming her, and the other monsters that matched her size were pushing her back. They were all in danger. She turned her head back and met Ryun’s eyes. She didn’t really have a choice; she couldn’t turn away anything that might help them turn the tide. If this was going to grant her a perk similar to what he possessed…it was no choice at all. 
 
    She picked the sphere up and accepted the perk. 
 
    The white sphere in her hand broke apart and a cloud of energy surged inside her. In one instant, everything went dark. A massive pressure started to build up inside of her, a presence that was unlike anything that she had ever felt, and it overwhelmed her. Images flashed inside her mind, a thousand, a million, countless different sights. Small orbs hanging in the dark, with tiny points of light surrounding them; a large monster of black fur and red eyes looking at her, and a sense of knowing and belonging filled her. It threatened to shatter her, but then it all settled, and she was changed forever. 
 
    “I’d forgotten what this felt like.” Selia blinked as she heard Ryun’s voice inside her head, as she realized that she could feel him there standing next to her. She could sense his emotions; the determination, the sadness, acceptance, and…a lot more that she couldn’t quite identify at the moment. 
 
    She didn’t have the time to adapt to the strangeness, to think on what she had just done, what they had just done. Instead, she pulled the new notification to her eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Hunters: Twin Aspects of True Death Essence integrated. 
    
  Unique Perk gained: 
    
  —Eternal Huntress: Scythe 
    
  Perk evolution possible. 
  Additional Essence utilized. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Huntress: Scythe (Unique Perk)  
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Huntress Aura; when active, you gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. Nearby beings, based on your intentions, have +25% to all power requirements and they suffer -25% to their speed. Half of the drained speed is granted to you, and the other half to the Reaper. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She looked at her new perk and knew that she had gained something unique in all of the Infinite Realm. Her eyes found Ryun’s, and she knew that only the two of them had something like this. 
 
    “Hm…” Ryun started. “We don’t have the time for me to explain things. I hope that you can trust me, for a while at least.” 
 
    She had just let him inside her mind. She could feel him and she knew that he could feel her just as much. There didn’t seem to be any point in her not trusting him at this point. She nodded, and he explained what he wanted. 
 
    Selia did as he asked, and sent out orders, gathering some of her warriors around them on the wall. She watched as he made constructs of his void around his body, fashioning what looked to be an elaborate brace for his entire body. She focused and activated her Evolved Form: Arkhzash. Her skin turned silver, and her horns grew larger, as did her tail. Her claws extended and darkened, but the biggest changes took place inside of her. Her conduits and core changed, and a thousand different lines spread through her body as she felt her power increase. 
 
    “You ready?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Selia braced herself and had a few of her guards stand behind her in case it was necessary. Then, she nodded. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    When Selia used the sphere, Ryun was reminded of so many things. Having another person in your head was an experience that he doubted many could understand. He realized just how much he missed the sensation. But it was completely different to how it was with Melody—Selia felt nothing like her. Her emotions felt a lot more controlled, but he could tell that she was concerned for the people around them, and for Erdania. He felt the love that she had for her partner, and it made him feel strangely. He had never felt something like that. He didn’t have the time to ponder and get used to things, so he pulled his notification up. Quickly, he read it and saw that something had changed with the perk. He had felt the similar surge of power when she had used it to what he had felt when he first got the power from the Reaper. 
 
    The perk now affected people based on Ryun’s intentions, instead of everyone around him. It was a small change, but important one for them, especially now. It seemed that the perk could improve, as he had always suspected. The Reaper and the Scythe had been eternal-ranked beings, but his perk had only been mythic. It seemed that the more powerful both he and the other holder of the perk were, the more power they could access. 
 
    He pushed his mind from those thoughts and spoke to Selia, telling her his plan. 
 
    She thankfully accepted, and quickly they were surrounded by her sect warriors, a few hundred all around them as they stood on the raised rampart. They were still throwing fire down into the arena, but Ryun didn’t pay them much attention. He used his {Void Shape} and fashioned walls around himself, keeping his legs and body fixed. He pointed his arms at the oncoming horde, and in particular at one of the large monsters heading toward Erdania, and fixed them in place. He had spent a long-time training to handle his stats when they reached great heights. His |Enduring Trained Body|, his |Greater Coordination|, and his Unyielding all helped, as did his Mu body. He hadn’t yet tested it since he gained his new Inner Refinement perk, but with it, he should feel 50% less effects from stat impairment. It could only help, since he had gotten very good at handling it already. He didn’t know how it was going to react with the other part of the perk added into the mix, though. 
 
    Once they were ready Ryun dismissed his avatar and then took a deep breath. 
 
    “Now,” he said, and activated his perk. 
 
    Presence of the Eternal Hunter billowed out of him, just as the Presence of the Eternal Huntress billowed out of Selia. He heard her gasp, just as he fought his own reaction. He was used to this, but it was the first time for her. 
 
    With the hundred warriors around them, his stats increased by an average of 10,000 each: putting all of his stats at around the 13,000 mark. It was an insane amount that was just over what he could handle without issues for a shorter time, but it wasn’t yet so much that it would crush him like it did before. He activated his mantle and pushed all of his bonuses into his wisdom and intelligence. With this many stats, he couldn’t risk not being able to control his power. Both stats increased by over six thousand, bringing his total in wisdom and intelligence to 22,433 and 16,955 respectively. 
 
    He heard the people around him exclaim in various ways, from surprise to horror, but no one moved out of their auras. 
 
    He sensed Selia gather herself, and then she moved her hand. Her Qi flowed out of her in a storm, and she created spears all around her. A moment later they multiplied into hundreds—no, thousands of spears, all coming into being all above them. Each was the exact same copy of the spears she formed with her Qi. They were almost pieces of art. His sense could feel their detail, their durability and sharpness. They were impressive. Selia did something more, then, and the spears vibrated in Ryun’s sense. 
 
    Ryun moved his Qi and prepared his own technique. Then, Selia launched her spears. Thousands of them flew through the air and at the monsters. Ryun, after only a moment of hesitation to admire the display, followed. Selia’s spears hit the monsters, one spear each, killing them in an instant. He unleashed his {Void Beam}, one from each hand. They lashed out and struck one of the monsters, disintegrating holes through them after only a few seconds where before he could only scratch them in the same time. The monster died, and he focused again, shaping his avatar with his increased wisdom. 
 
    The avatar formed next to him, and Ryun focused on his {Void Shaping}. He created the base of a pillar beneath the avatar as it prepared a technique. Then he had the platform grow at high speed, in essence launching the avatar through the air. It crashed into the arena, far away from the stands and Erdania. Its landing sent a loud crash through the arena that nearly overcame the sounds of battle, but it was only a few moments later when the avatar released the fully charged {Staggered End} that everything seemed to stop. 
 
    There was no sound of an explosion, only a large sphere expanding and consuming everything. Three waves of Void Qi swallowed the arena and the monsters. A fully charged {Staggered End} ripped through everything, and all types of monsters were disintegrated the instant the wave hit them. He continued to fire, while his avatar shaped a step beneath itself and fired beams as well. His stats soared higher with the thousands that he had killed, his Vampire perk taking their stats for his own. His Qi was getting close to depletion, but Ryun still had Essence filling his core. 
 
    Selia repeated her previous display, summoning thousands of spears in just a few seconds. Within a short period of time, the two of them had killed enough for the warriors fighting below to get some breathing room. Still, it wasn’t enough—hundreds of thousands, millions maybe even, filled the arena. 
 
    Then, with his sense, he noticed the arrival of four new people in the middle of their formation. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    The fight to the teleporters had been surprisingly easy. Some of the monsters had made their way into the tunnels beneath the arena, but not many. Zach and Naha had been the ones to fight along with three other wardens that had come with them, since the Warden Commander obviously wasn’t in any state to do it. Her perks, however, protected both of them. Just being in her presence boosted their stats. 
 
    “Here,” Bera said as she walked over to the control panel. “We have charge for…twelve teleportations.” 
 
    The Warden Commander grimaced and looked around. “Zach, you and your partner are coming with us, then. The four of us going leaves us eight more. The rest of you: get out, help with the evacuation of the city.” 
 
    They had already abandoned the wall above them. The Warden Commander had ordered everyone to fight their way to the Healing Building so that they had a safe place to escape from the arena. 
 
    “Do it quickly! We don’t have much time,” Yirrel said as she stepped on the platform. 
 
    Bera manipulated the controls, then hurried to step on the platform as it lit up. A moment later they were somewhere else. They arrived on top of the wall, surrounded by warriors from the sects. Immediately Zach felt weaker, and a new notification appeared in his vision. 
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    Zach didn’t even have the time to wonder at what it was; weapons and powers turned on them immediately. Some even attacked. Yirrel waved a hand, and a spherical shield blocked the dozen or so attacks. Zach then saw that the source of these two auras were the two people standing on the ramparts. 
 
    A yell stopped everyone, and then a woman on top of the rampart turned and looked at them. She was a demasi, with silver skin and blood-red eyes, her horns long and metallic looking. Next to her stood a human who had his back turned to them, his hands pointed at the arena and two beams of black and violet firing down. He didn’t turn.  
 
    The woman saw Yirrel and her expression immediately changed. 
 
    “Yirrel, you have a plan?” she asked, the blue aura around her disappearing. 
 
    “I do, Selia. We have a plan to close the portal. But I am going to need you.” Yirrel then glanced at the back of the human. Zach already knew who he was. “Both of you, and anyone else strong you have.” 
 
    Ryun stopped his attacks, and then the red aura vanished. He turned around, the strange black constructs around him shattering. His eyes met Zach’s, and for a moment there was no one else around them. In Zach’s mind he was back on Earth, staring at him among the bodies of his friends. He could never forget; moving past it was so hard. He felt Naha’s hand on his, and he turned his eyes away from him. 
 
    “Tell me your plan,” the demasi woman, Selia, said. And the Warden Commander spoke. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zenker 
 
      
 
    His armor was cracked, light leaking out of it from all the damage. He rolled to the side as the massive monster swiped its claws at him. It was a monster made out of shadow, the third that Hastur had formed. Its form was detailed, even though it seemed to be all painted in a single color. Zenker couldn’t see any identifying signs above it, but he knew it. It was the Elder Crocodile King, the monster that he had killed only a few years back. The two monsters before this one had been monsters that he had killed before, too; he hadn’t been sure before, but he was certain now. Hastur was somehow pulling from Zenker’s memories and giving form to monsters that he had fought in the past. 
 
    They had all the powers that they had in the past, but Zenker was much stronger now. His image trembled around him as he jumped over the shadow monster’s attack, and then he unleashed his |I Rend A Path|. The image sharpened his attack, changing to the jagged peaks of a mountain range he had once traversed. His claws pierced through the scales that he had once been unable to scratch, and the monster split in half. 
 
    He landed on the ground and dashed forward, aiming straight for Hastur. As he came closer, his vision danced and voices whispered in his head, and he knew that he was under a mental assault. It didn’t last for long before he managed to shrug it off, but in that time Hastur had created two more shadow monsters, both previous opponents. Zenker grimaced and jumped back, getting some distance from the large wyrm’s acid spit.  
 
    He didn’t know for how long he had fought. It seemed like it had been days, almost. The landscape had changed completely, as he had cracked the earth and destroyed sand dunes. They were fighting in a crater created by one of his clashes with Hastur. He couldn’t close the portal, not anymore. He had lost track of his wand amongst the horde of monsters, and perhaps it had even been destroyed in the fighting. The horde had conquered the fort, and had quickly started to take it over. A strange type of monster was covering the walls with black ichor-like substance, and large monsters that clearly carried eggs were hiding behind the walls. 
 
    Monsters were still passing through the portal, now running around the battle between Zenker and Hastur, after they, or whoever commanded them, figured out that they couldn’t do anything. Zenker killed them just as a side effect of his battle. There were too many of them—millions or more, he couldn’t count them. It was all so much worse than they had ever imagined. This wasn’t a single wave that they could conquer. It was an invasion force, with generals, with a leader, with the ability to grow its armies and use tactics.  
 
    And there were more of these domes scattered everywhere. 
 
    He knew that their only chance was to kill Hastur, and he had to try. Yet, he couldn’t get close, and every time he did the monster pushed him back. Hastur’s attacks hit hard, but Zenker had a suspicion that physical prowess wasn’t his main strength. The mental attacks were constant, and building, and Zenker knew that he was in a battle against time. 
 
    He had been pulling different weapons from his armory, trying to find something that would work. Before he could do it again, the two shadow monsters attacked, and forced him to retreat. But his mind never stopped thinking, trying to find a way to kill the greatest threat to the Infinite Realm in all of its history. 
 
    He only hoped that Yirrel found a way to close the portal, because if she didn’t…the core would be hit with an invasion that they were not prepared to face.

  

 
   
    Interlude - The Great Fall 
 
    Eratemus 
 
      
 
    Eratemus sat on top of his undead dragon, gazing out at the retreating army. The Grey Horde floated next to him, her wings stretched wide and beating rhythmically to keep her in the air. This was not the outcome that any of them had anticipated. A part of Eratemus wished that they had fought; at least that would’ve meant that things hadn’t gone so wrong. 
 
    It was…doubtful that they could return to their lands in time, not if what they all thought and feared about the domes was true. The dome that was released was on the other side of their territory, too far from here for them to do anything. He wondered who would be stupid enough to do something like this, to unleash something that they knew very little about. 
 
    “Who do you think did it?” the Grey Horde asked. 
 
    “I have no idea. Some faction from their Empire, perhaps?” Eratemus replied. 
 
    The Grey Horde turned her head to look at Eratemus’s hand. “Anything?” 
 
    Eratemus glanced down at the Far-link Orb in the palm of his hand. “Nothing. I can’t reach anyone in the Tournament City,” he answered. That worried him; none of the links worked. He didn’t have any undead in the city, as he had taken everything with him, but he had sent instructions to his agents across the core to investigate and get back to him. He didn’t expect a quick answer, as everyone in the world would have seen the notification about the dome. He figured that the entire world was in turmoil. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” the Grey Horde said. “We need to get back, and quickly.” 
 
    “I used the last of my scrolls to get your army here. We need to get back the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    The Grey Horde’s mandibles clacked against each other in annoyance. “We’d better get on it. I doubt that the Empire will be an issue for a long while.” 
 
    Eratemus cast one last glance at the armies retreating at full speed, then both of them turned and flew down toward their own armies. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    The sky above them was still painted in golden fire, almost making it seem like it was daytime. He could see flying monsters fighting in the distance, though they were too far away for him to really tell what was happening. The only reason he knew they were was because he had watched the battle from the beginning, and he knew that the small specks in the air were coming from the portal. The air was filled with noise: the sounds of fighting, screams of anger and anguish, and death cries. It was almost too hard for him to push it out of his mind. It was so much death, and it reminded him of Earth, of how he had tried to protect people and failed. 
 
    There were four people standing next across from Zach, Yirrel, Naha, and Bera, making for a total of eight. The plan was, in one word…insane. Everyone knew it, but they just didn’t see another way. The Warden Commander hadn’t presented a complicated plan—it was a very simple one, actually. It just required them to teleport into the middle of the horde in the arena. 
 
    “That attack that you did before,” Yirrel said, turning to Ryun. “The big void explosion. Can you do it again?” 
 
    Ryun met the Warden Commander’s eyes. His two pools of darkness regarded her calmly, as if they weren’t all fighting for their lives and the lives of everyone trying to escape this horror. 
 
    “I can, yes,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “Good. We’ll send you through first to clear our landing space,” Yirrel said. “The goal is to get Warden Zacharia to the portal and have him close it; everyone needs to focus on protecting him while he does it.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes on Zach.  
 
    “This,” Yirrel spoke again, “is bigger than your past. The fate of everyone in the Infinite Realm rests on this working.” 
 
    Zach narrowed his eyes, trying to keep his emotions in check. “The last world that he should’ve protected ended up bare of all life. He slaughtered nearly every living thing on Earth, and you want to put the fate of this world in his hands?” 
 
    Zack saw the eyes of everyone around turn to look at Ryun. Their expressions encompassed a wide variety that Zach didn’t even want to try and identify. 
 
    “We talked about this before,” Yirrel said, her voice hardening. 
 
    “I know,” Zach answered. His mind was filled with so many thoughts. He had worked so hard to put Ryun out of his mind—to forget, if not forgive—but fate seemed to want to toy with him. It was unfair, and it was too much to ask of anyone. How could he entrust a person who had done the things Ryun had with the fate of the world? 
 
    “Zach,” Ryun said slowly, “I will not ask you to forget. I cannot ask you not to hate me—I deserve it. But we do not have the time to deal with our past. People are dying.” 
 
    “And I am supposed to just believe you care about these people? You, who slaughtered my family, who murdered the entire fucking world? And for what? Power and revenge? There comes a point, Ryun, when no matter the crime, no matter the wrong, retaliation crosses all lines. You’ve crossed the line so far that I don’t think you even remember crossing it. I am supposed to trust that you won’t simply stab me in the back the moment I turn around?” 
 
    Ryun sighed, then seemed to steel himself. “You have my word that I will help you fulfill this task.” 
 
    Zach paused at that. Even back on Earth, when he was more deranged than he looked now, he had never broken his word once he’d given it. It made Zach angry, the fact that he trusted the word of a murderer.  
 
    He turned around and looked at Naha. Her madness had twisted her, had made her into a monster just like Ryun. On Earth, they hadn’t known about system-inflicted madness. What had happened to Ryun had been…too fast for that, from what he knew of his power back then. Even if he had gone mad because of his power, it probably wouldn’t change a thing. The cause ceased to matter past some point, and Ryun had passed any reasonable point where his actions could be looked through such a lens. Even if he had been insane, his crimes outweighed everything. 
 
    And…at some point, the answer just stopped mattering. Zach didn’t have it in him to care about what had happened, as nothing about that knowledge would change the past. There was nothing that it could bring. 
 
    Naha put her hand on his and squeezed gently. He looked her in the eyes, seeing through the eyes of her human form. The two of them had their own path to walk, and he wasn’t going to look back and jeopardize their goals. 
 
    The sounds of battle were all around them. They didn’t have the time for Zach to properly think, to try and wrestle with his emotions. He hated it all, but he remembered Naha’s words: 
 
      
 
    Move forward, but be better than we were yesterday. 
 
      
 
    There were innocents in the city, and his duty was to protect them, always. He had built up his power for this moment, so that he would be strong enough to protect them. There was no choice for him to make—if it meant innocent lives would be saved, Zach would make a deal with the devil. 
 
    “Fine,” Zach said with a nod. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun stepped onto the platform. Selia, Emar, Eari were standing to one side just below it. Zach was with another woman Ryun didn’t recognize, but who was awfully close to him, and nearby was the injured woman who was apparently his commander. They were standing on the other side next to the control panel, where a minotauress worked on the panel. A few warriors stood behind them, making sure that no monsters interrupted. 
 
    “Everyone, remember the tokens,” the Warden Commander said. Ryun glanced at the small, coin-sized item in his hand. It was a token tied to the talisman stashed behind his waist. Crushing it should trigger the talisman’s teleportation formations without the need for them to suffer critical damage. It was their ticket out of the arena. He put it into his Void Storage for safekeeping. 
 
    “We have enough charge for the eight of us,” the minotauress said. 
 
    The other defenders on the walls had pulled back into the city, retreating. Selia had ordered her warriors and Erdania to pull into the city as well and make their way to the Healing Building to meet up with other forces that would secure it for them. From there, they would all make a retreat out of the city, if they survived long enough. Erdania couldn’t fit in the tunnels with her current size, and they needed her power on the outside. Emar and Eari had volunteered to come in her stead. 
 
    “Bera,” the Warden Commander said. “You are going to stay back.” 
 
    The minotauress shook her head. “Yirrel, I’m not letting you go out there alone, not with you being so injured.”  
 
    “You are strong, Bera, but not in ways that will matter there, and it would waste my power if I needed to protect you, too. I have precious little of it to spare.” 
 
    The minotauress’ face scrunched up in a strange expression, but then she nodded and sagged in defeat. 
 
    The Warden Commander turned to Ryun. “You ready?” 
 
    “One moment.” Ryun took a deep breath, downed two potions that increased his wisdom and Qi regeneration, and then moved his Qi through his body. He pushed his null mantle fully to his wisdom, then crafted his {Void Armor}. Crystallized void surrounded him and he began working his fruit technique. Qi coursed through his conduits, but he didn’t release it; instead, he pushed more Qi, charging the technique. 
 
    He readied his mind and then nodded as a way of signaling his readiness. 
 
    A moment later, he was engulfed in a storm of Essence. He was teleported a bit above the ground, above the horde of monsters. The Essence of the portal filled his vision: white and gray, the Essence was constantly twisting around itself, interrupted only by the monsters constantly coming through it. He activated Presence of the Eternal Hunter and it engulfed the monsters all around him, his stats soaring above anything that he had ever experienced. 
 
    A moment later, he unleashed his {Staggered End}. 
 
    Flying monsters were diving after him, and those on the ground were jumping toward him. One of the towering monsters was nearby, its giant clawed limb swiping in a downward arc.  
 
    Void spilled out of his body. The first wave annihilated the flying monsters and those that were leaping at him, their bodies disintegrating into nothingness. The claw of the large monster was hit, and its black skin peeled off, the claw and bone beneath slowly being eaten away as if by acid. The first wave expanded and consumed everything, the ground included, and the edge of it hit the portal. The second wave exploded, to lesser effect—it didn’t have anything to consume, except for the large monster. What remained of its body disintegrated under the second wave. The third and final wave mopped up anything else that was left, and again, a big chunk of the wave disappeared through the portal. For a moment Ryun wondered if Void Essence was going to be enough to destabilize the portal, but sadly his sense told him that monsters were still coming out on its other side. 
 
    But he had achieved his task: the landing spot was clear. He shaped a step beneath himself and looked around. The monsters around him quickly recovered and leapt toward him—it was too bad that he was in the air, the ground was much further beneath him than it used to be, and the crater that he had left was still filled with Void Qi. With each step they took, the monsters only harmed themselves, the damage-over-time effect of his technique taking out their legs and making them easy targets. 
 
    Ryun noticed the largest of the monsters, the one that they believed to be a general, turn in his direction and then start to move. Essence flared all around him, announcing the arrival of the others. Ryun pulled Qi from his core, getting ready for a fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Ereclaw 
 
      
 
    Ereclaw was moving through the city, leaping from rooftop to rooftop. His senses weren’t as sensitive as Ryun’s, but he could see far as well. He had managed to stay a step away from the monsters, fighting only a handful of times and each time doing so from a place of ambush. He was a hunter; he did not fight head on.  
 
    Now, he raced back to their compound, to find Anrosh and help her get out as Ryun wished. He was fast, faster than he had ever been. His stats were increased by a portion of Ryun’s, and his had soared. 
 
    At the edge of his senses, as he approached the compound, he heard…trouble. He activated his Void Hunter perk, and his presence disappeared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Anrosh 
 
      
 
    Kagehime came down on top of a monster’s neck, with [Crescent] cutting its head clean off and splattering black ichor all over the floor. She looked around to see that there were no more monsters in her immediate surroundings. Their tide had slowed, despite there being more monsters in the city. They seemed to be focused on the other pockets of resistance, deeper in the city, where there were more people fleeing. The Twilight Melody Sect had a compound near the edge of the city—their retreat was swift. 
 
    They had sent their carriages and servants ahead with a few warriors, while a couple of others stayed to fight and help other sects escape. They had fought for a long while, and finally Anrosh had decided that it was time for them to move, too. They couldn’t help anyone if they were dead, and she didn’t want to allow them to be overwhelmed. A part of her was angry that they couldn’t help anyone else, but her people came first. She had sent Nayra and Riodan back to the compound with the warriors, to prepare the last few transports and mounts that they had to evacuate themselves, while she stayed to keep the line. 
 
    Now, finally, she saw an opportunity to retreat while the monsters were no longer coming at them with limitless numbers. She turned and ran back, seeing the warriors of other sects who had fought alongside her doing the same. She rounded a corner and reached the street where the Twilight Melody compound stood. She didn’t see any of the transports outside of the entrance and cursed; she had expected them to be ready to move.  
 
    Anrosh entered, and even through the loud clashes of battle in the distance, she heard the loud arguing. 
 
    “…no! I don’t know what you are doing here, but I am not leaving. This is my home, my family!” 
 
    Anrosh’s hearts skipped as she recognized Nayra’s voice. She entered the compound and saw the transports standing in the middle of the courtyard, her warriors on the ground, turned into black and smoldering corpses. Riodan was the only one that she could recognize, as half of his face was still visible. 
 
    In the center stood three people: Daria was a bit to the side with a conflicted look on her face, and then there were the two who were having a standoff. Nayra had her spear out and pointed at the tall and seemingly unconcerned man’s face. In the light of the burning sky, she could see that his hair was the same shade as Nayra’s. 
 
    Before she took more than a step, the man glanced at her and then raised his hand. 
 
    “No!” Nayra screamed, lunging forward at him. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t even have the time to process anything. She spent her anchor and a wall of ice formed in front of her as her already prepared {Glacial Shaping} technique activated. The fire consumed the wall, but with her |Enhanced Dodge| she had already moved out of the way. Blue fire blasted the place where she used to be. She saw Nayra’s spear catch the man off guard and open a gash on his cheek. For a moment he looked at her in shock, and Anrosh decided to take advantage of his slip.  
 
    She used her last anchor and her {Avatar of Frost} appeared next to her. Both she and her copy jumped forward as the man’s back was turned away. Raising her sword, she used {Arctic Sword Storm} in concert with her avatar.  
 
    A dozen ice swords formed around them, and all struck at the same time. 
 
    But a cloak of blue fire came into being around the man, and the sword evaporated in an instant. Anrosh grimaced as the heat hit her and forced her a step back. She raised her shield to protect herself, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    She heard Nayra scream, and she looked over only to see her fly through the air and hit a wall. Her avatar continued to advance under her guidance, and the man flicked his hand, consuming it in fire. He turned his eyes on her then and glared. 
 
    “Erik!” Daria’s voice interrupted. “Stop, you don’t know—” 
 
    The man glanced at her and she shut up, her mouth closing almost forcibly. Anrosh saw his attention turn back at her and focused, activating several of her perks and getting ready. Her |Threat Sense| was going off like crazy—it had been since she entered the courtyard—but she couldn’t run. She didn’t know what was happening or who this man was, but it was clear that he was related to Nayra and her past. She couldn’t just leave her.  
 
    She noticed the moment when the man decided to move, and she sprang into action. With |Enhanced Dodge| she moved out of the way, and then she used [Dash] to close the distance. Unleashing her Absolute Cold Aura, she then attacked with {Arctic Onslaught} and [Crescent]. Kagehime sang through the air, heading straight for the man. She saw his expression twitch as the cold hit him, but as her sword reached him it just passed through, his body turning to blue fire and flashing to the side. He returned to normal and raised his hand toward her undefended flank.  
 
    Then a flash of red came from behind him, and something ripped through his side. 
 
    Anrosh blinked and saw Ereclaw appear as if out of nothingness. The man blurred across the courtyard, a hand on his side where Ereclaw had opened his flesh up. He glanced down, and then Anrosh saw him look up at them. Anger filled his eyes. 
 
    “Run!” Ereclaw growled, but her own |Threat Sense| was already telling her the same thing. Before she could react, fire consumed her, her {Glacial Armor} melted, and the water boiled, scorching her skin. She couldn’t even scream as the fire reached her and consumed everything. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Nayra 
 
      
 
    She watched in horror as her brother burned Anrosh and Ereclaw before her eyes. She had barely been able to wrap her mind around what had happened. Erik had arrived in the middle of their preparations to retreat, killing the warriors around them before she could even react. Then he had announced that he was taking them back to the Empire. He had been surprised by Daria’s presence, she had seen that, but that hadn’t changed what he wanted. 
 
    Nayra tried to reason with him, to tell him that she was no longer a part of the Empire, but her oldest brother didn’t care. When Anrosh had arrived… Nayra had seen what he was going to do immediately, and so attacked him, but she hadn’t even seen the attack that sent her into the wall. Her power didn’t matter; he was stronger than her even with all the death around her that boosted her stats. She tried not to look as she recovered and got to her feet, trying not to think on what could’ve already happened. Anrosh was strong, and she was immortal. Her perks activated and she closed the distance with [Dawn Dash] and {Mist Burst}. As her brother turned his head back toward her, she stabbed forward. 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened as he saw the attack. His head moved out of the way, and Er’ishi Resav followed. Her spear twisted in the air and stabbed him in his upper arm. His eyes darkened, but she didn’t stop moving—she reached Anrosh and knelt down, trying to put out the fire. She was burned horribly, her regular armor melted into her flesh, an entire side of her face a mangled mess. 
 
    “Anrosh? Can you hear me?” she spoke as she pulled out a healing potion, trying to pour it down her throat, but her lips had melted shut. She didn’t know what to do, but she heard the sound of faint breathing through Anrosh’s nose. 
 
    “You ungrateful brat,” she heard her brother say. 
 
    She turned just in time to see something flash and then smash into the side of her head, turning everything black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    They arrived in the air, a crater beneath them. A moment after they arrived, everything exploded with light. Silver spears were flying at the monsters rushing at them, while Ryun fired beams of black and violet as he stood on a step in the air. Yirrel and the two spear wielders dropped to the ground and immediately rushed toward the portal.  
 
    Zach dropped just behind them with Naha next to him, and then followed. 
 
    He could’ve blinked to the portal, but the monsters were continuing to come out of it. The silver-skinned demasi was in the air, standing on a black step just like Ryun was. The pair were unleashing an incredible amount of firepower all around them. Then, Ryun created something—a copy of himself made out of Qi—which he took and threw at the portal. It reached the edge and unleashed a massive AOE attack, clearing the monsters around the portal and sending most of the monsters through the portal.  
 
    He had bought them some time. 
 
    The two spear users reached the portal and started fighting the monsters that came around, while Ryun’s avatar stood in front of it and fired a beam of void straight into the portal. They didn’t know what was on the other side, only that the person that went through in hopes of closing it hadn’t come out. Yirrel had said that they couldn’t risk sending anyone through to look for them. For all they knew he was dead the moment he passed through. Closing the portal was their only hope, and Zach was the only one who could do it. 
 
    His perks were already active, and there were many: True Link—Nahamassa Planerunner, Phantom Avatar, Last Heir of Terra. Qi was coursing through his body, and he held his {Charged Focus} technique. 
 
    He saw the two spear users holding off the horde and creating room through the middle, with Yirrel standing behind them. A blast left her body, and Zach felt himself move faster. He reached the portal, with Naha—in her ravzor form, holding a dagger in one hand and a short sword in the other—right behind him. 
 
    Zach’s right hand was already in his Time Blade form and in his left he held an Ethereal Sword in the shape of a rapier. He focused on his Rift Seal as monsters died around him. He reached with his hand toward the portal, and then the ground shook and he stumbled back. It roiled underneath his feet and he struggled to stay upright.  
 
    Then he saw the source of the attack. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Yirrel 
 
      
 
    She saw the general coming around the portal, its steps shaking the ground as it charged. She had thought that they would have more time—they had purposefully teleported to the other side of the portal from the creature so that they would have the time to close the portal without needing to fight it. Clearly, it was faster than they had assumed. 
 
    “Go! Close it!” she yelled at Zach as she ran toward the general. The two sect warriors had recovered enough that they had started to fight monsters again, but the few moments of being staggered had cost them. There were more monsters around them, and they would soon be overwhelmed. Nahamassa stood next to Zach, killing a monster that had gotten near to them. The other Ranker’s avatar stood in front of them, firing its beam into the portal and preventing more from coming through that way. Zacharia reached out, but Yirrel couldn’t afford to keep her attention on him anymore. 
 
    She stopped in front of the charging general, other monsters swiping at her and killing themselves as she activated her Shield of Retribution perk. She was too injured and too weak to do much. It was taking all that she had to keep her few defensive perks active to help the others—but she knew that that general could probably kill Zacharia if it managed to reach him, and they needed him. 
 
    The general slowed as he saw her. His four limbs rose above his head, and red energy crackled around them. She pushed her mind through the pain that she felt deep in her soul and she raised her remaining hand. 
 
    [Pure Depth Shield] was followed by |I Hold The Abyss| to strengthen her ability. 
 
    A pale blue shield made out of light appeared in front of her, and then reality itself bent to make it more solid. The monster threw its attack, a sphere made out of crackling red energy, glowing like the sun. It smashed into her shield and exploded, turning everything red. 
 
    The monsters all around them were killed. The ground cracked, and a violent sound filled her ears—but her shield held. She collapsed down on one knee, breathing heavily. She had known that she was too weak, that her soul was savaged, and it was a miracle that she was even able to move. The general monster was forming another attack, its black eyes looking at something behind her. She knew what it was looking at; it knew what they were trying to do. Her senses told her that the monsters were pushing the two spear masters, that Nahamassa was trying to protect Zach, that the two behind them were doing all they could to hold back the greater horde. 
 
    She pushed herself up and took a deep breath. 
 
    She had many regrets, but she had done all that she could to keep people safe. It had required many sacrifices, but because of the things that she and the others had done, the world hadn’t collapsed into an all-ending war between all the various factions. She had upheld her Oath. 
 
    Now, she reached for it, knowing full well that it would be the last thing that she ever did. 
 
    She reached for the last power that she had gained, her reward for reaching the last tier of her main focus. Deep inside her, she found that connection to her Oath and she grabbed hold of it and used its active part. 
 
      
 
    /Oath of the First Shield: Call The Gate of Grand Order/ 
 
      
 
    And then light fell from the sky. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Eari 
 
      
 
    His spear flashed through the head of a monster, killing it. It collapsed into formless ichor, leaking over the ground. Eari was moving constantly, fighting next to his grand-uncle, killing monsters and protecting the warden who was supposed to close the portal. 
 
    Above them, he could see Ryun and Selia standing on steps made out of void, power flashing all around them constantly. Silver spears were being created and fired at an alarming rate. The blue-and-red aura surrounded them, but it didn’t affect them—only the monsters. It was why they could handle so many of them. Eari didn’t stop moving, he couldn’t, as to stop would mean death. Even with the two of them raining death from above, Eari and his uncle couldn’t stop all the monsters that managed to get through. The other warden was the last line of defense, and the shapeshifter was standing next to the human who could close the portal, killing anything that came close. 
 
    Then, as he stabbed Grudge into another monster, his venom killing it quickly, a wall of light smashed into the ground from above. Eari glanced at it for just a moment, seeing what looked to be a door made out of white light, with a crest in the center—a shield with the recognizable symbol of the wardens in the center. The general monster’s attack hit it and was stopped. The gate was massive, but it was just a single wall. The monsters could come around it, but it had bought them time. 
 
    Selia used her spears to attack all the monsters behind the gate on their side, giving them some room from there, at least. It let Eari focus on the monsters coming from the portal and the other side. 
 
    He was having trouble using his powers. Something was…exerting pressure on his mind, making everything just a tiny bit more difficult. 
 
    He turned around just as a monster three times his size jumped at him. He stepped out of the way, his spear cutting into its side as it passed, but the monster caught his spear unexpectedly. It pulled him forward, and then one of its limbs struck him, sending him flying back. His armor protected him, but he landed in a group of a dozen monsters, all which jumped on him immediately, their claws tearing at his armor. 
 
    He tried to push them back with Overstrike, kicking up with his spear and sending one flying away, but there were too many of them. Just as he felt a claw pierce his armor and get through his skin, words echoed inside his mind. 
 
      
 
    —Onyx Form— 
 
      
 
    A large, black spear, covered in jagged lines over its entire length, shredded through the monsters above him, and Eari found himself looking up at his uncle. He was covered in black, glossy and jagged armor, holding a spear that was twice his size that looked more like some kind of a strange lance. 
 
    “Up, nephew. Don’t hold back.”  
 
    Eari pushed himself up as his uncle fought monsters around them. He saw the dozens charging at them and focused. 
 
      
 
    —Last Spear— 
 
      
 
    The pain he hadn’t even known he was feeling disappeared, the fog in his mind lifted, and everything seemed far clearer. None of his wounds bothered him anymore, and he felt like he could continue fighting forever. 
 
    He hefted Grudge and jumped back into the fight. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Naha 
 
      
 
    Nahamassa stabbed one more monster with her |Perfect Lacerate|. She was constantly in motion, moving from shadow to shadow, killing anything that got past the two spear users, killing anything that came close to Zach. A part of her wished that Zach had refused this mission, that he could’ve even considered refusing, but she knew that it would go against everything that he was. That was why she loved him: he would risk his own life to protect others, to try and save them. 
 
    It was why she was going to stand by his side no matter what, even though she could feel the growing terror inside her mind. Her mental defenses were not yet quite as powerful as she had led Zach to believe, but…she had spent the majority of her life with the horrors inside of her mind, seeking to cause fear. This much was not yet enough to overwhelm her, not nearly enough. 
 
    Another of the larger monsters came, and she stepped through the shadow, her sword and dagger stabbing behind its head. As her blades pierced the sticky skin, she realized her mistake. Tentacles from the monster’s side reached up and enveloped her, pressing her on top of its back, keeping her restrained. She saw other monsters move around them, heading for Zach, who was unable to protect himself. 
 
    A beam of void killed one, and spears killed another two, but five jumped on Zach’s back. 
 
    She focused her mind as she pushed with her legs, then finally managed to find purchase with her right leg and used |Spatial Step| to get out.  
 
    Naha moved through the shadow, but she was too late. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    As everyone around him fought to protect him, Zach reached for the portal again. He activated his perk, and immediately something started to burn inside of him. He felt the portal resisting his perk, and he pushed back. It was threatening to tear him apart, and soon all other sensations disappeared, leaving him only with the burning agony inside of him. 
 
    He didn’t know how much time passed, or if the people around him were still alive. He focused only on his perk, on closing the portal. He felt the vast power behind it, the distance that it bridged in an instant. It was…amazing, even glorious, something that he hadn’t ever imagined possible. He felt the thing that kept the portal open, the desire put inside it, the basic component upon which all of that power was built. The desire to be free, to go wherever one wanted, whenever one wanted. It was…familiar, as it was something that Zach himself wanted. 
 
    It helped, somehow, to understand at least a piece of how the portal was built. He felt his perk pushing the power of the portal back. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Eari 
 
      
 
    Eari had a claw stuck inside his stomach, with a bit of the monster’s paw hanging off of it. He had cut it off, but he had been too slow. His ideal had made him ignore it, had allowed him move as if there was no pain or injury at all. The ideal perk that he had gained with his Unyielding Spear made him…well, unyielding. 
 
    He killed another two monsters with his {Army of Spears} technique, and then noticed that a group of monsters was headed for the human warden. He pushed his Qi, but he was too far away, and he knew that he couldn’t reach him in time, not with monsters in his way. 
 
    Then, he saw a black shape charge through the monsters, his great spear cutting them down as he charged. He killed the monster closest to the warden just in time, then turned and swiped his spear in a crescent that killed the others. The line had broken; more were coming at them, and Eari tried to push through, but he could see that it wasn’t going to happen. Monsters were everywhere, carving his armor apart, pushing him in directions that he didn’t want to go. 
 
    He saw his uncle, a bastion of black stone, fighting next to the warden. A ravzor stepped out of the shadow near him, covering his side—but Eari saw it coming. 
 
    One of the larger types of monsters, a mass of hundreds of tentacles, dropped on top of them. It lashed out and threw the ravzor aside, then gathered its tentacles around his uncle. 
 
    “Uncle!” Eari screamed as he unleashed a barrage of attacks all around him, killing monsters and managing to take three steps in his uncle’s direction before more monsters filled the gap. 
 
    Distantly he saw his uncle’s spear shred through the mass of tentacles, but more were there to wrap around it and wrench it out of his grip. He heard the groaning of stone and saw the tentacles bending his uncle in the ways that a demasi body was not supposed to bend. Another monster jumped and sunk claws into him from behind, ripping the stone armor off, and then… 
 
    He saw his uncle’s body ripped in half, and then a glowing claw swiped the air, pulling on a soul of the Ethereal Realm before closing its jaws around it. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    Ryun saw Emar Ji Van die, unable to do anything to stop it. One of his hands was pointed at the ground, killing a monster that had gotten close to Zach, while spears of silver killed another two.  
 
    But the rest of his attention was on the sky. It was filled with flying monsters, all diving in a suicidal attempt to reach Zach. There were so many, and it took all of his power to stop them. He had already used his Field of a Thousand Cuts, and he was depleting his core fast with his beams and the spikes, plus the walls he was shaping in the air to kill or just slow them down enough for Selia’s spears to kill them. If it wasn’t for the Eternal Hunter and Huntress perks, both he and Selia would’ve faltered by now. 
 
    A big flying monster with tentacles instead of a head dove and Selia put a dozen spears into it, which then detonated, blowing it apart and making it rain black ichor. 
 
    Down on the ground, he saw the monsters closing in on Zach. He called his avatar back and had it abandon firing through the portal. It was a bad move, he knew, and as soon as the avatar stopped firing monsters came through, but he didn’t have a choice. The avatar fired a beam next to Zach’s head, killing a monster that was about to kill him. 
 
    The ravzor, the shapeshifter that was his partner, managed to recover and get near him, slicing through another two monsters attempting to reach Zach. Monsters were all around them, in the sky and on the ground. His avatar was tackled and savaged on the ground, broken apart in seconds.  
 
    Then, a large crack sounded through the air as the gate that the Warden Commander had summoned broke apart. The general walked through and she stood on unsteady legs in front of it, a one-handed hammer in her remaining hand that she had been using to beat the monsters coming around her gate away. 
 
    Then, his sense caught the portal trembling. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    He felt the portal give, and his perk pushed through. Rift Seal activated fully, and he felt the portal wink out. He collapsed on his knees, breathing heavily, feeling something warm leaking down his face. 
 
    “Teleport out!” a voice he recognized as that of the Warden Commander yelled, so loud that for a moment his vision went black. 
 
    His head was killing him, but he could still think, at least. He raised one leg and looked around, seeing only monsters around him. Spears flashed down and killed those around him, and he turned his head. He searched, looking for her, and then Naha was there. She pulled him up and Zach opened his mouth to thank her as he reached down to his token. 
 
    A clawed paw ripped her away, sending him to the ground. He saw her roll over the ground and another monster jump on top of her. A monster stabbed a claw through his stomach and he activated Rewind. The second time he rolled beneath the attack and cut up with his blade, opening the monster’s side. He crawled forward, then stumbled to his feet, heading for Naha, seeing her fighting and struggling as the monsters attacked her. 
 
    He was too drained, but he didn’t hesitate. He blinked across the distance, his blade sinking into a monster that was on top of her, he activated Old Heritage and kicked it off her. As he reached for her, another monster hit him in the chest, tackling him back and to the ground. There were so many of them all around them that he didn’t have the room or the time to use any of his powers. He saw Naha stumble up only for a monster to open its dark jaws wide above her, then lean down to bite her head off. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    As the portal collapsed, Ryun heard the Warden Commander give the order for them to leave. Eari flashed with Essence and was gone in an instant. Selia sent spears at the monsters around Zach, then she too used her token. Ryun reached for his, but he saw that Zach and his partner hadn’t gotten out yet. The Warden Commander was in a confrontation with the general monster, but he didn’t have the time or the need to wait anymore. His core was nearly fully depleted, and he had already used his Essence to restore it. His mind was drained, and he felt like he was barely standing. His sense was barely functioning from how many monsters were around them. 
 
    He had done his part, fulfilled his promise. He saw Zach searching for his partner, and then as they found each other, the monsters overwhelmed them. 
 
    They fought, but it was clear that they weren’t going to get away. Neither would leave the other. 
 
    Ryun didn’t think—he moved. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] moved him through the air, just as a flying monster dove from above, no longer held in check by Selia. 
 
    He arrived near Zach’s partner and shaped a wall, separating her from the monster about to eat her head. He shaped spikes all around them, impaling the other monsters and creating obstacles for the rest, buying them time. Zach reached his partner, both taking their tokens out and preparing to break them. 
 
    Zach raised his head and met Ryun’s eyes. For a moment, they were all alone, standing in silence. So much had gone wrong between them; Ryun had done irreparable harm to Zach. It was his fault, for being arrogant, for being the way he was. For not talking more, for not being willing to listen to others, to find common ground. For always thinking that his way was the right one. So much could’ve gone better on Earth if only the two of them had talked more. Now, it was too late. 
 
    Zach’s partner cracked the token and disappeared. Zach was about to break his as Ryun was pulling his own. Then, his eyes widened. In the chaos around him, his sense had missed it. A monster had managed to reach him unannounced. He turned and saw one of the larger types, six limbed and a monstrous head with a horn on top. It swiped at him from above. 
 
    A winged shape smashed into it, a blade piercing the monster’s head through its open mouth. Ryun recognized Zach a moment later, a testament to how tired and drained he was. 
 
    Zach pulled his bladed arm out of the monster and dropped to the ground, he pointed his arm and something exploded, blowing the other monsters around the two of them away. Ryun saw Essence enter the Real Realm in a great wave. 
 
    “Break it!” Zach yelled, and Ryun snapped out of it. He reached for his token, and together they broke them. A moment later, they were teleported somewhere else—to safety. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Hastur 
 
      
 
    The portal winked out somewhere far behind him, but the being that was Hastur the King in Yellow barely paid any attention to it. Half of his body was turned into paste, and the other was covered in lacerations. His robe was in tatters, and his mask shattered. His wounds were slow to heal, as if reality itself opposed him changing state, healing his wounds. It was…annoying. 
 
    He looked at his foe, lying in a crater. The area around them was destroyed beyond any recognition. They had blown the sand away and reached the bedrock before cracking it to pieces. They had created a canyon that stretched far in all directions. Their fight had killed many of his soldiers, had damaged the fort that he planned to use as his base of operations. They had even killed one of the limited number of breeders that Hastur had under his command. 
 
    It was…a fight that he would remember for all time. Even now, he couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “You almost killed me, you bastard,” Hastur whispered to his foe as the drake’s eyes closed for the final time. By now, Hastur knew exactly what was wrong with his opponent, so he didn’t bother to stay any longer. He turned and started walking back to his army.  
 
    He had a lot of work to do. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ethereal Realm—Unknown Regions 
 
      
 
    Deep inside the Ethereal Realm, there was a place where no soul or shade had ever set foot. Here, the rules changed at the whims of spirits that inhabited it. The terrain reflected sights never before seen, in colors so rare that no living soul had ever experienced them. Secrets and knowledge yet to be known hid and waited for those brave and lucky enough to find them. Here, there was mountain that was as tall as the largest of the old world, piercing the sky that was endless, and in a cave deep inside its heart, shrouded in the dark, hidden from sight—something stirred. 
 
    As the Wandering Drake closed his eyes for the last time, the Explorer’s Soul’s slitted eyes slid open.

  

 
   
    Interlude - Past is Prologue 
 
    Selia 
 
      
 
    The moon slowly turned into the sun; light shone from above through the smoke that filled the sky. Rays of light pierced it as if the smoke were clouds. Visible to the naked eye, they illuminated the city below. It…squirmed with dark shapes, far more than any of them had believed there to be. They had seen them coming out of the portal, in the dark, charging across the arena, and they hadn’t realized just how many had traversed the portal. Towering shapes moved among the buildings; black growths were crawling against the walls of the arena, covering them slowly. 
 
    Smoke was rising from the city, too. From the distance, no one would mistake the Tournament City for anything other than a battlefield. With her eye skill she could see into the streets, could see the dead being dragged away by the monsters back to the arena, for what purpose she didn’t know—but it filled her with dread. She had seen the large monsters dragging sacks, and she feared that this was not just an army, but an invasion force that could grow. They needed to stop it before it became too late. She just didn’t know how to do that. 
 
    Selia looked around her. She and her people had been the last to evacuate the city, but ahead of them tens of thousands were running. She didn’t know what had happened in the other districts, but…too many had died in the city. People were fractured, running without a goal or care, trying to save their own lives. The leaders of every major faction had died in the attack, and too many of the powerful had died on the walls or in the city. Everything had been thrown into chaos, and it was all that they could do to keep people moving. 
 
    She was at the far back of the retreating force, in case they were pursued, but the monsters hadn’t gone in their direction. There was an army, a sea of black charging over the ground, but not toward them. It was going north, its purpose unknown to her. 
 
    The warriors around her were all tired, many of them injured. They even had caravans moving those who were too wounded to walk on their own. They had already spent all of their healing supplies which made things worse. If that army had been heading in their direction…she doubted they could survive it. 
 
    The sects were so far willing to follow her direction, but she knew how sects worked. As soon as the immediate danger passed, they would all fracture. Everything was more complicated by the fact that they had people from all over the city mixed in. The retreat hadn’t been orderly; people had been shuffled around in the confusion and panic, desperate to escape. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Erdania asked from her side, her voice weary. 
 
    Selia glanced at her, seeing the state of her partner’s body. She was covered in small cuts. Her body was so dense that only the strongest attacks could penetrate deep, but she was also covered in bruises that looked like they were beyond painful. She was hard to damage, but she was not invulnerable. 
 
    “We go home, gather our warriors, call our allies. We…” She trailed off. She had been about to say that they needed to speak with their Sect Head, but she remembered that her grandfather was dead. She didn’t know what to do. They couldn’t allow this army to remain here, not when it was so large, not when she suspected that it could grow. There were millions of monsters here, perhaps more. It was impossible to tell. She had a suspicion based on the way that they were entrenching themselves that they couldn’t afford to let them stay here for long. She just didn’t know how to even begin to remedy that. 
 
    She needed to get into contact with the rest of the League, though, Sigmund would probably take care of that, once he recovered. He was the main reason why they had managed to escape, as the rest of them had been too drained to fight much longer. 
 
    And the Cabal…she didn’t know what was going to happen now. 
 
    “Everything just went to shit,” Selia whispered. “Everyone just lost their leaders and their highest-ranking members in most cases. This will turn the core upside down.” 
 
    She knew how precarious the peace in the Settled Territories was. This was going to throw everything out of the balance. Everyone was going to seek to get an upper hand, to gain power for themselves and carve out a piece of the world as their kingdom. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erdania said. “You are right, though. We go home and regroup.” 
 
    Selia opened her mouth and then paused as she felt emotions that weren’t her own. She steeled her expression and glanced to the side where she could feel a presence in her mind. Ryun Nacht was sitting on a small rock, warriors of his sect surrounding him while a ravzor with a sad expression on his face was talking to him. Ryun didn’t seem to be paying attention to him, though, and through his emotions she knew that for certain. She could feel great sadness coming from him, alongside worry and a bunch of other things that she couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    He was holding a burnt corpse in his lap, twisted beyond any hope of recognition. During their retreat he had stopped at his compound and had taken the corpse. He didn’t speak much, but Selia could tell that it was someone important to him. The only thing that he had said while they moved out of the city was to ask where the closest extremely cold place was. She didn’t know why he needed it, but there was only one territory nearby that fit his parameters. 
 
    She didn’t even know where to start with him. They were connected now, far more than she had ever imagined possible. She didn’t regret her choice; they had needed power, and he had given her a gift that was priceless. She wanted to talk with him, to ask where the perk that he had given her came from, to ask what it was and how he found it. But there just didn’t seem to be any time for that, and she didn’t even know how to tell Erdania about it. She only knew that she needed to do it sooner rather than later.  
 
    For now, though, they needed to get as far away from the city as possible. They weren’t equipped to fight the horde of monsters, not now. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    Zach stood in a circle with the rest of the Wardens who were the last to leave the city. Civilians were walking next to them in a large procession of retreating people. It had been hours since they had closed the portal, and he was barely keeping his eyes open. Naha was leaning on his side and he kept her propped up with his hand. 
 
    “What do we do now?” a warden who Zach didn’t recognize asked. 
 
    Bera looked beyond them, at the retreating people. “We protect the people, as we are supposed to.” 
 
    “The Warden Commander—” 
 
    “She didn’t teleport out with us. That doesn’t mean that she is dead. She is immortal.” Bera glared at the man.  
 
    No one said what they were all thinking: that those monsters ate souls. Yirrel was probably dead. Zach had seen how injured she was, how slow and weak. He doubted that she could’ve escaped; but then again, he didn’t know much about immortals. 
 
    Zach glanced at Naha, wondering what they should do. He had nearly lost her, and the only reason he hadn’t was because Ryun had been there. He didn’t know how to feel about that. A part of him wished that they could just leave, could go away alone, away from these horrors and responsibilities. But the line of people running from the monster horde in the city drew his eyes. Those people would need protection. Not everyone came here with their factions, and from what he could see everyone was looking after their own. Some people had been left all alone, defenseless, and both he and Naha would be there to protect them. 
 
    They moved out, with Zach and Naha staying near the end of the procession. They were heading west, to the nearest city that had a teleporter. Bera had sent people ahead to send messages to recall all available wardens to the Citadel. He didn’t know what she intended, but he knew that they would need all that they could gather to deal with that army in the city. He didn’t even want to think about what had remained beyond the portal. 
 
    For now, the wardens all seemed willing to follow Bera. He had never really given much thought to her rank in the Wardens organization, but she was apparently very high up. 
 
    There were no monsters coming after them, but Zach could see an army of monsters heading northward in the distance. He tried not to think about whoever had escaped in that direction or their fate. For now, he was just thankful that he had survived, and tried to focus on what was going to come next. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Reyla 
 
      
 
    She had never seen such frightened expressions on her parents’ faces. It had been days since they’d encountered the Lord of Death and the Grey Horde, since they’d turned their army around. Reyla and her siblings had returned to their palace while their parents stayed with the Emperor until just an hour ago. As soon as they came back, her mother immediately called a family meeting. She sat with Vanessa and Emrys, in a small room with all two of their parents, waiting for Father Olem. 
 
    “I’ve sent word to Leoric,” Father Ender said to their mother. “He will start buying everything that we need, will increase defenses on our southern territories, and will ready every guard we left in the Empire.” 
 
    “We won’t get back in time,” her mother whispered. “Erakael is sending orders too, but…there aren’t enough people left in the Empire to protect it. We didn’t anticipate this.” 
 
    “Mother, what happened? What was that notification?” Vanessa asked what all three of them had been wondering since it happened. Everyone had been talking about it, wondering about what it was. She had heard too many theories about what it could be; but whatever it was had caused the Return to end. So many years of planning, of preparing for a war, and then…they had just turned around. It wasn’t a retreat, even though they had lost their swarm and had been faced with the army of the Grey Horde. No, they were running back home in a panic. 
 
    “The worst thing that could’ve happened,” Father Ender said, answering their questions. “There are…things beyond our territory that we’ve been keeping a secret, out of the fear that something just like this would happen. Someone opened one of these…territories. Inside of it is…something like a monster swarm, only far worse. It is at the edge of our territory, which is now largely undefended. If we don’t reach the Empire in time, they will roll over our home.” 
 
    Reyla felt her heart skip a beat. Not because she understood the threat—because she didn’t—but because her parents’ expressions told her that she should be afraid. 
 
    Then, the doors opened and Father Olem entered. 
 
    “I’ve gotten in touch with Erik,” he said as he walked in. “He reached one of our bases in the frontier. He… I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Reyla saw her mother take his hand and pull him to a chair next to her. “At the beginning,” she said. 
 
    Reyla’s father took a deep breath and nodded. “He executed the plan. It was a success, and most of the High Rankers and leaders of nearly all factions that had been in the city were present died. But… The Speaker for the Blind betrayed him, and us. He opened the dome.” 
 
    “What?” Father Ender asked incredulously. “He was in the core, half a world away. He couldn’t have done it.” 
 
    Father Olem shook his head. “Erik said that he had a powerful spatial user. They opened a portal, directly from the Tournament City to the dome. He went through, opened it and then left. The hordes from the dome spilled into the core.” He whispered the last part, looking somehow unsure. 
 
    “A portal that reaches that far? That… I didn’t think that was possible,” her mother said. 
 
    “I don’t know how. Erik didn’t stay in the city for long and he wasn’t near the portal, but before he left…he said that millions had passed through the portal, that they were killing everything in the city. I don’t know if all of the monsters went to the core, if our territories are safe, but…” 
 
    “We lost contact with the fort,” her mother said. “So that is unlikely, but…if the dome was split, then perhaps we have a chance.” 
 
    “On the bright side, the core probably thinks that the Speaker is the one who triggered the Reaction Engine,” Father Olem said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. We can’t continue with the Return with the dome opened,” Reyla’s mother said. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Vanessa asked, and Reyla understood exactly what Vanessa meant. She wanted to know what this meant for…everything. 
 
    “Erakael had wanted to avenge his brother’s death for so long,” Father Ender started, “but this is about our survival. We cannot continue on our previous path; we might not even survive this.” 
 
    Everyone grew silent then. After a few moments more, Father Olem spoke again. 
 
    “There is more. Erik said that he has retrieved Daria and Nayra from the city. He said that he rescued them from the sect.” 
 
    Reyla blinked at that, then immediately reached out to her sister, but got no answer. It meant that she was probably asleep. She knew that Nayra was there of her free will, Daria…less so, but if Erik thought that he was saving them… She didn’t want to imagine what had happened. 
 
    Her mother took a deep breath. “Tell him to catch up with us as fast as possible. I…we don’t need any more problems. We’ll talk more once he arrives.” 
 
    Reyla had spent her entire life preparing for one moment. And now…everything had been turned on its head. She had no idea what the future held. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Ryun 
 
      
 
    The mountain was cold and covered in snow, though that didn’t bother him. He was at the summit, on a small clear space surrounded by nothing but the sky and peaks of mountains beneath him. He was sitting on a small rock, his eyes looking forward with all of his attention. He was surrounded by corpses. Monsters had found him—some from the mountain itself and others from the horde that came from the portal. They were scouting surrounding territories, and he knew that he didn’t have much time, but he knew that he couldn’t move, no matter what. 
 
    On the ground in front of him was a mangled and burned form. He had felt the dead in his compound during their retreat, and he recognized Anrosh despite her state. He tried to speak to Ereclaw, but couldn’t reach him. He didn’t know if he had met the same fate, as there had been no sign of a body, just a pile of ash. He knew that Ereclaw had immortality too, and he didn’t know if he would retain his perks if he died or not. But… Anrosh had suffered damage that was deeper than physical. One of her arms was just charred bone. Her armor was gone, melted and burned away. He could see bone in many places. It was…hard to look at, but he didn’t look away. Anrosh had immortality, and he had to believe that it would work. He had brought her to the coldest place that he could find and waited. It had been days since he had arrived on the mountain. It had taken him ten days to find this place, traveling at his top speeds. He had to leave his people in Lesamitrius’ hands, despite the man’s protests. He had to—he couldn’t waste time. Anrosh’s immortality would only work for twelve days after her death. 
 
    Yet, since he had arrived, there had been no change. Her body had remained the same. He knew that it took seven days for her to return to life, but he didn’t know if her body was supposed to regenerate over that time or if it happened all at once at the end of that time. For now, he would wait. He had a reason to believe that she was still there, and that was that Kagehime was nowhere to be seen. If she had died, the sword would’ve been next to her body. As it was…with her not being awake, or even in this transitional state, the sword would’ve gone back to her soul. 
 
    What worried Ryun was soul damage. He could see something that resembled what he saw in Tali, and he didn’t know how that would impact her immortality perk. 
 
    For now, he sat and waited. At the edge of his sense, he noticed monsters climbing the mountain and heading in his direction. Slowly, he moved Qi through his body, getting himself ready. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Yirrel 
 
      
 
    Everything hurt. She couldn’t move, couldn’t open her eyes. Her hearing was filled with chattering noises and notes in a language that she couldn’t understand. Whispers in her mind were getting louder and louder, making her doubt her own thoughts. She couldn’t reach her power; it was as if something was between it and her. 
 
    She didn’t even remember how she had gotten here. There was… fighting, she’d had a purpose, but… Everything was blurry now, and there were moments when she didn’t even know who she was. Something was crawling over her body, seeping into her. A part of her felt the wrongness and wanted to resist, but the whispers made it all so hard. 
 
    She tried to focus on something, anything that could help her keep her sanity. She was…she didn’t know who she was, but she did know that she served something more: an ideal, law, order, protection. She clung to that. Time seemed to be passing at a glacial pace, yet she felt like she had been in this state for ages. 
 
    She served law. 
 
    A law that she herself had made. 
 
    The whispers spoke louder now, making it hard for her to think. 
 
    She was forgetting thoughts halfway through them now. She was becoming confused, unable to think. There were only whispers inside her mind. 
 
    She served— 
 
    She knew that it was important, as everything told her that it was. 
 
    She served— 
 
    The whispers turned to loud voices, and the meaning of their words became clearer. 
 
    Ah… she thought to herself, remembering. 
 
    I serve…Hastur. 
 
    And the voices stilled.

  

 
   
    End of Volume III 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    This might be the end of the volume, but it is not the end of the story! This is the e-book version of my webserial, which means that there is more to read. Volume 4 is available for free on RoyalRoad (Volume 4 starts with chapter Interlude - Collapse on RoyalRoad). Go and check it out! 
 
    If you liked the story, it would mean a lot to me if you left a review on Amazon!. Reviews are the lifeblood of a self-published author such as myself, and help immensely. 
 
    If you want to support this story, please check out my Patreon, where you can read chapters two weeks in advance. 
 
    Join my discord if you want to discuss the story (or my other works), there is a lot of stuff there to see; a deeper insight into the system, character calculator, artwork, competitions, and more! 
 
    If you prefer to read stories in book format, don’t despair! Volume 4 will be coming out in a few months. 
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